
 

 

 

Direct and indirect effects of public policies and
interventions
Citation for published version (APA):

Verhagen, A. M.-C. (2022). Direct and indirect effects of public policies and interventions. [Doctoral
Thesis, Maastricht University]. Proefschriftenprinten.nl. https://doi.org/10.26481/dis.20220504av

Document status and date:
Published: 01/01/2022

DOI:
10.26481/dis.20220504av

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Please check the document version of this publication:

• A submitted manuscript is the version of the article upon submission and before peer-review. There can
be important differences between the submitted version and the official published version of record.
People interested in the research are advised to contact the author for the final version of the publication,
or visit the DOI to the publisher's website.
• The final author version and the galley proof are versions of the publication after peer review.
• The final published version features the final layout of the paper including the volume, issue and page
numbers.
Link to publication

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright
owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these
rights.

• Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
• You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
• You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal.

If the publication is distributed under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license above,
please follow below link for the End User Agreement:
www.umlib.nl/taverne-license

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at:

repository@maastrichtuniversity.nl

providing details and we will investigate your claim.

Download date: 17 Apr. 2024

https://doi.org/10.26481/dis.20220504av
https://doi.org/10.26481/dis.20220504av
https://cris.maastrichtuniversity.nl/en/publications/a5e2211c-00ae-41a7-9d99-9208b3f188b1


 

iii 
 

 

Summary 

 

All actions have consequences. Some consequences are intentional while others are unintentional, 

and some have beneficial consequences for individuals or society whereas do not. The same holds 

for public policies and social interventions: although the intention is to improve society, 

sometimes these actions have unintended consequences as well. The intended effects are called 

the direct effects, while other outcomes are called indirect effects. Not only direct effects, but also 

indirect effects of public policies and interventions should be carefully monitored and evaluated, 

even when previous research or common sense suggest that direct or indirect effects are desirable. 

That is the main take-away from this doctoral dissertation, which evaluates the direct effects and 

specific indirect effects of a quasi field experiment that encourages children to become more 

physically active in their everyday life (i.e., the Active Living Program), and a public policy that 

incentivizes people to become an organ donor after death (i.e., opt-out consent for organ 

donation).  

It is important to emphasize that both policies are successful in reaching most of their direct 

effects: the Active Living Program successfully increases children’s time spent on physical 

activity during school time, and opt-out consent for organ donation is related to significantly more 

kidney, liver and heart transplantations from deceased donors. However, both policies also appear 

to have undesirable indirect effects. 

The Active Living Program unintentionally decreases school performance, particularly among the 

worst-performing students and among boys (Chapter 1). Moreover, the Program significantly 

increases the prevalence of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)-like symptoms in 

boys (Chapter 2). The results of these two chapters highlight that policymakers and researchers 

need to be very careful generalizing previously found desirable (side) effects to different contexts 

and policy designs: the studies in Chapters 1 and 2 are among the first that identify the causal 

indirect effects of encouraging physical activity in everyday life among children. 

Chapter 3 analyzes whether an intended indirect policy effect is met, by studying whether organ-

patient mortality rates are indeed lower in opt-out consent systems for organ donation. This is an 

indirect effect, because opt-out systems cannot literally save lives: mortality rates can only be 

affected through other channels, such as deceased-donor transplantation rates. However, organ-

patient mortality rates appear to barely differ between consent systems. Moreover, for kidneys 

and livers, one more deceased-donor transplantation does not imply that one organ-patient life is 

saved. This indicates the existence of factors related to opt-out consent systems that are positively 

related to kidney and liver-patient mortality. The chapter demonstrates that even seemingly 

obvious relationships merit explicit evaluation.




