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Overview 

• Quick scan of pre-registration in Economics  

– Early days compared to clinical trials in medicine 

 

• The GoBifo Project: A good fit 

– Design features that posed risks 

– How the PAP mitigated those risks 

– Practicalities in implementing a PAP 

 

• The Elections Project: A tougher fit 

– Ways to build in flexibility when research design demands it 

– Additional upside 
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Pre-registration in Economics 

Clinical Trials in Medicine (what 
Maya showed you this morning) 

RCTs in the new American Economic 
Association Registry 
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Source: www.clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/resources/trends Source: J-PAL Research Newsletter: May 2014  



Minimal registration requirements 

Additional details 
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Source: www.socialscienceregistry.org/site/about 

• Eligible studies: 
– Open to the social sciences (not just 

economics), do not need to be an 
AEA member 

– Observational studies not on the 
table at the moment 

• Options: 
– PAPs not required 
– Can choose to keep different study 

details (including PAP) private until 
trial completion 

• No current provision for 
outcome reporting 

• Collaborations 
– Developing integrated search to link 

with OSF, 3ie, EGAP, and other 
social science registries 

– Will require RCT working papers 
submitted to NBER to register 

AEA Trial Registry Required Fields 

 

• Basic identifiers: trial title, 
country, status, keyword, 
abstract 

• Study timeline:  
– Trial start/end date, intervention 

start/end date 

– Bonus icon if registered before 
intervention starts 

• Outcomes  

• Experimental design (public) 
– Includes planned number of clusters 

and observations 

• IRB approval details (if 
obtained) 



Application 1: The GoBifo Project 

• Casey, Glennerster and Miguel (2012) estimates the impact of 
a community driven development program in Sierra Leone on: 

– the “hardware” of local public goods and economic activity, and 

– “software” of institutional performance and social capital 
 

• CDD aims to improve the capacity and performance of local 
governance while enhancing the inclusion of marginalized 
groups, like women and youth, in village decision-making 
 

• Research design was a large-scale randomized experiment 
covering 236 villages over a four year time frame (2005-09) 
with multiple sources of detailed data collection 

 

• Overall, we found strong positive effects on hardware 
outcomes and no effects on institutional software 
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Study features that posed risks 

1. A vested interest focused on a loosely defined outcome 

– Donors viewed impacts on social capital as a defining feature of CDD 

– Imprecision in what exactly social capital entails provides an “out” that 
inconvenient results simply capture the wrong measures 
 

2. Many relevant outcomes created scope for fruitful cherry 
picking 

– Institutions are multi-faceted and context-specific 

– Absence of standardized measures makes such tendentious reporting 
difficult to detect from the outside 
 

3. Several sub-groups of theoretical interest 

– X sub-groups by Y hypotheses invites further cherry picking 
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How the PAP helped mitigate those risks 

1. Pre-project (2005) implementation agreement defined the 
hypothesis set 

– Five hypotheses explicitly capture different dimensions of social capital 
(trust, collective action, groups, information and inclusion) 
 

2. Post-project (2009) PAP defined the universe of outcomes, 
matched them to specific survey measures, and mapped each 
one to a hypothesis 

– Provides a credible structure for multiple inference adjustment within 
and across hypotheses 

– Establishes the hypothesis-level mean effect index as a primary 
performance metric 

– Commits to providing treatment effect estimates for all 334 outcomes 
 

3. PAP defines 6 primary and 4 secondary sub-groups of interest 

– Tests for heterogeneous effects account for multiple inference 
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PAP disciplines discretion over the raw material… 
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Into a clear set of results with high internal validity 
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How does this work? 

• PAP document specifies: 

– Hypotheses and outcomes 

• Distinguish primary from secondary outcomes if relevant 

• Link outcomes to specific survey measures 

• Group outcomes into hypotheses / families 

 

– Econometric specifications 

• Design basics 

• Control set 

• Stratification variables 

• Clustering level, observations per cluster 

• Dimensions of heterogeneous treatment effects / sub-group analysis 

• Mean effects by level if relevant 
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Timeline 
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What the GoBifo PAP looks like 
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The working document 
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Econometric specifications 
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Econometric specifications (cont.) 
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Table III: Sensitivity to specification choices 
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Econometric specifications (cont. 2) 
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Heterogeneous effects appendix table 
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Outcomes by hypothesis 

• Text 

 

19 



Primary results table 
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“Raw results” appendix table 

• Text 
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Why this matters:  
The paper we could have written  
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Why this matters:  
The paper we could have written (v2) 



Incorporating omissions and learning 

• We forgot things: added a hypothesis ex post regarding 
project implementation by drawing together outcomes 
already in the PAP 

 

• We learned from research fieldwork and piloting: 
developed new measures of collective action (e.g. SCAs); 
threw out baseline measures with little variance 

 

• We acquired new information from program 
implementation: did not anticipate the focus on skills 
training, so added new measures to the endline survey 

 

• We added framing to ease interpretation: grouped 
hypotheses under two intuitive families ex post 
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A compromise:  
Limited flexibility with full transparency 

• Some flexibility is useful to counter downside risks of a 
“purist” approach 

– Rigidity may sti.e learning or limit leverage of all available 
information 

– Excessive up front costs may deter adoption 

 

• ... If it is accompanied by transparency to maintain the 
credibility of the pre-specification process 

– Report results with and without ex post adjustment 

– Identify what was pre-specified and when to allow readers to 
make their own informed judgments 
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Application 2: The Elections Project 

• Bidwell, Casey and Glennerster (ongoing) study the 
impact of debates between Parliamentary candidates on 
voter knowledge, policy alignment and vote choice, as 
well as candidate spending and politician performance 
 

• Key differences from the GoBifo application 

– Very tight implementation timeline: a matter of weeks between 
official announcement of candidates and Election Day 

– Early implementation/data collection stages designed to inform 
later stages, but not enough time to process and analyze data in 
between (pre-specification useful for planning, survey writing) 

– Cherry picking less of a risk as primary data source is a 15 minute 
exit poll with relatively few outcomes 

– Built more “upside” into the PAP 
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Timeline 
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Ultimate 
outcomes 
of interest 

Earlier stage 
learning 

opportunities 



How we built in some flexibility 

• From a purist perspective, we specified the main PAP 
governing the final stage exit poll outcomes first, while 
the exit poll was still in the field 
 

• To accommodate flexibility, that first PAP lays out the 
planned series of intermediate analyses including how 
earlier stages would inform later stages 
 

• We lodged a separate PAP for the intermediate stages 
before looking at that earlier data 
 

• After conducting the intermediate analysis, we lodged a 
revision to the main PAP before analyzing the final data 
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1st PAP governs ultimate final stage outcomes 
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Separate PAPs for intermediate stage 

• Text 
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Revised Final Stage PAP 
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Learning and algorithms to choose controls 

• We specified how we would choose control variables after 
looking at the data 

– In 1st PAP: 

 

 

 

– In Revised PAP: 
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Upside: One-sided tests 

• For outcomes with a clear theoretically predicted 
direction, we pre-specified one-sided tests  
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Upside: Bolstering descriptive analysis 

• Pre-specified potential causal mechanisms to add 
credibility to eventual descriptive analysis and inference 
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Conclusion 

• Pre-analysis plans (PAPs) help enhance the credibility of 
research  
 

• Pre-specification and PAPs are still in very early stages in 
economics 
 

• As norms evolve, one strategy to accommodate learning 
is limited flexibility with complete transparency 
 

• Include the most stringent “purist” specifications as a 
benchmark for more flexible or ex post adjustments 
 

• PAPs are not without costs, but offer opportunities for 
upside as well 
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