


In this lively and accessible book, Peter John has shared with readers a
wealth of practical guidance that comes from years and years of field
experimentation in political science and public policy. Every researcher
should heed its advice before venturing into the field.

Donald P. Green, Columbia University, USA

Experiments are revolutionizing what we think we know about many aspects
of politics. This volume contributes nicely to this body of work by
extending the focus to critical questions of public policy. This is a timely
and important book.

Costas Panagopoulos, Fordham University, USA



This page intentionally left blank



Field Experiments in Political Science
and Public Policy

Field experiments – randomized controlled trials – have become ever more
popular in political science, as well as in other disciplines, such as econom-
ics, social policy, and development. Policy-makers have also increasingly
used randomization to evaluate public policies, designing trials of tax
reminders, welfare policies, and international aid programs to name just a
few of the interventions tested in this way. The reason experiments have
become so successful is because they assess causal claims in ways that other
methods of evaluation find hard to emulate.
Social scientists and evaluators have rediscovered how to design and ana-

lyze field experiments, but they have paid much less attention to the chal-
lenges of organizing and managing them. Trials pose unique challenges and
opportunities for the researcher and evaluator which come from working in
the field. The research experience can be challenging and at times hard to
predict. This book aims to help researchers and evaluators plan and manage
their field experiments so they can avoid common pitfalls. It is also intended
to open up discussion about the context and backdrop to field experiments
so that these practical aspects of field experiments are better understood.
The book sets out ten steps researchers can use to plan their field

experiments, then nine threats to watch out for when they implement
them. There are case studies of voting and political participation, elites,
welfare and employment, nudging citizens, and developing countries.

Peter John is Professor of Political Science and Public Policy in the
Department of Political Science, University College London. He is an
expert on the theory and practice of public policy, and has pioneered the
use of field experiments in the study of civic participation in the UK. He is
an academic advisor to the Behavioural Insights Team.
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Series Editors’ Foreword

One of the first political science experiments was a field experiment con-
ducted by Harold Gosnell in 1924. Gosnell stepped out of his University of
Chicago office and conducted an experiment in the real world – in the
neighborhoods of Chicago – to investigate whether encouraging people to
vote actually pushed them to the polls. Over the past few decades, political
scientists have conducted thousands of field experiments to study a diverse
range of topics, including Gosnell’s subject of voter turnout as well as such
subjects as public policy effectiveness and the responsiveness of elected
officials. Political scientists have implemented field experiments not only in
their own backyards but also, and increasingly, worldwide. While a number
of existing methodological resources provide guidance on initial design and
data analysis, many critical steps transpire in between the initial design and
subsequent analysis. There are comparatively fewer how-to resources that
offer useful advice for this decisive stage of administering field experiments.
Peter John’s insightful and highly useful monograph provides the researcher

with important information in successfully implementing a field experiment.
Field experiments typically require coordination among multiple individuals,
organizations, and institutions to design and administer treatments and
record outcomes. As John notes, field experimentalists often confront many
potential pitfalls that could invalidate the time, effort, and financial resources
dedicated to the experiment. Drawing upon decades of his own experience
and interviews with scholars across a variety of research domains, John pro-
vides scholars with insights into what works, what can go wrong, and what pitfalls
can be prevented in field experiments. John distills these experiences into ten
essential steps to undertake before administering the experiment and nine
problems to avoid once the study is in the field. He illustrates these principles of
practice across an array of research areas in political science and public policy. In
doing so, this monograph offers practical and concrete advice to just about
anyone in political science planning to undertake a field experiment.

Kevin Arceneaux, Temple University
Cindy D. Kam, Vanderbilt University



Preface

I carried out my first field experiment in 1999. It was a fairly modest
intervention that tested whether a visit by young people to the Houses of
Parliament and No. 10 Downing Street would change their knowledge and
attitudes towards politics compared to those who did not get this opportu-
nity (Halpern and John 2005). In spite of only shifting political knowledge
in a very small positive direction, I was intrigued by this project, not least by
the challenge of getting a debate going between the young people and the
prime minister’s education advisor at time, Andrew Adonis. When I arrived
at the University of Manchester in 2004, experiments came up again as a
method that the Institute for Political and Economic Governance wanted to
deploy in its evaluations, so I decided to try my hand at one. This experi-
ment was a Get Out the Vote intervention carried out in the constituency
of Wythenshawe and Sale East just before the 2005 General Election (John
and Brannan 2008). From then on, I was hooked and I have been doing
experiments in earnest ever since. They have come to dominate my life,
and I usually start about three or four each year, sometimes more.
In this book, I wish to convey my engagement and support for the

method, which might appear to be a very technical subject, one for the
statistician, so rather dry at first brush. To be sure, there are many technical
issues to resolve that are intriguing and fascinating in their own right as well
as essential when doing an experiment. But I cannot say enough about the
pleasure of designing and carrying out experiments as a research experience.
Of course, I have felt intense frustration when implementing some experi-
ments, and every experimenter has to cope with both the highs and lows on
getting the results back. Yet, as soon as the last experiment is over, I am up
for the next one no matter how tough it has been.
When I read the outstanding introductions and exemplary peer-reviewed

articles that indicate the state of the art in social science today, I do not
usually find out about the features of experiments that excite and challenge
me. Many published studies do not fully inform the reader about what
exactly happened during an experiment. In the published paper, the com-
plicated story gets compressed into a terse design section. I suspect that the
reason there are so many footnotes containing these practical details is



because puzzled reviewers often ask for them. When attending presentations
of experiments in academic gatherings, I often observe participants asking
many questions about design and delivery, wanting to know about the
choices the researcher made. The purpose of these interrogations is to find
out whether the experiment was delivered effectively and to reassure other
researchers that it does not display bias in its findings. With these con-
siderations in mind, this book aims to illuminate the design challenges and
experiences of implementing experiments. I draw on my experiences and
those of others to explain how to carry out effective field experiments. The
hope is that researchers will pay more attention to these issues when plan-
ning experiments and also write more about the decisions they made about
design and implementation.
Field experimenters in political science and public policy need to pay

particular attention to research design because of the special features of their
method: a trial usually needs the involvement of practitioners and public
agencies to get the intervention implemented; and it requires precise control
over a range of practical tasks that enfold over time. This task is a much
greater burden for a researcher or policy-maker than is required in an
observational study, because of the need to supervise or facilitate an inter-
vention at the same time as collecting and analyzing data. These two activ-
ities need to be linked together and coordinated in a way that respects the
underlying assumptions of the trial. To get an experiment off the ground, a
researcher uses much unstated knowledge as well as a lot of common sense.
Most experimenters learn their skills in the field, often the hard way by
making mistakes and correcting them during the research process. If I can
help students and other researchers avoid some unnecessary errors, I will
consider my job well done, although unexpected snags always crop up just
when least expected and no one can prepare for every eventuality. In this
way, the book project extends my role as a teacher and an advocate. It is
very pleasing to be able to summarize the lessons and skills and I have
learned and recount others that I have discovered through discussions with
experts in the field.

x Preface
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1 Field Experimentation:
Opportunities and Constraints

Introduction

Field experiments have come back into fashion in political science, as well
as in other disciplines, such as economics, social policy, and development,
with social scientists using randomized controlled trials very much more than
they did previously. Policy-makers have also increasingly used randomization
to get better traction on the evaluation of policies, designing trials of tax
reminders, welfare policies, and international aid programs to name just a few
of the interventions tested in this way. Social scientists and evaluators have
rediscovered how to design and analyze field experiments, but they have
paid much less attention to the challenges of organizing and managing
them, and in understanding the overall context of the research process. Field
experiments pose unique challenges and opportunities for the researcher and
evaluator, who want to know how to do them efficiently and get the most
from them. These challenges often come from the constraints of working in
the real world, the field element of experiments, which makes the research
experience challenging and at times hard to predict. This book is aimed to
help researchers and evaluators plan and manage their field experiments in
the light of the practical constraints and contingencies that emerge. It is also
intended to open up discussion about the context and backdrop to field
experiments so that these practical aspects of field experiments are better
understood and also written up in more detail in published studies.
This chapter starts off defining the key terms, explaining what an

experiment is. It sets out why a randomized experiment is a preferred method
for social scientists and policy-makers. It then goes on to explain why the
practical side to a field experiment is so important. There is an example to
show how an experiment operates in the field. The rest of the chapter sets
out the main argument and plan of the book.

What is an experiment?

An experiment occurs when human beings manipulate the world to
understand causal relationships. It is a common means by which scientists



acquire knowledge. The secret is to have precise control over the different
elements of an intervention and to measure carefully what happens during the
experiment. It is this degree of control over the external world that is the
big attraction of experiments, which explains why researchers from other dis-
ciplines seek to emulate the method. By intervening as well as observing an
experiment unlocks knowledge in ways that cannot be fully achieved by
observation alone.
In the social sciences and in government, the researcher or policy-maker

looks for or creates some random or chance variation that ensures that the
difference in outcomes is only associated with an intervention or policy
compared to the status quo. In what is called a natural experiment, acci-
dental differences between populations or areas that have been created by
government or by nature, such as the impact of boundaries or cut-offs for
eligibility in a policy program, may be thought of as if they were random
(see Dunning 2012). Sometimes randomness happens directly, such as in a
government decision or institutional rule that can be evaluated like an
experiment. For example, when the US government drafted young people
to the Vietnam War, they selected certain starting numbers related to birth
date. Erikson and Stoker (2011) used this random allocation to find out
whether people who served in the war were more liberal as a result and had
different political behaviors from those that did not (they did).
More often, researchers and policy-makers create the random variation

themselves. This method is sometimes called artificial randomization, but is
more commonly known as the randomized controlled trial, where individuals
or communities or other units are randomly allocated to two or more groups.
In this procedure, one or more groups get an intervention while another
group, the control, does not. A comparison can be made between the out-
comes in these groups to see if the intervention (also commonly called the treat-
ment) made an impact. So long as there are at least two comparison groups and
one group receives an intervention while another does not – or gets a different
intervention – and assignment to these groups is random, it is possible to make
an inference that the difference in outcomes between the groups – other than
random variation – has only been caused by the intervention.
This kind of method is also called a field experiment, which is done in

the community at large or within an organization. It may be contrasted
with a laboratory experiment done in controlled settings (excepting the
hybrid form called “lab in the field” where a laboratory experiment is done
in the field). More generally, people use the term “trial” or the ubiquitous
acronym, RCT. For example, if a public agency wants to test whether
giving training gives those who are unemployed more of a chance to find
employment, it can find a group of welfare recipients to try out an inter-
vention; the agency can then randomly allocate the training to one group
and leave the other alone or just provide a normal level of service. The
agency can then find out if those who got the training were more likely to
find employment than those who did not.
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The design of a field experiment

There are four main stages to a field experiment. First is the selection of
the sample, which involves finding the relevant population from which the
researcher can answer the research question or questions. Second, the
researcher or policy-maker randomizes the units of the sample – for instance,
people – into groups. Third, the policy, program, or intervention is applied
to one group, leaving the other group alone or just with a normal service or
state of affairs, or with another program. Fourth, and finally, outcomes are
measured after the intervention has taken place (which can also be done
at the start to compare change over time). In this outline, the design is
quite simple, which is one of the attractions of a field experiment. The
method is quite easy to explain to a layperson, practitioner, or student in
spite of its cumbersome name. A practitioner or student grasps the idea that
one group is randomly chosen to be “policy on” and another is “policy off”;
and that outcomes are compared between two or more groups to find out whe-
ther the policy worked or not. Because of the success of the trial in medical
evaluations and because examples are extensively reported in the media,
most people have a good conception of what one is: a policy or social science
trial is equivalent to testing a new medicine on a randomly allocated group of
volunteers whose health outcomes are compared with those who do not get the
medicine or get a placebo.
Of course, a field experiment can get complicated very quickly, not least

in its design. It is possible to have many intervention groups that allow for
multiple or several comparisons. Normally, randomization takes place across
people or other units at the start of a trial, but a trial can have several stages
with further randomizations that create new intervention groups or rando-
mize the same people into different groups over time. Further, there are
different kinds of randomization, such as when people or units are sorted
into pairs and one person or unit out of each pair is picked randomly.
Nonetheless, even with these variations, the idea of comparing outcomes
across randomly allocated groups remains recognizable even in the most
complex designs.

Making a causal inference

One of the most attractive features of a field experiment is that it can offer a
clear test of a hypothesis, usually resulting in either a yes or no to the
research question. For policy-makers, a well-designed field experiment can
confirm whether an intervention worked or not. Moreover, if enough trials
are done, it is possible to come to a conclusion that can be generalized
across places and time periods. It is the claim to answer questions about
causation that is the main appeal of a trial and explains why it has become
so popular as a method in recent years.
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Traditional social science methods

It might sound surprising that social science, which started using advanced
statistical methods in earnest from the 1940s, should still want better lever-
age on causal questions. But it is very hard to make a causal inference in
social research, even when there is a very strong theory about the determi-
nants of a particular outcome and good measurements of what might cause
it. This weakness occurs because it is not possible to rule out with certainty
that factors other than the hypothesized one caused the outcome of interest
or to confirm the direction of causation in a correlation. In social science as
it has been practiced over the last 50 years or so, it is common to observe
the simultaneous occurrence of an influencing and influenced variable and
to measure its association. Take the example of canvassing a household by
speaking to them face-to-face to persuade them to vote in an upcoming
election – what is called a Get Out the Vote (GOTV) campaign. The
research question is whether canvassing causes members of the household
turn out to vote. There are various methods that could be used to test such
a proposition. If there were data from a survey available that measured
whether the respondents could recall having voted and having being can-
vassed, it would be possible to correlate or associate the two measures. It
may be the case that the political parties keep records of which people they
have canvassed that can be tied to the publically available electoral registers.
It is very likely there is a positive relationship. However, it is not possible to
rule out other factors that may cause people to turn out to vote are also
correlated with being canvassed. The correlation between the two is just
that and does not represent a causal relationship from canvassing to turnout.
Researchers who analyze observational data have been aware of the pro-

blem of establishing causation for a long time. They have developed a
number of strategies to overcome it. One is to consider the possible corre-
lates between the outcome and the intervention, collect data on each one,
and then control for the association between the hypothesized variable and the
outcome of interest. This strategy is achieved by multiple regression, where
several variables, including the one of interest, are treated as independent
causes of the outcome. If the association between the independent variable
of interest and the outcome still remains as statistically significant after this
procedure has been followed, it can be more reasonably concluded that
there is a causal relationship. This inference is thought to be valid because
other causal pathways have been allowed for and the item of interest – in
this case canvassing – is still a factor determining the outcome. This strategy
becomes more convincing if the researcher has considered in advance all
possible causes of an outcome from theory and existing empirical work,
measured and collected data on these alternative explanations and introduced
the causal propositions as independent variables in the statistical model.
Yet, it may be possible that the researcher misses an alternative explanation

or cannot accurately measure what causes the outcome, making the causal
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inference hard to support even when control variables have been used. It is
often said that the relationship is confounded or that there are confounders
in play – that is, factors that are associated with both the intervention and
the outcome being evaluated. The researcher can only guess what they are
and cannot effectively control for them. There may also be other unobserved
processes at work. Another problem is that the outcomes for individuals or
units will vary over time. Their outcomes might get worse or better in ways
that follow a natural cycle, such as finding a job, becoming healthier or the
opposite. In this case, all the program or intervention picks up is what
would have happened anyway. It does not have the counterfactual, which is
the state of affairs that would have occurred in absence of the program. In
all of these circumstances, it is important to have a method that rules out deter-
minants of an outcome other than the intervention. Randomization generates the
counterfactual of what would have happened without the intervention, such as
between canvassed and non-canvassed individuals or households, or between
unemployed people some of whom received a job training program.

The assumptions of a randomized controlled trial

Even though a trial can yield a causal inference, it can only do so if it is
implemented correctly; in particular, an experiment should be delivered in a
way that respects its assumptions. The starting point for an experiment is
that it is not possible in any one individual to observe both the intervention
or manipulation and thus the counterfactual. It is better to speak of
“potential outcomes” that represent the outcomes for an individual had
they received the treatment or control respectively. Because the counter-
factual is not directly observed, it is necessary to build in assumptions when
working out what causes the difference in outcomes between people or
units that are in the treatment and control group (Rubin 1974). It is possible
to work through these assumptions to show how a randomized controlled
trial can give a true estimate of the effect of the treatment (for summaries,
see Sekhon 2010; Deaton 2009; Gerber and Green 2012, 21–44). This
formulation is what is referred to as causal inference or Rubin’s (1974)
causal model (RCM) or the Neyman–Rubin causal model.
The key assumptions are excludability – that the randomly assigned units

only get the treatment and the control units do not – and non-interference –
that randomly assigned units do not affect each other (sometimes called the
Stable Unit Treatment Value Assumption, or SUTVA). By remembering
these assumptions, the experienced researcher knows the trial design needs
to have certain features – in particular, that random allocation should be
respected throughout the implementation process. It is possible to watch out
for whether members of the treatment and control groups make contact and
influence each other (especially if there are parts of the treatment and control
groups that are proximate to each other which allows for measurements to take
place). Every trialist should keep careful watch of the flow of subjects or
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people or areas through the experiment to ensure that there is no dropout
or attrition, and to monitor it, so they know if one of the assumptions is
broken and such data can be used to correct the results if needed.
If the basic design features are there and the protocol is followed, then

not much should go wrong. If a field experiment becomes complicated,
such as when people or units are lost to one of the intervention groups or
to the control, the problem of one-sided attrition, the formal framework of
potential outcomes can be helpful in deciding how to correct for such a
violation of the assumptions and in finding out what technique to use to
produce a valid estimate of the treatment.

An example for illustration

A lot of the above might sound rather abstract, so it is useful to talk about a
practical example from political science, although the example could easily
be from public policy. Even though there are many contexts across political
science and public policy, and different problems to solve, the basic features
of a trial usually remain the same through the creation of treatment arms by
randomization.
Gerber et al. (2009) provide a study of the media’s influence on political

behavior. Media influence has been an important debate in the study of
political behavior and is the subject of many studies using different methods,
often with inconclusive results. A field experiment is able to provide a clear
estimate of the impact of the media. In this study, carried out before the
2005 Virginia gubernatorial election in a northeastern Virginia county,
Prince William, Gerber and colleagues randomly allocated free subscriptions
of the more left-leaning paper the Washington Post and the more right-wing
Washington Times. The county was selected because it was in the circulation
area of both newspapers. The sample was selected by identifying through a
survey 3,347 people who did not have a newspaper subscription. These
people were randomized into 605 households to get the Post, 595 house-
holds to get the Times, and 904 households in the control condition. The
researchers accessed state administrative records to measure the sample’s
voter turnout for the November 2005 and 2006 elections. Using a survey,
carried out a week after the election, they found that those in the Post group
were 8 percent more likely to vote Democrat than those in the control group,
though they found a positive effect of voting Democrat for the Times even
if at a less high rate than the Post. As the authors suggest, this result might be
the impact of negative media reporting generally: getting news as a result of
reading a newspaper from any standpoint rather than a particular news-
paper’s viewpoint influencing vote intentions toward the Democrat Party.
Common in experiments, they found some null effects: there was “no effect
of receiving either paper on knowledge of political events, opinions of those
events, or on voter turnout in the 2005 gubernatorial election” (Gerber et
al. 2009: 37).
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It is also instructive to see how the researchers are careful about how
much they extrapolate from the findings: how they deal with the question
of external validity. The sample was a special population of people without
newspaper subscriptions, so the findings do not apply to those who already
subscribe to a paper. Nonetheless, because of randomization it is possible to
make the inference that for this group of people the difference in outcomes
is only attributable to getting the different newspapers because no other
explanation is possible for the difference in voting outcomes between the
two groups. Randomization is the key to making this inference.
In terms of thinking whether the assumptions behind the trial are brea-

ched, it is possible that members of the groups could have influenced each
other, perhaps if they live next door and discuss what they read. In this case,
it is unlikely as they are unlikely to be able to read each other’s newspapers.
Attrition can happen in the measurement of outcomes as people may not
reply to the survey (there was a 32 percent response rate) or move house
(unlikely in such a short period of time in the study). Moreover, 6 percent
of households in the treatment groups opted out of the free subscription.
Some addresses were not deliverable, which is another common experience
in field experiments, and there were some households who had to be
removed because they were already subscribing. These are the normal
practical features of a field experiment that need to checked up and repor-
ted, but do not affect the internal validity of the research, as they reduced
the sample size but did not introduce bias.

The practical demands of field trials

Trials as organizational tasks

The advantage of doing field experiments – providing a causal inference –
must be balanced against their costs. Getting a field experiment off the
ground is a complicated operation involving considerable ingenuity. In most
social science research projects, attention is devoted to the collection of
data, locating interviewees or data points, addressing ethical issues over the
transfer of data or in dealing with people, and then ensuring that the data
are analyzed correctly, such as with an appropriate statistical model, all of
which is complex and time-consuming. All these considerations apply to a
field experiment, but the researcher also needs to deliver an intervention or
ensure that an intervention is delivered by someone else and takes place in a
way that respects the integrity of the trial and its assumptions. As well as
measuring behavior and attitudes, researchers need to manage an interven-
tion or treatment, and then plan and monitor what happens to the partici-
pants, such as whether they drop out or make contact across the treatment
and control groups. These organizational tasks require careful attention to
detail. The units need to be randomized, and data collected from them as
they proceed from the start of the experiment to the finish. There are many
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practical tasks to be planned, such as the delivery of the treatment, and there
will be several assessments of the best ways to harness the researcher’s and
organization’s energy and resources. It is important to know in advance
what the likely costs of doing an experiment in terms of time and energy
expended are, as well as the financial resources to be consumed.

Implementing field experiments

Experiments risk failure or compromised implementation. The potential for
error often arises by having to adapt plans to fast-changing situations.
Unexpected snags crop up and Solomon-like decisions have to be made,
sometimes with a deadline of a few hours. A field experiment relies on
everything being in place at the right time and often depends on the coop-
eration of third parties. The implementation of a field experiment is a complex
and interlocking project that needs careful management and requires an
understanding of how all the different elements fit together. To make such
a venture work, the researcher needs many skills beyond an understanding
of their subject, such as the ability to persuade partners and considerable
determination. In this book, there are plenty of examples that show that
these practical considerations are important to think about, and most
researchers spend as much time on them as all other activities put together,
including project design, literature review, analysis, and writing up. If these
things are not attended to, the experiment will be delivered poorly or not at
all. All the time spent and resources dispersed would then be wasted.
Experiments need the smooth interrelationship of different processes that

work to time and in the right order. Even when an experiment is imple-
mented well in the sense that randomization took place, the interventions
were administered properly and outcomes were measured effectively, there
may be aspects of the implementation that undermine or limit the experi-
ment – for example, some people from the control group inadvertently may
have received the intervention but the senior management or researchers
did not notice. The experiment looks like it worked out fine but, in fact,
contains a hidden implementation failure. Because experiments are thought
to deliver the gold standard and are widely believed to be superior over
other research methods, policy-makers and other academics might assume
the findings from such a faulty experiment are true and may start imple-
menting the policy based on these results. This kind of implementation
wastes resources and imposes costs on the recipients of the policy or inter-
vention, as well as damages the reputation of experiments. Because of the
possibility of implementation failure, the seasoned investigator worries about
the experiment all the time and is continually on the phone, emailing and
video-conferencing to ensure the project is on track. The researcher con-
tinually believes that she or he has not thought of something and their
experiment is about to fail or will produce invalid results. The experimenter
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thinks that if something can go wrong, it will! Or, they believe they will be
hit by something totally unexpected.

The collaborative context

The importance of partnership

The reason why field experiments are often more constrained by practical
considerations than other methods is that the researcher frequently relies on
someone else to deliver the intervention. The delivery of the intervention
can be done by team of workers, but more than likely is going to depend
upon an organization, such as an association, group, or a public body, to do
it. For much of political science and certainly for public policy, public
decision-makers or policy-makers hold the key to doing experiments,
because they can vary things on the researcher’s behalf or want to test their
own policies and need researchers to help them. Political science covers the
procedures, institutions, and behaviors that allocate resources and make
authoritative decisions in a society, such as voting for incumbents, legislators
turning up to vote, and so on. Public policy is about any public decision
that affects the outcomes citizens experience and can be about the means to
ensure the effective administration of society (sometimes called public
administration). It can include topics such as the efficiency of healthcare
services, the extent to which governments can implement environmental
policies, how governments run a cost-effective tax collection system, or the
best ways to help people back into employment. In both political science and
public policy, it can be important to know what happens when those public
decisions vary, such as different campaign strategies or new ways to get
people into employment, which is different from just observing them –
hence the attraction of field experiments. In many of these cases, only
policy-makers can deliver the real-world changes needed to appraise the
research question. These trials can be called policy experiments. For political
scientists, the equivalent to the policy-makers are the politicians, members
of the interest group or political party workers, who can alter real world
conditions on behalf of the researchers, either by themselves or through the
organizations in which they are members.

The demands and needs the policy-makers

In spite of all the opportunities policy-makers offer, they also impose con-
straints that limit experiments. They can do this because researchers need
their cooperation to get a project done. This veto is formal in the sense that
experiments only takes place because a policy-maker has agreed to the
project. However, the level of commitment is also important informally,
including the motivation of senior and junior staff to implement the
experiment. The initial agreement has to do more than just passively give
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permission for the study to take place; the agency should actively support
the project throughout and ensure that it happens. The experiment may fail
if the employees of the organization do not fully buy into the project and
follow the outlined procedures of a precise design. Experiments cost the
policy-maker time and money, which may have been budgeted for by an
external grant, but often have not. Even when funds are allocated to the
delivery of an experiment, established procedures need to be changed by
inserting randomization into the administrative process, ensuring the
smooth, legal, and accurate transfer of data to third parties, briefing staff to
deliver the intervention, and confirming they follow the right protocol and
do not subvert the experiment or weaken it. Policy-makers have views
about how every aspect of an experiment should be run: which population
the sample should be drawn from; how many participants should be selec-
ted; how the randomization should be carried out; what should be included
in the treatment; what data can and cannot be collected; whether there are
ethical concerns concerning the people who get the intervention; how to
match the data to the outcomes; how to deal with attrition and follow-up;
and what can be reported and when. Policy-makers have costs to consider
and may wish to minimize disruption caused by the field experiment even
where there is a strong belief in its implementation. Policy-makers must put
a lot of effort into ensuring the intervention takes place, as a lack of com-
mitment at the top will be conveyed to staff down the line, and this lack of
enthusiasm may lead to a weakly implemented experiment.
Political concerns may arise as to what findings the experiment will pro-

duce and whether they might challenge policy-makers. Agency staff and
politicians may worry that randomization denies the treatment to clients
that might depend on the public authority. A decision to allocate by the die
may be negatively conveyed in the local media. Policy-makers might start
off enthusiastic about experiments, but over time they may become less
engaged as the initial warm glow about doing something innovative wears
off and the perceptions of the costs and inconvenience come to the fore.
Even though policy-makers may be enthusiastic about field experiments,
they are primarily managers and report to superiors or wider constituencies;
they have to give consideration to a wide range of concerns; and evaluation
is not necessarily the most important issue they have to face on a day-to-day
basis. The role of policy-makers is to balance out different considerations,
not necessarily to follow every demand and need of the researchers. In the
end, the researcher is in a weak position because the policy-maker may
abandon a field experiment without much lost. Meanwhile, the cessation of
a field experiment is very costly for researchers, equating to the end or a
blow to the project and its funder and lost opportunities for publication that
will harm the career of researchers.
There is considerable discretion from policy-makers about how to deliver

the field experiment, and a lot of complex stages need to be worked
through in a series of meetings. It is very unlikely that a simple trial design is
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implemented just as the researcher wanted it in a protocol. Even if meetings
agreeing to the trial design have taken place, new issues come up and snags
are encountered. Moreover, the researcher is often an outsider and may not
understand the policy environment or how the organization operates,
which often is highly complex and involves technical issues, the use of
information technology, personnel management, legal constraints, and contracts
with external agencies – all of which are unfamiliar to someone who spends their
time in an academic department or research institute. It is important to
observe the delivery of the experiment to see how the rules and norms of
the organization determine how a treatment is delivered – even to find out
whether it is delivered at all.

Learning from policy-makers

The outsider researcher needs to learn from policy-makers or else the field
experiment will fail. At each stage of the trial there are negotiations –
whether it is the idea of doing the trial in the first place, agreeing to the
exact design, deciding on the sample definition and size, determining the best
means of randomization, agreeing on the use of data, or outlining the write
up of the results data. Policy-makers will need to be educated into the
arcane world of trials. Often they might not understand what randomization
entails or that it is important to sometimes deny services to some clients for
a short period of time. The researcher needs to persuade policy-makers to
take note of these things, or there is a danger that lack of knowledge will
determine the fate of the trial and errors or weaknesses will ensue. Likewise,
there is often not just one policy-maker but several, reflecting different parts
of the organization, such as the senior policy-makers, those responsible for
delivery, and those in separate units responsible for data collection and
information technology management. There may be several organizations
that need to work together, such as the donor organization, the recipient
government, regional or local governments, and the delivery organization,
as well as voluntary groups.
There are many benefits to working with policy-makers as well as con-

straints. It is often the case that policy-makers are able to save a trial from
failure by thinking of a more practical way to deliver it. The practical skills
of policy-makers can help to overcome the logistical challenges of delivery.
The partnership is two-way with researchers thinking like policy-makers
and policy-makers thinking like researchers for mutual benefit. There may
be hidden opportunities for randomization that emerge from discussions and
meetings between the two.

Varieties of policy experiments

Policy experiments differ from each other. Policy-makers sometimes com-
mission experiments, so they want them to work well. A powerful external
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funder can create the incentive for the policy-maker to do the experiment.
Some of these official policy experiments are very well funded and can
build in procedures to ensure the experiment is conducted to a very high
standard. The funder can determine whether researchers can carry out
aspects of the intervention or data collection, making them less reliant on
the policy-maker or allowing them freedom to check that the intervention
is being carried out properly. Others may be based on a partnership, which
might come from the initiative of the researchers or because a particular
manager has an idea and good contacts with the researcher. When there are
fewer resources, an experiment is done quickly and without a dedicated
team, what might be called informal policy experiments or opportunistic
experiments. Opportunities for interventions arise that are quite cheap to
do. Many organizations are discovering that they can randomize easily and
with little cost. It is easy to vary randomly standard procedures, reducing the
costs of the extra treatment to research time (see Rogers 2014). Many
organizations have their own evaluators and who collect and analyze the
data. Given the need for expertise, they might commission external orga-
nizations to evaluate for them, but only pay for days needed to design the
experiment and do the analysis; everything else except for extra meetings
can be internalized, so even commissioning is cheap compared to the costs
of the intervention itself. Academics are very useful for these kinds of trials,
as they may encourage the organization to do one and then help with the
design and analysis, as it gives them access to an experiment they would not
otherwise be able to do. However, given these experiments might happen
more because of opportunity, opportunistic interventions face higher risks
than longer-term evaluations. The risk occurs because resources might not
be in place to monitor the intervention, and quick interventions might have
flaws if designed on the fly or if there is no follow-through. Because no
money changes hands and there is no formal evaluation, the policy-maker
might not commit to such an experiment. It may be harder for the
researcher to challenge policy-makers, say if she suspects the treatment has
not been delivered properly, because making such an assertion breaches the
trust and goodwill that created the collaboration in the first place. In fact,
this weakness of the control of the design need not occur, and perhaps these
informal experiments might have more value than long running evaluations.
Nimbleness and enthusiasm can pay dividends, but there are risks, too.

Political science experiments

Many political science experiments do not always require the researcher to
deal directly with policy-makers, but some of the same issues arise with
these interventions. Experimentalists still have to grapple with a lot of
practical issues that emerge from the field context and the existence of other
organizations, such as whether public authorities need to be notified, whe-
ther the research is compliant with the law, whether other interventions are
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happening at the same time, how to create a field-force that will implement
the experiment fully, and how to respond to the snags that come up and
have to be solved on a daily basis. As will be shown in Chapter 4, political
science started with experiments where they could organize mobilization
without policy-makers and other stakeholders. But as experiments have grown
more complicated, political scientists have found policy-makers or other
people in public life are needed to carry out interventions on their behalf,
whether they are political parties with partisan experiments, interest groups
for lobbying experiments, or politicians or bureaucrats for elite experiments.
If political scientists would rather deliver an intervention themselves, they

might run the risk of pretending to be the policy-maker or advocate, which
then creates legal and ethical issues about misrepresentation and taking on a
false identity. A controversy occurred when, in October 2014, researchers at
Stanford University and the University of Dartmouth sent 100,000 flyers to
Montana residents offering opinions about candidates for the Supreme Court
elections. They used the State of Montana’s official seal without consulting
the state, effectively impersonating a policy-maker by using the emblem
on the flyer (Willis 2014). Had the policy-maker agreed to the interven-
tion, then no such controversy would have arisen; but then the researchers
would have had to negotiate with the policy-maker to use the state’s seal on
their flyer, and these policy-makers would have worked to ensure their
preferences were met in the research design before agreeing to it, pushing it
back in the realm of the policy experiments discussed above.

Plan of the book

Summary of the argument

This chapter has introduced field experiments by explaining what they are
and why they reveal causal inference. It has sought to familiarize the reader
with the different aspects of a randomized experiment to convey something
about the complexity of carrying one out. Above all, it has stressed that an
experiment requires an intervention to be delivered alongside the more
familiar processes of measurement and data analysis. The intervention needs
to be fully integrated with the procedures for measurement. In some cases,
researchers carry out the intervention themselves by, for example, mailing
or telephoning voters; in other cases, in what are called policy experiments,
this burden can be borne by personnel located in an agency whose staff
members implement the intervention and collect much of the data. The
latter approach leverages the power of policy-makers to change things of
importance in politics, and the potential to change outcomes is very great –
probably more so than researchers acting on their own; but the cost of this
approach is the need to negotiate the design of the trial with policy-makers
who may limit what the researcher wants to do (though practitioners usually
help the researcher, too). These constraints, particularly those limiting
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where and on whom the trial takes place, affect the extent to which the
researchers can generalize from a trial. In addition, the delegation of
responsibilities for the intervention and measuring outcomes create the
potential for implementation slippage, threatening the integrity of an
experiment especially where monitoring is hard to do. There is a risk that
failing to implement a trial fully or practical obstacles can limit the infer-
ences that can be made from a trial or even invalidate it completely. Every
trial in public policy and political science risks failure of implementation,
and even small weaknesses can undermine an experiment. This book is an
exploration of these practical constraints on trials and a discussion of the best
ways to overcome them. The key message of this book is that it is possible
to carry out a successful trial with enough planning, forethought and vigi-
lance: the watchful researcher can implement a successful experiment. The
challenge is to build up practical knowledge about trial design, use common
sense to work out what needs to be done during the trial, and react in a
sensible way when crises arise.

General overview and background

Chapter 2 walks the reader through the ten steps needed to deliver a trial,
examining the tasks that need to be considered when designing it. These
steps are related and must interlock when planning the experiment. Chapter
3 deals with the practical issues that arise when implementing a trial and
how it often has to be modified as new information comes to light; this
consideration places further constraints on the experiments though it can
also provide extra opportunities. The chapter lists out and explains the nine
most common threats to experiments. Chapter 4 presents the whole picture,
tracing the development of field trials in political science and public policy
from the 1920s until now to give the context and direction of travel, as well
as offering a reflection on why experiments started in the fields they did and
grew in popularity in certain areas. It tries to account for why their devel-
opment in political science and public policy has been relatively slow, at first
at least. The chapter considers the argument that practical opportunities
generated the areas for expansion and that real and perceived costs have
limited the use of trials.

The case studies

The remainder of the book is a series of case studies of areas that have attracted
attention, particularly in recent years. The idea is to explore in more depth
how political scientists and policy scholars have carried out trials and used them
to advance knowledge, using the ten steps of design and the nine common
threats as guides. Each chapter has the same structure: there is a brief intro-
duction followed by an account of how a trial is carried out in a particular
field. After a short history of how trials developed in this area, the core part
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of each chapter uses examples from prominent studies to showcase each of
the ten design steps in turn. The following section has a similar approach by
taking on each of the nine threats to experiments and in using examples.
The range of topics in political science and public policy is potentially

vast, and the book focuses on those topics that have received particular
attention from experimentalists. It is not possible to cover all areas of public
policy because that would be too big a task. There is no chapter on health-
related interventions, nor one directly on education or crime. In spite of
these omissions, the hope is that the book covers enough of a variety of the
kinds of trials conducted to highlight the challenges and opportunities that
exist as well as compare the various fields of enquiry.
The sources of information for the case studies in this book are mainly

published studies and grey sources, such as official reports, that have been
read carefully for details on research design. Great care has been taken to
review the design sections, footnotes, appendices, and annexes, which are
often where information about the design and implementation of a field
experiment is contained. The idea is to give extensive detail about design
choices, and each chapter gives examples of problems researchers have faced
and solved. Many textbooks and guides tend not to give that many exam-
ples (e.g., Solomon et al. 2009; Hutchinson and Styles 2010), nor they do
not offer a large amount of detail from published studies (e.g., Glennerster
and Takavarasha 2013). Others focus on reviewing different aspects of the
method (Torgerson and Torgerson 2008) or explaining the causal reasoning
and the implementation of statistical tests (Morton and Williams 2010;
Gerber and Green 2012). In contrast, this book gives many examples where
it is possible to see the link between theory, method, and implementation.
It should be seen as a companion to the other texts, especially Gerber and
Green (2012) and Glennerster and Takavarasha (2013).
To find out more about how the trials worked in practice, interviews

with experimentalists were carried out. To respect the interviewees, this
information has mainly been used for background and to help understand
the implementation of studies. The observations made in the text are in the
main related to published studies. The interviewees were helpful in drawing
attention to particular phases of the implementation process in their studies.
The exception is where the author is talking about his own work, but even
here there has been a need to protect partners in agencies so that many of
these details have been elided too. Of course, the information used in this
book is not experimental, nor is it based on a wide-ranging survey of
researchers. It relies on the reader agreeing to or at least being provoked by
the reviews of research practice. Essentially, it is a guide and relies on the
reader finding the review and detail supplied to be plausible.
The case studies are as follows. Chapter 5 looks at a core area in political

science: the mobilization of voters to turn out at the polls or act in other
ways that are political, such as joining an interest group. Chapter 6 examines
experiments on elites, which is a more controversial policy area in political
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science that shows some of the limits of trials and their ethical constraints.
Chapter 7 takes on the field of welfare and employment, in particular wel-
fare reform, which has been an important example of policy experiments
carried out over many decades. Chapter 8 is on experiments to nudge citi-
zens – behavioral experiments that have become popular in recent years.
Chapter 9 concerns experiments in developing countries using examples
that are either political science or policy interventions and are carried out in
very different contexts than those in settled developed world contexts.
Chapter 10 pulls it all together, seeking to draw some common lessons from
these diverse trials.
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