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The best policy is grounded in evidence of effectiveness 

Stories and example of policies abound 
• But evidence of effectiveness is harder to find: 

• Not all policy implementations are carefully evaluated 

• Not all evaluations are published or disseminated 

 

This short lecture focuses on: 
• What we mean by “evidence” 

• Sources of evidence—especially reviews and syntheses 

• Assessing policy examples for relevance to your work 
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What do we mean by “evidence?” 

High-quality reports or articles about policy examples include: 
• Clear description of policy or intervention 
• Including details of the implementation context (to assess reproducibility in 

other communities) 

• Evaluation results 
• Adequate design, eg, pre/post measurement, use of comparison group(s) 

• Measures of cost, process, and/or outcomes (eg, health impact ) 

 

High-quality reviews of multiple examples include: 
• Comprehensive search for examples 

• Systematic comparisons—qualitative or quantitative 

• Summary of key success factors for effectiveness 
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Efficient searching for evidence:  
Balancing quantity vs. depth of assessment 

Meta-analysis 

Systematic review 

Review—peer reviewed journal 

Review—report or toolkit 

                       Multiple examples 
================================= 
                          Single example 

Article in peer-reviewed journal 

Evaluation report 

Descriptive report or article 

Implementation documents 
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Greater detail 
on policy  
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assessment 
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effectiveness 



A great place to start: The Community Guide from CDC 
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http://www.thecommunityguide.org/index.html  

http://www.thecommunityguide.org/index.html
http://www.thecommunityguide.org/index.html


New resource:  Community Health Improvement Navigator 
http://www.cdc.gov/chinav/database/index.html  
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More… 

http://www.cdc.gov/chinav/database/index.html
http://www.cdc.gov/chinav/database/index.html


CDC programs also offer other topic-specific resources 
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Foundations often target public health policy issues 
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http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/

collections/aces.html  

http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/collections/aces.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/collections/aces.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/collections/aces.html


Advocacy organizations may compile resources  
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http://www.csh.org/resources/  

http://www.csh.org/resources/
http://www.csh.org/resources/


Pubmed has some tools to help narrow your search 
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Activity B: Identifying evidence-based policy options 

Multiple potential policy options are better than just one! 
• Searching for diverse options nourishes creative thinking 

• Options allow room for decisions by elected officials or policy makers 

• Alternatives may be needed if initial option is not feasible or does not 
gain strong stakeholder support 

• Options may tap into different potential funding streams 

 

To identify viable policy options, look for examples that: 
a) Clearly describe implementation steps and requirements as a basis for 

planning 

b) Have a community context similar enough to yours 

c) Provide specifics about impacts of the policy 
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Activity B (cont.): Aspects of policy options to consider 

Identify 2 or 3 policy options, and for each describe briefly:  
• Target population (individuals and/or organizations) 

• Behavior change or action that policy aimed to achieve 

• Expected health impact, including: 
• Type and magnitude of impact 
• Strength of evidence 
• Impact on equity? 

• Implementation steps and requirements, including: 
• Legal/Regulatory: Legislation or ordinances 
   Regulations or rules 
• Partner organizations:      Community 
        Government 
• Resources: Staff 
  Training in skills needed to implement policy 
  Infrastructure/equipment 
  Communication/outreach 

• Key success factors as learned by other communities 11 



Appendix:  Types & compendia of evidence reviews 
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Which reviews meet your purposes best? 

Reviews vary in scope and quality 
• Precision of question 
• Types of studies included 
• Assessment of study quality 
• How results are synthesized 
• Applicability to local context 

 

Reviewers’ criteria may not be the same as yours 
• Meta-analyses exclude studies with limited quantitative data 

• Systematic reviews may exclude informative examples that lack strong evaluation 

• Comparison criteria may not include some dimensions relevant to your problem 
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Meta-analysis 

Systematic reviews 

Reviews 
(narrative/literature/ 

traditional) 

Systematic reviews—when available—are ideal  
for policy analysis 

Source: Armstrong, R and E Waters, 2007 http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events   

Published studies 

http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events


Great source of reviews: Health Evidence 

15 

http://www.healthevidence.org   

(Login required but is free) 

http://www.healthevidence.org/
http://www.healthevidence.org/


University research centers often do topic-specific reviews 
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http://www.ph.ucla.edu/hs/health-impact/  

 

http://www.ph.ucla.edu/hs/health-impact/
http://www.ph.ucla.edu/hs/health-impact/
http://www.ph.ucla.edu/hs/health-impact/
http://www.ph.ucla.edu/hs/health-impact/


Key elements of a systematic review 
 

• Start with an answerable question 
• Search comprehensively for evidence 
• Abstract study results objectively 
• Assess quality of studies 
• Synthesize results 
• Assess applicability and transferability of results 
• Document all steps performed 
 

Source: Armstrong, R and E Waters, 2007 http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events   

http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events


Example Systematic Review Topics 

School-based driver education for the prevention of traffic 
crashes 

 

Helmets for preventing head and facial injuries in bicyclists 

 

 

Source: Armstrong, R and E Waters, 2007 http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events   

http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events


Results from systematic reviews 

Helmets reduce bicycle-related head and facial injuries for 
bicyclists of all ages involved in all types of crashes including 
those involving motor vehicles.  

The results provide no evidence that drive education reduces 
road crash involvement, and suggest that it may lead to a 
modest but potentially important increase in the proportion of 
teenagers involved in traffic crashes. 

Results from this review suggest that area-wide traffic calming 
in towns and cities may be a promising intervention for 
reducing the number of road traffic injuries and deaths. 
However, further rigorous evaluations of this intervention are 
needed. 

 

Source: Armstrong, R and E Waters, 2007 http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events   

http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events
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Systematic review starts with an answerable question 

Are mass media (or school- or community-based) interventions 
effective in preventing smoking in young people? 

 

 

Problem, 

population 

Intervention Comparison Outcome 

 

Types of 

studies 

Young 
people 
under 25 
years of 
age 

a) Television 

b) Radio 

c) Newspapers  

d) Bill boards 

e) Posters 

f) Leaflets 

g) Booklets 

a) School-

based 

interventions 

b) No 

intervention 

 

a) objective measures of 

smoking (saliva 

thiocyanate levels, 

alveolar CO) 

b) self-reported smoking 

behaviour  

c) Intermediate 

measures (intentions, 

attitude, knowledge, 

skills) 

d) Media reach 

a) RCT 

b) Controlled 

before and after 

studies 

c) Time series 

designs 

PICO(T) Chart 

Source: Armstrong, R and E Waters, 2007 http://ph.cochrane.org/past-workshops-and-events   
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