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Can field experiments be productively employed to 
study the impact of development assistance on democ-
racy and governance (DG) outcomes? A small but 
growing number of practitioners and scholars, often 
working in partnership, are inventing a new research 
domain at the intersection of evaluation and political 
science. The article reviews recent and ongoing DG 
field experiments, and it offers lessons about the pros-
pects and obstacles to the future development of a 
useful body of experimental evidence on the political 
economy of development.

Keywords:  democracy; governance; democratization; 
field experiment; randomized controlled 
trial; democracy promotion; impact 	
evaluation

Since the 1980s, democracy and governance 
(DG) promotion programs have prolifer-

ated at an ever-increasing rate. Governments, 
international financial institutions, multilateral 
bodies, and international and domestic nongov-
ernmental organizations provide assistance tar-
geted at inducing democratic transitions in 
authoritarian polities; consolidating democracy 
where it exists; and increasing government 
effectiveness, transparency, and responsiveness 
to citizens across all regime types. Donors cur-
rently support explicit efforts to expand press 
freedom, establish rule of law, enhance gov-
ernment service delivery, strengthen civic cul-
ture, increase voter turnout, ensure free and 
fair elections, reduce corruption, and improve 
upon a myriad of other DG goals (Gershman 
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and Allen 2006). In addition, development agencies are interested in the link 
between their economic or social aid programs, on one hand, and DG, on 
the other. Unfortunately, systematic evidence on the political impact of devel-
opment assistance lags behind the rapid growth of DG-related development 
programming.

Can field experiments be productively employed to study the impact of 
development assistance on DG outcomes?1 Key donor agencies—such as the 
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) and the World Bank—
hope that randomized controlled trials (RCTs) can provide robust evidence of 
impact to inform program decisions and justify resource allocations (Savedoff, 
Levine, and Birdsall 2006). Academics recognize that field experiments offer 
powerful tools for testing causal arguments about the drivers of political 
change in developing countries (Humphreys and Weinstein 2009). A small but 
growing number of practitioners and scholars, often working in partnership, 
are inventing a new research domain at the intersection of evaluation and 
political science. This article reviews recent and ongoing DG field experiments 
and offers some lessons about the prospects and obstacles to the future devel-
opment of a useful body of experimental evidence on the political economy of 
development.

This article focuses attention on randomized field experiments in the devel-
oping world that explicitly address (1) DG outcomes of social or economic 
development assistance, (2) social and economic outcomes of DG promotion 
programs, and (3) DG outcomes of DG programs. In this article, all field exper-
iments of development assistance with DG intervention and/or outcomes are 
referred to by the shorthand title “DG field experiments.” This article focuses 
on research that is at the intersection of three larger bodies of work. First, it 
reviews experiments carried out by development agencies and scholars of polit-
ical economy of development. This research is certainly informed by experi-
ments in advanced industrial democracies, but it concentrates on interventions 
in poor countries and in polities at the lower end of the democracy or gover-
nance spectrum. Second, it addresses a new subfield of experimental studies of 
development aid, in which research on education, health, and economic inter-
ventions and outcomes has heretofore dominated research on DG. Third, it 
concentrates on a portion of the more general category of impact evaluations of 
DG outcomes. Impact evaluations consider the counterfactual and include exper-
imental designs, such as the ones considered here, as well as quasi-experimental 
approaches.2 While this inquiry is focused on the more limited domain of field 
experiments of DG interventions and outcomes in the developing world, many 
of the observations and lessons are relevant to the broader fields of inquiry men-
tioned here.

The first section of this article describes current institutional support for DG 
field experiments. The second section provides an overview of current studies. 
The third section offers some warnings and lessons about challenges to successful 
implementation of DG field experiments, and the final section concludes by 
looking to the future.
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Support of Democracy and	
Governance Field Experiments

To date, much of the institutional support for DG field experiments has come 
from academic institutions. Most authors of DG field experiments are members 
of political science or economics departments at research universities.3 Notably, 
most academics involved in this enterprise work collaboratively with practitioners. 
Academics have partnered with large donors (such as USAID and the World 
Bank), international NGOs (such as International Rescue Committee, ActionAid, 
and the Carter Center), or local civil society organizations (such as Africa Lead
ership Institute in Uganda).

The World Bank has several programs to support field experiments, some of 
which explicitly consider the effect of development assistance programs on DG 
outcomes, such as the Africa Impact Evaluation Initiative, the Development 
Research Group, the Social Development Department, the Spanish Trust Fund 
for Impact Evaluation, and the Development Impact Evaluation Initiative. World 
Bank projects are primarily targeted at economic outcomes. Nonetheless, grow-
ing numbers of experimental impact evaluations are being designed to test the 
effects on DG outcomes of activities such as citizen cooperation and political 
participation, corruption, government accountability, and public service delivery.

USAID has a new pilot impact evaluation program in the Office of Democracy 
and Governance. The pilot program follows the recommendations of a National 
Academies of Science committee (Committee on the Evaluation of USAID 
Democracy Assistance Programs 2007). To my knowledge, this is the only donor 
program that is exclusively targeted at impact evaluations of DG-assistance pro-
grams. While still in its infancy, this initiative aims to increase the number of 
USAID-supported DG programs that are subject to experimental (and quasi-
experimental) impact evaluation. It has the potential to contribute significantly to 
the body of work in this new field.

Democracy and Governance	
Experiments Today

What aspects of DG interventions and outcomes are currently being examined 
with field experiments? To answer this question, I compiled a list of 41 studies 
that have been completed or are currently under way (see Table 1). This list was 
constructed from published work, conference or other public presentations, and 
the Web sites of large development donors or organizations4 that promote impact 
evaluations in the development field.5

Just over half of the field experiments took place in Africa (22 out of 41). Nine 
were conducted in India; three in Indonesia; and the remainder in Mexico, 
Brazil, China, Georgia, and Afghanistan. The regional concentrations reflect the 
expertise of academic pioneers in these areas and the investments of the Africa 
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TABLE 1
Democracy and Governance Field Experiments

	 Authors	 Country	 Topic

  1	 Arcand	 Gambia	 CDD
  2	 Arcand	 Angola	 CDD
  3	 Banerjee, Banerji, Duflo, Glennerster, 	 India	 Government performance	
	     & Khemani
  4	 Banerjee, Chattopadhyay, Duflo, & 	 India	 Government performance	
	     Keniston
  5	 Banerjee, Green, Green, & Pande	 India	 Elections
  6	 Beaman, Chattopadhyay, Duflo, 	 India	 Other: Quota	
	     Pande, & Topalova
  7	 Beath, Christia, & Enikolopov	 Afghanistan	 CDD
  8	 Bertrand, Djankov, Hanna, & 	 India	 Government performance	
	     Mullainathan
  9	 Björkman & Svensson	 Uganda	 Government performance
10	 Chattopadhyay & Duflo	 India	 Other: Quota
11	 Collier & Vicente	 Nigeria	 Elections
12	 De La O Torres	 Mexico	 Elections
13	 Driscoll & Hidalgo	 Georgia	 Elections
14	 Duflo & Hanna	 India	 Government performance
15	 Duflo, Fischer, & Chattopadhyay	 India	 Other: Quota
16	 Fearon, Humphreys, & Weinstein	 Liberia	 CDD
17	 Ferraz & Finan	 Brazil	 Elections
18	 Glennerster, Miguel, & Zhou	 Sierra Leone	 CDD
19	 Goldstein	 Indonesia	 Government performance
20	 Guan & Green	 China	 Elections
21	 Gugerty & Kremer	 Kenya	 Other
22	 Humphreys	 DRC	 CDD
23	 Humphreys & Weinstein	 Uganda	 Elections
24	 Humphreys, Masters, & Sandu	 São Tomé & 	 Other	
	 	     Príncipe
25	 Hyde	 Indonesia	 Elections
26	 Ichino & Schündeln	 Ghana	 Elections
27	 King, Gakidou, Ravishankar, Moore, Lakin,	 Mexico	 Other
	 Vargas, Tellez-Rojo, Avila, Avila, & Llama
28	 Kremer, Moulin, & Namunyu	 Kenya	 Government performance
29	 Lierl	 Guinea	 CDD
30	 Miguel, Kremer, & Thornton	 Kenya	 Other
31	 Moehler	 Uganda	 Government performance
32	 Olken	 Indonesia	 CDD
33	 Olken	 Indonesia	 CDD
34	 Özler, Baird, & McIntosh	 Tanzania	 CDD
35	 Paluck	 Sudan	 Other
36	 Paluck	 DRC	 Other
37	 Paluck	 Rwanda	 Other
38	 Pandey, Goyal, & Sundararaman	 India	 Government performance
39	 Vicente	 São Tomé & 	 Elections	
	 	     Príncipe
40	 Wantchekon	 Benin	 Elections
41	 Wantchekon	 Benin	 Elections
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Impact Evaluation Initiative. A quarter of the field experiments took place in post-
conflict settings or in settings subject to ongoing conflict, such as Eastern DRC 
and Afghanistan. While field experiments may be difficult to conduct in unstable 
environments, this has proven to be a surmountable obstacle.

In addition to regional concentrations, there are also substantive topics that 
dominate the sample. The studies could be classified in several ways based on the 
motivating development hypothesis, type of intervention, or outcome of interest. 
Rather than duplicate existing reviews that focus on theories (Humphreys and 
Weinstein 2009), this article groups studies according to interventions, a frame-
work more consistent with the approach of development practitioners. Among 
the 41 field experiments, there are three main types of interventions: elections, 
community-driven development (CDD), and reforms to improve public service 
delivery.

Elections

Twelve of the 41 DG field experiments focus on electoral interventions or out-
comes. The most common types of electoral interventions are randomized local-
level voter education or mobilization campaigns held prior to national elections. 
The experimental work on elections provides evidence of the ways in which infor-
mation messages change citizen electoral behavior and by extension electoral 
outcomes. Most of the studies measure citizen behavior through surveys and elec-
tion data, while a few also invent behavioral tests (Collier and Vicente 2008; 
Driscoll and Hidalgo 2009). Some studies also estimate the effects of interventions 
on the behavior of leaders (e.g., Humphreys and Weinstein 2007; Hyde 2008).

Several experiments evaluate campaigns designed to deter or punish electoral 
malfeasance. Vicente (2007) found that a randomized leaflet door-to-door cam-
paign against vote buying, sponsored by the São Tomé and Príncipe Electoral 
Commission, increased negative perceptions of vote buying, but also reduced 
turnout in targeted census areas. Collier and Vicente (2008) investigate a cam-
paign against political violence that was randomized across neighborhoods and 
villages of six Nigerian states.6 They establish that the campaign reduced electoral 
violence as recorded by perception surveys and independent data sources and, as 
a result, increased citizen turnout and reduced votes for the opposition leaders, 
the main perpetrators of election violence.7 Driscoll and Hidalgo (2009), in coop-
eration with the National Democratic Institute, target randomly assigned pre-
cincts with instruction for voters to either check public voter rolls or make 
complaints about problems observed on Election Day. They measure the impact 
of the canvassing and pamphleting information using electoral data, survey panel 
data, and NGO reports. Hyde (2008) randomly assigned international observers 
to locations for Election Day monitoring in Indonesia’s 2004 presidential election 
to study their effect on fraud and malfeasance at the precinct level. Ichino and 
Schündeln (2009) randomly assign Ghanaian domestic observers to constituencies 
during the July and August 2008 voter registration period to estimate the effect 
of monitoring on the percentage change in the number of registered voters.
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Other experiments evaluate interventions designed to encourage more active 
or civic-oriented citizen participation in elections. Guan and Green (2006) found 
that a non-coercive mobilization campaign had a positive effect on voter turnout 
in China’s 2003 elections for the county- and district-level People’s Congress; the 
door-to-door get out the vote campaign targeted a random selection of students 
in a Peking University precinct. Banerjee, Green, et al. (n.d.) randomly assigned 
local units in India to receive campaigns designed to (1) reduce caste-based 
voting, (2) persuade citizens to vote against corrupt politicians, or (3) mobilize 
women to vote.8 Wantchekon (2003, 2008) conducted two field experiments 
where political parties altered their campaign messages in a random selection of 
villages to convey broad public goods electoral platforms as opposed to clientelist 
platforms. He found that clientelist messages were more effective at winning 
votes in the 2001 experiment, but the clientelist advantage disappeared in 2006 
when refined public goods proposals were delivered in town meetings. Humphreys 
and Weinstein (2007) test whether informing constituents about the perfor-
mance of a random selection of members of the Ugandan Parliament induces 
performance-based voting and greater MP effort.

Finally, a few scholars studied the possible unintended electoral effects of 
randomized policy programs; De La O Torres (2008) ascertained that a randomly 
assigned Education, Health, and Nutrition Program of Mexico (Progresa) 
increased turnout and the incumbent vote share. Ferraz and Finan (2007) made 
use of randomly assigned municipal expenditure audits in Brazil to establish that 
public release of information about municipal governments helped voters to pun-
ish corrupt leaders.

While firm conclusions await additional evidence (including that of the exper-
iments still in progress), on balance the existing studies suggest that even limited 
interventions prior to elections can significantly influence the electoral behavior 
of citizens and leaders. The results are heartening to those who seek to improve 
the quality of elections. They also call into question simple voting models based 
solely on ethnic or economic characteristics; new information and appeals to the 
common good can induce citizens to alter their electoral behavior.

Community-driven development

Ten of the 41 field experiments evaluate the effects of CDD programs, which 
typically seek to foster participatory processes for selecting, allocating, and 
monitoring local public goods projects. The prevalence of field experiments of 
CDD programs results from (1) the ease of randomizing treatments, since most 
CDD programs are implemented at the village level; (2) the growth of CDD 
programs as key components of donor-funded poverty reduction efforts; and	
(3) the World Bank’s focus on CDDs for one of several clusters of impact evalua-
tion. Most of the experiments evaluate the impact of the CDD programs on public 
goods provision, citizen welfare, and poverty. However, many also investigate DG 
outcomes such as social cohesion and collective action, positive attitudes toward 
government, civic culture, public participation, and avoiding elite capture (e.g., 
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Arcand n.d.-a, n.d.-b; Beath, Christia, and Enikolopov 2008; Fearon, Humphreys, 
and Weinstein 2009; Casey, Glennerster, and Miguel 2009; Humphreys n.d.; Lierl 
2009; Özler, Baird, and McIntosh n.d.). These studies test whether external assis-
tance can facilitate the development of democratic attitudes, practices, and institu-
tions at the local level.

For example, Fearon, Humphreys, and Weinstein (2009) evaluate the effect	
of an International Rescue Committee–led community-driven reconstruction 
project in post-conflict Liberia. The treatment, randomized across 42 of 83 
deserving communities (usually small clusters of villages), introduced demo-
cratic, community-level institutions for making and implementing decisions 
about local public goods. Anonymous public goods games played in treatment 
and control villages indicate that the treatment increased collective action capac-
ity. In a similar experiment, Lierl (2009) randomly assigned one rural develop-
ment community from each of 52 pairs to receive the program in 2009 and the 
other in 2010. The study, still in progress, will estimate the impact of participa-
tory processes on citizen–authority relations at the local level, including trust in 
authorities, capacity for local collective action, and the quality of interaction 
between citizens and local authorities.

In addition to testing the effects of receiving or not receiving CDD-type pro-
gram funds, several experiments randomize election rules or decision-making 
procedures. These variations are designed to test the influence of different insti-
tutional arrangements on citizen satisfaction, interest aggregation and represen-
tation, and agent accountability.

Beath, Christia, and Enikolopov (2008) query the effect of single-member 
versus multi-member constituencies; Humphreys (n.d.) analyzes the effect of 
introducing electoral quotas; and Olken (2007b) and Beath, Christia, and Enikolopov 
(2008) compare secret-ballot elections with deliberative public meetings as pro-
cesses for selecting projects. Olken (2007a) compares the effect of top-down 
versus bottom-up monitoring on corruption in 608 Indonesian village road proj-
ects. He finds that dramatically increasing the frequency of top-down government 
audits reduced the discrepancy between official project costs and independent 
engineers’ estimates of costs, but increasing grassroots participation in monitor-
ing had little average impact.

Most of the CDD-type field experiments are still in progress. Initial indica-
tions are that the programs’ political effects are at least as great as, if not greater 
than, their economic effects. In addition, the experiments promise important 
insights about best practices in local-level institutional design.

Public service delivery and government performance

Nine of the 41 field experiments focus on interventions designed to improve 
government performance and service delivery. Several interventions seek to 
increase the beneficiaries’ participation in monitoring public services and govern-
ment officials. Banerjee et al. (2006) show that interventions to help village 
education committees monitor education service providers in India were not 
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effective, though Pandey, Goyal, and Sundararaman (2008) find that a different 
community-based information campaign in India did improve school perfor-
mance, at least in the short term. Moehler (2008) broadcasts results of local 
government audits over the radio for a random selection of subcounties in 
Uganda and notes changes in the knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of citizens 
and in the performance of public officials. The design also allows for a compari-
son of the efficacy of information bulletins versus talk-show formats. Banerjee, 
Chattopadhyay, et al. (n.d.) consider the effects of greater community interaction 
with police (and other reforms) on police performance. Björkman and Svensson 
(2007) document significant gains in health service provision when citizens 
monitored healthcare providers with community report cards. Average clinic 
utilization was greater, infant weight was higher, and the number of deaths 
among children under five was markedly lower in the catchment areas of 25 ran-
domly targeted health clinics than in the catchment areas of control clinics. The 
evidence suggests that the treatment communities became more extensively 
engaged in monitoring the health unit and that healthcare providers exerted 
more effort. Like many of the CDD and election experiments, these studies test 
the hypothesis that greater citizen access to information about officials increases 
accountability and as a result improves government performance. To date the 
evidence on the hypothesis is mixed. Additional studies should help to define the 
conditions under which the hypothesis does and does not receive support.

Others employ field experimental methods to investigate alternative reforms 
to improve public provision of services. Kremer, Moulin, and Namunyu (2003) 
draw lessons about the perverse incentives of partial decentralization in Kenya’s 
education system based on experimental evidence of budget-neutral reforms and 
student transfers. Bertrand et al. (2006) gain insights into the causes of corrup-
tion through their experiment in obtaining driver’s licenses in India. Duflo and 
Hanna (2005) show that performance-based pay reduces teacher absenteeism in 
India. Goldstein (2009) tests the effects of community-based legal education and 
aid on enforcement of rights, dispute resolution, and welfare in Indonesia. Com
munity legal aid posts are randomized across subdistricts and paralegals are ran-
domized across villages. Outcomes of interest in this study include beneficiaries’ 
ability to claim rights, enforce rights, and resolve disputes through nonviolent 
means as well as reduced violence and conflict, increased safety and security, and 
improved household welfare.

Other democracy and governance field experiments

The remaining ten experimental studies address a variety of other themes. 
Three exploit a randomized policy experiment in India, which demonstrates sig-
nificant effects of gender and minority quotas in village councils (Beaman et al. 
2008; Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004; Duflo, Fischer, and Chattopadhyay 2005). 
Gugerty and Kremer (2008) document the detrimental effect on the disadvan-
taged from outside funding for women’s community associations in Kenya. A 
randomized delayed-treatment design was used to compare 40 treated women’s 
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associations with 40 that had not yet received assistance. While there were no 
significant differences between treatment and control groups in the desired out-
comes (organizational strength, participation, assistance to neighbors, or contri-
bution to local public goods), outside funding changed the nature of membership 
and leadership in the community associations, further marginalizing the rela-
tively disadvantaged, older, uneducated women. Humphreys, Masters, and Sandu 
(2007) find that the outcomes of deliberative forums in São Tomé were system-
atically affected by the preferences and demographic characteristics of group 
leaders. King et al. (2007) provide an example of how randomization of a public 
policy intervention can facilitate evaluation even in the face of political manipula-
tion. Paluck (2008, 2009, n.d.) employs experimental methods in Rwanda, the 
DRC, and South Sudan to study the effects of educational radio soap operas and 
listening group discussions on reconciliation, tolerance, community cohesion, 
and civic culture. Finally, Miguel, Kremer, and Thornton (2008) make use of an 
experimental intervention that provided scholarships to some students but not 
others to study the political effects of education. They find that education leads 
not only to greater political knowledge but also to less satisfaction with Kenya’s 
democracy, less respect for authority, less optimism about the quality of govern-
ment, and greater tolerance for violence.

This brief canvass of DG field experiments illustrates the breadth of work that 
currently exists and suggests avenues for future inquiry. Although still in its 
infancy, the enterprise of DG field experiments could potentially generate novel 
evidence to address important questions of interest to academics as well as to 
donors and implementing partners. In addition to evaluating interventions in the 
realms of elections, community collective action, and reforms to improve the 
quality and quantity of public services, other common DG interventions are also 
amenable to field experiments. Interventions to improve citizen access to impar-
tial justice, journalistic standards of reporting, civil society organizing, capacity-
building in local governments, empowerment of civil society groups, and training 
of officials in party branch offices are amenable to impact evaluation. The result-
ing evidence could help resolve critical theoretical debates about the influence of 
rule of law, independent press, civil society, decentralization, and political parties.

Democracy and Governance	
Field Experiment Challenges

Field experiments generate high internal validity because they address the 
problem of selection bias with random assignment of target and control units. 
However, the particular challenges of executing field experiments lead research-
ers to focus on certain types of interventions and limit the types of evidence col-
lected through the field experiment methodology. While a more narrow focus is 
not an acute problem for science or program evaluation, it does constrain the 
lessons one can accurately learn from RCTs at this time.
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This section provides some preliminary thoughts about key challenges to the 
implementation of DG field experiments based on the author’s work during the 
first eight months of the pilot impact evaluation project in the Office of Dem
ocracy and Governance at USAID. These challenges are not unique to DG 
experiments; they affect field experiments more generally to varying degrees. 
While familiar to experimentalists, they may not be as obvious to political econ-
omy of development scholars and practitioners. Recognizing the current limita-
tions to the evidence produced by field experiments can help scholars and 
practitioners identify appropriate domains for generalizing theoretical and pro-
grammatic findings. It is hoped that shedding light on these challenges will spur 
scholars and practitioners to find ways to overcome them.

Level of intervention and analysis

The level of intervention represents the biggest potential bias of impact 
evaluations. The precision of estimates depends on the treatment of many units, 
and the need for large numbers of units in experimental research pushes 
researchers to study low-level interventions.9 The vast majority of the 41 studies 
under review evaluate interventions at the level of a village or neighborhood (or 
similarly at a local school, clinic, or police station). These studies offer impor-
tant lessons for other community-level interventions to improve welfare—the 
site of a significant amount of current development practice. However, many 
DG interventions are targeted at higher levels of government. Furthermore, 
our theories of political economy of development are typically based on higher-
order institutions and interactions. Community-based interventions are not 
necessarily a problem for theory development if they are capable of testing the 
micro-foundations of theories. The key problem is that the unique contextual 
features of a village or neighborhood could interfere with our ability to general-
ize from micro-level results. In villages or neighborhoods, citizens often know 
each other, share strong informal norms, can observe outcomes, and have rea-
son to expect repeated interactions. Voting rules or mechanisms for decision-
making that work well among acquaintances may not yield optimal results 
beyond such intimate settings. Lessons about citizen participation and monitor-
ing at the point of service delivery may not translate into best practices for 
building accountability at higher levels of government. The context of the inter-
ventions needs to be considered when scholars or practitioners draw inferences 
from the evidence.

While clearly revealing a tendency toward village-level interventions, the field 
experiments reviewed here also offer some indications that impact evaluations 
can potentially address higher-level interventions and theories. Humphreys and 
Weinstein (2009) study the effects of public exposure on MP behavior; Moehler’s 
(2008) experiment uses radio broadcasts about subcounty governments;10 Ferraz 
and Finan (2007) show effects of municipal audits. Researchers should continue 
to push toward higher-level interventions that might be more analogous to 
national-level processes.
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Complexity of intervention

Another challenge results from the complexity of the DG programs, which 
tend to combine many different activities targeted at a diverse array of beneficia-
ries. There are good reasons why programs tend to include a bit of everything 
thought to affect target objectives; accumulated experience suggests that a holis-
tic approach to DG programming is beneficial, and sufficient evidence does not 
yet exist to allow practitioners to intelligently select from the range of possible 
actions. Regardless of the reasons, this multifaceted approach to programming 
poses significant interrelated challenges to hypothesis testing. First, complex 
interventions tend to occur at multiple levels or with a variety of different target 
populations, making it difficult to decide on an appropriate frame for random 
assignment. At higher levels, the numbers of units are often too small to yield 
sufficiently precise estimates, and at lower levels, random assignment cannot 
capture the effects of higher-level interventions. Second, measuring outcomes is 
more difficult with complex interventions due to the diversity of targets. Third, if 
the field experiment is designed to measure the impact of the bundle of activities, 
then it can be hard to determine whether or not specific activities had an impact. 
Such an evaluation may not offer precise evidence about cause and effect that is 
important for theory building and policymaking.

An enticing alternative is to test the effect of individual activities separately 
(and in differing combinations where possible). Unfortunately, when programs 
combine many different kinds of activities, the resources expended on each indi-
vidual activity tend to be small, and the expected effect of each activity may be 
too small to measure. The limited number of treatment units involved in the 
typical DG intervention often prohibits separate tests of individual activities and 
various combinations of activities within the same program. Attempts to simplify 
programs to facilitate evaluation risk generating a body of evidence about atypi-
cal programs. The same is true if researchers gravitate toward the study of simple 
programs.

Synergies and coordination with other programs

The development field is often crowded with other programs. Many times 
donors coordinate efforts to gain from synergies in programming or to avoid 
duplication of efforts; both can complicate researchers’ ability to discern cause 
and effect. If other actors are likely to devote added attention to target units in 
order to benefit from synergies, then experimental results will tend to overesti-
mate the treatment effect. If other actors avoid project areas to prevent duplica-
tion of efforts, then the experimental evidence will tend to underestimate the 
treatment effect. The researcher typically has no ability to influence the program 
decisions of other development actors, and there could be significant ethical 
problems in attempting to do so. Researchers thus tend to focus on the least 
crowded fields, or to select projects where the effects of the program under inves-
tigation are expected to dwarf the effects of other programs. These individual 
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solutions yield a body of evidence from field experiments in atypical programs or 
in unusual sites (perhaps ones where the intervention is least likely to be success-
ful) that could also limit the external validity of findings.

Best performers volunteer for impact evaluation

Implementing agencies may be more likely to volunteer their projects for 
impact evaluation or agree to researcher requests when they expect their pro-
grams to be effective.11 Researchers also tend toward evaluating projects where 
they expect larger effects so as to avoid inconclusive results. Finally, the costs of 
rigorous impact evaluation are often easier to justify for larger and more expen-
sive programs. These tendencies could lead to an accumulation of evidence in 
certain types of locations or programs, which is a problem for policymakers who 
try to assess the average efficacy of program type based on a biased sample of the 
most effective programs. It is also a problem for scholars who do not pay atten-
tion to the characteristics of their sample when drawing inferences. A careful 
mapping of the conditions under which all similar programs are implemented 
versus those under experimental investigation would help both academics and 
practitioners understand the limitations of valid inference.

Research planning under ambiguity

Program objectives, activities, and underlying development hypotheses typi-
cally evolve over time and are only well specified once the implementation of the 
program has begun (and sometimes not until after that). Planning and solicitation 
documents specify project goals and sometimes a series of illustrative activities to 
achieve those goals. Donors often encourage some flexibility so that the subject 
expertise of implementing partners can inform the program design. After an 
award is made, additional changes and refinements to the program are often 
allowed in response to early data collection and analysis. While flexibility can make 
for better programming, it poses considerable difficulties for the evaluator. It is 
difficult (and often impossible) to define an experiment when the objectives, 
activities, and development hypotheses linking the two are not well specified. It 
can be equally problematic to wait to design the study until after the program 
parameters are fully clarified; the intense pressure to commence implementation 
as soon as possible leaves little time for adjustments and baseline data collection, 
and agreement can be harder to secure after awards are made. The result can be 
a disjuncture between the optimal research design and baseline data collected, 
on one hand, and the eventual contours of the intervention under investigation, 
on the other. Measured impact may not reflect real impact due to suboptimal 
research designs given the actual interventions undertaken.

Similarly, many development programs fail not because the underlying devel-
opment hypothesis was faulty but because of problems with implementation. 
From a researcher’s perspective, it can be difficult to determine with great cer-
tainty the exact nature of the treatment. Collection of data on inputs, outputs and 
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proximate outcomes, site visits, and qualitative process tracing can reveal clues 
about the actual nature of the treatment, but only imperfectly.

This focus on challenges should not obscure the immense opportunities at 
hand. To understand something universal and generalizable about a particular 
phenomenon, experiments, like most other kinds of research, need to be repli-
cated in multiple contexts. On this account, field experiments may do better than 
other research approaches due to the partnerships that develop between academ-
ics and practitioners. Academics have incentives to innovate research designs, 
while practitioners often have incentives to replicate existing evaluation design. A 
beneficial division of labor may develop for field experiments of development 
interventions that yield more replication and allow greater external validity than is 
typically the case for research agendas driven solely by academics. If social scien-
tists can find creative ways to push back the implementation obstacles discussed 
above, then the prospects for external as well as internal validity are good.

The Future

Many DG interventions are not amenable to experimental methodology, and 
exclusive reliance on a single methodology is a recipe for failure in the academy 
as well as for development agencies. However, recognition of the current limita-
tions of field experiments does not necessarily forecast the sustainability and 
future vitality of experimental methods in the DG development field. A body of 
comparative experimental evidence has begun to emerge in the areas of election 
campaigns, CDD programs, and reforms to improve public services, but scholars 
and practitioners are a long way from exhausting research possibilities in these 
areas. Furthermore, many theoretical questions about DG programs that are ame-
nable to experimentation have yet to be addressed. Even as the increased use of 
field experiments in DG provides answers to fill current gaps in evidence, new 
conditions, programs, and research questions are likely to emerge that will moti-
vate new research agendas that include field experiments.

The enterprise of DG field experiments will be constrained more by mundane 
challenges to successful research design and implementation than by the inher-
ent limitations of field experiments. Field experiments will be judged more on 
the quality and relevance of the evidence they produce than by issues or pro-
grams they do not try to address. The author hopes that this discussion of mun-
dane challenges will help analysts consider and appropriately address potential 
biases when drawing conclusions from experimental evidence.

More important, experimentalists can find ways to move beyond general ten-
dencies that limit the usefulness of the evidence. One fruitful avenue for future 
research would be to push above the village, neighborhood, or point of service 
delivery and focus on interventions with higher levels of local government and 
administrative units. Many current DG interventions to deepen decentralization 
or improve service delivery are targeted at county, state, and provincial levels of 
government. Middle levels of government offer settings that are more analogous 
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to national governments; officials are geographically and socially distant from citi-
zens and preside over diverse populations and complex structures. Experimental 
investigations of local government programs (or interventions at subnational units 
with line ministries) can offer better tests of theories of representative govern-
ment than interventions at the community level. They are also more representa-
tive of current development practice than village or neighborhood interventions.

Additional insights can be gained by exploiting national-level changes that 
require facilitation to ensure implementation at the local level. For example, 
legal reforms in Rwanda shifted the formal set of rules from a civil law system to 
a more common law–based system. However, sitting judges have had little train-
ing in the use of precedent and other common law practices and thus continue 
to judge cases as they had under the former civil law system. Random assignment 
of judges and other legal professionals to training courses or technical assistance 
would provide insights into the effects of common versus civil law practices at the 
court level.

Even long-standing rules or policies may become effective in practice only in the 
presence of outside assistance. Random assignment of assistance to register private 
property, increase collection of taxes, reduce corruption, introduce incentive-based 
pay for civil servants, speed processing of court cases, and train police in human 
rights can provide unique evidence on core political science questions and cur-
rent development practices. As such, even local-level interventions can be useful 
when analyzing national-level phenomena. With additional imagination and 
attention by scholars and practitioners, the current constraints on DG field 
experiments are likely to become new opportunities.

Notes
  1. This article uses the following terms interdependently: field experiment, randomized controlled 

trial, experimental impact evaluation, and randomized impact evaluation.
  2. This article does not address quasi-experimental techniques such as regression discontinuity, inter-

rupted time series, difference-in-differences, propensity score matching, pipeline, or instrumental vari-
ables; nor does it address laboratory, survey, or Internet-based experiments. It includes public goods games 
only if they are used to measure the effects of a randomized field intervention such as in Fearon, 
Humphreys, and Weinstein (2009).

  3. The number of institutions employing professors or training students involved with DG field 
experiments is still rather small. The Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (PAL) has generated the larg-
est number of DG field experiments, although evaluations of DG interventions or outcomes still make up 
a small proportion of PAL’s total portfolio of field experiments.

  4. These organizations include the Poverty Action Lab (MIT), Network of Networks on Impact 
Evaluation (NONIE), International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie), and Innovations for Poverty 
Action (IPA).

  5. The set of studies is undoubtedly incomplete; it is more likely to include studies by professors in 
political science or economics departments located in the United States or by U.S.-based organizations. In 
addition, there are probably some studies of education and health interventions that have lessons for pub-
lic administration, civil service incentives, and service delivery that are not contained in the list.

  6. The campaign sought to empower citizens to counteract local violence. ActionAid, an international 
NGO, called upon citizens to “vote against violent politicians” in town meetings and popular theaters and 
distributed campaign material.
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  7. They also assess the network effects of the anti-violence intervention, including the reinforcement 
effects on treated subjects when others in the subjects’ network are also treated, and the diffusion effects 
from treated to untreated subjects.

  8. In the anti-corruption and anti-caste voting treatments, the minimum of village or electoral pre-
cinct was randomly assigned to the treatment of puppet shows and rallies. In the women’s mobilization 
experiment, the head village of a gram panchayat (collection of proximate villages) was randomly assigned 
the treatment of small-group meetings.

  9. Sometimes one also has the option of expanding the scope of the treatment. Interestingly, the 
important ethical concern about denying treatment to certain populations in order to maintain a control 
group has not been a major issue for the pilot project to date. Instead, the opposite is more common. 
Resource limitations and program design lead to a small fraction of potential recipients receiving assis-
tance; from an evaluation perspective, increasing the numbers receiving treatment rather than denial of 
treatment is usually desirable.

10. Subcounty population totals usually exceed 10,000 residents.
11. Despite the fact that there are not many formal rewards for subjecting programs to rigorous scru-

tiny, many USAID officials and implementing partners have expressed interest in the pilot impact evalua-
tion program. It seems that the benefits of learning the effects of current programs and the opportunities 
for improving impact in the future outweigh the costs. It is possible that resistance will become a problem 
as the program expands, but it has not been a major limiting factor so far.
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