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When are experiments corrupt? 
Nimi Hoffmann 

2018 

 
Between 2010 and 2011, the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) funded 

a large-scale experiment on Kenyan schools. The policy experiment tested the effects of 

cutting teachers’ salaries and hiring them on short-term contracts, but the intervention failed 

after sustained opposition from teacher unions and parent associations. This article critically 

revisits the narrative of how this experiment was designed, implemented and interpreted, 

finding evidence that the experiment violated empirical logic. It examines whether the theory 

of neopatrimonialism can explain the ways in which vested interests may have undermined 

the empirical logic of the experiment. By doing so, the analysis tests the explanatory utility of 

neopatrimonialism, and casts light on the conditions under which policy experiments in Africa 

may be anti-empirical. 

 

Keywords: Randomized controlled trials, impact evaluation, social policy, corruption, 

neopatrimonialism 

 

The relationship between research and policy in the global South has often been a vexed one. 

This is in part due to contestations over the role of donor-funded researchers from the global 

North in shaping the evidence base used to craft southern policies, such that northern 

researchers have become increasingly concerned to “avoid charges of paternalism” (Deaton 

and Cartwright 2016, 3). The dangers of paternalism are especially acute in contexts in 

which, as Mkandawire argues, “the political class has failed to establish a productive and 

organic rapport with their own intelligentsia.”(Mkandawire 2000, 205) The consequence of 

this is that donors have often played a central role in commissioning and funding policy 

research from both northern and southern scholars. It is not surprising then, that the role of 

donor-funded research in shaping southern policies has been subject to critical scrutiny. 

Rather than strengthening the capacity of southern governments, critics argue that “the 

persistent interference by outside actors ... undermines the development of young into strong 

democracies as it puts governments at risk of losing control over their own policy agendas.” 

(Koch and Weingart 2016, 2) 

Yet such asymmetry of power may also have implications for the empirical logic of 

policy research. This paper examines an increasingly popular form of donor-funded research: 
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the use of randomised controlled trials to evaluate the outcomes of social policy 

interventions. Such policy experiments are typically conducted on large samples, are often 

characterised by an absence of informed consent, and tend to involve significant financial and 

political stakes. While scholars are only slowly beginning to explore the ethical implications 

of such experimental setups (Barrett and Carter 2010; Reddy 2012; Ravallion 2012; Baele 

2013), this paper focuses on exploring how these power asymmetries may undermine the 

empirical logic of policy experiments. 

To do so, I examine the publicly available information on a large-scale experiment to 

casualise teachers in Kenyan schools between 2010 and 2011, funded by DFID, the UK’s 

Department for International Development (Bold et al. 2018). The acute political contestation 

over this intervention illustrates the ways in which the high stakes of a policy experiment can 

have a bearing on its design, implementation and interpretation, such that the empirical logic 

of the experiment is undermined. The aim of this paper is to consider whether the theory of 

neopatrimonialism can help explain the ways in which vested interests shape policy 

experiments. It is part of a broader exploratory project, which seeks to develop the 

preliminary framework for a more in-depth empirical investigation into the role of large-scale 

experiments in African education. 

In the first section, I briefly explain how policy experiments work. In the second 

section I outline the Kenyan education experiment, setting out the authors’ framing of the 

research question, design and interpretation of results. In the third section, I draw attention to 

critical gaps and omissions in the experimentalists’ narrative. I show that, when considered 

against the available evidence at the time, the framing of the findings appears to violate 

empirical logic. In the fourth section, I discuss evidence that the Kenyan government and 

DFID had vested interests in the experimental outcomes. In the final section I consider 

whether neopatrimonialism can be used to theorise the connection between these vested 

interests and the experiment’s anti-empirical logic. I argue that it cannot, and that the appeal 

to neopatrimonialism does not say anything interesting about the nature of the experiment’s 

anti-empiricism. While this suggests that neopatrimonialism has limited explanatory 

potential, examining its applicability to policy experiments helps clarify the conditions under 

which policy experiments in Africa may be anti-empirical. 

 

1. What are policy experiments? 
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Experiments seem to solve the problem of causal identification. Non-experimental methods 

typically seek to identify the hidden causes behind observed phenomena. But since the 

correlation of two events is insufficient to claim causation, the identification of causes using 

this logic is theoretically complex and subject to contestation. In contrast, experiments 

reverse this logic, and seek to identify the effects of causes (Holland 1986). To do so, they 

invoke a counterfactual conception of causation. Consider a world in which events c and e 

occur – the cause and its effect. We can imagine a counterfactual world in which, everything 

else being equal, had c not occurred, e would not have occurred either. Since it is impossible 

for this world and the counterfactual world to exist simultaneously, experiments aim to 

simulate the counterfactual world through randomisation (Collins, Hall, and Paul 2004). 

Randomly allocating subjects to two groups – one which receives the cause c, and another 

which does not receive c, approximates a situation in which both groups differ in no 

meaningful way from each other – on average – save for the difference in treatment. 

Comparing the average difference between the two groups then yields an estimate of the 

average treatment effect. Unlike non-experimental methods then, experiments seem to 

provide intuitive and uncontroversial evidence of the effects of causes, at least at the mean. 

For this reason, experiments have come to be widely viewed as the ideal methodology for 

causal identification across a range of disciplines in the medical and social sciences.  

However, development economists have increasingly extended this view to claim that 

experiments should be used to design and evaluate the outcomes of social policy 

interventions in the global South. In a 2004 Lancet editorial titled “The World Bank is finally 

embracing science”, Esther Duflo, an influential proponent of this view, writes, “Creating a 

culture in which rigorous randomized evaluations are promoted, encouraged, and financed 

has the potential to revolutionize social policy during the 21st century, just as randomized 

trials revolutionized medicine during the 20th.” (The Lancet 2004, 732) I call these policy 

experiments. 

 Over the last two decades, there has been a dramatic increase in policy experiments in 

the global South. The number of policy experiments used in World Bank evaluations 

increased from a baseline of zero in 2000 to just over two thirds of all evaluations in 2010 

(Bédécarrats, Guérin, and Roubaud 2017). By 2016, one of the most influential proponents of 

policy experiments in development economics, the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab 

(J-PAL) had posted 811 policy experiments in 74 countries, where the largest proportion had 

been conducted in African countries (Jatteau 2016 quoted in Bédécarrats, Guérin, and 

Roubaud 2017). This growing interest is reflected in a systematic review of all policy 
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experiments published in ‘leading economic journals’ between 2009 and 2014, where 63% of 

all studies were conducted in the global South (Peters, Langbein, and Roberts 2016, see 

appendix).  

  Such policy experiments tend to be characterised by ambitious aims: they seek to 

draw generalisable conclusions about the effects of policy interventions. To do so, they need 

to be conducted on large representative samples in the ‘real world.’ In the systematic review 

of policy experiments noted above, 89% of all papers sought to generalise their findings, 

where the majority of these had sample sizes ranging from thousands of individuals to 

millions of households (Peters, Langbein, and Roberts 2016). 

This is not surprising given that generalisability has been a strong normative 

commitment underlying many policy experiments. Proponents of policy experiments in 

development economics have advocated for experiments to create “global public goods” that 

“can offer reliable guidance to international organizations, governments, donors, and NGOs 

beyond national borders.” (Duflo, Glennerster, and Kremer 2007) To this end, they have 

argued for the establishment of an international body to scale them up, providing a universal 

database on what works and what does not work in development (Banerjee and He 2008). 

Thus, for instance, J-PAL claim that 300 million people have been reached by eleven scaled 

up interventions, from school-based deworming to cash transfers (J-PAL 2018). 

Claims to generalisability, or external validity, have been critiqued on a number of 

grounds, not least that the effects in the sample are unlikely to be similar to the effects in the 

population due to general equilibrium and political economy effects (Heckman 1992; Moffitt 

1992; Deaton 2010), while the perception that experiments are non-parametric and theory-

free is inconsistent with claims to generalisability (Reddy 2012; Muller 2014; Deaton and 

Cartwright 2016). 

Yet the real-world logistics of conducting experiments also matter. When an 

experiment seeks generalisability, it typically requires a large sample, and this in turn 

requires an implementing agency with a big footprint – a government, development agency, 

international NGO or large firm. Thus, 74% of the studies in the systematic review discussed 

above were implemented by one of these institutional actors (Peters, Langbein, and Roberts 

2016, see appendix). While this allows scale, the involvement of large institutional partners 

also poses a significant empirical risk: the financial and political stakes involved in policy 

interventions may introduce a conflict of interests, so that experimentalists become biased in 

the experimental design or interpretation of results.  
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These risks are heightened by the fact that policy experiments have rapidly become a 

sizeable global industry, driven by what Bédécarrats et al. (2017, 18) describe as an “entirely 

new scientific business model.” As with other new industries that have rapidly emerged in the 

21st century, there is little regulatory oversight and limited financial transparency. As 

Bédécarrats et al. (2017, 6) note, although “[d]ata are not available to quantify the financial 

flows concerned … it is sure that they run to hundreds of millions of dollars. For example, 

although J-PAL does not publish financial reports, IPA’s annual revenue rose from 

US$252,000 in 2003 to over US$39 million in 2015.” (IPA, or Innovations for Poverty 

Action, is an NGO that J-PAL established to scale-up experiments). While there is an 

established body of research in the medical sciences investigating the causal structure 

underlying the strong association between industry funding of clinical trials and pro-industry 

results (Mirowski and Van Horn 2005; Norris et al. 2011; Bes-Rastrollo et al. 2013), scholars 

have only recently begun to examine the role of a conflict of interests in policy experiments 

(Faulkner 2014; Bédécarrats, Guérin, and Roubaud 2017).  

There may also be a tension between policy experiments’ aspirations for 

generalisability and participants’ informed consent. If participants know that they are in an 

experiment, then they may behave differently than they would under non-experimental 

conditions. As a consequence, the outcomes of an experimental intervention might not scale 

up to an entire population, since the experimental participants and the population may 

respond differently to the same policy intervention. Yet as Peters et al. (2018, 48) note, the 

standard solution to this problem in medical research – assigning a placebo treatment to a 

third group – is not possible in most policy experiments. There is no obvious ‘sugar pill’ 

equivalent in education, for instance. As a consequence, participants in policy experiments 

are seldom made aware that they are in an experiment. In the systematic review noted above, 

only 20% of the policy experiments explicitly secured participants’ informed consent (Peters, 

Langbein, and Roberts 2016).1  

Moreover, even when participants are informed of a policy experiment, the large-

scale, institutional nature of the study means that it may be difficult for them to opt out. It 

may be costly to leave the service of the implementing agency (such as switching schools or 

banks), or participants may be locked into the service (such as relying on social welfare), or 

the service may be the cheapest or most convenient option (such as using the closest hospital 

or supermarket). This occurs particularly in the context of cluster randomisation, where entire 

social clusters, such as schools or clinics, are randomly assigned to an intervention so as to 

minimise knowledge or resource spillovers within the social cluster (Raudenbush 2018). In 
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such cases, participants may be informed of the experiment, but have little or no ability to 

consent to being experimented upon.  

The “suspension of the fundamental principle of informed consent”, as Barret and 

Carter (2010, 520) point out, “raises the subtle but important distinction between treating 

human beings as willful agents who have a right to participate or not as they so choose, 

versus treating them as subjects to be manipulated for research purposes.” A failure to 

grapple with this distinction, they argue, often leads “subjects, implementers or both to 

actively circumvent the research design, thereby undercutting the statistical raison d’être of 

the initial randomization.” (2010, 519) As a consequence, they argue, the social distance 

between experimentalists and participants can inadvertently undermine the statistical rigour 

of an experiment. However, little attention has been paid to the ways in which such social 

distance can lead experimentalists to ask questions that are untethered to social contexts or to 

misinterpret results. 

The risk of social distance is more acute for policy experiments in the global South. 

This is because they are overwhelmingly conceptualised and conducted by scholars who do 

not live in the societies they study. As an indication of this, I briefly analysed the bibliometric 

data from a recent systematic review of policy experiments in the global South: 87% of lead 

authors are at institutions in the United States or Western Europe, 9% are at the World Bank, 

and just 4% are located in Asia, while no first authors are located in Africa or South America 

(Peters, Langbein, and Roberts 2018).2 The complete absence of first authors located in 

Africa is particularly stark, since experiments conducted in Africa constituted 52% of all the 

papers reviewed.  

To be clear: this discussion does not imply that policy experiments on African 

societies are necessarily defined by the absence of informed consent and social distance. 

Rather, it suggests that those engaged in experimenting on African societies do so in a 

context fraught with the risk of failing to be sufficiently attentive to the social worlds they 

investigate, of failing to apply a rigorous empirical logic. 

 

  

2. What was the Kenyan education experiment? 

 

In thinking through what empirical logic means in practice, I find myself drawn again and 

again to a policy experiment on Kenyan schools conducted between 2010 and 2011 (Bold et 

al. 2013, 2018).3 Backed by the United Kingdom’s Department for International 
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Development (DFID), it tested the effects of cutting teachers’ salaries and hiring them on 

short-term contracts. It sought to replicate the results of experiments in India and western 

Kenya, which found that NGOs that hired contract teachers substantially improved the test 

scores of learners at the primary schools they ran (Banerjee et al. 2007; Duflo, Dupas, and 

Kremer 2012). These experiments were thought to work since contract teachers were driven 

to improve their learners’ results out of fear of dismissal. Moreover, because they were not 

civil service teachers, NGOs were able to hire them at substantially lower salaries. The 

existing experimental evidence suggested that contract teachers improved results while 

substantially lowering costs.  

However, this experiment was different, since the policy intervention would occur in 

public schools run by the Kenyan government. The experimenters were concerned that the 

move from an NGO to a government implementing agency might affect the treatment. For 

this reason, they simultaneously tested the contract programme in public schools and NGO 

schools run by World Vision, a Christian evangelical organisation from the United States, 

funded in part by DFID (World Vision 2018). This meant that the sample was divided into 

three: 64 government schools, 64 World Vision schools, and 64 control schools from both 

sectors. At 96 of the treatment schools, contract teachers would be hired at KSH 5000 or 

$67/month, while 32 schools would hire contract teachers at KSH 9000 or $121/month. The 

‘low’ salary treatment was equivalent to 25% of what an entry-level public teacher would 

earn, while the ‘high’ salary treatment was equivalent to 50% of an entry-level salary. All in 

all, 196 teachers and about 15,000 students were involved in the experiment. During the 

course of the experiment, the government announced plans to scale the pilot to hire 18,000 

teachers affecting about 1.3 million children.  

The outcome of the experiment suggested that the intervention failed: while test 

scores at NGO schools indicated substantial and statistically significant improvement, there 

was no observable difference in test scores for government schools. In fact, the relative effect 

of moving from NGO to government implementation was negatively correlated with test 

scores, where this negative correlation was statistically significant.  

How did the experimenters explain the failure of the intervention? Bold and her co-

authors point out that the Kenyan National Union of Teachers opposed the policy reform 

through legal action, street protests and a two-day national strike. As a consequence of their 

successful legal action, the government was forced to promise to absorb the 18,000 contract 

teachers in public schools into the civil service at the end of their contract. Nevertheless, 

teachers in the experiment were not formally covered in the negotiations between the union 
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and the government. Indeed, while all 18,000 contract teachers were eventually employed as 

permanent civil servants on a full salary, only 45% of teachers in their experiment were able 

to gain permanent employment. Bold and her co-authors, however, point to evidence that 

teachers in the government treatment were substantially more likely to believe that the union 

represented their interests and that they would eventually gain a permanent position as a 

result of the union’s political and legal actions. Thus, on the basis of this belief, the threat of 

losing their jobs for poor performance was no longer credible for government teachers in the 

experiment. In contrast, NGO teachers were unlikely to believe that the union would affect 

them and did not believe they were similarly protected; consequently, they continued to teach 

under fear of dismissal. Indeed, the experimenters find union identification is negatively 

correlated with test scores, where this correlation is strong and statistically significant, and 

maps onto the differences between government and NGO outcomes.  

On their account, the experiment therefore demonstrates the kinds of political 

economy problems that arise from scaling up interventions from NGOs to the state. “Large-

scale policy interventions”, they write, “are likely to provoke political economy reactions 

from groups whose rents are threatened by reform, creating an endogenous policy response 

that counteracts the objectives of reform – the ‘seesaw effect’ (Bold et al. 2013, 4–5, own 

emphasis). The implication of this analysis is that government teachers are an elite whose 

democratic opposition to a national policy is a form of rent-seeking, which “undermines” the 

intervention (this is mentioned several times, see pp. 27, 28, 29) The problem, they observe, 

is that “governments are frequently the only institutional actors capable of taking education 

policies to scale.” (2013, 2) Scholars have subsequently taken this experiment as evidence 

that governments in the global South should outsource the provision of public schooling to 

NGOs or for-profit firms, which are accountable to their foreign donors and shareholders 

rather than teachers, and are therefore less prone to capture by these ‘rent-seeking elites’ 

(Mbiti 2016; Kwauk and Robinson 2016; Romero, Sandefur, and Sandholtz 2018) This has 

the virtue of ensuring scale, while minimizing the potential for opposition from teachers.  

 

3. How did the experiment employ an anti-empirical logic? 

 

Describing opposition to an unpopular policy as a form of rent-seeking is not new. As 

Mkandawire and Soludo (1999, 26) note in their synthesis of thirty empirical studies on 

structural adjustment programmes in Africa, the “demonization of local elites suggests … the 

need for a deus ex machina to devise and implement policies unencumbered with the clamour 
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of domestic politics. From there, it is only a short walk to the conclusion that foreign 

institutions should take the driver’s seat as agents of restraint.” However, what is distinctive 

about the Kenyan education experiment in this intellectual context is the claim that teachers 

constitute an elite, and that their use of the mechanisms of democracy – including the right to 

assemble, the right to withhold labour, and the right to legal recourse – constitutes an attempt 

to protect illegitimate rents. While this is part of a broader long-running discourse on public-

sector teachers, particularly in the United States (see, for instance, the Wall Street Journal 

Editorial 2017), it is a fairly recent development in research on African teachers. 

The concept of rent-seeking belongs to the broader conceptual family of corruption. It 

describes a situation in which an actor attempts to increase her share of wealth by 

manipulating the social or political environment, rather than by creating new wealth (Tullock 

1967; Krueger 1974). It was initially used to describe situations in which a government 

creates an artificial monopoly through legislation, where aspiring monopolists then lobby the 

government to capture this monopoly. As Tollison (1982, 557) remarks, “It is this activity of 

wasting resources in competing for artificially contrived transfers that is called rent seeking.” 

While Bold and her co-authors do not explain how this concept applies to teachers in their 

experimental study, in their subsequent analysis of the experimental dataset, they provide a 

loose definition of teachers’ rent as “the gap between civil service wages and labor market 

outcomes for an ostensibly identical applicant.” (Barton, Bold, and Sandefur 2017, 13) On 

this definition, any attempt by public sector teachers to increase their wages above those of 

private sector teachers for the same quality of teaching efforts constitutes a form of rent-

seeking. 

But the appeal to rent-seeking to explain why the experiment failed is a curious 

strategy for several reasons. First, unionised teachers did not explicitly protest to protect their 

own salaries, but instead stated that their protest was on behalf of non-unionised contract 

teachers who were new to the profession. In this regard, commentators in the Kenyan media 

described the teachers’ strike as an act of sacrifice in solidarity with vulnerable contract 

teachers (see media reports from Education International 2012). While it is possible that some 

unionised teachers perceived the introduction of low-wage contract teachers as a long-term 

threat to their own incomes and job security, insofar as it opened the way for the low-wage 

casualisation of all teachers, it is also possible that some teachers had different motivations in 

place of, or in addition to, self-interest. That is, their motivations are not a given, but are 

instead a subject of empirical enquiry.  
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To understand why this is important, consider that the contracting of teachers 

represents a well-recognised threat to the institutional fibre of the education system, for, as 

the World Bank notes, contract teachers “can overcome the rigidity of existing teacher 

policies by establishing a parallel teacher corps or career stream with different rules of the 

game alongside the existing teacher stream.” (Bruns, Filmer, and Patrinos 2011, 146, 

emphasis added) While proponents of contract teaching often see such institutional 

bifurcation as a positive outcome, stemming as it does from the introduction of private sector 

practices, a systematic review on the casualisation of teachers in the global South suggests a 

more complex picture (Chudgar, Chandra, and Razzaque 2014). It finds strong evidence that 

low-paid contract teachers are more likely to report job dissatisfaction and low morale 

relative to permanent teachers, and are more likely to leave teaching once better opportunities 

present themselves, leading to higher levels of teacher attrition. This destabilises the teacher 

market and leads to high levels of institutional churn. The authors caution that this 

institutional fracturing, coupled with teachers’ “lack of future prospects, insufficient legal 

protection, complete reliance on local hiring, low pay, and limited support for teaching in 

challenging environments may send a message that teaching as a profession is not important 

and not valued.” (Chudgar, Chandra, and Razzaque 2014, 156) Against this backdrop, it is 

plausible that at least some union teachers might have been concerned that the introduction of 

low-wage contract teachers could threaten the long-term sustainability and flourishing of the 

education system. Indeed, it is surprising that Bold and her co-authors did not consider this 

explanation, given that their experimental study found offering “a higher salary had 

significant positive effects on schools’ ability to recruit and retain contract teachers.” (Bold et 

al. 2013, 20) 

Related to this, union teachers may have been concerned with the financial wellbeing 

of contract teachers. Hiring contract teachers at the low salary of KSH 5000 or $67/month in 

2011 meant that they would have a daily income of $4.70 per day in PPP (purchasing price 

parity) dollars.4 To understand the significance of this, assume that two married teachers 

were each employed at this contract wage, and had three children; each person’s income in 

the family would then be $1.88 per day in PPP dollars. This falls below the World Bank’s 

poverty line of $1.90 per day.5 Put in perspective, the cost of a minimally healthy food basket 

for one person in Kenya at this time ranged from $1.27 to $2.17 per day on a PPP basis 

(World Food Programme 2012). In most cases then, teachers would be unable to feed 

themselves sufficiently on their contract wages, and would not have income for any other 

living costs, such as housing, electricity, water, transport or healthcare. Even if a teacher did 
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not have any child or adult dependents, a daily wage of $4.70 would be unlikely to cover 

these additional living costs. While teacher surveys across a number of African countries 

indicate that permanent teachers typically do not earn enough to cover their monthly 

household expenses (Koomson, Afful, and Villano 2017), such that over one-third of 

respondents in teacher surveys indicate that teachers go to school hungry (Bennell and 

Akyeampong 2007) the need to smooth consumption is likely to be far more acute for 

contract teachers, who receive substantially lower wages. 

These low wages may introduce perverse incentives into education systems, since 

teachers are forced to supplement their income in order to survive. Teacher can do so by 

taking credit, getting a second job (moonlighting), or engaging in illicit financial activities to 

meet their basic living needs. The financial distress of indebtedness is strongly linked to high 

levels of teacher attrition (Koomson, Afful, and Villano 2017), which in turn destabilises 

school functioning in the long-term. Teachers who moonlight are more likely to be absent 

from school or not engaged in teaching while at school, where this is strongly correlated with 

lower learning outcomes (Chaudhury et al. 2006). And poorly paid teachers may illicitly 

require parents to pay for examinations or additional tutoring in order for their children to 

pass or attend school (Osler 1997; Hofer 2003; Sayed et al. 2018). Where teachers do not 

levy illicit fees on parents they may instead attempt to extract additional money from the 

education system through corrupt hiring practices. Across a number of different contexts, the 

introduction of contract teachers has been marked by illicit hiring practices, such as bribes for 

fast-tracking contract teachers into regular teaching (Chudgar, Chandra, and Razzaque 2014). 

In Kenya, an earlier contract teacher experiment found that, without oversight, 31% of 

additional teachers hired on contract basis were relatives of civil-service teachers already 

working at that school (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2015).  

Consequently, the introduction of low-wage contract teaching does not only have 

negative implications for the basic wellbeing of contract teachers, it also has implications for 

the wellbeing of learners, parents and the education system as a whole. It is not surprising 

then that parents’ associations and non-governmental organisation joined teacher unions in 

protesting against the introduction of low-wage contract teachers (Education International 

2012). Yet Bold and her co-authors fail to mention this information in their study. This is 

significant, for parents’ rejection of the contract teacher programme casts doubt on the claim 

that opposition to the intervention was a form of rent-seeking, insofar as parents were 

plausibly motivated out of concern for the potential negative effects on their children or the 

education system as a whole, rather than an attempt to protect teachers’ salaries. 
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There is a further omission of critical information from the explanation. Bold and her 

co-authors note that teachers sought legal action in order to compel the Kenyan government 

to hire contract teachers as permanent staff with the same wages and benefits as other 

teachers. However, the authors fail to mention that the court ruled that employing a subset of 

teachers on contract and at much lower wages violated constitutional provisions for equal and 

fair employment and contravened the Teacher Service Act, which makes employment of 

government teachers on contracts illegal (Education International 2012). In other words, the 

teacher union argued that equal work deserves equal pay and conditions of employment. This 

argument is structured around an anti-discrimination logic, as the Kenyan courts recognised. 

It is surprising that the authors fail to mention this information, as it was central to the teacher 

union’s successful legal action. 

It is not obvious that introducing different pay for the same work is a way of 

improving efficiency, rather than a form of discrimination. It is difficult to see how this claim 

could be sustained, for instance, in the context of lower pay for black people or women in the 

labour market.6 The apparently counter-intuitive implications of such a claim therefore shift 

the burden of proof to the experimentalists, who must show that teachers’ attempts to prevent 

unequal pay for equal work were a form of rent-seeking and not a form of anti-discrimination 

procedures. Yet they provide no evidence for this claim. Instead, the experimentalists appear 

to use rent-seeking as an a priori proposition. A priori propositions are those that need no 

empirical evidence; they are deductively true. An example of this is the statement that 

bachelors are unmarried men. But the claim that Kenyan teachers’ opposition to a policy of 

different pay for the same work is a form of rent-seeking is not deductively entailed by their 

status as Kenyan teachers or their opposition to a government policy. It may turn out to be the 

case that unequal pay for the same work is an efficient market outcome, rather than a form of 

labour market discrimination, but this requires empirical and theoretical justification; it 

cannot be treated as a self-evident truth. 

This discussion suggests that the appeal to rent-seeking to explain experimental 

failure is an example of anti-empirical logic on several different fronts. First, it assumes 

teachers’ motivations, rather than subjecting them to empirical enquiry. Second, it disregards 

the well-documented negative effects from contract teacher programmes, which would 

plausibly motivate public-spirited opposition to the programme. Third, it omits critical 

empirical evidence from the intervention that appears to conflict with the appeal to rent-

seeking. And fourth, it assumes that teachers’ opposition to a programme of different pay for 
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the same work was a form of rent-seeking, effectively taking this to be a deductively true 

statement. 

The anti-empirical nature of the experimental study becomes clearer when we 

consider the social costs of the experiment. It not only failed to produce an observable 

improvement in children’s test scores, but catalysed major volatility in the education system 

due to the illegal and unconstitutional nature of the programme. In doing so, it plausibly 

harmed the already fragile relationship of trust between teachers and government that is vital 

to ensuring a stable and well-functioning education system. Empirically-minded scholarship 

would acknowledge that the experiment failed because the treatment was very likely 

damaging, and would therefore seek alternative treatments. This, however, was not the 

approach in the Kenyan experiment. Bold and her co-authors elided the court’s findings that 

the programme was illegal and unconstitutional, and did not acknowledge that the treatment 

was likely damaging to the education system. Instead, teachers’ objections to the damaging 

treatment were taken to be the reason for experimental failure. This suggests that the 

experimentalists were committed to the view that the intervention was an inherently positive 

one, which was distorted by teachers’ agency. The solution, as one of the authors of the 

Kenyan experiment has subsequently argued, is to prevent teachers from exercising their 

agency in future experiments by placing control of the public education system in the hands 

of foreign actors (Romero, Sandefur, and Sandholtz 2018). 

 

 

4. Evidence of vested interests in the experimental outcomes 

 

The preceding section suggests that the Kenyan education experiment was marked by an anti-

empirical logic, insofar as it was marked by a priori reasoning and elided or disregarded 

well-known evidence at odds with the conclusions of the experimentalists. This section 

considers one potential factor underlying this anti-empirical logic: evidence that the Kenyan 

government and DFID had vested interests in the experimental results.  

First, the Kenyan government likely viewed the contract teacher programme as a 

political necessity. To understand why, consider that the intervention was undertaken in a 

context marked by systematic under-funding of public education. The government had first 

introduced the principal of free primary education in the decade following independence, but 

had been forced to cut education spending substantially and introduce tuition fees under 

structural adjustment in 1989. In 2001, the government, under Daniel arap Moi’s 
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administration, announced that free primary education would be reintroduced within two 

years. When the administration backtracked on this commitment in 2002, mass protests by 

teacher unions, parents, and NGOs forced the government to re-commit to free primary 

education (Mukudi 2004). That year, the National Alliance Rainbow Coalition managed to 

unseat Moi after 24 years of rule, partly on the back of promising free primary education for 

all. Within a year of abolishing primary school fees in 2003, the enrolment rate increased by 

22.3% (Oketch and Rolleston 2007). While the Kenyan government raised its education 

budget in 2003-04 by 17.4% and was strongly supported by donor funding, it was estimated 

that government would require an increase of at least 91% to the budget, or 0.8% of the GDP, 

to finance a net enrolment rate of 94% (Vos et al. 2004). However, funding constraints meant 

that this budgetary shortfall was never met. By 2006, the shortfall in the government’s 

education budget stood at 55%, or $745 million, and while the government borrowed $80 

million from the IDA and $388 from donors including DFID, it still had a shortfall of $277 

million (Omwami and Keller 2010).  

Given the politically unfeasibility of scrapping free primary education, and under 

pressure from international agencies and donors, the government responded to the budgetary 

shortfall by implementing a hiring freeze on teachers (Amutabi 2003). By 2011, the Ministry 

of Education reported a shortage of 61,000 public sector teachers relative to its target of a 

40:1 learner-teacher ratio (Bold et al. 2013). However, the hiring freeze on teachers appears 

to have been accompanied by a marked drop in education quality, as teachers battled with 

overcrowded classrooms and a lack of teaching and learning resources. This is likely 

reflected in the difference in growth between the net and gross enrolment rate in primary 

schools. The net enrolment rate increased from 74% in 2004 to just under 80% in 2007, while 

the gross enrolment rate climbed more steeply from 100% to 112% over the same period, 

where this difference plausibly indicates high levels of learners repeating school (Omwami 

and Keller 2010). The apparent decrease in education quality has in turn driven demand for 

low-fee private schools. In this respect, an analysis of a panel survey of 718 rural Kenyan 

households conducted in 2004 and 2007 finds that the probability of attending private schools 

increased as the average pupil–teacher ratio of public schools increased in the community 

(Nishimura and Yamano 2013). The authors note that, between 2002 and 2005, the number of 

private schools increased by more than 400%, while the number of public schools increased 

by just 1.6%.  

Within this context, there have clearly been strong political imperatives to find cost-

effective means for increasing the number of teachers in public schools. The political 
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sensitivity of the education budget is in part reflected by the fact that the Minister of 

Education at the time, Uhuru Kenyatta, was simultaneously the Minister of Finance. It may 

also explain why the “scale-up of the national program occurred before the pilot was 

completed due to political pressure from outside the Ministry of Education.” (Bold et al. 

2013, 8) And despite the clear evidence that the contract teacher programme was an empirical 

and political failure, in 2018 the government announced plans to hire 68,000 teachers as 

“interns” at half the wage of civil service teachers (Wanzala 2018). 

Another set of vested interests may be located in the funding agency, DFID. In 2010, 

DFID announced that it would spend £36 million to promote private education and health 

services during 2011-2015. Although this was a fraction of DFID’s aid spending, observers 

have noted that its reach has been much greater: “it is ‘helping’ developing countries revise 

policies to facilitate the private provision of services and making such approaches, which are 

politically controversial, more acceptable.” (Curtis 2015, 6) This in turn paved the way for 

the launch of its 2011-15 operational plan, which signalled a shift from funding public 

education services to investing in private education services as part of a new strategy to 

promote education exports and increase its revenue (DFID 2011). At the same time, it also 

announced a £355 million education project, The Girl’s Education Challenge, which aims to 

promote non-state (for profit and NGO) provision of education. The Department for 

Business, Innovation and Skills, together with UK Trade and Investment, concurrently set up 

a new body, UKTI Education to identify “high value commercial education opportunities” for 

UK businesses (UKTI Education 2011). Its “priority markets” include East Africa and India, 

areas where DFID is very active in education. The following year, DFID launched its Impact 

Fund, a for-profit investment fund worth £75 million set up with the aim of “foster[ing] a 

revolution in private investment into projects to improve the health, education and future 

chances of more than five million people across Africa and Asia … British aid will provide 

financial capital and specialist advice to transform health and education services.” (UK 

Government 2012)  

While the market for private educations services is estimated by market analysts to be 

$1.5-2.0 billion in the next five years, the problem as the analysts observe, is one of scale – 

companies servicing poor populations require scale in order to reach profitability (Caerus 

Capital 2017). In this respect, one of DFID’s flagship investments is Bridge International 

Academies, an American firm that operates a chain of for-profit schools in a number of 

countries, including Kenya. Bridge’s business model relies on hiring unqualified community 

members on low contract wages to teach scripted curricula via tablets. (Kwauk and Robinson 
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2016) It currently has 100,000 students, but requires 500,000 students to break even. It 

eventually aims to educate 10 million students across twelve countries by participating in 

public private partnerships with African governments that would allow it to take over the 

management of the public education sector (Anderson 2018). 

This suggests that DFID has vested financial interests in promoting large-scale private 

education services in Kenya, particularly through the mechanism of public private 

partnerships. However, as discussed above, it appears that mass demand for private schools in 

Kenya is at least in part a function of deteriorating public schools. This means that a strong 

state-managed public education system is likely incompatible with a large-scale low-cost 

private education system or a privately-managed public system. Thus, any interest DFID 

might have in strengthening a state-managed public education system is complicated by its 

financial interests in expanding the private education sector.  

This is significant, because DFID not only funded the Kenyan education experiment, 

but its chief economist at the time, Stefan Dercon, also helped to “conceive” it (Bold et al. 

2013, 1 footnote) Furthermore, DFID then interpreted the findings of the study as grounds for 

further private sector intervention in public schools (Ashley et al. 2014). This appears to be a 

form of circular reasoning: the experiment was designed to take a feature of the private sector 

– low-wage, unprotected and casualised labour – and apply it to the state sector on the 

grounds that the private sector is superior. The failure of the intervention, and the major 

volatility it catalysed in the public sector, were then taken as grounds for further private 

sector intervention. Yet, even if the private sector treatment had succeeded in the experiment, 

this would plausibly have been taken as grounds for increasing private sector intervention in 

public schools. It appears that the experimental design was such that, whatever its outcomes, 

it would support greater private sector involvement in schooling.  

 Taken together, the discussion suggests that the experimental design and 

interpretation of results were favourable to the interests of the Kenyan government and DFID. 

Yet the causal processes by which these actors’ vested interests may have influenced the 

experiment remain unclear. This is in part because there is insufficient empirical detail. 

Outside of an acknowledgement that DFID’s chief economist at the time helped to design the 

experiment, the genesis of the experiment, the reasons for scaling up the experiment before it 

was completed, and the details of the relationship between the Kenyan government, DFID 

and the experimentalists remain hazy. However, as Cartwright (1999) has persuasively 

argued, it is also difficult to discern causal processes without some kind of theoretical 

buttressing. As a way of laying the foundations for empirical work on the topic, how might 
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one theorise the causal relationship between vested interests and anti-empiricism in 

experiments?  

 

5. Is this a neopatrimonial project? 

 

The entanglement between profit, politics and experimentation raises the prospect of 

collusion for political or financial profit at the expense of vulnerable children and teachers. 

The apparent divergence in interests between the elites who funded, designed and 

implemented the experiment, and the interests of the teachers and children who were 

experimented upon suggests a particular kind of collusion: neopatrimonialism. This 

concluding section considers the extent to which the theory of neopatrimonialism might help 

explain the connection between vested political and financial interests on the one hand, and 

experimental outcomes on the other. 

Neopatrimonialism is a term that is often invoked to explain perceived failures in 

African societies. Its contemporary usage is steeped in the ethnographic language of tribe, 

ethnicity, big men, and patronage (Mkandawire 2015). But when stripped of this 

ethnographic language, it seems to describe a society characterised by profound power 

inequalities between an elite and a citizenry who are hermetically sealed off from each other. 

The interests of these two groups invariably conflict, and while citizens may try to get these 

interests to coincide by becoming clients of elites, they do so in vain. Elites always act in 

their own interests and dispossess citizens. In their single-minded pursuit of their own 

interests, however, they must discount any evidence for or against the broader social benefits 

of a given policy. That is, they must employ an anti-empirical logic.  

The problem with this account, as a number of scholars have pointed out, is that it is 

difficult to observe neopatrimonialism in action, not least because it does not accurately 

describe any given society (Mustapha 2012; Mkandawire 2015). One might respond that 

neopatrimonialism is a model that necessarily abstracts away empirical complexity. Still, this 

response does not address the empirical question of how one identifies neopatrimonialism at 

work. This is because neopatrimonial relations involve individual interests, which are latent 

or unobservable. A number of scholars working in the neopatrimonialism framework 

therefore invoke the observed phenomenon of anti-empirical logic to deduce that 

neopatrimonialism must be at work – a kind of revealed preference theory of corruption. 

Perhaps the most well-known example of this is Van de Walle’s (2001) argument that 

African elites ignored the evidence that structural adjustment programmes would result in 
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large social benefits and therefore did not implement adjustment programmes; this was taken 

as evidence that structural adjustment would endanger their interests, and therefore, that 

neopatrimonialism was at work.  

Using this reasoning then, the evidence of anti-empirical logic by an elite counts as an 

example of neopatrimonialism. In this regard, the Kenyan experiment was funded by a donor 

elite, implemented by a political elite, and conducted by an academic elite. The academic 

elite invoked anti-empirical logic to explain their subjects’ resistance to the policy 

intervention. The political elite disregarded the empirical evidence in scaling up the project. 

And the donor elite have continued to fund similar projects despite experimental failure in 

Kenya (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 2013).The experiment therefore meets the 

conditions for neopatrimonialism. Notice that this assessment does not require further 

information about the experimenters’ actual interests or the ways in which they may be 

entangled in institutions with vested interests in observing particular results. Instead, 

neopatrimonialism simply requires evidence of anti-empiricism among elites.7  

Yet, considered carefully, categorising the Kenyan experiment as a form of 

neopatrimonialism only obscures the analysis, rather than clarifying it. To see why, consider 

that there are a number of ways of analysing the anti-empirical logic of scholars working on 

African societies. Perhaps the most common analyses describe the reasoning underlying anti-

empiricism. Thus, for instance, Mamdani (1990) argued that American scholars working on 

Africa during the Cold War era were stuck in an intellectual cul de sac, since they had 

borrowed theoretical paradigms developed elsewhere and then tried to force reality to fit 

these borrowed theories rather than developing theories to fit reality. One can call this the 

argument from mimicry. These low scholarly standards, critics argued, were in part a 

consequence of academic work being constrained by the foreign policy objectives of the Cold 

War, such that political patronage impeded the development of rigorous scholarship and 

intellectual dissent in American scholarship on Africa (Guyer 1990; Berger 1997; Zeleza 

2003). There is some evidence that the Kenyan experiment may fit this picture, in the form of 

experimenters’ attempts to transpose the programme logic from projects that were run by 

international NGOs and for-profit schools to projects that were run by governments. The key 

difference between the two is that the former are shaped by an anti-democratic institutional 

logic, insofar as foreign donors and investors are their primary constituency, while the latter 

are bound by a more democratic institutional logic, insofar as citizens are their primary 

constituency. In this context, it is possible that DFID’s financial interests in private schools 
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may have prompted the experimenters’ interest in transposing an intervention from the 

private sector into the public sector.  

Related to this is the argument from ignorance: scholars who attempt to engineer 

social reforms without understanding the society at hand. This is perhaps one of the most 

common critiques of structural adjustment programmes on the continent (Mkandawire and 

Soludo 1999). Yet, as Olukoshi (2006, 540) argues, the epistemic constraints on northern 

scholars in this context derived not only from their relationship to power, but also from their 

intellectual dependence on African scholarship, such that the decline in African intellectual 

communities during the 1980s signalled a concomitant decline in African studies, particularly 

in the United States. In this regard there is some evidence of epistemic constraints on the 

Kenyan experiment. A review of the authors’ résumés indicates that only the lead 

experimentalist, Tessa Bold, had conducted education research prior to the experiment and 

none of the Kenyan experimentalists were education economists or had training in education 

research as a discipline. This perhaps explains why the experimental design does not consider 

that the chronic underfunding of education, which began under structural adjustment, has 

undercut the material basis of the Kenyan education system. This has led to the persistent 

non-payment of teachers, a collapse in wages that has yet to recover, a freeze on hiring, and 

low rates of investment in teacher education, libraries and school feeding programmes – all 

elements of a quality education system (Stromquist 1999; Klees, Samoff, and Stromquist 

2012; Stromquist, Klees, and Lin 2017). Given this context, it is difficult to understand why 

the experimental design sought to introduce further precarity and impoverishment into the 

education system, rather than testing the effects of strengthening its financial and 

administrative base, something which a number of education economists have called for 

(Mukudi 2004; Omwami and Keller 2010; Ron Balsera, Klees, and Archer 2018).  

But policy experiments in Africa are also conducted against a historical background 

of colonial experimentation on Africans. In the 1930s, colonial scientists conducted wide-

ranging experiments in British colonies that provided the underpinning for contemporary 

tropical medicine, agriculture and ecology. These experiments were extensive and influential 

enough for historians to call Africa a “living laboratory” (Celik 1997; Tilley 2011).8 They 

were often harmful and dehumanising. By refusing to allow participants to opt out of the 

experiment, and by treating their dissent as a form of rent-seeking corruption, the experiment 

objectified Kenyan participants in ways that echo colonial science. Here, anti-empirical logic 

manifests in experimenters’ lack of attentiveness to the full humanity of participants, which 

plausibly stemmed, at least in part, from the deep power asymmetries between the 
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experimenters and their subjects. I call this the argument towards colonial experimentation: 

when experimentalists objectify subjects such that experimentalists do not attend to the 

meanings and motivations of subjects’ actions.  

These arguments do not imply that donor-funded policy experiments are simply a 

continuation of colonial and cold war intellectual histories in Africa. Rather, these arguments 

draw our attention to the ways in which the anti-empirical reasoning in policy experiments 

may be shaped by specific political, economic and historical conditions. Common to all three 

arguments is a profound asymmetry of power, both political and financial, which helps to 

protect elite experimenters from empirical reality. In the resulting echo chamber, there may 

have been little to stop those in the Kenyan experiment from interpreting their own failure as 

an outcome of rent-seeking by unruly African teachers. If this is correct, then it is unlikely 

that anti-empirical logic is a result of experimentalists simple refusing to be attentive to the 

social world they investigate. Instead, it is more likely that the conditions under which they 

conduct experiments place significant constraints on their capacity to be sufficiently attentive. 

For as Tamale and Oloka-Onyango (1995, 694) argue, scholars who are too close to power 

may become “inoculated from the very processes and peoples being examined.” 

 Given this analysis, what work does the concept of neopatrimonialism do when trying 

to understand anti-empirical logic? The concept cannot be used to distinguish between the 

different forms of anti-empiricism, nor can it be used to explain them. Moreover, invoking 

neopatrimonialism to describe the Kenyan experiment flattens social theorising by rendering 

experimenters’ intentionality and behaviour irrelevant. As Mkandawire (2015) has argued, 

this is because the concept is poorly defined, empirically fuzzy and analytically unhelpful. In 

this regard, the concept functions best as a rhetorical tool: it is useful in signalling moral 

approbation, but unhelpful in empirical research. The implication of this is that, no matter 

how tempted one is, one should avoid invoking neopatrimonialism and employ well-defined 

concepts instead. The problem, as Mkandawire (2015, 601) notes, is that when it comes to 

claims about neopatrimonialism in African societies, “easy acceptance by researchers and 

policymakers of the school’s claims in the absence of empirical evidence suggests that there 

are strong preconceptions and prejudices about African politics that are unlikely to be 

dispelled by a more accurate measurement of the phenomenon in question.” Turning the logic 

of neopatrimonialism on northern scholarship is one strategy for demonstrating the empirical 

paucity of the concept. As this analysis has sought to demonstrate, using a northern-funded 

and designed experiment as a case study provides a clearly-bounded and concrete illustration 

of the way in which neopatrimonialism obscures rather than clarifies the object of analysis.  
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 In closing, the analysis suggests that policy experiments are neopatrimonial when they 

deploy anti-empirical logic, but it turns out that this does not mean much beyond signalling 

moral displeasure. If neopatrimonialism is an impractical tool for investigating a very 

concrete, bounded social phenomenon, like an experiment, then it is likely to prove equally 

useless when thinking about highly complex societies with porous boundaries. While 

neopatrimonialism may not be a useful theoretical framework, examining its applicability to 

policy experiments casts light on the ways in which the ambition of policy experiments can 

engender power asymmetries that constrain experimentalists’ capacity to attend to their 

empirical context. This suggests a more nuanced picture. Rather than experimentalists simply 

ignoring or explaining away inconvenient results, it seems that the very ambition to greater 

empirical validity is a constraint on empirical validity. If this is true, then the ways in which 

experimentalists understand and navigate their constraints is critical to their capacity to 

employ an empirical logic. It follows from this that experimentalists’ agency is of central 

theoretical importance in investigating the relationship between vested interests and policy 

experiments. 
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Notes 

                                                 
 

 
1 This figure should be treated with some caution and is likely an upper-bound estimate. Only 46% of the studies 

discussed the question of informed consent. And of these, 19% were unclear as to whether the participants 
gave consent to be part of an experiment, rather than gave consent to be part of a social programme.  

2 This data was gleaned from the appendix, which contained a list of all the papers reviewed. I identified the 
current institutional location of first authors by conducting a Google search, and then coded the institution by 
country and then region. 

3 The references in this article are from the authors’ working paper from 2013, which was then published in 
2018. 

4 Calculated using the World Bank’s estimate of a PPP private consumption conversion factor of 35.43 for 
Kenya in 2011, accessed at: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/PA.NUS.PRVT.PP?locations=KE. 

5 Put in international perspective, Kenya’s GDP per capita is $2.71 per day in PPP dollars. A teacher would 
therefore earn 0.7 times the per capita GDP. In contrast, teachers earn 1.8 times per capita GDP in OECD 
countries, and 2.5 times per capita GDP in middle-income countries (Mulkeen 2010, 152). 

6 One might respond that lower wages for black people or women is a case of otherwise irrelevant identity 
markers being used as proxies of competence, such that they lead to inefficient hiring outcomes. On this 
view, labour market discrimination is defined by the misapplication of identity markers. Thus, differences in 
wages between black and white people count as a form of discrimination, but differences in wages between 
permanent and contract teachers do not. Instead, these differences are a form of efficiency improving 
measures, since they seek to bring down government wages to private sector levels. But consider a situation 
in which black workers in the public sector receive a higher wage than black workers in the private sector (as 
is the case in South Africa, see Bhorat et al. 2015). One might argue that black civil servants receive a higher 
wage because the government is compelled to do so by a largely black electorate and strong public sector 
unions, whereas black workers in the private sector continue to be subject to discrimination in the largely 
white-controlled private sector. In this scenario, setting private sector wages for black civil servants would 
therefore undermine democratic gains and reintroduce white racism into the state sector. Similarly, teachers 
in the Kenyan public system might receive higher wages because the state is compelled to pay salaries that 
meet minimum livelihood thresholds by democratic institutions, such as unions and courts, whereas the 
private sector is less encumbered by democratic oversight. The point is not that higher civil service wages 
are necessarily more just, but that further contextual evidence and theoretical argument is required to 
adjudicate between these different interpretations. 

7 Since the precise nature of this anti-empiricism is difficult to convey, the literature on neopatrimonialism often 
relies on “detailed descriptions and … imaginative portrayals of a local scene, replete with a kind of 
anthropological knowingness … [it] is full of vibrant metaphors and characterized by unbridled use of 
anecdotes, pejorative vocabulary … and vivid vignettes of the all-too-frequent cases of egregious abuse of 
state resources and power. (Mkandawire 2015, 564) While this may strengthen the rhetorical force of the 
argument, it does nothing to justify its empirical validity. 

8 The concept of a “living laboratory” has been used to understand the kinds of scientific knowledge used in 
British colonial administration (Tilley 2011). The term is drawn from Lord Hailey’s opening remarks from 
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the African Research Survey (1929-1938) which was conducted in an effort to better understand, govern and 
‘develop’ African societies in the tropics. “Africa presents itself as a living laboratory”, Hailey wrote, “in 
which the reward of study may prove to be not merely the satisfaction of an intellectual impulse, but an 
effective addition to the welfare of the people.” (Hailey 1938, xxiv–xv) However, the allied concept of 
champs d’experience, or experimental terrains, has also been applied in the context of French colonial rule, 
especially in the Maghreb (Celik 1997). 
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