Evidence-Based Policy:
A Path to Progress on
Major U.S. Social Problems

We know from the history of rigorous program evaluations that surprisingly few social
programs and practices produce meaningful positive impact on people’s lives in areas
such as education, poverty reduction, and crime prevention.
However, exceptional interventions that produce important improvements in people’s lives do exist. The surest way to
build the body of proven-effective interventions across the spectrum of social policy is to conduct randomized controlled
trials (RCTs) of interventions whose prior evidence shows potential for sizable effects on educational achievement,
earnings, crime, and other important outcomes.
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Without a credible way to identify the interventions that are truly effective and
put them into widespread use, spending on social programs is unlikely to move
the needle on longstanding national problems.
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• Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP): A
comprehensive community college program for lowincome students that increased the graduation rate by 10
percentage points six years after study entry.
• Nevada’s Reemployment and Eligibility Assessment (REA)

provides an easy-to-read, no-spin digest of recent program
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understand the findings themselves.

Work with policy officials to incorporate
evidence-based reforms into government social
programs. This includes (i) increasing funding for rigorous
— including randomized — evaluations to grow the number
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Such examples of proven effectiveness are still uncommon,
and those that do exist are under-utilized because the
government rarely ties funding to effectiveness. Most
government social spending programs disburse funds
through a formula or other mechanism that pays little or no
heed to which funded activities are effective. Thus, social
interventions with weak or no effects may receive support

officials to develop and advance a series of federal “tiered
evidence” grant programs that have been enacted into law,
incorporating the above two components. These programs
include, for example, the U.S. Department of Education’s
Education Innovation and Research (EIR) program and the
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Family First
foster care prevention services program.

in perpetuity under these funding streams, whereas highlyeffective interventions are not prioritized for funding and
may never receive support.
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