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Not Everything That Can Be 
Counted Is Counted
Rethinking Development Econometrics

Sneha Menon

There is, at present, little 
discourse and theory in academia 
about how to tackle the quick and 
dirty research needs of the 
development sector, which 
includes localised decision-making 
for programmes. There is a need 
to recognise qualitative 
approaches and move towards 
subjective interpretations of 
research results.

“J aise maine pucha hain ... in me se 
kaunsa?” (Out of the options I have 
listed, which one?). The call opera-

tor asked the question politely, forcing 
the respondent to choose from the options 
that she had just enlisted—options that 
were there only for her reference. Much 
to my researcher colleague’s dismay, the 
call centre representative had unwit-
tingly committed research anathema by 
“leading” her respondent. My colleague 
did not have suffi cient funding to visit 
the 5,000 subjects of her impact study 
who were spread across the country. 
Nonetheless, she was expected to run a 
quantitative study by her supervisor 
and by the standards of her discipline. 
After all, her background in economics 
had ensured that she had little tolerance 
for any methodology that involved fewer 
respondents than what the sample size 
calculator advised. She argued that larger 
sample sizes would nullify the call centre’s 
confi rmation bias, and that this meth do-
logy was still statistically superior to un-
representative qualitative research based 
on fi ve to 10 interviews. 

I would like to clarify at the onset 
that this article is not a critique of ran-
domised controlled trials (RCTs) or any 
other experimental/quasi-experimental 
methods of impact evaluation. That debate 
has had its day in the sun.1 

Like my colleague, my training in econo-
mics has convinced me of the scientifi c 
grounding of RCTs, instrument variables 
(IV), propensity score matching (PSM), 
regression discontinuity design (RDD) 
and other textbook prescriptions, and 
how each of these are resistant to differ-
ent forms of extraneous infl uence in 
their efforts to prove causation. But, this 
theory may be inapplicable to the devel-
opment sector, as there is, perhaps, more 
noise than can be controlled for. The 
best-known objection to RCTs and their 

ilk is that these are not externally valid; 
that is, their context-specifi c results are 
only useful to policymakers in the same 
geographic, demographic, and temporal 
setting as the original study. This is why 
there has been a fl urry of studies that 
evaluate the impact of similar interven-
tions. 3ieimpact, for instance, lists 4,260 
impact evaluations in its repository and 
the number is clearly growing (Miranda 
et al 2016). Yet, their generalisability 
depends on one’s taste for variation (Vivalt 
2016). The second concern is whether 
these would stand the test of replication. 
Replication can be a can of worms 
(Blattman 2015) and can produce strik-
ing results, as for instance in the Psy-
chology Reproducibility Project, which 
could produce only half the mean effect 
size of the original effects (Roberts and 
Nosek 2015).

Research for Development

It is worth questioning whether the con-
siderable growth of quantitative impact 
evaluations is just another sign of the 
growing mathematisation of economics. 
After all, the standard economics gradu-
ate course hardly outlines how to design 
a research study when there is little scope 
for randomisation, no baseline, and scant 
funds and time; all of which are condi-
tions that are commonplace in the social 
sector. These are subjects explored by 
the World Bank in an Independent Eval-
uation Group working paper (Bamberger 
2006). Clearly, this is not a contest of 
methods to fi nd the gold standard, but 
rather, it is an effort in prioritisation and 
capacity building. There is, at present, 
little discourse and theory in academia 
about how to tackle the quick and dirty 
research needs of the development sector, 
which includes decision-making about 
which programmes should be offered in a 
village, how to customise policy entitle-
ments to different populations, and how 
to identify benefi ciaries. These decisions 
could be research-driven but are often 
taken on the fl y, based on intuition, ex-
perience, or a political agenda.

Perhaps, it is time to quantify and 
qualify internal and external validity, 
so that social enterprises can choose 
between multiple rounds of small surveys 
and a single comprehensive study of the  
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population of its benefi ciaries. Is the 
presence of a third party necessary, or 
would it be possible for a non-govern-
mental organisation (NGO) to train its 
own staff for data collection (which can 
be audited later) and save on the travel 
expenses of researchers? In my col-
league’s case, would she have been bet-
ter off doing a few in-person interviews 
or having the call centre try to reach all 
5,000 of the intervention benefi ciaries? 
Ignoring the empirical trade-offs for a 
moment, the qualitative route is arguably 
more useful for building intuition as 
well as for understanding and validating 
genuine research needs. 

How well is the current evaluation 
landscape meeting its intended users’ 
needs?2 Why do so many conferences 
end with a call for greater alignment of 
academic research and decision-making 
in the development sector? The idea that 
research should be guided by a fi eld 
needs assessment is perhaps very conse-
quentialist and may confl ict with the idea 
of intellectual freedom and academic 
curiosity. But, are these really at odds 
with one another? The economist Jean 
Drèze (2002) discussed this question: 

The value of scientifi c research can, in many 
circumstances, be enhanced even further if 
it is combined with real-world involvement 
and action. I see this approach as an essential 
complement of, not a substitute for, research 
of a more “detached” kind.

As we have seen, it remains a pressing 
question even today.

Role of the Economist

It is interesting to assess how economists 
view their own role in development. One 
common perspective is that they see 
themselves as data opportunists who 
make the best use of an already available 
data set and extract useful insights. 
This is why we are encouraged to look 
for “natural experiments.” But alterna-
tive approaches may start with some of 
the following questions: “Where are the 
biggest research lacunae?” and “What are 
practitioners’ biggest research needs?” 
or “How to optimally use given research 
resources (data and/or funding and/or 
interns) to best help a decision-maker?”

When another researcher colleague 
asked his guide something along these 

lines, he was promptly asked whether he 
wished to do a PhD after the current 
project or look for work, insinuating that 
a future PhD application would require 
research experience working with more 
“rigorous methods,” and so thinking 
along the lines of research needs would 
be fruitless. Why is it that the ability to 
identify real research needs is not counted 
as a PhD-worthy skill? 

While many papers outline the need 
for further research, and there are 
evidence gap maps too,3 there are few 
formal mechanisms to match researchers 
to practitioners in India, particularly 
economists, who are instead required to 
only utilise data sets. Is it too idealistic 
to envision the pairing of consenting 
economics PhD candidates with con-
senting practitioners? 

At the theoretical end, new discourses 
have emerged on the development of 
iterative methodologies for programme 
design and evaluation (Pritchett et al 
2012). The development consulting sector 
has also produced toolkits for customis-
ing monitoring and evaluation (M&E)4 

and for developing lean data surveys.5 
But, mixed or qualitative methods are yet 
to fi nd their way into mainstream eco-
nomics syllabi. The words “social audit”6 
do not come up in empirical methodo-
logies. Given that the unspoken social 
science pecking order is based on “quan-
titativeness,” economics takes pride in its 
place as the top discipline and has a 
strong methodological infl uence on other 
disciplines, like sociology and political 
science. Another worrying trend is seen 
in the paper acceptance standards of 
economics journals, where few Indian 
journals like Economic & Political Weekly 
continue to publish qualitative studies. 

What Is the Solution?

I am not arguing either for or against the 
idea that the fi ndings of studies with 
larger samples and more controls come 
closer to the truth. However, it is, in the 
palette of greys that is development eco-
nomics literature that I see more space 
for qualitative shades. Specifi cally, I en-
list some steps worth considering:
(i) Those who  wish to do research of 
consequence on policy implementation 
should be encouraged to source their 

 research question from the very practi-
tioners they wish to infl uence. I would 
go on to say that research questions 
should be developed by the very people 
on whom the research will have an im-
pact. Certainly, unemployed youths, on 
being offered a training course by a so-
cial enterprise, would be able to assess 
the usefulness of an auctions-based 
study to check their “ability to pay” for 
these courses.
(ii) While knowing how to calculate the 
Coeffi cient of Relative Risk Aversion 
(CRRA) is useful, it is equally important 
for economics students to learn how to 
create a survey under certain constraints. 
For instance, they should learn how to 
manage the trade-off between including 
more respondents per village and more 
villages for a particular study. Perhaps, 
this could be achieved by using census 
data to measure heterogeneity or by tak-
ing into account that travelling to more 
villages would involve higher costs. 
(iii) Studies need to be judged not just 
by the stars in the tables,7 but by other 
measures, such as whether the fi ndings 
were revalidated by qualitative checks 
post-analysis, or if the study was de-
signed in a particular way to assist a 
practitioner. 
(iv) We need a spectrum of formal re-
search that would fi ll the gap between 
academic journals and government-
commissioned reports. There are very 
few Indian research forums that are fre-
quented by both academics and practi-
tioners, apart from opinion pieces in 
newspapers. Forums where NGOs can 
learn about the experiences of other orga-
nisations with a particular programme, 
or where researchers across the country 
aggregate and cross-validate their re-
search fi ndings, are imperative.

Our objective should be to overcome 
our aversion to subjectivity in the inter-
pretation of results. After all, a degree of 
subjectivity is commonplace in “statisti-
cally airtight” studies too. What else 
could explain the lengthy arguments on 
endogeneity and reverse causality, to 
which walls of economics seminar rooms 
have been witness? Why not, then, come 
to terms with the presence of ambiguity? 
As New School economist Sanjay Reddy 
puts it, “Judgment will necessarily be 
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involved in such an exercise. This is not an 
embarrassment but rather the very con-
dition of confronting reality” (2012: 66).

Notes

1  See Cohen-Setton et al (2014) for a good sum-
mary. For more on the debate, see Deaton 
(2009), Pritchett and Sandefur (2013), and 
Blattman’s (2013–17) blog for criticism; and for a 
good defence, see Imbens (2009), Banerjee 
and Dufl o (2008), and Newman’s (2012–14) blog.

2  This question is addressed at length in Shah 
et al (2015).

3  3ieimpact, “Evidence Gap Maps,” http://
www.3ieimpact.org/en/evaluation/evidence-
gap-maps/.

4  Innovations for Povery Action, “Goldilocks: 
Right Fit M&E,” http://www.poverty-action.
org/goldilocks.

5  Acumen, “Lean Data Addresses the Unique 
Measurement Needs of Social Enterprises,” 
http://acumen.org/ideas/lean-data/.

6  Loosely speaking, this is the process of verify-
ing the stated/promised outcomes of a policy.

7  Stars are often used to signify the statistical 
signifi cant fi ndings in an analysis table.
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