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Some challenges for experimental social science

@ The “credibility revolution” in development research has
increased the reliability of claims about causal effects.
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@ The “credibility revolution” in development research has
increased the reliability of claims about causal effects.
@ Yet several challenges remain, including difficulties of

1. Achieving cumulative knowledge;

2. Ensuring standards of analysis and reporting equal those of
design; and

3. Creating usable evidence for policy.
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1. Challenges to cumulation

@ Researchers often work independently, developing and
addressing research questions that interest them.

Dunning and Humphreys: EGAP regranting pool 3/9



1. Challenges to cumulation

@ Researchers often work independently, developing and
addressing research questions that interest them.

» Incentives to replicate previous research are often weak.

Dunning and Humphreys: EGAP regranting pool 3/9



1. Challenges to cumulation

@ Researchers often work independently, developing and
addressing research questions that interest them.
» Incentives to replicate previous research are often weak.
» Broad conclusions are sometimes drawn from a single
pioneering study.

Dunning and Humphreys: EGAP regranting pool 3/9



1. Challenges to cumulation

@ Researchers often work independently, developing and
addressing research questions that interest them.

» Incentives to replicate previous research are often weak.
» Broad conclusions are sometimes drawn from a single
pioneering study.
@ Uncoordinated innovation, while laudable, can also hamper
assessment of external validity—i.e., understanding what
works in what contexts and for what reasons.
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2. Synthesizing analyses

@ Pre-registration of individual studies limits data mining and
permits meaningful adjustment for multiple statistical
comparisons.
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2. Synthesizing analyses

@ Pre-registration of individual studies limits data mining and
permits meaningful adjustment for multiple statistical

comparisons.

@ Yet, for pooling the results of multiple studies (e.g., meta
analysis), there remains significant discretion and uncertainty.

» What is the universe of studies?
» Are interventions and outcome measures comparable?
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3. Creating usable knowledge

@ Uncertainties regarding external validity can make it difficult to
import knowledge from one context into another and can
provide an avenue for discounting unwelcome findings.
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@ Uncertainties regarding external validity can make it difficult to
import knowledge from one context into another and can
provide an avenue for discounting unwelcome findings.

» Effects may be heterogeneous across contexts or
countries—yet features of contexts are not manipulated or
even manipulable.

@ Some framework for specifying and validating ex-ante
predictions about heterogeneous effects may be helpful.

@ Despite difficulties, it seems critical to explore whether
channels that link intervention to outcome are operative in
different contexts
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EGAP regranting pool

@ The Experiments in Governance and Politics (EGAP) network
is running a three-year, $1.8M regranting window, housed at
Berkeley’s Center on the Politics of Development.
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EGAP regranting pool

@ The Experiments in Governance and Politics (EGAP) network
is running a three-year, $1.8M regranting window, housed at
Berkeley’s Center on the Politics of Development.

» Objective: to pilot a model for experimental research that may
address some of these challenges

@ Thematic focus on citizen engagement in electoral processes.

@ The RFP will go out soon. Co-Pls on regranting initiative are
Craig Mclntosh (UCSD), Susan Hyde (Yale), and Guy
Grossman (U. of Pennsylvania).
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2. Coordination and Competition.
3. Comparable Measures.

4. Preregistration.
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Seven pillars to the approach

Predefined themes.

Coordination and Competition.

Comparable Measures.

Preregistration.

Third-Party Analysis.

Formal synthesis based on ex-ante planning.
Integrated publication.
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1. Fosters cumulation. Group proposals (or grouped individual
proposals) will address similar questions, introduce variation in
treatments in systematic fashion, and coordinate outcome
measures.

2. Improves synthetic analysis. Pre-registration of groups of
studies defines the universe of comparisons.

3. Helps understand what works where and why. Case
selection, and theory about why and where we should see
heterogeneous effects, is a critical part of proposals; we want
to validate these predictions and assess when key channels
are operative.

@ Getting researcher incentives right seems critical.
» Integrated publication may help.
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Evaluating the regranting initiative

@ There are a number of difficulties:
» Capacity to generate integrated projects is untested.
» Failure rate of individual studies may be high.
» Small numbers of projects funded in relatively small amounts;
so scope for meta analysis is still limited.
@ One (modest) criterion for success of this pilot:
» Do we learn more from a group of 4-6 pre-planned, integrated
studies than from 4-6 uncoordinated studies with vaguely
similar interventions or outcomes?
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