On Behalf of an Experimental Political Science

Donald R. Kinder and Thomas R. Palfrey

Experimentation should be part of the political scientist’s everyday empirical
repertoire. For a variety of reasons, none of which has much to do with
science, it is not, and political science is poorer for it. In political science,
experiments are often regarded as exotic or irrelevant, and experimentation is
a subject not quite fit for serious discussion. Experiments are what chemists
do or, closer to home, what psychologists do, but not what we political
scientists do. The science of politics, so runs the standard argument, cannot
be an experimental one.

We think this is wrong. Granted, experiments will never dominate the
study of politics, nor should they. But, while an exclusively experimental
political science is neither realistic nor desirable, a political science based on a
variety of empirical methods, experimentation prominent among them, is both
within our reach and well worth reaching for, a point we hope to establish
here.

With that goal in mind, our first order of business is to argue that the
empirical study of politics today rests on too narrow a methodological founda-
tion. Indeed, to the typical student two years into a graduate program in
political science, “methods” often means a course or two in statistics and
perhaps one devoted to survey research; data collection means placing an
order for a tape from the Intet-University Consortium for Political and Social
Research. For this regrettable and unhealthy condition, we prescribe a dose of
experimentation. Of course, experimentation is no magic elixir: turning to
experiments will hardly cure political science of all its troubles. Our argument
is that experiments must supplement, not replace, traditional empirical
methods. Experimentation is by no means a complete remedy, but it can add a
badly needed and valuable dimension to the study of politics—or so we
claim. Making such a claim requires us first to define and defend what we
mean by experiment, which is the chief business of section 2. There we offer
an ecumenical conception, one that reflects both Kinder's training and interest
in political psychology and Palfrey’s training and interest in political econ-
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go on, in section 3, to develop experi-
entation’s considerable comparative advantages, and then, in section 4 {and
the interest of fairness), to acknowledge experimental disadvantages. In the
;say’s final section, we deliver a mercifully brief exhortation on behalf of a
jote vigorously experimental political science, and then introduce and orga-
ize the readings that follow.
Our aim throughout is the unabashed promotion of experimentation, We
ope that experiments will become a more prominent feature of the study of
wolitics: that more and better experiments will be undertaken, that more and
setter students will be trained to do experiments, and, more generally, that the
evel of discourse in political science about experimental matters will be
slevated.! We also hope to nudge those already enlisted under the experimen-
tal banner to take notice of experimental research going on within political
science outside their special sphere of interest. in this last aim, we hope to
provoke the kind of learning in our readers that we have enjoyed in collaborat-
ing on this essay and book: a collaboration between two wayward political
scientists with very different backgrounds and substantive interests but agree-

ing about the power and promise of experimentation.

ny. With this definition in place, we

1. Domination and Diversification
in Empirical Methods
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In 1924, the question occurred to Harold Go
to many observers of politics, whether tu
enhanced by providing prospective voters with info
procedures and by encouraging them to vote. The q
what Gosnell did about it, particularly for his time, was not: he undertook an
experiment. In the summer preceding the otherwise forgettable presidential
contest between Calvin Coolidge and John W. Davis, Gosnell assigned neigh-
borhoods lying within 12 typical districts in the city of Chicago to one of two
conditions (or “treatments”). Residents living in neighborhoods designated as
experimental were sent postcards that pointed out voter registration deadlines
and locations and went on to suggest that citizens of Chicago who failed to
exercise their sacred right to vote were little different from those “slackers”
who refused to defend their country in time of war. Meanwhile, residents of
comparable neighborhoods, assigned to the control condition, were left alone.
On election day, about 8 percent more of the experimental group than the
control group actually turned out to vote. The answer to Gosnell’s question

was yes {Gosnell 1927).

1. In this way, we are continuing a line of argument initiaied by Brody and Brownsiin

(1975).
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When a hypothesis can survive the confrontation of a series of comple-
mentary methods of testing, it contains a degree of validity unattainable
by one tested within the more constricted framework of a single method.
Findings from this latter approach must always be subject to the suspi-
cion that they ar¢ method-bound: Will the comparison totter when ex-
posed to an equally prudent but different testing method? (Webb et al.,

1966, 174)

Thus the descriptions and theories that emerge from a political science
dominated by survey and archival methods should be greeted with the specific
suspicion that they are tied up with a particular and, in some degree, parochial
way of examining the political world. Descriptions and theories that survive
muitiple tests that are based on multiple methods sweep that suspicion aside.
As a matter of principle, political science would be wise to diversify its
methodological portfolio—and, as we will argue later, there are excellent
reasons to diversify in the direction of experimentation in particular.

A second trouble associated with political science's preoccupation with
survey and archival methods is more insidious and has to do with the range of
empirical questions that political science pursucs. Methodological preoccupa-

" tions are inevitably accompanied by theoretical ones. What is worth doing is
seen through the filter of what one is ab

le to do. Only certain questions are
deemed interesting or relevant: in the case of political science, they are the
questions that allow survey and archival methods room to Operate. In the
meantime, other questions languish, set

aside or never noticed in the first
place. This is the “Jaw of the instrument” (Kaplan 1964, 28) at work.

Give a small boy a hammer, and he will find that everything he encoun-
ters needs pounding. It comes as no particular surprise t0 discover that a
scientist formulates problems in a way which requires for their solution

just those techniques in which he himself is especially skilled.?
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over the production of settings, the creation of treatments, and the scheduling
of observations. The investigator does so in order to eliminate (or at least
reduce) threats to valid inference. Settings are produced in order to exclude
various nuisance factors that might otherwise interfere with the causal relation
of interest. In this respect, the laboratory of the political scientist functions as
the “lead shields, soundproof rooms, and sterile test tubes of the natural
scientist” (Cook and Campbell 1979, 7). Treatments are created in order to
isolate precisely the causal factor (or factors) of interest. In the ideal experi-
ment, treatments differ from one another in systematic and specified ways, so
that the effect due to a particular causal factor can be separated from the
effects due to competing and naturally correlated factors. Finally, observa-
tions are scheduled in order to reduce the likelihood that the measured effects
are contaminated by other causes. In these various generic ways, the experi-
menter intervenes in order to eliminate alternative rival interpretations, with
the hope, not always realized, of being left with only a single, plausible
interpretation.
In pursuit of interpretable comparisons, experiments in the social sci-
ences these days characteristically feature both control groups (or multiple
treatments) and random assignment. Multiple treatments may be created in an
effort to minimize the effect of extraneous factors or to decompose a complex
phenomenon or to test theoretically derived parametric predictions or to ex-
plore interaction effects between key variables. In all these cases, the purpose
and advantage of the experiment is to manufacture precise and telling compar-
isons: “Good experimental design,” as Campbell and Stanley (1963, 22) put
it, “is the art of achieving interpretable comparisons.” And, in the typical
case, the experimenter can control which subjects—be they individuals,
groups, organizations, cities, or whatever—receive which experimental treat-
ments. Moreover, the experimenter typically exercises this control through
random assignment. By randomly assigning subjects to treatments, the exper-
imenter, in one elegant stroke, can be confident that any observed differences
must be due to differences in the treatments themselves {within the
limitations established by statistical analysis). By sweeping aside a host of
alternative interpretations, random assignment is “the great ‘ceteris paribus’”
of causai inference” (Cook and Campbell 1979, 5).

Control groups and random assignment are unambiguously desirable
features of experimental work in the social sciences; most of the experiments
we present later and most of the experiments we admire possess both. But
experimcnts need not include control groups and need not include random
assignment, Consider, for example, Pascal’s splendid experimental investiga-

fion of. barometric pressure undertaken in the seventeenth century (recounted
in Boring 1954, 577-78).
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In 1648 the Torricellian vacuum was known to physics in general and to
Pascal in particular. This is the vacuum formed at the upper closed end of
a tube which has first been filled with mercury and then inverted with its
lower open end in a dish of mercury. The column of mercury falls in the
tube until it is about 30 in. high and remains there, leaving a vacuum
above it. Pascal was of the opinion that the column is supported by the
weight of the air that presses upon the mercury in the dish (he was right;
the Torricellian tube is a barometer) and that the column should be
shorter at higher altitudes where the weight of the atmosphere would be
less. So he asked his brother-in-law, Perier, who was at Clermont, to
perform for him the obvious experiment at the Puy-de-Dome, a mountain
in the neighborhood about 3,000 feet (*500 fathoms™) high as measured
from the Convent at the bottom to the mountain’s top. On Saturday,
September 19th, 1648, Perier, with three friends of the Clermont clergy
and three lawyers, two Torricellian tubes, two dishes and plenty of
mercury, set out for the Puy-de-Dome. At the foot they stopped at the
Convent, set up both tubes, found the height of the column in each to be
26 old French inches plus 3'/2 Paris lines (28.04 modern inches), left one
tube set up at the Convent with Father Chastin to watch it so as to see
whether it changed during the day, disassembied the other tube and
carried it to the top of the mountain, 3,000 ft. above the Convent and
4,800 feet above sea level. There they set it up again and found to their
excited pleasure that the height of the mercury column was only 23
French inches and 2 Paris lines {24.71 in.), much less that it was down
below just as Pascal had hoped it would be. To make sure they took
measurements in five places at the top, on one side and the other of the
mountain, inside a shelter and outside, but the column heights were all
the same. Then they came down, stopping on the way o take a measure-
ment at an intermediate altitude, where the mercury column proved to be
of intermediate height (26.65 in.). Back at the Convent, Father Chastin
said that the other tube had not varied during the day, and then, setting up
their second tube, the climbers found that it too again measured 26 in.
3'/2 lines.

Pascal lacked the physical means to create different treatment conditions,
and he failed to randomly assign treatments to subjects, but his study is an
experiment nonetheless. It reflects an interventionist spirit, ingeniously ap-
plied, and a sophisticated concern with ruling out alternative interpretations.
Undaunted by an inability to create different pressures, Pascal opportunis-
tically scheduled observations to take advantage of natural variations in pres-
sure. Leaving a Torricellian vacuum at the base of the Puy-de-Dome provided
some assurance that the changes the team discovered as they ascended the
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mountain were due to changes in elevation and not to some more general
change that momentarily swept through the region. It was wise to take several
measurements at the summit under a variety of conditions, since if the weight
of the air controls the height of the mercury colums, then such variation
should make no difference—and it did not. It was wise to take a measurement
on the way down and highly reassuring to Pascal’s claim that the mercury
column showed an intermediate height. It was equally wise to demonstrate
that the two tubes gave identical measurements at identical elevations, thus
ruling out instrumentation differences as an explanation. ,
Naturally, Pascal’s design would have been stronger had he had at his
disposal many barometers, each randomly assigned to a different position on
the mountain. It would have been stronger still had Pascal been able actually
to create differences in barometric pressure, and to do so in such a way as to
hold constant all other potentially relevant factors. Such a design—--technically
out of reach to Pascal at the time-—would have neatly circumvented the
problem that the observed changes in the mercury column might have been
caused by factors correlated with elevation (such as differences in tempera-
ture). Still, Pascal’s study beautifully illustrates that when we undertake ex-
Perimems, we are not in the business of “merely taking what comes,” but
instead, we are “making observations in circumstances so arranged or inter-,
preted that we have justification for analyzing out the factors relevant to our
particular inquiry.” A preoccupation with control and a commitment to ruling
out alternative interpretations, so clear in Pascal’s study, are characteristic of
good science in general and of good experimental science in particular
Although the idea of control is central to scientific practice, and c:'m be
found prominently featured in the writings of Hume, Bacon, an’d especiall
Mill, the idea of control group is a relatively modern invention (Boring 1954)y
Control groups appeared first in biology in the later stages of the nineteentl;
century, most notably in a series of experimental investigations undertaken by
Charles Darwin and Francis Darwin {(Darwin 1875; Darwin and Darwin
1890)._The use of control groups as recommended practice did not begin to
creep into social science textbooks until the 1920s and 1930s and did not
become standard practice in social science research until the middle of the
century: Random assignment made its debut later still. Early users of control
groups in biology and psychology ignored random assignment, as did Gosnell
in lps experimental study of turnout in 1924. It was perhaps the major contri- ™
‘bUI.IOI‘l of Fisher's The Logic of Experimental Design, published in 1935, to
insist on the importance of randomization to the integrity of experimel,ltal
research. Fisher (1935, 19) put it this way: :

Whateve.r-degree of care and experimental skill is expended in equalizing
the conditions, other than the one under test, which are liable to affect the

/
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result, this equalization must always be to a greater or lesser extent
incomplete, and in many important practical cases will certainly be
grossly defective.

Fisher's concern was that such inequalities not “impugn” the experimental
comparisons; the remedy for such inequalities, of course, was randomizing
treatments to subjects.

It is now common practice, if not taken entirely for granted, that experi-
ments will include control groups and that subjects will be assigned to control
and treatment groups on a random basis. Neither of these utterly familiar
procedures was followed with any regularity just four decades ago in the
social sciences, and neither has ever been standard practice outside the social
sciences (except, perhaps, in some corners of biology). The emergence of
control groups and random assignment is a reflection of the special problems
faced by the social sciences. Each represents a means of coping with our
common predicament: our inability to undertake research in perfectly con-
trolled, closed systems; a preoccupation with dependent variables that are

~~ subject to a continuous onslaught of multiple causes; imprecise and implicit

| theories that typically do no better than muster ordinal predictions; and error-

|_ laden measurement. But these conditions do not always hold, and, when they

" do not, experimental research in the social sciences can resemble more the
types of experimental research underway in the natural sciences (as we will
see later in this volume).

For the moment, the main point is to avoid paralyzing squabbles over
exactly what is, and exactly what is not, an experiment. Experiments are
preoccupied with control and with ruling out altemmative interpretations, and,
to these ends, control groups and random assignment are often, but not
always, essential. Along with Campbell and Ross (1970, 123), we maintain
that methodological prescriptions, standards for acceptable practice, do not
emerge “as logical dispensations from the philosophy of science or mathe-
matical statistics,” but from the “iteration of effort and criticism,” the thick,
rich experience of actually doing social science.

3. Experimental Strengths

We have already noted the general benefits that a commitment to experimenta-
tion would bring to the study of politics, Experimental studies, taken seriously
and deployed widely, would provide much-needed diversification and would
open up lines of investigation unimaginable under prevailing methods. Exper-
imentation is also attractive because it delivers particular advantages largely
unavailable through other means. Compared to other social science methods,
experimentation provides a clearer glimpse of cause-and-effect relations, en-
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ables complex phenomena to be decomposed, accelerates interdisciplinary
conversations, especially with psychology and economics, is more likely to
produce anomalous facts that must be taken seriously, and travels more flex-
ibly across different levels of aggregation. We develop each of these compara-
tive advantages next.

Testing Causal Propositions

No doubt, experimentation’s most emphasized advantage is its capacity to test
f:ausc-and-effect relations. This virtue of experimentation is vividly displayed
in Cook and Campbell’s introduction to the idea of experiment.

The word experiment denotes a test, as when one experiments with
getting up two hours earlier to see if this makes one’s working day more
proQuctive. The test is usually of a causal proposition: for example, does
garlic or curry add a better flavor to certain rice dishes? There are’some
uses of the concept of experiment where the link with cause is not
1mmed.iately obvious, yet still paramount. For instance, an airplane is
“experimental” only if one wants to test whether it flies faster, more
efficiently, or more safely than some alternative. ‘

Thf: notif)n of a “trial” or deliberate manipulation is also linked to
experimenting. Actually getting up earlier on some mornings is the most
direct way of evaluating how one's productivity changes; using curry on
some (?ccasions and garlic at others will enable one to evaluate which
seasoning improves the rich dish; and without flying the experimental
airplane, it will be difficult to test. (Cook and Campbell 1979, 2-3)

Tl‘w: unrivaled capacity of experiments to provide decisive tests of causal
propqsﬁnons follows immediately from two aspects of control emphasized in
experimental practice. By creating the treatments of interest, the experimenter
holds extran'eous factors constant and ensures that subjcct; encounter treat-
ments that differ only in designated ways. By assigning subjects to treatments
rfindomiy, th;c experimenter can be confident (within the limitations estab-
hsh_ed by stat_lstical inference) that any differences observed between subjects
assigned to different treatment conditions must be caused by differences irjm th
treatments themselves. Defined in this way, experimentation can become z

tool of unexcelled power and isi
_ precision, one that, for some pu
Serious competition.s © puposes. has po

incmdz .StjEn);penrpeqtatiorf does not ¢liminate aif threats to internal validity. Those not eliminated
bolic e statistical pitfalls and several problems that are typically associated with large-scale
¥ expeniments conducted in the field (Cook and Campbell 1979).
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One terrific example of an experimental study providing a crisp causal
answer is supplied by research on the ancient questions of how—and how
well—ordinary citizens come to their views of public life. Much of the
considerable empirical effort devoted to these questions in the last quarter-
century has focused on the specific possibility that Americans might approach
the political world equipped with ideological frameworks. But to analysts of
national surveys undertaken in the 1950s, most Americans scemed quite
innocent of ideology. According to Converse (1964), who pushed this claim
hardest, ordinary Americans were bewildered by ideological concepts, had no
consistent point of view on government policy, and possessed authentic opin-
jons on only a handful of pressing questions.

In the last decade, however, various revisionists have argued that Con-
verse’s conclusions no longer hold. Ideological innocence reflects not the
incorrigible limitations of ordinary citizens, but, rather, the comparative tran-
quility and intellectual blandness of the Eisenhower years. Furnish Americans
with an ideological politics, so argue the revisionists, and they are quite
capable of responding in kind.

The empirical centerpiece of the revisionist argument was the compelling
demeonstration (so it seemed at the time) of greater cohesion in the American
public’s beliefs on policy beginning in the 1960s. In The Changing American
Voter (1979), Nie, Verba, and Petrocik replicated Converse’s original anal-
ysis, this time making use of a series of national election surveys that spanned
more than two decades. Through the 1950s and early 1960s, Nie and associ-
ates found correlations in the general public between opinions on a variety of
topical issues to be puny— just as Converse had. This changed dramatically in
1964, as the ideologically charged Johnson-Goldwater presidential campaign
reached its natural climax. Suddenly, public opinion became more cohesive:
opinion on school integration became aligned with feelings about the size of
government, views on foreign policy became linked to beliefs regarding the
government's responsibility to subsidize health care, and so on. Detected first
in 1964, this newfound ideological structure to public opinion persisted at
about the same level through 1968 and has since slightly diminished. Nie,

Verba, and Petrocik interpreted these results to signal a sea change in public
thinking, one set in motion by the ideologically tumultuous campaign of
1964.

Perhaps. But, also in 1964, the national election study tinkered with the
survey questions used by Converse and his revisionist critics as prime evi-
dence in the debate over ideology. The changes appear innocuous enough
from a format in which respondents were asked to declare how much they
agree or disagree with a certain policy to an arrangement in which respondents
were asked to choose between a pair of opposing alternatives; and from a
gentle to a somewhat more insistent invitation to confess to no opinion one
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way or the other. These alterations seem minor, but, because they were
introduced at the precise moment of the apparent dramatic change in Ameri-
can public opinion, and because we know from other research, much of it
experimentally based (e.g., Schuman and Presser 1981), that ostensibly small
changes in question wording can sometimes produce sizable differences in
opinion, such tinkering constitutes a rival explanation of some plausibility. In
Campbell and Stanley’s (1966) terminology, the observed change in public
opinion between 1960 and 1964 might be due to change in instrumentation,
nothing more. How can we tell whether the toning up of public opinion
detected in 1964 was caused by a transformation in the character of American
electoral politics or merely by a change in the way public opinion was as-
sessed?

We could undertake an experiment. Or, better, we could read the report
of Sullivan, Picreson, and Marcus’s splendid experiment, originally published
in 1978 and reprinted here. Residents of the Twin Cities region of Minnesota
were interviewed regarding their opinions on a variety of political issues. Half
of the respondents (by random determination) were asked for their views
using the pre-1964 question format; the other half of the sample was ques-
tioned using the question format introduced in 1964. In this elegant experi-
mental design, the character of American electoral politics is obviously held
constant-——both groups are interviewed at the same time in the same political
setting—while the opinion assessment technique is systematically manipu-
lated.

It turns out that this experimental manipulation produced large differ-
ences in the pattern of relationships between opinions on government policy.
Moreover, and this is the decisive point, these differences mimic, in a re-
markably fine-grained way, the differences that Nie and associates had attrib-
uted to transformations in the nature of American politics. In light of these
exl-)e.rimcntal results, most if not all of the change in the structure of public
opinion witnessed in 1964 now appears to be artificial, induced not by basic
polm;al alterations but by mundane modifications in question wording— a
pure if horrifying example of instrumentation change masquerading as real
change.. This conclusion, of course, radically inverts a major claim of The
Changmg American Voter. Boisterous events and panoramic changes did
lndeeq mark American politics in the 1960s; in the meantime, however
American publif: opinion on government policy appeared quite undisturbed bg;
all the commotion.

A second example that illustrates the expc‘rimenta] method’s comparative
advantage in detecting cause-and-effect relations is provided by recent re-
searcl? on the political impact of television. For their news about politics,
ﬁ,m;:;;::,? xﬁ:isdefend upon inff)nnation and apalysis s‘upplied by others—

» upon information and analysis supplied by mass media,
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especially television. This line of argument was introduced by Lippmann
(1922 and 1925) and elaborated upon by others since (especially Cohen 1963;
Converse 1975; Downs 1957; Lazarsfeld and Merton 1948). But how should
the claim be tested?

One common approach goes like this. Suppose we are interesied in the
influence television news might exercise over the American public. Like
many before us, we therefore decide to interview a sample of Americans,
carefully selected to be representative of the nation as a whole (random
selection of the sample, not random assignment into experimentat and control
conditions). We partition our sample into two groups, those who tell us that
they rely primarily upon television news for their information about politics
and those who say they rely on other sources. When we compare the political
views of the two groups, we discover that the television-reliant group more
often regards unemployment as the country’s most serious problem and more
often evaluates the president’s performance primarily on how well, as they see
it, he has managed the national economy. Meanwhile, we undertake a content
analysis of television news coverage, finding that just before and during the
period of interviewing, television news has been unusually preoccupied with
unemployment. We conclude that television news does, indeed, shape its
viewers’ conceptions of political reality.

Although there is nothing silly about this hypothetical study, it does have
serious limitations, just those that a true experiment counteracts. First and
foremost, it cannot establish causal relationships. Observing that television
news coverage and viewers’ beliefs are correlated is not the same as establish-
ing that television coverage influences viewers’ beliefs. Citizens who rely
primarily on television may differ in many ways from those who obtain their
information elsewhere, and it may be these differences that are responsible for
generating different outlooks on national problems. If the television group is
disproportionately working class, for example, their special concern about
unemployment might be due not to television coverage but to their own

experiences in the labor force, or the experiences of their friends and co-
workers. Although we might be able to test this particular explanation by
partitioning the sample into different occupational groups and then seeing
whether the same relationship between television viewing and political out-
look was maintained within each occupational group, we could never know
for certain whether all such rival explanations had been ruled out.

This is debilitating for causal inference, and it is exactly the problem
overcome in experimentation through random assignment. Randomly assign-
ing some people to television and others to newspapers {ignoring for the
moment any ethical and practical difficulties that might stand in the way), the
experimenter can be certain that whatever differences detected between the
two groups can be traced to differences in the treatments. Alternative explana-
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tions due to preexposure differences—associated with class, unemployment
experiences, or anything else—are dispatched by this simple procedure.

This virtue of random assignment is illustrated in a series of recently
completed experiments on television news (reported in full in Iyengar and
Kinder 1987; a report based on a subset of the experiments appears here in
section 4). In these experiments, systematic alterations were unobtrusively
introduced into the television news broadcasts viewed by ordinary citizens.
Thus, citizens randomly assigned te different conditions were furnished with
slightly different glimpses of the political world. Taken as a whole, these
experiments support two general conclusions: that television news powerfully
influences which problems viewers regard as the nation’s most serious
{agenda setting); and that, by highlighting certain aspects of national life
while ignoring others, television news sets the terms by which political judg-
ments are rendered and political choices made (priming). Are these causal
conclusions, based on a series of experiments, infallible? Well, no. We will
return to these experiments, and their particutar limitations later, when we
take up experimental shortcomings as a general subject.

Analytic Decomposition

By creating treatment and control conditions, the experimenter is able to
isolate one causal variable at a time. This, in turn, allows complex phenom-
ena to be decomposed in a way that is impossible under more passive research
strategies. Experimenters need not wait for natural processes to provide cru-
cial tests and telling comparisons: they can create them on their own. In this
respect, experimental contro] confers a whopping comparative advantage.

Two of the chapters reprinted in Part 3 of this book illustrate the power of
experiments to isolate the effects of different causal variables. Both examine
individual behavior and the resulting group outcomes that arise in the decen-
tralized provision of collective goods. The central difficulty that must be
overcome in the generation of such goods is the inclination among individuals
to free ride: to benefit from the collective good without bearing the cost of its
provision,

The experiment reported by Isaac, Walker, and Thomas, first published
in 1984, focuses on the identification of factors that might affect the extent to
which free riding occurs. Their design isolated two causal variables in particu-
lar: the private gain to be realized from free riding and the size of the group. In
naturally occurring groups, these two factors are difficult to disentangle, and
the ﬁrst.is hard to measure. It has long been theorized by political scientists,
tconomists, and sociologists that larger groups will fall prey to greater levels
of free riding (Chamberlin 1978; Marwell and Ames 1980 and 1981; Olsen
1965; Palfrey and Rosenthal 1984 and 1983; Roberts 1976). But Isaac,
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Walker, and Thomas show that when private incentives to free ride are con-
trolled, the effect of group size by irself is, if anything, just the reverse: as
group size increases, free riding declines. It is difficult to imagine being able
to provide such convincing empirical evidence on this important question
other than by experimentation.

In the second experiment, Ferejohn, Forsythe, Noll, and Palfrey consider
the free-rider problem when it is conjoined with a “coordination problem.”
Not only must a group decide how much of a collective good to provide and
who should bear the cost, but which of several public goods to produce. The
different projects cost different amounts, individuals value them differ-
ently, and budget constraints preclude the possibility of doing them all. Of
course, there is also the free-rider problem that each member would rather
have the rest of the group bear the costs. Ferejohn and company’s experiment
examined four factors that might affect the ability of the group both to over-
come the free-riding problem and to solve the coordination problem: experi-
ence with such problems, heterogeneity among group members, financing
details, and voting rules. In naturally constituted groups, these factors tend to
be confounded, making it virtually impossible to disentangle their indepen-
dent effects. Not so in experimentally constituted groups, where the crea-
tion of conditions can “unconfound” and decompose the relevant causal
factors. :

As a final example, consider again the relationship between television
news and public opinion. Experimentation is useful not only in helping to
establish the claim that television news influences public opinion, but it also
opens the way to investigating the particular aspects of television coverage
that are responsible for that influence. For example, with experiments, it is
possible to test pointedly whether the news stories that lead off the broadcast
are more influential merely because of their privileged position (they are);
whether the dramatic personal vignettes that the networks commounly use to
exemplify national problems, which make for riveting television, are espe-
cially influential (they are not); or whether the magnitude of priming depends
upon how deeply the news implicates the government (it does; all these results
are reported in detail in Iyengar and Kinder 1987).

Interdisciplinary Ties

As political science has become methodologically specialized, it has become,
to a degree, methodologically isolated from its cognate social sciences. The
development of specially tailored methods within political science may have
had the consequence of slowing down communication across disciplinary
boundaries. Of course, exchange across disciplinary boundaries is always
{slow. Too often the borrowing discipline is touting with great enthusiasm a
> l theory or technique that the donor discipline is about to abandon as obsolete.

SR A

P

R Pl SR IR S i i b s S50 o e 2

On Behalf of an Experimental Political Science 17

Communication across disciplinary lines, which can be catalytic to significant
advances in knowledge, would be accelerated if political science were more
diversified methodologically.

Experimentation is especially attractive in this regard. For whatever rea-
son, the recent emergence of experimentation as a bona fide approach to
empirical research in political science has simultaneously served as an inspira-
tion for, and been a by-product of, interdisciplinary collaboration.® That polit-
ical science would benefit from an exposure to alternative social science
perspectives is hardly controversial. But successfully bringing these different
points of view to bear in a productive fashion is another matter. Why is it that
the experimental approach has been so successful at overcoming traditional
disciplinary hurdles? : :

One explanation is historical. Laboratory experiments in the social sci-
ences appeared first in other disciplines, such as psychology and economics,
so that the principals involved with experiments early on in political science
were often trained in other disciplines and naturally interested in problems at
the interface of their original discipline and political science. In this regard, it
should come as no surprise that experimental political science and inter-
disciplinary research go hand in hand, if only as a matter of historical acci-
dent.

But there is more than history at work here. Different approaches, partic-
ularly different empirical approaches, entail posing different questions about
essentially the same phenomena. In the experimental approach, investigators
go to great lengths to identify and isolate the effects of specific variables,
holding everything else as constant as possible. Consequently, it is quite
natural that the theoretical models used in conjunction with experimental data
are ones that systematically and rigorously formalize the effects of one set of
specific variables on other specific variables. Furthermore, theories that are ™
highly pz'iramctric and formalized make predictions that are often too detailed l‘
and precise to ho;?c to obtain anything close to an appropriate test using data 4!
that are not experimental, either because certain key variables are unmeasur-
ablle or because there are simply too many conditions varying simultaneously. |
Thls produces a natural synergy between formal, positive theories of politics, !
imported largely from economics, and a brand of experimental investigation
that' glso has its origins in economics. This has produced new ways to study
political processes from both the theoretical and the empirical side. -

Ina s%milar war, the importation of experimental methods from psychol-
ogy, especially .to study individual information processing and decision mak-
::1% :ﬁ; :ligcli] ;1 S;iglf;f}?:; irrotflaif:;:c[a(lm };low we thin;/about public opir?ion, voters
artly becaus,e o oher i{)cx | phenomena. We ask new questions, again

perimental methods offers us a way to answer

6. As illustrated by this essay and volume.

P
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them accurately and partly because the data from experiments suggest ques-
tions that no one might have thought of asking otherwise (e.g., Tversky and
Kahneman 1981). Indeed, the very meaning of opinion is currently under
reassessment, provoked by new findings and theories in cognitive psychology
(Kinder and Sanders 1990; Tourangeau and Rasinski 1988; Zaller 1985). The
interdisciplinary spirit of experimental political science is unquestionably
helping to speed up the infusion of knowledge from other sectors of the social
sciences.

A recent instance of useful interdisciplinary exchange between eco-
nomics and political science s the incorporation of rational expectations into
models of dynamic processes. An obvious and often emphasized feature of
such processcs is that individual behavior and outcomes are heavily driven by
expectations. Therefore, models of dynamic processes have little predictive or
explanatory power unless they impose assumptions about these expectations
that, in turn, imply testable restrictions on observable data. Rational expecta-
tions theory generates one set of restrictions that derive from equilibrium
assumptions about the accuracy and rationality of expectations. The implica-
tions of rational expectations for dynamic aggregate behavior can be traced
back to the 1950s in both political science and economics (Grunberg and
Modigliani 1954; Muth 1961; Simon 1954}. Political scientists were inter-
ested in the evolution of public opinion and the information content of poll
results, while economists were interested in the evolution of the macro-
economy and the information content of prices. Medels incorporating ratignal
expectations were quick to catch on in economics, but—remarkably—
political science paused for thirty years, until the pathbreaking work of
McKelvey and Ordeshook (1984 and 1985; Collier et al. 1987) on the effect of
poll results on voter beliefs and electoral outcomes. The McKelvey and
Ordeshook reading in Part 4 of this volume evolved from their earlier experi-
ments that examined the informational effects of interest-group endorsements
and poll results. Even more recently, other dynamic models borrowed from
economics have provided the theoretical background for additional laboratory
elections (Boylan et al. 1951).

This can be a two-way street, of course. Coincident with the resurgence
of interest in using principles of rational forecasting in dynamic formal
models in political science {e.g., Austen-Smith and Banks 1989; Baron and
Ferejohn 1989; Cukierman 1985; Ledyard 1989; Ordeshook and Palfrey
1988), has been the incorporation of explicitly political factors in state-of-the-
art macroeconomic theory. Alesina (1987), Kydland and Prescott (1977),
Nordhaus (1975), Rogoff and Sibert (1988), and others have examined the
interaction between elections and macroeconomic policy in an attempt to
understand such phenomena as the political business cycle. This line of work
points to the possibility of experimental research investigating the effects of
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political institutions on macroeconomic performance (see, e.g., Boylan et al.
1991).

For sheer interdisciplinary breadth, it is hard to beat the study of collec-
tive action (Dawes 1980; Olson 1965; Samuelson 1954). Most behavioral
sciences are well represented. Psychologists and sociologists are interested in
studying how and why individuals behave as they do when they are con-
fronted with a decision problem that pits their personal desires directly against
some notion of social good. How can such behavior be explained as a function
of personal characteristics of the individuals (e.g., income) and characteristics
of the group (e.g., close knit vs. anonymous)? Political scientists add institu-
tional features to this list of explanatory variables, focusing on problems of
specific political relevance. By and large, economists Jook for general incen-
tive effects describable in terms of theories of individual behavior that include
only the “economically relevant” personal characteristics (such as preferences
and costs) as independent variables, meanwhile viewing the institutional fea-
tures as part of a design problem, much as an engineer would create and
(experimentally) test theories about how to select materials to build a road.
Together, these diverse perspectives cover a large patch of the interesting
intellectual territory in empirical research on collective action (and are repre-
sented in the readings that follow in Part 3).

Perhaps this sounds too good to be true. Several disciplines attacking a
mudtifaceted research problem from different angles certainly has a utopian
ring to it. Such an arrangement works in practice only when there is communi-
cation between the researchers and, at least to a degree, there is some standard-
ization of methodology. It is fair to say that, at least on the empirical side, exper-
imentation has been the primary focusing device in this instance. Many
of the collaborations cross disciplinary lines (Dawes and Orbell; Ferejohn,
Forsythe, Noll and Palfrey, to name two). Perhaps more important, most
researchers are aware of the work being done in other disciplines on this
problem, cite each other’s work, use each other’s work to develop alternative
testable theories and new experimental designs, and even meet together at
mu!tidisciplinary conferences. In short, experimental approaches to empirical
pfol;ticai science seem especially likely to generate interdisciplinary interac-
tion, particularly for problems in which there is a natural meeting between the
study of institutions (political science), incentives (economics), and individual
and group decision making (psychology and sociology).

“Stubbarn Facts” and Theoretical Invention

E:apirical results are often the parent of theoretical invention. When results
challenge orthodgx understandings, and when they cannot be dismissed, they
can lead to genuine advances. Following Cook and Campbell, we
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.. . find much to value in the laboratory scientist’s belief in “stubbomn
facts” that “speak for themselves” and which have a firm dependability
greater than the fluctuating theories with which one tries to explain them.

E\V Modern theorists of science—Poppet, Hanson, Polanyi, Kuhn, and

/ | Feyerabend included—have exaggerated the role of comprehensive the-
' ory in scientific advance and have made experimental evidence almost ir-
relevant. Instead, exploratory experimentation unguided by formal theory,
and unexpected experimental discoveries tangential to whatever theory
motivated the research, have repeatedly been the source of great scientific
advances, providing the stubborn, dependable, replicable puzzies that
have justified theoretical efforts at solution. (Cook and Campbell 1979,

24)

r

It is no accident that Cook and Campbell refer explicitly to experimental
discoveries. When experimental discoveries produce anomalies, they are less
apt to be dismissed. It is impossible to replay history and expensive to redo
public opinion surveys. But experiments can be replicated. Moreover, by
custom, experimental procedures are described in sufficient detail so that
replication is practical. And, finally, experimentation breeds an ethic of repli-
cation, so that experiments, again by custom, are much more likely to be
replicated. The experimental discovery of anomalous results that survive rep-
lication is likely to be taken seriously, and may lead in time to better theory.

A conspicuous example of replicated anomalies of high relevance to
political science can be found in the experimental work of Kahneman and
Tversky. In a series of ingenious experiments, Kahneman, Tversky and others
have uncovered a catalog of systematic departures from “rational” decision

making (Tversky and Kahneman 1981). Among other things, they have dem-

onstrated that sizable shifts in choice can be produced by “seemingly inconse-
quential changes in the formulation of choice problems” (1981, 453): framing
the chaice in one way rather than in a logically equivalent way can radically
alter which option is chosen and which options are foregone. Such discov-
eries, which are anomalous from the perspective of orthodox rational choice
theory, have had a sensational impact on theory and research on decision
making throughout the social sciences. The empirical literature is massive (for
partial reviews, consult Abelson and Levi 1985; Kahneman, Slovic, and
Tversky 1982; Machina 1983), and because the basic results have proven
robust (Grether 1980; Grether and Plott 1979), a good bit of theoretical
invention has followed (e.g., Chew 1983; Deckel 1986; Kahneman and
Tversky 1979; Machina 1982; Thaler 1980). Although the original work on
heuristics and biases in individual choice began naturally within psychology,
it is now prominently featured in studies of political judgment and decision
making: in Iyengar and Kinder’s (1987) experimental research on television
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news and priming; in Quattrone and Tversky’s (1988) sketch of a psychologi-
cal model of voter decision making (reprinted in Part 2); in Jervis's (1976)

~account of foreign policy decision makers wrestling with great complexity

and uncertainty; and more.

As we noted earlier, virtually all of the departures from rationality have
been replicated extensively, though entirely within individual choice environ-
ments. Of great interest to political scientists and economists, naturally, is
whether the individual biases persist in the aggregate. Obviously a key ques-
tion here is whether aggregation serves to accentuate or diminish individual
departures from rationality. Do many small errors by different individuals tend
to cancel each other out or do they cumulate to an avalanche of irrationality?7
We do not know the answer yet, but it is typical of the kind of provocative
question that can emerge from simple, carefully constituted, and easily repli-
cated laboratory experiments that, by design or chance, produce the stubbom
facts that can challenge theoretical orthodoxy.

Another example that may, in time, prove as provocative as the Kahne-
man and Tversky discoveries are the election experiments of McKelvey and
Ordeshook (1986 and Part 4). In a series of experiments, McKelvey and
Ordeshook have consistently found evidence suggesting that candidates will
be responsive to voters even when voters are miserably informed about poli-
tics. Their results reinforce the idea that retrospective voting by information-
poor voters is effective at disciplining candidates. At the same time, the
findings cast doubt on widely held views that democracy depends upon a
reasonably high level of political awareness among the voters. In fact, if the
laboratory elections conducted by McKelvey and Ordeshook are indicative of
candidate and voter behavior in mass elections, then voters need not know
anything specific about the issues of the election or the positions taken by
candidates. The same outcome results when each voter decides whether to
support the incumbent based solely on how well off that voter was under the
current administration compared to past administrations. These are fascinat-
ing and provocative results. How “stubborn” they are, and how great an effect
they ultimately will have on our understanding of elections, it is too early to
say. At the least, McKelvey and Ordeshook’s method and results have brought
into clear focus a fundamental question for democratic practice.

Flexibility Across Levels of Aggregation

.A §ome'what different dimension of the diversity of the experimental method
s 1ts wide range of application across different levels of aggregation. Few

1587 '?: Knez and Smith (1987), Samuelson and Bazerman (1985), Kagel, Harstad, and Levin
} and others have pursued similar aggregation questions in economic environments.
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would dispute that it is desirable for an empirical method to have a firm
footing at the individual level, yet lend itself to empirical analysis across a
broad spectrum. This is especially so in political science, where relevant
applications exist at all levels of aggregation, from the study of behavior of
large groups of individuals in elections to bilateral negotiations between two
superpowers. Experiments have the fiexibility to test theories and to provide
empirical insights at all levels.

Nowhere is this juxtaposition of the individual and the aggregate more
evident than in the study of representation. On the one hand, the basic founda-
tion for the legitimacy of authority in democratic systems is that outcomes are
the representative product of a diverse collection of separate, autonomous,
individual choices. How do individual citizens decide whether or not to vote?
How do they decide which candidate to support? How do they form opinions
about candidates and issues? What lessons do citizens draw from the media
about pressing national problems? On the other hand, that which is the ulti-
mate object of interest to many political scientists happens at a highly aggre-
gated level and falls under that impressive and almost ethereal heading of
“Mass Behavior.” Does high turnout favor Democrats or Republicans? What
is the relationship between campaign spending and incumbent success? Is
momentum a real force in presidential primary elections or merely a meta-
phor? Do the media educate or mislead the public regarding the nation’s
condition? Of course, these two extreme levels of aggregation have important
links. Knowledge about individual voting behavior will certainly shed light on
the effects of high (or low) turnout. And between these two extremes—the
individual citizen and the mass public—are many intermediate levels of anal-
ysis: legislatures and committees, juries, courts, interest groups, and so on.
While these examples are taken mostly from the study of American politics, -3
similar applications can be found in international relations, comparative peli- -3
tics, and other fields of political science.

To illustrate the point we are trying to make about experimental fiex-
ibility and levels of aggregation, consider the following example. A funda
mental fact to emerge from research on public opinion over the last four
decades is that Americans know astonishingly little about the world of poli--~
tics. Large portions of the American public do not know whether it is the 3
Contras who are Communists, how William Rehnquist makes a living, who
exactly represents them in the U.S. Senate, and on and on (Kinder and Sears g
1985). On matters of information, there exist staggering and astronomical <3
differences between those in leadership positions, who command *vast trea-
sures of well organized information,” and most of the rest of us, whose grasp
of political events is partial and precarious. “Very little information ‘trickles 5
down’ very far” (Converse 1964, 212). The big aggregate question, of course, 7
and one that surprisingly few have asked, is: Does the quality of policy 3
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outcomes in democratic societies depend in any significant way on the level of
information of the typical voter? Does lack of information at the individual
level translate into poor outcomes at the aggregate level?

Rudimentary analysis and common sense suggest that a well-informed
electorate is necessary for a democracy to function well (e.g., Thompson
1970). Some even posit a necessary relationship, feeling neither the logical
obtigation of proof nor the empirical obligation of evidence. Others are
acutely aware that the degree of the relationship depends, in some difficult to
specify way, on what information voters might want to use and how they
might use it. Key (1966), for example, suggests that for an electoral system to
perform effectively, voters may only need to use a retrospective test that
requires the simplest of information, available to even the least sophisticated
voters (also see Fiorina 1981). Still others have suggested that aggregation
itself cancels out individual ignorance and eccentricity, so that the public
behaves sensibly and reasonably, as if it were constituted by the well-informed
and thoughtful citizens that successful democracy would seem to Tequire
(Converse 1990; Page and Shapiro 1992). This is a big and complicated
question, to which experiments can usefully contribute. As we noted earlier,
at the aggregate level, the McKelvey and Ordeshook results indicate that
perhaps we should rethink conventional wisdom about the importance of an
informed electorate for the success of a democracy. Poor information at the
individual level may not have as serious policy consequences as many demo-
cratic theorists claim.®

Morc generally, experimental data can contribute to our empirical under-
standing of political phenomena at several different levels of aggregation.
Ancfther e>‘(am.p]e-, at various intermediate levels of aggregation, is the exam-
fnatloq of institutional rules for committee and legislative behavior, discussed
in the‘ introduction to Part 5. And for another, many of the “collect;ve action”
experiments of. the sort included in Part 3 are explicitly concerned with study-
:J:}gal;;; ;::;2:?; ictl;:;]fg:s ﬂa]l: Ilgiroups get la.rger. In these experiments, the level

: pulated variabie.

- il::(l)luyr,}t:r:d wr:es,;a rtgi lfcatlhpraf:mpyively with a particular skept‘icism we
on e loam maear gbl' e fexpenmem.al study of mass behavior. What
ndivdaai? A ep e é)iukw[ r(;!m experimental studies of, at most, 100
mass behavio by ;mderstaﬁd: n-t de‘ ﬁrst place, r-nuch can be learned about
public opinion o dling n 1v1dua|-} behavior, Thus, on example, the

scussed earlier are probing theories about indi-

. n;ci:i behavior that have immediate implications for aggregate political phe-
) a, such as momentum, bandwagon effects, and shifts in aggregate

8. implicati i i
The aggregate implications of biased information, as opposed to simply poor informa-

tion, is
another matter. We know of no experiments of this sort to date.
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opinion. Second, there is a fair amount of evidence from economics suggest-
ing that theories about mass behavior that were long thought to apply only w
very large groups, say the empirical validity of competitive market equilib-
rium, are, in fact, quite robust to the size of the group (see, e.g., Smith 1982).
How large a group is needed to produce “mass” behavior may be surprisingly
small in many instances. Third, while few experiments have been run with
groups larger than 50, experimenting in a laboratory with very large numbers
of subjects can certainly be done in principle, and perhaps this is an appropri-
ate place to call for more of it. Presumably one reason why such experiments
are rarely carried out is because of their expense. But compared to the costs of
gathering, storing, distributing, and administering large data sets (as, for
example, the Bureau of Labor Statistics does), or of operating a large-scale
survey research organization, or of conducting experiments in physics, chem-
istry, and biology, the cost of conducting both laboratory and field experi-
ments in political science is remarkably reasonable. Finally, lest we forget
Harold Gosnell, mass experiments not only can be done but have been done:
Gosnell’s experiment on turnout was based on 6,000 adults scattered across
12 Chicago districts. Political scientists should not be afraid, at least on
occasion, to think big when it comes to experimentation.

4. Experimental Shortcomings

Like other methods, experiments have liabilities as well as strengths. We
acknowledge and briefty review them here under three headings: the inevita-
ble ambiguity surrounding the meaning of experimental treatments, the un-
suitability of experimental methods to some core problems in political sci-
ence, and some hazards that inescapably attend experimenta] generalization.

Of the three, we pay primary attention to the problem of generalization, both

because it occupies such a prominent place in arguments against experimenta
tion in political science, and because such arguments seldom rise much above

sneering references to college sophomores, on whose backs most experiments. 3
run. Our general message is that the shortcomings of experimentation, while ‘4

they are real and cannot be avoided entirely, do not constitute anything like
insuperable obstacles. Indeed, the creative and energetic experimenter can
gven, on occasion, convert these apparent liabilities into strengths.

Ambiguity of Experimental Treatments

The problem of ambiguity pertains to the interpretation of experimental ef- .
fects. In an ideal experiment, we put ourselves in position to conclude that the

differences we observe in behavior across the experimental treatments are 3
caused by differences in the treatments themselves. But while experimental -
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methods enable us to draw causal inferences of exactly this form, they do
nothing to reveal to us the meaning of the experimental treatments that we
create. We can say, with special authority, that the treatment did it, but what,
exactly, is the treatment?

tiple meaning” and refer to it as “one of the most perplexing and pervasive
problems in experimentation™ (61). Understanding experimental treatments
and, therefore, experimental results involves an assessment of the correspon-
dence between conceptual variables—such as “impoverished information™ or
“agenda control™ or “television news”—and their empirical realizations. No
rules presctibe exactly how to move between these two levels. Because politi-
cal concepts are ambiguous and experimental operations unstandardized,
there is no necessary one-to-one correspondence between empirical realiza-
tions, on the one hand, and their conceptual referents, on the other.

From a certain point of view, this diversity is actually quite appealing.
Insofar as different empirical realizations show convergent results, we can be
more confident that the results are rightfully interpreted in terms of the in-
tended conceptual referents. Thus, one powerful response to the problem of
the ambiguity of experimental treatments is to undertake systematic replica-
tions. When very different operational realizations of the experimental treat-
ment produce essentially the same result, the meaning of the experimental
treatment becomes less ambiguous.

Consider this example. In 1959, Aronson and Mills published an experi-
ment that seemed to demonstrate, consistent with cognitive dissonance theory,
that when people undergo a severe initiation in order to be admitted to a
group, they will, as a consequence, find the group more attractive. In this

. experiment, the conceptual variable, severity of initiation, was empirically
realized by embarrassing some subjects and not others. The severe initiation

treatment consisted of having the college women subjects read aloud (in the
presence of a male experimenter) a list of obscene words and two vivid
accounts of sexual activity taken from contemporary novels. But is embar-
rassment a proper realization of the severity of initiation? And is embarrass-

~ment actually responsibie for greater affection for the group, or is it something
- else? Aronson and Mills’s claim is considerably strengthened by a systematic

replication conducted by Gerard and Mathewson (1966), who found the same
result when manipulating the severity of initiation in a very different way.
Instead of embarrassing their (severe initiation) subjects by having them read

sexually explicit passages aloud, Gerard and Mathewson administered mild
butl unpleasant electric shocks to theirs. These experiments may be grisly in
_ theu.' deFails, but they are exemplary in their display of the power of systematic
_._repiacatlon to pin down the meaning of experimental treatments.

A related example is provided by Isaac, Walker, and Thomas’s {1984)

Carlsmith, Ellsworth, and Aronson (1976) call this the problem of “mul- o

.

!

g
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experiment on the effect of group size on the provision of a public good.
Previous research had defined group size in a way that had confounded it with
indjviduals’ marginal incentives to participate. Thus, what seemed, in past
work, to be the cffect of group size had actually been the effect of an amalgam
of group size and individual preferences. Recognizing this, Isaac, Walker, and
- Thomas manipulated each independently and found, contrary both to previous
results and to the conventional wisdom, a positive effect of group size op
individuals” willingness to contribute to the group effort. In this case, a
- systematic replication clarified the ambiguous result left behind by previous
- expertments.®

Limitations in the Scope of Experimental Methods

Some problems that are central to political science simply cannot be invest-
gated by experimental means. If we happen to be interested in understanding
every historical detail of the Reagan landslide of 1984 or the shaping of
Southern politics at the turn of the century or the relationship between class
and participation in public life, then we must rely on methods other than
experimental. For the most part, history and social structure lie beyond the
reach of experimental manipulation. But to admit that experimentation cannot
address all problems that the field deems worthy of investigation is not a
special confession: all methods suffer such limitations. There are enough
problems left, after experimentation’s imperfect reach is acknowledged,
where experimental methods can make a special contribution. Moreover, it
seems to us that the limitations in the scope of experimental methods are ofien
exaggerated. Historical moments can be recreated and studied in experiments,
as in Iyengar and Kinder’s (1987) restaging of the final days of the 1980
presidential campaign; large, complex, and cumbersome political processes
can, when stripped to their essentials, be brought under experimental control,
as in McKelvey and Ordeshook’s laboratory investigation of elections (1986

and Part 4). Such studies suggest a wider scope to experimental methods than - A

is commonly appreciated. They obviously also raise, and in a particularly
acute form, the question of the generalizability of experimental results, which
is our next topic.

Generalization

While thoughtfully designed and carefully executed experiments are uniquely
strong on matters of internal validity—providing evidence on causal

9. For more and more detailed recommendations about how to cope with the problem of the

ambiguity of experimental treatments, see Carlsmith, Eltsworth, and Aronson 1976 and Cook and 4

Campbell 1979.
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relationships—they are often critici‘zed on matters of external validity—
providing assurance about the generahz'ablllty of re§ults. Naturally, it is gener-
alizable results that we are after. Experimental findings are of interest to most
political scientists insofar as they pear on the workings of real political pro-
cesses. But to generalize from particular experimental arrangements and pop-
ulations to the real political world is to participate in what Campbell (1969a)
has called “the scandal of induction.” Always and inescapably, generaliza-
tions are matters of opinion.

Concern about the generalizability of experimental results in particular
usually takes one of three forms. First, because experimental participants
ordinarily know that they are taking part in the study of something (even if
they are not sure what), this knowledge alone may induce alterations in their
behavior. This concern arises equally in experiments with individuals, groups,
organizations, companies, school systems, cities, and all the rest. In all such
cases, experimental participants might become more attentive than they other-
wise would be, knowing that they are the object of study, or they might
become less. They might defer to the experimenter’s authority or they might
react against it. Each response represents a reaction to the special and, in
some respects, artificial nature of the research setting. Second, experiments
are often conducted with samples of convenience, leading to skepticism over
whether experimental results can be generalized safely to the populations of
real interest. For American social scientists situated in universities, no popu-
lation is, of course, more convenient than the local student body. And the
typical college sophomore, as Hovland (1959) warned some years ago and as
Sears (1986) has recently documented, may be a rather peculiar creature.
Third, experimental results are always subject to the charge that they depend
precariously on exactly how the independent variables were created. Results
that emerge in one experiment might disappear in another, when conditions
are realized in a slightly different way; or a finding that seems startling and
important sometimes turns out to be the product of an unrealistically powerful
manipulation, one that rarely occurs in natural settings.

These concerns about generalizing from experimental results—be they
generalizations across settings, populations, or treatments—always accom-
pany the presentation of experimental results, and so they should. This ac-
knowledgment may seem uncontroversial, but it does run against official
pronouncements and customary practice in psychology, where such concerns

. tend to be brushed aside. For example, some years ago, Campbell (1969a,

361) recommended that psychology should follow the “successful sciences”

- and not worry so much about representative sampling, generalization, and the

like.

- . - Typical of science is the case of Nicholson and Carlisle. Taking in
May, 1800, a very parochial and idiochronic sample of Soho water,
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inserting it into a very biased sample of copper wire, into which flowed a
very local electrical current, they obtained hydrogen gas at one elec-

trode, oxygen at the other, and uninhibitedly generalized to all the water 4

in the world for ail eternity. . . . In the successful sciences, generaliza-
tions have never been “inductive” in the sense of summarizing what had
been observed within the bounds of the generalization, but instead have
always been presumptive, albeit guided by prior laws.. The limitations to
the generalization have emerged from checking in nonrepresentative
ways on initial bold generalizations. Scientists assumed that hydrolysis
held true unjversally until it was shown otherwise.1°

Such recommendations both influence and refiect actual practice. As
Sears (1986) and others have shown convincingly, American social psychol-
ogy has come to rely overwhelmingly on college students undertaking aca-
demiclike tasks in laboratory settings. The new and rapidly developing wing
of cxpcrimehtal economics shows precisely the same tendency. Both fields
often neglect the problem of generalization and thereby invite the worry that
their results and theories will not travel very far beyond their specialized
settings and subjects.

While successful experimentation in political science must acknowledge
the threats (v generalization that center on settings, populations, and treat-
ments, there is much by a way of remedy that can be done. The most effective
response to the problem of experimental generalization i$ to carry out selec-
tive replications. We emphasize selective because we have no interest, and the
field has nothing like the required resources, to follow a program of compre-

hensive replication. By no means are we suggesting that, to be assured of the

generalizability of a particular experimental result, we must have corroborat-
ing evidence from representative samples of populations, representative sam-
ples of settings, and representative samples of treatments. Such a recommen-
dation is foolish, and not least because, were it to be enforced, it would
quickly persuade those with creative ideas and experimental inclinations to
take up other lines of work.

Our advice, instead, is to pursue carefully chosen and selective replica

tions. The point is to vary settings, populations, and treatments in ways that
represent revealing and usually difficult tests of generalization. In this way,
we probe the generalizability of experimental results. For reasons of control
and convenience, most experiments will no doubt continue to be undertaken
in artificial settings with college student subjects confronting treatments that

have no exact counterparts outside the laboratory. But these must be comple-

10. Campbeli has softened his position in recent years; compare Campbell and Stanley
1966 and Campbell 1969a with Cook and Campbell 1979,
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. mented by occasional experimental ventures that place a higher premium on

matters of external validity. .
Happily, there appears to be a fair number of such experiments already

underway in political science. For example, a number of experiments in
political science have been conducted in the field, in natural settings, and
unobtrusively, so that the possibility of subjects reacting to the artificial as-
pects of the research setting simply never arises {(Campbell 1969a; Ellsworth
1977). Thus, Cover and Blumberg (1982 and Part 4) investigate the celebrated
incumbency advantage enjoyed by members of the U.S. House of Representa-
tives by withholding the flow of congressional mail from some constituents
and not from others. From the constituent subject’s point of view, the experi-
ment is utterly innocuous. Similarly, it seems most unlikely that Chicagoans
who happened to receive a post card in the mail emphasizing the citizen’s
sacred obligation to vote suspected that they were being experimented upon
by Dr. Gosnell (or anyone else). Or consider Levine and Plott’s (1977 and Part
5) demonstration of just how effective an agenda setter can be at influencing
committee decisions. Such power had been suggested by several theoretical
models from social choice and game theory and had some casual support from
descriptive empirical observation. Yet the theoretical limits of this power had
never been measured in a careful, systematic way, and so there was good

“reason for skepticism. Could highly simplified and abstract formal theories

really predict outcomes in complicated committees? Levine and Plott’s field
experiment of agenda influence in the context of a flying club deciding on a
fleet of airplanes provide strong evidence in favor of theories that claim that
agenda manipulations are highly predictable from only limited information
about the underlying process and environment.!! Finally, consider Fiorina and
Plott’s result (1978 and Part 5} that the process of committee decision making

takes a very different path when real, material incentives are at stake, This is a
prime example of a selective replication with a message, and the message is
- that experimental studies on group decision making that ignore material in-

centives do so at their peril. Twenty years earlier, Sidney Siegel showed how
to convert this thorny criticism about experiments into a startling and brilliant
contribution to theories of motivation and decision making (Siegel 1961). The
point here is again that experimental methodology has the flexibility to re-

- spond effectively and insightfully to many naive criticisms. Usually the re-

sponse is to enrich the experimental design—a luxury that other empirical

~methodologies do not have available to them.

Although college students dominate experiments in political science, as

- they do experiments throughout the social sciences, it is not difficult to find

11. For another example, similar in spirit, see Romer and Rosenthal’s (1979) research on

Vthe strategic manipulation of school budget referenda,
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experiments motivated by political concerns that reach beyond the borders of
the campus. Two obvious and exemplary illustrations are the experiments
conducted by Cover and Blumberg and by Gosnell (noted previously). Both
these experiments not only went beyond the campus but settled on exactly the
populations of real interest. Consider also the torrent of experimental work
devoted to understanding the nature of public opinion, accomplished by
embedding manipulations of question wording, question order, or question
frame, into sample surveys (e.g., Bradburn 1982; Schuman and Presser 1980
and 1981; Sullivan, Piereson. and Marcus 1978 and Part 1; Tourangeau and
Rasinski 1988). Currently, this is a very lively area of research, supported by
both the National Academy of Sciences and the Social Science Research
Council, and contributed to by cognitive psychologists who are attracted to
surveys as an alternative research site to the university laboratory, and by
survey researchers who want assistance in understanding how people answer
questions.!?

Identifying the population of real interest and persuading members of
that population to participate-—as in Weiss's (1982) experimental study of

complexity and decision making—does not fully resolve the problem of sub- -;

Ject generalizability, of course; some form of selection bias may remain. As
Webb and his colleagues put it, a touch dramatically, the “curious, the exhibi-

tionistic, and the succorant™ are likely to show up in disproportionate numbers 2§ =~

in any sample of volunteers (Webb et al. 1966, 25). Nevertheless, it is quite
casy to decide that we would rather to see grown-up policy analysts run
through Weiss’s experiment than the garden variety college sophomore.

Finally, a standard and useful response to the problem posed by the 8

generalizability of treatments is to create experimental manipulations that fall
within the typical range. In the Iyengar and Kinder television experiments, for
example, manipulations were designed to recreate typical broadcasts. It
would have been easy, and not particularly interesting, to demonstrate televi-
sion effects by burying participants under an avalanche of stories about a
particular problem. Such a demonstration would be revealing about the poten-
tial power of television under extraordinary circumstances. Iyengar and
Kinder’s interest was, rather, in the realized power of television under ordi-
nary circumstances, and so experimental treatments were designed to fall
within the typical range of television news.

This kind of ecological representation is not always appropriate, however.

A nice exception is provided by McKelvey and Ordeshook’s election experi-

12. This sounds good, and it is. Notice, however, that while inserting experiments into *

probability sampie surveys is a powerful solution to the standard complaint about relying to0

much on college sophomares, it has nothing to say to the parallel complaints about settings {after -
all, surveys take place in a specialized setting, typically in the respondent’s living room) of - 4

treatments (since such experiments are limited typically to the manipulation of semantic mate-
rial).

- Test

' i18s,
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‘ ents. Such experiments place severe restrictions on what voters know about

the choices they confront, restrictions that surely surpass naturally occurring
rictions. If, under such circumstances, which obtain nowhere outside the
artificial world that McKelvey and Ordeshook create, voters nevertheless
behave in ways that live up to the expectations set by full information models,
then, as they say, “we feel confident in conciuding that lack of information, by
itself, does not necessarily preclude democratic process from being attracted to
full information outcomes” (1990, 312). Extreme experimental manipulations
can provide provocative insights on real political processes.

Taken together, these varied examples suggest that the problem of gener-
alization, while real enough, is no reason to give up on experiments. The risks
run in generalizing from experimental results may never be eliminated en-

E . tirely, but they can be sharply reduced: by diminishing, or bypassing al-

together, the artificiality of the experimental setting; by extending experimen-
tal tests to diverse or difficult samples; by creating treatments that are
ecologically representative; and more. Through ingenuity, opportunism, and
sheer effort, the “scandal of induction” becomes just another research chal-
lenge, no different in kind from the altogether familiar everyday problems of
design, measurement, and analysis.

5. A Look Ahead

~ Acknowledging the limitations of experiments, as we have just done, does no

serious damage to our central contention that experimentation deserves to be
taken more seriously in pelitical science. All methods have their shortcom-
ings, including the archival and sample survey techniques that have been

political science’s mainstays over the last half-century. And in the case of

experimentation, the shortcomings are vastly outweighed by the advantages
that experimentation provides. Testing causal propositions, decomposing

~ complex forces, accelerating interdisciplinary conversations, turning up repli-

cable “stubborn facts,” moving smoothly across different levels of aggrega-

- tion: the advantages of experimentation are—or should be— irresistible. Po-

. - litical science needs all the help it can get; it needs a full arsenal of empinical

- . methods, experimentation chief among them, as it makes its way, haltingly,
_ “From symbols and shadows to the truth,”!2

Exhortations, such as the one we have just delivered, are often just so
many words, intended more for the pleasure of the writer than the reader. We
hope that this volume does more than make us feel virtuous. To be persuasive

~ about the advantages of experimentation probably requires more than we have
_ dpne so far: it requires showing off the theoretical merits of experimentation

13. The passage comes from Cardinal Newsman's epitaph, quoted in Webb et al. 1966,
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with real, practical examples. With this in mind, the rest of the book proceedg
to cook up and serve an experimental banquet: a feast of delicious experimengg
applied to the study of politics. These experiments are not perfect, but they are
exemplary in displaying experimental advantages, and they have made a reg)
difference in how we think about important aspects of politics.

The 15 articles we have chosen to reprint here cover 2 wide range of
substantive topics, organized around five themes. First is a set of experiments
that focus on public opinion, examining how individual citizens attempt (o
make sense of what Lippmann (1922) called “the mystery out there.” Part 2 jg
devoted to experiments on political choice, inspired for the most part by
recent discoveries of systematic departures from what is usually thought of a5
fully rational decision making. Part 3 comprises a set of representative experi.
ments from the interdisciplinary research effort on collective action, where
individual incentives collide with the common good. The fourth part takes up,
again from an experimental perspective, the problem of information in de-
mocracy: how and how well do citizens learn about politics and what differ-
ence does it make for governance? Finally, Part 5 presents a series of experi-
ments that investigate how variations in institutional rules and procedures
affect governmental outcomes.

The topical diversity of what is to come is remarkable, which can be
counted as both an experimental virtue and an aesthetic liability. To make
certain that the former dominates the latter, we introduce each of the five
sections with a brief essay that places the experimental work in context and
provides suggestions for further exploration. We hope that the volume as a
whole will be experienced as a full and satisfying meal: that the strengths of
experimentation set out in this essay will come fully to life in the detailed
revelations that follow. Actually, we would prefer if the experience were not
completely satisfying: our real ambition is to stir up an appetite for further
experimentation. Think of the book then as an hors d’oeuvre that will leave
you hungry for more.

valuate formal theories of political processes are well articu-
979). One of those principles is that pre'fercnc.es can be
duced by monetary rewards, as discussed in Sm_lth (1?76).
3 search in Social Psychology as a companion volume

| Trea-t M:;:;) ‘ifzsfgiasi-ffxperimenml Designs for Research: read them
o Expem’?;e Campbell and Stanley book is enormously useful, but not ex-
;ggethcf. irational. After pages and pages of threats to valid inference, de-
acl!y 1n(‘splraena(:in'g, vocabulary (*“instrument decay,” “subject mortality™), the

nbe‘dd’:;;er is likely to emerge with a heavy heart. Consider this passage,
$}t;?;11 comes as close as Campbell and Stanley get to a sermon ofi expen-

l-ﬂeﬂt!s bchalf

jments to €
ated in Plott (1
périmentall}’ in

" If, as seems likely, the ecology of our science is one in which there are

a\:ailabie many more wWrong responses than cpntect ones, we may anticl-
' pate that most experiments will be disappmntmg. We _must somewhat
inoculate young experimenters again_st ‘th.lS effect, and in general must
= -justify experimentation on more pessimistic grour?ds—not as a panacea,
but rather as the only available route to cumulative Qrogregs. We must
instill in our students the expectation of tedium and (.ilsapp.omtmer'lt and
.. the duty of thorough persistence, by now so well achlev?d in the biclog-
" “ical and physical sciences. We must expand our students’ vow of poverty
* to include not only the willingness to accept poverty of finances, but also
a poverty of experimental results. (1966, 3)

=" Not exactly a call to arms! And not an accurate account of thq life qf an
*- experimenter, at least as we have lived it. In writing to protect against disap-
- pointment, Campbell and Stanley went to0 far: we worty that. their dfirk
~‘sentiments may have prevented disillusionment primarily by discouraging
* experimental work from getting off the ground in the first place.

.- Carlsmith, Ellsworth, and Aronson offer quite a different and upbeat
introduction to experimentation, Methods of Research in Social Psychology is
_an attempt, largely successful, to demystify experimental practice. They pro-
5 vide a thoughtful, how-to guide that will prove indispensable to anyone con-
templating undertaking an experiment, and they convey the sense, which we
share, that the planning, execution, analysis, and interpretation of experi-
‘ments is often great fun.

6. Guide to Additional Readings

Our essay necessarily leaves aside some important topics. In partial compensa-
tion, we offer here a few suggestions for further reading for those who wish to
go deeper into the experimental method. First, on the logic of experimentation,
the place to begin is Campbell and Stanley's Experimental and Quasi-
Experimental Designs for Research (1966). Nobody does it better, with the
possible exception of Cook and Campbell’s Quasi-Experimentation (1979). On
the pragmatics of doing experiments—a primer for action-—the best single
source is Methods of Research in Social Psychology by Carlsmith, Ellsworth,
and Aronson (1976). On the statistical analysis of experimental data, consult
Kenny (1985) and Winer (1971). The basic principles underlying the use of
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