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WHY DO WE NEED A CONTROL GROUP? - o \““\

WHY DO Wi NEED TO RANDOHIZE?

4
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Jack "McK1114p - and / Jacqueline R. Voss
) Southern "f1linois University University of Washington

Ourlpreaentation focuses on the putcome assessment of social service
programs, whether" educational therapeutic or growth-orientgg Such assess-
ments aakfif participants were better off after the program than they
wouio‘have'beeo 1f no or some~different program had been offered. The
assumption-ooderlying our,bresantation is that this question camnot be

l anawereﬂl absolutely. Evaluative data, like all social sclence informatioo,
 rely on (aé;least implicit) comparisons in order to havg_meaning.‘ Whether
or ' hot & | ogram 8 25% cure rate is impressive or diaappointing depends on
cure rates for similar programs. EspeCially in .times of increased compe-i :
tition for aocialwwelfare dollars, statementg such as "if only one is helped"

cannot be taken seriously. Q, | f * | |

Accepting the implicit comparative nature of evaluative data, ‘the best

\/// "comparison for Judging the postgrogram status of participanta is provided

Some Answers for Vvaluative Researchers' — . e

. .

¢

by the ataj:s of individuals aa\similar as ,possible to Programs participants \
tat they have not participated iggrhe program (although they

| excepting
may have participated in some alternative pr,brSM)- The question cannot

f

be put simply: "Did the program do good?" but rather "Did the program do,,

" better t p? or 'How did the progr:m c - "o gome other program?"
The bee ,roups are those‘randod‘ n the sape population

as cnose randomly selected for the program.
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While most evaluative reeaarchera would accept this preaentation as

_far as it goes, many remain unconvinced of the practical.poaaibility or '

- _necessity of randomly selected compariaon _groups for outcone aaaesananta

SR . R

(e.g., Oatting. 1976 or Cronbach, 1977), Por exampl.. ona aurvey of fad- ‘
erally funded outcomeé" avaluationa of social service programs (Barnstain &
FraananJ 1975) -found that only one third utilized randonly colactcd co-pari-'
son groups, while 432 did not include any comparison group. Drawing on

_our axparience in implementing a number of evaluations (McKillip, 1978' .
‘HcKillip & Kgnens, 1977; Voss, 1978)..it is our purpose to present informa-
tion which will increase the practical possibility of the use of rigorous
cyaluation designs, Récoénizing that the choicc of deaign in evaluative
research is not dictated soley by acientific,concerna bnt. as in all othan
aapacta of program_;valuation, is strongly influenced by political factors,

we review both ethical and practical arguments which ve have found helpful

in gaining’acceptnnce\of rigorous desipns and then provide some "ho; to"

v

s -

nthicalggﬁgggantn C o

An axtramely useful source in: this arca ig Robert Boruch's (1976)
collection of counter arguments to common objections to randonization. Ve
have been quita auccessful in overcoming ehtical objections by taking an
aggregpive rather than a defensive poature using the following argunnntn.

When new programa or program alterations are introduced human aotvica
organi:ationa need to distinguish between innovation and fooling around
(Gilbert, hight & Mosteller, 1975). While change ia a positive organiza-

tional characteriatﬂtglit must be blanned in ways which allow assessment



L hlt!!ul (Gilbert, et al.. 1975) ~Innovation need not be alowed but neodl ;

‘not abaolute and if plausible “arguments for negative (side) effects can be

3

of its value, e.g., unbiased comparison to other possible changes 5hd/or‘

‘to the establishad proéran.x The medical literature-providea a nunﬁer of‘exanplls

-

|
of innovation which are -initially atteeted to by glowing clinical reports,

~ but later upon more tigoroue evaluation. are’ found eo be ue¢1eal or .even .

to be donn in a roaponsible manner. (A more whimnical approach can’ only

lead to charges of quackery and to attempte at .outside tosulltion) If the

‘faith of progrem~adniniatratora and staff in the value of the change ia

dtviled the thrust of this approach can be quite forceful.

‘

<

~ Rox ongoing progtama, a point of discussion can be the (usual) firet-co.a-

firlt-eerve (PCFS) ‘entry proceas. Especially where the gotentia demand

‘ excecdo _the number of openings, we have been aucceaaful in arguing that the

4
FBPS lelection procedure shows a bias toward thoaa in the knov with ready
access to nornal communication channele to the moast aaoettivn- vhile thole

cligib1ebux leaa unll connected or newer to the established system tend to be v

cxcluded. It io apecigﬂcally this typ~ of criticism that vaa‘raiaed most

‘ racently tbout services provided by community mental health centera by Nader

'Raidero {Chu & Trotter, 1974). - when wide advertisement combined with outreach

cfforto reeult, in an excess of applications for the program affair and specifi-
able selection procedure is random selection of program participatns from all

ellziblea with those not selected serving as a no-program compariaon grour

Practical Arguments - ] .‘ . !

I . [
it

T When participation in programs 1is voluntary, the ::itnteer will difter y .
oyotiiatically from the non—volunteer People do not buy into a program

randoply but only on the basig of a particular need por attraction. Such

.
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People are not static beings and thus will probably mature or i-provc ‘to oo-.
extent even without a progrcn. An example of thil process is providod by
Voss’s (1978) svaluation of a acx—education workahbp which 1ncluded a rando.ly
chosen no-program comparison group equal in size to the numbcr of applicctionc

§ thc program. received above the enrollment cniling. Hhile proxtll Plft1¢1p‘°t'

e

S
'.”\'” -

lhawed uignificant increasca in knowledge over a one month period, so did i
the no-program sr0up-. In this case the bias caused by using a compati-on s
group of non-Plrtichant. non-volunueera would have reaultod in the illusion *\;

of a program effect when none existéd. A simiiar bidc,ibut'in the oppoci;e

. dircccicn,_results when program participants are deteriorating rather'thcﬁ
improving (in the absence of a program), e.g., drug abusc or alcohol treat-

- ment progrm In this case the u'e of a comparison group froma different ' .
poPulntion could eaoily cover-up a/ real ‘program effect.

e

A aoncuhat similar point is that volunteers usually differ fron non~

volunteers in levels of performan e, 80 that for both groupa. post-program atatua\
status \in order to gauge pcqgrsn cffcctt.

Por example, HcKillip and K.m‘na (1977) found that voluntcer- for a health

- presgure, ate less junk food and cngag.d

in more excrci-c than non-voluntg¢ers. /In this case, mere coupariaon of post-
program ltltul for the two group woul lead to the infcrcnce of a program

dcffect where no such’ inference is justified. (See also Garrard, 1972; and -

_ /

A

The strongest practicnl argument Lor rigorous evaluationa rint,.on '

~,

the utility of the rcsulting information. As the importance of \hc decision”

to be made increases, where thére are doubts as to the likelihgod of program
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success, or where viable alternative approaches exist, rigoroua designs are

‘wost useful. There is little argument with the assertion that ‘the best.

Al v

. the cleerest. the most gers sive information on: progran offecte come from
A voLT

the use of experimental designs Where this type of information is needed A

muiﬁrinorous evaluations are most practical. BN g
‘ , -
‘A number of relatod points can be made. As Rossi (1972) points out.

1in our "modif}cd" welfsre _state, with a high level of both m0bility and

%

literacy, strong huthan service effects .are hard to find. Further, the more

¢

3 difficult it is to show an effect, the more necessary it 18 to use a
‘ ‘ "ri;otous design.g In evaluatton of the Salk polio vaccine a quasi-experimontal
/’-\’ design. compnring treate¢ volunteers with an undifferentieted nén-treated

( group underestimeted thE effectiveneés of the vaccine by 502 compared to an
. experimental design using a rsndomly seI‘Eted non-treated group (Heier, 1972) -4

Second1y, if we do not follow the comparison group as closely as we do the

-

pfogram group, it may happen that' the comparison group wi11 have received a
proxy program without our knowledge. This may ée ‘a problem for evaluati :ng
of all designs, but will probably Le less serious where the compa(ijon ‘group
is specified and measured both before and sfter the program. Finally, it
has been a frequent exprrience in evaluations that comparison groups which
_ are not chosen randomly introduce a negative bias, i,e., their use mskes it
\ more difficult to show 8 program effect. Both becaus:of the tendency to
select comparison groups of superior ability and beé;Lse of a related tendenQiV
for msasures to be more relisble for superior groups, a numbet of ‘prominént
cviTuations have concluded that program effects did not existﬂwhen such effects

pProbably did, o.g.. Head Statt snd{performhnce contracting.

Q\I :
N
]
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. D.nling vith AMuinistrators and Staff - o : :

. . Q ., ) R . . !
) stnce e’flvorable echical and precticnl atmoephere for a rigotou. P .

| xy :
eveluacion exiﬂtg when therf“are moré'eligible .applicants than .the progran

can handle. utilfzation information is very important. While adnintetretond 1

‘may be recepgive to 1ncreag¢& advertising of the proaranurnceptivity will

\

be aided if underserved populations can be-iaenéified. This form,tion-‘ .

will oerVe the .duuo:{al functicn of dirécting advprtisins and outreach
- }
effortg., = L '

While a no-ptogram comparison group has many advantagea, it is not
alwayo che only or best ‘comparison group. An attqective eddition or alternative

"is a mininnl progtam gr up, i. ei, one receiving rhe lowbcoot purély infor~
'J

nationel componencs of the fu11 program. The use of this group allows the -

- steff to feel’ they are reechins more people, rether than withholding a

b
-

needed ptqgtam from them, but, at the aame time ia not a (othically dubiou!)
s plagebo group vhich dece1Veg participancs by creating the improaoion of R
helping but npt actually providing aesistance. Combided with the no-program

3 ,
group, tho use of a minimal program group allowu admini,tretore to gauge

-~

the overall ‘effect of the full program as we11 as the benefitigf its
expcnsive components, McK1111p (1978) discuases the advantages and dis- R

advantages of' variations on the minimal prograu. Avfinal point is that

the use of 3 no~-Program group niakes clear to the Qtaff thet it is the progral )

,* Dt
<

and not the a:aff which is being evaluated. '
Three other strategies faciliteted interaetions with adniniZtratore end

- staff. Fir-t, sCtion .nd evaluation units were kept separatq.but neinteined
close contact, Secqndly. inclueion of description of the lpttery (rendonization) ’
. : 3 e - I

- . . .
’ . T - ) s -
2 . . o i i . N
.M . . . .
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for selection: of -program Participants was 1nc1uded on thq signed 1nfomsd consant
b

forms. 'rhis procedures eased. administxative fears of retribution from those
5 3

_ .aoligncd to no-ptOgram gtoupg. And thirdly. a nunb.r df progran slots

-

"fC lept open f°f those epplicants ‘whom the staff fe1t were particularly
by / 5

“‘Gﬂy or deserving. Dataltrom these participants was excludod from analyge‘

Of outcm measures . o . P
( ¢ : . ’ ~
lling with Proggam Participantg

»

g .
Perh.ps ‘because rk within a university Betting we have encountered

t

' 11ttle resistance to the uae of randomj,zation from potentj_g]. program Plrticipant.
(ldthough considerabie resiatance came from program administrators and staff).

We found the falhowing pProcedures useful however.
o '
" . First, the term randomizat:ion is never used. Rather, program participants

) L »
4 . ,

' . L . v
are 901¢Cted bY M—wtﬂn there are more applicants .than available pogsitions:

.

We have found the concept of a lottery to be.acceptable and widely understood

-+

- Perhaps this effect V°Uld biilimited to states whiéh have lotteries..
s‘¢°n51Y: we have 1nf°tmed potential participants at the time of application
about the lottery And about the minimal or nNo-program groups. Including

this infornation on the informed consent form has min1m1zed resentment and

<

the potential political hassle caused by randouization out of an attractive

program (Wortman, Hendricks, q Hellis, 1976)

- rd

Third, as much as possible, .we have dealt with applicants’ personally.
SSpecially th°"\93313“°d to no-pgpgram 8’°“P8 Those refused eéfry were
inforMed by a phone call which included discussion of“the rationale for g;e-,‘

]

///1tlndingn as ‘sogn as pdssible Fou@th, 7Pen possible, the p:pmise of subgequent

’

services to the nO‘Program g;ouﬁ may.make program staff and group Pafticlpants

2

lore comf ortable
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