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What is an RCT?  

ÁRCT = Randomized Controlled Trial  

 

ÁGoal: to assess the impact of an intervention.  

 

Á Impact is defined as the difference between: 

ÁHow things are at endline 

ÁHow things would have been without the intervention 

Read more in 10 Things You Need to Know About Causal Inference  

http://egap.org/resources/guides/causality/


What is an RCT?  

 

ÁChallenge: how do you know what would have happened 

without the program? 

 

ÁStrategy: Use randomization.  

Read more in 10 Strategies for Figuring Out if X Caused Y 
( http:// egap.org/resources/guides/identification )  

http://egap.org/resources/guides/identification
http://egap.org/resources/guides/identification
http://egap.org/resources/guides/identification


What is an RCT?  

ÁRandom assignment of units  

ÁUnits eg people, schools, villages, etc. assigned to treatment 

and control groups  

ÁRandomly assigning units means: 

ÁThere is no systematic difference between treatment units 

and control units except for the fact of being treated 

ÁThe expected average outcome in the control group is the 

same as the expected average outcome that would have 

been seen in the treatment group if they were not treated  

Read more in 10 Things You Need to Know About Randomization 

http://egap.org/resources/guides/randomization/


What are the benefits of RCTs?  

Most credible way to 
demonstrate impact 

 

ÁIdentify successful programs 

ÁDemonstrate impact 

ÁIdentify factors that 
influence effectiveness 

ÁUnderstand how an 
intervention works 



Time 
Time 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
before-after comparison? 

Å Before-after comparisons can be very misleading especially in changing environments 

Å Consider these situations (the black line is the path the unit was on, the redline is the 
change due to the program) 
ï In the first case the program helped even though things are worse at endline than at baseline 

ï In the second  case the program did harm even though things are better at endline than at baseline 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Å Lesson: To get the right answer you need to know not just what happened, but also 
what would have happened 

 

 

 



When to do an RCT? 
ÁYou are not sure if a strategy is effective 

ÁYou donõt know which of two strategies are the best ones to use 

ÁYou believe a strategy is effective but need to demonstrate it to 
skeptics 

ÁThe intervention has not started yet (ex post evaluations are much 
weaker than evaluations planned ahead of time) 



When NOT to do an RCT? 

ÁThe program is small 

Áexperiments canõt detect an effect 

ÁThe intervention is known to be effective 

Áuse your resources to give the program to more people 

ÁRandomization is either politically or ethically not 

feasible  



Á Costs depend on 

ÁNeed to collect original data 

ÁSample size 

ÁNumber of waves of data collection 

ÁCountry-specific logistical costs 

 

 

RCTs that use administrative data can 
be free 

 

But if extensive data collection is 
needed in difficult areas they can cost 
$30,000 - $400,000 

 

 

 

How much does it cost? 


