
Field experiments and randomized controlled trials

A course by Peter John

Aim of the course

This course aims to introduce field experiments and randomized controlled
trials in a practical, hands-on manner.  The course will convey the basic
principles of experiments and the statistical theory upon which they are based;
then it will show participants how to apply experiments in real world contexts.

Reading and resources

Course book:  Rachel Glennerster and Kudzai Takavarasha, Running Randomised
Interventions, Princeton University Press, 2013.  Good to read first three
chapters before you start (e.g. on the train on the way to the workshop)

Day 1:  Theory

What is an experiment?  What is a randomized controlled trial? Why do a trial?
Some examples of trials to illustrate the challenge

Quiz: multiple choice questions on what can be created into a RCTs

Coffee

Feedback from the quiz; questions to Peter John about what interest you in
experiments and any plans you may have

Sampling and randomized control trials. How to determine what are your units.
How large should your sample be?  Power calculations and statistical theory? How
to do power calculations easily on the web.

Randomization. Different kinds of randomization (blocked, waiting list, clustered,
paired).  Can randomization go wrong?  Software to help you.  A worked example
in Excel. How to randomize in the field?  Balance tests.

Activity: break up into groups, then randomize the rest of class into two
groups and survey them.  Check for balance.

Lunch

Feedback

Ethical issues.  How to deal with ethical issues in trials.  Does not getting or getting
the intervention create an ethical problem?  When to you need to get consent from



participants?  How to reassure partners about the ethical issues.  Coms. Data
protection: the law.

Class exercise: fill out a hypothetical experiment onto an ethics form

Feedback

Delivering experiments. Negotiating with partners.  Ensuring a clean intervention.
How to avoid confounds. Deciding what the outcome is. Tying outcomes back to the
sample. Managing data. Attrition. Differential attrition.  Non-compliance. Spillovers
and how to limit them.  What other data should you collect?  Observations and
surveys. Measuring outcomes before and after.

Day 2

Analysis

T tests. Test of proportions. Regression. Covariates.  A basic introduction

Class exercise – from 11.00am

We canvass floors of the Essex Towers to turnout to an experiment using
different approaches, door knocking versus leaflets + posters to come to
an event on campus in the afternoon, 5pm.  Measure outcomes at the
event. Develop questionnaire.  Collect the data

6pm Guest lecture by Samuel Nguyen from the Behavioural Insights
Team

Day 3

Feedback from day 2, analyzing the data, getting the results.  What have we learnt?
External validity: can you apply the results elsewhere?

Analysis using software (Stata).  Quick training on Stata.  Also use of contingency
tables from the web.  Use data from experiment or other data.  How to present
experimental results effectively.

Reprise of key features of days 1 & 2.

Lunch

More advanced issues.  How to use regression on experimental data.  Local Average
Treatment Effects.  Encouragement designs.  How to deal with attrition and



non-compliance.

Questions

Discussion about what kinds of experiments participants would like to run –
feedback and advice from course teacher

Peter John presents some of his own experiments for interest (if there is time)


