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The Social Science Laboratory

Sources: https://www.frankfurt-school.de/en/home/research/centres/experimentallab
https://www.lineex.es/en/experimental-research-services/

https://www.frankfurt-school.de/en/home/research/centres/experimentallab
https://www.lineex.es/en/experimental-research-services/


There are two main paradigms for conducting laboratory experiments in 
the social sciences*:

Laboratory Experiments

* Of course, lab experiments are also used in political science, sociology, anthropolgy, etc. 
Experiments in these disciplines tend to selectively adopt elements of both traditions. 

Psychological Experiments

• Use deception

• Realistic and concrete decision

scenarios

• Flat monetary remuneration for

participants

Economic Experiments 

• No deception

• Neutral and abstract decision

scenarios

• Payment depends on the decisions

in the experiment



 In the psychological research tradition, experimenters sometimes intentionally
lie about the rules and the procedures of the experiment. 
See the volunteer‘s dilemma or Milgram‘s experiment in earlier chapters of the course. 

 Economists hesitate to provide instructions that are either explicitly dishonest
or actively misleading. 
This is only partly due to ethical reasons, it is mostly due practical ones: 
„If [participants] believe [that they are intentionally deceived], we have lost control. It is for this 
reason that modern experimental economists have been carefully nurturing a reputation for 
absolute honesty in all their experiments... (I)f the data are to be valid. Honesty in procedures is 
absolutely crucial. Any deception can be discovered and contaminate a subject pool not only for 
the experimenter but for others.” (Ledyard 1995, p. 134; edited by GK)

Laboratory Experiments

Psychological Experiments

• Use deception

Economic Experiments 

• No deception



 Economists (partly) use experiments to test game theoretical models. An 
important assumption in these models is common knowledge of the essential 
features of a game. The belief that subjects are being lied to would ruin this
assumption.* 

 In response, psychologists claim that some research questions simply cannot
be studied without (at least partly) deceiving subjects. 
E.g. behavior in the volunteer‘s dilemma would have been different, had subjects not known that
the epileptic seizure was actually fake. 

Laboratory Experiments

* There is some discretionary leeway regarding the information that is withheld from participants. 
For some, there is a world of difference between not telling things and telling the wrong things. 

Psychological Experiments

• Use deception

Economic Experiments 

• No deception



 Note: The frequent use of deception (partly) explains extremly low replication
rates in psychological experiments. After all, if subjects learn that they were
deceived, they would surely adapt their behavior next time they participate in 
an experiment. 
Imagine you were to take part in the Milgram study now that you have already learned about its
purpose and its findings. Surely, we would be unable to replicate Milgram‘s finding, but does that
mean that his initial study was of poor quality? 

Laboratory Experiments

Psychological Experiments

• Use deception

Economic Experiments 

• No deception



Laboratory Experiments

 In the psychological research tradition, experimental scenarios are described
in contextually rich details and participants act in realistic social roles (as
worker, voter, firm, …).
The experimental situation is supposed to be similar to the situations participants
encounter outside of the laboratory. 

 Economics provide stylized instructions. The roles assigned to and the
decisions available to participants are framed in neutral terminology with
minimum emotional and moral connotations. 
For example, instead of buyer and seller, subjects would be called Player 1 and Player 2; 
instead of cooperate or defect, subjects can decide to choose Option 1 or Option 2. The 
underlying rationale is that calling a decision cooperate already affects how subjects think
about it. 

Psychological Experiments

• Realistic and concrete decision

scenarios

Economic Experiments 

• Neutral and abstract decision

scenarios



Laboratory Experiments

 Economic experimenters tend to think that „neutral“ language offers a higher
degree of generalizability. 
This is in line with the idea of a universal model of man in economic theory, which can be applied

across different contexts.

 By contrast, a lack of context may mean that there is no real situation to
which the experimental scenario can be plausibly translated. 
Psychologists contend that realistic framings provide guidance to participants. In addition, 
framing effects are often the very subject of psychological research, which employs an image of

man as a fragmented and switching between behavioral patterns depending on the situation.

Psychological Experiments

• Realistic and concrete decision

scenarios

Economic Experiments 

• Neutral and abstract decision

scenarios



 In the psychological research tradition, participants receive flat payments for
participation (e.g. 10 € per hour).
In psychology, students are sometimes rewarded with ECTS for their participation.

 In economics, subjects are compensated accordingt to their own decisions and 
the decisions of their interaction partners (and a dose of luck). 

Laboratory Experiments

Psychological Experiments

• Flat monetary remuneration for

participants

Economic Experiments 

• Payment depends on the decisions

in the experiment



 In economics, the underlying assumption is that if decisions are connected to
payments, participants will invest more thought and time in each decision.
If they get paid depending on your choice, people are less likely to skim the tasks and reply
randomly. As a consequence, there is less noise in their responses). You can often hear
economists say that the use of money makes choices ‚actual‘ instead of ‚hypothetical‘ (meaning
that participants can then use the money also beyond the laboratory and hence the task has real 
life implications).

 However, not all relevant quantities of interest can be monetized (e.g. political
attitudes)
Furthermore, under some conditions money is known to undermine (or crowd-out) the instrinsic
motivations that a researcher might want to study.

Laboratory Experiments

Psychological Experiments

• Flat monetary remuneration for

participants

Economic Experiments 

• Payment depends on the decisions

in the experiment



1. The Dictator Game

Two participants are randomly and anonymously paired. Their identities are not 
revealed to other participants and the experimenters. 

One of the two is randomly assigned to the role dictator, the other one is the
receiver. 

The dictator gets 10€ as endowment and decides how to split the 10€ between
himself and the receiver. The receiver can only observe the dictator‘s offer
passively. 

The dictator earns 10€ minus the money sent to the receiver. The receiver earns
only the money received from the dictator. 

Three Popular Economic Lab Experiments



1. The Dictator Game

Economic theory would predict that the dictator keeps everything (sends 0€). 
Derivations from this prediction are said to be an indication for altruism
(remember the discussion in the lecture, Chapter 4). 

How do people behave: The average offer is 2.8 €. Only 36 percent of the
subjects behaved exactly as predicted by economic theory. 

Three Popular Economic Lab Experiments

Engel 2011



2. The Ultimatum Game

Again, two participants are randomly paired.

One of the two is randomly assigned to the role proposer, 
the other one is the responder.

The proposer gets 10€ as endowment and decides how to
split the 10 € between himself and the responder. Now the
responder can either accept or reject the proposer‘s split. 

If the responder accepts, the 10€ are divided according to
the proposer‘s offer. If the responder rejects, both earn 0€. 

Three Popular Economic Lab Experiments



2. The Ultimatum Game

Economic theory would predict that responders accept any offer that
exceeds 0€ (accepting makes them better off than rejecting for any
positive offer). 

Anticipating the responder‘s behavior, the proposer will make the
smallest offer possible (e.g. 1€ if offers are made in integers). 

How do people behave: The average offer is around 4.1€. 

The game is said to elicit fairness, as we regularly observe offers
larger than 1 € being rejected because they are thought to be unfair. 
Anticipating that responders have a sense for fairness, the initial 
offers are already considerably higher than in the dictator game. 

Three Popular Economic Lab Experiments

https://voxeu.org/article/mainstreaming-
behavioural-economics

https://voxeu.org/article/mainstreaming-behavioural-economics


3. The Trust Game

Again, two individuals are randomly paired and both
receive an initial endowment. 

Player 1 decides how much of her endowment she wants
to send to Player 2. This amount is tripled by the
experimenter. 

After receiving this tripled amount, Player 2 can send 
some of this money back to Player 1. 

The amount of money sent to P2 is a measure of the trust
that P1 places in P2. P1 makes herself vulnerable by
placing resources at the disposal of player 2 based on the
belief that P2 will reward P1‘s trust. 

Three Popular Economic Lab Experiments

https://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Bestia
ry_of_Behavioral_Economics/Trust_
Game

https://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Bestiary_of_Behavioral_Economics/Trust_Game


3. The Trust Game

According to economic theory, P2 has no reason to send 
money back to P1 and – as P1 anticipates this – P1 will 
send nothing. 

How do real people behave: Again, there are numerous
participants in the role of P1 (trustor) and P2 (trustee) 
who send and return positive amounts. 

Note: The trust game resembles the asynchronous version
of the more popular prisoner‘s dilemma. You can find a 
very nice animation of trust in the prisoner‘s dilemma
here: https://ncase.me/trust/

Three Popular Economic Lab Experiments

Johnson & Mislin 2011

https://ncase.me/trust/


 Participants are restricted to students.
Studies addressing questions of whether students are representative of a wider population usually find 
mixed evidence. Whether population validity is an issue depends on the behavioral pattern of interest. 

 The stakes are too small.
Of course, behavior changes if more than 10€ are at stake. Nevertheless, studies conducted in Indonesia 
found that responders even reject offers of up to three times their monthly wage if they consider the split
unfair.

 Where do endowments come from? 
Giving 10€ to a person as manna from heaven might seem unrealistic, considering that in our society
people (ideally) have to work to receive money. In studies that let dictators engage in simple work tasks
before they receive 10€, altruism declines because dictators feel entitled to a larger share the pie. 

 Use of money
If altruism and fairness documented when playing for money generalizes to altruism and fairness with
regard to other resources might be questioned. Some studies have explored the effect of using other
currencies (cigarettes, time, food items,…), again with mixed findings. 

 These concerns address aspects of external validity. They could be resolved
by conducting a study with the respective treatment variations (higher stakes, 
different samples, other resources). 

Criticism of Economic Lab Experiments



 Experimenter demand effects

Participants start to wonder about the intentions of the experimenter and may either act to fulfill
these expectations or (if frustrated) to dash these expectations. Also refer to Chapter 2 of this
module. 

 Anonymity

Standard protocols are usually completely anonymized. Nevertheless, participants might assume
that one way or another, the experimenter observe or infer their actions. Already subtle cues
about being observed (such as an image of observing eyes fixed to the monitor) has been found
to change behavior. 

 These concerns address aspects of external validity. They can rarely be
resolved by conducting a study in the laboratory. They need to be
addressed in field experiments, where participants are unaware that they
are part of a study.
You have already learned about one field experiment on altruism in the lecture. 

Criticism of Economic Lab Experiments



 The scenarios are simplistic, unrealistic, and artificial.

 However, simplification is usually necessary and often regarded as a virtue.

 Whether realism is important depends on the purpose of an experiment. Is it
about testing a theory or about decipting naturally occuring processes?

 The purpose of an experiment is rarely to simulate the complexity of the real 
world. The question should thus be whether those factors that are
considered as relevant are successfully integrated into a laboratory setting. 

 These concerns address aspects of ecological validity. They are usually

conceptional and cannot be resolved by empirical research. What makes
the experimental context (dis)similar to the real-life context of interest?*

Criticism of Economic Lab Experiments



 There are two main paradigms for conducting laboratory experiments in 
the social sciences. The differ with regard to protocols, techniques, 
instruments, practices, etc.

 In economics, laboratory experiments have documented deviations from 
the homo oeconomicus model in terms of altruism, fairness, and trust 
(among many other things).

 There are various limitations and objections to the use of laboratory 
experiments. 

Conclusion
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