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Editorial

An introduction to field experiments in economics

1. Introduction

The major empirical challenge for economists is going beyond correlational analysis to provide insights on causation.
While economics has been served well by using precise models and econometric techniques for answering causal questions
using variations in naturally occurring data, an important recent development to provide insights on causation is the expand-
ing use of controlled laboratory experimentation. Under this approach, identification of causation is typically achieved via
randomization. In this manner, randomization is an instrumental variable that is exogenous by definition.

Perhaps this is the reason why the experimental method has gained momentum within economics over the past several
decades. Holt (2005) documents that experimental economics is a “boom industry,” showing that publications using the
methodology were almost non-existent until the mid-1960s and surpassed 50 annually for the first time in 1982; by 1998
there were more than 200 experimental papers published per year. Using a slightly different approach to summing such
publications, I constructed Fig. 1, which tells a similar story but extends the time-frame and focuses on a different journal
classification scheme.

To complement lab and naturally occurring data, the past decade has witnessed a significant surge in studies that gather
data via field experiments. Such experiments are a useful marriage between laboratory and naturally occurring data in that
they represent a mixture of control and realism not usually achieved in the lab or with naturally occurring data. In this regard,
field experiments represent a useful bridge between data gathered in the lab and uncontrolled field data, permitting the
analyst to address questions that heretofore were quite difficult to answer.

In the next Section, I detail the various types of field experiments and summarize the contents of this special issue on
field experiments. Section 3 concludes.

2. Types of field experiments

Three main types of field experiments have emerged in the past decade within economics: artefactual, framed, and
natural field experiments (see Harrison and List, 2004). Fig. 2 highlights these field experiment types and how they bridge
lab experiments and some popular econometric techniques used to model naturally occurring data.

Starting at the left portion of Fig. 2, I present artefactual field experiments, which share many of the qualities of con-
ventional lab experiments, but use a subject pool from the population of interest. This special issue on field experiments
contains several excellent examples of how one might use artefactual field experiments to lend insights into important eco-
nomic phenomena. Two studies that focus on measuring risk preferences, Masclet et al. and Harrison et al., showcase this
particular methodology in a clever manner.

In Masclet et al., the authors make use of a multiple price listing approach to explore subjects’ propensity to take on risk.
The subject pool varies from students to salaried workers to the self-employed. Treatment variations include a comparison
across individual choices and group choices, where subjects are in anonymous groups of three, and a unanimous decision
rule determined which lotteries were chosen. Empirical results suggest that groups choose the safer options more often
than individuals and that socio-demographic variables are quite important in predicting risk attitudes. For example, those
who are self-employed tend to be less risk averse than others. Whether such relationships are due to treatment or selection
effects is difficult to address, but the correlations brought to the fore are interesting in their own right.

In Harrison et al., the authors use a similar experimental approach both to measure the risk preferences of a representative
sample of Danish citizens and to explore whether randomization bias affects inference drawn. Randomization bias is a
situation wherein the experimental sample is different from the population of interest because of randomization. For instance,
it is commonly known in the field of clinical drug trials that persuading patients to participate in randomized studies
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Fig. 1. Growth in the experimental method. Note: Figure only includes experimental publications in the top 15 economic journals, as defined by Kalaitzidakis
et al. (2003).

is much harder than persuading them to participate in non-randomized studies. To my knowledge, Harrison et al. is the
first experiment to explore this important issue in economic games. Amongst a slew of findings, they report that (p. 1),
“randomization bias is not a major empirical problem for field experiments of the kind we conducted.”

Of course, artefactual field experiments are not restricted to tests within the realm of risky decision making. The novel
work of Burks et al. and Cummings et al. represent key examples. In Burks et al., the authors examine the behavior of
students and bicycle messengers from Switzerland and the U.S. in sequential prisoner dilemma games. The differences in
subject groups are important because in some cases they receive performance pay in the workplace and in others they receive
fixed wages. A key insight gained in the experiment is that messengers at firms that pay for performance are less cooperative
than those messengers who are paid at an hourly rate. Ancillary evidence suggests that this is due more to treatment than
selection. A further result is that messengers act in a manner that is more cooperative than students. This type of result has
become a “stylized” one in this literature (see List, 2004a; Carpenter et al., 2005, 2008; Holm and Nystedt, 2005; Bellemare
and Shearer, 2007; Sutter, 2007; Sutter and Kocher, 2007; Gächter and Herrmann, 2007; Güth et al., 2007).

Cummings et al. (2009) tackle a much different question when they run an artefactual field experiment in Botswana and
South Africa to explore what factors influence tax compliance. The major underlying premise of the paper is that cross-
country differences in government institutions and citizens’ faith in such institutions influence tax morale and compliance
levels. Consonant with this hypothesis, the authors report that citizens of Botswana are more tax compliant than citizens
in South Africa, independent of the experimental parameters. I interpret these results as potentially providing insights into
the underlying sources of tax compliance differences. Clearly these are suggestive results, and care should be taken when
making inference from the data patterns observed because several important factors vary across the two societies. However,
the study provides important insights, and points scholars to fertile areas for future research.

Moving closer (on some dimensions) to how naturally occurring data are generated, Fig. 2 highlights “framed field experi-
ments,” which are the same as an artefactual field experiment except that they incorporate important elements of the context
of the naturally occurring environment with respect to the commodity, task, stakes, and information set of the subjects. It
is important to note that framed field experiments, like lab experiments and artefactual field experiments, are conducted
in a manner that ensures subjects understand that they are taking part in an experiment with their behavior subsequently

Fig. 2. A field experiment bridge.
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recorded and scrutinized. This type of experiment is important in the sense that a myriad of factors might influence behav-
ior, and by progressing slowly toward the environment of ultimate interest one learns about whether, and to what extent,
such factors influence behavior. Framed field experiments are a cousin of the social experiments of the 20th century, which
included government agencys’ attempts to evaluate programs by deliberate variations in agency policies. Such large-scale
social experiments included employment programs, electricity pricing, and housing allowances (see Levitt and List, 2008 for
further discussion).

One recent innovative framed field experiment is published in this special issue: Velez et al. In this thoughtful piece,
the authors examine behavior of agents from multiple sites in Colombia. The authors have a large lot of such agents play
a common pool resource game. The agents have extensive experience fishing and drawing down a renewable resource
in their domains of expertise, lending the study a degree of naturalness afforded by framed field experiments. The study
further separates itself by its ability to test alternative models of individual behavior, taking advantage of exactly the control
that the experimental method provides. In the end, across all three regions a model that balances pure self-interest with
a preference for conformity describes decisions on average. Other popular models are found to be inconsistent with the
received experimental data.

Finally, the “last frontier” of field experiments is denoted a natural field experiment in Fig. 2. Natural field experiments are
those experiments completed in situations where the environment is such that the subjects naturally undertake these tasks
and where the subjects do not know that they are participants in an experiment. Therefore, they neither know that they are
being randomized into treatment nor that their behavior is subsequently scrutinized. Such an exercise is important in that it
represents an approach that combines the most attractive elements of the lab and naturally occurring data: randomization
and realism. In addition, it is difficult for people to respond to treatments they do not necessarily know are unusual, and of
course they cannot excuse themselves from being treated (for effects of such factors see Levitt and List, 2007). Hence, many
of the limitations ascribed to the other approaches above are not an issue when making inference from data generated by
natural field experiments.

This special issue on field experiments contains two thoughtful natural field experiments: Gächter et al. and Lahey and
Beasley. In Gächter et al., the authors examine whether economists are susceptible to framing effects. Using an ingenious
design that took advantage of an opportunity that the authors had as conference organizers, they randomized subjects into
a positive frame (discount for early registration) or a negative frame (penalty for late registration). In aggregate, it is difficult
to find an effect of the framing manipulation, but when the authors parse the data by experience in the profession, they find
that junior economists are quite susceptible to the frame whereas the senior economists are not. This result has important
implications in both a positive and normative sense, and is consonant with insights gained from the field experiments
reported in List (2003, 2004c).

Lahey and Beasley provide a nice example of how a natural field experiment can be used to explore issues associated
with discrimination. They begin with a methodological discussion of the traditional audit approach and demonstrate their
proposed methodology by generating a small dataset that explores age discrimination. In the study, they match 35-year-olds
with 62-year-olds and send resumes to firms in Boston, MA. They report that the template computerization of a resume can
efficiently increase sample size. Further, they find some evidence that younger applicants are more likely to be called back
for an interview than are older applicants. This result is important in its own right, and the next step in this research agenda
is to understand the nature of such discrimination.

3. Epilogue

While the use of field experiments has increased rapidly in the past decade, each of the approaches in Fig. 2 has important
strengths and limitations. The various empirical approaches should be thought of as strong complements—much like theory
and empiricism, and combining insights gained from each of the methodologies will permit scholars to develop a deeper
understanding of social science. This special issue does not contain studies that combine data across the field experimental
bridge in Fig. 2, but some have surfaced recently. For example, related to the natural field experiment of Lahey and Beasley, I
present a series of field experiments in List (2004b), from artefactual to framed to natural, in an actual marketplace to provide
an empirical framework for disentangling the major theories of discrimination: animus and statistical discrimination.

In closing, I would like to thank the anonymous referees for their insightful comments. While they are rarely recognized
properly, they performed remarkably well, helping me choose the best manuscripts; hence, thanks! Clearly, the manuscripts
in this special issue highlight that field experiments take many shapes and forms, and all might not fit neatly into the
guideposts in Fig. 2. However, I hope that these guideposts permit a more informative discussion of how field experiments
can be used to yield a deeper understanding of economic science. I trust that the papers in this special issue will play a role
in this regard as well.
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