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Identifying Effective and Innovative Anti-Poverty Programs: 
A Call for Evaluation Partnerships  

 
The call 

The Lab for Economic Opportunities (LEO) is requesting proposals from local Catholic Charities 
agencies interested in partnering with the Lab to evaluate innovative anti-poverty programs.  
LEO will work with the selected agencies to implement evaluations of new or existing 
programs.  LEO will also help disseminate the key findings of evaluations to policy makers and 
other social service providers.  Although no specific funds will be guaranteed to the selected 
agencies, LEO will work with the agencies to secure funding for both the program and the 
evaluation.   

 
About LEO 

The Lab for Economic Opportunities (LEO) is a partnership between Catholic Charities USA 
and the University of Notre Dame.  LEO finds outcome-driven solutions through rigorous 
impact evaluations of innovative anti-poverty programs.  The partnership is unique in that it 
combines the rigor of a large network of academic researchers anchored at the University of 
Notre Dame with CCUSA’s national network of social services providers.  The Lab’s research is 
conducted by faculty from the University of Notre Dame, as well as scholars from across the 
county, with expertise in designing and evaluating anti-poverty programs. This collaboration 
invites us to promote new ways of thinking about the current service delivery system by 
identifying successful and scalable programs that allow people to climb out of poverty.   

 
What are program evaluations?  

Program evaluations measure whether projects have the intended impact on the clients they 
serve.  They address the question: how are the lives of participants different because of program 
participation?  To answer this question, one needs a comparison sample, or control group, that 
is similar to the treatment group but does not receive the treatment (which is participation in the 
program).  For a high quality evaluation, it is imperative that the comparison sample look like 
the treatment group as much as possible.   

 
In general, there are two approaches to program evaluation.  The first is a randomized control 
trial (RCT).  This “gold standard” approach randomly assigns participants to either a treatment 
or control group.  With random assignment these two groups will look similar, because 
everyone has a fair chance of receiving treatment.  Thus, any differences in outcomes between 
treatment and control groups can be credited to the intervention.  Many programs already 
effectively use random assignment.  For instance, programs that admit clients off of a waiting 
list or use a lottery to allocate services are assigning participants in a way that is akin to random 
assignment. 

 
The second approach to impact evaluation is an observational study that compares the 
treatment group to a comparison sample that already exists in the world rather than artificially 
creating one through random assignment.  For example, a comparison group for a new program 
might be clients who would have participated in the program had it existed in previous years.  
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Similarly, impact evaluations can be conducted when funding for projects is sporadically 
available. In this case, clients who received services when funding was available can be 
compared to those who were denied services because of lack of funding.  

 
The importance of evaluation 

There are many reasons why program evaluations are valuable to service providers committed 
to reducing poverty.  First, evaluations help service providers identify their most effective 
programs and demonstrate their impact.  Concrete evidence of program impact is critical for 
securing support from donors, foundations, and government agencies, particularly in an era of 
declining government assistance for anti-poverty programs.   Second, evaluations help service 
providers improve their anti-poverty programs.  Evaluations can identify both the effective and 
ineffective features of programs.  Third, concrete evidence of program impacts helps identify 
effective and scalable programs that can be transported to other areas throughout the country, 
ensuring that innovative efforts have the broadest impact on reducing poverty.   

 
The evaluation criteria 

Due to limited time and resources in this initial phase, LEO will be unable to evaluate all 
promising poverty fighting programs.  Our goal as LEO grows is to expand the scope of our 
impact by conducting impact evaluations in many locations under several policy focus areas.  In 
the meantime, given these resource constraints, we must be very selective about which projects 
we evaluate.   Initially, projects will be selected by LEO staff and representatives from Catholic 
Charities USA.  The criteria we will use to evaluate proposals include the following:  

 

 A program’s potential to move people out of poverty.  A primary criterion for program 
selection will be whether the project has promise to reduce poverty.  Evidence of a program’s 
potential to reduce poverty can come from a variety of sources, and some suggestive evidence 
that a project is meeting intended goals may exist.  Although the ultimate goal of LEO is to 
reduce poverty, it is not necessary that poverty be the only metric of success.  Many outcomes 
are highly predictive of poverty status, such as level of education, marital status, birth weight, 
etc.  Therefore, suggestive evidence of improvement on any markers of poverty is welcomed. 

 Scalability.   Evaluations are valuable for local service providers because they signal whether 
limited resources are well spent.  If a program is successful because of a strong case manager 
or some unique advantage of being in a particular location, it becomes more difficult to 
replicate this success elsewhere.  Evaluations become more valuable for society if a successful 
evaluation allows the program to be expanded in size or exported to other areas.  As a result, 
we will place greater emphasis on programs that are scalable. 

 Data availability.  An evaluation can only be successful if the appropriate data is available. 
Thus, an important criterion will be the availability and cost of collecting the necessary data.  
In many cases, agencies already have excellent data on program participants.  Most of the 
time, the challenge is collecting the necessary information for an appropriate control group.   

 Program size.  An evaluation is most effective when it can say definitively whether the 
program worked or not.  Given statistical considerations, this is more easily accomplished if 
the number of people in the evaluation is large.   All else equal, we will learn more from 
programs that impact a larger group of people.  That said, many programs begin as pilots with 
a small number of participants.  Small pilot studies can be extremely useful because they help 
evaluators work out the kinks before the project is scaled up.   
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 Personnel.  Program evaluations can only be as good as the intervention. The success of a 
program, and subsequently the evaluation, is determined by the commitment of the program 
manager and staff.   

 The financial viability of the project.  There are two costs associated with a typical program 
evaluation: the costs of the program itself and the cost of conducting the evaluation. 
Evaluation costs might include data collection, survey construction, labor costs for the 
researchers involved on the project, and travel costs of getting to the project site to work with 
the local agency. We do not expect local agencies to pay the entire cost of the evaluation but 
we expect that the agencies will work with LEO to find external funds from donors, 
foundations, or government grants and contracts to help pay for the evaluation.  The viability 
of obtaining external support for the evaluative component of the intervention will therefore 
be considered. 

 
Your proposal  

The proposal should be no more than 3 pages, single spaced.  It should include a description 
of the program, and address the following questions: 
 

 How does the program reduce poverty? 

 What are the measurable outcomes? 

 Is there any preliminary evidence of program success? 

 What data is currently available on program participants? 

 What are potential comparison samples? 

 How many people will be treated by the intervention in a year? 

 Is the program replicable elsewhere? 

 Who will direct the intervention? 

 Are there potential sources of external funds to pay for the program and evaluation?   
 

If you have an innovative program but do not know the answer to some of the questions (such 
as potential comparison samples, etc.), please respond to the call.  We can work with you to 
help answer these key questions.  

Submission 
Proposals should be accompanied by a letter of support from the Diocesan Director or CEO of 
your local agency. In addition, we ask that agencies fill out the cover sheet found at 
leo.nd.edu/get-involved/service-providers.  Please submit PDF versions of the proposal, 
letter of support, and cover sheet to leo@nd.edu. 

We are requesting that agencies submit only one proposal at this time.  Proposals are due by 
5pm, Monday, December 3, 2012.   

If you have any questions about this call for proposals or would like to discuss any aspect of 
your program idea, please send an email to leo@nd.edu or visit us at 
LabforEconomicOpportunities.org. 
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