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Planned comparisons 

can be used to 

compare different 

options for solving a 

problem or achieving 

an objective, 

particularly when the 

‘best fit’ course of 

action is uncertain.   

 

 
1.0 What are planned comparisons? 

A planned comparison is a deliberate, systematic comparison of different options, 
where options are different ways of addressing specific challenges or achieving 
particular objectives. For example, in trying to decrease malaria transmission an 
organization might either distribute mosquito nets for free in an area or sell them at a 
small cost. Opinions may differ in their cost-effectiveness, i.e. the returns they 
generate given the level of resources invested. A planned comparison can be used to 
measure the cost-effectiveness of two or more different options, while taking care to 
ensure that the comparison is fair and unbiased. The response, or outcome of interest, 
does not have to be limited to cost effectiveness, and can include information that 
beneficiaries need to use the option effectively. An example would be farmers learning 
how management influences product quality so they can make choices that suit them. 
 
Often options are compared in an unplanned way, for example, directly comparing a 
group of producers already selling commodities collectively with those who do so 
individually. When attempting to determine which option is more effective, such 
unplanned comparisons can be problematic. This is primarily because there may be 
one or more unobserved or uncontrolled factors, associated with one or more of the 
options, that confounds (or confuses) the comparison. For example, producers who 
have self-organized themselves to collectively market their produce may be inherently 
harder working and/or more entrepreneurial than those who have not. Consequently, 
if such producers are found to earn higher returns than their individually selling 
counterparts, this may be wholly or partly because they work harder and/or are more 
entrepreneurial, rather than because of their engagement in collective marketing.  
 
Such confounding factors are often not measured and are often inherently difficult to 
measure, making them difficult to control for. We stand a far better chance of avoiding 
such potential bias if we plan the comparison in advance as shown below. Even if we 
are unable to randomize the roll-out of a planned comparison, having the opportunity 
to carefully collect relevant baseline data on the response or outcome variables of 
interest, as well as other potentially confounding variables, can be helpful in mitigating 
bias. This is particularly the case where we have reason to expect that these response 

Planned comparisons help us to assess the relative effectiveness (possibly including 
cost-effectiveness) of options in addressing development challenges. Often, the 
suitability of options will vary by context, so different options suit different people 
and places. Planned comparisons help us to compare different options, so that we 
can better understand what works where and for whom. They provide us with 
evidence to guide investment decisions and to target interventions to where they 
are most likely to be effective. They can also generate more basic understanding to 
support the further design or modification of those options being considered, and—
at the same time—contribute scientifically sound knowledge to the global 
knowledge base. 
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All else being equal, 

planned comparisons 

are more likely to 

generate reliable and 

clear cut conclusions, 

as compared with 

unplanned 

comparisons.  

or outcome variables would have changed at the same rate among the groups being 
studied, even if the options themselves had not been introduced.  
 
There can be other problems with unplanned comparisons. For example, problems may 
arise from inadequate sample sizes (affecting the statistical power), particularly where 
one or more of the options to be compared has not been as widely promoted or 
adopted as the other option(s). In addition, given that (a) the performance of an option 
may vary by context; and (b) we may want to empirically test how performance varies 
in relation to specific contexts, we are in a much better position to do this if planned 
for in advance. When unplanned, differences observed in a specific option’s 
performance observed in differing locations (e.g. high versus low altitudes) and/or 
social groups (e.g. among women and men), may—similar to the unplanned 
comparison of two or more different options—be driven by confounding factors 
correlated with these specific locations or social groups.  
 
Planning the comparison of options in advance, then, can help overcome many of the 
inherent limitations associated with unplanned comparisons. We can set things up 
from the beginning to reduce the likelihood that the comparison will be confounded, 
thereby enabling us to be more confident in the resulting conclusions about what has 
caused any differences we observe.  
 
For example, in a particular value chain, producers may generally market their produce 
individually, but we have good reason to believe that they could experience higher 
returns and more bargaining power if they engaged in collective marketing. To test 
whether our hypothesis is correct, we could promote collective marketing among 
producers in some villages but not in other villages. If we randomly assign sufficient 
numbers of villages to where we will and will not promote collective marketing, we can 
ensure that the two groups of producers we wish to compare are, at least statistically 
speaking, similar in relation to (a) the baseline status of the response or outcome 
variable(s) of interest; (b) both their observable and unobservable characteristics; and 
(c) how they are affected by external events and trends, e.g. rainfall patterns or other 
NGO programmes to which they may be exposed. If we are not in a position to carry 
out such random assignment, we can use a paired comparison approach where we 
carefully match villages assigned to each option based on their observable 
characteristics that we have reason to believe may influence the response or outcome 
variables we are interested in, such as agro-climatic zone, distance to markets and 
urban centres.  In either design, we may even wish to introduce more than one 
approach for promoting collective marketing and assess how each performs in relation 
to the control group.  
 
Using planned comparisons can be seen as a way of making M+E processes far more 
effective and efficient for learning about what works where and for who. 
 
Another important feature or principle of planned comparisons is that the participants 
should still be engaged in the project and potentially benefiting from this engagement, 
as if no planned comparisons were taking place. For example, if a project aims to help 
farmers find new markets then that will still be happening if one or more planned 
comparisons is included.  
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Planned comparisons 

are used to generate 

learning for solving 

real world challenges 

affecting project 

participants and/or for 

scaling out to other 

settings to do the 

same.   

2.0 Under what conditions are planned comparisons 
appropriate? 

 
Planned comparisons are useful when there is: 
 

(a) significant uncertainty about how to address a particular challenge or how to 
achieve a particular objective, in a particular context or across a range of 
contexts, where we seek to offer options;  

(b) more than one promising option that could be pursued in doing so (including 
the “business as usual” option); and 

(c) a choice to be made by producers and other value chain actors on which options 
to adopt or adapt, including a need information and experience on which to 
base that choice. 
 

For instance, one challenge could be that farmers do not have access to reliable 
markets for their produce and, hence, may benefit from being linked with buyers 
through contractual arrangements. We may already know from the literature, that 
contracting as a value chain development strategy, improves farmers’ market access. 
However, we may not know what form of contract can yield most benefits and 
minimise side selling among participating 
producers. Neither may we have 
information on the type of contracting that 
is most effective under which circumstance 
(e.g. different commodities, different social 
capital endowments, and different 
institutional arrangements, whether these 
be verbal versus formal or central versus 
tripartite).  We can then set up different 
sets of comparisons, involving different 
ways of contracting farmers, and derive 
useful policy implications from evaluating 
these comparisons. For instance, one way 
would be to link farmers to contract firms 
that provide inputs and interlinked credit, 
while another contracting firm would only 
offer stable or premium prices. In addition, 
another firm could have a different 
arrangement in which there is no 
interlinked credit or inputs and no premium 
or fixed price. Alternatively, we can choose 
to link farmers to buyers directly or go 
through some umbrella organisation. These 
are alternative ways of organising 
contracting that can be explored as planned 
comparisons.       
 
 

3.0 How do we choose and design planned comparisons?  

Vision 

Challenges 

Option 

1? 

Option 

4? 

Option 

3? 

Option 

2? 
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There is often more 

than one possible way 

of achieving a 

project’s objectives. 

Planned comparisons 

are useful when we 

are not quite sure 

which way is relatively 

more effective.   

For each value chain, we build on the strategic visioning that has already taken place 
with participating stakeholders and prioritize the key challenges that need to be 
overcome and whether there is sufficient uncertainty on how best to overcome these 
challenges to merit the use of planned comparisons. These challenges could be in 
relation to the production, marketing, and/or particular institutional arrangements 
associated with the targeted value chains. The next step is to carry out formative 
research (through reviewing the literature and further discussions with relevant 
experts and stakeholders) to identify promising interventions to overcome the 
prioritized challenges and collate what we know about their performance across 
contexts.   
 
For each challenge, we identify promising options (interventions) that may help to 
overcome it. Are there different ways of solving the challenge that need to be tested 
and from which policy relevant lessons could be derived?  What do we know or not 
know about these approaches that need testing and fine tuning? In what contexts have 
options already been tested? How do these contexts relate to the contexts that we 
wish to promote the options in, and do we need more information about performance 
of options in relation to the contexts we are working in? By answering these questions, 
we should be able to identify several potentially promising interventions that we want 
to compare in terms of their effectiveness (and cost-effectiveness) in helping overcome 
the challenge in question, as well as generating evidence and lessons that can be scaled 
out elsewhere by understanding how different options perform across the range of 
contexts we are interested in. 
 
For each possible intervention, our next step is to try and align the potential 
interventions to VIP4FS’s objectives. Will comparison of the options suggested help to 
achieve the project’s objectives? For example, the project’s goal is to improve food 
security by improving smallholder farmers’ access to markets for their produce using 
an innovation platform approach. Are the suggested interventions consistent with this? 
One way to test this is to list the options against existing work packages and look at the 
extent to which they might contribute to achieving the objectives in each one. A cross-
cutting aim of VIP4FS is to ensure benefits for women and young people. Are the 
interventions designed to provide opportunities for women and young people? How is 
the planned comparison going to evaluate options with respect to differential effects 
on these two social groups? 
 

Summary of key steps in identifying planned comparisons 
1. Identify and list key challenges for each of the selected value chains  
2. For each challenge where there is sufficient uncertainty on how to overcome it, 

carryout formative research (literature reviews and expert and stakeholder 
consultation) to identify promising interventions to help overcome the 
challenge in question  

3. Evaluate the interventions in relation to gender and youth issues and against 
each work package and ensure that they are in line with the project’s objectives  

4. Identify learning priorities from each of the proposed interventions (i.e. what 
has not been or cannot be answered through observational research, qualitative 
assessments, or basic surveys) 

5. Briefly outline key features of the planned comparison following the template 
below
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Planned Comparison Template – VIPFS 
 

1. Planned Comparison Title: 
 

2. Value Chain(s) targeted: 
 

3. Rationale: 
State the team’s motivation for carrying out the planned comparison. Why is it important for VIP4FS in 
particular and to widen the evidence/knowledge base in general? 
 

4. Summary table: 

Key challenge or objective What is the key challenge that needs to be addressed or the objective to be achieved? 

Key question(s) to be 
answered 

What are the key questions that the planned comparison will answer? 

Options or interventions 
to be compared 

What are the specific promising options or interventions that are to be compared? 

Key overall hypothesis(es) What is your hypothesis or hypotheses pertaining to the relative performance of the 
options or interventions to be compared?  That is, which do you expect to work better and 
why? 

Contexts to compare 
 

Is there good reason to believe that the options/interventions will perform differently 
across particular contexts and social groups?  If so what are these particular contexts 
and/or social groups?    

Context and sub-group 
effect hypotheses 

Do you expect the performance of the options/interventions to perform differently in these 
particular contexts and/or across these social groups?  If so, how and why in particular? 

Unit of assignment 
 

In experimental designs, the unit of assignment is the unit where randomization takes 
place. These could be, for example, field plots or villages. In non-experimental designs, we 
often attempt to mimic random assignment, so the unit of assignment is the level where 
random assignment would have taken place if a proper experiment had been undertaken.  

Unit of measurement This is the primary unit where the outcome data will be drawn from. If we are looking at 
producer income, for example, the unit measurement is likely to be the producer 
household. This can be different from the unit of assignment, e.g. villages may be 
randomly assigned to different interventions but outcome measures pertaining to the 
households residing in these villages is what are compared.  

Outcomes & outcome 
indicators 

These are the key changes (intervention effects) that are expected and which the 
options/interventions will be comparison in relation to, as well as indicators (measures) of 
these effects. It is useful to have several outcomes and measures along the hypothesised 
causal chain. For example, some may be in relation to earlier expected effects (e.g. farmer 
practice uptake), while others may be expected later, e.g. gains in productivity and 
income). 

Roles of ICRAF 
 

What are the specific roles of ICRAF HQ and/or in-country staff in relation to the planned 
comparison? Be as specific as possible.  
 

Role of VIP4FS partner 
staff 

Who are the other VIP4FS partner staff involved and what are their specific roles in 
particular? Be as specific as possible. 

Roles of IP platform actors Who are the specific IP platform actors that are involved and what are the specific roles of 
each?  

Role of others Are there others that have roles in the planned comparison (e.g. extension agents), and, if 
so, who are they and what are their particular roles?  

Type of study Is the proposed study a farmer field trial, a cluster randomized control trial, a quasi-
experimental or qualitative comparison, etc.? State the specific design using the PC design 
table below for guidance if required. 

Suggested timing (start 
and end dates) 

When specifying the planned comparison’s timeframe, make sure it is consistent with the 
farming seasonal calendar, VIP4FS’s life cycle, etc.  
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5. Specifics of Planned Comparison Protocol: 
 
a) Steps on how the planned comparison will be executed 
Describe the specific things that will be done to carry out the planned comparison as a 
sequence of steps. 

 
b) Ethics 
If the planned comparison is to involve people and or have the potential of generating 
adverse environmental effects, explain how informed and prior consent will be obtained 
and/or any potential adverse effects mitigated.   

 
c) Sampling and sample size 
How will the sampling be done and what specific sample sizes will be used. Here, power 
calculations to show the extent there is sufficient statistical power to detect minimal 
desired effects should be presented. 

 
d) Data collection  
Describe what data collection instruments will be used, as well has how they will be 
developed, piloted, and administered.  

 
e) Data management and analysis 
After the data are collected, described how they will be compiled, cleaned, analysed, 
and stored. 
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Types of Planned Comparison Designs 
Design Basic Description When to use Key Advantages  Key Disadvantages 
Farmer field 
trial 

Farming practices or products, such as 
crop varieties, are compared typically 
within the fields of participating farmers. 
Examples of options that might be 
compared using this design are tillage 
type, crop varieties, herbicide 

applications or fertilizer methods. There 
are a number of popular designs, 
many of which involve randomly 
allocating the practices or products 
being compared differing designated 
strips or blocks of the field. See here.  

When comparing the 
technical efficacy and farmer 
assessment of specific 
production practices and 
products in addressing key 
production constraints.  

 Capacity development of farmers 
for self-driven experimentation 

 May improve adoption of 
effective options, given farmers’ 
direct experience with the results 

 Large sample sizes can be used, 
so we get good information on 
variation of effects by context 

 Differences in performance 
across biophysical and social 
conditions can be explored 
because study not limited to 
research station 

 Less control over conditions as 
would be the case in a research 
station based trial 

 Requires consistent follow-up to 
ensure consistent implementation 
of options and data quality 

 There may be limitations on the 
extent to which more technical 
measurements can be 
undertaken, given the large 
numbers of farmers that may be 
involved 

 Requires farmers to understand 
the basis of the design and to be 
interested in engaging 

Individual/ 
household 
level 
Randomized 
Controlled Trial 
(RCT) 

A study where individuals or 
households are randomly targeted to 
receive one of the options to be 
compared in relation to particular 
response or outcome variables, with the 
control option often being the “business 
as usual approach”.  

To compare the 
effectiveness of one or more 
options, particularly when 
the unit of treatment is the 
individual or household and 
when the probability of “spill-
over effects” or 
“contamination” to other 
treatment groups is low 

 If implemented well, bias is 
significantly mitigated, given that 
individuals or households in all 
treatment groups will be 
statistically equivalent in relation 
to both their observable and 
unobservable characteristics 
(high internal validity) 

 Generated evidence may be 
more “clean cut” and hence more 
readily taken up by policy 
makers 

 For some options, spill-over 
effects & contamination will likely 
be hard to prevent 

 Those not receiving their 
preferred option may alter their 
behaviour (John Henry Effect) 
and, hence, confound the 
comparison 

 Implementing partners and/or 
community leaders may be 
adverse to random assignment, 
or otherwise not understand or 
accept the basis of the design  

Cluster 
Randomized 
Controlled Trial 
(RCT) 

A type of randomised control trial where 
units within larger groups (e.g. villages) 
are randomly assigned. Here the unit of 
analysis (e.g. individuals/households/ 
farmers’ fields) and the unit of 
assignment are different. The 
responses or outcomes of individual 
units are compared, factoring into 
account that these responses and 
outcomes are likely to be significantly 
correlated within the clusters 

To compare the 
effectiveness (or cost-
effectiveness) of one or 
more options, particularly 
when the unit of treatment is 
at a higher level than the 
individual/household or when 
the probability of “spill-over 
effects” or “contamination” to 
other treatment groups is 
high 

 As is the case with RCTs in 
general, bias can be significantly 
mitigated 

 Useful when it is difficult to 
delivery different options to 
different people that reside in the 
same locality and/or when 
significantly spill-over effects & 
contagion is likely 

 Given that units within a 
particular cluster (e.g. village) will 
have things in common with one 
another correlated with the 
responses/outcomes of interest 
(e.g. soil fertility), this needs to be 
factored into the comparison (i.e. 
via clustering standard errors), 
which can significantly increase 
the sample size needed (and 
hence data collection cost). 

Non-
randomized 
quantitative 
comparison 
(quasi-
experiment) 

A study that is similar to either a basic 
or clustered RCT but where options are 
not assigned to the different groups at 
random. Given the absence of random 
assignment, various measures are 
taken to mitigate bias, e.g. comparing 

When random assignment is 
infeasible, either for political, 
ethical, and/or pragmatic 
reasons, but for which 
quality baseline and endline 
data can still be collected 

 Often individuals or locations 
may have already been targeted 
to receive an option, thereby 
rendering random assignment 
infeasible but still permitting the 

 Hard to completely rule out bias, 
particularly in the absence of 
baseline data and/or when the 
level of change in the 
response/variable would differ 

http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/sag3024
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Henry_effect
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Design Basic Description When to use Key Advantages  Key Disadvantages 
changes in responses/ outcomes over 
time, matching on or controlling for 
observable characteristics., etc. 

and/or when some quasi-
random factor can be 
introduced or identified that 
will significantly influence 
option uptake 

possibility of rigorous 
comparison 

 Can be used in cases where 
there are insufficient clusters to 
randomly assign and ensure 
statistical balance at the 
individual unit level 

between groups in the absence 
of the introduction of the options 
being compared (i.e. the 
counterfactual state) 

 Less clean cut requiring both 
more data and the making of 
more assumptions than is the 
case for a RCT 

Non-
randomized 
qualitative 
comparison 

A study that descriptively, rather than 
statically, compares the performance of 
two or more options, typically in relation 
a higher level unit, such as value chains 
or organizations. The extent to which 
the higher level units has changed over 
time are compared, coupled with an in-
depth examination of the factors and 
mechanism responsible.  

When the number of units 
the options being compared 
are attempting to affect are 
small in number, thereby 
rendering statistical 
comparison infeasible 

 Opens up the possibility of 
comparing the performance of 
options when such cannot be 
done quantitatively.  

 Can permit more of a rich, in-
depth understanding of how the 
options under investigation 
worked to bring about their 
observed effects (albeit, various 
mixed-method approaches can 
also do this in quantitative 
planned comparisons as well 
and should be encouraged) 

 While replication is a serious 
issue in quantitative planned 
comparison designs (i.e. many of 
the attempt to replicate the 
findings of such studies have 
failed), they are—are at least in 
theory—replicable. This is not the 
case for qualitative comparisons, 
given that so much is left open up 
to the researcher’s interpretation. 
As such, researcher bias is much 
harder to mitigate and control for 
in such comparisons. 

Economic 
experiments 

Economic games or economic 
experiments use economic theory to 
design situations similar to the ones 
present in the real world, to test 
individual behaviour. It uses monetary 
incentives to test behavioural changes.  
Individuals participating are assigned 
randomly to treatments within the 
experimental sessions. Participants in 
the games are chosen randomly from a 
target population. This methodology 
allows for behavioural comparisons 
between different subgroups of the 
population, such as men and women.   

When wanting to examine 
the likely consequences of 
new rules, markets, or 
contracts before their 
implementation. 
When we want to 
understand behaviour 
among individuals and 
different types of individuals 
within a population (men, 
women, youth, value chain 
actors). 
When we want to teach the 
advantages of behavioural 
changes ( new contractual 
arrangements between 
farmers and processors to 
improve product quality) 

 Explore counterfactuals (“what 
would happen if…”) 

 Evaluate precisely how close 
actual outcomes (e.g. observed 
prices) are to desirable 
outcomes (e.g. efficient prices). 

 Allows for testing different 
treatments in a controlled 
environment reducing selection 
bias problems. 

 Can permit testing of the effect of 
learning from the experiment ex-
post. 

 
 
 

 Works well only when incentives 
to reveal information truthfully are 
important.  

 Only applicable when testing 
treatments is feasible within the 
experimental setting, such as 
individual behaviours and 
preferences.  

 Difficult to ensure that behaviour 
in simulated situation matches 
that in real decision making.  In 
particular, it is hard to reflect 
realistic social pressures that are 
at play in real decision making. 
 

 


