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Preventing violence: Evaluating outcomes  
of parenting programmes

A summary 

•	 Programme	 staff	 often	 fear	 that	 if	 an	 outcome	
evaluation	of	their	programme	shows	little	ben-
efit,	it	may	have	negative	consequences	for	the	
programme’s	future.	However,	although	an	out-
come	evaluation	may	reveal	 that	some	aspects	
of	 the	 programme	 are	 not	 working	 as	 planned,	
it	 provides	 an	 opportunity	 to	 improve	 the	 pro-
gramme.	 Also,	 making	 the	 results	 of	 outcome	
evaluations	 –	 whether	 positive	 or	 negative	 –	
public	can	benefit	parenting	programmes	by	cre-
ating	awareness	of	what	does	and	does	not	work	
in	this	type	of	programming.

Pre-evaluation activities
All	programmes	are	based	on	a	set	of	assumptions	
and	expectations	about	how	the	programme	should	
be	 designed	 and	 delivered	 so	 that	 it	 achieves	 its	
aims.	This	is	known	as	a	programme	theory.	Before	
an	 outcome	 evaluation	 is	 carried	 out,	 it	 is	 neces-
sary	to	assess	the	programme	theory	to	determine	
whether	or	not	 it	 is	plausible	 that	 the	programme	
achieves	its	intended	effects.	If	it	is	not	plausible,	
a	programme	will	not	be	effective	at	achieving	 its	
aims,	regardless	of	how	well	 it	 is	delivered.	Other	
activities	 that	 need	 to	 be	 carried	 out	 before	 con-
ducting	an	outcome	evaluation	include	determining	
whether:

•	 the	programme	is	being	delivered	as	intended;	

•	 the	programme	allows	for	reliable	information	to	
be	collected,	managed	and	analysed;	and	

•	 there	are	the	necessary	resources	to	carry	out	an	
evaluation.

Outcome evaluation designs
The	 different	 types	 of	 outcome	 evaluation	 can	 be	
ordered	according	to	the	strength	of	 the	evidence	
they	 produce	 to	 estimate	 the	 causal	 relationship	

Child maltreatment and parenting
Child	 maltreatment	 damages	 children’s	 physical,	
cognitive,	emotional,	and	social	development.	The	
consequences	of	it	can	persist	into	later	life.	Parent-
ing	programmes	have	been	shown	to	be	effective	at	
preventing	child	maltreatment,	as	well	as	 improv-
ing	other	areas	of	children’s	lives.

Outcome evaluation of parenting 
programmes
Unfortunately,	 many	 parenting	 programmes	 have	
not	 been	 evaluated	 to	 determine	 whether	 or	 not	
they	work.	This	can	be	a	problem	as	a	programme	
may	be	ineffective	or	harmful	without	programme	
staff	 even	 knowing,	 meaning	 that	 scarce	 resourc-
es	are	wasted.	Also,	a	 lack	of	outcome	evaluation	
means	 that	 effective	 programmes	 that	 could	 be	
scaled	up	to	benefit	large	numbers	of	parents	and	
their	children	are	not	identified.

There	are	several	 reasons	why	programme	de-
velopers	and	managers	may	avoid	outcome	evalu-
ation:	

•	 There	is	a	misconception	that	you	can	draw	con-
clusions	about	the	effectiveness	of	a	programme	
based	 on	 feedback	 from	 parents,	 comparisons	
with	 past	 programmes	 and	 gut	 feelings.	 Re-
search	tells	us	that	relying	on	this	type	of	infor-
mation	is	not	enough	and	can	be	misleading.	

•	 Outcome	 evaluation	 is	 often	 considered	 to	 be	
too	 time-consuming	 and	 expensive.	 However,	
only	outcome	evaluation	can	tell	you	whether	or	
not	a	programme	works	or	whether	it	is	harmful.	
Programmes	that	are	not	evaluated	may	lead	to	
wasted	resources,	and	prevent	parents	from	re-
ceiving	programmes	that	work.	In	order	to	do	as	
much	good	as	possible	with	available	resources,	
programmes	need	to	be	evaluated	early	to	deter-
mine	their	effectiveness.	



between	the	programme	and	the	outcomes	(that	is,	
whether	the	changes	in	parenting	are	caused	by	the	
parenting	 programme	 or	 are	 caused	 by	 other	 fac-
tors	that	have	nothing	to	do	with	the	programme).	
The	different	types	of	outcome	evaluation,	in	order	
from	strongest	to	weakest,	are:

•	 randomised	controlled	trials	(true	experimental	
designs);

•	 quasi-experimental	designs;
•	 single	group	designs;	and
•	 non-experimental	designs.

	

Randomised controlled trials
Randomised	 controlled	 trials	 allow	 the	 strongest	
conclusions	 to	 be	 drawn	 about	 the	 causal	 rela-
tionship.	 In	 randomised	 controlled	 trials,	 people	
in	the	target	population	are	randomly	placed	in	ei-
ther	the	intervention	group	(parents	who	will	take	
part	 in	 the	 programme)	 or	 the	 comparison	 group	
(parents	who	will	not	take	part	in	the	programme).	
This	process	is	known	as	random	allocation.	If	the	
number	 of	 people	 in	 the	 outcome	 evaluation	 is	
large	enough,	 random	allocation	ensures	 that	 the	
intervention	and	comparison	groups	are	equivalent	
on	average.	Having	a	comparison	group	that	is	the	
same	 as	 the	 intervention	 group,	 except	 of	 course	
that	the	comparison	group	does	not	take	part	in	the	
programme,	makes	it	possible	to	see	whether	it	was	
the	programme,	or	something	else,	that	caused	the	
difference	in	the	end.	

This	type	of	outcome	evaluation	may	not	always	
be	feasible.	If	another	type	of	outcome	evaluation	
is	 more	 appropriate,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 remember	
that	 it	 will	 be	 far	 less	 able	 to	 detect	 whether	 the	
programme	 caused	 the	 differences	 in	 behaviours	
and	so	whether	the	programme	is	effective	or	not.

Quasi-experimental designs
Quasi-experiments	are	similar	to	randomised	con-
trolled	 trials,	 except	 that	 they	 do	 not	 involve	 ran-
domly	 placing	 people	 in	 either	 an	 intervention	 or	
comparison	group.	Instead,	the	comparison	group	
and	 intervention	 group	 are	 made	 as	 equivalent	
as	 possible	 by	 either	 matching	 them	 on	 relevant	
characteristics	or	by	using	statistical	techniques	or	
‘controls’	 when	 analysing	 the	 information	 collect-
ed.	An	example	of	a	quasi-experimental	evaluation	
is	 the	 ‘pre-	 and	 post-test	 with	 comparison	 group’	
method.	The	only	trouble	is	that	you	cannot	be	sure	

that	groups	 in	quasi-experimental	studies	are	 the	
same	 –	 it’s	 not	 possible	 to	 match,	 or	 statistically	
control,	every	characteristic	that	might	be	relevant.
	

Single group designs 
Single	 group	 designs	 do	 not	 have	 a	 comparison	
group,	which	makes	them	the	least	able	to	provide	
evidence	of	a	causal	relationship.	

Non-experimental designs
If,	for	some	reason,	it	is	not	possible	to	use	an	ex-
perimental	 method	 of	 evaluation,	 a	 programme	
may	 benefit	 from	 a	 non-experimental	 alternative	
such	 as	 theory-based	 evaluation	 or	 case	 studies.	
Although	 these	methods	of	evaluation	cannot	de-
termine	whether	or	not	a	programme	is	effective	at	
achieving	 its	 aims,	 they	 may	 provide	 useful	 infor-
mation	about	the	programme.

Conclusion
To	prevent	child	maltreatment	and	other	negative	
outcomes,	 parenting	 programmes	 need	 to	 be	 rig-
orously	 designed	 and	 evaluated.	 Outcome	 evalu-
ations	are	critical	 to	making	sure	 this	 is	 the	case,	
and	indeed	to	making	sure	that	parents	get	effec-
tive	programmes	that	do	no	harm,	make	a	positive	
difference,	and	use	resources	in	the	best	way	pos-
sible.

The full version of this document is available at  
www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/violence/parenting_evaluations/


