
Glossary of Common Program Evaluation 
Terminology 
This glossary lists common program evaluation terms you may come across during or outside of the 
Evidence Building Academy. Words in blue are from the course modules and EBA faculty, and the rest 
are from resources gathered by other agencies.1 

Attrition rate The percent of individuals who drop out of or otherwise leave the study 
before completing the intervention or follow-up data collection. An 
individual who drops out is said to have attrited.  

Baseline equivalence When there are no statistically significant differences between the 
treatment and comparison groups on key measures (e.g., demographics, 
child welfare history, or other characteristics) at the start of the evaluation. 

Bias How much a measurement, sampling, or analytic method tends to 
underestimate or overestimate the true value of a variable. 

Blended evaluation Incorporating multiple evaluation types in a larger evaluation effort. 

Case study A data-collection method involving in-depth studies of specific cases or 
projects within a program. The method itself is made up of one or more 
data-collection methods (such as interviews and file review). 

Causal inference The logical process used to draw conclusions from evidence about what has 
been produced or “caused” by a program. To say a program produced or 
caused a certain result means that if the program had not been there (or if 
it had been there in a different form or to a different degree), then the 
result found (or level of result) would not have happened. 

Cluster sampling A sampling method done in two or more stages, where each unit is selected 
as part of some natural group rather than individually (such as all people 
living in a state, city block, or family). 

Comparison group A group not exposed to a program or treatment—referred to as a control 
group in the case of random assignment. 
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Performance Management Unit, 2009). 
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Confidence level A statement of how likely it is that the true value of a measure for a 
population is within a range of values found in the study’s analysis. 
Sometimes this is called the margin of error. 
 

Confounding variable A variable in a statistical model that correlates (positively or negatively) 
with both the dependent and independent variables and can therefore lead 
to false conclusions. 
 

Construct validity How much agreement there is between a theoretical concept (e.g., well-
being, safety) and the specific measures (e.g., educational attainment, 
number of abuse reports) used as proof of what’s happening; that is, the 
extent to which some measure (e.g., educational attainment, number of 
abuse reports) reflects the theoretical construct (e.g., well-being, safety). 
 

Cost-benefit analysis An analysis that combines the benefits of a program with the costs of the 
program, transformed into numerical terms. 
 

Counterfactual A measurement or estimate of what would have happened (or not) to a 
program participant had they not received the intervention. 
 

Dependent variable The variable being tested in the evaluation. In impact evaluation, the 
dependent variable is the outcome that the intervention seeks to improve. 
 

Developmental 
evaluation 

A type of evaluation used to help create or guide the adaptation of a new 
intervention or model component in complex or uncertain environments. 
 

Difference-in-
Differences designs  

Difference in differences (DID) is a statistical approach that tries to mimic 
experimental design using observational (available) data. It estimates the 
effect of an intervention on an outcome by comparing the average change 
over time in the outcome variable for the treatment group to the average 
change over time for the control group. 
 

Differential attrition 
rate 

The difference in the rate of attrition between the treatment and control 
groups. 
 

Entry cohort data Data collected on all people who started a program/intervention during a 
defined window of time, such as a year (also referred to as an admission 
cohort).  

Evaluability The extent to which an intervention or project can be evaluated in a reliable 
and credible way. 
 

Evidence A type of knowledge that comes from scientific data analysis or information 
used to support an observation, claim, hypothesis, or decision.  

Exit cohort data Data collected on all people who left or completed a program/intervention 
during a defined window of time, such as the past year.  



External validity The ability to generalize conclusions about a program to future or different 
conditions, such as in a different location or with a different demographic 
group. For example, findings about a program evaluation in a rural setting 
or only with English speakers may not be generalized to urban settings or 
non-English speakers. 
 

Fidelity A term used to describe if all program or intervention activities are 
delivered consistently with the intended quantity and quality. 
 

Formative evaluation A type of evaluation used to further develop, specify, or improve the 
intervention model by collecting data on program operations and providing 
ongoing feedback. 
 

Group contamination Occurs when some or all people in the control group receive the 
intervention that was intended for the treatment group. This can happen 
when group members are able to share information with each other or 
when the same people provide services to both the treatment and control 
groups. 
 

Impact evaluation A type of evaluation used to assess whether an intervention causes a 
desired outcome. For example, does a parenting program cause a reduction 
in child maltreatment. 
 

Implementation 
evaluation 

A type of evaluation used to assess the quality or supportiveness of the 
intervention environment when carrying out an intervention 
 

Independent variable A variable that may influence or predict to some degree the dependent 
variable. An independent variable could be manipulated by the researcher 
(for example, through the introduction of an intervention in a program), or 
it may be a factor that cannot be manipulated (for example, the age of 
beneficiaries). 
 

Instrumental variables An instrumental variable influences the likelihood that an individual 
receives an intervention but has no independent effect on an outcome of 
interest, allowing an evaluator to assess the causal effect of the 
intervention on the outcome. For example, when treatment group 
members do not engage, or when control group members get the 
treatment, the group assignment can be used as an "instrument" to control 
for the effect this has on outcomes. 
 

Instrumentation bias The effect of changing how an assessment, survey, or other instrument is 
completed, such as when different interviewers are used. This is a threat to 
an evaluation’s internal validity. 
 



Intent To Treat Analysis 
(ITT) 

Including everyone you intended to treat in your analysis, regardless of 
whether or not they actually started and/or completed the program. ITT 
analysis is required in order to make claims that a program/intervention 
caused something to happen. 
 

Internal validity The ability to argue a program has caused measured results in the face of 
possible other explanations. The most common threats to internal validity 
are maturation, selection bias, regression artifacts, and group 
contamination. 
 

Interrupted Time Series A time series is a string of observations on a population, taken repeatedly 
over time. In an interrupted time series (ITS) evaluation, the time series of 
an outcome of interest is used to find an underlying trend, which is 
interrupted by an intervention at a specific point in time. ITS is used to 
attribute change over time in a population-level outcome to an 
intervention. 
 

Interviewer bias The influence of the interviewer on the interviewee. This may result from 
several factors, including the physical and psychological characteristics of 
the interviewer, which may affect the interviewees and cause different 
responses from them. 
 

List sampling An approach in which a sample is selected, usually at random, from a 
complete list such as a case list. 
 

Logic model  A visual display of a theory of change that links program inputs, activities, 
and processes to short and long term outcomes.  

Longitudinal data  A dataset that collects information more than once about the same group 
of people over a period of time.  

Maturation Changes in the outcomes that are a result of time rather than the program, 
such as the age of the participant. This is a threat to internal validity. 
 

Minimum detectable 
effect 

The smallest statistically significant effect size (size of the difference 
between two groups or relationship between two variables) that can be 
found given sample size and amount of missing of data.  
 

Non-response bias Potential errors in findings because of nonresponse. Participants that do 
not respond may be different from participants that do respond and this 
difference may lead to incorrect study results. For example, if participants 
who were unhappy with the program were less likely to respond to a survey 
than participants who were happy, then the survey would incorrectly find 
that all participants were happy. 
 

Order bias A change in results caused by the order in which questions are asked in a 
survey. 
 



Outcome evaluation A type of evaluation used to figure out whether the intervention is 
achieving the expected outcomes – but not whether it caused the 
outcomes —also known as summative evaluation. 
 

Parameter A variable in an equation with its value estimated using data collected from 
a sample drawn from the larger population.  

Point-in-time data Data collected at a single point in time, such as children in care or an active 
caseload (also referred to as cross-sectional or census data). 
 

Probability sampling The selection of units (e.g., individuals, families, offices) from the larger 
population using some form of randomization. Every unit of the population 
has a greater than zero chance of being selected. 
 

Process evaluation A type of evaluation used to determine if the program is carried out as 
intended and reaching the intended population 
 

Program evaluation A systematic method for collecting, analyzing, and using information to 
answer basic questions about a program2. 
 

Quasi-experimental 
design (QED) 

An evaluation design that does not use random assignment. Instead, the 
comparison group is selected to match the treatment group as closely as 
possible on baseline characteristics so that causal inference of the 
program’s outcome can be made. 
 

Randomized controlled 
trial (RCT) 

Study design in which units (e.g. individuals, families, offices) in the study 
population are randomly assigned to either a treatment or control group. 
 

Regression artifacts Pseudo-changes in program results that happen when individuals or 
treatment units have been selected for the program on the basis of their 
extreme scores. For example, if people with the highest pre-test scores are 
selected, decreases post-test may not reflect a true program impact but 
instead reflect the tendency of high scores to go down. Regression artifacts 
are a threat to internal validity. 
 

Regression 
discontinuity design 
  

A regression discontinuity evaluation design (RDD) is a quasi-experimental 
pretest-posttest design that identifies the causal effect of an intervention 
by assigning a threshold on a measure (e.g., an assessment of behavior) 
above or below which an intervention is assigned to a population. 
 

Reliability The extent to which a measurement, when repeatedly applied to a given 
situation consistently produces the same results if the situation does not 
change between the applications. Reliability can refer to the stability of the 
measurement over time or to the consistency of the measurement from 
place to place. 
 

 
2 The program manager’s guide to evaluation second edition, (Washington DC: Administration for Children and 
Families, Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, 2010). 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/research/project/the-program-managers-guide-to-evaluation#:%7E:text=The%20guide%20explains%20program%20evaluation,and%20benefit%20staff%20and%20families.


Rigorous evaluation A method of building evidence that follows scientific principles of sound 
design and measurement. Different types of evaluation can be rigorous, 
including descriptive, formative, process, implementation, outcome, cost, 
or impact studies.   

Risk set The population of all people who could possibly experience the outcome 
you are interested in.  

Sampling error The error attributed to sampling and measuring only some of the target 
population rather than including all of the population. 
 

Selection bias Selection bias is when participants in a program (treatment group) are 
systematically different from nonparticipants (control group). Selection bias 
threatens the internal validity of program evaluations whenever selection 
of treatment and control groups is done non-randomly.  
 

Strata A group formed by the process of stratification (see definition below). 
 

Stratification Separating a population into groups based on some relevant criteria such 
that a person can only meet the criteria to be in one group at a time. 
Examples include stratification based on race/ethnicity, age, income, child 
welfare history, or clinical diagnosis. 
 

Stratified sampling A probability sampling technique that divides a population into relatively 
consistent layers, called strata, and selects appropriate samples 
independently in each layer. 
 

Study population  The group of people in an evaluation based on inclusion and exclusion 
criteria.  

Target population  The group of people who the intervention is meant to serve.  
Testing bias Changes observed in a quasi-experiment that may be the result from 

subjects being too familiar with the measuring instrument. This is a 
potential threat to internal validity. 
 

Theory of change  A statement about why and how a particular intervention is expected to 
bring about change.  

Trajectory The path that a person takes through a process, such as foster care, that 
describes the events they experience in temporal order. A trajectory can 
describe whether a person arrives at some outcome and how long it takes 
to do so.  

Treatment group In research design, the group of subjects that receives the program. Also 
referred to as the experimental or program group. 
 

Type I error 
 

The probability that a null hypothesis will be rejected when it is true; a false 
positive. 
 

Type II error The probability that a null hypothesis will be NOT be rejected when it is 
false; a false negative. 
 



Validity How well data measures what it claims to measure and how well that data 
provides sufficient evidence for the conclusions made by an evaluation. 

Variable An attribute or characteristic that describes an individual, group, or system 
that can change and that can have different values from one individual, 
group, or system to another. For example, gender, educational level, 
income. 
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