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There have been over 369 Australian public policy trials
Australian policy randomised trials by year, 1990–2023
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Trials covered a wide range of policy domains

Australian policy randomised trials by policy area
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Governments and First Nations communities were involved in trials
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With 30% of trials involving behavioural insights

Australian behavioural insights randomised trials
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For full details see the full report and database on our website

Available under the publications tab of our website: evaluation.treasury.gov.au

https://evaluation.treasury.gov.au/publications/randomised-trials-australian-public-policy-review
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The ACE has completed 2 RCTs and are delivering or supporting a further 6 
across various agencies, many using mixed methods
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Deep dive to come

The ACE has completed 2 RCTs and are delivering or supporting a further 6 
across various agencies, many using mixed methods
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We also have 5 evaluations underway or completed that use quasi- or 
non-experimental methods

Example 1: Evaluation of the Boosting 
Apprenticeship Commencements program

Example 2: Evaluation of a trial of Copilot in 
Treasury 



Case study 1 – Employment 
services trial: Points Based 
Activation System (PBAS)
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Does reducing the burden on unemployment benefit recipients 
increase employment?

Context: In Australia, jobseekers must earn a 
certain number of ‘points’ to receive 
unemployment benefits. Points can be earned by 
applying for a job, participating in education, etc. 

Evaluation approach: 

• The Department of Employment and Workplace 
relations partnered with ACE to run a 
randomised trial. 

• The trial aims to produce strong evidence on 
the best setting for the points target, with the 
goal of finding the right balance between labour 
market outcomes and participant burden.

Sample: 37,902 participants

Results: Stay tuned 



Case study 2 – Improving charity 
on-time submission of the Annual 
Information Statement 
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Does sending an additional email reminder increase the likelihood 
that a charity submits its Annual Information Statement on time?

15,000 charities

Treatment (7,500 charities):
Received the standard email 
reminder and an additional email 
to the Responsible Person (RP).

Control (7,500 charities): 
Received the standard email 
reminder sent to the charity’s 
main contact
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Daily submissions for the treatment group were consistently higher
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Sending a second email reminder to a Responsible Person improved 
on-time submission by 5.6 percentage points



When is it ethical to exclude 
some people from receiving a 
program?
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There are practical ways to mitigate concerns about 
excluding people

• Roll treatment out to the most vulnerable first, then randomise for others

• Provide the control group with the current best standard of care

• Use a waitlist control design so everyone gets access eventually

• Use an oversubscription design to turn a cap on places into an opportunity to obtain 

high-quality evidence

• Use an encouragement design where everyone can access but advertisements are 

randomised
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The National Statement gives the foundation for ethical RCTs

• The National Statement says benefits of research must 

justify risks. Rigorous policy evidence is a relevant 

benefit 

• There might be genuine uncertainty about a program’s 

effectiveness

• Informed consent can give participants the right to 

decide 

• Avoiding rigorous evaluation can do significant harm

Deep dive to come
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Is “genuine uncertainty” about a program’s effectiveness rare? 

The history of RCTs is a history of surprising results. 

Expert opinion and common sense has often been 

mistaken

‘Genuine uncertainty’ does not mean complete 

ignorance. For example, effectiveness might be highly 

likely but cost-effectiveness not yet certain

E.g., The infant simulator RCT

E.g., The 
right@home 
nurse visiting 
program RCT
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Could it sometimes be unethical to not run a randomised trial?

The consequences of avoiding rigorous evaluation in public policy can be severe, e.g.,

• When funding becomes tighter, an effective program is cancelled due to lack of 
evidence

• An ineffective program continues to receive funding while other programs that 
would be more effective do not

• An effective program is not improved over time because it is not evaluated



Questions
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