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One-sentence summary : 

Randomized controlled trials by behavioural economists pretend to be pragmatic and only 

interested in what really works to solve practical problems but in reality they have notorious 

normative and ideological aspects. 

 

Key points: 

Behavioural RCTs ignore contexts and composition effects and reflect the biases of those 

who perform assessments. 

Behavioural randomizers presume without demonstrating that market exchanges are the most 

effective form of regulation for societies in all situations of social life. 

The positive or negative incentives (“nudges”) offered by behavioural economics aim to 

normalize the behaviour of consumers, users, employees or small/independent producers. 

They are part of a set of power devices by which individual behaviours are shaped and 

forced, without their knowledge, to conform to dominant class interests. 
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Introduction 

A symposium on the assessment of public policies was held at the French National Assembly 

in June 2018 as a prefiguration of the national assessment office that will help elected 

representatives make their decisions.
2
 During the preliminary word, Esther Duflo has been 

presented by a MP as “the world reference regarding evaluation”.
3
 In her introductory lecture, 

Duflo said her randomized evaluations (or randomized controlled trials, RCT) conducted at J-

Pal are “inspired by behavioural economics”.
4
 As a support to this statement, she contended 

that poor people (who are prime targets of these assessments) display behavioural biases that 

she considers as a-temporal and universal amongst such kind of population. In her Ely lecture 

given at the Annual Meeting of the American Economic Association in January 2017, she 

said a good economist should act and think like “a good plumber”. This text actually teaches 

us little about the art of good plumbing, but this rhetorical process, which is less a metaphor 

than a way of establishing a benign complicity with the reader, or the listener, while 

overplaying a kind of empiricist modesty, serves among other things to anchor the analysis 

into behaviourism: “To summarize, economists have the disciplinary training to make good 

plumbers: economics trains us in behavioral science, incentives issues, and firm behavior” 

(Duflo, 2017:20). The aim here is therefore to remedy the supposed behavioural biases 

displayed by the poor by elaborating the “good” incentives (“a smart ‘nudging’ policy”, ibid., 

p. 6) not on the basis of major theoretical or abstract principles but in a putative pragmatic 

way based on an empirical and concrete knowledge provided by behavioural economics. 

                                                 
2
 An op-ed in Liberation signed by about fifty researchers (Batifoulier et al., 2018) highlights the lack 

of diversity of the methods presented at this conference. A few weeks earlier, another newspaper 

column in Le Monde by nine researchers including three “Nobel” in economics (Bédécarrats et al., 

2018) had highlighted the same methodological flaws. Another one has also been published in The 

Guardian in July (Alkire et al., 2018). 
3
 https://youtu.be/4wiO7Iv37Ys?t=130 

4
 https://youtu.be/4wiO7Iv37Ys?t=2754 

https://youtu.be/4wiO7Iv37Ys?t=130
https://youtu.be/4wiO7Iv37Ys?t=2754
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In an article published in the Journal of African Economics, Harrison had criticized the 

current randomized experiments as lacking the rigour of laboratory behavioural economic 

tests (Harrison, 2011). But he did not question the notion of behavioural bias shared with J-

Pal randomisers among others. Thus, Harrison does not dispute the fact that randomisers, 

albeit not exemplary, can be part of behavioural economics. 

RCT economists are not all behavioural economists and not all behaviourists practice 

randomized evaluation, especially Richard Thaler. This article focuses on the intersection 

between both groups. While they pretend to be largely pragmatic and only interested in what 

really works to solve practical problems it is crucial to point out their normative content and 

show that their approach is in fact based on clear-cut neoliberal ideological and political 

grounds (Servet, 2018). Most of the critical arguments highlighted in this article are not new. 

They have already been emphasised many times about mainstream economics and 

methodological individualism. The contribution of this article is to show the concrete form of 

some of these flaws in the work of behavioural randomisers. 

The first section emphasizes that randomized behavioural experiments give a primacy to the 

individual. Despite intended pragmatism, these studies do not escape the long-time 

acknowledged limits of methodological individualism. The second section shows that these 

studies crucially centre, both positively and normatively, on economic and financial 

interdependencies by the Market to the detriment of public collective management or civil 

society controlling commons. In the third section, this paper proposes a discussion on the role 

of these behavioural randomized studies in the reproduction of the state in the neoliberal era. 

To do this, the discussion goes beyond the common opposition between the state and the 

market. The expertise provided by behavioural randomisers helps to subject people to 

incentives (positive or negative) that lead them to best fulfil the creed of a “good economy” 

inspired by neoliberalism. In doing so, the state becomes an agent of the Market. 
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Some concrete shortcomings of methodological individualism 

The design of the experiments and the processing of the data are carried out from an 

individualistic conception of social interactions which ignores contexts and composition 

effects and reflects the prejudices of those who are realizing these randomized evaluations. 

The data recorded by the technical assistants of the randomisers during the experiments are 

collected from individuals or households. These form the basis of each survey. The context is 

only mentioned in an exceptional way so the information communicated is then very 

rudimentary. This explains why randomisers do not seek to do interdisciplinary cooperation. 

Their science is essentially that of enumeration (Supiot, 2015). But it is limited to the 

collection of data from the statistically selected populations and their treatment. The 

aggregated data that would be captured in the community (meso level) and in the society 

(macro level) where these populations live are ignored (Maxwell, 2013). 

For example, the randomized evaluations presented in the American Economic Journal: 

Applied Economics in January 2015, measure the impact of microcredit on those who benefit 

from a loan as regard to control groups, a supposed similar population that does not benefit 

the treatment. Changes in income, investment or particular types of goods and services are 

examined. But the effect of possible competition distortions between micro-entrepreneurs 

induced by the benefit of that particular loan is not taken into account. As a result of such a 

positive discrimination, the beneficiary of the credit can for instance acquire a larger stock of 

raw materials at a lower cost or accept that her/his customers pay later on. If the beneficiary 

experiences an increase in turnover, and consecutively in income, consumption, savings and 

investments, it is reasonable to ask whether this is not to the detriment of micro-entrepreneurs 

neighbouring the same activity but not receiving a loan, as there is nothing in the experiment 

to prejudge an increase in aggregate demand. If the game is zero-sum at the sector level or 
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community level, no positive economic impact can appear at the meso and global levels. 

Some authors (Banerjee et al., 2015: 24) mention that there can be general equilibrium issues 

but they do not incorporate them into the treatment and analysis. 

Let us illustrate this primacy granted to the individual in behavioural RCTs by that led by 

Somville and Vandewalle in India on the incentive to savings (Somville and Vandewalle, 

2018). It examines the effects on savings behaviour of a series of payments randomly paid in 

cash for some and as a deposit for others on a three months period.
5
 The focus is essentially 

on whether the money is retained or not by the respondent. If the money is not kept by the 

individual, the authors assume that the expenditure took place under the pressure of some 

short term need.
6
 In their perspective, a person is presumed as always subject to “bad 

behaviour” such as invariably rejecting choices that would be beneficial to her/him or to 

choose the satisfaction of immediate pleasures rather than more “useful” expenses later. 

However, it is possible to imagine that these sums of money that individuals no longer 

possess were not necessarily spent idly but lent to their entourage for example. For the 

authors, such a practice amounts to an expense or transfer deemed negative. They pay no 

attention to what this pocketed money during the trial can represent or mean for the 

respondents. The investigators ignore the fact that the “individuals” they study are inserted in 

a local community where they live on a daily basis of credit and debt relationships that 

entangle the economic and the social spheres. In this context, the loans made to the entourage 

are not to be necessarily interpreted by the researcher as a negative element induced by 

“social pressure”. Lending to a close relation who is in dire need immediately opens the 

possibility that she/he or another close relation, responding to the same social and economic 

logic, will lend in her/his turn. Since the constitution of the discipline in the eighteenth 

century, the tribe of economists was formed against all these forms of solidarity and 

                                                 
5
 For a detailed critical review, see Servet (2018: 73, ff.). 

6 Barnerjee and Duflo (2011) use the same prejudice as an assumption on individual behaviour. 
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community logic. The so-called pragmatic modernity of behaviourists in general and of 

randomisers in particular shows here the weight of economic ideology. 

In addition, the gap between the needs revealed by the populations and those supposed and 

ascribed by the designers of the evaluation can be very significant. Indeed, the central 

position of the individual in the trials does not automatically imply a perfect match between 

the goods or services disseminated for the tests and the needs of the populations tested 

(Jatteau, 2016). Frequently, alternative distribution modalities of a good or a service are 

tested as for instance the supply of electricity by solar panels, generators or an electric 

network (Anant et alii, 2014). Randomisers test a service, for example drinking water supply, 

wondering whether it is better to charge through meters at home or through paid public 

terminals where users would get supplies. But they do not wonder if people would prefer a 

public rather than private water supply for example. The designers of the experiment choose 

what is on the menu and these choices are not trivial, but reflect their own preferences 

without giving the tested population the opportunity to issue another option. The satisfaction 

of a need is not compared to the satisfaction of other potentially alternative needs. Of course, 

another survey could offer other options, but such a bias in the questionnaire has a strong 

influence on the final result; it is a basic methodological question in all the social sciences. To 

what extent such experiments are really different from a mere market study on the price level 

of solvent demand? In addition, the utility of the good or service under test is not called into 

question by the authors of the tests because the goods tested are presumed to express a 

progress or a development whose content is not itself put into question. However, witnesses 

and randomized test subjects say that, after being tested, mosquito nets, condoms, chlorine 

tablets purifying water, and so on are frequently left abandoned (Jatteau, 2013:20). After 

distribution, insecticide-treated mosquito nets were not placed over the beds of humans but 

were used to protect goats from mosquito bites, for example. This illustrates the mechanisms 
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of diversion, appropriation of “development aids” and the many sham behaviours they elicit. 

These drawbacks are certainly no less important than what has been denounced in the past 

about official development assistance. 

To understand the origin of these failures, one must analyse the process from the initiative of 

the test to the final decision to test. In the best case, the instigation comes from a 

development organization in contact with the populations, which wonders for example why 

this supply of services or goods meets only mitigated success. In these cases, RCTs turn 

merely to be a way to improve the organisation's marketing campaigns. In the worst case 

(given actual local needs), the initiative comes from researchers who have received support 

from a donor and contact local organizations to apply the test in exchange for certain benefits 

such as compensation for their field agents, or vehicles left after the experiment, etc. Most of 

the time, this information on funding and budget allocation is not indicated in articles 

reporting on experiments. 

One of the authors of this article (Servet) has reviewed, for a public funder, a research project 

in western Cameroon to randomly test the transformation of local rotating savings and loan 

associations into risk and solidarity hedging instruments. In this area, however, tontines with 

the largest financial volume are auctioned, which is incompatible with a logic of mutual 

behaviour. This illustrates the strong misunderstanding that these researchers had of the 

milieu in which they planned to work. The referee learned later on that the other evaluator 

had also expressed a very negative opinion on this project because of the great ignorance of 

the field.  

Another example reported by Arthur Jatteau (Chartrain, 2017) concerns an attempt to install 

sanitary equipment in rural villages in Kenya. Once the equipment was put in place, 

researchers who supervised the study were asked to return to the villages one year later to 

observe whether the villagers still used the equipment. However, the researchers refused on 
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the pretext that utilization rates could be too low, or even zero, and that they needed tangible 

results for their future publications. The decision was then made to return only a few weeks 

after the installation of the equipment to take advantage of the novelty effect they would 

elicit. This temporal element reveals a deep discrepancy between the method and the object. 

While development takes decades, surveys are carried out in a few months without 

questioning the stability and the duration of the behaviours observed. The need to publish at 

all costs and as quickly as possible pushes these "researchers" to neglect the deep facts that 

are part of the slowness and duration of social life. 

Randomized trials, as well as computer-based tests, being focused on the individual do not 

capture the effects of effects, i.e. systemic relations. There exist loop side effects with 

positive or negative feedbacks. Sometimes these effects are even overlooked at the individual 

level. For example, in the mosquito net trial, the evaluators (Cohen and Dupas, 2010) did not 

care about the type of insecticide coating the mosquito nets. Mosquito nets are usually 

impregnated with pyrethroids but it appeared that this product could cause adverse effects on 

the cognitive development of the child for pregnant women.
7
 Similarly, in the tests on the 

effects of a vermifuge on school absenteeism, the randomisers did not wonder whether or not 

a greater presence at school would really increase school performance, mistakenly prejudging 

a positive impact.
8
 

 

A pro-market twist? 

Behavioural randomisers presume that market exchanges are the most effective form of 

regulation for societies reduced to their economic base. In the RCT they conduct in India, 

Somville and Vandevalle consider that a reduction in the use of cash for payments on 

accounts would reduce durably the consumptions considered “not essential”. As a result, this 

                                                 
7
 About the effects of pyrethroids, see Viel et ali. (2015). 

8
 Miguel and Kremer (2004). 
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would cause an increase in household savings. This financial “nudge” is supposed to induce 

poverty reduction, a small impulse with a great result. Unfortunately, this enchanting 

sequence is probably illusory. All suggest that the savings of these poor households are more 

or less rapidly absorbed by the shocks they suffer in the absence of protection against risks, 

especially in the event of illness or death of a member who used to provide a large share of 

the family income.
9
 This need for protection implies the establishment of public support for 

the development of both health insurance institutions and health services.
10

 It is difficult to 

imagine that care structures and prevention systems can be effectively established by the 

mere use of “market laws” and the free expression of individual preferences. In fact, this has 

never been observed in history: all the existing systems of social protection and prevention 

have been set up by public authorities and by community or mutual organisations. Before the 

20th century and the nationalization of insurance schemes, these were associations which 

took charge of the voluntary contributions of their members to certain risks (Laville, 2010 for 

the 19th). Neither the public nor community associations made it a profit logic. 

Let's take another example, among hundreds of other possible, to account for the mercantile 

bias of randomisers: a study on the use of a toilet emptying system in Dakar.
11

 As indicated in 

the title, this study is about testing private and commercial solutions to imagine how to 

encourage them. What is at stake is a new pumping system that is more efficient than manual 

emptying. The question is how to get more households willing to pay more for something less 

polluting and faster? Less than a third of households use mechanical pumping, which is 

costly compared to shovel evacuation, the equivalent of five to three days' wages. The authors 

explain their study by highlighting the health consequences of the poor disposal of 

                                                 
9 
In the same vein, Bryan and Rafferty (2018) show how households are becoming the shock 

absorbers of last resort including in advanced economies. 
10 

For an analysis of the case of the United States cf. Zelizer (1979). 
11

 This study in progress is led by Jean-François Houde, Molly Lipscomb and Laura Schechter, cf. 

Market Structuring of Sludge Management for the Benefit of Vulnerable Households in Dakar, 

https://www.poverty-action.org/study/market-structuring-sludge-management-benefit-vulnerable-

households-dakar. 

https://www.poverty-action.org/study/market-structuring-sludge-management-benefit-vulnerable-households-dakar
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/market-structuring-sludge-management-benefit-vulnerable-households-dakar
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wastewater and excrement, resulting in particular in increased infant mortality. Here stops 

their concern for the collective. All major European cities have built in their development 

phase and have since maintained a public sewage system and treatment plants to evacuate and 

wash the different categories of wastewater. Has not such a system proved its efficiency in 

meeting the needs of the greatest number? The question of a more modern evacuation of 

excrements will arise anyway. In Dakar, 59.3percent of houses have a septic tank, 6.4percent 

have a sealed pit, 3.5percent use latrines and 0.1percent have no sewage system, 30.6percent 

of homes are already connected to a sewer (SRSD Dakar, 2013, chap. 5:51).
12

 It is true that 

the local press regularly emphasizes the lack of maintenance of this system but the 

development of such a public solution is not even mentioned by randomisers. They do not 

even consider dry toilet although this is the most environmentally friendly solution.
13

 The 

only solution under test is a private and mercantile modality. The test involves 4000 

households who will receive a reduction of 10 or 50percent on the cost of mechanical 

pumping. The effect on neighbours who do not benefit from the subsidised service is also 

tested. The emphasis on the market and the individual dimension of the test is reinforced by 

the type of financial arrangements envisaged, in particular the timing of the payment and its 

linking with savings accounts to cover this type of expense. Other tests, like those conducted 

in Morocco (Devoto et al., 2012) to encourage the installation of drinking water meters at 

home have the same commercial bias, which tends to legitimise the involvement of water 

suppliers like Veolia to expand their clientele. The same question arises about the tests 

relating to the domestic production of electricity by means of solar panels where private 

                                                 
12

 The summary of the study indicates that it takes place in Dakar. It should be noted that the sewer is 

much less used outside the department of Dakar. In its suburbs, the most common mode of sewage 

disposal is the septic tank; it concerns 99percent of concessions in Guédiawaye, 62.18percent in 

Pikine and 91percent in Rufisque. 
13 

One might think that this solution is only valid for rural areas. But the equipment in dry toilets of 

the premises of the Charles Léopold Mayer Foundation for the Progress of Humankind in the XIth 

arrondissement of Paris shows the possible use in city. 
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companies seem always preferred to a supply of electricity by networks articulating private 

and collective logic and supposing public investments (Anant et al., 2014). 

The pro-Market bias for its presumed competitive mechanisms is pervasive in a great deal of 

tests conducted, for example, in India and Indonesia to eliminate or restrict corruption in the 

distribution of public aid (Olken, 2007, Banerjee et al., 2016). In these approaches, the 

market is not understood as a social construct but as a “mechanism” of supplies and demands 

whose price process is never clearly analysed.
14

 In many cases, the authors of these tests 

assume that government intervention at both the national and local levels inevitably leads to 

rent capture, which has a negative effect on economic activity. The appropriation of the state 

by private interests is presumed somehow inherent to public intervention and new distribution 

procedures are supposed to eliminate or restrict it. These studies imagine state operating rules 

considered as normal without calling into question the nature of the State in these societies. 

Nor do they question the possible clannish functioning of the State, the economy of gift and 

counter-gift in social relations, the level of remuneration of civil servants in relation to other 

social categories, etc. It is also important to consider the direction and distribution of 

financial flows induced by what is usually called “corruption”. If the extracted resources are 

then invested abroad, their effect and significance is probably not the same as if they are used 

to fuel expenditures in the local economy and provide jobs. In this case, buying citizens' votes 

can be a redistributive system of wealth. Inspired by a sort of fair price ideal (including 

regarding public expenditures), randomisers are unable to grasp such systemic effects. 

However, these politico-cultural and economic elements should be taken seriously in order to 

hope to eliminate corruption in a global way.
15

 

                                                 
14 

For an introduction to this old but overlooked question by mainstream economics, see for instance 

Berta et al. (2012), Bénicourt and Guerrien (2008) and Kirman (2011). 
15

 This point is less addressed to RCTs than to neoliberalism in general, and it is not a question here of 

saying which research method could eliminate all corruption in a global manner. 
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Some tests, for example on the effectiveness of accompanying unemployed people to find a 

job, note that public institutions are as effective as private institutions while their costs are 

lower.
16

 One could then conclude that randomisers are not systematically victims of a pro-

market bias but a thorough reading of the papers reveals anyway a strong prejudice that the 

market is the most effective regulation modality of societies.
17

 

 

Public intervention at the service of the Market 

Putting public intervention into the service of the Market, understood as the competition of 

private interests and property (Hillenkamp and Servet, 2015), is a central element of the 

neoliberal configuration. Commentators often oppose behavioural economists to neoliberals 

in that the former rely heavily on public structures (national as well as multilateral). Just as 

State / Market opposition is very much a rhetorical and political game rather than a historical 

and organizational reality (Andreau et ali., 2006, Théret, 1992, Elias, 1939), the mistake here 

is to think that neoliberals would systematically oppose the State. They oppose a State 

socialising part of the activity by producing directly goods and services, but not a State that 

contributes to the institution of what they consider to be the proper functioning of 

competition and the defence of private property rights. They want a State as sustainer of the 

Market order (Mitchell and Fazi, 2017, chap.5). Rather than only economic activities, the 

                                                 
16

 Cf. Crépon et ali, (2011) and Ferracci and Martin, (2013). Crepon et ali. (2011:3) develop a pro-

market justification: “this finding remains hard to interpret, because the counselling market has only 

recently been opened to the private sector: it is possible that private providers price over their 

marginal cost in a market in infantry where competition is limited”. Yet, in the initial French version 

of the 2009 Report, this explanation is absent: “the weaker performance of PPOs could be explained 

by the need to train newly recruited staff in recent structures: however, in our sample of 12 cohorts, 

we do not observe a strengthening of the overall PPOs impact through time” (our translation). 
17

 In their opinion, all the dimensions composing the social are reduced to the economic dimension 

which economy is itself analysed through a sort of folkish methodological individualism. The 

preceding remarks are also valid for the extension of the tests to the political field and to the 

choices exercised by voters who are then considered as consumers of services and public goods. 

These tests were conducted in India (Banerjee et al., 2011), Indonesia (Olken 2007, 2009), Brazil 

(Ferraz and Finan, 2008), and Mexico (O. Chong et al., 2011). The fact that randomizers do not 

systematically reject public intervention creates an illusion for those who ignore the relationship 

between the State and the market in neoliberal thinking. 
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neoliberal doctrine considers that all human activities have to be conceived in terms of 

market and competition of private interests. Hence, the State has to be both the builder and 

the protector of a genuine market-based society. 

In the classic vision that goes from Smith to Samuelson through Walras and many others, the 

state is responding to the market and private sector failures (resulting from externalities, 

increasing returns etc.) and thus acting directly in place of a private monopoly. In the post-

war period, economists like Musgrave and others have developed public economics around 

the idea that when neoclassical price theory doesn't apply because real conditions are too far 

from required hypotheses, then the government can operate directly instead of private 

initiatives and (under certain conditions) achieve a second best optimum. Since its beginning, 

the neoliberal doctrine is based on a rejection of such kind of mixed economy on the grounds 

that the direct intervention of the state is the ferment of socialism (Audier, 2008, Jones, 

2012). This doctrine has two sides. On the one hand, the notion of state failures (Kahn, 1995) 

leads to the rejection of any form of nationalization of activity (i.e. production and trade) or 

social provisioning. On the other hand, the notion of the State-as-a-regulator (or sustainer of 

the Market order) ensures the institution of the market and capitalist relations, which are not 

spontaneous but need to be protected against the reactions of the society itself as noticed long 

time ago by Polanyi (1944).
18

 

Most of contemporary behavioural economists and randomisers are contributing to the toolkit 

of the neoliberal State-as-a-regulator. It is from this perspective that the positive or negative 

incentives (“nudges”) offered by behavioural economics make sense. They aim to normalize 

the behaviour of consumers, users, employees or small/independent producers. From a 

Foucaldian point of view, these “nudges” are part of a set of power devices by which 

                                                 
18 

A pionneer contribution in economics is Coase (1960). Against this political vision, Karl Polanyi 

has developed the opposite idea that society must develop specific protections to survive the 

generalization of market exchanges (Hillenkamp, Laville 2013; Laville 2010, Laville et alii 2017, 

Maucourant and Plociniczak, 2013; Mendell 2007). 
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individual behaviours are modelled and forced, without their knowledge, to conform to the 

class interests that dominate them.
19

 

The founders of neoliberalism have affirmed the importance of a politically strong state to 

enable the most meticulous regulation of production and trade. Yesterday, this intervention 

was conceivable for these thinkers by a constraint that could go up to a dictatorship. Today, 

the constraint can be soft thanks to the proposed and tested incentives. Experts who claim to 

be behavioural economists are there to think about these incentives and measure their effects. 

They claim that their contribution is only depoliticized technical support. They would be the 

ones that enable policy makers to make informed choices. And they turn out to be neoliberal 

policy experts. The difference between behavioural randomisers, on the one hand, and 

patented neoliberals, on the other, is that the former claim they are pragmatic, while the latter 

think of the need for structuring theoretical thinking (see table 1 below). Ironically, the 

former can be put under the criticism of Friedrich von Hayek himself: “Applying to each task 

the ‘social techniques’ most appropriate to its solution, unfettered by any dogmatic belief, 

seems to some the only manner of proceeding worthy of a rational and scientific age… Those 

self-styled modern ‘realists’ have only contempt for the old-fashioned reminder that if one 

starts unsystematically to interfere with the spontaneous order there is no practicable halting 

point and that it is therefore necessary to choose between alternative systems. They are 

pleased to think that by proceeding experimentally and therefore ‘scientifically’ they will 

succeed in fitting together in piecemeal fashion a desirable order by choosing for each 

particular desired result what science shows them to be the most appropriate means of 

achieving it” (Hayek 1973: 57-8). 

 

                                                 
19

 In the late 1970s, the word “nudge” was not yet used as it is today, but Foucault (2008) expresses 

this idea when he writes “Homo œconomicus is the interface of government and the individual” 

(p. 252-3). 
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[insert table 1] 

 

Conclusion 

Behavioural randomisers are now enjoying a success that is not dissociated from the general 

neoliberal context. After a first development in the 1960s, the method of behavioural tests 

carried out in the form of experiments of the “great society” in the United States has been 

pushed into the background (Jatteau, 2017) before being reborn in the 2000s and reaching the 

heights today with the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred 

Nobel prize for Richard Thaler in 2015 and for Abhijit Banerjee, Esther Duflo and Michael 

Kremer in 2019. Before the reign of neoliberalism in the 1980s, these experiments failed to 

gain a foothold in prestigious academic institutions, as is the case today. A deep reason for 

their faint seduction in the past is undoubtedly that, at that ante-neoliberal time, it was 

doubtful for many to forget society and to pretend to solve “social” problems by treating only 

individual behaviour. The conviction of the collective determinants was then strong. 

There is still a need to go beyond the narrow nature of an individual-centred approach to 

include systemic effects, trends and counter-trends. It is necessary to uncover an alleged 

pragmatism and to warn about the dangers of this increasingly dominant method in social 

sciences and correlatively in the evaluation of social and development policies. It is not about 

claiming that there is no worse methodology than RCTs but their practice by behavioural 

economists is questionable and leads to biased results. Better random tests could be carried 

out taking into account the context, historicity, feedback, social and macroeconomic 

determinants, links and interactions with community and society; by not predetermining in 

advance the result on the researchers' preferred choices, by not presuming that the researcher 

knows better than the interviewee what is good for him / her; by taking the time to study the 

feedback effects (positive or negative) of the survey and its recommendations, by being more 



16 

aware that the respondents “play” with the interviewers; by taking into account social habits 

over time, and making interdisciplinary cooperation; and by taking into account composition 

effects (what is true at the micro level is not necessarily so for society as a whole). Last but 

not least, this method cannot replace other methods in the social sciences, be they qualitative 

or quantitative. It is therefore not rational for the RCTs to capture a gigantic share of public 

resources intended to finance development projects. 
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