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Abstract: RecentÂ  advancesÂ  inÂ  theÂ  useÂ  ofÂ  randomizedÂ  controlÂ  trialsÂ  toÂ  evaluateÂ 
theÂ  effectÂ  of development interventions promise to enhance our knowledge of what works and why.
A core argument supporting randomised studies is the claim that they have high internal validity. We
argue that this claim is weak as long as a trial registry of development interventions is not in place.
Without a trial registry, the possibilities for data mining, created by analyses of multiple outcomesÂ 
andÂ  subgroups,Â  undermineÂ  theÂ  internalÂ  validity.Â  DrawingÂ  onÂ  experienceÂ  from
evidence-based medicine and recent examples from microfinance, we argue that a trial registry would
also enhance external validity and foster innovative research.

RD Comment: Well worth reading. The proposal and supporting argument is not only relevant to
thinking about RCTs, but to all forms of impact evaluation. In fact, one could argue for similar
registeries not only where new interventions are being tested, but also where interventions are being
replicated or scaled up (where there also needs to be some accountability for, and analysis of, the
results). The problem being addressed, perhaps not made clearly enough in the abstract, is pervasive
bias towards publicising and publishing positive results, and the failure to acknowledge and use
negative results. One quote is illustrative: “A recent review of evidence on microcredit found that all 
except one of the evaluations carried out by donor agencies andÂ  large NGOs showed positive and 
significant effects, suggesting that bias exists (Kovsted et al., 2009)”

Related to this issue of failure to identify and use negative results, see this blog posting on “
Do we need a Minimum Level of Failure(MLF)?“
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