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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This article is a‘replication in context’ of a flagship randomised control Received 23 June 2020
trial (RCT) conducted in Morocco on microcredit.'Replication in context’ Accepted 15 August 2021
consist:s in combin.ing t.he.quantitative replicatign of an RCT witha con- KEYWORDS

textualised analysis of its implementation and its political economy,in  Randomised control trials

the sense of the interplay between different stakeholders with divergent  sociology of science
and potentially conflicting interests, constraints and powers. Replication power

in context’draws on quantitative and qualitative data and uses the tools epistemology
of statistics, political economy and sociology of science. This method replication
allows us to describe the entire RCT production chain, from sampling, microfinance
data collection, data entry and recoding, estimates and interpretations

to publication and dissemination of the results. We find that this par-

ticular RCT does not respect the key principles of randomisation (imbal-

anced sampling and contamination) nor those of statistics (coding and

measurement problems, poor-quality data and arbitrary trimming

procedures). The qualitative analysis highlights the difficulties of imple-

menting a randomised protocol in the real world. Beyond this particular

case study, our analyses call into question the supposed superiority of

randomised methods, echoing the growing unease in an academic field

increasingly struggling to enforce the basic rules of ethics and scientific

deontology.

Introduction

In October 2019, Abhijit Banerjee, Esther Duflo and Michael Kremer jointly won the 51st
Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel. The three research-
ers were awarded ‘for their experimental approach to alleviating global poverty’ and for
having ‘turned development economics - the field that studies what causes global poverty
and how best to combat it - into a blossoming, largely experimental field’ (The Royal Swedish
Academy of Sciences 2019, 2). There are several reasons to welcome the prize. Whereas the
prize is overwhelmingly awarded to white North American men, this trio includes one woman
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(Esther Duflo is the second female winner) and one non-white (Banerjee is the second non-
white winner). The award brings to the fore the issue of poverty and the collection of primary
data, which has long been passed over by development economics. As a response to the
thorny counterfactual issue, field experiments, also called randomised control trials (hereafter
RCTs), theoretically offer the possibility of precisely isolating and quantifying the impact of
a development intervention, all other things being equal.

However, there is also cause to raise questions about the validity and repercussions of
the growing use of this method, which the prize may boost further. Among other issues,
RCTs are criticised for their inability to extend beyond the particularities of the interventions
studied (ie their external validity; Deaton and Cartwright 2018; Heckman 1991a), their inca-
pacity to make an optimal trade-off between bias and precision and to measure externalities
(ie their internal validity; Deaton and Cartwright 2018; Heckman 1991b; Ravallion 2020;
Rodrik 2009), the lack of rigour in their interpretation, and the massive recourse to storytelling
(Kabeer 2019; Labrousse 2020). Another type of critique focuses on the political economy
of RCTs. Some scholars argue that RCTs are in fact a new research business model (Bédécarrats,
Guérin, and Roubaud 2019b) combining several strategies (Donovan 2018): rhetorical (assert-
ing their superiority), emotional (arousing compassion), organisational (implementing enti-
ties specifically dedicated to the management of experiments), and institutional (controlling
access to journals and academic positions). This in turn transforms the field of development
into a new mode of governmentality (Berndt 2015) and knowledge (Kelly and McGoey 2018),
in which ‘causal certainty’ will eliminate ‘human suffering’ (Donovan 2018, 27). This paper
contributes to this debate by proposing a new method: a‘replication in context’ A‘replication
in context’ consists in combining the quantitative replication of an RCT (ie. the reproduction
of statistical analyses) with a contextualised analysis of the implementation of this RCT and
its political economy, in the sense of the interplay between different stakeholders with diver-
gent and potentially conflicting interests, constraints and powers. ‘Replication in context’
uses the tools of statistics, political economy and sociology of science and aims at retracing
the entire RCT production chain, from sampling, data collection, data entry and recoding,
estimates and interpretations to publication and dissemination of the results.

We chose an RCT on microcredit conducted in Morocco (Crépon et al. 2015), not only
because the microdata were available, which is of course a pre-condition, but also because
it is an emblematic RCT in the field of development, for several reasons explained below.

Ultimately, our paper explains three paradoxes. The first is the discrepancy between a
multiple error-impaired RCT and its academic success. The second paradox concerns the
diametrically opposed conclusions drawn by the RCT’s two main actors: the authors and the
funder. Crépon et al. (2015) and, more broadly, many RCT proponents hold up experimen-
tation as an example of scientific success from which more general lessons can be drawn.
By contrast, AFD, the funder, concludes that RCTs are valid only for a very narrow set of
interventions, while other methods should be preferred for many other interventions, includ-
ing microcredit. The third paradox lies in the contrast between the method’s supposed sim-
plicity (attributing and quantifying causal impact simply by comparing treatment group
with control group mean, based on the identification of an experimental counterfactual),
which is one of the fundamental arguments put forward by its promoters to justify the
scientific robustness of RCTs, and the high complexity of the protocol actually applied by
the case study considered here.
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The paper is organised as follows. The second section explains what we mean by ‘repli-
cation in context’ and details the method. The third section summarises the results of the
replication and the different shortcomings observed. We find that this particular RCT does
not respect the key principles of randomisation (because it falls victim to imbalanced sam-
pling and contamination) nor those of statistics (we identify coding and measurement prob-
lems, poor-quality data and arbitrary trimming procedures). The fourth section contextualises
the replication by exploring the difficulties of implementing a randomised protocol in the
real world, the gap between theory and practice, and the interplay between different stake-
holders at the origin of that gap. The fifth section delves further into the analysis and argues
that this gap results from the researchers’belief in the superiority of their method (Ravallion
2020). In the conclusion, we draw more general lessons: beyond this specific study, our
results call into question the supposed superiority of randomised methods, echoing the
growing unease in an academic field increasingly struggling to enforce the basic rules of
ethics and scientific deontology.

A‘replication in context’

The scientific community is increasingly recommending systematic replication to strengthen
the robustness of empirical research. A replication is a ‘study whose main purpose is to
determine the validity of one or more empirical results from a previously published study’
(Duvendack, Palmer-Jones, and Reed 2017, 47). In the field of development economics,
replications are still rare (Sukhtankar 2017). Qualitative analysis has already been carried out
on a few RCTs (Kabeer 2019; Morvant-Roux et al. 2014; Quentin and Guérin 2013; Rao,
Ananthpur, and Malik 2017), providing alternative interpretations to those of RCT researchers.
What we suggest here is different: a ‘replication in context’ mobilises qualitative data and
qualitative analysis to contextualise the implementation of the RCT itself and explore the
mechanisms underlying the scientific production of the experiment. Through a combination
of methods, a ‘replication in context’ makes it possible to scrutinise science in action. In so
doing, it offers a fresh look at the fabric, in the field, of experimental methods, from the
collection of data to the publication of results.

We focus on an RCT involving rural microcredit supplied by a leading Moroccan microcredit
institution (Al Amana, hereafter AAA), published by Crépon et al. (2015). There are a number
of reasons for the choice of this case study (AAA-RCT, hereafter). Naturally, the availability of
data, both quantitative and qualitative, was a primary requirement. The AAA-RCT micro-data
are freely available, making for an extremely thorough replication. We also had the unique
opportunity to access various qualitative data, which are described below. However, our choice
was also motivated by the fact that this is a flagship RCT, for a number of reasons. Microcredit
is a key RCT focus in the development field: at The Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL)
(the most active research centre in RCTs), 298 of its 1068 RCTs (complete or in progress as of
10 March 2021) are on financial issues.! An initial summary of RCT findings on microcredit was
published in 2015 in a special issue of the American Economic Journal: Applied Economics
(Banerjee, Karlan, and Zinman 2015). This summary was seen as a decisive contribution to
settling a long-standing debate on microcredit impact (Ogden 2017). Five years after its pub-
lication, the special issue has already been cited 4963 times (Google Scholar, March 10, 2021).
The AAA-RCT is one of six studies in the special issue, and exhibits many strengths that should
make it an exemplary RCT.
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The basic principle of an RCT is, in theory, simple. It consists in randomly assigning indi-
viduals to two groups within a homogeneous population. The first receives a ‘treatment’
(here, a microcredit); the second receives a placebo, a different intervention, a lesser degree
of exposure to the treatment, or nothing (here, nothing). After a certain period of time, the
two groups are compared in order to assess the effectiveness of the intervention (or to
analyse two distinct modalities, or a different degree of exposure to the treatment). Here,
the objective is to compare areas with and without microcredit, and this implies a number
of conditions. The first is the existence of areas that are free of any intervention and remain
so throughout the intervention. Here, the context seems ideal, since at the time the study
was launched, the microcredit provider was planning to expand into remote rural areas,
which are therefore assumed to be microcredit free. In addition, measures had been taken
to prevent competing microcredit organisations from entering the treatment area. As stated
by the authors in the introduction to their article:[The study] takes place in an area where
there is absolutely no other microcredit penetration, before or after the introduction of the
product, and for the duration of the study’ (Crépon et al. 2015, 124). Randomisation is a
second key condition: when randomised on a large sample size, the treatment and control
populations are expected be identical in both observable variables (poverty, number of
children, education, etc.) and‘unobservable’variables (eg confidence in business, attraction
for entrepreneurship, etc.).

Another condition is that take-up is high enough for there to be enough difference
between the control and treatment groups, and in turn sufficient statistical power to detect
significant effects. The use of models to predict which populations are more likely to take
up the intervention may be one way to compensate for low take-up. These methods are just
beginning to emerge, and the method elaborated by the AAA-RCT is considered a pioneer
(Banerjee, Karlan, and Zinman 2015). The AAA-RCT also innovates by measuring externalities,
ie the effects of microcredit on non-clients. Other basic conditions naturally include surveying
the same populations before and after the intervention, as well as the stability of the inter-
vention (if it changes over time, then the analysis is not clear as to what it is assessing). Last
but not least, other basic rules of statistical and econometric analysis include appropriate
coding of variables, elimination of outliers that may affect the mean (known as trimming)
and, when trimming changes the results, a discussion explaining the choices that are ulti-
mately made.

Given that the AAA-RCT is presented as innovative, while being equated with the canon-
ical ideal of an RCT, the special issue’s introduction relies extensively on Crépon et al. (2015)
to draw general conclusions on both the impact of microcredit and the potential of RCTs,
expanded on by the prediction model and measurement of externalities. The paper of
Crépon et al. (2015) is clearly an academic success, with 445 citations five years after publi-
cation (Google Scholar, 10 March 2021). We also note that the paper was written by some
of the most prestigious RCT proponents, which is taken as a guarantee of quality.

Our replication (published elsewhere as a companion paper: Bédécarrats et al. 2019a)
shows that the basic principles of an RCT are not in fact respected by the AAA-RCT in terms
of sampling, balance between treatment and control populations, and non-contamination.
The theoretical foundations of RCTs (simplicity of the method, comparison of comparable
villages with and without microcredit, rigorous analysis and good data quality) do not hold:
the protocol is extremely complex, the samples are biased, the data quality is poor and the
statistical treatments (trimming) are not rigorous.
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Two other types of data are then used to explain these shortcomings:

- Two of us participated in a qualitative field study designed specifically to complement
the AAA-RCT. In 2009, at the time of the endline survey, we conducted 79 semi-directive
interviews with different AAA stakeholders and players in the AAA environment (clients,
non-clients, loan officers and key local stakeholders such as imams, grocers and local
leaders) in a number of Moroccan regions (Morvant-Roux et al. 2014). This provided a
unique opportunity to observe the actual implementation of the RCT.

- This qualitative study was commissioned and financed by the same donor as the exper-
iment: the Agence Francaise de Développement (French Development Agency or AFD).
This gave us access to an almost exhaustive set of grey literature and internal documents
produced throughout the implementation of the AAA-RCT from design to dissemination:
AFD notes, steering committee reports and PowerPoint presentations, project monitoring
reports by the RCT research team, email exchanges, and academic articles published by
AFD researchers drawing lessons based on their experience.? We also conducted a series
of interviews, most of which were repeated over time, with some of the RCT’s key stake-
holders: AAA executive staff in charge of monitoring the RCT, AFD staff in the Research
Directorate’s Evaluation Department, and some members of the RCT research term.
However, exchanges with the latter were restricted to an interview with staff in charge
of supervising the field surveys and a brief discussion at the final presentation of the two
studies. Despite several requests, the RCT research team declined the invitation to col-
laborate. Although this obviously restricted the analysis, access to the grey literature
nevertheless captured their point of view.

These various data explain the results of our replication and the gap between theory and
practice. Our observations of the experiment’s implementation in real time and over time
take us behind the scenes of 'science in action’

Scientific research is often seen as a rational process, motivated primarily by the pursuit
of rigour, objectivity and excellence, and regulated by performance: the most rigorous the-
ories best able to explain and predict the world are likely to be considered the best and to
naturally prevail. However, the sociology of science shows that knowledge may well be a
scientific fabric, but it is also a social, cultural, economic and political fabric. Turning data
into scientific results is a complex process that entails a series of ‘translations’ involving a
multitude of factors (Desrosieres 2002; Latour and Woolgar 1979). Evidently, empirical data,
technical and analytical skills, and possibly theory, come into play. Yet the power of persua-
sion and the ‘rhetoric; ie ensuring that a result is convincing and disseminated, is just as
fundamental (McCloskey 1998). The unique data to which we had access enabled us to
reconstruct the entire results production chain, from the design of the protocol to the dis-
semination of the results. We show that these results are contingent on a series of trade-offs,
constraints, interpretations, actor interactions and power games.

The RCT and its replication

Between 2006 and 2010, a research team from J-PAL conducted an RCT in rural Morocco to
measure the impact of microcredit provided by AAA. AAA had already begun to expand into
rural areas. The RCT focussed on ‘remote areas, where AAA was then expanding. The
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experiment took place in 162 villages where 4465 households were surveyed at baseline
between 2006 and 2007.

The main results of the AAA-RCT can be summarised as follows. The programme had no
impact on the creation of micro-enterprises — although it boosted existing enterprises, mainly
in agriculture - or on various outcomes (income, capital, investment and profits). But neither
household income nor consumption improved, due to the reduction in income from paid work
outside the household. Positive impacts were also found to be heterogeneous. Microcredit
benefitted mainly the most profitable income-generating activities, with a negative impact
on others. No impacts were observed on women’s empowerment or externalities. Lastly, the
main conclusion was that, overall, the impact of microcredit was limited and should not be
overestimated. In addition, from a methodological point of view, the authors discussed the
sampling strategy they had developed to overcome the low take-up rate observed, suggesting
that it could serve as a model for other experiments given the recurrent nature of this problem.

We conducted three of the four types of replication in the typology proposed by Clemens
(2017): a‘replication test’ (which consists in using the same specifications as the authors on
the same sample to verify that the same results are found), itself subdivided into
‘replication-verification’ (to estimate measurement errors: baseline data, recoding and pro-
gramming) and ‘replication-reproduction’ (to identify sampling errors), and a ‘robustness
test’ in the subcategory of robustness reanalysis (by modifying the analyses from recoded
variables). The only type of replication not implemented is ‘robustness-extension; which
consists in reiterating the same study on other populations. The results of our replication are
detailed elsewhere (Bédécarrats et al. 2019a). We summarise the main results here.

Protocol complexity and confusion about who and what is being evaluated

Far from the simplicity that is one of the major assets of the RCT methodology, the protocol
used differs significantly from this canonical framework. Compared to a classical RCT, it is
particularly complex since it relied on a prediction model that was supposed to compensate
for the low take-up rate, and it was adjusted during implementation to add 1433 more
households to the sample at endline, to further cope with the low take-up. The different
steps and components of the AAA-RCT protocol are described in the Appendix and sum-
marised in Figure 1. Complexity is not in itself a problem. The problem is that, ultimately, as
we will see below, it is difficult to get a clear idea of the impact of what is ultimately being
estimated, and on whom (Bernard, Delarue, and Naudet 2012).

Substantial and significant imbalances between treatment and control groups

As noted above, the random draw theoretically ensures that the populations are similar. The
purpose of randomisation is to minimise imbalances between the treatment and control
populations, so the differences observed at endline stem exclusively from the effect of treat-
ment. Yet we found substantial and significant imbalances in the baseline for a number of
important variables, including the RCT’s outcome variables. Possibly in relation to this, we
estimated implausible ‘treatment effects’on certain variables, eg on household head, gender
and spoken language. We also found sampling errors. For example, sex and age composition
for 20% of the households interviewed at baseline and reportedly re-interviewed at endline
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Figure 1. The AAA-RCT survey protocol.

Note: BLS = BaseLine Survey; ELS = EndLine Survey; HH: Households; PS = Score of propensity to borrow, estimated at vari-
ous stages of the protocol. Q,-Q, = quartiles of estimated propensities (Q4 is the highest). Non available = not provided by
the data available on line. The treatment-control distribution of the 1,300 HH in the pilot survey is unknown.

differs to such an extent that it is implausible that the same households were re-interviewed
in these cases. In addition, we found that sample characteristics differed in substantial ways
from the population’s characteristics. The number of household members in the sample grew
on average from 5.17 to 6.13 between the baseline and endline surveys. The national census,
however, reported that Moroccan rural households shrank from an average of 6.03 members
in 2004 to an average of 5.35 members in 2014. Such discrepancies raise questions about the
sample’s representativeness, and hence undermine the external validity of this study.

Contamination

Another basic principle of RCTs is to compare a population with and without intervention
(treatment group/control group). Measuring who had the intervention (in this case, micro-
credit) and who did not is crucial to ensure that there was no ‘contamination’ Replication
highlights two results. First, data on access to microcredit are unreliable, which is critical to
the integrity of the analysis. Rather than using their own survey for this variable, the researchers
used the data provided by the microcredit provider, believing it to be more reliable. Yet there
is no reason why this should be the case, for reasons explained in detail in our companion
paper (Bédécarrats et al. 2019a). Furthermore, if we use the survey data, we observe that both
populations already had access to formal credit at baseline, albeit different credit than AAA.
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Access to credit remained stable in the treatment group between baseline and endline, while
it was decreasing in the control group, for various reasons explained later. Our results chal-
lenge the very meaning of this RCT: what was tested was not the impact of the introduction
of microcredit in ‘virgin’ areas, but rather the replacement of other formal sources with one
microcredit source in the treatment group and credit rationing in the control group.

Coding errors

We documented numerous coding errors. For instance, the appraisal of agricultural assets
at endline omitted two types of assets (tractors and reapers), which happen to be the most
valuable assets owned by surveyed households. These assets had been included in the
household asset appraisal at baseline, and their removal at endline was never mentioned
by the authors. Inclusion of tractors and reapers in asset appraisal increases the sample’s
average value of agricultural assets per household by 470% (from 1377 Moroccan dirhams
to 5111 Moroccan dirhams). The identified coding errors altered some 80% of the observa-
tions. Yet assets are a key variable in the impact analysis.

Arbitrary trimming

Trimming (ie discarding households that display remarkably high values on some variables)
can significantly alter the results of statistical and econometric analysis. Here, not only did
the researchers use an inconsistent trimming technique, but the - arbitrary — choice of
threshold modified the results considerably. Crépon et al. (2015) reported a balanced sample
at baseline after removing extreme values on 24 variables over 459 observations (10.3% of
the sample). At endline, however, they trimmed 27 observations (0.5% of the sample) dif-
ferently by removing them entirely. Moving the endline trimming threshold by just 0.2%
(removing a dozen observations, more or less) produces radically different results in terms
of sales, expenses, investment and profits. No other trimming threshold would have pro-
duced results consistent with their published findings, and no other paper in the same special
issue used a similar trimming method or threshold.

The authors produced a reply to our replication, entitled ‘Rejoinder; rejecting most of the
errors we documented. They referred to our analysis, but they do not appear to have repli-
cated or closely analysed its statistical content, and their rejoinder therefore contains numer-
ous factual errors and omissions. We published a review of their main arguments in response
to our replication.? We found that all the coding, measurement and sampling errors docu-
mented in our replication still hold.

We have seen that some basic principles of randomised experimentation and statistical
analysis were not respected. Qualitative analysis helps us understand how such errors could
have occurred, and also reveals that other basic principles were not respected either.

Behind the scenes of data collection

The sociology of science shows that scientific production, even in the life sciences, is inex-
tricably linked with multiple socio-political dynamics involving a broad diversity of actors,
who in turn have multiple and sometimes divergent rationalities, interests and constraints.
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In this case, the AAA-RCT was conducted, in theory, in a very favourable context: a highly
reputable research laboratory (J-PAL); a donor with expertise in both microcredit and
research; and a leading microfinance institution (MFI) on the Moroccan and global markets
(in 2005, AAA was ranked among the 30 ‘best’ MFls worldwide by Mix Market, a worldwide
microcredit platform) in the midst of an expansion phase in supposedly virgin areas. Although
all the conditions were in place for a study of outstanding quality, implementation proved
much more complex and problematic. In fact, the different actors involved did not necessarily
react as foreseen in the theoretical protocol. Such was the case for respondents and their
families, but also competing microcredit organisations, local loan officers, the research firm
in charge of data collection, investigators and staff in charge of data entry. Actors’interactions
gave rise to various discrepancies with key aspects of the theoretical protocol, which the
research team did not anticipate or monitor properly when that was precisely its role.

Distortion of the protocol: product and sampling

In terms of sampling, as seen above, the research team set out to randomly select 81 pairs
of villages in areas where AAA planned to expand. In theory, two rules were supposed to
dictate the choice of villages: an operational rule (to avoid disrupting AAA’s expansion by
focussing on areas far from the new branches, which were therefore isolated, low population
density areas guaranteed in principle to be ‘virgin’ credit zones) and a methodological rule
(to form pairs of supposedly equivalent villages). The microcredit supply was assumed to be
stable and fixed (J-PAL 2006, DI_1: 26).* In practice, however, the final sampling did not
adhere to these rules. The ‘isolation’ criterion was not always fulfilled: our qualitative study
finds a diversity of contexts, including suburban villages that do not meet the criteria of
‘remote areas’ at all (Morvant-Roux et al. 2014).

The lack of initial credit, a key factor in isolating the effect of microcredit, as asserted by the
research team (Crépon 2007, |_7), was not verified, as mentioned above. Both the RCT research
term and AFD had anticipated risks of ‘contamination’ (where the control population has access
to the intervention) in the shape of competing MFIs entering control villages, a much-discussed
point (see eg AFD 2008, DI_3). However, our replication turns up another form of contamina-
tion: the target villages already had access to microcredit at baseline. At endline, competing
MFls had disappeared, AAA was the main MFI, and the RCT ultimately studied the substitution
of AAA for other formal credits. Our qualitative survey helps explain the withdrawal of other
MFIs. AAA's director drew on his charisma and role as president of the Moroccan MFI network
to convince the other MFls not to compete with AAA in the study areas (unaware that they
were already there, although they nonetheless withdrew, at least in part). In addition, mid-sur-
vey in 2008, the Moroccan microcredit sector was in the throes of a serious default crisis, which
saw the entire sector’s rural portfolio shrink from 65% to 47% of the total portfolio (Rozas 2014).
When interviewed in March 2018, the former AAA development manager confirmed that, after
the crisis, the risk of contamination diminished considerably.

Another major issue is the low take-up. The RCT research team had proposed from the
outset to focus on households with a‘high probability’ of taking out microcredit, but had not
expected take-up to be so low. In the initial project document, the team anticipated a‘very
high'participation rate based on AAA’s urban experience (J-PAL 2006, DI_1: 13). The problem
emerged in the second wave (AFD 2007, DI_2). Participation was both low and heterogeneous,
ranging from 0% to 55% depending on the village. To compensate for this low take-up, the
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RCT research team made several modifications. The first modification was to change the
intervention (microcredit supply) by launching further information campaigns, introducing
one-off bonuses for agents, and withdrawing the minimum quota for women. Take-up
became an‘obsession’for both research team and loan officers, who used the term themselves
and had to resort to multiple strategies to convince villagers to take out microcredit. These
included awareness campaigns, expanding the selection criteria and pushing back the usual
village borders in the hope of finding more clients. As these measures proved insufficient,
the team modified the sampling method as mentioned above (modification of prediction
models, and addition of new households at endline). Villages with zero take-up were dropped
(AFD 2009, DI_4: 2). These adjustments call into question the study’s external validity. The
AFD team clearly raised this issue in their own paper published at the end of the experiment:
which product was evaluated, since the supply changed as the experiment progressed; and
what were the evaluation criteria, since the sampling rules changed constantly and were
unable to predict borrowing propensities (Naudet, Delarue, and Bernard 2012)?

Poor data quality

Data collection and entry were subcontracted to consultancy firm Team Maroc, specialised
in engineering but with no experience of statistical surveys whatsoever. An AFD field mission
team observed serious data collection dysfunctions at an early stage (AFD 2008, DI_3). These
included translation problems because the interviewers did not speak Berber, a language
spoken by a large part of the target population.® The interviewers therefore made use of
impromptu translators, including local leaders (mokadem), raising problems of comprehen-
sion and response bias (AFD 2008, DI_3).

Another concern was the number of respondents in households and extended house-
holds, which appeared to be improvised depending on the presence and availability of
people and their ability to speak. These observations probably explain in part the significant
discrepancies between baseline and endline mentioned in the previous section. However,
the size of the gap suggests another explanation: some households may not have been the
same from one period to the other, as confirmed by our replication. Absence of a precise
address calls for precise tracking techniques, which may have been neglected. Some inter-
viewers, constrained by time (and perhaps poorly supervised), may simply have interviewed
households available at the time of their visit. At the end of their field mission, the AFD team
made carefully formulated recommendations to improve the quality of the data collected.
Their report was even followed by a letter to the Director of the Paris School of Economics
(which hosts J-PAL Europe), dated 19 May 2008, in which AFD expressed its concerns about
the potential repercussions of these shortcomings on the experiment’s results. The letter
also raised the data entry issues the team had observed: corrections, when made, appeared
to be made arbitrarily without necessarily referring to the questionnaires. The RCT research
team responded to the letter on 19 July 2008, challenging the gravity of the problems and
arguing that they did not call into question the internal validity of the experiment.
Nevertheless, the next steering committee meeting (January 2009) decided that all the ques-
tionnaires already entered (ie all the baseline and some endline questionnaires) were to be
sent to the French National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE) to be re-en-
tered. This shows the severity of the problem (AFD 2009, DI_4).



THIRD WORLD QUARTERLY 2679

The January 2009 steering committee report also highlighted the poor quality of the data
(AFD 2009, DI_4). The RCT research team put the problem down to a lack of financial and
human resources (level of education and remuneration). However, all the investigators were
highly educated (four years of university or a master’s degree) for this type of work (AFD
2008, DI_3). But they were obviously not (or not sufficiently) trained in either household
survey tools or this survey’s particularities, as any survey would require. Moreover, AFD had
granted in full the additional budget requested by J-PAL precisely to enable J-PAL to carry
out its activities in the best possible conditions.

At the January 2009 steering committee meeting, the AFD team once again brought up
the data collection problems.® Additional supervisors (outside Team Maroc) were recruited
by the RCT research team to check data quality for the rest of the survey. But the survey was
already well underway, since the endline survey had started.

A close examination of the different stages of the experiment, and in-depth knowledge
of the field, including the different stakeholders, all of whom had their own motivations and
constraints, provides initial insights into the errors listed in the first part of the paper: respon-
dents who were far from convinced of the merits of microcredit and did not want it (thereby
strongly distorting the protocol); competing microcredit organisations that needed to be
convinced not to enter survey areas, but were actually already there and subsequently with-
drew, either at the instigation of AAA (and its director) or because of the crisis (which ulti-
mately changed the study focus to the substitution of AAA for other formal credits); loan
officers ‘obsessed’ with participation (ultimately changing the microcredit products to
increase take-up); a non-specialised consultancy firm; highly educated but undertrained
investigators who did not always speak the local language (impairing data quality); members
of the households surveyed who interfered during the interviews; and local leaders brought
on board as impromptu translators (and thus likely to generate response bias).

Behind the scenes of scientific knowledge production and dissemination

Our behind-the-scenes exploration of the data collection explains some of the errors found
by our replication. We now need to explore behind the scenes of the scientific fabric to fully
understand the three paradoxes presented in the introduction to this paper. As the sociology
of science has shown, the use of assertiveness and the art of citation and positioning (relying
on, refuting or denigrating existing evidence) can turn an assertion that might seem specu-
lative into an irrefutable statement (McCloskey 1998). This art of formulation and persuasion
is at the heart of the struggle among researchers, laboratories and schools of thought.
However, the struggle is fundamentally asymmetrical and cumulative, similar to Bourdieu’s
concept of capital (Bourdieu 1975). A statement is all the more credible if it is made by
researchers whose credibility is already recognised. And it is much easier for an already
credible researcher to resort to assertiveness and denigration (Latour and Woolgar 1979).
The process is all the more cumulative in that research is a specific‘'market’ where‘producers’
are also ‘consumers’: scientific credibility comes solely from peers (Bourdieu 1975).

Loose compliance with statistical good practices

Proponents of RCTs in development economics imported the method from the world of
medicine without due consideration of the critical discussions, conditions for their use and
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questions already raised about them in the public health sphere (Krauss 2018). They also
disregarded the debates specific to data collection. In most quantitative empirical research
protocols, there is a division of labour between data collectors and analysts: the former are
statisticians, the latter economists (econometricians or mathematicians). With few exceptions
(Deaton 1997; Grosh and Glewwe 2000), few people can occupy both ends of the spectrum.
These are full-fledged jobs, requiring distinct skills and training. Statisticians are responsible
for the accuracy of the measurement, economists for its relevance, its analysis and the rela-
tions and interactions between data. Both activities are essential for the final production of
reasonable results, even if the former have less social prestige than the latter (Desrosiéres
2002). Here, the multiple errors in data collection and data entry reflect a clear lack of expe-
rience with data collection best practices, as if the purely technical skills required in the
second stage (econometrics: addressing bias issues, selection and identification of a coun-
terfactual) exempted researchers from all the know-how necessary for the first stage (col-
lection of good-quality data).

The disconnect between the researchers and the field is another illustration of this. The
RCT research team belongs to J-PAL, in which there is a strict division of labour between
project managers, doctoral candidates and field staff (supervisors and investigators). The
latter are ultimately given considerable responsibility for which they are not adequately
trained (Jatteau 2018), and that is probably what happened here.

Lastly, any quantitative survey requires a preliminary exploratory step, in the form of pilot
surveys and possibly qualitative analyses, to be able to develop a protocol and questionnaires
tailored to the local realities. This was planned in the project document (J-PAL 2006; DI_1),
but given the poor quality of data collected, it might be asked whether this stage was prop-
erly conducted.

Ignoring criticism

Whereas J-PAL has used this study to build a universal narrative on the impact of microcredit,
AFD has used it to build its expertise on the method and concludes, on the contrary, that
RCTs are inadequate in many cases to measure the impact of development projects. The gap
between the conclusions of the two teams is patent: this is the second paradox highlighted
in the introduction. But the research team overlooks it. As early as 2009, while endline was
still in progress, AFD began to publicly share its experience of RCTs, drawing on AAA and
another study conducted in Cambodia at the same time (Delarue 2009, |_9). Their conclusions
are clear: they highlight the method’s challenges in terms of rigorously evaluating impact
given the multiple breaches of protocol that the AFD team partially identified (problem of
representativeness and product change) and the time constraints that compelled a focus
on the short term.

This conclusion was then shared at a number of international events (12 public presen-
tations, national and international, between 2009 and 2013). It was published as an academic
paper relatively quickly, in both French (Naudet, Delarue, and Bernard 2012) and English
(Bernard, Delarue, and Naudet 2012). In that paper, the AFD team considers that RCTs are
ultimately only suitable for small projects, which the authors describe as ‘tunnel projects,
with short-term impacts, clearly identified and easily measurable inputs and outputs, uni-
directional (A causes B) linear causality and, lastly, not subject to the risks of low participation
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by targeted populations. Microcredit is not such a case. The AAA study also fed into a 2015
AFD report on impact evaluation (Pamies-Sumner 2015). It situates the AFD’s lessons in the
broader debates of the evaluation community, where a consensus is emerging in favour of
methodological pluralism and the need to no longer consider RCTs as the ‘gold standard;
but a‘good standard

In other words, the experience enabled AFD to build up expertise on the topic, both
internally — at least for a while, AFD stopped financing RCTs and its evaluation committee
endorsed the idea of giving preference to other methods, mixed if possible - but also exter-
nally by contributing to the international debates. Yet there can be no doubt as to the asym-
metry of the positions: the two versions of the AFD article have each been cited only 22
times to date (Google Scholar, 10 February 2021).

Not only do Crépon et al. (2015) make no mention of the AFD’s publications, they also
pass over all breaches of the original protocol. All empirical scientific practices use ‘tweaking’
in that field constraints imply adaptation, compromise, approximations and imperfections.
However, RCTs have two specific features. The method’s alleged simplicity (simple compar-
ison of means) is presented as an argument for superiority over more traditional methods,
such as macroeconomic models and microeconometrics based on observational or qua-
si-experimental data. But this argument of simplicity contrasts with the extraordinary com-
plexity of the final protocol described in the previous sections, due to both the requirements
of randomisation and the multitude of actors involved. It is precisely this complexity that
makes RCTs particularly prone to ‘tweaking' Lastly, the question might be asked as to why
the authors of the study can afford to make this omission, despite the AFD’s repeated (and
public) warnings. Given their high profile, it may be assumed that they can get away with
it: with their capital already built up, they can place themselves above criticism (Bourdieu
1975), even if such criticism has been made public.

Claiming universality and omitting context

Given the many amendments to the sampling protocol, the target population’s profile, as
we have already seen, is particularly unclear (see also Wydick 2016). Contextualisation is
therefore key to explain the type of population studied (Pritchett and Sandefur 2015). Our
replication has already led us to propose a radically different statement: the AAA-RCT does
not compare clients and non-clients, but actually substitutes AAA for other sources of credit
already available. This statement can be refined by the qualitative study conducted by two
of us while endline was in progress. Our study focussed, among other aspects, on the use
of microcredit (Morvant-Roux et al. 2014). Contrary to client statements (reported by the
RCT research team: Crépon et al. 2015, 134), we observed a massive use of microcredit (from
60% to 80% depending on ecotype systems) for everyday consumption, durable goods and
housing. Our work turned up two reasons for the low use of microcredit for non-farm entre-
preneurship (less than 10%) and livestock (10-30%): lack of market opportunities for the
former (except in suburban areas, and then in small proportions) and limited expansion
opportunities for the latter due to strong labour and grazing constraints. However, this
observation was not incompatible with positive general equilibrium impacts (which our
protocol did not enable us to measure): housing, a major consumer of raw materials and
local labour, is likely to have strong spillover effects (unlike small retail trade, whose substi-
tution effects are well known). Our conclusions therefore differed significantly from those
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of Crépon et al. (2015), including in their theoretical analysis of the processes at work, albeit
with their own limitations inherent in qualitative analyses. Aware of this, we asked the RCT
research team several times if we could discuss and compare our methods and results. They
were not interested in collaborating. Note also that the frequent use of microcredit for activ-
ities that do not generate direct income was already widely recognised (see eg Collins et al.
2009). This significantly alters the causal chains underlying the impact processes (and there-
fore the theory of change used by many RCT proponents, both in Crépon et al. (2015) and
in the general introduction to the special issue (Banerjee, Karlan, and Zinman 2015).

Bypassing certain rules of scientific ethics?

A question may also be raised concerning respect for certain basic rules of scientific conduct.
This problem appears to be growing in the scientific community as a whole (Heckman and
Moktan 2020). In the research world, knowledge validation is based on the‘peer review’ prin-
ciple, referring to the collective activity of researchers who critically and anonymously judge
the work of their peers. Yet for this to happen, numerous ethical rules need to be respected,
starting with the management of conflicts of interest between authors and members of journal
editorial boards. Editorial favouritism is a recognised and demonstrated process, particularly
among economists (Fourcade, Ollion, and Algan 2015). It is usually based on close social ties
between editors and authors, such as being members or former members of the same faculty,
having the same PhD, and co-publication or PhD supervision (see eg Colussi 2018). Here, the
article was published in a journal founded by one of the authors — American Economic Journal:
Applied Economics. The author was editor-in-chief of the publication at the time and co-author
of two articles in the special issue in which Crepon et al. 2015 was published. Two of the three
editors of the special issue were members of the editorial board and co-authors of an article.
Finally, nearly half of the authors of all the articles in the issue (11 out of 25) were also members
of J-PAL, and four others were associate researchers of J-PAL or PhD students supervised by
J-PAL members. Is there not a conflict of interest here, which might explain why the article
was published despite its many shortcomings?

Conclusion

The purpose of this article was to describe the production chain behind a scientific result,
from sampling, data collection, data entry and recoding, estimates and interpretations to
publication and dissemination of results. It was based on unique data, allowing for a‘repli-
cation in context’ of a randomised trial, combining the replication of quantitative data with
a qualitative analysis of the implementation of this randomised trial in the field and in real
life. It also aimed to shed light on three paradoxes: the academic success of the AAA-RCT
results when its validity, both internal and external, is problematic; the contradictory results
of the two research teams concerned: the RCT research team used the study as a basis for
drawing universal conclusions, while the funder has dropped RCTs as its main method of
impact assessment; and a complex survey protocol when simplicity is precisely the key
argument put forward for the alleged superiority of RCTs. Our analyses reveal, in part, pro-
cesses traditionally observed in the sociology of science. ‘Tweaking;, translation, strategic
positioning (by means of references to existing literature or their omission), competition
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and asymmetry of positions are common currency in scientific production. Other evaluation
methods are also not free of bias or errors.” Increasing pressure to publish is behind much
abuse. We know just how much the diktat of ‘publish or perish’is shaping the academic world
and causing many failings: salami-slicing, plagiarism, duplication, multiple signatures and
even fraud (Necker 2014). The observed abuse is merely an illustration of the limitations of
an academic system that no longer has the means to assess the quality of the research
conducted (Heckman and Moktan 2020). Neither is it exceptional to find peer review rules
sidestepped and conflicts of interest passed over, as we have also mentioned. More broadly,
economists in general have a sense of superiority over other social sciences due, among
other things, to their closer proximity to the experimental sciences, business and political
power. This dismissive attitude underpins their epistemological isolation and their claim to
‘find solutions’ (Fourcade, Ollion, and Algan 2015).

The scientific conduct observed here clearly reflects these two aspects, both the growing
difficulty of economists to respect the basic principles of the scientific profession (Necker
2014) and their dismissive attitude towards other disciplines and methods, which is expressed
here amongst economists themselves (Kvangraven 2020).

What can we learn from this analysis and from the use of RCTs in the field of microcredit
and more broadly in development economics? An analysis of five other microcredit RCTs,
published in the same special issue, finds similar difficulties: low take-up and compliance
resulting in low statistical power; sampling constraints resulting in highly specific popula-
tions; and loose interpretation of results implying a highly specific, but not at all explicit,
theory of change and poverty (Bédécarrats, Guérin, and Roubaud 2020). An overview of the
contribution of RCTs in the field of global health, sanitation and governance also highlights
numerous limitations. In the end, it seems that the randomised method is most useful for
testing behavioural responses to different forms of intervention, whereas impact analysis,
which was its initial raison d'étre, is much more challenging (Morduch 2020).

Our purpose is not to reject RCTs, since they remain appropriate and legitimate for certain
precisely circumscribed policies. However, they should still be conducted by the book, take
their feasibility and ethical implications seriously by aligning with best practices established
in the medical world, and interface with other methods. Although RCTs remain fit and
proper for certain precisely defined policies, other methods can and should be used too.

Quantitative observational data (ie of a population for which the researcher does not
control the treatment) can be just as statistically rigorous (Ravallion 2020). It is also crucial
to rebalance research efforts to take in other components of the analytic chain: what
might have been gained (in theory) in terms of causal attribution, and overinvestment
in this area, has left other equally important aspects by the wayside. First and foremost,
there is the question of data quality, all too often sacrificed out of a lack of interest and
competence. At the same time, closer attention should be paid to the question of sample
designs. All too often, the implications of the use of complex sample designs are
overlooked.

Last but not least, when dealing with complex causal chains, which is the case with many
development interventions, qualitative methods (semi-structured interviews, focus groups,
participant observation, ethnography, case studies, life stories, etc.) are often the only way
to really address the thorny question of causality (White and Masset 2018). This also supposes
an epistemological break: the objective is no longer to set out to lay down universal laws,
but to explain causal links specific to a particular time and place.
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Notes

1. Data available from the J-PAL website (https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluations), ac-
cessed on 7 March 2021.

2. The use of this grey literature led us to adopt a specific referencing system. The published doc-
uments mentioned in the body of the text have the usual notation. Public presentations in the
form of slides are noted ‘I'and internal documents are noted ‘ID" Lists of both are given in the
Appendix.

3.  Both papers (the response of Crépon et al. and our response to their response) can be found
here: https://dial.ird.fr/publications/documents-de-travail-working-papers#chapitre_2

4.  The notes and reports cited here are listed in the Appendix.

5. The 2014 general census found that between 30% and 40% of the Moroccan population spoke
Berber, with 16% of the population speaking only Berber (including distinct dialects). This rate
rose to 80% and even 100% in some remote rural areas. See http://www.axl.cefan.ulaval.ca/
afrique/maroc-1demo.htm, last accessed on 28 March 2019.

6. 'Thelength of the questionnaires, poor interviewer motivation and the lack of supervision may
affect the quality of the data collected’ (AFD 2009, DI_4, our translation).

7. Inthefield of development, see for instance (Camfield, Duvendack, and Palmer-Jones 2014).
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Appendix
Description of the AAA-RCT protocol

A set of 162 villages were selected in the area where AAA planned to expand, within which 81 pairs
of villages were formed based on observable variables recorded by a short preparatory survey prior
to the RCT. For each pair, one village was randomly assigned to the treatment group and the other to
the control group. In the 81 treatment villages, AAA started to provide microcredit, opening branches
and offering microcredit services similar to those offered in urban areas (collective and individual
loans). In each of the 162 villages, a short preparatory survey was administered either to all house-
holds in villages with up to 100 households or to 100 randomly selected households in larger villages.
This population was then divided into two groups: the ‘high borrowing propensity’ households, cor-
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responding to the last quartile of a propensity score estimated from the preparatory survey, and the
‘lower borrowing propensity’ group. All households in the first group were included in the sample,
along with five households in the second group. Two surveys were then conducted on the sampled
households: the pre-AAA baseline survey, before the intervention, conducted in four successive
waves between 2006 and 2007, and the endline survey conducted two years later, after the interven-
tion. To this sample of 4465 households, an additional sample of 1433 households with a ‘very high
borrowing propensity’ was added to cope with the low take-up rate observed over time. The latter
were drawn from among the households that formed the subject of the short preparatory survey,
based on the calculation of a new better-adjusted propensity score taking into account the house-
holds that had actually taken out microcredit between baseline and endline. They could only be fully
interviewed at the endline. The three samples (initial ‘high borrowing propensity’ and ‘lower borrow-
ing propensity;, plus the subsequent ‘very high borrowing propensity’) were mixed after calculating
new extrapolation coefficients to ensure representativeness at the level of each village. The propen-
sity score was used as an instrument to assess the local average treatment effect, in addition to inten-
tion to treat and treatment on the treated effects. This particularity is presented as an essential and
unprecedented contribution to this experiment.
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