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Plan for this 1h25

0. Brief recap from the previous lecture – 5’

1. Introducing impact evaluation – 30’ 

2. An RCT in practice: idea, design, intervention, evaluation, scaling-up/policy and follow-up – 45’



Recap and main points from lecture 2

1. Poverty traps probably exist. 

2. Foreign aid could in principle solve them. 

3. Rich country interests, corruption in recipient 
countries… aid debate: Sachs, Easterly, Collier, and 
Moyo.  

4. Not much to show for aid effectiveness at the 
macro level. 

5. Way out: micro policy effectiveness? 
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Topic 3.1. Introducing
impact evaluation

WHAT DOES ACADEMIC RESEARCH HAVE TO SAY 
ABOUT AID EFFECTIVENESS?
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Causality and endogeneity – correlation vs causation
A METHODOLOGICAL REVISION
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Picture from spurious correlations

Having more sex makes you earn more money? 

The headline “More Buck For Your Bang: People Who Have 
More Sex Make The Most Money”. The author Max Rivlin-
Nadler writes: “Scientists… found that people who have sex 
more than four times a week receive a 3.2 percent higher 
paycheck than those who have sex only once a week. God
forbid you don’t have sex at all.”

Based on a study by Nick Drydakis which does not claim 
causality, but is called The Effect of Sexual Activity on Wages.

https://www.tylervigen.com/spurious-correlations
https://ftp.iza.org/dp7529.pdf


4 reasons why correlation might not imply causation
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TAKEN FROM TOWARDS DATA SCIENCE, HERE, FROM AN ARTICLE (NOT SCIENTIFIC) THAT CLAIMS THAT MORE SEX CAUSES HIGHER INCOME

1. We are missing an important factor – Omitted variable bias

2. We got things the other way around – Reverse causality

3. You are looking at unusual people – Sample selection bias

4. It’s difficult to measure things – Measurement error

A particularly important concern when you ask people to report:

- About controversial or sensitive topics: who they vote for or 
attitudes towards various contentious issues. Experimenter 
demand effect. 

Do not claim relations are causal unless you are using causal inference methodologies

IMPACT EFFECTX X

https://towardsdatascience.com/4-reasons-why-correlation-does-not-imply-causation-f202f69fe979


Causal inference
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Methodologies for causal inference
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1. Experiments – Lab and Field (RCTs): the gold standard

2. Instrumental variables (IV)

3. Regression discontinuity designs (RDD) 

4. Differences-in-differences (DiD)

References here and Mastering Metrics’ chapter 3 

https://theeffectbook.net/ch-InstrumentalVariables.html
https://www.masteringmetrics.com/


RCTs – examples of topics studied in Development Economics
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• Cash transfers

• Microfinance

• Mobile money – electronic money

• Education

• Health

• Agricultural development

• Access to energy

• Social protection...



RCTs – the gold standard in causal inference
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NEUDC 2022:

World Bank Blog
Bouguen et al 2018

https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/impactevaluations/have-rcts-taken-over-development-economics


Randomization in the real world – Randomists
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Funded and headed by Esther Duflo and
Abhijit Banerjee - MIT 

Funded and headed by Pedro Vicente and
Cátia Batista – Nova SBE

Funded by Dean Karlan – Northwestern University

Development Impact Evaluation Department
World Bank



Advantages – in Development Economics

A avaliación de impacto na Economía do Desenvolvemento - Metodoloxía

• Causality identified in a clean way. 

• Simple and powerful methodology, also time intensive:

- It allows to develop capacity in many different tasks and levels.

- Relatively easy to communicate to a non-technical audience and policymakers who are not specialists. 

• Together with evaluating the impact of interventions, it allows for piloting larger projects, facilitating:

- Choosing more effective and efficient policies. 

- Improve elements of implemented policies. 



Critics and criticisms. 

• Angus Deaton: Problems of external validity and generalization

• Lant Pritchett: Limited applicability to complex policies

• Dani Rodrik: Lack of attention to context and mechanisms

• Martin Ravallion: Publication bias and ethical issues

• James Heckman: Limitations in understanding long-term processes

• Nancy Cartwright: Lack of a solid theoretical foundation

• David McKenzie: High costs and long execution times

A realidade práctica da avaliación de impacto – orientación de políticas públicas



Topic 3.2. An RCT 
in practice

IDEA, DESIGN, SETTING UP THE PROJECT, 
INTERVENTION, EVALUATION, DATA 
CLEANING AND ANALYSIS, WRITING, 
DISSEMINATION, SCALING-UP/POLICY AND 
FOLLOW-UP 
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Idea – the problem
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• Real world problem – knowledge of the local context: cashew nut producers getting
low prices for their cashew nuts, with those with more years of education getting higher
prices.

• Scientific literature - problem: isolated market participants in remote areas might have
poor access to market information, resulting in suboptimal marketing decisions and
lower revenue.















Idea – potential solution
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Scientific literature – possible solution and gap: introducing a Market Information System –
promising in remote contexts where producers have few market interactions. 



Preliminary Design
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• Research team: putting together a team of researchers with the necessary skills and
background – combination of technical ability and knowledge of the context.

• - International researchers based in Guinea-Bissau.

• - National researchers based at ministries and universities.

• Preliminary research design: first definition of treatment arms, power calculations,
sample, stratification…



Setting up the project
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• Partnerships: implementing agencies,
the National Cashew Agency, MTN
(telecom), Nitidae (NGO specialized in
Cashew Nuts), Ministry of Finance.

• Grant Applications: PEP, PEDL.

- Updated research design.

- Work plan - timeline.

- Budget.



Setting up the project

DEVELOPMENT ECONOMICS | LECTURE 3: TOPIC 3.2 – AN RCT IN PRACTICE

• Partnerships: implementing agencies, the
National Cashew Agency, MTN (telecom), Nitidae
(NGO specialized in Cashew Nuts), Ministry of
Finance.

• Grant Applications: PEP, PEDL.

- Updated research design.

- Updated intervention.

- Work plan - timeline.

- Budget.



Intervention

Co-coordinating the planning, development and supply of the services or products 
to be provided to the relevant sample: weekly voice messages to simple phones.    
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Evaluation
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• Pre-registration

• Pre-analysis plan

• Ethics certificate – IRB.



Evaluation – the sample
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Evaluation - the survey questionnaires
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Selecting and training field teams –
coordinators and enumerators

Piloting the intervention and the survey
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Rolling out and monitoring the intervention 
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Data cleaning and analysis 
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Results – preliminary (not published yet)
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Scaling-up and resulting policy

• During the 2021 season the service was made available to everyone in the country for about 0.3 euros per month, while 
the treated group continued to have access to it for free. 

• The average increase in revenue for treated producers in 2021 was even larger. 

• The service was operational over four cashew seasons, reaching a peak of 3.000 subscribers – without any marketing.

• A follow-up project was financed by PEP, consisting of: 

- An improve version of the service, with a team of market analysts based in the country, talking weekly on the 
phone to an information agent per village, who worked as an intermediary between the analysts and the community. 

- An initiative to institutionalize impact evaluation within the government, setting up a unit and a team dedicated to 
evaluating projects
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Thanks for your attention and contributions!
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