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Abstract
Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are a major success story, promising to 
improve science and policy. Despite some controversy, RCTs have spread toward 
Northern and Southern countries since the early 2000s. How so? Synthesizing previ-
ous research on this question, this article argues that favorable institutional condi-
tions turned RCTs into “hinges” between the fields of science, politics, and business. 
Shifts toward behavioral economics, New Public Management, and evidence-based 
philanthropic giving led to a cross-fertilization among efforts in rich and poor coun-
tries, involving states, international organizations, NGOs, researchers, and philan-
thropic foundations. This confluence of favorable institutional conditions and savvy 
social actors established a “global interstitial field” inside which support for RCTs 
has developed an unprecedented scope, influence, operational capacity, and profes-
sional payoff. However, the article further argues that the hinges holding together 
this global interstitial field are “squeaky” at best. Because actors inherit the illusio 
of their respective fields of origin—their central incentives and stakes—the inter-
stitial field produces constant goal conflicts. Cooperation between academics and 
practitioners turns out to be plagued by tensions and contradictions. Based on this 
analysis, the article concludes that the global field of RCT support will probably 
differentiate into its constituent parts. As a result, RCTs may lose the special status 
they have gained among social science and policy evaluation methods, turning into 
one good technique among others.
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Introduction

Few topics in the social sciences are as hotly debated as randomized controlled 
trials (RCTs). This is not because drug trial-style experimental studies with ran-
domly allocated “treatment” and “control” groups are more interesting or impor-
tant than, say, poverty, global political turmoil, or the threats posed by new tech-
nologies. It is because RCTs hit so close to home. Over the last decade and a 
half, many economists, political scientists, and sociologists have begun to claim 
that well-designed RCTs will greatly improve both the theory and the practice 
of social science (Baldassarri & Abascal, 2017; Banerjee & Duflo, 2009; Hum-
phreys & Weinstein, 2009), giving rise to what some have called a “credibility 
revolution” (Angrist & Pischke, 2010).

Even beyond academic social science, RCTs are seen as so useful for get-
ting a handle on real-world problems that three of their main proponents, Esther 
Duflo, Abhijit Banerjee, and Michael Kremer, have recently won a Nobel Prize. 
Evidence gained from RCTs is advertised as a new way out of the “ideology, 
ignorance, and inertia” many policy debates appear to be stuck in (Banerjee & 
Duflo, 2011, p. 16). Some fifty years after social science methodologist Donald T. 
Campbell first dreamed of an Experimenting Society based on RCTs, a “twenty-
first century experimenting society” seems to be emerging (White, 2019). By 
now, RCTs in social settings are not only a scientific method—they are also a 
multi-million-dollar business.

Given such high hopes, bold proclamations, and economic potency, it is hardly 
surprising that a sizable group of social scientists begs to differ. Critics argue that 
RCTs are no more rigorous than other techniques (Bédécarrats et al., 2020; Dea-
ton & Cartwright, 2018), limited at best when it comes to addressing real-world 
problems (Berndt, 2015; Pearce & Raman, 2014), and generally ethically worri-
some (MacKay, 2018; Teele, 2014). In this view, RCTs rarely generalize to other 
places, rely on limited and faulty data, marginalize broader political problems, 
introduce a technocratic focus into social science, and are in danger of violating 
people’s rights. While to proponents more and better RCTs seem like the only 
way to go, their critics often find it puzzling that the much-maligned “rational-
ist” model of policymaking keeps cropping up in yet another disguise (Kelly & 
McGoey, 2018; Oliver, 2022; Picciotto, 2012).

This article takes arguments for and against RCTs seriously, but it engages with 
them only after taking a more empirical approach to the recent success of RCTs in 
scientific and applied contexts. Instead of starting from the premise that they revo-
lutionize credibility or claiming that they fall back on a long-debunked chimera, it 
asks, What accounts for the proliferation of RCTs in the first place? Note that, in this 
conception, the question of the “success of RCTs” is quite independent of the ques-
tion of whether they have in fact solved the scientific and political problems they 
purport to solve, or even whether they can do so in principle. It simply acknowl-
edges that RCTs have spread enormously and asks how this could have happened.

Though having gotten little attention in the heat of the present debate, this 
approach turns the controversy into a theoretically intriguing research problem 
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of considerable practical relevance. Theoretically, it zooms in on questions of the 
interconnection of science and politics and the merging and decoupling of social 
fields. More practically, it helps to make the debate more level-headed and pro-
ductive. The article addresses praise and critique of RCTs not by explicitly favor-
ing one side, but by showing that the dominance of RCTs is less extreme than it 
may seem and that many practitioners have begun to accept critiques and adapt 
accordingly. This makes it possible to argue that RCTs are a fine method among 
others, with strengths and weaknesses, and that top RCT proponents at leading 
institutions are coming around to this view. Debate in the name of advancing 
social science is legitimate, necessary, and welcome. Yet there is no need to vil-
lainize RCTs or be afraid of them—just as it is unhelpful to idealize RCTs or be 
blinded by the current hype.

Explaining the success of RCTs, it has been said, is “like trying to chart the birth 
of rock and roll. Early influences are many, and every fan has a story” (Angrist & 
Pischke, 2010, p. 5). One popular and initially intuitive explanation is to point to 
their inherent scientific superiority. Particularly proponents claim (or at least imply) 
that RCTs became popular simply because they are better than other techniques 
(Duflo & Kremer, 2005; Leigh, 2018). However, several scholars have noted that 
this view is not particularly convincing (Bédécarrats et al., 2019; de Souza Leão & 
Eyal, 2019; Donovan, 2018). For one thing, if RCTs had spread purely because of 
their superiority, why were they not popular all along? Considering that there have 
been several “waves” of RCTs since the statistician Ronald Fisher popularized them 
in the 1920s (Jamison, 2019), the inherent superiority hypothesis does a bad job of 
explaining why each of these waves subsided after a few years.

For another, if one wants to claim that RCTs will “revolutionize social policy” in 
roughly the same way as they did for “medicine in the twentieth century”, as Duflo 
and Kremer (2005, p. 228) allege, shouldn’t one take the actual circumstances of 
this supposed historical precedent much more seriously? After all, the establishment 
of RCTs as the “gold standard” of drug testing is a textbook example of strong-
state regulatory policy, not of everyone magically being swayed by the power of 
Reason. Randomized double-blind clinical studies only became standard practice in 
the 1960s after the German pharmaceutical company Grünenthal had managed to 
poison thousands of unborn babies through its sleeping pill Contergan, otherwise 
known as thalidomide. This incident put pressure on regulatory agencies worldwide 
to prevent other pharmaceuticals from doing similar things in the future (Carpen-
ter, 2014). The issue here is not whether mandating RCTs was epistemically war-
ranted—it may well have been—but that the “revolution” in medicine was sup-
ported through a level of state regulation previously unheard of that made selling 
drugs without backing them through RCTs simply illegal. In other words, if most 
of today’s medical professionals believe in the value of RCTs, they began believing 
only after most states of the industrialized world had declared that not doing so was 
equivalent to advocating the free exchange of poison (Marks, 2000).

As these examples make clear, this article’s main concern is not whether RCTs 
are a good research technique but (much more modestly) whether they could plausi-
bly have spread solely as a result of their alleged superiority over other methods. The 
historical record suggests that they hardly could. A more plausible story is suggested 
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by the title of one recent history of social policy RCTs, written by two proponents: 
Fighting for Reliable Evidence (Gueron & Rolston, 2013). As their emphasis on 
fighting suggests, the insight that the recent proliferation of experimental methods 
came about through a process mostly unrelated to science proper can be shared by 
critics and proponents, even while legitimate disagreement about the adequacy of 
these methods persists. Whether you think that RCTs are unnecessary and unethical 
or revolutionary and righteous, the question arises: How exactly did the process of 
RCT popularization unfold?

The argument of this article is developed in close conjunction with two recent 
answers to this question. One is that RCTs have become part of a “scientific business 
model” through which researchers, often by establishing elite research networks 
like the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL), have managed to sell their 
research to a variety of non-scientific customers (Bédécarrats et al., 2019). The other 
is that favorable institutional conditions—such as shifts in academic economics and 
development aid—turned RCTs into “hinges” between formerly disconnected fields, 
durably linking them together by rewarding RCTs in both academic and applied con-
texts (de Souza Leão & Eyal, 2019). While both perspectives are valuable, one cen-
tral difference among them is that the former explains the success of RCTs through 
the scientific and political savvy of strong actors pursuing their interests, while the 
latter takes a step back to uncover an institutional dynamic that “rewires” the inter-
ests of all actors involved. Both studies describe a political process, but one tells a 
story of power and influence while the other tells a story of unlikely alliances among 
former strangers.

This article provides empirical evidence that the truth involves some combina-
tion of both accounts, often working in parallel. But while accepting several of their 
arguments and observations—notably the latter’s field theory perspective and its 
description of developments in economics and philanthropy—it also goes signifi-
cantly beyond them. The main argument remains that during the 1980s and 1990s 
shifts toward behavioral economics and small-scale project-based development aid 
did indeed create key institutional conditions suitable to establish RCTs as “hinges” 
between scientists and practitioners. What is new is that these favorable conditions 
were never confined to the development sector, instead gaining ground through an 
additional—more general—shift toward New Public Management. By the early 
2000s, RCTs thus functioned as hinges not only in countries of the Global South but 
also of the Global North. Through a process of intellectual and political cross-ferti-
lization among numerous fields, the early 2010s then saw the crystallization of what 
I call a “global interstitial field” (Buchholz, 2016; Eyal, 2013; Medvetz, 2012)—a 
conglomerate of states, international organizations, NGOs, researchers, and philan-
thropic foundations in favor of RCTs, connected through a relatively stable social 
arrangement with institutionalized boundaries and internal hierarchies. United in 
this shared field, proponents became able to run RCTs in an increasing number of 
policy areas and garner significant political influence.

Most importantly, the RCT success story comes with a catch. The article shows 
that cooperation among researchers and practitioners is anything but smooth in prac-
tice. Because researchers prioritize publishing papers in academic journals, while 
policy-makers and funders focus on improving real-world programs and achieving 
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quick policy impact, contradictions and goal conflicts emerge. The hinges between 
fields do exist, but they are much weaker than often assumed and somewhat 
“squeaky”. Because researchers and practitioners originate from diverse fields, they 
also partly “inherit” the illusio—the central incentives or stakes—operating in these 
fields (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 98–99). This leads to coordination prob-
lems among key actors. In this sense, the success of RCT proponents’ fight against 
ideology, ignorance, and inertia depends on their ability to manage the consonances, 
compromises, and contradictions of the global interstitial field in which they find 
themselves.

In the sections that follow, the article first reviews recent explanations of the rise 
of RCTs since the early 2000s. It argues that the two main weaknesses of this branch 
of research are that they mostly focus on experiments in poor countries and attribute 
an implausible amount of agency to a small number of “model cases” like J-PAL 
(Krause, 2021). Therefore, they overlook developments in wealthier countries and 
downplay the number and diversity of RCT supporters. Recent accounts that inter-
pret experimental methods as a scientific business model or as hinges between fields 
partly ameliorate these oversights, but also reproduce them in certain respects. After 
analyzing the crystallization of the global interstitial field of RCT support and the 
goal conflicts it produces, the article concludes with two tentative predictions. First, 
support for RCTs will probably differentiate according to the scientific and applied 
fault lines already perceivable today. Second, and partly as a result, RCTs may lose 
the special status they have gained among social science and policy evaluation meth-
ods, turning them into one good method among others. This does not necessarily 
mean that the general influence of RCTs will subside, but that their production may 
become organized much like drug testing or market research are organized today.

Recent explanations of the rise of RCTs

Because debates among social scientists have focused largely on the scientific, 
political, and ethical pros and cons of RCTs, they have devoted less attention to the 
empirical question of why RCTs have been spreading in the first place. Implicitly, 
many probably assume that the latter question is merely a “special case” of the for-
mer, in the sense that high popularity is a result of compelling arguments in favor of 
RCTs. But as I have argued, the popularity of RCTs is at best loosely coupled with 
arguments speaking in their favor. This section reviews the explanations and empiri-
cal studies currently available  that acknowledge this point. It argues that most of 
them share two main starting points, which lead to two main drawbacks.

First, most researchers assume that the current success of RCTs is rooted in appli-
cations in the Global South, leading them to neglect experimental evaluations in 
developed industrialized countries. Second, most researchers treat small research 
networks like J-PAL as “model cases” that stand in for the proliferation of RCTs in 
general. Explicitly or implicitly, this leads to the attribution of an implausible degree 
of agency to a relatively small number of actors, what I call a “baseline individual-
ism” of current research. To some extent, these tendencies even pertain to two of 
the most inspired contributions to the discussion, namely the claim that RCTs form 
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part of a new “scientific business model” (Bédécarrats et  al., 2019) and that they 
have created “hinges” between formerly separate social fields (de Souza Leão & 
Eyal, 2019). This analysis suggests that explanations of the success of RCTs can be 
improved by considering a larger number of supporters, paying attention to RCTs 
in Northern and Southern contexts, and further clarifying the broader institutional 
conditions that made this support possible.

“Model cases” in development research

Whether supportive or critical, many social scientists maintain that the current 
“wave” of RCTs originated in the new development economics of the early 2000s 
(e.g. Donovan, 2018; Fejerskov, 2022; Leigh, 2018). One touchstone for this impres-
sion is Banerjee and Duflo’s influential book Poor Economics (2011). In strong rhet-
oric, the authors argue that the economics of development are better conceived as the 
economics of poverty—and that most economists in this sub-discipline have done 
their job poorly. Positioning themselves between supporters and critics of foreign 
aid, Banerjee and Duflo argue that better science and politics can only be achieved 
through more and better evidence. And “better evidence”, they make clear, usually 
requires RCTs (Labrousse, 2020). Amplified by prizes and enthusiastic media cover-
age, their story has been subject to a classic Matthew Effect: a few superstars get the 
credit for the work of a large community (Merton, 1968). Supposedly, the main push 
for RCTs came out of the small field of development economics, triggered by an 
even smaller sub-group of elite innovators.

Of course, the story is not entirely baseless. Household examples are analyses 
of cash transfer and micro-credit schemes in developing countries (Banerjee et al., 
2015), with the Mexican Progresa study as an early highlight (Tollefson, 2015). 
Another major success story used to be RCTs on programs in which African chil-
dren were “dewormed” off intestinal parasites, though by now the so-called “worm 
wars” have turned deworming into a more controversial issue (Allen & Parker, 
2016). And while the “reproducibility crisis” in the social sciences has raised some 
further issues (Czibor et al., 2019), concerns about whether experimental results are 
replicable in other contexts do little to alter the perception that the center and initial 
trigger for conducting more RCTs is to be found in development economics. Even 
when critics talk about RCTs as the emergence of an unethical “global lab”, their 
critique is premised on the claim that researchers from the Global North experiment 
on subjects in the Global South (Fejerskov, 2022).

As a consequence, scholars have rarely connected RCTs in developing countries 
with their counterparts in wealthy industrialized ones—or vice versa. They rarely dis-
cuss that RCTs have been part of American labor market policy since the 1960s and 
that a veritable research industry used to conduct experimental trials on health insur-
ance, tax schemes, and housing (Berman, 2022; Breslau, 1998; Gueron & Rolston, 
2013). Nor have they considered how aspirations to reinvigorate these efforts began to 
form in the governments of Northern states at about the time as development econo-
mists started to build their research networks, particularly in the United States and the 
United Kingdom. As I will expand on below, the US government’s idea to use RCTs for 
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playing “Moneyball for government” (Nussle & Orszag, 2015) and take a behavioral 
approach to public policy may be considered as at least as important for shaping the 
RCT agenda as the concerns of academic economists. Though scholars of public policy 
are well aware of these trends (Haskins & Margolis, 2015; Jones & Whitehead, 2018; 
Pearce & Raman, 2014), they have rarely related their work to the question of the ini-
tial success of RCTs. If scholars do note the connection, they tend to tacitly agree that 
experimental methods first emerged in international development (e.g. Jones & White-
head, 2018).

Connecting to the assumption that the present wave of RCTs first emerged in the 
Global South, the second assumption broadly shared among social scientists is that the 
current wave of RCTs is led by a small number of newly established research organiza-
tions (e.g. Fejerskov, 2022; Jatteau, 2018; Karlan, 2011). The first on everyone’s list 
is the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL), occasionally accompanied by 
Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) and the World Bank’s Development Impact Eval-
uation office (DIME). The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation, and the UK Department for International Development (DFID, 
now FCDO) also sometimes receive an honorable mention, largely because they pro-
vide the necessary funding (Donovan, 2018). But this is about the most detailed things 
get.

In this sense, recent research has turned a few select organizations into “model 
cases” that stand in for a much larger epistemic target (Krause, 2021), namely the suc-
cess of RCTs in general. Especially J-PAL and its Nobel Prize-winning founders have 
become the starting point for explaining the phenomenon of experimental trials, and 
they are the privileged research object for interested scholars. Paradoxically, insofar as 
social scientists have been able to say anything about the rise of RCTs, this general 
depiction is achieved by looking at a particularly narrow set of examples.

Model cases are useful to focus scholarly attention on particular research objects 
and sites, but they also trigger analytical problems. While support for RCTs, according 
to one scholar, consists of “a dizzying array of initiatives and organizations” (Dono-
van, 2018, p. 30), in actual research practice the focus on model cases leads to extreme 
selectivity regarding actors considered truly relevant. For instance, another scholar pre-
sents “the elitism of the J-PAL and the tightened network of randomists as an explana-
tion for the success of RCT” (Jatteau, 2018, p. 115), hence leaving all other initiatives 
of the “dizzying array” out of the picture. The main downside of turning a few heroic 
innovators into model cases is that it leads to a strong “baseline individualism”: while 
no one seriously claims that focusing on J-PAL tells the full story about the spread of 
RCTs, the fact that J-PAL is the only actor that has been seriously researched makes 
scholars fall back on the familiar one-dimensional story. Before correcting these over-
sights, it makes sense to investigate two recent explanations of the rise of experimental 
methods in some more detail.

A new “scientific business model” and the emergence of “hinges” between fields

The weaknesses of recent explanations of the success of RCTs—neglect of its 
broader international scope and a baseline individualism—are also present in two of 
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the most insightful articles on the topic: Bédécarrats, Guérin, and Roubaud’s (2019) 
claim that RCTs form part of a new “scientific business model” and de Souza Leão 
and Eyal’s (2019) proposal that experimental methods establish “hinges” between 
the fields of academic economics and practical development work. Acknowledging 
this is useful not only to show that the weaknesses are real but also to suggest how 
they may be overcome. While especially the former explanation remains strongly 
individualistic and both neglect experimentation in the Global North, I argue that 
they are the most plausible approaches we currently have. Extending and relating 
them to one another thus provides the basis for the main argument of this article.

Rooted in political economy, the main strength of Bédécarrats and colleagues’ 
argument is to connect a scientific trend like experimental methods with political 
and economic interests. It argues that leading social experimenters, led by future 
Nobelists Duflo, Banerjee, and Kremer, “have generated an entirely new scientific 
business model, which has in turn driven the emergence of a truly global industry” 
(Bédécarrats et al., 2019, p. 752). Young researchers “from the inner sanctum of the 
top universities” (ibid.) have managed to combine the “mutually reinforcing quali-
ties of academic excellence (scientific credibility), public appeal (media visibility 
and public credibility), donor appeal (solvent demand), massive investment in train-
ing (skilled supply) and a high-performance business model (financial profitability)” 
(Bédécarrats et al., 2019, p. 752).

To make the business model function, researchers have set up NGOs like J-PAL 
and IPA, which can receive funds from a variety of sources: support comes not only 
from public research funding but also from philanthropic foundations and busi-
nesses. As a consequence, researchers and their NGOs “have created an oligopoly 
on the flourishing RCT market”, including a large field infrastructure necessary for 
conducting RCTs (Bédécarrats et al., 2019, p. 753). Overall, Bédécarrats and col-
leagues construct a straightforward model involving a group of powerful actors who 
have mobilized their economic, cultural, and social resources to gain enormous sci-
entific influence and operational capacity. The result of these efforts is a scientific 
business model that profits from conducting RCTs and supporting their perceived 
superiority. What makes this explanation somewhat problematic, though, is that it 
largely rests on the assumed influence of a small group of researchers and organiza-
tions assumed to be all-powerful (again, a case of baseline individualism resulting 
from reliance on model cases) and that the “global industry” they have supposedly 
created does not include RCTs in the Global North.

Rooted in political sociology, de Souza Leão and Eyal’s approach focuses less on 
uniquely powerful individuals and more on the broader institutional infrastructure 
that is necessary to support them. Substituting Bédécarrats and colleagues’ leading 
analytical concepts, “market” and “interest”, in favor of “fields” and “hinges”—in 
the sense of Bourdieu (1985) and Abbott (2005)—enables the sociologists to recon-
cile the research industry’s expansion with its broader social and political environ-
ment. As they put it,

the contemporary success of RCTs is better understood as a product of his-
torical and institutional processes that have changed the political and scientific 
context in which RCTs are implemented, rather than as evidence of their “gold 
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standard” quality. By jointly mobilizing the concepts of “hinge” and “homol-
ogy between fields”, we show how the fragmentation of the development aid 
field and changes in the economics profession made RCTs answerable to new 
audiences and allowed randomistas greater leeway to bypass the political 
resistance to randomization (de Souza Leão & Eyal, 2019, p. 412, emphasis in 
original).

Phrased differently, the popularity of RCTs clearly cannot be explained purely 
through their alleged scientific superiority, but pointing to the strategic efforts of 
heroic innovators is not sufficient either. This is so because these heroic efforts 
relied on historical and institutional conditions that needed to be established first. 
The observation that organizations like J-PAL were established by the beginning of 
the 2000s to promote RCTs is correct, but it merely pushes back the deeper question 
of why these organizations were founded at this point in the first place.1

The key institutional condition that had to be established (and that is missing in 
the story of the scientific business model), de Souza Leão and Eyal argue, was that 
the previously relatively independent fields of practice-oriented development aid 
and theory-oriented academic economics became durably linked. This became pos-
sible through “homologous transformations of development aid and economics” that 
took place during the 1980s and 1990s (de Souza Leão & Eyal, 2019, pp. 401–408). 
In academic economics, disciplinary shifts toward behavioral approaches and an 
emphasis on causal attribution made experimental studies about people’s actual 
economic decision-making an attractive research topic (Sent, 2004). Because such 
experimental studies are easiest to set up in development contexts, development 
economists had an incentive to team up with development NGOs (Berndt, 2015).

In addition, the gradual dissolution of the Washington consensus—the market liberali-
zation agenda that had dominated development policy for the past two decades (Rodrik, 
2006)—fragmented the field of development aid, creating space for new actors, especially 
philanthropic foundations and NGOs. Together, these institutional transformations led to 
a situation in which academic researchers for the first time faced career incentives to do 
messy and time-consuming practical experimental research, while the influence of philan-
thropic foundations encouraged development NGOs to focus on “clear goals” and “meas-
urable results” (de Souza Leão & Eyal, 2019, p. 405). Taken together, these institutional 
developments turned RCTs into a hinge: they had come to connect two previously discon-
nected fields because conducting experimental trials now provided rewards in scientific 
and applied contexts.

Overall, de Souza Leão and Eyal’s argument that the incentives of leading support-
ers of RCTs are embedded in broader social fields and enabled through links between 
them is a unique way of overcoming the baseline individualism present in the lit-
erature. Unfortunately, even this broader analysis focuses exclusively on developing 

1 De Souza Leão and Eyal do not directly refer to Bédécarrats and colleagues but instead criticize 
an excellent article by Donovan (2018). While Donovan’s argument is based in yet another analytical 
school, namely science and technology studies, Bédécarrats and colleagues’ article is structurally similar 
with respect to the strong emphasis it puts on the intentionality of a small number of actors.
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countries. The remainder of this article thus attempts to retain the main strengths of 
the explanations just summarized and extends them where necessary.

Methods and data

This article is based on historical reconstruction, an analysis of the global inter-
stitial field of RCT support as a social network, and interviews with researchers 
and practitioners at leading RCT-supporting organizations. Its historical analysis 
brings together literature from a variety of fields of study, occasionally extended 
through reports written by RCT supporters, most of which are freely available 
online. To accompany this narrative, I compiled a dataset of formally organized 
supporters of RCTs, which are connected through ties of collaboration and eco-
nomic dependency. Using known key supporters as starting points—J-PAL, IPA, 
DIME, the Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) in the UK, and others—I traced the 
connections between the many “partners” and “funders” organizations advertise 
in annual reports and on their websites. Yielding 344 organizations, this approach 
is no doubt limited, perhaps most obviously through self-reporting (which 
strongly favors NGOs). Nevertheless, it provides a basic overview of the global 
field of RCT support and the interconnections among its main actors. Finally, the 
article draws on twenty open-ended interviews with employees of key RCT sup-
porters, including J-PAL, DIME, and BIT, enriched through conversations with 
several economists and government officials who have spoken in favor of RCTs. 
All interviews were conducted via video call in 2022 and 2023, lasting between 
45 minutes and two hours.

Emergence and crystallization of a new global field

In the very early 2000s, RCTs were obscure. In the United States, “demonstra-
tions” of welfare programs had kept the idea of social experimentation alive dur-
ing the 1990s. Still, RCTs remained at the fringes of welfare policy and were 
largely unknown in most areas of government (Gueron, 2017; Harvey et  al., 
2000). In development policy, as Esther Duflo recalls, experimental trials were 
the kind of “project that crazy people do in the back yard” and largely the oppo-
site of “something that is institutional and serious” (quoted in Parker, 2010). How 
did RCTs go from obscurity to seriousness in such a short amount of time?

Attempting to synthesize the arguments of recent research, this section argues 
that the RCT success story must be understood as an interaction of favorable 
institutional conditions with the agenda of savvy actors who managed to develop 
the production and dissemination of RCTs into a scientific business model. Dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s, New Public Management emerged as a promising 
concept to reform the public sector through the adoption of business methods. 
By the early 2000s, this thinking led several Northern governments to require 
experimental methods as an instrument of “performance measurement”, often 
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establishing RCTs as hinges between academic and applied contexts. Through 
cross-fertilization among states, NGOs, research institutes, international organi-
zations, and philanthropic foundations—operating in the Global North and the 
Global South—by the 2010s support for RCTs then gradually established a larger 
followership, eventually crystallizing into a “global interstitial field” of its own.

Institutional conditions: Hinges in the Global North

What are the institutional conditions that enable RCTs to function as hinges between 
previously disconnected actors and fields? As described previously, de Souza Leão 
and Eyal focus on what they call the “homologous transformations of development 
aid and economics”: the dissolution of the Washington consensus opened a door for 
philanthropic foundations and NGOs to play a larger role in development policy, 
and the rise of behavioral economics created incentives for economists to use devel-
opment projects as an opportunity to do empirical work. RCTs turned into a hinge 
because they provided rewards in both academic and applied contexts. So far, the 
story is quite convincing. Unfortunately, it focuses exclusively on the Global South 
and neglects parallel developments in public policy thinking in wealthy industrial-
ized countries. As we will see, behavioral economics created similar incentives for 
researchers in the Global North, which were matched by homologous transforma-
tions in the field of public policy. What this amounts to, I argue, is that the hinges 
RCTs have created and the institutional conditions their success relies on are more 
encompassing than acknowledged in previous research.

One factor many researchers and practitioners regard as important for the suc-
cess of RCT is the rise of New Public Management (NPM), though the exact nature 
of this influence is rarely specified in detail (Bédécarrats et al., 2019, pp. 750–751; 
Vedung, 2010, pp. 273–374; White, 2019, p. 2). Mostly a discussion of the 1980 
and 1990s, NPM was a loose collection of ideas to reorganize public sector man-
agement, reporting, and accounting and bring them “closer to (a particular percep-
tion of) business methods” (Dunleavy & Hood, 1994, p. 9). This essentially involved 
a focus on (1) transparent accounting principles based on “outputs” measured by 
quantitative performance indicators, (2) decentralization of public services (3), the 
desire to link employees’ incentives to performance, and (4) opening up the provi-
sion of public services to competition (Dunleavy & Hood, 1994; Page, 2005).

Because NPM was always accompanied by controversies regarding its politics 
and practical applicability, by the mid-1990s initial excitement largely gave way to 
more pragmatic views. Scholars regarded the essence of NPM as “so omnipresent” 
in Northern anglophone countries “that it hardly amount[ed] to a distinctive reform 
programme at all any more” (Dunleavy & Hood, 1994, p. 10). NPM was considered 
a “somewhat dated label” (N. Manning, 2001, p. 197) most people had heard about 
but which described little beyond a vague pro-market orientation in public adminis-
tration. Still, by the early 2000s most wealthy European and Anglo-American coun-
tries had established New Public Management-oriented reforms—for instance, pub-
lic service providers would compete against the private sector and adopt a customer 
rhetoric toward citizens (Page, 2005; Schedler & Proeller, 2002, pp. 165–166).
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The spirit of NPM had effects on many areas of administration. In development 
policy, the adoption of the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000 
and the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness in 2005 emerged under its influence 
(Pamies-Sumner, 2015, pp. 9–10; White, 2019). More importantly for the present 
context, public administrators’ desire to measure performance also converged with 
academic work, turning RCTs into a hinge with Northern public policy. One exam-
ple is the establishment of the US Institute of Education Sciences (IES) in 2002, 
a new scientific agency with independent authority for knowledge reporting and 
research funding in the education sector. IES declared RCTs to be the most rigor-
ous research design for evaluating national education programs and aligned the 
funding requirements of education research with those provided by the Department 
of Health, meaning that “federal funding for education evaluation shifted almost 
entirely to randomized trials” (Orr, 2018, p. 55).

Within a year of existence, IES and its newly founded What Works Clearing-
house—an online library functioning as an intellectual grounding for the newly 
established movement of “evidence-based education”—thus changed the criteria for 
“rigorous” research, adapted relevant funding mechanisms, and established a new 
way of disseminating insights about “what works” in education (Haskins & Mar-
golis, 2015, pp. 7–10; Hedges & Schauer, 2018, p. 272; Whitehurst, 2018). As one 
evaluation expert remarks, the presidency of George W. Bush had brought about 
“a perfect storm” of RCT-based evaluation, linking executive branches of the US 
government with education research (Donaldson et al., 2010, p. 33). Especially the 
United Kingdom and the Scandinavian countries followed the US example a few 
years later (Dawson et al., 2018; Pontoppidan et al., 2018).

Another well-known example for the convergence of NPM thinking and scien-
tific reasoning in public policy is the rise of “libertarian paternalism” (Thaler & 
Sunstein, 2003), later rebranded as “behavioral public policy” or simply “nudge” 
(Halpern, 2015), which also emerged during the early 2000s. The stated goal of this 
movement was to find an appropriate balance between the “libertarian” principle 
of people’s freedom of choice and the “paternalist” principle of maximizing their 
welfare through state intervention. Normatively, future economics Nobelist Rich-
ard Thaler and lawyer Cass Sunstein argued that because every social arrangement 
requires implicit choices by an authority—even the order in which food is presented 
in a cafeteria—carefully “nudging” people in a direction that maximizes their wel-
fare is an acceptable combination of libertarian and paternalist principles. Empiri-
cally, drawing on behavioral economics, they argued that because people are system-
atically biased in their decision making they often fail to do what is best for them. 
Therefore, mildly paternalist interventions were not only inevitable but necessary: 
to protect people from making bad decisions, default settings, reminders, particular 
framing of information, and other techniques were required to push people toward 
beneficial behavior (Thaler & Sunstein, 2003, pp. 175–176).

Libertarian paternalism quickly took off. In 2009, Sunstein, a former Univer-
sity of Chicago Law School colleague of Barack Obama, became Administrator 
of the White House Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA), using 
his tenure to popularize nudging in the US government (Halpern, 2015). In a TED 
talk the following year, future British Prime Minister David Cameron (2010) 
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outlined his political vision of a “next age of government” in the aftermath of the 
2008 financial crisis. Asking, “How do we make things better without spending 
more money?”, Cameron opted for lower-cost government based on insights from 
behavioral economics. One key result of these developments was the founding 
of the British Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) in 2010, known as “one of the 
most significant fusions of the behavioural sciences and government witnessed 
anywhere in the world” (Whitehead et al., 2018, p. 41). By 2013, 135 countries 
had adopted some form of behavioral public policy, and 51 had centralized these 
operations in a more structured, government-led form (Whitehead et  al., 2014). 
Soon, the World Bank (2015), the United Nations (2016), the European Union 
(2016), and the OECD (2017) all began to promote nudging policies.

The notable aspect of these developments is not only the prevalence of NPM 
reasoning but also that the scientific theories of behavioral economics and the 
political agenda of libertarian paternalism were again held together through the 
hinge of RCTs. Though there are exceptions, the style of libertarian paternalism 
that got the most political traction—the one popularized by BIT—usually tests 
its interventions through experimental methods (Ball & Head, 2021; Lee & Ma, 
2020). To frame libertarian paternalism as pragmatic and common-sensical, 
advocates needed a kind of evidence that was able to empirically demonstrate 
both the effectiveness and the cost-effectiveness of nudges (Einfeld, 2019; John, 
2018, pp. 5–6).

This was necessary because nudging policies frequently drew the criticism of a 
manipulative “psychological state” (Whitehead et al., 2018, p. 26), and even practi-
tioners themselves acknowledged that available academic studies supporting behav-
ioral approaches were less solid than often assumed (Jones & Whitehead, 2018, 
p. 318). As an intuitive tool that seemed to demonstrate beyond reasonable doubt 
that behavioral interventions are both self-evident and evidence-based, RCTs could 
be used to defend nudging against criticism and to establish political trust (White-
head et al., 2018, pp. 25–26). In addition, RCTs also provided libertarian paternal-
ists with a way to confidently claim that a certain policy intervention saved a par-
ticular amount of money, nicely connecting with NPM concerns. By extrapolating 
the effect sizes measured in one RCT to the whole population, a 2012 Behavioural 
Insights Team publication even claimed that the team had “achieved savings of 
around 22 times the cost of the team and identified specific interventions which will 
save at least £300 m over the next 5 years” (BIT, 2012, p. 1). Again, the RCT hinge 
moved libertarian paternalism away from slightly manipulative behavioral research 
and toward pragmatic “smart” governance.

Overall, these examples show that RCTs began to function as hinges between 
political and scientific endeavors in the Global North at about the same time as 
they did in the Global South. In all cases, a symbiotic relationship between science 
and politics emerged. RCTs were crucial for the success of NPM, and NPM sup-
ported the success of RCTs. Further institutional conditions could be considered. 
For instance, during the 1990s the movement of evidence-based medicine (NPM) 
first made a strong case for basing therapeutic decisions on RCTs. By the early 
2000s, NPM became explicitly recognized as a model for evidence-based public 
policy (Daly, 2005; Davies et al., 2000). In any case, the examples discussed here 
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are enough to demonstrate that NPM was an important institutional condition for the 
rise of RCTs in countries of the Global North, and they also demonstrate that RCTs 
were a crucial tool for merging the homologous transformations toward managerial-
ism and behavioral science into a coherent movement. I now ask to what extent this 
movement has turned into a global field of its own.

Crystallization of a global interstitial field: The cross‑fertilization of RCT support 
in Northern and Southern countries

Social fields are not just any kind of social space. They are the parts of social space 
that have developed institutionalized boundaries on the outside and structural hier-
archies on the inside. Actors can be part of a field or not, and field members can 
have more or less power over the field’s central concerns and future trajectory (Wac-
quant, 2019; Wacquant & Akçaoğlu, 2017, pp. 61–64). By this definition, has sup-
port for RCTs turned into a field? Are all supporters part of the same field? Is the 
scope of this field global? My claim is that the answer to all three questions is yes. 
As I argue, the institutional conditions described in the previous section first led to 
developments in Northern and Southern countries that were only loosely related. 
But by 2010 these trends merged, as an increasing number of organizations support-
ing RCTs developed collaborations and economic ties. Ministries of national gov-
ernments, NGOs, international organizations, research institutes, and philanthropic 
foundations came to crystallize into a “global interstitial field” (Buchholz, 2016; 
Eyal, 2013), linking and overlapping with more established fields of politics, aca-
demia, and business. Their “in-between” position releases members of interstitial 
fields—such as think tanks (Medvetz, 2012)—from some of the constraints academ-
ics or politicians face. As will become clear later, the liminal position RCT support-
ers have created for themselves is simultaneously their greatest strength and their 
greatest weakness.

The favorable institutional conditions that had become established by the early 
2000s affected many existing social actors—and also created new ones. By that 
time, however, the only visible hinges RCTs had established between academic 
and political fields were very localized, largely remaining confined to education 
and labor market research in the United States (Angrist & Pischke, 2010; Breslau, 
1998). Indeed, one economist interviewed for this study ventures that if research-
ers interested in RCTs “had not found the international niche, I think they would 
have been doing it in the domestic space” (interview economist 2). Here my analysis 
shifts from de Souza Leão and Eyal’s focus on institutional conditions to a greater 
focus on the agency of savvy actors, as argued by Bédécarrats and colleagues. Initial 
excitement about RCTs was possible only under the right conditions, but as these 
conditions had emerged key actors took the lead to establish RCTs as a “scientific 
business model”. This is not to imply that, at this point, institutional factors stopped 
being important. It merely stresses that movement leaders like J-PAL gained influ-
ence only after the conditions were right. Figure 1 depicts a rough trajectory of the 
field’s emergence and growth over time. As its leaders established an increasing 
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number of collaborations and financial ties, they were joined by a growing num-
ber of supporters. Gradually, a social structure emerged. Some actors were in, some 
were out. Some set the agenda, others followed.

The first key institutional move toward RCTs came from the US Office of Man-
agement and Budget (OMB), the executive office responsible for making sure 
that government agencies’ activities comply with the president’s political line. In 
2001, OMB introduced the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART), a procedure 
intended to link budget decisions to “program performance” by grading programs 
from “effective” to “ineffective” (Haskins & Baron, 2011, p. 8; Moynihan, 2013). 
In part because of effective lobbying from the Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy, 
a 2004 document titled “What Constitutes Strong Evidence of a Program’s Effec-
tiveness?” (OMB, 2004) clarified that OMB’s yardstick for “performance” was 

Fig. 1  Four snapshots of the developing global interstitial field of RCT support. Organizations are con-
nected if they collaborated on experimental trials or financed each other for purposes of RCTs, each over 
several years. Particularly collaborative and well-financed organizations appear closer to the center while 
the rest mark the periphery
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RCTs. OMB thus became the unlikely “quarterback of evidence-based policy mak-
ing” inside the Bush administration (Stack, 2018, p. 112). Lobbying OMB was a big 
deal because it meant politically linking funding decisions to the use of a particular 
research method. As another interviewee put it, “When money was at stake, sud-
denly everybody learned what a randomized trial was, in the nonprofit community 
and elsewhere” (Interview CEBP). These developments were further strengthened 
with the inauguration of the Obama administration in 2008, culminating in what 
economist and former OMB president Peter Orszag and his predecessor Jim Nussle 
call “Moneyball for government” (Nussle & Orszag, 2015). Obama’s stimulus 
packages, made available against the fallout of the global financial crisis, allowed 
OMB to increase its evaluation capacity, provide technical assistance to ever more 
branches of government, and in many cases tie funding decisions to RCTs (Haskins 
& Margolis, 2015; Stack, 2018, pp. 117–119).

Over the same timeframe, support for RCTs also became increasingly strong outside 
the US government. In 2001, Peter Rossi, Fred Mosteller, and Robert Boruch estab-
lished the Campbell Collaboration. In 2002, Dean Karlan founded Innovations for Pov-
erty Action (IPA), and in 2003 Esther Duflo, Abhijit Banerjee, and Sendhil Mullaina-
than started the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL). The year 2005 saw the 
establishment of the World Bank’s Development Impact Evaluation unit (DIME), fol-
lowed by the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie) in 2008. These NGOs, 
international organizations, and research networks are generally regarded as key RCT 
supporters, far more consequential than the US government (Bédécarrats et al., 2019; 
de Souza Leão & Eyal, 2019; Donovan, 2018). Yet the reality is more complex. The 
early 2000s saw a cross-fertilization among government circles, development research-
ers, philanthropists, and NGOs. The US government’s domestic concerns to evaluate 
performance and its experience with RCTs provided initial fertile ground for the estab-
lishment of NGOs like J-PAL—but by the late 2000s, as the success of the latter players 
became evident, excitement “looped back” toward the domestic policy space and larger 
government-backed organizations more generally.

Another example of this cross-fertilization among domestic politics, academic 
economics discourse, and development work is the establishment of the Millen-
nium Challenge Corporation (MCC). Set up in 2004, MCC was designed as a cru-
cial NPM-inspired reform of US development policy, namely to directly link for-
eign aid to developing countries’ willingness to enact market-based and democratic 
reforms (Hook, 2008). Yet the impetus for MCC to focus on RCTs emerged through 
a highly influential 2006 report by the Center for Global Development, titled When 
Will We Ever Learn? (Sturdy et al., 2014, p. 438). Written by leading supporters of 
RCTs—among others, Esther Duflo, World Bank Chief Economist François Bour-
guignon, and Gates Foundation Chief Economist and future USAID Administrator 
Raj Shah—the report argued that the key problem of development policy was an 
“evaluation gap” that made it impossible to assess to what extent a policy was hav-
ing the causal “impact” it aimed for (CGD, 2006).

At a time when J-PAL and IPA were still in their infancy, RCT supporters 
focused on persuading state-backed development actors of the value of RCTs. 
But as the newly founded research networks gradually built up their intellec-
tual reputation, their influence became more direct. As Esther Duflo describes 
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it, RCTs “suddenly became a way to do business […], with academics starting 
their own projects or starting to participate in large projects” (Duflo in Gueron 
& Rolston, 2013, p. 466). Only when this “business” showed potential, during 
the second half of the 2000s, did international organizations like the World Bank 
manage to acquire large-scale funding for RCTs (DIME, 2010, p. 50). This let 
DIME grow from “maybe half a dozen staff in total” in 2010 to about 300 today 
(interview DIME).

The early 2010s are the time when the cross-fertilization among RCT sup-
porters eventually crystallized into a relatively stable global field of its own, 
durably linking diverse actors around the world under the leadership of a set of 
NGOs (J-PAL and IPA), international organizations (World Bank), and key phil-
anthropic financiers (particularly the Gates and Hewlett Foundations and, later, 
Arnold Ventures). Various anglophone countries began to establish organiza-
tions doing RCTs, sometimes relying explicitly on the role model of US public 
policy (AUE & Nesta, 2011; Ball & Head, 2021; Pearce & Raman, 2014). IPA 
and J-PAL started their first country offices in Africa and Asia, establishing the 
unequal North–South research relations today criticized as a “global lab” (Fejer-
skov, 2022). Hundreds of smaller players followed their lead. Recent highlights 
of the global field’s expansion are the World Food Programme’s 2019 Impact 
Evaluation Strategy (World Food Programme, 2019) and the 2022 nomination 
of IPA founder Dean Karlan as Chief Economist of USAID. By the late 2010s, 
RCTs had durably connected the “Moneyball for government” project of the US 
with the “scientific business model” of academic economics. A confluence of 
efforts, led by leaders in the US and Europe and increasingly finding followers 
all over the world, had turned RCTs into a global success story (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2  The global field of RCT support, as of 2021, arranged on a world map. Organizations are con-
nected if they collaborated on RCTs or financed each other for the purposes of conducting them, each 
over several years. Organizations’ geographical locations are based on their head office. Note: Because so 
many organizations are based in certain global centers (particularly London and New York, but also oth-
ers), there is significant over-plotting in these areas
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How strong are the hinges? Compromises and contradictions 
in the global field

The argument so far has traced the success of RCTs to a heterogeneous group 
of academically successful, affluent, applied, and media-savvy supporters who, 
in conjunction with favorable institutional conditions, managed to establish dura-
ble links among previously unconnected fields. This argument has attempted to 
synthesize previous research on the rise of RCTs and extend it where necessary, 
particularly emphasizing the cross-fertilization of RCT support in Northern and 
Southern countries and the dual rewards RCTs began to promise in academic and 
applied contexts.

However, skeptical readers may have wondered whether this story might not 
be a bit too neat. Is it really plausible that a global field, premised on support for 
RCTs, could emerge without internal conflict, coordination problems among key 
players, and the kind of bad luck most people experience once in a while? This 
concern is more than justified. Perhaps the greatest weakness of current research 
is that it tends to present the rise of RCTs as an unstoppable avalanche. While 
some  scholars have moved away from the assumption that RCTs have spread 
because of their internal superiority, their exclusive focus on the movement’s 
expansion is in danger of establishing another tautological story in which RCTs 
necessarily come out on top.

Even many critics, who over the past decade have elaborated important epis-
temic, political, and ethical problems of the RCT movement (Bédécarrats et al., 
2020; Deaton & Cartwright, 2018; Teele, 2014), seem less interested in dis-
cussing what their criticism has achieved than in puzzling over why RCTs keep 
spreading despite having solved few of the political problems they meant to solve 
(Devaux-Spatarakis; Neuwinger, 2023). Yet the reality is that the accumulation 
of criticism, and even more so the practical difficulty of conducting RCTs and 
attempting to change real-world decision-making, is putting supporters under 
increasing pressure (Ball & Head, 2021; Williams, 2023). As we will see in the 
following section and the conclusion, this pressure leads them to gradually adapt 
their position and accept common critiques. Naturally, this acceptance and adap-
tation occurs slowly, grudgingly, and remains somewhat under the surface. Yet it 
is happening, and critiques of RCTs have played no small role in the recent shift.

My main argument, however, is that the hinges RCTs have established among 
researchers and practitioners are weaker and less coherent than often thought. 
Instead of linking fields “seamlessly”, as de Souza Leão and Eyal (2019, p. 405) 
argue, the hinges making up the interstitial field are often fragile and, in some 
cases, contradictory. Academics do face incentives to team up with practitioners 
and conduct experimental trials—but their desire for innovation and novelty does 
not quite fit with the more mundane demands of regular program evaluation. Gov-
ernments do want to demonstrate that their domestic policies and development 
aid are backed by “rigorous” evidence—but this usually involves long-term com-
mitments to real-world policies and programs, clashing with academics’ desire to 
test exciting new approaches. And funders, especially philanthropic donors, do 
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have affinities with testing policies like companies test new products—but they 
have little patience with the frequent “null results” experimental evaluations tend 
to produce. While hinges between previously disconnected fields make the global 
interstitial field possible, they also create goal conflicts. This might be a more 
general consequence of the functioning of interstitial fields (Eyal, 2013; Liu, 
2021).

Tensions between researchers and practitioners: Interesting publications vs. 
addressing real‑world problems

The theory of a functioning hinge is ingenious and attractive. As de Souza Leão 
and Eyal (2019, pp. 401–402) argue, because RCTs have become valuable to econ-
omists, government practitioners, and philanthropists, all of these diverse social 
actors have an incentive to contribute to the movement. By the early 2000s, doing 
RCTs started to provide dual rewards for academics (in the form of publications) 
as well as for practitioners and funders (in the form of “rigorous evidence”). In the 
language of field theory, RCTs function as hinges because they align the illusio of 
distinct fields—the main incentives or stakes to which actors are exposed (Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1992, pp. 98–99)—enabling the emergence of an interstitial field in 
which everyone can cooperate effectively.2 Hinges therefore eliminate the problem 
of converting institutionalized resources—or “capital”—relevant in one field to 
resources relevant in another field.

I want to stress, however, that this argument cuts both ways. Because RCT sup-
porters originate from the fields of science, politics, and business, they also “inherit” 
some of the central incentives and stakes relevant inside these fields. This is because 
the global interstitial field’s relative level of autonomy—the extent to which it can 
develop field-specific logics, practices, and modes of relevance of its own (Buch-
holz, 2016, pp. 36–40; Krause, 2018, pp. 8–11)—remains limited. While I have 
argued that the community of RCT supporters has indeed crystallized into a field of 
its own, more autonomous and settled fields keep projecting their logic and criteria 
of relevance on the interstitial field. In this situation, the incentives of the diverse 
field members become imperfectly aligned—they are torn between different field-
specific logics and criteria.3 The hinge between researchers and political practition-
ers provides a first example.

Over the course of the 2000s, doing RCTs had become a way for academic 
researchers to get published in prestigious journals. Pulling off an experimental 
study had turned into a central marker of skill and “rigor” (Bédécarrats et  al., 

2 Note that illusio has nothing to do with illusions or false beliefs. Instead, it derives from the latin ludus 
(english “game”) and describes a state of mind in which people are really involved in the “social game” 
they are playing and accept its incentives and stakes as important (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 
98–99). If a researcher leaves the scientific field and starts working in a real job, publishing papers and 
getting quoted by fellow academics does not become unreal—it just becomes unimportant.
3 This argument is somewhat akin to investigations of clashing “institutional logics” (Thornton & Oca-
sio, 2008), though I would argue that the field concept is clearer about outside boundaries and inside 
stratifications.
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2019, p. 754; Gërxhani & Miller, 2022). But because the incentives of academics 
rarely align with those of practitioners, conducting RCTs in applied contexts is 
often difficult. As one World Bank researcher explains, for DIME evaluators (and 
even more for researchers with the Bank’s Development Research Group) “the 
metric you’re evaluated on is, like, ‘how many papers do you publish?’, which 
pushes towards that academic side, and pushes away from being really respon-
sive to the concerns and questions from the operational team” (Interview DIME). 
Similarly, another economist laments that her colleagues tend to “create the ques-
tions, instead of thinking, you know, ‘we should be there in service of the prob-
lems and questions that the practitioners have”’ (Interview economist 2). And an 
evaluator with the German KfW Development Bank remarks,

KfW: Academic work is often rather detached from real practical work, 
of the things that are really going on in terms of programs. Ideally, this 
shouldn’t be so, but it is. And the reason is of course: The scientific world 
incentivizes great RCTs, funky designs, new data, precise identifications. 
And this is easier to get if I [as an academic] do my own experiments. But 
actual practical work depends on technical solutions that depend on real-
world situations. And reality often may not be interesting enough that you 
can do a great RCT on it, or anything that you can publish in a top journal. 
But as you know, this is what young researchers need to do.

From this perspective, the global interstitial field and its scientific business 
model suffer from a clear internal divide. In their everyday work, researchers are 
primed to focus on novelty in their publications while practitioners must aim for 
practical improvements of existing policies and programs. In the words of one 
researcher who works for the philanthropy Arnold Ventures,

Arnold Ventures: I mean, [at research-focused organizations] there’s cer-
tainly an effort and an attempt to ensure that the questions that are being 
asked are the questions that implementers or governments would want the 
answers to. But at the end of the day, the projects that get developed at, like, 
the IPAs and the J-PALs of the world are driven by academics. I think that’s 
a real difference from what we’re trying to do here.

The existence of tensions between the illusio of actors operating primarily 
in scientific rather than applied contexts, and vice versa, leads to one additional 
insight into the dynamics of imperfectly aligned fields. De Souza Leão and Eyal 
(2019, pp. 404–405, 398) argue that part of the homologous transformations that 
enabled the hinges among academics and practitioners to emerge was that current 
RCTs are based on small nudges rather than large-scale government interven-
tions. As they see it, both groups of actors have converged on a view according to 
which small changes, tested through small-scale RCTs, may lead to big improve-
ments—an idea that has been called “radical incrementalism” (Halpern & Mason, 
2015). But quite to the contrary, interviewed researchers suggest that evaluations 
of real social programs and small-scale academic “funky designs” are rarely the 
same (Interview KfW). Because many academic researchers are “on the tenure 
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clock”, hoping to get a university professorship, long-term RCT evaluations on 
real-world projects are rarely pursued and left to corporate actors with fewer time 
and funding constraints like the World Bank (Interview DIME). As one expert at 
the German Institute for Development Evaluation puts it,

DEval: When I think of the Banerjee’s of this world, they have their three 
institutions and three countries they work with. And with those they develop 
fancy interventions that produce nice publications. But this is not the stuff that 
USAID or FCDO [i.e. the US and UK aid agencies] need.

These comments suggest that the hinges between academics and practitioners do 
indeed exist, but they should rather be regarded as the smallest common denomina-
tor academics and practitioners can agree on. Rather than the result of a perfect con-
fluence of methods, worldviews, and practical needs, small-scale “nudging” RCTs 
are a compromise necessary to overcome fundamental differences among scientific 
and applied fields (White, 2014, pp. 21–22). The diverging illusio of different fields 
does not entirely unhinge the linkage provided by RCTs, but the hinge that actually 
exists is squeaky at best.

In some cases, this “squeakiness” has downright bizarre implications. As a large 
funder of RCTs, 3ie had agreed with the Mexican government to find qualified aca-
demic evaluators for one of its social programs. But as a 3ie employee explains,

3ie: This team bid to evaluate [the program]. And they said, “Well, the only 
design we can think of is this design. And Esther [Duflo] and Abhijit [Baner-
jee] already published a paper with this design for programs in India. So we 
don’t want to do that and publish it because that design has been used already. 
So we’re not gonna do it.” I’m like, “But you agreed about evaluating this pro-
gram. We don’t care what design you use, just use a valid design”. And they 
said, “No, we’re not going to do it, it’s not gonna be publishable”.

This episode drives home the conundrum of imperfect hinges in interstitial fields. 
Academics prioritize novelty and originality while governments prioritize real-
world improvements and long-term commitment. The hinge turns out to be so frag-
ile that it breaks under the weight of misaligned illusio.

Tensions between researchers and funders: Learning what works vs. 
the requirement of quick success

Having discussed the hinge between academics and political practitioners, it 
is also worth looking at the hinge between academics and funders. According to 
recent research, the particular strength of the scientific business model is that RCTs 
receive funding not only from public sources, but also from foundations, patrons, 
and corporations (Bédécarrats et al., 2019; de Souza Leão & Eyal, 2019; Donovan, 
2018). Indeed, as one interviewee explains, J-PAL sees itself largely “as a convener 
between donors who are interested in supporting [RCTs] and researchers who want 
to engage in the work” (Interview J-PAL 1). Establishing links with new funders 
is part of senior staff’s everyday business. Describing J-PAL’s fundraising efforts, 
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one annual report describes how its Executive Director, Rachel Glennerster, “pre-
sented at an Effective Altruism conference in California and had several follow-on 
meetings with potential donors from Silicon Valley”, an audience from which J-PAL 
hoped to raise “up to US $10 million annually” (J-PAL, 2016, p. 22). In a follow-
up to its influential 2006 report, the Center for Global Development (2022, p. 22) 
stresses that strengthening existing funding relations and establishing new ones is 
key for keeping up the momentum of evidence-based policymaking. Once again, 
RCTs seem to function as a hinge between academics and funders, promising dual 
rewards for both parties.

But again, the hinge turns out to be squeaky. As the Arnold Ventures researcher 
describes:

Arnold Ventures: As funders, we didn’t want to fund a bunch of beautiful stud-
ies that all came up with null findings. Which, it turns out, the [US] Depart-
ment of Education, that’s largely what happened there. They funded a ton of 
really great studies, but one after another they came back with disappointing 
findings. Because that can suck the life out of anything, you know, if you’ve 
got this great method [of RCTs] and you’re finding out all these things that 
don’t work. I mean, what’s the path to improving people’s lives then? So we 
decided that we were going to only fund trials where there was prior promising 
evidence.

This excerpt demonstrates at least two tensions in the hinge between the field of 
science, on the one hand, and the fields of business and politics on the other. First, 
while from a research-focused perspective finding out that programs do in fact not 
have the intended effects is just as valuable as finding out that they do, in the busi-
ness perspective of Arnold Ventures a “null finding” is an obstacle to the evidence 
agenda. Considering that they personally support the program being tested and that 
their own money is at stake, demonstrating positive results is a much higher prior-
ity for funders than for researchers and evaluators. As Robert Granger, the former 
president of the William T. Grant Foundation notes, philanthropic foundations in the 
United States are becoming increasingly worried about “a cascade of mixed or null 
findings from Obama-era efforts” and “a restive practitioner community that has not 
seen strong benefits from rigorous evaluations” (Granger, 2018, pp. 151–152). Put 
more strongly, from a funder’s perspective “rigorous evidence” could turn out to be 
self-defeating: if you seriously commit to RCTs, negative results threaten to disre-
gard your pet policy—so do you really want to take chances? Indeed, generations of 
RCT advocates have repeatedly run into this very misalignment between scientific 
and applied fields (Campbell, 1969, pp. 409–410; Pritchett, 2002).

The second tension, as Ravallion (2020, p. 64) points out, is that Arnold Ven-
tures’ decision to “only fund trials where there was prior promising evidence” is 
in direct contradiction with the argument that a trial is ethical only if there is no 
ex ante evidence that a program has positive effects, a principle known as “equi-
poise” (MacKay, 2018). Among the researchers interviewed, agreement with this 
ethical proviso is virtually universal. Yet the incentives of funders point exactly in 
the opposite direction. For them, doing an RCT based on equipoise is the equivalent 
of throwing money out the window.
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There is some evidence that the tension between researchers’ desire to accu-
mulate evidence and funders’ rationale to demonstrate positive results has become 
stronger over time. As one interviewee notes,

3ie: In 2008, you had an environment where funders, particularly foundations 
like Gates and Hewlett, were willing to put money into the global public good 
of evidence. That was no longer true by 2015. So, the funding environment 
changed, people wanted back to... they really wanted things of interest to them, 
not global public goods. Even Gates threw a lot of money initially into 3ie in 
the first couple of years, but within a year and a half they were saying, “We 
wouldn’t have done that now, we wouldn’t give it now”. And the money we 
got after that was for the particular grant programs they were interested in. But 
simple core funding to 3ie? That’s gone.

It should be noted, however, that 3ie’s experience seems to be relatively unique. 
As shown in Fig. 3, the revenue of RCT supporters (for whom numbers were avail-
able), peaked around 2015. Yet in the years that followed contributions did not 
decrease as much for other organizations as they did for 3ie.

Even so, RCT proponents have recently cautioned that “the financing of IEs [i.e., 
impact evaluations, which here means mostly RCTs] depends to a troubling extent on a 
small body of official agencies and foundations that regard IEs as extremely important 
products. Major shifts in policy by even a few such agencies could radically reduce the 
number of IEs being financed” (R. Manning et al., 2020, p. 38). Numerous interviewees 
worry about this possibility, complaining that RCT funders “wax and wane” in their com-
mitment (Interview economist 2) or commenting that “it kind of goes in and out—some-
times philanthropies are more interested in evidence building, sometimes they become 
less interested because an advocacy agenda seems more important” (Interview MDRC).

Overall, this section demonstrates that the hinges RCTs have created between 
researchers and practitioners are weaker than usually thought. Researchers and pol-
icy-makers experience a constant tension between creating academic publications 

Fig. 3  Annual revenue of RCT supporting organizations over time. Data: Organizations’ annual financial 
reports



1236 Theory and Society (2024) 53:1213–1244

1 3

and improving real-world policies and programs. Researchers and funders, for their 
part, are misaligned regarding the desire to learn new things and the rationale to 
invest in success stories. From this perspective, the progress of RCT proponents’ 
self-proclaimed fight against ideology, ignorance, and inertia depends on their abil-
ity to manage the consonances, compromises, and contradictions of global intersti-
tial fields.

Conclusion: The future of RCTs

This article has shown how support in favor of RCTs has crystallized into a global 
field of its own. Capitalizing on favorable institutional conditions in Northern and 
Southern countries, by the early 2000s many governments, NGOs, international 
organizations, research institutes, and philanthropic foundations found themselves 
in a situation in which conducting, funding, and collaborating on RCTs began to 
become a rewarding endeavor. To some extent, this “hinge” enabled researchers to 
better engage in research widely seen as especially rigorous, and it enabled practi-
tioners to be seen as taking an evidence-based approach to policymaking.

At the same time, the article has shown that hinges among formerly separate 
fields have led to imperfectly aligned incentives. Because RCT supporters originate 
from the fields of science, politics, and business, they partly “inherit” these fields’ 
stakes (or what field theorists call illusio). This, in turn, makes the global field suf-
fer from goal conflicts among researchers, political practitioners, and funders. As an 
interstitial field, sitting in between more established fields, the global field of RCT 
support is therefore less stable than usually assumed. This analysis can be read as 
contribution to theoretical questions some social scientists are interested in: How 
do social fields emerge? How do they hang together? How do they influence each 
other? As I have suggested, the RCT story points to a more general hypothesis, in 
that the liberation from the constraints and expectations of more established fields 
that makes interstitial fields strong may be precisely what makes them weak. But the 
analysis also has wider, more practical implications. As I discuss now, assessing the 
effects of the interstitial field’s internal dynamics and the critiques waged against 
RCTs leads to two predictions about the future of RCTs.

The first prediction is that the global field will probably differentiate according 
to the scientific, political, and economic fault lines that are observable already. This 
may imply professionalization and larger-scale trials for evaluations in applied pol-
icy contexts and a simultaneous tendency toward more technical “mechanism exper-
iments” in more academic contexts (Ludwig et al., 2011). The former will probably 
be run by large firms specialized in RCTs, while the latter are run by academics. 
The official rationale may be a more productive distribution of labor, but in practice, 
research firms and academics need not have much to do with each other.

The basis of this prediction is the relative internal weakness of the global intersti-
tial field of RCT support, discussed in this article, and the fact that the trends being 
predicted have already started to emerge. To begin with, differentiation into aca-
demic and applied branches would resolve some of the goal conflicts of the global 
interstitial field. Academics can publish slightly esoteric econometrics in specialized 
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journals without immediate pressure for “policy relevance”. Specialized firms can 
run RCTs according to the preferences of their customers and make a profit, perhaps 
with the more business-savvy philanthropic foundations as investors. And politi-
cal practitioners can consult with these firms, without having to debate research-
ers’ concern for intellectual progress. This way, everyone is again aligned with the 
incentives of their respective fields. Constantly “lubricating the trust machine”, as 
one researcher calls his task to maintain positive relations with practitioners (quoted 
in Fels, 2022, p. 24),4 becomes obsolete—and so does the need to constantly lubri-
cate the squeaky hinges between scientific and applied fields.

Initial evidence for the differentiation prediction comes from direct observations 
of RCT supporters as well as the historical development of adjacent fields. First, the 
only supporters of RCTs who seem largely exempt from the contradictory incentives 
of the interstitial field are, indeed, commercial firms. Openly acknowledging that 
they prioritize lucrative government contracts over academic publications, organiza-
tions like BIT, MDRC, or iNudgeYou can conduct academically uninteresting RCTs 
and replications without much concern for scientific recognition (Fels, 2022, pp. 
22–26). As one BIT researcher puts it,

BIT: We are a consultancy firm—we do what the customer wants. […] Some-
times, there are project teams who have the motivation to sit down to work on 
an academic publication. But that usually isn’t the priority of our partners, our 
customers. So we must see how to finance such research papers for ourselves. 
[…] Yet, because of this setup, as an organization we don’t have this kind of 
conflict [between the interests of customers and academics].

In addition, differentiation into academic and applied RCTs is actually a well-
known phenomenon in medicine and social science. Long having relied on academic 
specialists, by the 1990s tests of medical drugs came to be increasingly conducted 
by Contract Research Organizations. This became necessary because trials had to 
become larger, faster, and satisfy higher standards (Petryna, 2009). The development 
of market research and corporate data analysis is another example. Exempted from 
academic pressures to be “innovative”, but equipped with large amounts of capital 
and specialized staff, such firms are the only actors who can pull off a large-scale 
population survey in a rigorous and timely fashion (Savage & Burrows, 2007; Vogel, 
2019). Organizations that bridge academic and applied contexts—as J-PAL and IPA 
do now for policy trials—do not fit this differentiated environment. A corollary of 
the differentiation scenario is thus that such organizations would probably need to 
adapt their approach or find another niche.

The second prediction  about the future of RCTs is that, as a method of policy 
evaluation, they will cease to be considered the “gold standard” and come to be seen 

4 The researcher in question, Dan Ariely, an expert on the psychology and economics of dishonesty, 
happens to be accused of “lubricating” not only his relations with practitioners but also his research data. 
This is not only very ironic, but it may also suggest that people frequently transitioning between fields 
have a harder time aligning values and priorities like “searching for the truth” and “generating maximum 
attention”.
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as one good approach among others. The hype will subside, extreme positions will 
become less common, and qualitative and quantitative approaches will again come 
closer together. In some sense, this prediction is connected to the first. But again, 
recent trends account for it independently.

Over the past few years, supporters of RCTs have adapted to several critiques 
raised against their favorite technique (see Bédécarrats et al., 2020; Deaton & Cart-
wright, 2018; Teele, 2014). The RCT proponents interviewed for this study almost 
universally acknowledge that experimental trials must be used selectively and can-
not answer key macroeconomic questions regarding growth and inequality. Already 
in 2012, a study by the British Department for International Development (DFID, 
now FCDO), a key funder of RCTs, noted that “it is generally understood that meth-
ods and designs are fit for different purposes and when well-executed all have their 
strengths and weaknesses” (Stern et al., 2012, p. 9). Scholars have recently observed 
similar sentiments in Australia and France (Ball & Head, 2021; Devaux-Spatara-
kis, 2020). And as one J-PAL employee comments, RCTs are “a tool in the toolbox 
rather than the answer to all questions. It’s very important. I think there needed to be 
a shift in framing and a shift in thinking, and that happened” (interview J-PAL 3).

Proponents also increasingly acknowledge concerns about equity, particularly 
regarding the enormous influence of researchers based in the Global North (CGD, 
2022, pp. 21–22). As one recent study, published by a group of social experiment-
ers, states,

the vast majority of IE [i.e. impact evaluations, including RCTs] in LMICs 
[i.e. low- and middle-income countries] appear to have “northern” principal 
investigators. Undoubtedly, quality and rigour are essential to IEs, but it is 
important that IEs should not be perceived as a supply-driven product of a lim-
ited number of high-level academic departments in, for the most part, Anglo-
Saxon universities, sometimes mediated through specialist consultancy firms 
(R. Manning et al., 2020, p. 37).

RCT proponents also worry that the price of running randomized experi-
ments is very high, effectively excluding many NGOs from being “evidence-
based” in the sense presently propagated. This leads to a serious ongoing 
debate on the meaning of “evidence” and the degree to which RCTs should 
designate its “gold standard” (interview Results for America). Perhaps the only 
critique supporters of RCTs generally reject is that experimental approaches are 
unethical in principle.

The ironic result of these adaptations to critique is that precisely the organi-
zations who had committed to a strong focus on RCTs first now are the first 
to acknowledge their downsides. For instance, researchers at the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation noticed “just how hard it is to design and execute pro-
grammes with integrated, rigorous impact evaluations”, hence “adapting its 
approach from one that prioritises impact evaluation to one that is selective 
in how and when to use impact evaluation” (Sturdy et  al., 2014, p. 442). The 
Office of Management and Budget, which during the early 2000s had operated 
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as the “quarterback of evidence-based policy” in the United States, now argues 
that “a randomized controlled trial is not required for an evaluation to be rig-
orous, and using a method like a randomized controlled trial does not auto-
matically ensure that an evaluation is conducted with the necessary rigor” 
(OMB, 2021, p. 11). The Behavioural Insights Team experienced “a neces-
sity to move on, to innovate further—our focus now is much more on quali-
tative methods, on process evaluations” (interview BIT). And even according 
to one J-PAL researcher, “We’re on the other end of the hump, where there 
was a peak in RCT interest and now there’s actually a lot of revision of that 
interest” (interview J-PAL 2). All this supports the prediction that adaptation to 
ongoing criticism is slowly leading to a “new middle ground”, reconnecting the 
“well-rehearsed and polarized positions” of experimental and non-experimental 
research (Gisselquist & Niño-Zarazúa, 2015, p. 2).

In both of the predicted scenarios, RCTs no longer function as hinges that 
hold together a “scientific business model” in which researchers and practition-
ers try to collaborate as best they can. Differentiation and adaptation to cri-
tique promise a more pragmatic (and hopefully more productive) use of RCTs. 
This pragmatic middle ground position may acknowledge that RCTs can answer 
some questions of social science, and they can answer some questions of public 
policy. But they have a hard time answering scientific and policy questions at 
the same time, meaning that different sorts of RCTs in different contexts are 
required. And they also have a hard time answering questions that are politi-
cally charged, ill-defined, or operating at the macro-level of social organi-
zation—in other words, lots of things—meaning that other techniques and 
approaches remain highly important. As science and society evolve, their meth-
ods of inquiry evolve with them. But tackling all problems with the same tool 
seems not only unwise—as a purely empirical matter, sustaining such an effort 
is also highly implausible.
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