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Field Experiments



In 2019 the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences was awarded to
Banerjee, Duflo, and Kremer ‘for their experimental approach to alleviating
global poverty’. 

... they used field experiments to find out which developmental policies
work and which do not work.  

Learn more about the work for which they received
the prize in the following (highly recommended) TED
Talk by Ester Duflo: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0zvrGiPkVcs
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 For example, they provided scientific evidence to a 
highly ideological debate on whether bednets should be
distributed in developing countries for free: 

 Some argue that giving them away for free will provide
access to bednets for more people. 

 Others argue that if they are free, people will not value them
and they will be used less (or used for other purposes, e.g. 
as fishing nets). 

 Research Design: Discount vouchers for bednets were
randomly distributed to individuals in Kenia
Offering either no discount (placebo), 20% discount, 50% discount, 100% discount, etc. 

 Results: The cheaper the bednets, the more likely it is that people will ‘purchase’
them. Plus, bednets are used with similar frequency irrespective of how much people
paid for them.
Hence, the evidence in this context seems to substantiate the position of the first bullet point. 

Field Experiments

Graph from Duflo‘s TED Talk: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0zvrGiPkVcs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0zvrGiPkVcs


What are field experiments? 

 Field experiments are ‘randomized studies that are conducted
in real-world settings’ (Gerber and Green 2012, p. 10). 

 ‘Field experiments provide a bridge between laboratory and 
naturally-occurring data in that they represent a mixture of 
control and realism’ (Levitt and List 2009, p.2)

Remember from Chapter 2: 

 Field experiments incorporate some kind of naturalness that distinguish
them from lab experiments. They take place in an everyday life
environment (i.e. a natural setting). 

 As a consequence, researchers do not have as much control over aspects
of the experiment as in the lab (i.e. over potentially confounding
variables). 

Field Experiments



 Field experiments differ according to whether... 

 the subjects taking part in the experiment are people who
would also encounter the treatment naturally

 the contexts in which the experiments are conducted
resemble the contexts which naturally confront subjects
The environment, the tasks, the treatments, and the outcomes (could) naturally

occur in the everyday life of subjects.  

 the subjects are aware that they participate in an 
experimental study

The unifying features of field experiments are that a) they involve some
kind of naturalness along one or more of these three dimensions and b) 
the researcher manipulates a variable of interest. 

Field Experiments



Friebel et al. (2019): Trust the Police? Self-Selection of Motivated Agents
into the German Police Force. 

 Standard trust game (see Chapter 3) was played with police applicants
and their outcomes were compared with other people of similar age. 

 Result: ‘police applicants [in that region in Germany] are both more 
trusting and more trustworthy [in that game situation]’

Field Experiments: Some Examples



Bouckaert and Dhaene (2004): Inter-Ethnic Trust and Reciprocity: Results
of an Experiment with Small Businessmen. 

 There is a vibrant debate on the effects of ethnic diversity for trust and
social capital.

 The Downside of Diversity: https://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/05/world/americas/05iht-
diversity.1.6986248.html

 Don‘t Blame Diversity of Distrust: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/22/opinion/sunday/dont-
blame-diversity-for-distrust.html

 The authors implemented a standard trust game with male small 
businessmen of Turkish or Belgian ethnic origin (in Belgium). 

 Result: ‘average levels of trust […] are independent of ethnic origin and, 
moreover, independent of the ethnic origin of the opposite party. ’

Field Experiments: Some Examples

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/05/world/americas/05iht-diversity.1.6986248.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/22/opinion/sunday/dont-blame-diversity-for-distrust.html


Milgram, S. et al. (1965): The Lost Letter-Technique: A Tool of Social
Research.

 The Lost Letter-Technique: Addressed letters were placed on the ground
in the public space (for example, next to a mailbox) such that they
appeared to be accidentally dropped. 

 Across different trials, the authors randomly varied the addresses (for
example, academic title/ no academic title; foreign/ native family names; 
or in this case: member of Communist/ Nazi party). 

 Results: Return rates strongly depend on characteristics of the receiver. 

Field Experiments: Some Examples



Franzen and Pointner (2013): The external validity of giving in the dictator 
game: A field experiment using the misdirected letter technique

 The authors have invited participants to a dictator game (see Chapter 3), 
recorded their addresses, and sent them letters that were obviously
misdirected containing a 10€ bill. 

 They have recorded return rates (i.e. in how many
cases was the letter forwarded to the real recipient). 

 Result: subjects who showed other-regarding behavior
in the lab returned the misdirected letters more often than 
subjects giving nothing, suggesting that in-lab behavior is 
related to behavior in the field.

Field Experiments: Some Examples



Cohn et al. (2019): Civic honesty around the globe

 The authors turned in (allegedly) lost wallets containing different 
amounts of money to private and public institutions and measured how
often recipients contacted the real owners of the wallet (i.e. were
honest).* 

 They found that in almost all countries people are
more likely to return wallets, the more money they
contain. 

Field Experiments: Some Examples

* The scope of the study is huge. They turned in more than 17.000 wallets in 40 different countries.
For newspaper coverage see, e.g.: https://www.theguardian.com/science/2019/jun/20/honesty-is-majority-policy-in-
lost-wallet-experiment

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2019/jun/20/honesty-is-majority-policy-in-lost-wallet-experiment


Field experiments on the broken window theory

 Does the social environment (or aspects of it) influence
the likelihood that we comply with social norms? 

 In Keizer et al. (2008), cyclists found flyers tied to their
handlebars and had to decide whether to throw them
away or search for a trash can (there was none in the
direct vicinity). The authors varied aspects of the
social environment (graffitis which represent a direct
norm violation). 

 Results: Without graffitis cyclists were considerably
less likely (33%) to throw the flyers on the ground than with graffitis (67 
%) indicating solid evidence in favor of the broken window theory. 

Field Experiments: Some Examples



Audit and correspondance studies: 

 are used to uncover discrimination across a wide range of areas
(housing/ rental markets, labor markets, or other economic and social
activities*, ...) using subtle manipulations of group membership. 

 Earlier studies have sent trained confederates. Nowadays, studies have
switched to online communication and email inquiries (remember
Bertrant and Mullainathan (2004) in Chapter 2). 

 The key to audit and correspondance studies is to only manipulate a 
specific characteristic** (gender, ethnicity, group membership, ...) across
confederates/ email inquiries/ CVs/ ... and then identify discrimination by
looking at the differences in the outcomes of the interaction (e.g. lower
call-back rates, higher prices offered, shorter and less friendly replies, 
...).

Field Experiments: Some Examples

* For example, when getting a mortgage, bargaining for a car, in online economic transactions, or the sharing economy. 
** Or more than one characteric, if exploring interaction effects. 



In general, we can distinguish three types of field experiments (based on 
the three dimension on slide 5): 

 Artefactual Field Experiments

 Framed Field Experiments

 Natural Field Experiments

As you see in the chart, field experiments fill the gap between lab 
experiments and the analysis of naturally occurring data 

Types of Field Experiments

Levitt and List (2009, p.2)



Characteristics

 Lab experiment with field subjects (i.e. not students)

 Context is like in the lab (e.g. a standard dictator game)

 Subjects are aware that they are taking part in an experiment

Friebel et al. (2019) and Bouckaert and Dhaene (2004) were examples of
artefactual field experiments. 

Artefactual Field Experiments



Characteristics

 Experiment with field subjects 

 Context, treatment and/or outcomes are natural

 Subjects are aware that they are taking part in an 
experiment

Alpizaret al. (2011) on decisions and coordination of coffee 
farmers under risk and uncertainty

 The researchers invited coffee farmers in Costa Rica to an 
experiment; farmers had to make investment decisions about 
how to adapt to different risky climate change scenarios; context 
and numbers presented were in line with reality; farmers received 
money according to their decisions

 Subjects are real farmers; contexts and treatment are realistic 
situations and adaption decisions; outcomes are not real

Framed Field Experiments



Characteristics

 Experiments with field subjects

 Context is a naturally occurring environment

 Subjects are not aware that they are taking part in an experiment

Refer to the lecture slides of Chapter 4 for a natural field experiment on 
altruism by Winking and Mizer (2013). 

Natural Field Experiments



Types of Field Experiments



The table shows: 

A trade-off between control and naturalness:

 The ‘naturalness’ of the experiment increases from left to right

 The researcher’s control over the experimental variables decreases from 
left to right
Note: This is rather a rule of thumb. Since it depends on the concrete research design, there 
might be studies that bring both up to a very high level (or both to a very low level).

We already encountered this trade-off across types of experiments (lab, 
field, natural) in Chapter 2. 
Here we can see the trade-off matters within types of field experiments
(artifical, framed, natural). 

Types of Field Experiments



Advantages 

 In general, field experiments have a higher external validity
than laboratory experiments. 
Due to their higher naturalism and their relation to the ‘real world’ of subjects, 
treatments, etc. In fact, they account for many of the points of criticism you found 
in the final slides of the last chapter. 

 At the same time, the treatment is still under the control of 
the researcher
Offering a better chance to identify causal factors than in purely observational studies

 For natural field experiments: since participants are not aware that they 
are being monitored, the results are free of experimenter demand 
effects.
These occur if subjects know (or assume) that they are part of an experiment and therefore 
behave differently, e.g. by feeling social desirability, or due to being monitored, …

Advantages and Limitations*

* Obviously, not all advantages and limitations apply equally to all types of field experiments (as well as all field
experimental research designs). 



Limitations and Problems

 The increase in naturalness comes at a loss of control
(Unobserved) confounding variables might shape the results in a 
systematic manner.

 Spillover Effects: In the field, the treatment might
spill-over to the control group
Imagine a field experiment exploring the effect of a fountain on economic
output in small villages in developing countries. As part of a research design, 
the researchers randomly select villages to construct fountains. A spillover effect
occurs, if the people from the untreated villages get the water from the treated villages (and hence when
comparing the control and treatment villages, we underestimate the real effect of a fountain on economic
output). Another example from your first assignment: If someone taking the tutorial starts studying with
someone from the control group (hence the knowledge from the tutorial ‚spills-over‘ to the control group). 

 Substitution bias: Untreated subjects might look for similar treatments
The students not making it into the tutorial might compensate by signing up to a (costly) online course. 
This reduces the observed effect of the tutorial and we might actually underestimate its effectiveness. 

Advantages and Limitations



Limitations and Problems

 The ‘straw fire effect‘: An intervention might work only in the short
run, but over time the difference between treatment and control
recedes.* Therefore, it is also important at what time you observe the
outcome variable. 
Imagine the villagers are very enthusiastic about their fountain and start to use the water 
extensively. But, after some time – and possibly due to a lack of knowledge about how to 
maintain/repair the fountain – the fountain runs dry. Two research teams measuring 
economic output 1 month or 1 year after the construction of the fountain might come to 
very different conclusions about its effectiveness. 

 Black box causality: Researcher might be able to measure 
the results, but can often not observe the process that led to 
these results.
Thus, theoretical explanations of the underlying mechanism(s) are needed and not always
straight forward. Two distinct theories could explain the same observation.

Advantages and Limitations

* It could also be the other way around, i.e. the effect of the treatment is only apparent after some time and
measurements which are taken too early might overlook this effect. 



Limitations and Problems

 Failure to treat: Subjects in field experiments might reject to be treated 
or change their mind after the experiment began and drop out.
Researchers might calculate an ‘average complier effect’ instead of an ‘average treatment 
effect’. It gets problematic if the treatment failure is systematic i.e. when only certain 
subjects reject the treatment or if subjects might drop out because of the treatment itself. 

 Ethical concerns*: Is it acceptable to conduct a study without
the consent of participants (for natural field experiments)? 
Is it ethical to treat people differently? (This question is 
particularly important in political and health contexts.)
The latter question is also relevant for field experiments in developmental 
economics. Is it ethical to make some people pay for bednets, while giving 
them away for free to others? Is it ethical to build a fountain in one village, 
but not the other? All these measures could create tensions within the 
country researched… 

Advantages and Limitations

* We have already discussed the ethical concerns of Milgram‘s famous experiment in Chapter 2. 
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