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The award of the Nobel Prize in economics always 
triggers an outbreak of controversy, and this year’s 
award to Abhijit Banerjee, Esther Duflo and Michael 

Kremer is no exception. The three are highly respected and 
many people welcomed the decision to honour Duflo in 
particular, as only the second woman ever to win the prize. 

The controversy concerns instead the recognition the Nobel 
committee gave to the method the three scholars have 
brought to economics: randomised controlled trials (RCTs). 
As the citation put it: “This year’s Laureates have introduced 
a new approach to obtaining reliable answers about the best 
ways to fight global poverty… They have shown that these 
smaller, more precise, questions are often best answered via 
carefully designed experiments among the people who are 
most affected.” In their new book, Good Economics for Hard 
Times, Banerjee and Duflo emphasise that good economics 
is based on evidence, writing of “the urgent need to set 
ideology aside and advocate for things most economists 
agree on, based on the recent research”.

Interest in the use of RCTs in economics has exploded 
since the mid-1990s, when the trio began to publish their 
work exploring questions such as whether free meals or 
free textbooks are more effective in improving educational 
outcomes for Kenyan children, or whether adding a free 
bag of lentils as an incentive will persuade more parents in 
Indian villages to get their children vaccinated. The method 
has often been described as the gold standard for economics 
evidence. Banerjee and Duflo established at MIT a Poverty 
Action Lab deploying RCTs around the world. The American 
Economic Association maintains a register of new RCTs and 
the many enthusiasts for this method of reducing poverty 
even have a name: the randomistas. 

How can the use of an empirical approach imported from 
medicine and some of the “hard” sciences be controversial? 
There are two powerful critiques. One often voiced by 
economists working in the pre-RCT and somewhat heterodox 
tradition of development economics is that the micro-
intervention focus of the randomistas entirely overlooks the 
macroeconomic and political context. While not disputing the 
impact of some RCTs on the effectiveness of policies, critics 
point out that this ignores structural economic disadvantage.

As Ingrid Kvangraven, lecturer in international development 
at the University of York, expressed it: “While such small 

interventions might generate positive results at the micro-
level, they do little to challenge the systems that produce the 
problems.” From this perspective, to set the ideology aside is 
to do bad economics. 

The second critique concerns the uncritical celebration of 
RCTs as a method of empirical investigation. Its most forceful 
voice is Angus Deaton, a previous Nobel winner and another 
highly respected development economist. In a new paper, 
he writes: “RCTs have no special status… There is no gold 
standard.” He is concerned about the ethics of running 
RCTs in poor countries, exactly where they have been most 
widely used. Often commissioned by western aid agencies 
or research funders, RCTs frequently involve an externally 
determined view about what is best for the experimental 
subjects. To put it bluntly – as Deaton does – rich people are 
experimenting on poor people. 

He sees the fashion for RCTs as similar to the Silicon Valley 
view that problems have technical fixes: “There is no great 
difference between designing a gadget and designing social 
policy. Both are exercises for engineers.” Duflo herself has 
described the economist as a “plumber”, naturally seeing this 
as a positive where Deaton considers it as either irrelevant or 
dangerous. 

Banerjee, Duflo and Kremer deserve the Nobel Prize. The 
three are brilliant economists and have had a significant 
impact on their discipline. But the critiques of their flagship 
method are powerful. The rather heated debate about the 
award is a healthy reaction to the uncritical over-use of 
RCTs, both by aid donors keen to see “impact” from their 
funding of projects, and by young researchers leaping on the 
methodological bandwagon. “Evidence” is never neutral, 
political problems do not have technical solutions, and 
untangling causality in the complex world we live in needs 
every possible method we can bring to bear on it. 
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