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Political science experiments are often hailed for their simplicity. But problems in the
execution of experiments are common. And even in the absence of problems, design and
analysis of experiments are often more complicated than textbook examples suggest. This
course focuses on how to design and analyze experiments in light of common problems and
challenges to inference. Particular topics include inattentive subjects, failures to treat subjects
and other forms of noncompliance, the challenge of analyzing individual-level outcomes when
randomization has been done at the group level, and the use of experiments to study causal
mechanisms. We will also have some discussion of the state of the field and the directions in
which it is likely to head. Examples will be drawn from areas throughout political science, with
a particular focus on political psychology.

There are no prerequisites. That said, prior experience conducting experiments will
help, as will a little prior work in statistics. I will use simple statistical language to elaborate
many of the ideas in the course.

One book is required:

Gerber, Alan S., and Donald P. Green. 2012. Field Experiments:
Design, Analysis, and Interpretation. New York: W.W. Norton.

This course is not strictly about field experiments, but most of the ideas in Field Experiments
apply to other kinds of studies as well.

Another book is recommended but not required:

Angrist, Joshua D., and Jörn-Steffen Pischke. 2009. Mostly
Harmless Econometrics: An Empiricist’s Companion. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

This book is not about experiments, but it is a very useful guide to some related topics.
Throughout, the authors use the potential-outcomes notation that I will use during this course.
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I recommend that you not read Mostly Harmless Econometrics on a Kindle: numerous
people have reported problems with the rendering of the math on the Kindle. On the other
hand, Angrist says that there are no problems reading the Kindle version of the book on other
devices.

Tuesday Sep. 18, Morning Session: The Logic of Experiments
To ensure that all students share a set of premises, I begin with a set of basic ideas about how
experiments work and why they should be used. As I describe these ideas, I will introduce a
system of notation and a vocabulary that I will use throughout the workshop. Even if students
are familiar with the ideas, the notation and vocabulary that I use may differ from that which
they have used in the past.

If time permits, we will end this session by delving into one of the biggest methodological
difficulties in experimental research: the failure or refusal of subjects to adhere to experimental
protocol.

Required reading:

• Angrist and Pischke (2009, chs. 1-2). http://bullock.research.yale.edu/readings/Mostly_
chs1-2.pdf.

• Gerber and Green (2012, ch. 2).

Recommended reading:

• Freedman (2005, ch. 1). http://bullock.research.yale.edu/readings/Freedman_ch1.pdf. A
gentle introduction to the logic of experiments.

Tuesday Sep. 18, Afternoon Session: Noncompliance; The Present
and Future of Political Science Experiments
This session will start with a description of ways to cope with noncompliance, i.e., the failure
or refusal of subjects to adhere to experimental protocol.

The session will continue with a broad discussion of the state of experiments in political
science and the way in which experimentation is likely to change in the next decade. The main
themes are the rise of field experiments and the potential decline of survey experiments.

Time permitting, we will close with a discussion of criticisms of political science
experiments. These criticisms include the unrepresentativeness of subjects, publication bias,
absence of replication efforts, difficulties associated with replication, a focus on short-lived
effects, an absence of attention to behavioral outcomes, and the notion that experiments cannot
be used to study the most important political problems.

http://www.mostlyharmlesseconometrics.com/2010/09/kindle-kaos/
http://bullock.research.yale.edu/readings/Mostly_chs1-2.pdf
http://bullock.research.yale.edu/readings/Mostly_chs1-2.pdf
http://bullock.research.yale.edu/readings/Freedman_ch1.pdf


Experimental Methods: Syllabus / 3
September 4, 2012 (1:10am)

Required reading:

• Gerber and Green (2012, chs. 5-6).

Recommended reading:

• Angrist, Joshua D. 2006. “Instrumental Variables Methods in Experimental Criminological
Research: What, Why, and How.’’ Journal of Experimental Criminology 2: 23-44.

• Angrist, Joshua D., Guido W. Imbens, and Donald B. Rubin. 1996. “Identification of
Causal Effects Using Instrumental Variables.’’ Journal of the American Statistical
Association 91 (June): 444-55. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2291629.

• Sovey, Allison J., and Donald P. Green. 2011. “Instrumental Variables Estimation
in Political Science: A Readers’ Guide.’’ American Journal of Political Science 55
(January): 188-200.

Wednesday Sep. 19, Morning Session: Mediation Analysis
Mediation analysis is the effort to understand the mechanisms through which some variables
affect others. It is ubiquitous in social psychology and increasingly common in political
science. But social scientists typically draw inferences about mediation without manipulating
mediators, and their analyses are likely to be biased. Recognizing the problem, social scientists
are gradually turning to methods that involve experimental manipulation of mediators. This
is a step in the right direction, but experiments have little-appreciated limitations of their own.
I will describe these limitations and argue that inference about mediation is fundamentally
difficult—more difficult than inference about treatment effects. I will conclude with advice for
the study of mechanisms in light of the challenges that I’ve described.

Required reading:

• Bullock, John G., and Shang E. Ha. 2010. “Mediation Analysis Is Harder than It Looks.’’
In Cambridge Handbook of Experimental Political Science, ed. James N. Druckman,
Donald P. Green, James H. Kuklinski, and Arthur Lupia. Cambridge University Press.
http://bullock.research.yale.edu/papers/Bullock_Mediation_2011.pdf.

• Gerber and Green (2012, ch. 10).

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2291629
http://bullock.research.yale.edu/papers/Bullock_Mediation_2011.pdf
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Recommended reading:

• Green, Donald P., Shang E. Ha, and John G. Bullock. 2010. “Enough Already about
‘Black Box’ Experiments: Studying Mediation Is More Difficult than Most Scholars
Suppose.’’ Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 628:
200-08.

http://ann.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/628/1/200. A gentle introduction to the
topic.

• Bullock, John G., Donald P. Green, and Shang E. Ha. 2010. “Yes, But What’s the
Mechanism? (Don’t Expect an Easy Answer).’’ Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 98 (April): 550-58. http://bullock.research.yale.edu/mediation.

• Imai, Kosuke, Dustin Tingley, and Teppei Yamamoto. N.d. “Experimental Designs for
Identifying Causal Mechanisms.’’ Forthcoming in Journal of the Royal Statistical Society,
Series A.

Wednesday Sep. 19, Afternoon Session: Student Presentations

Thursday Sep. 20, Afternoon Session: Improving Political Science
Experiments
The quality of political science experiments has never been higher. Even so, much can be
done to improve on the status quo. Some of these improvements can be made by individual
experimenters; others must be implemented by journals and other professional institutions.
Some are methodological (cluster your standard errors; use blocking when appropriate),
while others require a more general shift in focus (think about the equilibrium effects of
interventions; consider combining experiments with structural estimation).

There is no required reading for this session.

Recommended reading:

• Wicherts, Jelte M., Denny Borsboom, Justih Kats, and Dylan Molenaar. 2006. “The Poor
Availability of Psychological Research Data for Reanalysis.’’ American Psychologist:
726-8. http://wicherts.socsci.uva.nl/datasharing.pdf.

• Wicherts, Jelte M., and Marjan Bakker. 2009. “The Poor Availability of Research Data
for Reanalysis Has Just Become Much Poorer.’’ http://wicherts.socsci.uva.nl/APA02.pdf.

http://ann.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/628/1/200
http://bullock.research.yale.edu/mediation
http://wicherts.socsci.uva.nl/datasharing.pdf
http://wicherts.socsci.uva.nl/APA02.pdf
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• Gerber, Alan S., and Donald P. Green. 2012. Field Experiments: Design, Analysis, and
Interpretation. New York: W.W. Norton. Pages 66-86.

• Angrist, Joshua D., and Jörn-Steffen Pischke. 2009. Mostly Harmless Econometrics: An
Empiricist’s Companion. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. Chapter 8.

Thursday Sep. 20, Afternoon Session: Student Presentations
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