Plan for Clark Abt Prize

Background
During his distinguished life and career, Clark Abt has pursued a remarkable breadth of activities aimed at promoting social justice and improving the human condition.  With an appreciation of the complexity of social problems, Clark has favored tackling problems with a broad array of perspectives, approaches and tools that collectively comprise the work of Abt Associates, the professional services firm he founded more than forty years ago.  As a lasting tribute to Clark Abt, Abt Associates will establish an award in his name.  The award will seek to recognize and reward Abt Associates’ work that has contributed materially to a process leading to significant social benefits.  
The Logic of Public Policy and Practice
There is logic to public policy and practice.  First there is some reason for thinking that a policy or practice is meritorious.  The reasoning may be grounded in science, common sense or wishful thinking.  Second there is a process by which the executive body agrees to adopt the policy or practice and the legislative body agrees to fund it.  Third there is a process by which an agency implements the policy or practice.  And fourth, there is a process by which the policy or practice is administered, modified and perhaps terminated.  The logic is recursive; for example, the policy or practice may be evaluated; that evaluation may affect the underlying logic; and the policy or practice might be modified as a result.  The figure below shows a graphical representation of this logic model.
Abt Associates has a diverse portfolio of projects, and those projects could enter into the process represented by the logic model at one or more points:
· We perform research and evaluation.
· We perform technical assistance, which takes at least three forms:
· Some of our technical assistance is staff extension.  That is, Abt staff members work closely with agency staff performing work that requires expertise that is not resident in the agency or that is not available in sufficient quality or quantity.
· Some of our technical assistance is facilitative.  We might – for example – provide a web platform that helps the agency to perform its business.
· Some of our technical assistance implements the policy and performs the practice.  For example, we might implement or even operate health care clinics.
· Some of our work does not fit so neatly into the R&E/TA categories.  Some of this additional work might be characterized as measurement.   Surveys and other ways of collecting data are illustrations.  They are distinguished from R&E because the client is the principal analyst, even if the analysis is no more sophisticated than reading and interpreting tables.
Any of these types of projects could qualify for the Clark Abt Prize provided they pass the threshold of having contributed materially to a process leading to significant social benefits.



Award Objectives
· Recognize and reward Abt staff and projects that contribute materially to a process leading to significant social benefits.
· Publicize the name of Abt Associates in connection with our principal capabilities (i.e., technical assistance, consulting, and applied research and evaluation) and our public mission: improving the quality of life and economic well-being of people worldwide. 
· Develop a lasting tribute to Abt Associates’ founder, Clark Abt

Award Criteria[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The award criteria are related to the criteria for the Bell Award.  As is intended for the Clark Abt Prize, recent Bell Awards have been made for both international and domestic work, and the Awards have been made for research/evaluation and for technical assistance.  The Clark Abt Prize distinguishes itself from the Bell Award primarily by requiring that the work demonstrably contribute to a process leading to a significant social benefit.  Potential social impact is also a consideration for the Bell Award, but a demonstration of social impact is not necessary.  Awardees of the Bell Award are also eligible for the Clark Abt Prize, although work that wins the Bell Award is unlikely to win the Clark Abt Prize in the same year because additional time is needed for impact to occur.  ] 

· Thoughtful, strategic design and expert execution of the work.
· Level and scope of social benefit.
· Ability to credibly link social benefits to Abt’s work.

The Clark Abt Prize is intended to recognize an Abt Project that has made significant contributions to the process leading to significant social benefits.  The contribution may promote the adoption of a meritorious public policy or practice.  It may promote the continuation or enhancement of a beneficial public policy or practice.  It may lead to abandoning an ineffective or inefficient established policy or practice.  Or, the contribution may help prevent the implementation of a policy or practice that lacks merit.
Abt Associates’ contribution to social impact must be clearly demonstrated.  Although social impact is typically the result of several factors[footnoteRef:2], submissions must include strong evidence (qualitative or quantitative) of Abt Associates’ contribution to the process leading to the social benefit.  We do not require the candidate project to be the single or even the principal cause, but we nevertheless require that it has had a substantial impact.  We doubt that substantial can be quantified; nevertheless, we believe that Fellows can screen candidates and that the Board of Directors can identify when a project passes the threshold.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  One of the members of the Board of Directors pointed out that we might sound naive and self-serving to claim credit for producing social benefits.  He was worried that clients in particular might respond this way (believing that they deserve more direct credit than contractors).  Recognizing multiple causes, and awarding a project for being an important factor among many other factors, would seem to overcome this concern.
]  [3:  One of the Board Members pointed out that he believes the prize will be given relatively infrequently and that it will be obvious when it is merited.  As a result, he did not think it was necessary for us to develop elaborate guidelines for evaluating applications – the winner will often be obvious.  As a result, we believe that rough guidelines for comparing claimed impacts and the strength of evidence will be adequate.
] 

All forms of Abt work are eligible for the award, including research, consulting, and technical assistance.  We do not intend to recognize early work in Abt’s history, thus we limit eligibility to work that was completed after January 1, 2001.   Finally, the intent of the Award is to recognize a small number of current employees who made substantial contributions to the project.
Selection Process
· Broad solicitation of nominations 
· Review of nominations by senior technical staff following criteria outlined above
· Final selection by Board of Directors

The solicitation and review of nominations will be conducted by a committee.  This year, Bill Rhodes, Mark McEuen and Mark Spranca will constitute the committee.  The Solicitation and Review Committee will compile a list of candidate projects based on (1) their knowledge of Company work, (2) an all staff email soliciting nominations, (3) discussions with practice leaders and division managers, and (4) discussions with senior staff including international personnel working in the field.  Nominees will be asked to submit information describing the project, the claimed social impacts, and the evidence linking the project to the social impacts.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  It seems unlikely that a project can have a significant impact without leaving a footprint.  For example, agency reports should cite the study/work as an important consideration for implementing, modifying or terminating a program.  Given the diversity or Abt work, we cannot fully identify objective measures.] 

The committee will review nominations against the criteria for the award and present its recommendations to a committee of the Board of Directors for final determination.  The committee of the Board of Directors will select the winner. 
The Solicitation and Review Committee will make recommendations to the Board Committee.  If a project does not pass the Solicitation and Review Committee’s criterion for significant impact, we presume that it will not pass the Board's criterion.  Therefore the Solicitation and Review Committee  may not recommend an award during a given year.  We may recommend no more than one, but given that the Board is under no obligation to make an award (unlike the Bell Award, for example), making a single recommendation will not constrain the Board.  Otherwise, we mill make multiple recommendations – and provide a justification for the recommendations – for the Board's consideration.
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Abt Associates plays four roles:  (1) Identify evidence of program effectiveness through qualitative and 

quantitative research; (2) Provide technical assistance for implementing and executing programs; (3) 

Provide program evaluation; and (4) Identify and disseminate information about best practices.  Abt 

Associates makes marginal contributions to a process driven by political structure, collective and 

individual values/preferences, collective and individual beliefs of efficiency, and real world constraints 

on public policy.
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Abt Associates plays four roles:  (1) Identify evidence of program effectiveness through qualitative and quantitative research; (2) Provide technical assistance for implementing and executing programs; (3) Provide program evaluation; and (4) Identify and disseminate information about best practices.  Abt Associates makes marginal contributions to a process driven by political structure, collective and individual values/preferences, collective and individual beliefs of efficiency, and real world constraints on public policy.



