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Abstract

This paper aims to explore the theoretical foundations and methodological approaches of public
policy evaluation, offering a detailed examination of how different evaluation types assess the
effectiveness, efficiency, and impact of public interventions. By examining methods such as
formative, summative, result-based, impact, ex-ante, and ex-post evaluations, we seek to
understand the distinct roles each plays in shaping public policy outcomes across various
domains. Through a comprehensive literature review, the article draws from multiple
disciplines, including economics, political science, and public health, to provide a broader
perspective on how evaluation frameworks are applied in different contexts. We highlight the
challenges that evaluators frequently encounter, such as grappling with the complexity of public
issues, the influence of historical decisions, and the political dynamics that often affect policy
outcomes. Our literature review reveals that each type of evaluation serves a specific purpose
in ensuring accountability, identifying unintended consequences, and measuring both the
successes and shortcomings of public policies. This provides essential feedback to
policymakers, allowing for continuous refinement and improvement of their strategies.
Moreover, the article emphasizes the importance of rigorous protocols and objective
assessments to guarantee credible and actionable results. Finally, we conclude by outlining
critical areas for future research, such as improving the integration of evaluation methods,
addressing evaluation biases, and enhancing the quality and transparency of ex-ante evaluations

to further refine public policy development and implementation.

Keywords: Public policy, Policy Evaluation, Ex-ante Evaluation, Ex-post Evaluation, Impact

Evaluation, Formative Evaluation, Effectiveness Evaluation, Process Evaluation
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1. Introduction

At its core, policy analysis is like peeling back the layers of a complex system to see what drives
decision-making (Koura, 2023; Kubler & de Maillard, 2009; Leca, 2012). It’s about
understanding the “why” behind the policies that shape our lives; why governments choose one
path over another, who holds influence in these decisions, and how the realities of politics,
economics, and institutions push and pull on the outcomes. Therefore, policy analysis lets us
glimpse into the motivations and challenges policymakers face, helping us to see how decisions
are crafted as responses to real-world problems (Howlett & Cashore, 2014; Strydom et al.,
2010). But policies don’t just stop at design; they come to life in the real world, where policy
evaluation steps in. This is where the questions shift from “why?” to “how well?”. How well
is a policy, or a policy mix working? Is it solving the problem it was meant to address, or is it
falling short? Policy evaluation is like the moment of truth, it’s when we measure the
effectiveness of a decision by looking at its actual outcomes (Cashmore et al., 2010; Desplatz
& Ferracci, 2016; Migaud, 2013; Penissat, 2011). Did it make a difference? Was it fair and
efficient? Importantly, this isn’t just a checklist of successes; it’s about diving deeper, exploring
unintended consequences, and learning from both the triumphs and the mistakes. It provides
the critical feedback loop that helps improve or adjust policies over time (Perret, 2016).
Becker, (1985) claims that if the intentions of public policies were fully known, the public
sector would prove to be a far more efficient producer and redistributor than generally believed.
Indeed, many policies fail because they require the execution of tasks that are difficult to
accomplish. Adding to this the propensity for corruption, incompetence, and political
motivations to which these policies are subject, it seems quite normal that things often do not
go as the policy-makers initially intended. Likewise, Lasswell, (1970) states that the specificity
of policy evaluation lies in the fact that it is oriented toward problems that are not only caused
by particular circumstances but also by historical decisions and constructions, whose
composition can only be understood, through a return to and meticulous analysis of the past.
Given the plurality of governments’ interventions, and consequently, public policies, the
significant budgets allocated to them, and the sensitivity of the issues they address, evaluating
their impacts is a major challenge for decision-makers and researchers, to measure their effects
and identify the complications that hinder the achievement of their objectives. The evaluation
of public policies as a scientific approach has been embraced by a plurality of disciplines such
as education sciences, public health, sociology, political science, economics, and many other

fields depending on the policies or programs being evaluated (Revillard, 2021). This phase of
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the policy process falls within a broad spectrum of practices aimed at measuring and improving
the performance of public institutions (Barbut et al., 2020). However, evaluation is always
perceived as a delicate and difficult task, as many obstacles can distort and discredit an
evaluation that does not adhere to a rigorous protocol (Langot & Petit, 2020).
The objective of this article is to explore the varied approaches to policy evaluation, tracing its
evolution as a key element in the policy-making process. By reviewing the literature, this article
will examine the different types of policy evaluation; from formative and summative
evaluations to process and impact assessments, and how each plays a unique role in measuring
the effectiveness, efficiency, and fairness of public policies. The rest of this paper is divided as
follow; the second section sheds light on the controversial nature associated to the concept of
policy evaluation and its taxonomy. The third section frames ex-ante and ex-post evaluations
as part of a continuum from anticipating policy effects to assessing their real-world impact.
Finally, the fourth section will present the most used approaches in policy evaluation,
emphasizing the specificities, mechanisms, benefits and challenges related to each one.

2. Public Policy Evaluation: A Controversial Concept and Taxonomy

2.1 Defining the Core of Policy Evaluation
Traditionally, regarded as the concluding phase of the policy process, evaluation has often been
overlooked in political science research. Nevertheless, it serves as a crucial tool for tracing the
evolving dynamics within the political arena (Matyjasik, 2010). The evaluator’s work lies
somewhere between the role of a social sciences’ researcher, who is interested in theory,
research design, and data analysis (but who, for the most part, is not involved in service
delivery), and the role of a practitioner, who deals with actors (people or institutions) in need,
but is rarely interested or trained in data collection and analysis methods (Posavac, 2011).
This complexity of evaluation as a task, can also be seen when we try to define it; in fact, the
concept of evaluation, presents challenges, as it encompasses diverse interpretations and
theoretical frameworks that vary according to historical periods, contextual factors, and the
perspectives of evaluators and scholars (Jabot, 2014). For instance, Luis and Moncayo, (2021)
define evaluation, claiming its scientific status, as a science that systematically studies how,
and with what success, interventions aimed at changing the world function. Another more
synthetic definition is provided by “La Société Francaise de I’Evaluation” which defines
evaluation as an activity aimed at producing knowledge about public actions, particularly
concerning their effects, with the dual purpose of enabling citizens to assess their value and

helping decision-makers improve their relevance, effectiveness, efficiency and convergence.

www.I[JAME.com Page 3

International journal of applied management and economics

’
’

’
’

’
’



N
N

N
N

N V Applied Mnlsueolnlam & Economics

|]AM& International Journal

Vol : 02, N° 11 , December 2024
ISSN : 2509-0720

Arguably, policy evaluation has grown into a key part of the policy-making process. Once seen
as an afterthought, it’s now recognized as essential for understanding whether public policies
work and how they can be improved (Davies, 2012). While the obvious weaknesses in the
policy-making process represent enormous challenges, they are problems that can, in principle,
be solved. More effort, more data, more transparency, better governance, competent experts,
and goodwill. All of this can help to mitigate these problems and improve the implementation
of public policies (Mueller, 2020). It is in this context that the evaluation of public policies
emerges as a crucial tool to ensure the proper implementation, effectiveness, and efficiency of
the policies and programs launched by governments.

Moreover, evaluation provides a foundation on which, decision-makers can make informed
judgments about the effects that a public policy or a policy mix are likely to have on the group
of beneficiaries to whom they are addressed, or on the conditions under which a desired effect
is likely to be achieved or not. Indeed, studies show that policy-makers never start without
benchmarks when they try to formulate new policies, but rather on the basis of a solid
background from previous experiences.

It should be noted that, this polysemic and generalist notion is usually anticipated by another
term that specifies its object (policy evaluation, program evaluation, process evaluation,
practice evaluation, network evaluation, personnel evaluation...etc), itS intended purposes
(summative, formative, managerial, or democratic evaluation), the type of approach
(collaborative, participatory, pluralistic evaluation), the type of inquiry (relevance,
effectiveness, impact evaluation), the discipline or methods employed (socioeconomic
evaluation, qualitative or quantitative evaluation), the mode of operation (external or internal
evaluation), or the timing (ex-ante, intermediate, final, ex-post).

2.2  Taxonomy in turmoil

Over the years, contradictory perceptions of theorists and the varied methodological procedures
to public policy evaluation have given rise, to a wide range of evaluative approaches, allowing
evaluators to answer evaluation questions and refine their opinions based on the context, so that
they can provide a perspective, that is close to and representative of the evaluated policy’s
effects.Palfrey et al.,, (2012) propose a productive tactic to categorizing public policy
evaluations, by clarifying the primary objective pursued by each evaluation model and listing
the different approaches adopted by practitioners and researchers, whose focus varies from one
model to another (Table 1).
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Table 1: Seven Models of Public Policy Evaluation

Model Focus

o _ The effectiveness, efficiency, and economic aspect of the
Objective-oriented _ _
evaluated intervention

Decision-oriented Improves decision-making

Evaluation research Provides explanations of results

Responsive Evaluation process and participant perspectives

Openness to achievements other than those prescribed by the
Goal-free ' . o
intervention’s goals and objectives

Alternative-explanations | Alternatives to accepted descriptions of what is happening

Use-oriented The usefulness of results for different stakeholders

Source: Palfrey et al. (2012)
Similarly, Crabbé & Leroy, (2012) propose a list of eleven approaches to evaluating
environmental programs and emphasize that the choice of approaches is not random but
depends on several factors, including the characteristics of the policy or program being
evaluated, the evaluators and their perspective, and the evaluation’s objective. Likewise, Stuart
et al. (2017) advocate a reduced list of four approaches used in public policy evaluation, which
we will further explain below. These approaches are (1) formative evaluation, (2) process or
implementation evaluation, (3) outcome or effectiveness evaluation, and finally (4) impact
evaluation.
Due to this variety of evaluation techniques, the evaluators must answer, one of the fundamental
questions from the outset: “What are we seeking to achieve through the evaluation?” This
question will allow them to set their expectations for the evaluation work. Are they looking to
assess the quality of the service provided by the organization responsible for delivering the
policy? Or are they seeking to enlighten potential improvements to the policy during its design
or implementation? Or are they attempting to measure the results, or even the impacts, of a
policy on its beneficiaries?

3. Ex-Ante and Ex-Post Evaluations: From Projections to Real-World Outcomes
3.1 Ex-ante Evaluation
The ex-ante method is conducted prior to the implementation of an intervention with the aim
of providing, among other things, a preliminary estimate regarding the proper assessment of
socioeconomic issues, the relevance of the strategy and objectives, and the coherence with other

interventions or policies. Ex-ante evaluation seeks to quantify the expected effects of future
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policies by considering the current state of a targeted area or population. This type of evaluation
often involves simulations based on the behavior of the community or economy subject to the
intervention.

In most cases, ex-ante evaluations rely on structural models containing the components of the
environment faced by the stakeholders. In essence, they are “what if?” analyses. For instance,
what would happen if certain characteristics of the tax system or public spending were altered?
What would be the difference or impact on individual households compared to the initial
situation, or status quo? Such analysis is marginal because it aims to capture differences relative
to the status quo. Moreover, it is an almost necessarily behavioral, as it requires generating
counterfactuals that account for the responses of agents (Bourguignon & Ferreira, 2003).
These structural models are based on underlying assumptions, which include identifying the
main actors involved in the development of the policy in question, whether individuals,
communities, public administrations, ministries, private actors, or even international
stakeholders. Additionally, potential interactions between these actors and the different
components of the environment are considered, as they will ultimately determine the potential
outcomes (Koura et al., 2024). Furthermore, ex-ante evaluations are often conducted to provide
decision-makers with information that enables them to allocate (accordingly) resources to
activities that have a significant impact in terms of achieving the objectives pursued by their
funders.

Helming et al., (2011) suggest that the process of conducting an ex-ante evaluation involves
identifying the problem that triggers the need for the public policy. Subsequently, the objectives
are set, and policy options that can be implemented are developed. Subsequently, the intended
and unintended impacts of each option on the social, economic, and environmental variables of
the system are defined, analyzed, and compared.

An insightful example of ex-ante evaluation is South Korea’s study of its vehicle-to-grid (V2G)
system, designed to assess potential benefits of integrating electric vehicles into the energy grid.
This evaluation forecasted demand and examined how subsidies might influence electric
vehicle adoption. By analyzing consumer interest and optimal pricing, it highlighted that a well-
structured subsidy could promote social welfare, boost profits for V2G providers, and
encourage electric vehicle use (Hong, 2012).

3.2  Ex-post Evaluations

Ex-post evaluations are conducted by decision-makers to assess the efforts made in the past to

achieve previously set objectives, throughout all stages of the policy cycle and decision-making
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context. These evaluations can be based on direct monitoring of key variables that reflect the
objectives pursued by the policy, as well as comparing the achieved state or change against the
expected impacts of the implemented policies. During the review phase of the policy cycle, the
results of previously adopted policies can be compared to hypothetical or alternative
counterfactual scenarios.

In fact, ex-post evaluations can offer valuable insights into how to adjust policy parameters to
better achieve desired outcomes in the future or simply provide transparent reports on past
policy performance. However, most ex-post evaluations struggle to derive insights that could
not have been predicted through ex-ante evaluations. This challenge stems from the reliability
and quality of the data available to the evaluator, as well as the burdensome task of collecting
and processing such data, which can distort the findings of ex-post evaluations (OECD, 2004).
To measure ex-post effects, an evaluation framework based on the OECD model is often used
(Table 2). This framework aims to assess the various levels of success or failure of a public
policy. It is a general framework that relies on both quantitative and qualitative data sources,
encompassing the financial aspect of the evaluation through traditional cost-benefit analysis,
and comparing outcomes with the budgets committed. Additionally, it includes supplementary
measures of success or failure that can be important for decision-makers and other stakeholders
(Meunier & Welde, 2017).

Table 2: Objective-Based Methodology for Ex-Post Evaluation

Measures

Measuring operational success: To what extent are results
achieved through the efficient use of financial, human and
material resources?

Measuring tactical success: Have the set objectives been achieved
and to what extent has the project contributed to their attainment?
Measuring strategic success: Did the project have any positive or

Success levels

Efficiency

Effectiveness

Impact . .
P negative consequences other than those anticipated?
Measure of tactical success: Was the project consistent with the
Pertinence needs and priorities of decision-makers, intended users and other
stakeholders?
- Measuring strategic success: Are the positive effects of the project
Durability g g P pro]

likely to continue after its completion?
Value for money Has the project produced a positive net present value?

Source : Meunier & Welde, (2017)

www.I[JAME.com Page 7

International journal of applied management and economics

’
’

’
’

’
’



N
N

N
N

N V Applied Mnlsueolnlam & Economics

|]AM& International Journal

Vol : 02, N° 11 , December 2024
ISSN : 2509-0720

Hypothetically, in a stable and predictable environment, ex-post evaluations should tend to
align with ex-ante evaluations. However, due to various uncertainties and continuous
fluctuations that economies experience, the observed outcomes from state interventions (ex-
post evaluations) often diverge from the expected results (ex-ante evaluations). The degrees of
convergence or divergence between the two evaluations primarily depend on the precision and
quality of the ex-ante evaluation, as well as the fluctuations experienced by the environment
and target population of the intervention, which significantly influence the output of the ex-post
evaluation (Leite et al., 2011).
4. Key Approaches to Policy Evaluation

4.1  Formative Evaluation

When it comes to public policies!, this category of approaches allows for checking the
feasibility of a policy on several levels, whether it concerns the possibility of its implementation
or the management of its potential social and economic effects. This type of evaluation is
usually conducted during the design phase of the evaluated policy or when it is being modified
in whole or in part. The term formative evaluation has been recognized since the 1960s, when
researchers first made the fundamental distinction between the roles of formative and
summative evaluation, identifying the goal of formative evaluation as the collection of
information that can be used primarily for learning and intelligence purposes, impacting the
ongoing development and improvement of the policy in question. In contrast, the primary
objective of summative evaluation is to make a judgment and overall assessment of the
program’s effectiveness as a whole (Dehar et al., 1993).

In this category of evaluative approaches, the focus is more on the “operationalization” and
implementation of the policy in question, and the quality of its development, organization, and
implementation process. Formative evaluation, also known as developmental evaluation, aims
to formulate, in advance, recommendations for making possible modifications and adjustments
to the policy before its effective inauguration (Crabbé & Leroy, 2012). In this context, this
approach reveals the discrepancies between what is feasible and what is potentially achievable,
through a SWOT analysis, highlighting the strengths and weaknesses, opportunities, and threats
associated with the implementation of the policy or program in question. Based on this analysis,

1 n training engineering, formative evaluation refers to all the methods that a teacher or trainer uses to assess
the learners’ understanding, detect their learning needs, and assess their progress toward one or more
previously set educational objectives. This allows the teacher or trainer (who takes on the role of an evaluator in
this case) to adapt and modify their working methodology according to the learners’ progress and reception.
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the evaluator is expected to make suggestions for better implementation of the policy.
Formative evaluation duly considers the unstable and dynamic political context and attempts to
limit the policy’s volatility, inherent in complex and varied projects in a politically unstable and
dynamic environment.

Furthermore, Perret, (2016) asserts that the primary objective of formative evaluation is to
improve the competencies and levels of stakeholder involvement, through an increased focus
on process and quality, and by prioritizing the use of qualitative and participatory methods,
enabling a clear view of the policy under evaluation. It is important to note that formative
evaluation is always perceived as the opposite of summative evaluation. Indeed, these two
evaluation methods are considered by Anglo-Saxons (particularly Americans) as archetypes.
Although they do not have a univocal meaning in the field of evaluation, there is a consensus
that formative evaluation aims to develop and optimize political programs, while summative
evaluation is primarily concerned with collecting information on the effectiveness of policies.
Formative evaluation is more action-oriented, while summative evaluation tends to be more
research-oriented (Crabbé & Leroy, 2012). Another important characteristic of formative
evaluation is that it involves a broader range of roles for the evaluator than those traditionally
assigned to them. While the traditional role is limited to that of a technician or methodologist,
formative evaluation involves an expansion of the primarily technical role, as well as political
and consultative roles, such as those of educator, consultant, and change agent, all with the goal
of improving the quality of the evaluation. Indeed, unlike traditional conceptions of the
evaluator as a neutral and detached observer, formative evaluation requires the evaluator to
work closely with the stakeholders involved in decisions related to planning, developing, and
implementing the evaluated policy.

A formative evaluation of the E-Ready tool? showed how it could effectively support healthcare
teams in launching new e-Health initiatives. By gathering feedback from healthcare providers
through expert panels and interviews, the tool was refined to address real-world challenges,
such as staff readiness and workplace adaptability. Through its structured, hands-on approach,
E-Ready helped managers understand readiness levels, tailor support, and create action plans,
ultimately making it easier for healthcare teams to embrace and successfully implement digital
health solutions (Dannapfel et al., 2022).

2 E-Ready is a self-assessment tool developed to help healthcare organizations gauge and improve their readiness
for implementing eHealth initiatives by assessing factors like staff engagement, organizational support, and change
readiness
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4.2  Process Evaluation
This type of evaluation analyses the managerial quality of a policy. It is often used with a
decision-making logic to improve the implementation and delivery of the policy under
evaluation. It does not primarily focus on determining whether the policy achieves its desired
outcomes or impacts on its targeted population, but rather on assessing the quality of managerial
decisions regarding the administration and procedures adopted for successful implementation
of the policy. Dehar et al., (1993) conducted a study on process evaluations of health promotion
and disease prevention programs, defining process evaluation as a method aimed at
documenting and analyzing the operation of a policy to refine its outcomes and inform decision-
makers for future planning of the policy.
Butterfoss, (2006) asserts that when it comes to public health policies, process evaluation is
favored by evaluators and researchers to assess the scope, reliability, and quality of state
interventions in health promotion and disease prevention. This method grants decision-makers
the ability to refine concepts during implementation, allowing them to focus on the operational
aspects of the policy and how its objectives will be achieved. Moore et al., (2005) argue that
process evaluations have the primary goal of providing a detailed understanding, of the
implementation of the policy under evaluation by analysing three main dimensions, as
illustrated in Figure 1:

5. Implementation: Focusing on the structures, resources, and processes deemed

necessary for implementation, as well as the quality and quantity of what was delivered,
6. Mechanisms of impact: This dimension examines how the policy and the interactions
between the actors involved in its delivery affect its outcomes;
7. Context: This dimension evaluates how external factors influence the policy's outcomes

and its implementation.
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Figure 1: The Key Functions of Process Evaluation and the links Between Them

Description of Outcomes
intervention
and its causal

assumptions ‘

Source: Moore et al., (2005)
Overall, process evaluation emphasizes the type, scale, beneficiaries, and resources of the
policy, as well as the practical problems encountered and how they are resolved. For effective
process evaluation, planning must begin early to ensure the necessary data for evaluation is
collected without compromise.
An illustration of process evaluation can be seen in the evaluation of Kenya’s Free Maternity
Services (FMS) policy. This evaluation focused on how effectively the policy was
implemented, identifying gaps in funding mechanisms, reimbursement processes, and
stakeholder engagement (Tama et al, 2017). Another example is seen in the urban river
restoration project China, where treated wastewater was used to restore river flow. Through
ongoing monitoring of nutrient levels and toxicity risks, the evaluation guided adjustments in
restoration methods, such as filtration and aeration, to ensure water quality and prevent
ecological issues like algal blooms (Sun et al, 2022).
4.3  Results Evaluation
Kellaghan and Madaus, (2002) offer a comprehensive definition of results evaluation as he
asserts that results evaluation is: “4 type of evaluation that uses person and organization-
referenced outcomes to determine current and desired person and program-referenced
outcomes and their use (program evaluation), the extent to which a program meets its goals

and objectives (effectiveness evaluation), whether a program made a difference compared to
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either no program or an alternative program (impact evaluation), or the equity, efficiency or
effectiveness of policy outcomes (policy evaluation)”. This definition suggests that results-
based evaluation primarily addresses the question of what the evaluated policy should
accomplish for its beneficiaries, especially in terms of valued and referenced outcomes. It also
considers the expected results that evaluators, stakeholders, and promoters, especially from the
state, seek during the policy’s design and implementation phases. These results are
benchmarked by the organization to reflect its effectiveness and efficiency, using indicators and
proxies to measure outcomes for the target population.

However, Cashmore et al., (2010) note that assessing effectiveness presents conceptual and
methodological challenges, and despite growing interest and demand for evaluation, significant
progress on these issues remains elusive. In fact, a persistent issue in evaluation research is the
meaning of effectiveness itself, typically defined as the achievement of objectives but
sometimes expanded to include cost-effectiveness. Nowadays, most public policies face two
main evaluation needs: demonstrating increased accountability and ensuring continuous
improvement. From a managerial perspective, this equates to results-based management,
quality assurance, and outcomes valued by beneficiaries. Schalock, (2001) identifies five
elements that should be included in results-based evaluation to meet these managerial needs
involving two performance proxies and two value assessments: (1) performance evaluation, (2)
consumer evaluation, (3) functional evaluation, and (4) personal appreciation (Figure 5).

Figure 1:The Elements Required to Implement a Results-Based Evaluation Approach

Evaluation type
- Program
- Policy
) e ———
Results Measurement
- Impact approach
Focus of the valuation - Performances' Results and
- Organization evaluation interpretations Use
: - Individuals - Consumer - Internal validity - Objective
Questions . appreciation -
asked Evaluation standards (beneficiaries) -External validity - Success
- Performance ; - Attrition factors
- Functional )
- Value assessment - Contextual variables
results measures - Personal
- Organization's performance \%/
- Organisation value
- Individual performance
- Individual value

. J

Source: Schalock, (2001)
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Schalock (2001) adds that, in principle, results-based evaluation typically begins by asking
questions. Although these questions can be multifaceted, five frequently asked questions by
promoters, stakeholders, or evaluators directly relate to the four types of evaluation previously
discussed in our work. These questions are:

- What outcomes does the policy produce for its beneficiaries?

- Does the policy achieve its goals (effectiveness evaluation)?

- Is the policy better than other options?

- Does this policy work?

- How can information about the outcomes be used to improve other policies?
The Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (4Ps) in the Philippines offers a strong example of
results-based evaluation. This conditional cash transfer program regularly assesses its impact
by linking financial aid to tangible health and education outcomes. Evaluations have
consistently shown positive effects, such as increased school attendance and improved
healthcare access for low-income families. This approach demonstrates how outcome-focused
evaluations can guide program enhancements, ensuring that goals are met effectively and
benefits reach those who need them most (Asian Development Bank, 2024).
4.4  Impact Evaluation
To illustrate the critical importance of impact evaluations, we will use an example from the
health sector. Mali and Benin introduced a policy exempting payment for caesarean sections in
2005 and 2009, respectively. Ravit et al., (2018) attempted to evaluate the impact of this policy
on the use of services and neonatal outcomes. The results show that the policy consisting of
eliminating fees for caesarean section access, had a positive impact on delivery and significantly
contributed to improving neonatal outcomes, particularly for the most disadvantaged women.
These findings confirm the idea that user fees are a major barrier to caesarean section access in
low-income countries. In addition to these findings, recommendations were made regarding the
quality of government intervention, as the policy’s implementation level was far from optimal,
and its impact could have been greater if caesareans were truly free for all women.
Impact evaluations are part of a broader practice known as “evidence-based policymaking”
(Leuz, 2018; Strydom et al., 2010). This practice, which has gradually spread internationally,
is characterized by a shift in focus from inputs to outcomes and the results of each public
intervention. This global trend is continually redefining how public policies are conducted.
With a cost-effectiveness focus, results are increasingly used by decision-makers and demanded

of them to enhance accountability, inform budget allocations, and guide policy decisions.
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Gertler et al., (2016) provide a general and detailed definition of impact evaluation, he stated
that: « Impact evaluations are a particular type of evaluation that seeks to answer cause-and-
effect questions. Unlike general evaluations, which can answer many types of questions, impact
evaluations are structured around one particular type of question: What is the impact (or causal
effect) of a program on an outcome of interest? This basic question incorporates an important
causal dimension: we are interested only in the impact of the program, that is, the effect on
outcomes that the program directly causes. An impact evaluation looks for the changes in
outcome that are directly attributable to the program ».

Indeed, an impact evaluation seeks to establish and quantify how an intervention affects the
outcomes of interest to analysts and policymakers. Peersman, (2002) argues that, beyond the
extent of the effects, an impact evaluation should contribute to identifying the actors and
understanding how a program or policy succeeded, shedding more light on the determinants of
the intervention’s success or failure.

An effective impact evaluation should accurately assess the mechanisms by which beneficiaries
respond to the intervention. These mechanisms may include connections to markets or
improvements in social networks, as well as links to other existing policies. This latter
connection is particularly important, as an impact evaluation that helps decision-makers
understand the effects of an intervention can inform simultaneous and future impact evaluations
of related interventions. The benefits of a well-designed impact evaluation are therefore long-
term and can have considerable spillover effects (Shahidur et al., 2010).

For an impact evaluation to achieve its objectives, Peersman (2002) suggests that the framework
and methodology used to analyze the meaning of the data collected must be systematic and
transparent during the planning phase of the evaluation. The framework includes how data
analysis will account for the assumptions made in the program’s theory of change regarding
how it is expected to produce the desired outcomes. In a truly mixed-methods evaluation, this
includes using appropriate numerical and textual analysis methods, and triangulating multiple
data sources and perspectives, to maximize the credibility of the evaluation’s findings.
However, one of the major challenges facing impact evaluation is identifying a counterfactual,
namely, the situation that would have prevailed without the policy or with an alternative policy.
The fundamental problem of evaluation is that this counterfactual is, in practice, never
observed. To address this, a variety of tools and instruments are used by evaluators and
researchers. When it comes to policy impact evaluations, the various quantitative methods

primarily aim to detect the impact (whether the objective is achieved or not), its source (the
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notion of causality), and finally its magnitude, which is typically measured quantitatively. The
primary focus is on assessing causality, particularly through the reasoning approach known as
“counterfactual”. The notion of causality was fully explained by the philosopher David Hume?,
who stated that causality cannot be directly observed but must be inferred from the observation
of links between variables and the comparison of comparable situations (Baiz & Revillard,
2022).

Bourdin & Ragazzi, (2018) clearly define the principle of a counterfactual impact evaluation,
emphasizing its reliance on a set of statistical techniques that allow evaluators to establish the
extent to which the results obtained by individuals, companies, or regions that have benefited
from a public policy are attributable to the policy itself, rather than to other factors that may
affect these results. According to Bourdin & Ragazzi, statistics show a change in the objective
variable without disentangling what is due to the effects of the policy from what is due to
changes that would have occurred under the influence of other forces and factors (other than
the policy). Unlike what happens in experimental sciences, we can only observe the change
obtained by the units participating in the program; the counterfactual impact evaluation
essentially aims to provide the best possible estimate of the (unobservable) evolution that these
units would have achieved without the program and compare it to the actual evolution.

The concept of counterfactual is often illustrated through the question: “What would have
happened in the absence of the intervention?” Consider two groups: the first, known as the
treatment group, consists of individuals (citizens, communities, businesses, public institutions,
etc.) who benefited from the public policy or policies under evaluation. The second group,
known as the control group, includes individuals who did not benefit from the intervention. The
counterfactual is derived by comparing the observed outcomes in both groups, which were
initially identical and hypothetically would have remained so, if the intervention had not taken
place within the treatment group. Hence, any difference between the two groups is attributed to
the impact of the intervention.

To better understand this reasoning, let us express it through a simple mathematical model. The
evaluator’s goal is to measure the impact A of an individual i’s participation in a program on an

outcome variable. Let Y1 represent the outcome an individual receives if they participate in the

3 David Hume’s approach to understanding causality is based on the idea that we can’t directly see cause and
effect. Instead, we learn about causality by noticing patterns—when one thing consistently follows another, we
start to infer that there’s a cause-and-effect relationship. This thinking is at the heart of how we evaluate policies
today, especially when using the counterfactual method, which compares what actually happened with what
might have happened if the policy hadn’t been in place
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program, and Yo the outcome they receive if they do not (Y1 is unobservable for the individual
if Yo is observed, and vice versa). Consequently, for individual i, the impact of participating in
the program, Ai, is given by the following equation: Ai = Yii - Yoi. However, a significant
challenge in counterfactual causal reasoning is the identification of treatment and control
groups, which, as previously mentioned, must be identical in all aspects and remain so
throughout the analysis period in the absence of the evaluated intervention. In practice,
achieving such replication is impossible. Therefore, the evaluator seeks to assemble two groups
that are as similar as possible, by identifying groups with convergent characteristics and
behaviors.

Additionally, persistent differences observed during the analysis of the treatment and control
groups allow for measuring the impact of the evaluated intervention. These measurements are
often subject to uncertainty, typically expressed in quantitative methods through confidence
intervals. For instance, the effect of a public policy promoting the financing of Moroccan SMEs
on job creation could be expressed as follows: “[300,000; 500,000] with a 90% confidence
level.” This statement means that there is a 90% chance that the public policy contributed to the
creation of between 300,000 and 500,000 jobs, and a 10% chance that the actual impact on job
creation falls below 300,000 or above 500,000 jobs.

In qualitative methods, the reasoning around causality differs from that used in quantitative
methods. Quantitative methods attempt to analyse the public intervention as a whole, primarily
focusing on inferring the overall causality of the policy or policies in question. In contrast,
qualitative methods aim to break down and analyse the intervention to describe the intermediate
causalities observed at various stages of the policy process. Returning to the aforementioned
example, the impact of a public policy promoting the financing of Moroccan SMEs on job
creation can be approached using a quantitative method by inferring the causal link. For
instance, this can be done by comparing employment in Morocco (considered the treatment
group in this case) with employment in a similar country where the reform was not
implemented.

The focus shifts from counterfactual causality to processual causality, also known as
mechanical or physical causality, which involves critically analyzing the key causal links that
connect the design of the policy to the achievement of its intended goals. This processual
causality is based on a logic similar to that presented by the German philosopher (Carnap,
1973), who postulated: “The cause of an event is not, strictly speaking, a thing, but a process.

In everyday life, we say that certain things cause events. What we really mean is that specific
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processes or events cause other processes or events. Thus, we say that the sun causes the growth
of plants; in fact, we mean that solar radiation, which is a process, causes this growth”.
Following this logic, the evaluator focuses on providing insights regarding the quality of the
policy’s design and implementation, emphasizing aspects such as communication,
coordination, monitoring, and convergence among the various parts of the ecosystem involved
in addressing the issue targeted by the intervention being evaluated. Applying this processual
causal reasoning to the same example, the evaluator might collect the perceptions of Moroccan
SMEs managers regarding the program launched to provide them with the necessary financial
resources to enhance their growth.

Moreover, the evaluator can also gather perceptions emanating from the different stakeholders
intervening in the design, transmission and monitoring of the policy to assess the efficiency,
coordination and especially, the convergence levels between the various actors of this
ecosystem. This would allow the evaluator to observe, in the field, the reconciliations achieved
in terms of both direct and indirect job creation. In turn, this would enable him to assess the
public’s perception of the policies and the quality of the communication established by
policymakers (i.e., whether the target audience is informed or not), as well as the managerial
aspects of the governmental action through the analysis of the perceptions of actors involved in

the policy process.
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Conclusion

Policy evaluation has become a cornerstone in modern policymaking, offering invaluable
insights into how well public initiatives actually perform. Far from being an afterthought,
evaluation is now a vital part of the policy cycle. It allows us to look beyond intentions and
measure real-world outcomes, helping policymakers see where their strategies have succeeded,
fallen short, or even led to unintended consequences. By using different types of evaluations—
such as formative, summative, ex-ante, and ex-post assessments—governments and institutions
can gain a clearer understanding of whether their policies are truly meeting the needs of the
public.

One of the most important benefits of policy evaluation is its ability to create a feedback loop,
giving decision-makers the data, they need to adapt and improve their policies. This process
turns policy implementation into something dynamic and responsive rather than static. Instead
of being locked into a single course of action, policymakers can adjust their strategies in real-
time, based on solid evidence. Evaluation also plays a critical role in ensuring accountability.
In an era where public resources are limited, it’s more important than ever to make sure that
policies are not just well-intentioned but also effective and efficient in their use of funds and
effort.

However, as powerful as policy evaluation can be, it comes with its own set of challenges. The
complexity of public issues, combined with the diverse approaches to evaluation, means that
no single method fits all situations. Furthermore, political pressures and institutional dynamics
can sometimes complicate the objective assessment of policies. Despite these hurdles, the need
for rigorous and thoughtful evaluation has never been greater, especially as policies
increasingly have to address interconnected, multifaceted problems.

Looking forward, there are several key areas where further research could significantly improve
the field of policy evaluation. First, there is a growing need to better integrate mixed-methods
approaches. While quantitative methods provide the hard data necessary for measuring
outcomes, qualitative methods bring richness and context to the numbers, helping to explain
why certain results occur. Future research should focus on developing models that blend these
methods more seamlessly, offering a fuller picture of policy performance.

Another critical area for exploration is how to minimize bias in evaluations. Evaluators often
face pressures from political stakeholders or institutional priorities, which can skew results.
Developing frameworks that ensure neutrality and transparency in the evaluation process will

help maintain the credibility and reliability of findings. As public policies increasingly cut
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across multiple sectors, such as education, health, and economics, there is a pressing need to
understand how to evaluate policies in these interconnected environments. Policies don’t exist
in isolation, and their impacts often ripple across different sectors. Future research should focus
on creating evaluation models that can capture these broader, cross-sectoral effects.

Lastly, enhancing ex-ante evaluation methods is another area ripe for development. While ex-
post evaluations help assess what happened after a policy was implemented, ex-ante evaluations
could provide more robust insights into what might happen before a policy is enacted. By
improving the tools and techniques used for ex-ante evaluations, policymakers can make more

informed decisions from the outset, reducing the risk of unintended consequences later on.
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