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Executive Summary

During the last decade the Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB, or the Bank) has invested heavily in promoting impact 
evaluation (IE) as a tool to assess its effectiveness. In favoring 
the use of IE, the Bank’s intention has been to promote more 
effective interventions. The introduction of the Development 
Effectiveness Matrix (DEM), the first Bankwide effort to 
promote more evaluable projects, has strongly incentivized 
the production and use of IEs. The DEM includes a series 
of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) requirements, and 
operations are rated according to their compliance with these 
requirements. This evolution has happened in the context of 
an overall cultural shift toward evaluation and more rigorous 
analysis, which were key components of the Ninth General 
Capital Increase and of the New Institutional Strategy. It is 
in this context that OVE assessed the production and use of 
IEs in IDB public sector operations, seeking to take stock and 
reflect on what this effort has brought to the Bank, what the 
cost has been, and what direction the Bank should take in the 
coming years. 

The Bank maintains no central database, official registry, or budgetary classification 
of IEs; there is no institutional mechanism by which production of IEs can be easily 
determined. Furthermore, because IE can be produced in many different contexts, it 
is difficult to identify each IE by activities or registries.1 OVE created a database to 
analyze each IE proposed by the Bank in loan documents and technical cooperation 
profiles, and gathered additional information through desk review and extensive 
interviews with IDB staff, other MDBs, clients and IE experts. 
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From 2006 and 2016 the Bank proposed 531 impact evaluations in loan documents 
and technical cooperation projects (TCs). Of these, 94 have been completed, 286 
are ongoing (at different stages), and 151 have been cancelled for such reasons as 
project cancelation, political changes, and problems in design and implementation, 
including a lack of a well-defined methodology for IE at approval. IDB staff design 
60% of IEs on average, a share that reached 80% in 2016. Among the IEs proposed 
in loan documents, about 34% have been motivated mostly by the DEM score, 
and these were more likely to be cancelled. From this it is possible to conclude that 
buy-in from governments and real interest in learning and using the results of the 
evaluation lead to more successful IEs. 

The origination analysis shows a continuing lack of prioritization in selecting impact 
evaluations. A detailed review of the 20 current Sector Framework Documents 
(SFDs) shows that only around 30% both present an exhaustive literature review 
that identifies knowledge gaps and defines specific areas for analytical work, which 
could provide guidance for the prioritization of IEs. 

The costs of IDB evaluations vary considerably but are broadly comparable with 
those of other organizations and with benchmarks found in the literature. The main 
driver of IE costs is the need to collect data: evaluations that require data collection 
cost on average US$468,000, while the average cost of those that use administrative 
data is under US$80,000. These amounts exclude the time of the Bank’s specialists, 
but the data gathered for this evaluation indicate that data and consultants account 
for the bulk of the costs. On average the cost of an IE for a project is less than 0.5% 
of the loan amount.

Overall the Bank budgeted about US$200 million for IEs during the 2006-2016 
period, but about 25% of it was for evaluations that have been cancelled. Of the 
total, US$152 million was paid for by operations, including loans and grants, and 
the remaining US$54 million by TCs (with the latter not following any general 
strategy). When considering only the IEs in countries that did not have investment 
grants with IEs, IDB has spent approximately US$0.61 from its ordinary capital 
and trust funds for every US$1 spent by the countries to finance these IEs.

The Office of Evaluation and Oversight (OVE) identified many good practices across 
multilateral development banks (MDBs) for the financing of knowledge production. 
A transparent and strategic prioritization process allows MDBs to target knowledge 
gaps in specific sectors, facilitates the leveraging of resources, and reduces the costs 
of implementing and disseminating knowledge by fostering long-term relationships. 
Successful models for IE financing often involve active participation from knowledge 
end-users. Given that knowledge is a public good, cooperation across networks 
facilitates the production of IEs, as well as their relevance and visibility. Finally, 
a clearly defined research protocol has been used in most organizations, helping 
ensure publication of findings and attracting donors’ participation.
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The quality of the Bank’s IEs seems to be increasing over time, but there is still 
room for improvement. OVE hired the CLEAR-LAC Center to assess the quality 
of completed IEs and of a sample of evaluation proposals. The criteria used 
by CLEAR followed international standards and included the relevance of the 
evaluation question, the appropriateness of the data used, the rigorousness of the 
method, and the robustness of the analysis. CLEAR specialists concluded that 
about 55% of completed IEs were satisfactory or partially satisfactory in quality. 
After the introduction of the DEM the quality decreased, as less traditional sectors 
started to do IEs as well, but it continued to increase afterwards. Similarly, the 
quality of the proposals shows a clear upward trend. 

Regardless of their quality, IEs can be influential only if they are used, and OVE 
found that accessibility remains an issue. Among completed evaluations, 55 
(58%) were not published in journals or in IDB working paper series. Many 
of them could not even be found in IDBDOCS, and OVE had to request them 
directly from the team leader. This shows that IE results are not easily accessible to 
the public. Even so, a citation analysis shows that the use of IDB IEs is increasing 
over time, helping IDB gain some recognition as a knowledge Bank.

Analysis of Bank documents suggests that evidence drawn from IEs is not often 
mentioned, though some clients seem to be using the IEs more directly. Clients 
had mixed views on the Bank’s approach to IEs, but only 2 of the 25 interviews 
were highly negative. The other interviewees pointed to weaknesses in the process, 
but most were satisfied with the results—either because the IE helped ensure the 
sustainability or continuity of projects, or because it created capacity for them to 
continue doing this type of evaluation.

An important use of IE inside the Bank is to avoid ineffective programs. Although 
there were cases in which evaluations pointed to no results but the Bank proceeded 
with the same type of program anyway, IEs seem generally to have been used to 
avoid ineffective programs. This is likely to be one of the largest impacts of IDB’s 
IEs, as the Bank helps governments avoid spending for programs that will not 
achieve the desired results.  

OVE also found some evidence that well-justified IEs may help support project 
implementation. While the disbursement curves of projects with and without 
IE are almost the same during the first two years, projects with IE have faster 
disbursements afterwards and are completed three months earlier. Econometric 
analysis shows that these results are robust after controlling for several 
variables. While the exact channels through which IEs may influence project 
implementation are not clear, there is some evidence that support and training 
provided by researchers and field staff monitoring the project may play a role. 
And the financial implications of this better performance could potentially offset 
up to half the cost of the IE.
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Reflecting the findings of this evaluation, OVE has the following recommendations 
to improve the production and use of IEs in IDB:

1. Be more strategic in the selection of IEs by undertaking or supporting IEs 
only if they have client commitment (or a clear strategy to engage the client 
to develop such commitment), a well-identified knowledge gap, and a feasible 
timeframe. This evaluation has shown the importance of having the client on 
board when conducting an IE. Client commitment also helps to ensure the use 
of IE results at completion. 

2.	 Ensure that SFDs identify knowledge gaps to help guide the Bank’s IE work. 
SFDs have done this to varying extents to date, and OVE recommends that 
they do so more consistently and thoroughly going forward. 

3.	 Revise the DEM to reduce the incentives to over-propose IEs. Every project 
should count on a solid monitoring and evaluation system, but not all of them 
need to have an impact evaluation. The DEM has been a useful tool to increase 
projects’ evaluability and to promote more understanding of the importance of 
doing more rigorous evaluations. It has also increased the incentives to propose 
IEs, leading to proposals that were not well-thought out or warranted.

4.	 Develop a transparent funding mechanism, aligning the interests of clients 
and the Bank. When an IE is deemed relevant and feasible for a loan, it should 
be incorporated into the M&E system funded by that loan to the extent that 
it will be informative for the country and for the preparation of the Project 
Completion Report (PCR). If there are longer-term impacts that can be 
measured only after the project closes, post-project evaluation work should 
be funded by Bank-managed resources. In this way clients who are committed 
to IEs and put in place proper M&E arrangements could benefit from IDB 
resources to complete the evaluation after the project closes. At the same time, 
the Bank would commit its own-managed resources only to those longer-term 
evaluations where there was client commitment, good early management (with 
proper baselines and follow-up), and an expectation of valuable information 
on longer-term program results. 

5.	 Strengthen systems for quality control. The Bank already has a number of 
mechanisms in place for ex-ante quality control. However, as shown in 
this evaluation, not all IEs are completed with high quality. To avoid the 
reputational risk of publishing and disseminating low quality work, the Bank 
needs to develop a system for quality control beyond the IEs published as 
Working Papers or Technical Notes.   
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6.	 Strengthen and move towards centralization of the Bank’s systems to track all 
impact evaluations being conducted—from design to completion—and their 
costs, and to make high quality IEs and their documentation, the data used 
(when possible), and their lessons available to the public. SPD and KNL have 
made progress in these directions, as noted in this evaluation, and the system 
should be completed.

7.	 Develop a more formal mechanism to promote partnerships to increase the 
quality, relevance, and visibility of IDB work, while potentially reducing costs. 
This evaluation found little partnership in the actual production of IEs. Based 
on what has been observed as good practice in IDB and other organizations, 
the Bank could usefully increase its partnerships with academia as well as its 
collaboration with other organizations in IE production, dissemination, and 
information-sharing. SPD has been promoting this, and the effort should be 
strengthened.  

1 IE can be produced in four different ways: (i) as pure research product, (ii) as input during the 
preparation of projects, (iii) as part of stand-alone sector work, and (iv) as ex-post product that is 
included as part of the Bank’s normal project evaluation cycle.
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“Head 1”: Unit bold 
48/40#1Introduction

The Inter-American Development Bank (IDB, or the Bank) has 
growing experience in doing impact evaluations (see Box 1.1 
on Impact Evaluation definition), and this report takes stock 
of what has been done so far. Since the mid-2000s the Bank has 
been involved in the production of many IEs. Between 2006 and 
2016 more than 400 operations (including loans and technical 
cooperation projects) proposed at least one IE, and almost 100 
IEs have been completed. It is now time to reflect on what this 
effort has brought to the Bank, what the cost has been, and what 
direction the Bank should take from here. The analysis is divided 
into two parts: 1) The assessment of IE production: checking on 
what has been proposed and their status, the production process, 
the cost of the IEs proposed, and the quality of completed IEs and 
of proposals; 2) The assessment of the use and influence of IE: 
considering the internal use in defining IDBs agenda and project 
design, the use of the IEs among our clients, and the general use, 
as well as the potential impact on project implementation. 

Impact evaluations (IEs) have long been used to estimate the causal effect of an 
intervention, particularly in the medical literature. Since the early 2000s they have 
been extensively used to assess the effects of public policies as well.1 The purpose of an 
IE—particularly when done through a randomized control trial (RCT)—is to isolate 
and measure the effect of an intervention. IE generates a better understanding about 
which policies and programs work and which do not. Methodological advances and 
greater availability of high-quality data have allowed for an increase in the types of 
questions that can be answered through IEs, mainly during the last decade. In a recent 
review of IEs, Dhaliwal and Tulloch (2012) argue that evidence from IE, when it comes 
from methodologically rigorous and independent analysis, can influence policymaking 
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and provide evidence that is easy to understand and actionable. In addition, IEs can 
inform the scaling-up of public policies and ensure the sustainability of projects 
with proven effectiveness.  

Box 1.1 - What is an Impact Evaluation?

According to the OECD, an impact evaluation is “an assessment of how the intervention 
being evaluated affects outcomes, whether these effects are intended or unintended 
(OECD, 2006). The analysis requires a counterfactual of what those outcomes would 
have been in the absence of the intervention.” Gertler et.al. (2016) describe impact 
evaluations as a “particular type of evaluation that seeks to answer a specific cause-and-
effect question: What is the impact (or causal effect) of a program on an outcome of 
interest?” The main concept is to differentiate the real effect that can be attributed to 
any of three different cases: program, program modality or design innovation. 

Many different methods can be used to address the cause and effect question, but in each 
case the estimation of the causal effect needs to find an appropriate counterfactual: the 
situation of the outcome(s) of interest in the absence of the policy or intervention for a 
group with similar characteristics. The selection of the impact evaluation methodology 
must be closely related to the operational characteristics of the intervention, the rules 
for its implementation and how the data is collected. When these three elements are 
clear, the causal effect is relatively easy to measure [NONIE (2009) and Gertler et. al. 
(2016)]. Some relevant terminology is defined below: 

•	 Multivariate regression. Individuals who received treatment are compared with 
those who did not, and other factors that might explain differences in the outcomes 
are “controlled” for.

•	 Differences in Difference. The improvement (change) over time of program 
participants is measured relative to the improvement (change) of non-participants.

•	 Statistical Matching. Individuals in a control group are compared to similar 
individuals in an experimental group.

•	 Regression Discontinuity Design. Individuals are ranked based on specific, 
measurable criteria. There is some cutoff that determines whether an individual is 
eligible to participate. Participants are then compared to non-participants and the 
eligibility criterion is controlled for.

•	 Instrumental Variables. Participation is predicted by an incidental (almost random) 
factor, or “instrumental” variable, that is uncorrelated with the outcome, other than 
the fact that it predicts participation (and participation affects the outcome). 

•	 Experimental Evaluation, or Randomized Control Trial (RCT). Participants 
are randomly assigned to experimental and control groups to measure a causal 
relationship between two variables. 
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Development agencies are in a privileged position to encourage a better understanding 
of policies and programs, which improves their own ability to sponsor effective 
interventions for development. More than a decade ago a Center for Global 
Development report posed a provocative question— “When will we ever learn?”2—
calling on development organizations to use IE. The concept behind this report was 
not that every development project should include an IE, but rather that there were 
many opportunities to learn from the projects being implemented by multilateral 
organizations. The report also suggested that, given the nature of knowledge as a 
public good, coordination among all organizations in this effort would enhance this 
learning process. Prodded by this evidence‐based agenda, development agencies have 
implemented many initiatives to strengthen their evaluation capacities and resources, 
including investment to finance ex-post evaluations and RCTs—thus strongly 
contributing to the growth in the production of IEs (Box 1.2). 

Although IEs are widely used to measure the effectiveness of foreign aid, their 
usefulness—particularly for RCTs—has been challenged in recent years. There are 
four main criticisms of IEs. 

•	 Deaton (2009) argues that “experiments have no special ability to produce more 
credible knowledge than other methods, and that actual experiments are frequently 
subject to practical problems that undermine any claims to statistical or epistemic 
superiority.” Regardless of the method used, the author maintains, the important 
thing is to have a clear theory of the mechanisms behind the intervention being 
assessed, which in the last instance is what should be evaluated. 

•	 Many researchers have responded that one IE alone is not enough to inform policy.3 
They suggest implementing other types of studies in addition to IEs for building 
knowledge. IEs alone can often answer questions on what works, but many times 
they may fail to address the relevant question of why it works. When followed by 
process tracing and qualitative evaluations, an IE can be much more informative, 
particularly for changing policy. 

•	 A third major source of concern relates to external validity. Many scholars have argued 
that the results of IEs are very much context-dependent, hindering their ability to be 
informative in other contexts (Deaton, 2010; Pritchett and Sandefur, 2013). Vivalt 
(2015), after analyzing more than 20 diverse interventions from numerous studies 
and showing a large heterogeneity across their results, argues that generalizability can 
be achieved by finding differences in interventions and selected populations. She says 
that working in this direction would help improve the predictability of IE results. 

•	 Related to the external validity discussion, a more recent concern about IEs is 
the focus on the average effects of a program or policy, without looking at its 
distributional effects.4 Many scholars have developed different methodologies to 
measure these effects. 
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In sum, the trend of academic thought and day-to-day practice has been to seek 
greater focus on understanding the mechanisms behind interventions rather than on 
just measuring their results, and on combining IEs with other types of evaluations 
to build comprehensive knowledge of what works.

The Bank has been at the forefront of the production and use of IE in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, particularly since its involvement with the evaluation 
of PROGRESA in Mexico. IDB provided funding for and closely followed the 
International Food Policy Research Institute’s IE of PROGRESA,5 and a few 
years later included the use of IE as best practice in similar projects.6 This early 
IDB effort was focused in the social sectors because of the availability of data and 
familiarity with evaluation methods in many countries. In other sectors the process 
of developing a culture of evaluation based on IE has been slower.

Beginning in the early 2000s, the IDB’s Office of Evaluation and Oversight (OVE) 
started to push IDB to focus more on evaluation. In 2002 OVE published its first 
assessment of the Bank’s evaluability, setting minimum standards for a project to 

Box 1.2 - IE in Other Organizations

With the creation of the Development Impact Evaluation Initiative (DIME) in 2005, 
the World Bank began a more systematic use of IEs to measure results, promote 
learning, and inform institutional strategies. The initiative contributed to increasing 
the number of completed IEs at the World Bank from 28 in 2005 to 215 in 2015. At 
the programmatic level, DIME facilitates the process of setting the research agenda, 
managing research efforts, and carrying out dissemination, policy outreach, and fund-
raising activities.

The Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) has also provided funding for IE and 
revised its mandates to require these evaluations. Created by the U.S. Congress in 2004, 
the MCC has sought to deliver U.S. foreign assistance by focusing on good policies, 
country ownership, and results. It pushed IEs heavily during its first six years as part 
of its results framework; in 2011 more than 60% of its project evaluations were IEs. 
Today the organization is more strategic in proposing IEs, using a revised feasibility 
framework. Still, in 2016 the percentage of projects with an IE was close to 40%. 

Academia has also established networks that support the use of IEs to study 
development policy. Among the most prominent is the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty 
Action Lab (J-PAL), which was founded in 2003 in the Department of Economics 
of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and works with over 20 governments 
in 11 countries to institutionalize the use of evidence in decision-making. Since its 
creation it has produced 842 ongoing and completed IEs through a network of more 
than 140 affiliated professors at 49 universities around the world. The organization 
has independent regional offices hosted at leading universities in Africa, Europe, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, North America, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.
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be evaluable and showing that for most projects IDB was missing the opportunity 
to deepen its knowledge on effectiveness.7 OVE’s 2005 Evaluability Report 
recommended that evaluability standards be introduced as a criterion for project 
approval. This recommendation was adopted and included in the institution’s 
mandate as part of the Ninth General Capital Increase (GCI-9). While OVE was 
pushing for greater evaluability to be built into projects at the design stage, it was 
also starting its own ex-post IE agenda. In 2004, the Board of Directors gave OVE 
a mandate to undertake systematic IEs of IDB projects.8

Only after the Realignment and the beginning of the Knowledge Bank agenda were 
conditions created for the promotion of IEs by operational units in the Bank. Two 
key changes accelerated this process. The first was the change in staff profile, as 
the Realignment allowed the Bank to increase its internal capacity for research, 
including IEs, and the number of specialists with more academic training increased 
substantially.9 The second was the creation of the Office of Strategic Planning and 
Development Effectiveness (SPD). As the Realignment document stated, “The 
creation of the Office of Strategic Planning and Development Effectiveness is 
an unequivocal signal of the cultural change embodied in the realignment”; part 
of SPD’s mandate was to help ensure the Bank’s development effectiveness by 
“provid[ing] technical expertise to the project cycle.”10 

In favoring the use of IE, the Bank’s intention has been to promote more effective 
interventions. The Development Effectiveness Framework (DEF),11 prepared by 
SPD and approved in 2008, internalized the idea that the Bank would improve its 
development effectiveness through a robust understanding of which interventions 
work and which do not. The DEF better defined Bank units’ roles and responsibilities 
regarding development effectiveness and introduced the Development Effectiveness 
Matrix (DEM) to assess operations’ ex-ante evaluability. The DEM introduced a 
series of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) requirements, with operations rated on 
their ex-ante compliance with these requirements. The system explicitly recognized 
the importance of estimating the causal effectiveness of operations by giving higher 
ratings to those with evaluation plans that included an IE. Thus since 2009 the 
DEM has strongly incentivized the production of IEs.

The cultural shift toward generating evidence-based interventions was also a 
key component of the GCI-9 and of the IDB’s New Institutional Strategy. Both 
documents aimed to strengthen the institutional framework to deliver knowledge 
products to better serve the region. The IDB update to the Institutional Strategy 
2010-2020 states: 

“To promote the adaptation of successful development approaches, it is 
important to strengthen the Bank´s capacity to learn and to disseminate what it 
has learned. This calls for increasing the efforts to generate knowledge of what 
works and what does not, based on rigorous evidence—which, in turn, requires 
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continuing to evaluate projects throughout their life cycle. Furthermore, so that 
innovation can permeate throughout the institution, the IDB needs to create 
a new culture where collaboration, diversity, experimentation, and practice are 
the main ingredients, resulting in better solutions, processes, and products.”12  

In this context, OVE assessed the production and use of IEs in IDB public sector 
operations.13 The analysis focused on the public sector because almost all of the 
effort has been undertaken there to date. OVE collected detailed data on all loans 
and TCs that included at least one impact evaluation and were approved between 
2006 and 2016 (Box 2.1). Given that the DEF was approved in 2008 and the DEM 
launched in 2009, OVE decided to include a few prior years as a baseline. OVE 
also complemented its analysis of IDB IE production by hiring the CLEAR Center 
for Latin America (through a competitive selection process) to do a systematic 
assessment of the quality of the majority of completed IEs and a sample of proposals 
of ongoing IEs. Additionally, OVE conducted a citation analysis of published IEs 
and interviewed a sample of IDB clients to gather information on client’s view 
and use of IEs. In total OVE conducted more than 200 interviews with bank staff 
working with IE or producing IEs, sector managers, division chiefs, REAs, and 
representatives of other organizations working with IEs. Table 1.1 summarizes the 
methods used.
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Analysis of 
production

Analysis 
of use and 
influence

Topic Evaluative Question

How many IEs have been proposed?

What is the status of proposed IEs?

What was the origination, design and 
implementation process?

How much do IEs cost?

What are best practices in financing 
impact evaluations and knowledge 
products in general? 
 
 

What is the quality of IDB IEs and 
how has it evolved over time?

 
 
 
 
 
 
How is the knowledge produced by 
IEs used inside the Bank?

 
 
 
 
 
How is knowledge produced by IEs 
used by clients? 
 
 
How are IEs used in general? 
 
 
Do IEs help in delivering projects?

•	 Construction of database of all IEs 
proposed in loan documents and 
TCs – based on desk review and 
interviews with bank staff in charge  

•	 Interviews with Bank specialists, 
division chiefs, sector managers, 
and clients

•	 Interviews with Bank staff 
involved in the production of 
IEs and representative of other 
organizations working with IEs.

•	 CLEAR assessment based on 
standard criteria of 84 completed 
evaluations and 59 proposals of 
ongoing ones.

•	 Desk review of country strategies, 
technical notes, and Sector 
Framework Documents. Citation 
analysis on loans approved in 
2007 and 2016.

•	 Interviews with division chiefs, 
sector managers, and REAs.

•	 Interviews with Bank staff 
working with impact evaluations

•	 Interview of a sample of 25 Bank 
clients in projects with IEs

•	 Citation analysis of all published 
IEs between 2006 and 2016.

•	 Econometric analysis of project 
disbursements.

Means to address the questions

Table 1.1 - Evaluative questions and means of verification
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The Bank maintains no central database, official registry, or 
budgetary classification for IE; thus there is no institutional 
mechanism by which production of IEs can be easily 
determined. Furthermore, because IE can be produced in 
many different contexts, it is difficult to identify IEs through 
activities or registries.14 In this document, OVE focuses on the 
IEs proposed in loan documents and technical cooperation 
projects (TCs). Box 2.1 summarizes the methodology used to 
identify the universe of IEs and its limitations (see Annex I).   

A.	 Analysis of Production 

1.	 How many IEs have been proposed and what is their status?

The institutional changes implemented in the IDB, particularly the DEM, resulted 
in a sharp increase in the number of loans and TCs that included an IE. From 
2006 to 2008, an average of 8% of loans and 2% of TCs per year included an IE. 
This increased to an average of 28% and 3%, respectively, from 2009 to 2016. 
From 2006 to 2008 an average of 13 IEs were proposed per year, while from 2009 
to 2016 the annual average was 61. The number of proposals increased sharply 
from the introduction of the DEM until 2013 and declined somewhat thereafter 
(Figures 2.1 and 2.2). 

A total of 531 IEs were included in loans and TCs approved between 2006 and 
2016. Of the proposed IEs, 94 (18%) have been completed, 151 (28%) have been 
cancelled,15 and 286 (54%) remain in the pipeline. As shown in Table 2.1, SCL 
has proposed the most IEs (47%), followed by IFD (28%) and CSD (14%). INT 



10 IDB’s Impact Evaluations: Production, Use, and Influence 

has completed 15 IEs financed by ESWs, which are not reflected in Table 2.1. The 
stage of ongoing IEs varies from design (40%) to final data analysis (11%), with 
most expected to be completed within the next 5 years.16

Box 2.1 – Methodology

Because of the dispersion of documents and multiple sources, OVE adopted a four-
step strategy to maximize its chances of successfully recognizing every IE executed 
or funded by the Bank.

•	 Initial screening of loan documents and TC profiles. A lexical analysis of all loan 
documents registered in IDB-SEC and the most recent version of TC profiles 
published in IDBDOCS between 2006 and 2016, followed by a thorough desk 
review of these documents.

•	 Interviews with team leaders and division chiefs. Structured interviews with the 
team leaders or specialist in charge of the IEs in each division to collect data not 
contained in the loan proposals, M&E annexes, or TC profiles.

•	 Validation process with SPD. A comparison of OVE’s database with all IEs 
registered in SPD’s database. 

•	 Database processing. The creation of a database containing all relevant 
information for each identified IE. The analysis in this report draws on this 
database. 

OVE identified 414 operations (122 TCs and 292 loan operations) that included 
at least one IE. Since many loans and TCs had multiple IEs, OVE’s database has 
information on 531 IEs proposed between 2006 and 2016. Some IEs were designed 
and conducted after the operations’ approval, and OVE had no mechanism to track 
these cases. 

OVE carried out a complementary effort to identify IDB production of IEs and 
compare it to global trends. Given that IEs can also be produced with resources 
from economic and sector work and from the administrative budget, OVE’s 
approach did not identify all IDB IEs done or in process. So, it constructed a 
secondary database for IEs published, including information about individual 
studies (title, year, author, and department) and links to the studies themselves. 
IDB publications based on IEs increased sharply since 2009 and seem to follow 
the same pattern found by Cameron, Mishra, and Brown (2016) regarding growth, 
sector distribution, and methodologies. Although the IEs were initially heavily 
concentrated in the social sectors, over time other sectors have created more IEs.
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Figure 2.1
IDB Loans with IE

Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017. 

Figure 2.2
IDB TCs with IE

Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017.

Loan W/ IE Loan W/O IE % W/IE

200 

180 

160 

140 

120 

100 

80 

60 

40 

20 

0

45% 

40% 

35% 

30% 

25% 

20% 

15% 

10% 

5% 

0%
2006 20102008 2012 20152007 2011 20142009 2013 2016

TC W/ IE TC W/O IE % W/IE

700 

600 

500 

400 

300 

200 

100 

0

45% 

40% 

35% 

30% 

25% 

20% 

15% 

10% 

5% 

0%
2006 20102008 2012 20152007 2011 20142009 2013 2016



12 IDB’s Impact Evaluations: Production, Use, and Influence 

OVE’s interviews with team leaders17 indicated that the main reasons for IE 
cancellation, when the loans and TCs were not themselves cancelled, appear to have 
been political challenges (30%) and implementation and design issues (34%) (Figure 
2.3). IEs proposed mainly to increase DEM scores--rather than because of a genuine 
interest in learning on the part of IDB or the client--were significantly more likely to 
be cancelled.18 Having a well-defined IE method is associated with a lower probability of 
cancellation, especially when the method is an RCT. In fact, if an RCT starts but fails for 
any reason, the teams are more likely to find other ways to conduct an alternative IE.19  
The probability of cancellation does not vary significantly by country or by cost of the IE. 

No answer

Political challenges

Cancellation Loan/TC

Implementation

Funding

Design Flaws

0 3010 50 8040 7020 60

Figure 2.3
Main Reason for 

Cancellation of IE

Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017

Sources: OVE. IE Database 2017; OVEDA (last column); Includes IEs executed by VPC (CAN and CCB), RES and SCL front office, 
classified by topic and sector.
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Table 2.1 - Distribution of IE by Department, Division, and Status
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IEs have been unevenly distributed among country departments and sectors. With 
regard to country distribution, CID has the highest share at 35% and CCB the 
lowest at 7% (see Annex II). With regard to sector distribution, completed IEs are 
heavily concentrated in earlier projects (Figure 2.4) in the social sectors (Figure 2.5). 
Few IEs in other sectors have been completed, though their numbers (particularly 
in IFD) have increased.20 Some IEs have been financed through ESW (notably in 
INT) are not captured here.21 The social sectors have traditionally conducted more 
IEs in part because it is easier to observe who the beneficiaries are and define a 
clear methodology to assess the effect of an intervention.22 Yet sectors in which it is 
extremely difficult to do IEs have made increasing efforts to innovate using different 
methodologies.23 In addition, OVE noted some differences in the reasons for IE 
cancellation, with the main drivers for SCL, INE, and INT being political factors 
and implementation issues, while for CSD and IFD they were design issues and the 
cancellation of underlying operations. 

The Bank has diversified not only the sectors doing IEs, but also the type of 
methodologies used. The number of evaluations proposed with an undefined 
methodology has decreased (Figure 2.6), and in 2016 all projects had a clear 
methodology at approval. This is an indication that more thought is being given to 
the design of the IEs and the causal mechanism that is being tested in the projects. 
To the extent that evaluations with a well-defined methodology are less likely to 
be cancelled (as noted above), there should be fewer cancellations over time. The 
overall absolute and relative numbers of RCTs have declined, and the numbers of 
quasi-experimental IEs have increased correspondingly. Though data collection is 
still needed, since 2011 more evaluations have used administrative data.

Completed Cancelled Ongoing

120 

100 

80 

60 

40 

20 

0
2006 20102008 2012 20152007 2011 20142009 2013 2016

8
3

8

15
15

25
17

1010

38

1

1

6
12

32 52

48

58

34

42

6 3 9
19 12 16 15

12 2
11

Figure 2.4
Status of IE by Year 
of Approval

Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017. 



14 IDB’s Impact Evaluations: Production, Use, and Influence 

The trends reported above have some important implications for the Bank. 
First, many evaluations have been cancelled,24 which in itself is not necessarily 
a bad outcome; in some instances, a different type of evaluation could be more 
informative than pursuing an IE that does not meet the conditions to be completed 
and used. However, an important problem may arise when the IE was accompanied 
by generally poor M&E planning. If an IE is the only source of information, and 
no suitable M&E system is in place, its cancellation will mean that the Bank has 
no information on the results of the project.25 Second, the Bank has generated a 
large portfolio of ongoing IEs. As these evaluations are completed, it will become 
more and more imperative for the Bank to have a system in place not only to track 
what is being produced, as done through BRIK for publications, but also to absorb 
the knowledge being generated, with a strategy to organize and disseminate the 
findings. Finally, the reduction in the number of IEs and evaluations being proposed 
without methodology suggest that the Bank may be beginning to move toward more 
strategic use of IEs.

Figure 2.5
Distribution of IE 

by Department

Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017.
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2.	 How have the processes for origination, design and implementation 
worked?

The main problem with the steep increase in IE production is the lack of structure behind 
the generation process. The Bank has set strong incentives to propose IEs, but has not 
yet developed a mechanism to propose them in a strategic way. In 2012 the Bank put in 

Figure 2.6
Distribution of IE 
by Methodology 
and Year

Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017. 
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place a new regulatory framework to govern sector interventions, introducing the Sector 
Framework Document (SFD) “to provide meaningful guidance to project teams and 
provide a clear sense of what the Bank seeks to accomplish in each sector” (GN-2670-
1) The SFDs have a well-defined structure that highlights the importance of evidence 
and development effectiveness, and they are supposed to present a thorough review of 
international evidence concerning the main challenges of the region. Although SFDs 
should identify key knowledge work by sector, different sectors have varying degrees of 
success in proactively identifying knowledge gaps and translating them into specific lines 
of action. A detailed review of the 20 current SFDs (Annex VII) shows that only around 
30% present a thorough literature review that identifies knowledge gaps to the extent 
needed to provide guidance for the prioritization of IEs. More than half of these SFDs 
are in the social sectors, which is not surprising given the maturity of IE production in 
education, social protection, health, and gender.  

As the analysis above suggests, the strong incentives to do IE seem to have caused 
some level of “over-proposing,” and many IEs do not meet the criteria to be 
relevant or even feasible. IEs are not easy to produce, given the time, resources, and 
political will required for success.26 It is understandable that some will be cancelled 
during project implementation. However, as noted earlier, an IE whose proposal is 
motivated mainly by the DEM is more likely to be cancelled, as real interest and 
buy-in from the government and project team may not exist. Among loans, about 
34% of proposed IEs were motivated by the DEM score only (Figure 2.7). In 17% 
of cancellations, the specialist reported that the conditions to implement an IE were 
not in place, and eventually implementation became impossible. 

A large share of the IEs reviewed—46% of those in loans and 66% in TCs--were 
Bank-driven (Figures 2.7 and 2.8). Only 14% of IEs in loans and 20% of IEs in TCs 
originated from the interests of clients. Interviewees noted that many IEs did not 
address questions that were relevant to clients and were often presented to clients 
as a Bank requirement. Thus, governments have often perceived IEs as a tax rather 
than a valuable product or service in support of project implementation.

When asked about the ownership of IEs, most staff were unsure. A common view 
was that the government owned IEs paid by loans, while the Bank owned IE paid 
by TCs (Figure 2.9), which is understandable, particularly for Bank-managed TCs. 
However, for about 30% of IEs in loans and 10% in TCs the team leader was unsure 
about ownership, and thus about how to proceed in consulting with clients on making 
results public. Clients experience the same confusion: many times they do not know 
what to do with the evaluation beyond internal use, even in cases in which results may 
be relevant to others.27

IDB staff are centrally involved in the design of the IEs. Bank staff design 60% of 
IEs on average, and that share reached 80% in 2016 (Figure 2.10). There are no 
significant differences in this share across sectors. This is in part a response to the Bank’s 
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increasing emphasis on quality of design and the recognition that not all government 
agencies are equally equipped with capacity to do IEs. Once the project is approved, 
the implementation of the IE becomes the responsibility of the client, which usually 
(in 70% of cases) hires consultants to do the work, particularly for loans.28 The Bank 
often supports governments in designing terms of reference for hiring consultants 
and helping to oversee their work. Some clients view this support as a positive service 
the Bank is offering, though others are not interested, perceiving the IE as another 
requirement of the Bank, and leave Bank staff to do it alone.
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Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017. 
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Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017. 
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SPD has had a key role, through both quality control of the DEM for operations 
and more direct involvement in about 25% of the IEs. Bank staff indicated that 
they received substantive support from SPD in 35% and 46% of the IEs included 
in TCs and loans, respectively (Figure 2.11). SPD’s support has been focused more 
on sectors with less expertise in IE, with INE receiving the most support (Figure 
2.12). SPD is currently directly supporting about 70 ongoing IEs. Beyond ensuring 
minimum quality through the review process, SPD is participating more actively in 
design and sometimes in implementation.  
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Figure 2.10
Design of IE by Year 

Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017. 
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The Bank has relied heavily on individual consultants and consulting firms in 
producing IEs, though few partnerships have been set up to promote IE (Figure 
2.13).29 Only 23% of the ongoing IEs are being conducted in partnership with an 
external institution, either for their design or implementation—a substantial decline 
from the 37% of completed IEs that benefitted from external collaboration.30 Of 
cancelled IEs, only 10% were done in collaboration with other institutions. Of the 
total amount of IEs, only 1% of IEs have been or are being conducted entirely by 
partners, with no IDB direct involvement. This represents a missed opportunity to 
expand the scope of IEs, financial alternatives, and the dissemination of results. Other 
institutions have found it more attractive to collaborate with external partners.31

Figure 2.11
SPD Support by Year

Source: OVE. IE Database 
2017.  
Note: Grants includes TCs 
and investment grants

Figure 2.12
Percentage of IEs with 
SPD Support by Sector

Source: OVE. IE Database 
2017.
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In sum, despite progress over time, the Bank still needs to strengthen the IE origination 
process. SFDs provide heterogeneous guidance on knowledge gaps, explained in part by 
the sector’s level of maturity in analytical work. Many IEs continue to be Bank-driven, 
without full client buy-in. Sectors vary in expertise and experience, though those with 
less traditional engagement in IE have become significantly more active. SPD has helped 
to some extent by supporting sectors with less experience, at least in the design phase.  

3.	 How much do IEs cost?

IE can be financed through four channels at the IDB. 

•	 Loan components. Each project has a budget for “monitoring and evaluation”, 
and some use these resources to finance IEs.32 

•	 Bank’s administrative budget. IDB divisions can budget funds for financing IEs 
for completed operations that do not have prior allocation of resources, or they 
can complement loan funding with administrative budget. 

•	 TC funds. TCs can finance IEs of IDB projects (complementing the amount 
already financed by the loan or funding the whole amount) or finance evaluations 
not directly related to IDB operations.33 

•	 ESW resources. Since 2009, IEs can be financed with ESW resources. 

Most of the IEs considered in this analysis were financed by loans: 360 of the proposed 
evaluations (68%) were included in either an investment loan or a policy-based loan, 
and the remainder have been financed by TCs or grants. 

Figure 2.13
Partnership to Design 
and Implement an IE

Source: OVE. IE Database 
2017.
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OVE found large heterogeneity in IEs’ budgets, which seems to be explained largely 
by the type of data used. OVE asked all staff responsible for IEs to provide budget 
data, which included all costs except Bank staff time. As Table 2.2 shows, 57% of IEs 
have budgets below US$250,000, and 9% have budgets above US$1 million. The 
main determinant of cost is not the methodology per se, but the type of data used for 
the evaluation (administrative or collected). The average cost of an IE based only on 
administrative data is US$74,000, compared to US$468,000 for IEs for which data 
are collected. According to interviews, important determinants of costs include the 
degree of dispersion of the beneficiaries and the country in which the evaluation is 
taking place. Countries with poor information systems are more likely to have data 
collected for their IEs.34 It is important to note that the benefits of collecting data can 
go beyond the IE alone, especially in countries with limited information. 

There is also heterogeneity among sectors in allocation of TC resources (Table 2.2). 
IFD and INE have used limited amounts of Special Program (OC) or Trust Fund 
resources to fund impact evaluations, while SCL has by far the largest share of these 
funds. Even inside SCL the distribution is unequal, with LMK and GDI using fewer 
resources than the other sectors.

Sources: OVE. IE Database 2017.  
Note: *It refers to IE included in the loan documents or TC profiles, but the methodology was not completely defined in the M&E annex 
or the product matrix. 

CSD

 
IFD

 

INE

INT
 
 
 

SCL 

 
 
 

Total

CCS

RND

HUD

CMF

CTI

FMM

ICS

ENE

TSP

WSA

TIN

EDU*

GDI

LMK

SPH

SCL

1

1

10

5

5

-

21

1

3

6

1

43

11

11

49

8

176

1.0

4.5

-

0.1

0.3

-

0.8

-

-

0.9

-

6.4

3.1

0.8

7.3

0.1

25.2

2

17

42

17

33

5

39

3

11

2

21

25

5

8

40

9

279

1.0

18.8

5.2

4.6

9.4

1.1

7.7

2.0

9.9

2.0

0.6

28.7

1.0

4.8

54.6

0.4

151.8

-

2

1

2

9

2

12

-

-

2

1

10

4

3

27

1

76

1.0

20.5

5.6

4.6

9.4

1.1

9.6

2.0

10.1

2.1

0.7

40.5

2.1

6.6

59.9

11.2

187.0

-

1.7

0.4

0.0

-

-

1.9

-

0.2

0.1

0.1

5.4

1.1

1.8

5.3

10.9

28.8

0.65

0.47

0.28

0.20

0.21

0.15

0.14

0.50

0.72

0.29

0.03

0.55

0.26

0.34

0.58

0.63

387.6

Table 2.2 - Distribution of IE by Budget and Type of Data

Department
Total IE. Method

RCT TC/Grant 
T. FundsNot Def.* TotalQuasi-

Exper. LoanTC/Grant 
OC

Avg. Cost 
of IE  
(US$ 

Millions)

Division
Total Budget (US$ Millions)



22 IDB’s Impact Evaluations: Production, Use, and Influence 

OVE compared the cost of IDB evaluations with what is suggested in the literature and 
observed in other organizations, and found that it falls in a reasonable range. Gertler et 
al. (2016) attempt to benchmark the cost of IEs by analyzing projects supported by the 
Strategic Impact Evaluation Fund administered by the World Bank. Like OVE, these 
authors find a broad range of costs (from $130,000 to US$2.78 million), according to 
the size and type of evaluation. Looking at IE cost in other organizations, OVE found 
that IDB’s budget distribution seems comparable with what DIME and J-PAL spend in 
their evaluations, but falls well below the MCC average.35 DIME’s average is higher, as it 
relies heavily on experiments and data collection. MCC also finances more IE with data 
collection, and its evaluations cost about 3-5% of the cost of the project.

Overall, during the period of analysis, a total of US$206 million has been budgeted 
to fund IE—US$152 million from operations, loans and grants, and the remaining 
US$54 million from TCs (Table 2.3). In operations that include at least one IE, the 
amount allocated to IE is on average less than 0.5% of the total amount approved for the 
operation (Figure 2.14).  It is important to note that these estimates are based on available 
documentation and information provided by team leaders (rather than administrative 
records), and they do not include expenditures on cancelled IEs or on Bank staff time.

Figure 2.14
Distribution of IE by 

Source of Financing

Source: OVE. IE Database 
2017.
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Table 2.3 - Total Budget by IE Status and Instrument (US$ millions)

IE
Completed
Cancelled
Ongoing

Total

Loan
28.9
45.4
77.5

151.8

TC
19.2
10.9
23.9
54.0

Total
48.1
56.3
101.4
205.8
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IDB-funded grants for IE total 60% of what countries spend through loans.36 Non-
reimbursable funds spent on IE total US$77 million,37 equal to approximately 
US$0.61 for every US$1 spent by countries (Figure 2.15). The distribution 
by country is heterogeneous, however, and there are no clear criteria guiding 
allocation. Paraguay, Chile, Dominican Republic, Jamaica, Mexico, Bahamas, 
and Honduras have received about average grant support. Other countries have 
received proportionally more grants per US$1 of loans: Venezuela (US$5.25), 
Costa Rica (US$4.98), Ecuador (US$1.71), Guatemala (US$1.30), and Jamaica 
(US$0.66). The other countries have received less than US$0.61 per $1. Many 
specialists indicated during interviews that requests for non-reimbursable 
funding were often motivated by a unit’s research agenda and did not necessarily 
coincide with priorities set by the country. Needs and interests of Bank sectors 
and individual specialists may also influence allocations.

In sum, over the years the Bank and its clients have spent a lot of resources 
and accumulated a lot of experience with the financing of knowledge work, in 
particular impact evaluations. However, there does not appear to have been much 
strategic thinking behind the choice of evaluations to be conducted or the way 
TC resources have been allocated to finance them. The following section discusses 
some good practices in this area, based on the experience of several organizations.  
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4.	 What are good practices in financing impact evaluations and knowledge 
generation in general?

MDBs and other international development stakeholders are increasingly committed to 
producing and using IEs, and have used a variety of institutional arrangements for their 
financing. Drawing from the IDB’s own experience, as well as the experiences of the 
World Bank, Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, J-PAL, and 
Corporación Andina de Fomento (CAF), three key factors appear to promote effective 
and efficient financing of IEs: clear prioritization mechanisms, client participation, and 
cooperative networks. 

A transparent and strategic prioritization process allows MDBs to target knowledge gaps 
in specific sectors, facilitates resource leveraging, and reduces the costs of implementing 
and disseminating knowledge by fostering long-term relationships. Donors are more 
willing to contribute funds when there are transparent allocation rules. Additionally, 
transparency in prioritization (as done by DIME) helps avoid donors’ tendency to 
earmark resources. MDBs cannot produce all knowledge in-house and often subcontract 
specific products. Successful IE production models typically involve establishing strong 
ties with other knowledge producers like universities and specialized research centers, 
which bring important reputational gains for both parties and additional stakeholders 
in a cost-sharing structure. Moreover, long-term relationships with other knowledge 
providers can reduce the costs of prioritization by mainstreaming selection procedures, as 
done by J-PAL and IDB’s Red de Centros.

It has been noted that successful models for IE financing involve active participation 
from knowledge end-users. Knowledge providers must have a strong link with clients, 
making them true participants from the IE design stage onwards. This link serves several 
purposes that contribute to best IE financing practices: it allows for the establishment 
of cost-sharing structures, builds capacity, and enhances dissemination efforts once the 
IE is completed. Cost-sharing is an important element for aligning incentives between 
different stakeholders; it creates ownership while allowing all parties to secure perceived 
savings. For example, DIME involves governments early in the process, and they pay 30% 
of the IE cost. Government counterparts receive instruction on IE methods and actively 
participate in the development and implementation of the IE. This generates ownership 
from government counterparts, creates natural checks and balances, and incentivizes the 
efficient use of funds. Furthermore, it is easier to disseminate an IE whose answer a client 
is willing to pay for.  

Finally, given the nature of knowledge as a public good, establishing cooperative 
networks facilitates greater production of IEs. Knowledge exhibits increasing returns 
to scale. Cooperative networks enhance the diffusion and use of knowledge, which 
is necessary for increasing returns, while encouraging specialization to develop new 
knowledge. Strong cooperation schemes also make sense in terms of efficiency (e.g., 
avoiding duplication and competition). For instance, if IEs are provided with some level 
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of subsidy, cooperation ensures that the price is aligned among the different providers, 
eliminating arbitrage opportunities. Beyond increasing efficiency, cooperative networks 
allow leveraging resources both by efficiently using common resources and by more 
effectively attracting contributions from third parties. Through a cohesive ecosystem 
of several kinds of networks (formal and informal), with different temporality, varied 
objectives, and individuals in different disciplines, MDBs could maximize knowledge 
creation and increase the rate of return on their investments. 

In addition to these general good practices, some organizations have developed guidelines 
and research protocols for defining when and how an impact evaluation should be pursued. 
For instance, the World Bank has determined that an impact evaluation would be useful 
when: i) it is testing an innovative intervention scheme, such as a pilot program; ii) the 
intervention is likely to be scaled up or replicated in a different setting; iii) the intervention 
is strategically relevant and will require a great deal of resources; iv) the intervention has not 
yet been tested; or v) the intervention results will influence key policy decisions.38 Research 
protocols have been adopted by most organizations working with impact evaluations, and 
they have been shown to increase donors’ interest in sponsoring evaluations. 

Although IDB has in many ways been at the forefront of the promotion of IEs, it could 
benefit by incorporating some of these good practices. As noted above, the Bank lacks 
a transparent and strategic system to prioritize impact evaluations. The Bank could also 
benefit from promoting more client participation and ensuring, to the extent possible, 
their commitment. Finally, though partnerships have been established for training 
(with UC Berkley and Universidad de Los Andes, among others) and in a few cases 
for implementation (for example with J-PAL), more could be achieved through a more 
formal system of partnerships. 

B.	W hat is the quality of completed evaluations and the 
designs of ongoing ones?

As a first step in analyzing the quality of IDB’s IEs, OVE looked at the number of 
publications arising from them. Of the 94 completed IEs proposed between 2006 and 
2016, more than half are not documented in publications. Of the remainder, 15 were 
published in the IDB working paper series, 15 others were published in journals, and 9 
more were published in both. This means that only 39 have been through a clear quality 
control process. According to interviews, the rigor and time required by the Bank’s 
working paper series have made many specialists shy away from it. 

OVE decided to look further into quality, recognizing there is no one unique way to 
assess the quality of analytical products. The large variation among sectors makes it 
difficult to compare across them, and over time. The prevailing consensus is that a quality 
assessment is best done through a peer review process in which different proposals are 
assessed by a group of professionals on different dimensions, such as adequacy of data 
and method and contribution to the literature.39 
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To have a more comprehensive review of the quality of the IE produced by IDB, 
OVE hired CLEAR-LAC40 and developed a quality framework that summarizes 
the key elements of the identified IEs.41 CLEAR-LAC peer-reviewed a sample of 
86 completed evaluations42 and 59 proposals of ongoing IEs,43 providing for each 
an overall assessment of its quality and its potential to be published in a journal or 
as a working paper. (Annex III provides more details on the sample selected, the 
method used and the findings from CLEAR.) The quality assessment was based on 
four evaluation dimensions: 

•	 Relevance: the quality of the literature review, the relevance of the questions 
addressed by the evaluation, and the quality of the research protocol. 

•	 Methodology: the selection, rigor, and shortcomings of the analytical method, 
the timeliness of the post-treatment period and follow-up, and the existence of 
power calculations. 

•	 Data: sample size, unit of analysis, and type and quality of data. 

•	 Results: the analysis result and implementation problems such as noncompliance, 
attrition, and spillovers, as well as their possible effects on the reliability of the 
evaluation. 

CLEAR’s assessment found that the quality of 55% of completed IEs is overall 
satisfactory or partly satisfactory, while the remaining 45% are unsatisfactory or partly 
unsatisfactory. Many factors affect this overall assessment. Only 17% of completed 
IEs present an exhaustive literature review and include a good-quality research 
protocol. Furthermore, only 42% of completed IEs exhibit rigorous methodological 
approaches, while 23% present serious methodological shortcomings. In this sense, 
it is interesting to highlight that not all methods are applied with equal rigor. RCTs 
are the most popular single methodological approach, used in 35% of the IEs. 
The rest use other quasi-experimental methods (56%) or multiple methods (9%). 
While 60% of RCTs were found to be methodologically rigorous, only 30% of 
quasi-experimental IEs showed the same rigor. Moreover, RCTs result in better data 
quality than other methods: 70% of RCTs, and only 55% of all other methods, have 
detailed descriptions on data collection and variable construction. Although 72% 
of the completed IEs have a satisfactory or partly satisfactory sample size, 78% do 
not have or do not discuss power calculations; this is pervasive across all divisions. 
Finally, the assessment shows that implementation issues like attrition and spillover 
effects affected the reliability of at least 34% of the IEs. 

Quality differed significantly by sector (Figure 2.16). As was mentioned in the 
portfolio analysis, most IEs in divisions that did not traditionally work with IEs 
have not yet been completed. Three sectors (FMM, TSP, and CMF) completed 
three or fewer IEs in the period. The difference in their overall quality assessments 
reflects the complexities in the design and implementation of IEs in these sectors. 
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This highlights the importance of extracting lessons from failed IEs to inform future 
IE production, particularly in sectors with less experience. On the other end of the 
spectrum, three divisions (LMK, SPH, and EDU) produced 14 or more IEs during 
this period. These divisions show a more balanced distribution in terms of quality, 
with LMK being the top performer by having only one IE of unsatisfactory quality. 
Mid-producers (GDI, RND, CTI, and ICS) have, on average, the lowest percentage 
of IEs with unsatisfactory quality and the highest percentage with satisfactory 
and partly satisfactory quality. This could be associated with better prioritization 
mechanisms, given the constraints in their capacity to generate IEs compared to big 
IE producers. OVE interviewed all division chiefs to gain a better understanding of 
the IE production processes by division. For GDI and RND—divisions with the 
highest percentages of partially satisfactory and satisfactory IEs—OVE’s findings 
corroborate the prioritization hypothesis.  

 

 
While quality trends are difficult to disentangle over time, it is fair to say that 
the quality of IEs has increased. Figure 2.17 shows the effects of the DEM on 
quality. Before 2009 certain sectors, such as SPH and EDU, were farther along 
the learning curve on how to design and implement high-quality IEs, and they 
were the only sectors that included IEs in their loan and TC operations. However, 
the introduction of the DEM in 2009 strongly incentivized the production of IEs 
and made “new” sectors enter the IE market. This translated into a decrease in the 
average quality of IEs proposed between 2009 and 2010, mainly driven by less 
experienced sectors. After 2010 there seems to be an upward trend in quality, an 
indicator that overall sector IE experience is increasing. Furthermore, judging from 
a representative sample of proposals,44 the quality of IE proposals has improved 
over time (Figure 2.18), with better literature reviews, stronger research protocols, 
and better analytical methods. An improvement in the quality of proposals is a 
step in the right direction, since it is the best proxy for the overall quality of the 
end-product.
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This increase in quality might be explained by several factors, including some effect 
of “learning by doing” and a strong effort in IE training. SPD has put together an 
evaluation hub with an impressive amount of material on impact evaluation (for all 
the steps from design to dissemination), and has organized extensive training for IDB 
staff and clients. In 2015 and 2016 alone, SPD/SDV taught 40 courses and workshops 
and organized almost 50 more, with more than 2000 attendees.45
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One of the main motivations behind the push for IEs is the improvement of IDB’s capacity to promote effective development in the region.
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48/40#3Use and 
Influence of 
IDB’s Evaluations

This chapter focuses on the use and influence of the IDB 
IEs. It is important to keep in mind that this type of analysis 
is generally very complex because there is no unique way 
to measure use and influence. As a form of knowledge, 
IEs could be used to (i) inform IDB work and strategies; 
(ii) inform policymakers in the region, supporting sound 
policy decisions; and (iii) help close knowledge gaps in 
general, reaching a broader audience. This chapter analyzes 
each of these uses, as well as a potential positive externality 
of IEs—their use as a tool to support project design and 
implementation. 

A.	U se and Influence of Impact Evaluations as Knowledge

1.	 To what extent are IEs used internally in IDB? 

One of the main motivations behind the push for IEs is the improvement of 
IDB’s capacity to promote effective development in the region. In this sense, it is 
important that the IEs produced be used internally. OVE attempted to understand 
how staff members are using evaluations, and how they are integrating them with 
the project cycle and the programming process. This assessment is challenging, 
as IEs serve different purposes and audiences simultaneously, and not very many 
have yet been produced. OVE conducted semi-structured interviews with staff 
members across VPC and VPS to analyze the use of evaluative results by staff 
involved in IDB operations. These interviews brought several insights on how 
IEs are used in practice, and what their relative importance is in comparison 
with other analytical products. 



32 IDB’s Impact Evaluations: Production, Use, and Influence 

An analysis of the SFDs indicates that the IDB does not systematically use IEs to 
inform and help define broad approaches at the sector level. The use of the evidence 
produced through IEs can improve the theory of change behind IDB operations, 
promote organizational learning, enrich the stakeholder engagement strategy, and 
inform the design of ongoing monitoring. Though SFDs are not required to specifically 
account for and guide IEs, they should include any information deemed relevant to 
improving the quality of the Bank’s operational and analytical work at the sector level. 
Furthermore, they are updated periodically (every three years) to promote continued 
learning, which makes them the logical instrument through which emerging IE 
evidence can feed into decision-making. However, 40% of current SFDs do not 
meaningfully include IEs when citing international evidence at the sector level.46  

Interviews revealed that there are two stages in a loan cycle in which IEs are more likely 
to be used: first, during the programming process, when an agenda of loans is discussed 
with the country; and second, during project design, when specific interventions are 
planned in detail. At both points the experience from previous operations and the 
findings from evidence-based literature are useful. 

During the country programming process, results of previously implemented 
programs appear to be used alongside other evidence-based documents. Country 
strategies provide the basis for future programming, and the ideal strategy process lasts 
about two years, starting one year before the change of office in any given country, and 
ending one year after. In general, discussions in the first year revolve around the role 
the Bank could play in the country’s different sectors, and the final agenda of loans 
is set in the second year. Several analytical instruments (growth diagnostic report, 
country program evaluation, and policy and sector/thematic notes) help diagnose 
the needs of the country and provide a technical background to the negotiation on 
specific issues. OVE looked at the sources of evidence used in country strategies and 
sector/thematic notes and found that IEs are not frequently cited. Some sectors (SCL, 
INT) use IEs more frequently, alongside evidence-based literature from academic 
journals, while others (INE, ICF) use mostly other analytical inputs generated on a 
project-by-project basis.

Despite the limited evidence of IE use in country strategies, technical notes, and 
SFDs, interviews have suggested an important use of IEs in the country dialogue: to 
avoid programs with limited effectiveness. IDB support is mostly demand-driven, 
and country-specific interests, sometimes politically-driven, are highly relevant. In 
some cases the presentation of empirical evidence on effectiveness can help guide 
governments toward different and better interventions. The “One Laptop per Child” 
program is a case in point. The program—which represented about one-quarter of 
the overall expenditure on IE at IDB—had been implemented in a few countries 
when the results of the IE showed no impact on children’s achievements. As a result, 
the program was cancelled or not approved in at least three countries (Peru, Chile, 
and Mexico). 
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The use of evidence from IDB IE during project design is still very heterogeneous. 
SCL and INT actively use IE results more actively than other sector units for several 
reasons. First, only a relatively small number of completed IEs address issues that 
are relevant for other sectors. Second, many of the evaluations that do exist are 
of moderate quality and do not necessarily concentrate on the most important 
questions for project design. Third, there is some inertia in how the Bank works, 
and similar project designs are often applied across countries regardless of the lack 
of evidence of their effectiveness or, even more worrisome, sometimes with evidence 
of lack of effectiveness.

In addition to conducting interviews, OVE analyzed the references to IEs in 
loan documents produced by the Bank, confirming the heterogeneity in their use 
across sectors. OVE reviewed all loan documents approved in 2007 (before the 
introduction of the DEF) and 2016 (the most recent available) for citations of IEs 
in the description of the intervention design. SCL projects are more likely to rely on 
evidence from IEs, but overall the analysis found that all sectors increased their use 
of IE in project design (Figure 3.1).47 

2.	 How are IDB IEs used by clients?

IDB IEs could have a key role in policymaking among clients, but it is hard to 
assess it. They might facilitate real-time feedback to policymakers and help to 
determine the most effective design for future programs.48 IE can also be used to 
provide external validity to projects. They can provide an objective view, and they 
provide rigorous evidence that can help policymakers decide, for example, whether 
to expand, modify, or eliminate programs. OVE believes that the best approach to 
assess the role of IEs in policymaking would be to measure the context of changes 
in public policy over an extended period. However, such an approach would have 

Figure 3.1
Operations whose 
Documentation Cites IE 
Results to Support their 
Design

Source: OVE. Analysis of 
Publications. 
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two limitations: (ii) it is not possible to isolate the influence of IDB IEs from other 
sources of knowledge; and (ii) IDB production of IEs is still too recent. The main 
longer-term process that we can observe in practice is PROGRESA/Oportunidades 
(Box 3.1). 

OVE interviewed a sample of IDB clients who have been involved in projects 
with IEs, and most said that the main benefit of IEs is the possibility to adjust the 
functioning of ongoing policy. OVE selected a stratified sample by department of 
50 IEs (completed and ongoing) to follow up with the Bank’s counterpart at the 
government. However, OVE able to reach at least one person in the government 
to be interviewed for only for half of this sample. The result was a sample of 25 
IEs.49 A total of 52% of the interviewees saw IE primarily as a tool to adjust policy, 
while 20% identified it as an instrument to support and validate existing policies. 
Interestingly, some stressed the importance of IEs as an accountability tool to justify 
borrowing from IDB. 

Box 3.1 - It is not one IE that makes the change: The Case of PROGRESA/
Oportunidades

PROGRESA/Oportunidades is considered an example of results-based policy. The 
program was rigorously evaluated, and the model has been applied in several other 
countries. The evaluation of the program served to raise the cost of discontinuing the 
program when a government from the opposition took power. It also served to foster 
legitimacy in the intervention. These are roles that go beyond knowledge.

However, evidence from sources other than IEs played an equally relevant role in the 
formulation of the program. Decisions on structuring payments, conditioning, and 
making payments to mothers—among many others—were informed by evidence, 
gathered over decades, on the dynamics of household allocation of resources. This 
means that while evidence did play a role in PROGRESA, the mechanism was based 
on an accumulated body of work in development, and not necessarily on specific IEs. 
What is not as clear is the extent to which the IEs led to changes in the program. 
Behrman (2010) shows that there are mixed opinions, but substantial skepticism 
regarding which of the changes were truly influenced by evaluation. 

By all accounts the PROGRESA IEs have had a much more relevant role as a public 
good than they have in terms of the program’s operation. A recent review of the 
program, including extensive interviews with program designers and evaluators, 
shows a unanimous opinion that the IE program was key in replicating the model in 
other countries and in promoting its continuity in Mexico. The evaluation strategy 
helped to make conditional cash transfer programs (CCTs) more palatable and 
attractive, and many later CCTs were heavily influenced by earlier ones, especially 
PROGRESA/Oportunidades. It should be noted that the influence stemmed not so 
much from the content of the evaluations as from the fact that they were done and 
were largely regarded as independent and credible.  
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OVE found a wide range of views about the usefulness of the IEs. About 56% of 
interviewees stated that the IE influenced or was expected to influence policymaking, 
while 40% said they had used it or were expecting to use it in the discussion of other 
policies. Among interviewees whose IE was ongoing (as opposed to finished), the use 
or expectation of use in current policy rose to 83%. Only one interviewee found no 
value in the IE and considered it a cost, and a second believed that IEs in general 
are not carried out with the quality needed to isolate effects and inform policy. For 
those that admitted little to no use of the IE to adjust policy, political issues and 
administration change were recurring factors. In addition, issues with timing of the 
IEs have been identified as a barrier to use. (Box 3.2 provides a broader discussion on 
the limitations to use.)

Interviewees were more likely to perceive an IE as being useful when the government 
had been directly involved in the design of the evaluation. As Weyrauch and Diaz 
Langou (2013) suggest, the communication among relevant actors is indeed key to 

Box 3.2 - Impediments to the Use of Impact Evaluations in Policymaking

Despite IEs’ potential usefulness of impact evaluations in policymaking, there are 
many reasons for them to be underused. 

•	 Competition with other sources of evidence (Ravallion, 2008). IEs are often 
written with high academic rigor and focus on method rather than on policy 
implications, so that it is rather difficult for the non-academic public to use them. 
This problem can be overcome, to some extent, through strategic dissemination 
of completed IEs. INT provides a good example: after several evaluations are 
completed, the sector releases books focused entirely on disseminating lessons 
learned (excluding the technical discussions). 

•	 Different focus from policymaking (Ravallion, 2008). IEs often focus on the 
question of what works, while policymakers are more concerned with cost-
effectiveness. To address this issue, an effort should be made to carry out better 
IEs that go beyond pure impact, treating issues of effectiveness. This paper shows 
that IDB is moving in this direction, responding more to the questions that 
policymakers are interested in, rather than just using IEs as an accountability 
tool for its projects. 

•	 Timing issues (Sutcliffe and Court, 2005). Policymakers often need to advise 
ministers on pressing issues. Unfortunately, both the production and subsequent 
publication of scientific knowledge take time—a gap that may make policymakers 
substitute less rigorous methods, assumptions, or personal or institutional values 
without waiting for solid empirical evidence. This trade-off between timely 
policy findings and rigorous evidence should be kept in mind (especially by 
development banks); by the time the evidence produced is finally available, it 
may no longer be relevant. 
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determining how research reaches the policy field. The Bank seems to be internalizing 
this fact and increasing its communication with the client to better fit the IE into the 
client’s knowledge needs. For instance, all the interviewees corresponding to ongoing 
evaluations stated that the IE fit their evidence needs. 

Capacity building and increased interest in integrating IEs into governments’ M&E 
systems are two positive externalities identified by interviewees. More than half stated 
that the IE’s data requirements led to improvements in their M&E system or in their 
reporting of activities. Furthermore, two-thirds of the interviewees agreed that after 
the experience with the IDB IE, they are better equipped to conduct IEs in the future, 
partly because of the training provided by the Bank.50 Even those that did not have 
training feel more prepared to hire consultants to do the work. 

3.	 What is the broader reach of IDB IEs?

Impact evaluations can be influential only if they are used; but for results to be used, 
they need to be known. Of the Bank’s completed IEs, 55 (58%) were not published 
in journals or IDB working paper series.51 Many of them could not even be found in 
IDBDOCS, and OVE had to request them directly from the team leader. This shows 
that IDB’s IE results are not easily accessible to the public. 
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OVE also did a citation analysis, comparing the frequency and patterns of citations 
of articles and books produced by the Bank with those of other MDBs.52 Between 
2006 and 2016, IDB-affiliated authors published 177 articles citing IEs;53 these IEs 
were cited a total of 2603 times, averaging 16 cites per paper and 237 cites per year 
of publication. The years in which the most IEs were published were 2012 (23) and 
2015 (27), and the publication years with the greatest number of citations were 2012 
(515), 2013 (377), and 2011 (312). However, as Figure 3.2 shows, the average number 
of citations per paper for IEs published in 2015 (3) is far lower than for those published 
in 2012 (26), possibly because the IEs are more recent and have not yet appeared in 
follow-on research. The citations have mostly appeared in IDB technical notes, and a 
few authors are responsible for most of them. The 14 most published authors account 
for almost 90% of the citations in this period.

To put this analysis in context, OVE looked at the citation of general publications of 
IDB vis-à-vis those of other organizations, and found that IDB’s performance is about 
average relative to its comparators. The average number of citations per publication for 
the IDB is 7.9 for all publications between 1996 and 2010. For the same period of 
analysis, the average number is lower for the ADB (4.2), AfDB (3.4), EIB (6.8), and 
IFAD (3.9), but higher for the World Bank (13.5), IMF (8.9), UNDP (18.6), and 
EBRD (11.2).54 

B.	C an IE help in delivering projects? 

Most of the effort to increase the production of IEs in IDB was motivated by the idea 
of strengthening knowledge and ensuring accountability. However, there is evidence 
that, when properly designed and justified, IE can also help project implementation. 
Legovini, DiMaro, and Piza (2015) use data on project implementation at the 
World Bank to show that projects that have IE disburse faster. The authors list 
several channels through which an IE could be helping project implementation—
for example, through better planning and evidence-based design and through better 

Figure 3.2
Publication and Citation of 
IDB IEs by Published Year 

Source: OVE, based on Publish 
or Perish citation results.
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implementation capacity brought about by the work of the research team and field 
staff. They also argue that the process of preparing the IE increases the amount of 
data for policy decisions, thus helping the project and generating “observer effects and 
motivation,” as knowledge about the IE can generate expectations.

OVE found evidence that IDB projects with IEs that were approved between 2009 and 
2016 disbursed faster than those without IEs.55 There is a clear difference between the 
disbursement curves of projects with and without IE (Figure 3.3). While they seem to 
be almost the same during the first two years of implementation, projects with IE speed 
up disbursements after that and are completed earlier. Projects with and without IE have 
similar planned durations on average, but those without IE have more delays (on average 
three months more) than those with IE. Annex VII includes the econometric analysis 
and shows that the difference is significant and robust even when controlling for many 
characteristics of the project, such as amount of the loan, sector, country, number of team 
leader switches, year of approval, and even project logic DEM score (as a proxy for 
project quality).

The exact channels through which IEs could help project delivery are not clear. 
OVE attempted to shed some light on this by comparing the disbursement rates of 
projects with IEs that were completed or are ongoing and likely to be completed 
with projects with IE that have been cancelled or are on hold. Figure 3.4 is analogous 
to Figure 3.3, but it separates the projects with IEs into two cases: (i) projects with 
completed or ongoing IEs (“successful” cases), and (ii) projects with cancelled or 
on-hold IEs (“unsuccessful” cases). There is a minor difference in the disbursement 
curves of projects without IE and projects with cancelled IEs, but the previous 
result holds for projects with completed or ongoing IEs. This supports the view that 
IEs play a role in project implementation, likely due to the support and training 
provided by researchers and field staff following the project. Also, the specific 
support from governments that IE requires could potentially be one of the drivers 
of the results presented here.
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3  Use and Influence of  
    IDB’s Evaluations

The potential better performance of a loan with an IE has financial implications 
and could offset up to half the cost of the IE.56 OVE estimated these savings using 
the average amount of the loans with and without IE and the current credit fees 
paid for undisbursed balances. The average savings from faster disbursement are 
around US$40,000 a year. Taking an average project cycle of five years, the total 
amount saved by the clients would vary from 25% to 50% of the average cost of 
an IE.57 On the basis of this analysis OVE concludes that IE, when well justified, 
besides complementing knowledge in some areas, may have a positive externality 
in project implementation and in reduction of financial costs. 

Figure 3.4
Disbursements of 
Investment Loans 
with and without IE

Source: OVE. IE 
Database 2017.
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The Bank has made progress towards better-quality evaluations, but there is still room for improvement.

© IDB
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4Conclusions and 
Recommendations

This document takes stock of the effort to promote IE practice 
in the IDB. The first finding is the lack of systematized 
information regarding the IEs. After more than 10 years 
investing in IEs, the Bank still does not have a centralized 
system to track all IEs in progress and their cost, nor does it 
have a basic registry of evaluation questions, compliance with 
ethical standards, and research protocols. SPD has developed 
a system to track IEs linked to loans, and is currently working 
on a system for IEs included in TCs. However, IEs financed 
by ESW funding cannot be easily tracked, nor can the exact 
cost of the evaluations. Furthermore, there is not yet a single 
repository for reports and datasets. 

Bank incentives in recent years have led staff to over-propose IEs. The DEM scoring 
system influenced many teams to propose evaluations that did not always meet the 
necessary conditions for implementation. Two consequences should be highlighted. 
First, many evaluations have been cancelled, limiting information about the results 
of projects that have poor M&E arrangements. OVE could not assess the monetary 
cost of initiating these failed IEs. Second, the strong incentives in the DEM seem 
to have promoted a cultural shift in the Bank: in general, divisions are putting 
more emphasis on development effectiveness and how to assess it—if not through 
rigorous IEs, at least with a counterfactual mindset. In addition, in the divisions that 
have been working longer with IE, a clear learning process can be identified. There 
now seems to be more strategic thinking behind the evaluations these divisions 
are proposing. Others are in an earlier learning stage, still attempting to identify 
where to use IEs. However, some IE continues to be proposed in an ad-hoc fashion 
following the interest of the specialist in charge of the project. This suggests that the 
Bank still needs to be more strategic in defining the IEs to be conducted. 
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The range of costs of IEs is broad, but costs are broadly comparable to those of 
other organizations. IDB’s clients bear most of the cost of IEs. The main driver 
of IE costs is data collection, and in some cases such data may have other uses 
for the client. The nature of all knowledge products as public goods may lead to 
underinvestment, however. When there is no need to collect data, costs are much 
lower, and the main issue is how to find an appropriate combination of incentives 
and services to facilitate their funding and delivery. 

The Bank has made progress towards better-quality evaluations, but there is still 
room for improvement. The quality of the IEs was judged following international 
standards, considering the relevance of the evaluation question, the appropriateness 
of the data used, the rigorousness of the method, and the robustness of the analysis. 
About 55% of the completed evaluations were considered to be of satisfactory or 
partially satisfactory quality. The analysis shows that after the introduction of the 
DEM the quality decreased, as less traditional sectors started to do IEs, but it 
continued to increase afterwards. Similarly, the quality of the proposals shows an 
upward trend. 

Despite the strong push to produce IEs, they are not widely used in IDB documents, 
though they can be an important source of information for discontinuing ineffective 
programs. Most of the 25 clients interviewed for this report indicated that the 
inclusion of IE in the operations was useful. Many suggested that these evaluations 
supported the continuity of the program evaluated and facilitated its accountability. 
A few suggested that IEs are imposed by the Bank and are little used. OVE found little 
evidence of IE use in country strategies, technical notes, and projects, as measured 
by direct citation, though interviews suggest that the IEs have a role in providing 
evidence to discontinue ineffective interventions or programs.

Finally, the analysis provides some evidence that IEs could positively affect project 
implementation. Though the causal mechanism is not clear, this could result 
from better project design (to allow for an IE to be implemented) or stronger 
support from the evaluation team in the field. IDB projects with IEs disburse faster 
and finish earlier than those without IE, potentially offsetting up to 50% of the 
evaluation cost. 

Reflecting the findings of this evaluation, OVE has the following recommendations 
to improve the production and use of IEs in IDB:

1.	 Be more strategic in the selection of IEs by undertaking or supporting IEs 
only if they have client commitment (or a clear strategy to engage the client 
to develop such commitment), a well-identified knowledge gap, and a feasible 
timeframe. This evaluation has shown the importance of having the client on 
board when conducting an IE. Client commitment also helps to ensure the 
use of IE results at completion. 
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2.	 Ensure that SFDs identify knowledge gaps to help guide the Bank’s IE work. 
SFDs have done this to varying extents to date, and OVE recommends that they 
do so more consistently and thoroughly going forward. 

3.	 Revise the DEM to reduce the incentives to over-propose IEs. Every project 
should count on a solid monitoring and evaluation system, but not all of them 
need to have an impact evaluation. The DEM has been a useful tool to increase 
projects’ evaluability and to promote more understanding of the importance of 
doing more rigorous evaluations. It has also increased the incentives to propose 
IEs, leading to proposals that were not well-thought out or warranted.

4.	 Develop a transparent funding mechanism, aligning the interests of clients and 
the Bank. When an IE is deemed relevant and feasible for a loan, it should be 
incorporated into the M&E system funded by that loan to the extent that it will 
be informative for the country and for the preparation of the Project Completion 
Report (PCR). If there are longer-term impacts that can be measured only after 
the project closes, post-project evaluation work should be funded by Bank-
managed resources. In this way clients who are committed to IEs and put in place 
proper M&E arrangements could benefit from IDB resources to complete the 
evaluation after the project closes. At the same time, the Bank would commit its 
own-managed resources only to those longer-term evaluations where there was 
client commitment, good early management (with proper baselines and follow-
up), and an expectation of valuable information on longer-term program results. 

5.	 Strengthen systems for quality control. The Bank already has a number of 
mechanisms in place for ex-ante quality control. However, as shown in this 
evaluation, not all IEs are completed with high quality. To avoid the reputational 
risk of publishing and disseminating low quality work, the Bank needs to develop 
a system for quality control beyond the IEs published as Working Papers or 
Technical Notes.   

6.	 Strengthen and move towards centralization of the Bank’s systems to track all impact 
evaluations being conducted—from design to completion—and their costs, and to 
make high quality IEs and their documentation, the data used (when possible), and 
their lessons available to the public. SPD and KNL have made progress in these 
directions, as noted in this evaluation, and the system should be completed.

7.	 Develop a more formal mechanism to promote partnerships to increase the quality, 
relevance, and visibility of IDB work, while potentially reducing costs. This 
evaluation found little partnership in the actual production of IEs. Based on what 
has been observed as good practice in IDB and other organizations, the Bank 
could usefully increase its partnerships with academia as well as its collaboration 
with other organizations in IE production, dissemination, and information-
sharing. SPD has been promoting this, and the effort should be strengthened.  
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Notes 

1 Cameron, Mishra, and Brown (2016) constructed a massive database of IE published between 1981 
and 2012 to take stock of “how much we have learnt.” They showed that, even though IE was initially 
used mostly in the medical literature, since the 2000s it has been increasingly used to assess policies in 
many different countries—with some concentration in Latin America and in Asia—and using a variety 
of methods beyond experiments.

2 Center for Global Development (2006b).
3 “What Have We Learned? Improving Development Policy Through Impact Evaluation.” Seminar 

https://www.povertyactionlab.org/event/what-have-we-learned-improving-development-policy- 
through-impact-evaluation.

4 See Cunha, Heckman, and Schennach (2010) and Bedoya et al. (2017). 
5 An IDB loan was used to fund Mexico’s PROGRESA. Levy (2004) and Levy and Rodriguez (2005) 

describe how this program was designed, implemented, and evaluated. Mexican authorities created the 
conditional cash transfer program using evidence from previous decades on the dynamics of household 
allocation of resources. However, they did not know the specific effects of the program, and an IE was 
designed for this purpose. The evidence collected with the evaluation was key in replicating the model in 
other countries, and in promoting its continuity in Mexico, mainly through IDB support. 

6 “The Inter-American Development Bank has played and continues to play an active role in the 
establishment of these [targeted human development] programs and in ensuring that they incorporate 
sound impact evaluation systems” (Legovini and Regalia, 2001).

7 “Very few projects defined meaningful indicators of performance, while very few had either baseline 
data or explicit targets and milestones. Where such empirical indicators and targets did exist, they were 
applied to project outputs only, not to the outcomes anticipated to be realized in the country once the 
project had produced its outputs” (OVE, 2002).

8 OVE’s IEs were typically conducted ex-post given its independence from day-to-day operations. For 
a discussion of the challenges of doing ex-post impact evaluation and how OVE addressed them, see 
Ruprah (2008). 

9 Between 2006 and 2012 the share of new hires with master’s degrees increased from 54% to 59%, and 
the share with doctoral degrees increased from 13% to 23% (OVE, 2014). 

10 For more details, see IDB document GA-232.
11 The DEF is currently a Bank Operational Policy. 
12 See AB-3008, paragraph 4.23.
13 The challenges of financing IEs in the public and private sector are very different. At the time of this 

evaluation, IIC had one completed evaluation and a small number in pipeline. According to OVE’s 
evaluation of the MIF (MIF/RE-2), MIF has taken steps to strengthen its project preparation, 
monitoring, and evaluation, and has invested in an IE program. However, it fell short of its target of 
evaluating 25 projects a year. 

14 IEs can be produced (i) as a pure research product, (ii) during project preparation and implementation, 
(iii) as part of stand-alone sector work, or (iv) ex-post as part of the Bank’s normal project evaluation 
cycle.

15 This does not necessarily mean that no evaluation was done. In most projects that were not cancelled, 
the IE was replaced by another type of analysis. 

16 Of the operations with IEs, 105 are scheduled to be completed in 2017, with decreasing numbers in the 
following years—98, 58, 28, 36, and 3. However, the completion of the IEs usually occurs some time 
after project completion. 

17 Despite the generally high response to OVE interview requests, there was a higher non-response rate 
among team leaders of cancelled IEs.

18 Team leaders were asked about the reason for proposing each IE—interest from the Bank or the 
client, the DEM score, or others. If the response was the DEM, the probability of cancellation was 10 
percentage points higher. 



46 IDB’s Impact Evaluations: Production, Use, and Influence 

Notes

19 In 18% of RCTs the identification strategy was changed to another method. 
20 This evolution can also be seen outside IDB, and more effort has been put into sectors that traditionally 

did not rely on IE (Cameron, Mishra, and Brown, 2016).
21 Other departments have also made substantial use of ESW resources to finance their IE, but most of 

them have been identified through TC operations included in the analysis.
22 During recent decades, methods to collect data—census and surveys—have focused on social indicators, 

facilitating access to quality data that can be used to assess interventions in these sectors.
23 For detailed information see Annex II, table B.1.
24 Many of the cancellations were replaced by ex-post economic analysis. The lack of consistency in the 

responses to OVE’s interviews made it impossible to identify every case. 
25 This is particularly critical in sectors and countries with limited administrative records or national 

surveys. The information collected through the IE represents the only source of information to evaluate 
the impact of the intervention. An example of this is the conditional cash transfer programs in Central 
America. 

26 Gertler et al. (2016), Kaplan (2016), and Karlan and Appel (2016).
27 This finding comes from interviews with a sample of IDB clients involved with IDB’s IEs.
28 The percentage of consultants is higher in INE and INT, where consultants do more than 85% of the 

evaluations. It these cases counterparts’ participation in design and implementation is still very limited.
29 The distinction between partnership and consultants is related to the need to pay for the work done.
30 Completed IEs are more likely to have been designed in the first part of the period of analysis. During 

interviews, many staff explained how they looked for support from external experts during the first 
operations that included an IE. Today they mainly use internal resources. 

31 For example, the models of DIME and J-PAL show that strategic partnerships create the conditions to 
encourage creativity and specialization to develop new knowledge. DIME uses the network and reach of 
the World Bank to its advantage; it works with team leaders, country office representatives, governments, 
specialists in different sectors, and members of international specialized bodies to strengthen the IEs it 
produces and amplify their use and dissemination. J-PAL uses a carefully crafted academic network, 
embedded in the world’s best universities, to share knowledge and experience, define benchmarks, and 
keep the reputational quality of their work high.  

32 These funds are charged to the borrower as part of loans. It is usually not possible to separate the 
resources allocated to monitoring from those allocated to IEs during project implementation.

33 For example, the (now legacy) KCP products were to a large degree funded through TCs.
34 All countries have at least one IE with collected data. Countries with more than one include Costa Rica 

and Trinidad & Tobago (2 each); Belize (4); Guatemala and Honduras (5 each); Nicaragua (6); Jamaica 
(7); El Salvador (8); Haiti and Paraguay (9 each); and Bolivia (11). 

35 Annex III provides more details on how these organizations do IE and on their costs.
36 The loan amount does not include investment grants.
37 This does not include reimbursable TCs or investment grants. 
38 This is in line with the strategy being set by IIC to guide their impact evaluations.
39 Such a review process is the basis of the qualitative review of academic work in all academic journals. 

It is also the basis for selecting the research funded by all major public and private funding agencies 
throughout the world.

40 CLEAR-LAC was selected through a competitive procurement process. A team of six researchers 
implemented the quality assessment instrument. Most of the participants were researchers from CIDE 
with economic and quantitative training and with previous experience in the implementation or review 
of IEs. The distribution of IEs for review among the participants was made considering the researcher’s 
sector expertise. A subset of the assessment questionnaires was peer-reviewed to promote the clarification 
of criteria to complete the instrument.
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Notes 

41 The framework used for this purpose is commonly used in the literature to identify basic characteristics 
of IE that provide compelling evidence to support what works and what does not in different fields; see 
Sherman et al. (1998), Halpern (2014), Gertler et al. (2016), and Karlan and Appel (2016).

42 This sample included all completed evaluations except for seven very poor-quality documents that OVE 
received, still in draft format, and one published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics that had already 
passed through a rigorous quality assessment.

43 This is a stratified sample by department. 
44 A random stratified sample of 59 IE proposals was selected to do the quality assessment analysis. The 

analysis was also performed by CLEAR-LAC with a different version of the quality framework developed 
by OVE. 

45 The number of people reached by this training is likely to be lower, as the same person can participate 
in multiple activities. 

46 For details, see Annex VIII.
47 A lexical analysis using the term “impact evaluation” (in both English and Spanish) was run through 

IADB documents—loan approval documents; and country strategies and technical notes—using 
MAXQDA software. This lexical analysis of IE citations in project documents is limited by the nature 
of its objective, since academic sources are known to be under-cited in political decisions, intervention 
designs, and project documents (Behrman, 2010).

48 World Bank (2009).
49 In 30% of the cases the Bank no longer had a relationship with anyone in the government; other 

factors were recent changes in the administration, loss of institutional memory about the evaluation, 
or the Bank specialist’s judgment that it was an inappropriate moment to contact the counterpart.

50 In more than half of the cases the Bank seems to have put extra effort into training the executing agency. 
51 With regard to the types of publications in which the IDB’s IEs are published, the dominant destination 

(36%) is IDB technical notes; sizable proportions are also published in peer-reviewed journals (13%), 
through research portals such as IDEAS or SSRN (13%), and on counterpart government websites (8%).

52 The collection was produced using Publish or Perish software produced by Anne-Wil Harzing of the 
University of Melbourne, which includes fields for author’s affiliation, year of publication, and key 
terms. Our search included any reference to the Bank (IDB, Inter-American Development Bank, or 
IADB), the term “impact evaluation,” and years of publication between 2006 and 2016. The software 
is based on Google Scholar and calculates the number of citations per article, as well as overall citation 
metrics for a search. It is like the traditionally used SCOPUS and Thompson ISI databases, but has 
a better coverage of non-English-language publications, and includes working papers and books in 
addition to academic articles from peer-reviewed journals. The same search procedure was run for the 
four official IDB languages.

53 The citation analysis presented here was done in October 2016, and therefore analyzes data up to 
September 2016

54 This analysis was done using databases maintained by SCOPUS and Thompson-ISI. Similar analysis 
was done for the more recent years using Publish or Perish that serves as an interface to collect citation 
data from Microsoft Academic. The comparison between the IDB, World Bank, ADB and AfDB leads 
to the same conclusion. 

55 Annex VII provides details of the econometric method used and the complete analysis.
56 This exercise is only indicative, providing a broad estimate of the savings generated by the average 

disbursements rates of IDB loans. These savings can vary significantly by sector, maturity, and 
country.

57 The average amount of an investment loan is US$83.9 million with IE and US$92.7 million without 
IE. The current credit fee is 0.5%, and its monthly equivalent was applied to this example. When the 
amount used for the comparison is the same in both cases, the savings could go from 14% (US$50 
million) to 25% (US$100 million).
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