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Conventional development 

economics 
RCTs 

Research 

questions 

 Why are poor countries poor? 

 What should development 

strategy look like? 

 Why are poor households poor? 

 What development projects are 

effective? 

Methodology 

 Analytical models 

 Observational data 

 Search for quasi-experiments 

 Randomized control trials. 

Orientation 

 Mainstream economics with 

pervasive market and government 

failures. 

 Poor households are efficient but 

poor. 

 Institutions rule though we lack a 

good theory of how they change. 

 Mainstream microeconomics with 

pervasive market and government 

failures. 

 Households optimize under severe 

behavioral constraints.  

 Even bad institutions allow a lot of 

leeway for progress. 

Worldview 

 Development as incremental, with 

some win/win opportunities 

because equity and efficiency are 

not necessarily opposed.  

 Skepticism on poverty traps and 

big-push externalities. 

 Poverty as self-confirming at the 

household and community level.  

 The right interventions can 

generate incremental or even 

transformative improvements 

without changing the system.  

Impact on 

development 

thinking and 

practice 

 Dominant from late 1950s to early 

2000s (and still kicking). 

 Randomized evaluation (where 

feasible) now widely considered 

the gold standard for internal 

validity. 

 Focus on quality of evidence 

(‘identification’) intellectually 

dominant since around 2000. 

 Development agencies under 

tremendous pressure to fund 

evidence-based programs. 

 Progresa/Oportunidades and CCTs 

the first major proof of concept. 

 Publicly subsidized micro-lending 

probably the first casualty. 

Note: These traditions are not mutually exclusive and both have been well represented in Swarthmore’s Economics department 
over time. Profs Pack and Westphal (both retired) were in the conventional tradition, while Prof. Hollister (retired) was a 
champion of randomized evaluation long before it became popular in development economics. Prof. Chris Udry (Swarthmore 
grad) was a founder of the RCT revolution in development economics in his dissertation research at Yale in the late 1980s. 
Among those doing development research in today’s department, Professors Golub and O’Connell are mainly in the 
conventional tradition. Prof. Bhanot is mainly in the RCT tradition, and is collaborating extensively with leading researchers at 
the Busara Center in Nairobi, Kenya and elsewhere. Prof. Peck works in both traditions, including collaborations with Esther 
Duflo, another founder of the RCT tradition and also of JPAL.



 

 

From JPAL Impact Evaluation Methods (This table downloaded in 2016; for more recent content see https://www.povertyactionlab.org/research-resources/introduction-evaluations. 
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