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ABSTRACT  Begum et al. (2018) examined gender bias in parental attitudes using an exper­
imental approach in rural Bangladesh. Households were reported as randomly assigned to 
treat­ment con­di­tions in a lab-in-the-field allo­ca­tion task. We show that the group assign
ment was inherited from Islam (2019), a previous, nonrandomized experiment conducted 
in the same region. The lack of ran­dom­i­za­tion con­tra­dicts the design descrip­tions pro
vided by the authors in Begum et al. (2018) and elsewhere and raises concerns about the 
validity of comparisons across treatment groups. This also points to serious shortcomings 
in the reporting and transparency of the study design—issues that mirror those that led to 
the retraction of Islam (2019) from the European Economic Review.
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Introduction

Begum et al. (2018) examined parental attitudes toward male and female children 
using a high-stakes, lab-in-the-field allo­ca­tion task with par­ents of school-age chil
dren in rural Bangladesh. Parents were assigned to one of four groups: mak­ing either 
(1) individual or joint decisions about how to allocate (2) restricted or unrestricted 
endowments, to anonymous girls or boys at a nearby school. The authors concluded 
that (1) while there is evidence of bias both for and against boys and girls, there is no 
sys­tem­atic gen­der bias by either par­ent; and (2) deci­sion pat­terns do not differ signifi­
cantly between indi­vid­ual and joint deci­sion-mak­ing.

We chal­lenge the claim in Begum et  al. (2018) that households were assigned 
ran­domly to treat­ment (allo­ca­tion tasks)—a con­di­tion nec­es­sary for the validity of 
their claims about differences across treatment groups and their causal interpretation. 
Two of the four hypotheses in Begum et al. (2018:1649) relate directly to compari­
sons of gen­der bias across allo­ca­tion tasks and are there­fore sen­si­tive to the lack of 
randomization.1

1  From Begum et al. (2018): “Hypothesis 2 (H2): More bias will be observed in the restricted treatments” 
and “Hypothesis 3 (H3): Less bias will be observed in our joint treatments than in our individual treatments.”
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Because replication data for Begum et al. (2018) are unavailable, we rely on rep­
lication data from a follow-up study (Begum et  al. 2022), which uses a subset of 
the original data (see section 1 of the online appendix for details). These data show 
that group assignment was inherited from Islam (2019) (see Figure 1). As shown in 
Bonander et al. (2025), the claimed school-level randomization in Islam (2019) was 
not randomized, which implies that group assignment in Begum et al. (2018) was also 
not randomized. In the case of Islam (2019), this find­ing led to the paper’s retrac­tion 
from the European Economic Review (Islam 2025b).

Bonander et al. (2025) already noted the empir­i­cal and design link between Islam 
(2019) and Begum et al. (2018). Yet, the response by the original author (Islam 2025a) 
broadly rejected this connection and withheld the claim that treatment was randomly 
and independently allocated in Begum et al. (2018). Our argument does not rest on 
any overlap of individual respondents across studies, nor does it depend on whether 
the original study involved monetary incentives. Rather, the critique concerns the 
structural inheritance of group assignments and the mischaracterization of the alloca­
tion process in the published description.

Fig. 1  Empirical and design-level links between Islam (2019) and Begum et al. (2018). Group assignment 
in Islam (2019) is inherited by both Begum et al. (2018) and its follow-up paper Begum et al. (2022). While 
the link for two groups (Unrestricted Individual, UI, and Unrestricted Joint, UJ) can be demonstrated using 
the replication data available for Begum et al. (2022), the link for Restricted Individual (RI) and Restricted 
Joint (RJ) can be fully verified only if replication data for Begum et al. (2018) become available (see also 
the description on replication data in section 1 of the online appendix). Although both papers rely on the 
same nonrandomized assignment structure, the identification problem is more consequential in Begum 
et al. (2018), where group comparisons underpin the main causal claims. 
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Evidence on Nonrandomized Group Assignment

In the rep­li­ca­tion files from Begum et al. (2022), the variable Treatment group (treat) 
indicates assignment to one of two treatment arms: Individual (treat = 1) or Joint 
(treat = 2). Observations represent individuals nested within households. Although 
Begum et al. (2018, 2022) state that randomization occurred at the household level, 
the treat variable in the replication data is constant within villages (Figure 2), imply­
ing village-level rather than household-level allocation, as described in the papers 
(see section 2 of the online appendix for details). In the following, we demonstrate 
that allocation is constant not only within villages, but also within larger geographic 
areas (union councils).2

In our reproduction of Islam (2019)—see Bonander et al. (2025)—we found that 
the same ID variable (sch_id) had been (re)used in Islam (2019) and Begum et al. 
(2022).3 The stud­ies took place in the same dis­tricts in Bangladesh (Khulna and 
Satkhira) in the same year (2012). In the response to Bonander et al. (2025), Islam 
(2025a:17) confirmed that “both stud­ies oper­ated in the same dis­tricts, shared vil­lage/ 
school IDs were used for admin­is­tra­tive track­ing of work­ing areas.”

Additionally, Islam (2025a:15) writes, “to minimize logistical challenges, [Dr. 
Begum] lev­er­aged the broader infra­struc­ture of Dr. Islam’s ongo­ing work in the 

2  Union coun­cils are admin­is­tra­tive areas in Bangladesh. There are approx­i­ma­tely 150 unions in the two 
districts studied by Begum et al. (2018, 2022)—Khulna and Satkhira—of which only eight were included 
in the study (Begum et al. 2022).
3  The same ID variable used in both Islam (2019) and Begum et  al. (2022) is described as indicating 
schools in the former but villages in the latter. The fact that the studies used identical ID variables is 
further supported by the replication data for another paper coauthored by one of the authors (Islam et al. 
2025), whose sample overlaps with Islam (2019), including matching sch_id and school names. The data­
set for Islam et al. (2025), however, is no longer available, as the authors have withdrawn that paper from 
publication.

Fig. 2  Number of observations in each village, color coded by treatment arm, showing that all observations 
within a village were assigned to the same group. 
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region (Islam 2019), which had established local partnerships and familiarity with the 
study areas.” Despite this strong connection between papers, neither cited the other.

In addition to the shared infrastructure, the replication data from Begum et  al. 
(2022)4 reveal a perfect overlap between the treatment group assignments in Islam 
(2019) and Begum et  al. (2022) (see Bonander et  al. 2025). Specifically, the data 
show that the same schools/vil­lages that were treated in Islam (2019) were assigned 
to the Individual group in Begum et  al. (2018, 2022), while the con­trol schools/ 
villages in Islam (2019) were assigned to the Joint group in Begum et  al. (2018, 
2022).5

As shown in Bonander et al. (2025), the treatment allocation in Islam (2019) was 
not randomized. Contrary to its reported design, neither the selection of schools nor the 
assignment to treatment was random, meaning the study was not a randomized con­
trolled trial, a fact also confirmed by Islam (2025a). Since Begum et al. (2018, 2022) 
used the same allocation as Islam (2019), their treatment groups were also not ran­
domly assigned, despite claims to the contrary (see the following commentary section 
and section 2 in the online appendix for direct quotes suggesting random assignment).

In Figure 3 we repeat the spatial analysis from Bonander et al. (2025) by linking 
geographic data from Islam (2019) to the rep­li­ca­tion files from Begum et al. (2022) 

4  We have requested but not obtained access to a rep­li­ca­tion pack­age for Begum et al. (2018).
5  While the school/vil­lage sam­ple in Begum et al. (2018, 2022) is smaller than that in Islam (2019), with 
76 schools/vil­lages included in Islam (2019), 66 in Begum et al. (2018), and 55 in Begum et al. (2022), the 
Begum et al. (2022) school/vil­lage sam­ple con­sti­tutes a proper sub­set of the school sam­ple in Islam (2019), 
includ­ing the exact same school/vil­lage IDs and treat­ment sta­tus. See Table A1 in the online appen­dix for 
a copy of Table A1 from Bonander et al. (2025).

Fig. 3  Left plot: Sampled villages in Begum et al. (2022) as a share of schools/villages included in Islam 
(2019) (with union-level shares in parentheses). Right plot: Results of a permutation test randomly per­
muting the village sample 10,000 times, counting the number of unions with 0% or 100% sampled clusters 
in each iteration. Numbers above each bar show the number and percentage of iterations that arrive at a 
specific value. The observed count in Begum et al. (2022) is 5. 
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via the shared sch_id variable. In the left panel of Figure 3, we show the union-level 
share of schools/vil­lages sam­pled in Islam (2019) (n = 76) that were also sampled in 
Begum et al. (2022) (n = 55). The map shows that the villages sampled by Begum 
et al. (2022) were not spatially random: northeastern unions sampled in Islam (2019) 
are fully represented, while southern unions are underrepresented or absent. In the 
right panel of Figure 3, we show with the use of permutation tests that this sampling 
is very unlikely to have been ran­dom­ized.

Figure 4 further shows the union-level share of individuals assigned to the 
Individual treatment arm in Begum et al. (2022). The map in the left panel of Figure 4 
ech­oes the find­ings of a dis­tinct east–west spa­tial divide in Bonander et al. (2025). As 
demonstrated with the use of permutation tests in the right panel of Figure 4, this spa­
tial treatment allocation pattern is inconsistent with both village-level randomization 
as well as the household-level randomization described in Begum et al. (2018, 2022). 
This means that the claims about ran­dom vil­lage selec­tion and ran­dom task allo­ca­tion 
made in Begum et al. (2018, 2022) (see section 2 of the online appendix) are not true.

Inconsistent Framing of an Experimental Approach

The assignment to elicitation groups is described as randomized in both Begum et al. 
(2018) and Begum et al. (2022). This interpretation is reinforced by the experimental 
framing and language used throughout both papers.

However, the author response to Bonander et al. (2025), as well as an unpublished 
authors’ response on Begum et al. (2022), at times suggests the opposite—that the 

Anulia
(0%)

Bagali
(0%)

Baradal
(0%)

Chandkhali
(100%)

Garuikhali
(100%)Khajra

(0%)

Laskar
(100%)

Raruli
(100%)

"Individual" treatment (%)
0 25 50 75 100

6,782
(67.8%)

2,872
(28.7%)

335
(3.4%) 11

(0.1%)
0

(0%)
0

(0%)
0

(0%)
0

(0%)
0

(0%)

Observed

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Unions With 100% or 0% Clusters Allocated to "Individual" Treatment in Permutation Draws

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

Fig. 4  Left plot: Share of individuals allocated to the Individual treatment arm in Begum et al. (2022) by 
union (with union-level shares in parentheses). Right plot: Results of a permutation test randomly permut­
ing the village-level treatment variable 10,000 times, counting the number of unions with 0% or 100% 
villages assigned to the Individual treatment in each iteration. Numbers above each bar show the number 
and percentage of iterations that arrive at a specific value. The observed count in Begum et al. (2022) is 8. 
The highest count we obtain in the random permutations is 3. 
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study neither involved nor required experimental group assignment. In light of this 
substantive difference in characterization, we reexamine how the design is presented 
across the papers and their publication history.

Description of Group Assignment in Begum et al. (2018, 2022)

The following passages in the two published papers describe the assignment to elic­
itation groups:

Subjects across treatments were randomly assigned. (Begum et al. 2018:1658)
These villages were selected randomly from the region. . . . ​Participating 
households were randomly assigned to one of the two mutually exclusive treat­
ment groups. (Begum et al. 2022:1048)
The samples for individual or joint treatment groups were determined randomly. 
Hence, . . . ​we compare between two treatment groups that were assigned ran­
domly. (Begum et al. 2022:1050)

The published papers thus unambiguously and repeatedly describe the group assign­
ment as randomized.6

Use of Causal and Experimental Language in Begum et al. (2018)

Begum et al. (2018) is subtitled “An Experimental Approach,” which explicitly sig­
nals to read­ers that the study involves ran­dom­ized treat­ment con­di­tions. The “field 
exper­i­ment” is not a within-sub­ject or hypo­thet­i­cal allo­ca­tion task. Instead, the paper 
refers to “treatments” and compares outcomes across groups, without discussing 
cave­ats or identification assump­tions. Although these terms are not exclu­sive to ran
dom­ized designs, the absence of meth­od­o­log­i­cal clarification invites a straight­for
ward interpretation: that the group assignment was randomized. This sense is further 
strengthened by explicit statements such as “subjects across treatments were ran­
domly assigned. Hence, our results sug­gest that sub­jects in UI and UJ behave the 
same way as those in RI and RJ” (Begum et al. 2018:1658).

Changes Between Begum et al. (2014) and Begum et al. (2018)

The 2014 work­ing paper ver­sion of Begum et al. (2018) explicitly states:

The households were randomly assigned to one of the four mutually exclusive 
treatments, corresponding to different experiment conditions. (Begum et  al. 
2014:13)

The work­ing paper also describes the study as an “arti­fac­tual field exper­i­ment” 
(Begum et al. 2014:33), most likely refer­ring to the Harrison and List (2004) typology, 

6  A full set of sampling and assignment descriptions quoted from Begum et al. (2018) and Begum et al. 
(2022) is provided in section 2 of the online appendix.
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which assumes ran­dom assign­ment to exper­i­men­tal con­di­tions. In the final published 
version, these statements are softened or removed. For example, the sentence intro­
ducing the four mutually exclusive treatments reads as follows in the published paper:

Subjects participated in one of four treatments: . . . ​(Begum et al. 2018:1647)

The stronger framing of random assignment to groups, however, was maintained in 
Begum et al. (2022).

Inconsistencies in Author Responses

The authors’ unpub­lished response on Begum et al. (2022) offers a new explanation: 
that enumerators assigned households to elicitation groups on the basis of observable 
characteristics and “contextual sensitivity”:

Villages were not randomly assigned to conditions, nor was such randomiza­
tion necessary. (Begum et al. 2025:3)
We note that in Begum et  al. (2018), household assignment to elicitation  
groups did not involve pre-gen­er­ated ran­dom­i­za­tion codes. Instead, field  
supervisors—under the direction of the lead researcher, then-PhD student  
Lutfunnahar Begum—managed group assignments. Enumerators were 
instructed to assign households in a way that ensured group comparability 
based on observ­able socio­eco­nomic and demo­graphic traits. With direct knowl
edge of the local environment, they were well-positioned to implement this 
field-based allo­ca­tion with con­tex­tual sen­si­tiv­ity. (Begum et al. 2025:4)

This explanation is inconsistent with the language used in the published papers. 
Moreover, in the author response to Bonander et al. (2025), the following description 
of treatment allocation in Begum et al. (2018) was provided:

As for the preference elicitation, participants within [emphasis in original] vil­
lages were randomly assigned to one of four groups:. . . . ​These groupings of 
participants were conducted within [emphasis in original] villages at the indi­
vidual level, rather than at the village level. Therefore, they have no [emphasis 
in original] connection to Islam (2019), where treatment and control groups 
were assigned at the school level, in contrast to the individual-level assignment 
in the Begum et al. study. (Islam 2025a:14)
There is absolutely no [empha­sis in orig­i­nal] link between treat­ment sta­tus in 
Islam (2019) and Begum et al. (2018) study. The allo­ca­tion task was inde­pen
dent of the treatment status in Islam (2019). (Islam 2025a:16)

These explanations introduce a new inconsistency regarding treatment assign­
ment and directly contradict Table A1 (in the online appendix) and Figure 4, which 
show that all­ obser­va­tions within a given vil­lage/union were assigned the same 
treatment status. Such perfect within-village uniformity is extremely implausible 
under ran­dom­ized indi­vid­ual/house­hold-level assign­ment and strongly sug­gests that 
assignment occurred at the village or union level—mirroring the nonrandom assign­
ment structure used in Islam (2019).
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Concluding Remarks

The group assignment in Begum et al. (2018) reflects a non­ran­dom struc­ture inherited 
from Islam (2019), contradicting the paper’s pre­sen­ta­tion of its exper­i­men­tal design. 
This mischaracterization undermines the validity of causal comparisons and high­
lights serious shortcomings in the framing and reporting of the study design—issues 
we believe warrant editorial correction.

More broadly, this case underscores the importance of accurate reporting and the 
avail­abil­ity of rep­li­ca­tion data. When design details are unclear or mis­lead­ing, and 
data are not made avail­­able, it becomes difficult—if not impos­si­ble—for read­ers to 
assess the cred­i­bil­ity of published find­ings. ■

Acknowledgments  This commentary was prepared for the Institute for Replication (I4R) (Brodeur et al. 
2024). Any errors are the authors’ own.

Reproducibility and Data Availability  Our replication package is posted here: https:​/​/osf​.io​/wp8fr​/.
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