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Experiments and internal validity 
• Over the last decade, field experiments, lab experiments and 

other studies featuring original data collection and rigorous 
research designs (e.g., IV, regression discontinuity, etc.) have 
become widespread in economics and political science 

 -- The talks we heard yesterday are a perfect illustration 
 

• The spread of these tools has been driven by the perception that 
they have more internal validity, and thus credibility, than most 
observational approaches. 
 

• Even with these gains, where are experimental studies still falling 
short – and how can we do better? I’ll focus on one dimension. 
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Learning from medical trials 
• For the same reasons experiments spread in social science 

research, randomized drug trials started decades ago 
 

• However, they were not without their critics: perhaps because of 
the massive profits on the line, pharmaceutical companies 
sometimes suppressed “failed” trials, or focused on alternative 
outcomes ex post in order to promote particular drugs 
 

• The solution: a U.S. National Institutes of Health (NIH) backed 
medical trial “registry” became standard circa 2000, and most 
major journals began requiring pre-registration of analysis plans 
for publication. 
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Registering pre-analysis plans (PAP’s) 
• The idea: by requiring PAP registration for funding and journal 

publication, all trials are placed “in the public domain”, allowing 
for a more complete sense of the results in the literature (for 
meta-analyses, for instance), and limiting publication bias. 
 

• Pre-specifying both the main outcome variables and statistical 
approach also helps guard against data mining, specification 
search (Leamer 1974, 1983), and “cherry picking” outcomes or 
subgroups that have significant impacts (potentially by chance) 
 

• Use of the PAP registry for medical trials has become universal, 
and is thought to have reduced the worst abuses. Could the use 
of PAP’s have similar benefits for social science research? 
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An application to political economy 
• Casey, Glennerster and Miguel (2012) estimates the impact of a 

community driven development (CDD) program in post-war 
Sierra Leone on a range of local public goods outcomes, as well 
as institutional performance, social capital, and local politics. 
 

• CDD aims to improve the capacity and performance of local 
village governments (through elected committees), and boost 
inclusion of marginalized groups, including women and youth. 
 

• Large-scale randomized experiment with N=236 villages, a four 
year time-frame (2005-2009), detailed data collection. 

• Institutions are multi-faceted and there are many possible 
measures: we have over 300 such measures! 
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Motivation for CDD 
“Experience demonstrates that by directly relying on poor people to drive 
development activities, CDD [community driven development] has the 
potential to make poverty reduction efforts more responsive to demands, 
more inclusive, more sustainable, and more cost-effective than traditional 
centrally led programs…achieving immediate and lasting results at the 
grassroots level.”  –  Dongier et al. (2003), World Bank 
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Why might Sierra Leone’s institutions warrant reform? 

• Legacy of bad governance and corruption in the formal system 
– President Siaka Stevens abolished local government (1972) and 

banned rival political parties (1978), abysmal public services  
• The traditional system is (also) dominated by elder male elites 

– 149 Paramount Chiefs rule for life; come from hereditary ruling 
houses; and control land, labor and the judiciary outside the capital 

– Women are not even eligible for chieftaincy in most of the country 
 

• Scholars point to seeds of the 1991-2002 civil war in social divisions, 
inequalities, and lack of political representation. 
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What does CDD aim to do? 
• Financial grants for local public goods, small enterprise development 

– The "GoBifo" Project ("Move Forward") we study in Sierra Leone 
gave $4,667 to communities in 3 tranches (~$100 per household) 

 
• Training and facilitation to build durable local collective action 

capacity (6 months of intensive contact spread out over 4 years) 
– Forms a representative Village Development Committee to 

promote democratic decision-making 
– Establishes bank accounts and transparent accounting procedures 

• Requirements to increase participation of marginalized groups 
– Women were co-signatories on the community bank accounts 
– Women and youths managed own projects, e.g. labor groups 
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Local public goods construction projects 
• The distribution of community projects by sector was: 

– Infrastructure (43%) - e.g., community centers, primary schools 
– Agriculture/livestock (40%) - e.g., seed multiplication, goats 
– Skills training, small business (17%) - e.g., carpentry, soap-making 
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Using a PAP 
• We wrote up our research hypotheses in October 2005 in 

collaboration with the project team, and registered a PAP with 
the Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) registry in August 2009 
before data analysis (povertyactionlab.org/Hypothesis-Registry). 
 

• Detailed document laying out 11 hypotheses, each with multiple 
measures; exact econometric specifications, a the mean effects 
approach used to combine across multiple measures; list of 
“subgroups” (e.g., by civil war history) to analyze. 
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Econometric specifications 
• Basic model for outcomes with post-program data only: 
  Yc = β0 + β1Tc + Xc′Γ + Wc′Π + εc 

– Yc  is outcome in community c (HH data averaged by village) 
– Tc  is an indicator for GoBifo treatment 
– Xc  is a vector of community-level controls (pre-specified, results 

are robust to their exclusion); Wc are ward fixed effects 
– εc is an idiosyncratic error term 

• Results unchanged with panel specification (where data available) 
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Using a PAP 
• We wrote up our research hypotheses in October 2005 in 

collaboration with the project team, and registered a PAP with 
the Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) registry in August 2009 
before data analysis (povertyactionlab.org/Hypothesis-Registry). 
 

• Detailed document laying out 11 hypotheses, each with multiple 
measures; exact econometric specifications, a the mean effects 
approach used to combine across multiple measures; list of 
“subgroups” (e.g., by civil war history) to analyze. 
 

• Defining hypotheses in advance prevents us from selecting 
outcomes that tell a great “story”, and shields us from pressure 
to report only results that support donor/policymaker agendas. 
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Overview of results 
• Outcome family A: The project was well-implemented, with strong 

impacts on “hardware” and economic activity 
– Village-level structures and tools to manage development projects 

were established (e.g. bank accounts) 
– Finances were disbursed with little leakage (<13% discrepancies) 
– Increases in the stock and quality of local public goods 
– Increases in household assets and village-level market activity 
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Overview of results 
• Outcome family A: The project was well-implemented, with strong 

impacts on “hardware” and economic activity 
– Village-level structures and tools to manage development projects 

were established (e.g. bank accounts) 
– Finances were disbursed with little leakage (<13% discrepancies) 
– Increases in the stock and quality of local public goods 
– Increases in household assets and village-level market activity 

• Outcome family B: Zero impact on “software” / “institutions” 
– No impacts on participation in decision-making 
– No sustained increase in collective action capacity 
– No change in the “voice” of women and young men 
– Apparent “capture” of new organizations by chiefly authorities 
– Example of communal farms: established but low participation 

17 EASST - July 2012 Pre-analysis plans (PAP's) 



The results with and without the PAP 
• To summarize, the CDD project had positive impacts on local 

public goods and economic outcomes (“family A” outcomes). 
• BUT despite extensive training, facilitation and funding over 

nearly four years, there were no detectable impacts on any of 
the institutional, political, or social capital outcomes that we 
(and the project team) had hypothesized (“family B”). 
 

• As you can imagine, some project leaders were not thrilled by 
the family B results… 
 

• What would results have looked like without a PAP? 
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Illustrating the risk of “cherry-picking” 
• Given our large number of outcome measures (over 200 for 

family B), it is possible to selectively present one subset of 
outcomes for which CDD had a “positive” impact on institutions, 
and a second subset of outcomes that show the opposite impact. 
 

• Illustrates some of the value of having a pre-analysis plan in 
place, to limit tendentious reporting.  
 
 

19 EASST - July 2012 Pre-analysis plans (PAP's) 



20 EASST - July 2012 Pre-analysis plans (PAP's) 



21 EASST - July 2012 Pre-analysis plans (PAP's) 



How should PAP’s be used? 
• As norms of PAP usage get established, the key question is how 

much researcher discretion.  We argue against a “purist” 
approach with no discretion. Limited flexibility can be desirable 
but comes with the “price tag” of full transparency: detailed 
description of all deviations from the PAP; availability of the 
registered PAP, and complete data sharing. 
 

• We found some degree of flexibility useful. For instance, we 
deviated from our PAP by adding a 12th hypothesis (on project 
implementation), to remedy a clear oversight.   
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Other issues 
• Important issues including the timing of PAP registration, the 

level of analytical detail, and adjustments for multiple testing 
 

• Mean effects approach (Kling et al 2007) by hypothesis 
 

• Family wise error rate (FWER) p-value adjustments to account for 
multiple testing, for both groups of outcomes and particular outcomes 
(appendix). Contrast with usual “naïve” or “per comparison” p-values. 
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Next steps 
• The hope is that the registration of PAP’s will limit the worst 

forms of data mining and cherry-picking, and lead to more 
appropriately sized statistical tests – and as a result boost the 
credibility of experimental research findings in social science. 

• It remains an open question whether norms can be developed 
that harness these benefits without imposing too great an 
upfront burden on scholars, or restricting their creativity. 
 

• Several parallel efforts are currently underway to establish “trial 
registries” in the social sciences, including a dedicated 
committee within the AEA, discussions within the experimental 
section of APSA, and a planned meeting in Berkeley in December 
2012 to forge consensus across disciplines on these issues. 
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Conclusion 
• The project was a reasonable mechanism for delivering local public 

goods in Sierra Leone, yet did not lead to lasting changes in local 
collective action, village institutions, gender inclusion, social norms. 

• The comparative advantage of the World Bank and similar external 
donors may lie more in building development hardware than in 
instigating sustainable social change. 
 

• Setting up new organizations may be insufficient to promote social 
change since they can be co-opted by elites – here, the chiefs. 

• Giving marginalized groups formal authority (i.e. Beaman et al 2009 
on quotas for women in politics in India) may be more effective than 
indirect interventions like CDD that hope to shift social norms, 
especially when existing authorities are strong.  
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Other evidence on CDD impacts 
• Fearon, Humphreys and Weinstein (2009), Liberia: No improvement in real-

world public goods, material welfare, or meeting attendance in N=83 villages. 
Higher public goods game contributions in one arm (mixed-gender), plus 
survey reports of reduced inter-group tension. No funding of small business 
projects, and no economic impacts. 

• Beath, Christia and Enikolopov (2011), Afghanistan: Limited impacts on the 
performance of local institutions and social capital, but some positive impacts 
on economic well-being, attitudes toward government, and security. 

• Olken (2007), Indonesia: Top-down audits were more effective in reducing 
corruption in road projects than grassroots participation. 

• Labonne and Chase (2008), Philippines: Increased community participation 
but did not trigger broader social change and may crowd out other activities. 

• Voss (2008), Indonesia: Mixed impacts on household welfare and access to 
services: the poor gained, not female headed households. 

• Bjorkman and Svensson (2009), Uganda; Banerjee et al. (2010), India. 

26 SITE - June 2012 Reshaping Institutions 



Robustness checks 
• Were there threats to the research design? 

– Complete compliance with treatment group assignment 
– Baseline balance on observables across T/C groups 
– Minimal household attrition (4%), moderate for individuals (24%), 

but balanced across T/C and no interactions with characteristics 
• Did control communities benefit from Gobifo? 

– GoBifo operated at the ward level as well, so targeting was 
possible. However, treatment households were, if anything, slightly 
more likely to report benefits from ward projects (not significant). 

• Are our measures too blunt to detect subtle changes? 
– Large and diverse number of outcomes for each hypothesis, 318 in 

all. Consistent results across different data collection methods: HH 
surveys, direct observation, focus group discussions, and SCAs. 
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