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Abstract: I highlight two important factors particular to less-developed
countries that can bias evidence generation and contribute to the ‘voltage
drop’ in programme benefits, moving from field research experiments to
policy implementation at scale. The first is the non-linear increase in
information processing and coordination costs associated with upscaling in
less-developed countries, given limited state capacity and rigid organizational
hierarchies. The second is political bias in the choice of programmes
considered for rigorous evaluation itself, resulting in distorted evidence and
policy choice. These two factors raise considerations that complement the
economics-based approach outlined by Al-Ubaydli ez al. in the quest for
more rigorous, evidence-based policy.
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Over half a century ago, Hirschman (1968) observed that solutions to under-
development were likely to be particularly challenging. In particular, he argued
that the problem of conquering underdevelopment was likely “multifaceted,
tangled, and deep-rooted,” and hence he suggested a different approach:

What if the fortress of underdevelopment, just because it is so formidable,
cannot be conquered by frontal assault? In that unfortunately quite
common case, we need to know much more about ways in which the fortress
can be surrounded, weakened by infiltration or subversion, and eventually
taken by similar indirect tactics and processes. And I suggest that the
major contribution to our knowledge of economic development must now
come from detailed studies of such processes.
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Half a century later, the above passage sounds prescient. Over the last two
decades, academics have made conscious efforts to address the challenges of
poverty and underdevelopment through micro-level studies and experimenta-
tion. As the scientific background paper for the 2019 Nobel Prize makes clear,
“[Tn just two decades, the pioneering work by this year’s Laureates has turned
development economics — the field that studies what causes global poverty and
how best to combat it — into a blossoming, largely experimental field.”

Policy interventions to reduce poverty based on such experimental studies
have had some success. But it has been a mixed success, and general lessons
remain elusive. Among other things, policies that seem to work initially often
end up disappointing when scaled up (Muralidharan & Niehaus, 2017).
These hard realities makes Al-Ubaydli et al.’s contribution especially relevant.
Given all of the attention being focused on the recent Nobel Prize, it is particu-
larly important that issues of upscaling based on an experimental approach are
critically analysed so as to fully realize its potential to support evidence-based
policymaking.

In this paper, I will focus on addressing some of the issues raised by that
paper from the perspective of developing countries. In what follows, I highlight
what I see as two important considerations in discussions about scaling in such
contexts. The first is the implication of limited state capacity for tackling the
scaling-up challenges highlighted by the authors. The second is the wider
issue of the politics of project selection and how that may distort the process
of evidence-based policymaking through experimentation.

Limited state capacity and scaling in developing countries

According to Al-Ubaydli et al.’s paper, an important reason as to why the move
from the field experiment to actual policy implementation results in a large
‘voltage drop’ is due to problems with the delivery of the treatment. In particu-
lar, they argue, “If the original study involved a certain delivery, in a new situ-
ation when the program is delivered incorrectly one cannot expect the
measured treatment effect to mirror that measured at small scale.” This is a
useful way to characterize the problem of weak delivery with scaling up of
the experiment.

However, being aware of constraints on program delivery does not mean
that these can be overcome simply by being more vigilant. Two kinds of con-
straints interact with each other to make the ‘voltage drops’ especially likely in
a developing country context. The first is the information processing challenge
that is ubiquitous to all organizations. When projects are upscaled, the infor-
mation processing challenge makes the costs of monitoring and coordinating
increase in a non-linear way. This disproportionate increase in information
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processing costs cannot be solved by altering the underlying organizational
architecture alone. This technical inefficiency associated with any scaling
effort, whether in a developed or developing country context, is compounded
by a second constraint unique to the latter — namely, the challenge of poor state
capacity. Below, I elaborate on both of these challenges.

Scaling, bounded rationality and the architecture of governance

There is a natural informational constraint that sets an upper bound on the
extent to which scaling can take place without any voltage drop — even if
program delivery, dosage and the level of monitoring remain unchanged.
This is related to the higher cost of processing information that policymakers
face in scaling up.

Such information processing costs arise for two sets of reasons. First,
bounded rationality in the ability to process information implies that the
time taken to make a decision rises when there is more information to
process, perhaps non-linearly so. When scaled up, all projects implemented
by government have to move up through multiple layers of bureaucratic hier-
archy and decision-making, which increases the time taken to arrive at any
decision. Second, this transmission through multiple layers will also increase
communication costs. These costs include not just the direct costs of communi-
cating, but also the costs associated with errors in transmission of information
across various levels of a hierarchy. Such costs can be affected directly by the
sequencing of decision-making within government.

To take a simple example, consider a scaling up of an intervention from
10 project locations to 100 project locations. Each project location will incur
the same fixed cost of transmitting information up one level of the decision-
making hierarchy. This higher fixed cost of information transmission up the
government hierarchy scales up quite easily. We may think that there should
be a way in which government efficiency can easily be scaled up by mimicking
the governance structure (e.g., a single researcher evaluating 10 projects) that
existed prior to scaling up (e.g., hiring 10 decision-making policymakers evalu-
ating the 100 projects). An early argument about why this would not be easy
was made by Kaldor (1934, p. 68, emphasis added):

You cannot increase the supply of coordinating ability ... as it is the essence
of co-ordination that every single decision should be made on a comparison
with all the other decisions made or likely to be made; it must therefore pass
through a single brain.

This intuition was formalized in a series of classic papers by Radner (1993) and
Radner and Van Zandt (1997), who showed how the costs of information pro-
cessing and coordinating actions result in diminishing returns. Thus, given a
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bounded ability to process information, scaling up will result in a non-linear
increase in costs (for a survey, see Van Zandt, 1999).

Furthermore, decision-makers in developing countries are likely to be low-
level public sector functionaries who are poorly paid, live pay cheque to pay
cheque and are preoccupied with financial and other worries. Scaling of any
experiment as it becomes widely adopted is likely to exacerbate these informa-
tion processing costs because of some of these ‘scarcity’-related issues faced by
poorly paid bureaucratic functionaries (for a discussion, see Mani et al., 2020).

Some of the scaling costs described above could be minimized by altering the
architecture of governance (see Sah & Stiglitz, 1986). However, bureaucracies
that are often responsible for implementing any upscaling are notoriously rigid,
if not downright sclerotic. This is especially true in developing countries
because there is a worry that allowing flexibility in organizational design will
make the bureaucracy more vulnerable to corruption. Such vulnerability is dir-
ectly linked to the state’s capacity to monitor behaviour through the enforce-
ment of checks and balances — which brings me to my second point.

State capacity and development

Governance is a function of the effectiveness of the bureaucracy as well as the
direction set by the political leadership. In discussions on scaling, this under-
lying state capacity to ensure that public officials implement any policy recom-
mendations is taken as a given. This may well be an appropriate assumption
when discussing scaling of policy in developed countries — but much less so
in the context of the developing world. Government agencies are poorly
resourced, lack direction and there is a large heterogeneity in the quality and
motivation of public-sector workers. To take one common example, consider
teachers. They are public-sector employees in many countries, both developing
and developed. However, while teacher absenteeism is rife in developing coun-
tries, it is not an issue in developed countries (see Duflo et al., 2012). These dif-
ferences in effectiveness of public-sector employees can handicap government
delivery of any proposed ‘treatment’ in the schooling curriculum in a develop-
ing country, unlike in a developed country.

At first glance, it may seem that the problems of poor state capacity would exist
even prior to scaling up. If so, it would seem that there is no reason why these effects
would worsen with scaling. However, that need not be the case when there is het-
erogeneity in the quality of public officials implementing the policy. Some of these
bureaucrats may be genuinely motivated and require no extra supervision, while
others will. Given that the researcher is likely to be poorly informed about the
extent of heterogeneity in bureaucratic quality, scaling up will result in a voltage
drop, the size of which could be difficult to predict or prevent.
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Moreover, when experiments are scaled up in the absence of state capacity, it
is no longer possible for a (boundedly rational) supervisor to monitor these less
motivated bureaucrats. As a result, as the experiment is scaled up, it will not be
able to draw on additional high-quality supervisors. Ipso facto, the negative
effects of weak state capacity can no longer be masked and the treatment
effects will weaken as the experiment is scaled up.

Al-Ubaydli et al. provide us with a long checklist (around 40 points) and
12 proposals to ensure that scaling does not result in a voltage drop. While
this checklist is useful, it would perhaps be even more so for a developing
country context if it were shortened to include the most essential points — espe-
cially given poorly paid and poorly trained bureaucratic functionaries. If not,
the worry is that a poorly motivated bureaucracy with low state capacity
will shrug its shoulders and not take any element of the checklist seriously
(Gawande, 2010).

Experimental evidence and the political economy of project selection

In recent times, the term ‘evidence-based policy’ has become something of a
buzzword in policy circles. This term assumes a systematic and scientific
approach to policy choice, but in fact there is an important bias that is over-
looked when we make such an assumption — a bias in the menu of policies
for which evidence is solicited by policymakers in the first place. This bias
arises because garnering evidence about the usefulness of a policy often has pol-
itical implications.

Governments are forward-looking enough to try to anticipate the likely pol-
itical consequences of adopting any particular policy. We should not expect
that they will risk embarking on a path that may upset the political equilibrium
against their favour. For instance, even if evidence shows that machine learning
algorithms can do better than judges in predicting which under-trial criminals
can safely be let out on probation (Kleinberg et al., 2018), governments could
be very reluctant to adopt such an approach given the political risks associated
with mistakes in prediction. (The resistance of judges themselves to such a
change could be an equally important impediment to adoption, too, of course.)

Often enough, governments and the politicians who head them also have
strong ideological preferences for particular policy instruments and outcomes.
Such strong preferences may also come from public-sector employees or party
vote banks themselves.! Implementing certain policy experiments could

1 To take one concrete example of the latter, public school teachers in the USA are unionized and
prefer higher pay and smaller class sizes. They are also big contributors and supporters of the
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generate evidence in support of a policy that the government does not agree
with. Such evidence may help form a lobby that supports the scaling up of
the policy and the government may find itself backed into a corner, being
forced to upscale implementation. Anticipating such possibilities, governments
would strategically reject giving regulatory approval for the upscaling for evi-
dence generation.?

As Berk et al. (1985, p. 396) have argued in discussing the record of experi-
ments with social policy in the USA:

The political process too often settles the question by ideological fiat. Can an
old-fashioned conservative dare to find out whether deregulation really leads
to greater efficiency? Can an old-fashioned liberal dare to find out whether
unions improve the worker’s lot? For these reasons rigorous experiments
in social policy are rarely embraced (let alone funded) by public officials.

Given all of the above considerations, governments will go out of their way to
try to collect information only in ways that do not politically constrain them in
the future. In my view, there is insufficient recognition, perhaps even know-
ingly so, of the bias this can create in the body of evidence generated. Our
focus on scaling and evidence-based evaluation often obscures and distracts
our attention from this important issue.

As aresult, there is a danger that, especially when it comes to policy advice in
the political arena, the most important decisions are made prior to the scaling
stage or experimentation itself.

A second reason may have to do with the soft budget constraint and the
nature of public organizations (Kornai et al., 2003).3 A policymaker may
fear that incurring the initial cost of experimentation with a particular experi-
ment may make it unviable for a government not to proceed with scaling.

This problem of political selection of experiments through the regulatory
approval process is a particularly important concern in the field of develop-
ment. This is because there is often a symbiotic relationship between research-
ers and the government in the implementation of the experiment. The
researcher’s ability to conduct experiments at scale often requires cooperation
from host country governments. It is not just that governments in question have

Democratic Party. On several occasions, unions have fiercely resisted against school districts experi-
menting with school choice and charter schools (Salisbury, 2005; Jason, 2017).

2 The game theoretic arguments for how this may occur in the broader context of policymaking
were first described by Coate and Morris (1999) and later elaborated by Majumdar and Mukand
(2004).

3 The literature on soft budget constraints was developed in the context of cost overruns amongst
public sector organizations (often in socialist economies) and was formally addressed in a classic con-
tribution by Dewatripont and Maskin (19935).
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to give the regulatory go-ahead for such research; experiments at scale also
often need the active use of government facilities and resources. For instance,
schooling experiments reported and conducted by Muralidharan and
Sundararaman (2015) required not just permission from the Andhra Pradesh
government, but also for the government to obtain its school administrators,
teachers and the local government authorities consent to cooperate in the inter-
vention. In other instances, we often have the host government directly supply-
ing resources to conduct experiments (e.g., International Growth Centre (IGC)
collaborations with state government of Bihar in India). These symbiotic rela-
tionships between the researcher and the policymaking arm of government are
often necessary to generate good policies. However, it would be a mistake to
think that these are innocuous and do not skew the kind of policies for
which evidence is generated at scale.

A more direct reason for politically motivated selection is that governments
do not like being evaluated themselves, for fear of being judged as falling short.
Of course, this is true everywhere, but more so in developing countries, given
fewer automatic checks and balances. In contrast, developed countries com-
monly have both more institutional constraints to government power and a
strong media that acts as a watchdog. Neither of these constraints operate
with similar effectiveness in developing countries. Furthermore, researchers
themselves may choose not to study issues that are politically ‘sensitive’ or
against the ideological predilection of the government, for fear of jeopardizing
potential future partnerships.*

Governments always can (and will) allocate resources towards the study of
those projects that they would like to undertake. However, what we have iden-
tified here is a particularly subversive way in which governments can do this —
by affecting the menu of policies on offer. What is potentially worrying is that
the process of evidence-based evaluation (and discussions of scaling up) has the
unintended side effect of providing intellectual cover for a government’s polit-
ically motivated policy choices. Political opposition to the menu of policies on
offer may be dampened as a result of this, because citizens (and researchers)
become caught up with evaluating the policies on the menu, rather than ques-
tioning what is on the menu itself.

The above point may be at least a partial explanation for a question that has
been raised by some academics on the kinds of issues that development
researchers using the experimental approach have focused on. Let me elabor-
ate. The majority of field experiments (as well as scaling) in developing

4 For a recent example of such a politically sensitive policy in the context of Rwanda examined
using an experimental approach, see Blouin and Mukand (2019).
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countries have dealt with issues such as the importance of conditional cash
transfers, improved stoves for cooking, treated bed nets, school meals, HIV
immunization, safe water storage, women’s empowerment and so on (for a
comprehensive list, see table 1 in Vivalt, 2020). Pritchett (2016) has questioned
this focus. In his view, these issues do not seem to be crucial for reducing
poverty and catalysing development, given the experience of recent develop-
mental success stories in South Korea, Taiwan or China. He then questions
why it is that a generation of the best and brightest scholars of development
have spent time evaluating and studying such interventions.

Our preceding discussion suggests a possible answer. Rigorous impact evalu-
ation of some very important development programmes may not occur not
simply because it is technically infeasible; perhaps governments do not want
researchers to evaluate them. While Al-Ubaydli et al.’s framework is a useful
step forward in that it analyses the problem “through the lens of economic
incentives and markets,” it misses the role of political incentives in the decision
to permit introduction and scaling up of experiments. These factors are likely
to be especially important in the context of developing countries, where gov-
ernment policymaking is likely to be more influenced by political imperatives
than in developed countries.

Conclusion

Experiments are ubiquitous in research in development economics. Many of
the points raised by Al-Ubaydli et al. are useful and deserve to be incorporated
as standard practice. However, in this review, my aim was to draw on the
lessons from developing countries to critically discuss some of the issues that
need to be addressed more systematically.

I raised a couple of issues that I believe the literature on field experiments for
evidence-based policymaking neglects. The first is the issue of state capacity
when discussing issues related to scaling. In the developing country context,
where information processing is costly and bureaucratic functionaries find it
difficult to process information, scaling may result in a large voltage drop in
the size of the treatment. A second and equally important challenge for evi-
dence-based policy is politically motivated selection in the menu of policies
that evidence is sought for. There is often the presumption that allowing for evi-
dence-based policymaking will result in the best policies being chosen. No doubt,
experimentation-based learning is valuable and may even be necessary for the
design and implementation of good policy in the absence of local knowledge.
However, the process of knowledge production itself goes through a political
selection filter that may bias evidence generation and learning on which policies
can speed up the process of development, poverty reduction and growth.
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