
Randomization allows researchers to weed out all systematic differences
between the treatment and control groups except one: the experimental
group they are assigned to. In this way, randomized controlled trials give

researchers more confidence that the outcomes they observe are, in
fact, attributable to their intervention. 

Randomized Controlled Trials
THE GOLD STANDARD OF EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

Randomized controlled trials are a research method that involves 
randomly assigning participants to receive the treatment condition 

(i.e., an intervention) or the control condition (i.e., the condition the 
treatment condition is compared to) to test whether a particular 
intervention or program causes differences between people on a 

particular outcome. 
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To examine whether a growth mindset intervention improves test scores for 7th grade 
students, researchers randomly assign some students to participate in the growth mindset 
intervention (i.e., the treatment condition) and the other students to a condition that did not 
include a growth mindset intervention (i.e., the control condition).  

CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEWS
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If we randomize students to the growth
mindset or control conditions in the
first week of the semester, and then

compare their grades at the end of the
semester, we can determine if the

growth mindset intervention caused
differences in their grades at the end of

the semester.  

Because we used random assignment, we 
would expect the academic ability and 

performance of students in both the growth 
mindset and control group to be equivalent 

prior to the intervention, meaning that if 
differences existed after the intervention, 

they could be attributed to the intervention.
CONTROL  

 Average test
grade at

randomization:
75%

TREATMENT 
Average test 

grade at 
randomization: 

75% 

GROWTH
MINDSET 

STEP 1: RANDOMIZATION TO CONDITION 

STEP 2: INTERVENTION

EXAMPLE

WANT TO LEARN MORE? 

Average test 
grade post- 

intervention: 
78%

Average test 
grade post- 

intervention: 
76%

Growth mindset

Purpose & Value

Social Belonging

TREATMENT CONTROL


