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Prologue

Leopoldo Laborda1

University Research Institute for Latin American Studies (University of Alcalá) 
Madrid, Spain

To Metro Center and beyond!

At the age of 80, economist Benjamin Graham confessed to a friend his idea of 
aiming to do something bold, something creative, and something generous each day. 
These three purposes are also the guiding principles behind the publication of Essays 
on Impact Assessment and Development. Bold in the sense of inviting professionals 
with extensive experience in various areas of development and impact assessment, 
despite their hectic schedules and amidst the complexity brought about by the 
Covid-19 pandemic, to engage in an exercise that deviates from the usual academic 
output they produce (such as articles in scientific journals, technical notes, etc.). 
Creative in the sense of pushing them out of their comfort zone of creating knowledge 
products that go beyond the conventional academic and/or professional formats, 
allowing them to share, in a more straightforward manner, the aspects they deem 
important in their professional endeavors involving impact evaluations and project 
management. These insights often do not fit within the standardized framework of 
an academic article or a typical technical working document, where ingredients are 
briefly described, cooking times noted, and the final “dish” is displayed, without 
detailing the challenges that arose during the process leading to that end result. 
Lastly, generous in nature as it contains a collection of valuable reflections shared 
by the authors, the result of years of dedicated, professional, and passionate work 

1  The views expressed in this essay are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of 
the University Research Institute for Latin American Studies.
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in various development areas. This endeavor has required sacrificing leisure time to 
carve out space to pen down these essays.

The book’s genesis can be traced back to a serendipitous process, initially arising 
as a mere conversation among colleagues in the months preceding the pandemic. 
This conversation revolved around the intricacies of some impact evaluations they 
were working on. Engrossed in the discussion during their commute back from work 
(from Metro Center station in Washington where the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IADB) headquarters in the United States is located), I inadvertently missed 
my intended stop. Upon retracing my steps home, I was overwhelmed by a sense 
of regret, as many suggestions and uncertainties that arose during the conversation 
would either be lost or perhaps shared with a very limited group of people, as they 
did not fit into a typical academic article. This prevailing feeling, coupled with the 
increasingly acknowledged reality of being surrounded by a sea of information, 
blogs, conferences, and specialized books, convinced me that a publication like 
this could present a valuable opportunity to put forth a rich collection of ideas, 
recommendations, and deeply contemplated reflections in the form of short essays. 
This collection of essays, in some way, would allow us to sift through the plethora 
of information available today, separating the wheat from the chaff, and serve as 
a valuable knowledge resource, especially for individuals embarking on their 
professional journey in the realm of development and impact evaluation, or for those 
who need to be informed about its challenges, significance, and so forth. For the 
aforementioned reasons, I am immensely pleased by the educational experience that 
readers will have while delving into this collection of essays for the first time or 
upon subsequent readings. They may also choose to explore the bibliography curated 
and annotated by them. I am confident that this will enhance their understanding of 
impact assessment and development. I firmly believe that the publication they hold 
in their hands (if they have the print version) or view on their screen (if they have the 
electronic version) can be beneficial in general for individuals interested in drawing 
insights and suggestions from experts in this field, which inherently encourages not 
to assume any results a priori but to approach it as Unended Quest: An Intellectual 
Autobiography as titled by Popper in his marvelous book about his intellectual 
journey, as part of a philosophy of perpetual questioning and rigorous empirical 
analysis for hypothesis refutation2.

The previous task is by no means simple given the complexity inherent in the 
subjects of development and impact evaluation of its interventions. In this sense, and 
continuing with the culinary analogy, this publication is not composed as a set of 

2  In Popper, K. R. (1976). Unended Quest: An Intellectual Autobiography, the author eloquently traces 
his intellectual journey, exploring his philosophical contributions (the theory of falsifiability, the concept of 
an open society, and criticism of totalitarian systems), as well as his interactions with influential thinkers of 
the past century such as Einstein, Schrödinger, and Hayek.
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“ready-to-apply recipes” to solve each of the problems that arise, but rather as a tool 
for reflection to assist professionals involved in improving the living conditions of 
citizens, especially the most vulnerable. It aims to help them anticipate the challenges 
ahead and think innovatively about the best policies and interventions to address 
them, as well as mobilize efficient, cost-effective, and evidence-based responses 
to increase their chances of success in achieving the proposed development goals. 
In more operational terms, this publication is aimed at all readers (development 
professionals, academics, citizens, etc.) who approach its pages with the intention 
of obtaining some idea or reflection that may be useful to them in achieving a 
quantifiable impact of a specific intervention, to implement a development policy, or 
simply to gain a more informed understanding of the challenges and improvement 
opportunities posed in this field.

Given that it is not my intention to tire the reader, but rather to allow them to 
immerse themselves without further delay in the essays contained in this publication, 
I did not want to bid farewell without first expressing my gratitude to each and every 
one of the authors who have collaborated in this initiative (Noam Agrist, Raquel 
Bernal, Marie Moland Gaarder, Philip Keefer, Emma Naslund-Hadley and Bejamin 
Roseth), for their generosity especially in such a complicated situation to which we 
have already referred. Secondly, I would like to express my admiration for the work 
they do in order to promote a knowledge agenda that is so valuable for development 
and ultimately for the well-being of individuals. I particularly wish to acknowledge 
the debt of gratitude owed to Emma Näslund-Hadley, for embracing this initiative 
with enthusiasm from the outset, and for making it possible for this publication to 
reach a successful conclusion, even when at times it seemed as though the wind had 
ceased to fill its sails.

I wish to extend my sincere gratitude to Professor Francisco Pascual-Vives and 
the publishing house Marcial Pons for giving us the opportunity to release a prior 
Spanish version of this manuscript under the auspices of the University Research 
Institute for Latin American Studies (IELAT) at the University of Alcalá. This work 
has also greatly benefited from the valuable comments and suggestions of Elio De 
Zuani and Eva María Ortiz Tovar, colleagues whose exceptional technical expertise 
is coupled with remarkable kindness. Many thanks to all of them for their generosity 
in reviewing the manuscript.

Lastly, but certainly not less important, I extend my gratitude to all readers 
approaching this publication with the intent of gaining insights or information that 
may be useful in their commendable efforts to enhance the living conditions of 
individuals, especially those in vulnerable contexts. Ultimately, this publication is 
driven by the mission to improve the welfare of people facing hardships.



Introduction

Leopoldo Laborda3

University Research Institute for Latin American Studies (University of Alcalá) 
Madrid, Spain

If we consider the potential evolution of various factors that could impact people’s 
well-being, it is conceivable that in the coming decades, the world will be very 
different from how we know it today. For instance, when we look at social factors 
(level of cohesion), technological factors (level of innovation), economic factors 
(level of prosperity), environmental factors (level of disruption), or governance 
factors (level of international cooperation), we may find ourselves facing scenarios 
of greater complexity, but also with greater opportunities to address the challenges 
associated with development. An example that can illustrate the complexity and 
paradoxes emerging in current scenarios, which may be further accentuated in 
the future, is the potential of certain emerging technologies (artificial intelligence, 
robotics, biotechnology, quantum computing, etc.) to empower individuals to 
unprecedented levels, while also posing a heightened risk of misinformation 
and/or manipulation stemming from the expansion of information technologies. 
Despite facilitating increased connectivity among individuals or institutions rapidly 
and without hierarchical or physical boundaries, the unregulated nature of these 
technologies presents risks concerning the dissemination of biased or even false 
information.

In this sense, while suggesting future scenarios about the evolution and speed 
of changes in these factors, and making predictions by projecting past data might 
be a risky exercise, especially in the latter case (somewhat akin to attempting to 

3  The views expressed in this essay are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of 
the University Research Institute for Latin American Studies.
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drive a car while only looking in the rearview mirror), the truth is that while some 
of the challenges that may impact development and well-being, especially in the 
most vulnerable population groups (due to poverty, discrimination, etc.), have 
already started to be felt, some more abruptly, in the context of the past pandemic. 
For example, the crisis in access to healthcare, the slowdown in economic growth, 
the increase in the number of people living in poverty, as well as other challenges 
that have been gradually permeating, such as demographic and climate change, the 
growing influence of non-state actors (civil society, etc.), or the increasing demands 
from citizens for greater social inclusion (in terms of gender diversity, ethnic and 
sexual identity, etc.) and protection of their rights (freedom of speech, etc.). Although 
these developments unfold more slowly, it is plausible to think that they will also 
play a significant role in the future.

The fact that the previous challenges for development are gradually making 
an impact on society, represents significant challenges for the public and private 
institutions involved in promoting them, and ultimately for the professionals within 
them, in terms of both organizational and management aspects, as well as governance. 
In the former case, it is important to provide proactive responses based on foresight, 
innovation, efficiency, and continuous improvement, and in the latter case, to establish 
a set of principles that will enable them to articulate responsible and transparent 
policies, focused on the most vulnerable citizens, cost-effective, and evidence-based.

Precisely, this latter principle of establishing evidence-based development 
policies is closely linked to impact evaluation, a central focus of this publication. 
Impact evaluation is presented as a key tool for rigorously quantifying social 
phenomena through randomized social experiments, such as randomized controlled 
trials (RCTs), natural experiments (e.g., those resulting from random shocks like 
the onset of Covid-19 or historical events like the mass exodus of marielitos)4, or 
non-experimental and quasi-experimental studies. These methodologies, under 
various identification assumptions, seek to mitigate selection bias inherent in any 
data not arising from random allocation, thereby estimating the attributable effect of 
specific interventions in the realm of development. An indication of the significance 
that these advances are having at an academic level is the awarding of the Nobel 
Prize in Economics in 2021 to David Card, Joshua Angrist, and Guido Imbens for 
their utilization of natural experiments and their contribution to understanding the 
connection between economic policies and other events, and previously in 2019 to 
Abhijit Banerjee, Esther Duflo, and Michael Kremer, for proposing an experimental 
approach to evaluate the impact of poverty alleviation programs.

4  Initially, the term marielitos was used disparagingly to refer to Cuban citizens who departed from the 
Mariel port in Cuba to the United States between April 15, 1980, and October 31, 1980. This event sparked a 
significant body of work that continues to influence contemporary discourse, such as studies by Borjas (2016; 
2017), examining the impact (e.g., on wages) of this migratory exodus.
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While in other scientific disciplines such as medicine, practices like controlled 
trials have represented a significant advancement over the past few decades, the 
reality is that in the field of economic development, its trajectory is shorter, 
especially concerning the systematic and explicit use of quantitative (as well as 
qualitative) tools to measure the effects of development programs and initiatives 
and to make decisions based on a rigorous analysis that goes beyond mere intuition, 
tradition, or unfounded preconceptions. In other words, the knowledge generated 
by impact evaluations, which can be considered a public good (to the extent that it 
might be available to all of society), is enabling the acquisition of evidence on the 
effectiveness or ineffectiveness of interventions. This evidence is highly useful for 
enhancing the effectiveness of public policies and the governance of the institutions 
implementing them, by leveraging resources more effectively, being accountable to 
the public, and contributing to the institutionalization of a culture of learning and 
continuous improvement.

While there is still a long way to go on this knowledge agenda, significant 
progress has been made in recent years in using evidence in the development of 
public policies, while the challenges that must be faced have become more apparent. 
For instance, in a report prepared by “The Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action 
Lab” (J-PAL), the authors highlight various obstacles arising from political and 
financial uncertainty, as well as gaps still present in the evidence generated thus 
far (Carter et al., 2018). The report provides some suggestions for addressing the 
aforementioned challenges, such as developing new partnerships between public and 
private institutions, or strengthening existing ones to leverage available capacities, 
data, and systems, taking into consideration their distinct processes and incentives. 
In this sense, collaborating in the production of empirical evidence can be useful 
whether the institution aims to implement an intervention pilot (to test programs for 
future expansion) or simply intends to fund a specific program (to access evidence 
for decision-making purposes).

In terms of challenges related to impact evaluation within public and private 
institutions, a report from USAID (2019) identifies two main types of technical and 
management challenges. Technical challenges in impact evaluation affect the ability 
of development institutions to conduct evaluations in a manner that yields credible 
inferences about the causal links between interventions and their intended outcomes. 
Management challenges for impact evaluation involve human and systemic issues 
that hinder a development institution’s ability to smoothly progress through the 
phases of an impact evaluation, even in the absence of serious technical obstacles.

Upon reaching this juncture, individuals perhaps less acquainted with these 
subjects and perusing these lines may find themselves somewhat overwhelmed by the 
challenge posed by this endeavor. However, in accordance with the phrase attributed 
to Albert Einstein that “Learning is experience, everything else is just information”, 
I have positive news to share with them. They count with six excellent development 
professionals (Noam Angrist, Raquel Bernal, Marie Moland Gaarder, Phil Keefer, 
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Emma Näslund-Hadley, and Ben Roseth) who, in their roles as “researchers” and 
“entrepreneurs,” have generously offered essential knowledge in the form of essays. 
This knowledge is not explicitly stated in academic papers presenting impact 
evaluation results but is crucial for the ir quality. It carries immense value as it stems 
from a very rich work experience and reflection as development professionals and 
genuinely caring human beings striving to enhance the living conditions of the most 
vulnerable individuals.

If that were not enough, and taking advantage of their immense generosity, we 
have asked them to incorporate into their manuscript some recommended readings 
that, due to various circumstances, have decisively influenced their perception 
of development and impact evaluation, or simply their own intellectual and/or 
humanistic formation. While it may seem like a whimsical request, we believe that in 
a world like the present one where, as we discussed in the prologue, we are swimming 
in a sea of information, having a brief bibliography selected by experts in the field of 
development and impact evaluation can be a valuable resource in uncovering some 
of these hidden gems that might otherwise go unnoticed or take time to identify.

While the essays included in this book are a wonderful demonstration of how one 
can clearly explain, in a very intuitive way, complex aspects of impact evaluation, 
I have taken the liberty of including two brief annexes. In these annexes, I address 
basic aspects of the nature of interventions and impact evaluation in the field of 
development, as well as the tools that are currently being developed alongside 
advancements in artificial intelligence. These annexes are intended for readers who 
are approaching the fascinating world of impact evaluation and development for the 
first time, providing them with an initial guide to enhance their enjoyment of the 
journey they will embark on while reading these essays.

References:
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An Essay by an Economist Entrepreneur

Noam Angrist
Executive Director and Co-Founder of Youth Impact 

Boston, United States of America

Generating evidence at a time of historic need

During the Covid-19 pandemic, there was extraordinary need for evidence. Over 
1 billion children were forced out of school during school closures, with enormous 
uncertainty on how to provide effective distance education. An organization I co-
lead, Youth Impact, filled the gap. We conducted the world’s first randomized trial 
on distance education during the pandemic, starting in Botswana, and then spreading 
to over 10 countries worldwide.

The program we tested was simple: SMS text messages combined with phone 
call tutorials on foundational math skills once a week. Tutors called parents and their 
primary school children using simple feature phones – a “low tech” solution. Our 
turn to “low tech” contrasted with many governments and organizations who tried 
higher-tech solutions, such as internet-based programs, and middle-tech solutions, 
such as radio and TV. Yet only 15 percent of households in low-income settings have 
access to the internet. In contrast, over 70 percent have access to mobile phones, a 
uniquely cheap and scalable platform to reach students.

The pedagogy was just as important as the platform. The tutorials covered 
foundational math skills and provided highly targeted educational instruction. Every 
week students were assessed remotely via phone and results were used to target 
instruction to students’ level. Students who did not know addition, would be taught 
addition; students who did not know subtraction, would be taught subtraction. Similar 
pedagogical approaches had been shown to work prior to the pandemic in school 
settings, such as a model known as “teaching at the right level” and we adapted this 
best practice (Banerjee et al. 2017; GEEAP 2020).
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The program worked: effects showed that children received the equivalent of a 
full year of high-quality education per $100, one of the most cost-effective programs 
in the education literature5. Results emerged early in the pandemic, just a few 
months after initial school closures (Angrist et al. 2020) and were later published in 
Nature Human Behaviour (Angrist et al. 2022). Within days of the working paper 
release in August of 2020, demand for the program surged. My co-founder at Youth 
Impact, Moitshepi Matsheng, captured it perfectly —“this is the type of evidence we 
should be producing”—, alluding to the fact that the research had proved pivotal for 
decision-makers around the world. Dozens of governments, multilaterals, and NGOs 
approached us to replicate the approach. And so, we replicated. 

Replication across contexts and with governments

The stakes were high. Would the program translate across diverse contexts and 
implementing partners? The literature was rife with stories of replication failures, 
with growing recognition of a replication crisis (Schooler 2014) and a host of 
scaling challenges (List 2022; Mobarak 2022). Examples included early childhood 
development programs whose effects diminished as they scaled from 70 students in 
Jamaica to 700,000 in Peru (Araujo, Rubio-Codina, and Schady, 2022), and contract 
teacher programs in Kenya which worked when delivered by NGOs but failed to 
replicate when delivered by the government (Bold et al. 2018).

Within 18 to 24 months, we had conducted five additional trials around the 
world in Kenya, India, Nepal, Philippines, and Uganda – some of the fastest, multi-
country evidence ever generated in education. We tested the approach with NGOs, 
multilaterals such as the World Bank, and with governments6. Some things didn’t 
work, such as SMS messages on their own. But the main program – phone call 
tutorials combined with SMS messages – worked everywhere, including when 
delivered by governments.

Not only did the approach work, but effectiveness also improved over time (Angrist et 
al. 2023a). Indeed, we saw a substantial “learning curve”, with improved implementation 
fidelity across replications. In Botswana, the proof-of-concept study, instruction was 

5  Many countries continue to face a “learning crisis”, with little to no improvement in student learning 
over the past few decades (Angrist et al. 2021), resulting in an urgent need for more cost-effective and 
scalable solutions.  

6  A remarkable set of research and implementing partners as well as funder coalition enabled this multi-
country response. Implementing and research partners included Youth Impact, J-PAL, Learning Collider, 
Oxford, World Bank, Ministry of Education, Science and Technology of Nepal, Teach for Nepal, Street 
Child, Philippines Department of Education, IPA, Building Tomorrow, NewGlobe, Alokit, and Global School 
Leaders. Funding partners included UBS Optimus Foundation, Mulago Foundation, Douglas B. Marshall 
Foundation, SNF Foundation, Jacobs Foundation, Echidna Giving, Peter Cundill Foundation, Northwestern 
“economics of nonprofits” class, and J-PAL IGI.
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targeted 41.1 percent of the time. In Nepal, one of the first replications, instruction was 
targeted 50.9 percent of the time, followed by the Philippines with 64.9 percent targeted 
instruction, and finally we saw 81.5 percent targeted instruction in Uganda, the final 
replication study. Student learning saw similarly positive effects across all countries, 
with steady improvements over time, from 0.12 standard deviation learning gains in 
Botswana to over 0.80 standard deviation gains in the final trial in Uganda (Angrist et al. 
2023b). While implementation fidelity is typically hard to sustain, our replication studies 
showed steadily improving targeted instruction alongside improving and positive effects 
on learning across all settings. The replications had proved a historic success.

Ongoing program optimization for scale

The learning curve didn’t stop there. Simultaneously as the program was replicated 
around the world, ongoing testing in Botswana continually optimized the program for 
maximum cost-effectiveness and scalability nearly every other month. Youth Impact, 
the largest NGO in Botswana, had built systems to conduct rigorous, rapid program 
optimization, a process coined Rapid Impact Assessments (RIAs). RIAs combine 
features of traditional randomized controlled trials (RCTs) – often associated with 
rigor and evaluating impact – along with features of A/B testing methods used in the 
technology sector – often associated with fast, ongoing optimization.

We first set out to make phone calls easier to implement. The typical intervention 
consisted of 20-minute weekly calls. We added a twist, comparing weekly calls for 20 
minutes with 40-minute bi-weekly calls – the same dosage but distributed differently. 
Substantial time was spent reaching households but once a household was reached, 
it could be optimal to maximize instruction time by extending the call from 20 to 
40 minutes, and then skip a week until the next session, reducing scheduling time. 
Results showed this model was indeed optimal. 40-minute bi-weekly calls were just 
as effective as weekly 20-minute calls, but cheaper and easier to implement. So, we 
adopted the bi-weekly 40-minute model.

Another learning agenda aimed to maximize parent engagement with the phone 
call tutorials. Typically, parent engagement had been relatively unstructured. 
Teachers would call parents and then ask to talk with their primary school-aged 
child. The parent could either hand the phone to their child and leave, put the phone 
on speaker and remain present, or they could co-instruct. In one treatment we left 
parental engagement unstructured. In the other treatment, we provided structure and 
explicitly asked the parent to take over the latter half of the call and become the 
instructor. 50 percent of parents agreed. The results were astounding: the impact of 
the program on learning nearly tripled.

Altogether, we ran 8 RIAs within just one year, yielding more and more learning. 
This process proved essential for optimizing the program for maximum impact, cost-
effectiveness, and scalability.
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Lessons learned and future directions of impact evaluation

This impact evaluation odyssey is a historic success story. How can we ensure 
this case does not remain an outlier and starts to become the norm? 

1.  The value of replication: the need to conduct better and more replications

Replications and multi-country studies remain the exception, contributing to a 
replication crisis with many proof-of-concepts failing to deliver results once re-
tested or scaled (Schooler 2014). A recent review found that less than 1 percent 
of randomized controlled trials (RCTs) in education are multi-country (Angrist and 
Meager 2022). Rather than be an exception, replications should become the rule. 
More frequent replication efforts, such as the ones described in this essay, would 
accelerate progress in addressing the replication crisis.

Clearly defining replication is essential. The goal of replication should not 
necessarily be for an approach to work everywhere; rather, we should strive 
to identify if a program can work across diverse settings, and to determine the 
underlying mechanisms that need to be in place for maximum effectiveness. Our 
replications across five countries enabled us to identify the “active ingredients” or 
“common mechanisms” needed for the program to work across diverse settings. For 
example, we found that it was not only the platform but also the pedagogy that 
proved essential – phone calls with targeted instruction were more effective than 
phone calls without targeted instruction (Angrist et al. 2022; Angrist et al. 2023a; 
Angrist et al. 2023b). This finding also helped reconcile growing evidence on related 
approaches. For example, a different phone call program in Sierra Leone did not 
improve learning, likely since it encouraged listenership to a uniform national radio 
program and could not target instruction (Crawfurd et al. 2021).

Replications also need not be carbon copy clones; rather replication can and should 
test various scalable delivery models. For example, we tested NGO or government-
led delivery. Results showed similar effectiveness through government delivery, 
paving the way for scale up through government systems. Moreover, rather than 
replicate identical program features, replications should test common mechanisms 
adapted to local contexts7. For example, in our case, when adapting program content 
across contexts, language translation was always necessary.  Moreover, targeting 
instruction required adjusting to baseline levels of learning in each context to ensure 
instruction was indeed targeted. Students in Kenya knew addition to begin with, and 
so should be taught subtraction, whereas in the Philippines many students couldn’t 

7  This concept relates to frameworks around the generalizability of evidence (Bates and 
Glennerster 2017).
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add to start with, and so were first taught addition. The same mechanism – targeted 
instruction – was operationalized to the local context.

Finally, having an organization that knows and cares to connect the dots between 
replications, sharing lessons and best practices along the way, can facilitate a “learning 
curve” with program fidelity and impact improving over time. Indeed, rather than 
implementation fidelity dissipating over time, as is often the case, we found just the 
opposite: equipped with mechanisms to learn from experience, such as collecting 
ongoing monitoring data and coordinated lesson sharing across replications, rates of 
targeted instruction improved from 41 percent to over 81 percent.

Too few replications occur today, and those that do are often ad hoc and 
disconnected from each other. More replication and more coordination among those 
replications can catalyze a much-needed advance from proof-of-concept studies 
towards effective, replicable, and scalable programs.

2. � The potential of a new type of impact evaluation: ongoing, rapid, rigorous 
iteration

During Covid-19 there was urgent need for rapid, responsive evidence. However, 
there is need for real-time evidence always. Decision-makers are often faced with 
uncertainty and tight budget constraints and a need for good evidence to inform day-
to-day decisions as well as policy planning. To meet this need and accelerate the next 
era of impact evaluation, Rapid Impact Assessments (RIAs) hold enormous promise, 
building on the success of the RCT movement.

In many ways RIAs are similar to RCTs. RIAs also randomize various groups 
to enable credible causal inference. However, their typical use case differs along a 
few dimensions. RCTs are typically external, high-stakes evaluations rather than a 
medium-stakes internal learning tool used routinely by implementing organizations 
and governments. RIAs, in comparison, are first and foremost an internal learning 
methodology. RIAs are also typically rapid, occurring monthly while RCTs can 
sometimes take 5 to 10 years. RIAs measure indicators which are important enough for 
decision-making, like numeracy and literacy, and can change quickly enough to enable 
rapid iteration, with learning progress occurring over 15 days; this contrasts with RCTs 
which often focus on longer-term outcomes, such as learning over the course of a year, 
or graduation. RIAs are also usually conducted at-scale or on the path to scale and used 
to further optimize programming once proof of concept has been established, whereas 
RCTs are often used to establish proof of concept if a program or policy works in the 
first place. Many of these features of RIAs are similar to A/B testing in the technology 
sector. A key distinction is that RIAs focus on impacts, such as improving learning, 
while A/B tests often focus on more operational questions, such as engagement.

Without a process such as RIAs for repeated, iterative learning, we would have 
left substantial impact on the table. Leveraging RIAs, we tripled effectiveness by 
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better structuring parent engagement to actively participate in phone call tutorials. 
And we enhanced cost-effectiveness by shifting to longer bi-weekly calls over 
shorter weekly ones.

New rapid, rigorous iterative learning approaches are the vanguard of impact 
evaluation, unlocking ever more cost-effective programs, scalability, and real-time 
take-up of evidence. While ambitious, such a revolution is possible. Youth Impact 
has pioneered the use of Rapid Impact Assessments and A/B testing in the social 
sector, optimizing evidence-based programs on the path to scale through 25 rapid 
trials in just 36 months. More and more organizations are expressing interest in 
joining the movement towards rapid, rigorous, and real-time evidence, ranging from 
large NGOs such as Save the Children to foundations such as the Gates Foundation8.

3. � The important role of economist entrepreneurs in combining evidence with 
action

A critical element of our success was embracing the role of economist 
entrepreneurs.

The tools of economics proved critical. As economists, we built on prior evidence 
in the development economics literature, such as proven “teaching at the right level” 
approaches and adapted this evidence to the Covid-19 context. We used the economist’s 
methodological toolkit, rapidly conducting a randomized trial to provide evidence 
on effective approaches at a time where evidence was needed to guide the way. 
We leveraged economists’ medium of expression to disseminate results, publishing 
our results in a working paper. This ensured our results were robust, credible, and 
were available as a public good, which made our approach accessible to a wide 
community, stimulating demand and catapulting global replication efforts. The value 
of the research as a public good is highlighted in multiple organizations around the 
world continuing to scale and test the approach beyond our original replications. The 
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), for example, has conducted remote phone 
tutoring trials in Argentina, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Mexico, and is pursuing 
ambitious scale-ups in over a dozen countries in Latin America (Hevia et al. 2022).

The entrepreneurial skillset proved essential too. We acted within days. It was 
announced on mid-March 2020 that schools would be closed until further notice 
starting from March 23rd. We had a few days to devise a plan. Within 48 hours 
we decided to collect phone numbers, and within a week we had collected over 

8  Foundations supporting RIAs and A/B testing in the social sector, such as those directly supporting 
Youth Impact’s work in this area, include the Agency Fund, Douglas B. Marshall Foundation, Echidna 
Giving, Gates Foundation, Mulago Foundation, and Jacobs Foundation. A recent review of the state of impact 
evaluation by the Center for Global Development also highlighted the exciting potential of rapid, rigorous, 
iterative approaches (Kaufman et al. 2022).
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4,500 working phone numbers across 9 out 10 regions in Botswana and confirmed 
parental consent. We quickly piloted a mobile phone tutorial program with a small 
group of households, and by mid-April we had launched the world’s first randomized 
trial on distance education. This response was made possible by the fact that Youth 
Impact had long-standing relationships and wide reach across Botswana. Without 
an entrepreneurial team and organization, it would have taken months, perhaps 
years, to launch a similarly ambitious program evaluation. Indeed, many research 
organizations resorted to theoretical modelling of learning loss from school closures, 
without the ability to directly run programs or collect data. We operated with 
similar speed after the results of the Botswana study were released in August 2020, 
proceeding to launch the first replication in Kenya in November 2020, with new 
replication studies added nearly every other month. The ability to respond quickly, 
and with direct action – the bread-and-butter of entrepreneurs – was paramount.  

Combining economics with entrepreneurship proved a perfect recipe. Yet, 
economist entrepreneurs remain all too rare. Just as doctors conduct research, 
consume research, and execute evidence-based medicine in practice, so too should 
economists and social scientists. Research and practice mutually reinforce. Research 
can provide rigorous answers to tough questions. Practice reveals important questions 
to study in the first place and provides a platform to run innovative programs and 
collect new data.

A future with more economist entrepreneurs is a future with more evidence use 
and a future with more useful evidence.
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