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We will discuss here the two major types of quasi-experimental designs as well as one type—ex post facto (after 
the fact) control group design—that is often mistakenly termed quasi-experimental. (Other types can be found in 
Cook & Campbell, 1979, and Mohr, 1992.)

•	 �Nonequivalent control group designs: These designs have experimental and comparison groups that are 
designated before the treatment occurs but are not created by random assignment.

•	 �Before-and-after designs: This type of design has a pretest and posttest but no comparison group. In other 
words, the subjects exposed to the treatment served, at an earlier time, as their own control group.

•	 �Ex post facto control group designs: These designs use nonrandomized control groups designated after the fact.

These designs are weaker than true experiments in establishing the nonspuriousness of an observed associa-
tion—that it does not result from the influence of some third, uncontrolled variable. On the other hand, because these 
quasi-experiments do not require the high degree of control necessary in order to achieve random assignment, they 
can be conducted using more natural procedures in more natural settings, so we may be able to achieve a more com-
plete understanding of causal context. In identifying the mechanism of a causal effect, though, quasi-experiments are 
neither better nor worse than experiments.

Nonequivalent Control Group Designs

In this type of quasi-experimental design, a comparison group is selected to be as 
comparable as possible to the treatment group. Two selection methods can be used:

1.	 Individual matching: Individual cases in the treatment group are matched 
with similar individuals in the comparison group. This can sometimes cre-
ate a comparison group that is very similar to the experimental group.

2.	 Aggregate matching: In most situations when random assignment is not 
possible, this second method of matching makes more sense: identifying 
a comparison group that matches the treatment group in the aggregate 
rather than trying to match individual cases. This means finding a com-
parison group that has similar distributions on key variables: the same 
average age, the same percentage female, and so on.

Nonequivalent control group designs  A 
quasi-experimental design in which there are 
experimental and comparison groups that are 
designated before the treatment occurs but 
are not created by random assignment

Before-and-after designs  A quasi-
experimental design may consist of before-
and-after comparisons of the experimental 
group but has no control group

Ex post facto control group 
designs  Nonexperimental design in which 
comparison groups are selected after the 
treatment, program, or other variation in the 
independent variable has occurred

Case Study
The Effectiveness of Drug Courts

Listwan et al.’s (2003) study of the effectiveness of a drug court on recidivism illustrates a quasi-experimental non-
equivalent control group design. Their quasi-experimental design is diagrammed in Exhibit 6.8. Reflecting the priority 
that policy makers place on controlling drug use and drug-related crime, drug courts have become extremely popular in 
the United States. They emerged as an alternative to correctional prison and jail-based responses to addicted offenders 
and generally rely on community-based treatment models. The assumption behind the drug court movement is that 
drug users and their drug-related crimes will increasingly clog the courts and fill our jails and prisons if their addic-
tions are not remedied. Although drug court programs vary tremendously across jurisdictions, they generally integrate 
alcohol and drug treatment services with justice system case processing. In addition, they are designed to decrease  
case-processing time, alleviate the demand of drug-related cases on the court, and decrease jail and prison commitments 
to drug-related offenders, all of which are supposed to decrease the cost of controlling drug offenders.


