
1.
EXPERIMENTS IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

This book presents a research based on three original laboratory experiments
and follows a standard approach to the research of political source cues. In this
chapter, the reasons for the choice of laboratory experiments as the main method
of the following research on source cues are discussed. Experimentation has
proven to be a useful tool in the quest for better and more detailed knowledge
of various phenomena in both the political and psychological fields. However,
there have been some concerns about suitability of the method itself in social
sciences, as well as particular aspects of an experimental approach. I address
these concerns in order to explain the usefulness of the method, particularly for
topics like source cue effects. As the research of this book consists of laboratory
experiments using university students as experimental subjects, the
methodological discussion is limited primarily to application of laboratory
experiments. Other experimental techniques, which differ mainly in the type of
location – either survey experiments or field experiments – evince their own
specific features, which cannot be discussed within the scope of this text.

Experiments are a convenient method to test hypotheses about influences
on attitudes, even though some of the key studies dealing with elite influence
on public opinion and citizens’ attitudes are based strictly on observational data.
Most notably, the notion of partisan influence on issue perception was first
elaborated by the authors of The American Voter, who based their assumptions
solely on observational data and proposed that when voters are aware of party
issue positions they are likely to “espouse the goals urged by their party
leadership” (Campbell et al. 1960: 186). Further, Zaller’s seminal work on the
origins of public opinion demonstrated how public opinion is moved by the
changes in public discourse about political issues based on traditional
observational data. For example, based on findings from the American National
Election Studies by researchers at the University of Michigan, he demonstrated
how the shifts in attitudes of citizens towards the Vietnam War occurred. He
argues that the public support or opposition towards the war derived from
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several factors, such as the rapid change of liberal opinion leaders on the issue
and changes in the intensity of the dominant message, as well as changes in the
intensity of the countervailing message over time, and an overall change of the
character of the issue from a mainstream to polarizing issue (Zaller 1992). Jacoby
(1988) even used ANES data from 1980 to directly address the role of party cues
and their influence on policy attitudes of the citizens. He identified clear
covariance between citizens’ party issue position and their own positions on the
same issues. His results show that the perception of party positions influence
public opinion and not the other way round. However, most of the available
research on the topic of cue taking actually relies on experimental methods.

Research of external influence(s) on political attitudes and changes in such
attitudes – to which source cue research belongs – strongly benefits from
experimental research designs. Nonexperimental studies usually rely on one of
four basic designs (Holbrook 2011). First, these studies are most commonly
based on associations between attitudes and the hypothesized variables which
are assumed to influence those attitudes. These designs are particularly low in
internal validity due to limited inferences about causation. Or, alternatively, they
may use repeated cross-sectional designs to investigate attitudes before and after
a hypothesized naturally occurring event – which can isolate the causal influence
between the hypothesized cause and its effects more effectively; however
conclusions about causality in such a design are still threatened by the possibility
that an event other than the one theoretically relevant caused the attitude effect.
The third type of observational design is used when some people are naturally
exposed to a hypothesized event and others are not, but the researcher doesn’t
control who is included in the observed groups. Self-selection may then lead to
biased results, since respondents in the two groups may have differed even
before the event occurred. The final common observational design uses
longitudinal data collection in which same people report their attitudes at
multiple points of time. But there, some problems with internal validity still
remain, since no one can be sure that even if an attitude change occurs between
time 1 and time 2, that this change is a result of the hypothesized variable. There
is a lack of control of intervening variables, which can lead to situations when
even just being interviewed at time 1 can lead to a change in attitude at time 2
(Campbell and Stanley 1963). Also, sampling may be problematic, since it may
be particularly difficult to interview the same people at all measurement times.
When people interviewed only at time 1 differ from the ones interviewed both
times – a phenomenon called selective nonresponse – validity of findings may
be compromised both externally (if the final sample is non-representative) and
internally (if attrition across panel waves is nonequivalent across groups).
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Usually, low internal validity is emphasized as the most significant weakness of
observational research overall (Holbrook 2011). The essential problem of
observational research is the high risk of biased inference, because independent
variables have a high probability of being measured with error and because
independent variables may be affected by the dependent variable (a problem
with endogeneity) or by unobserved causes (Green and Gerber 2003).

Therefore, within the studies of factors which might influence public opinion
and political attitudes – such as source cues – experimental designs might be
particularly useful, because strict experimental control, random assignment of
subjects to experimental intervention, and manipulation of the key independent
variables (contrary to most observational methods) directly enable researchers to
test causal relations. This makes experiments an important tool for studying
political phenomena and processes. A high level of control is typical for laboratory
experiments in particular. In a laboratory, the researcher is able to keep the
treatment constant across subjects, while in case of field experiments or survey
experiments, the researcher loses control over the environment and cannot be sure
whether the experimental treatment is the only input stimulus affecting the subject.
Another advantage specific to laboratory experiments is the researcher’s ability to
create environments which do not exist in observational data. For example, in the
laboratory, the researcher can conduct various experiments on decision making
using various voting mechanisms which are used very little or not at all in the real
world (Bassi 2006). The third advantage of laboratory experiments is that the
research can induce a wider range of variations, which is hardly possible outside
laboratories. Thus researchers can manipulate several theoretically relevant
variables and observe their effects in a way which would be impossible outside the
laboratory, for example in a high number of simulated elections. Also, in some cases
experimentalists use technologies that require subjects go to a laboratory,4 or some
of the experimental designs require face-to-face interaction of subjects and
therefore subjects must be physically present in the same space.

Research of source cue effects is traditionally heavily anchored in
experimental methodology. Experimental manipulation and high level of
experimental treatment control provides scholars with an ideal tool to study
possible influence of information – and of particular features of information –
on political attitudes of citizens. Use of experimental manipulation enables
researchers to exactly design the information which participants receive in a way
which corresponds with their research questions. This way, it is possible to

4 In particular, social scientists have increasingly been using fMRI to measure brain activity as
subjects make choices (e.g. Westen et al. 2006; Dickson and Scheve 2006).
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observe whether the particular aspect of political information – such as partisan
affiliation of political actors (e.g. Malhotra and Kuo 2008; Mondak 1993) or
ideological content of policy proposal (e.g. Cohen 2003) – perform predicted
effects, e.g. attitude change or framing effects (Druckman 2001). Such inferences
would be difficult (or even impossible) to make using observational methods.
The following study bases its assumptions on feelings of the experimental subjects
towards political parties and party leaders. The possibility of experimental
manipulation is particularly useful for the purposes of this study, since it enables
the experimenter to manipulate the source of the policy information according
to affective attachments of the individual subjects to political actors. 

1.1 EXPERIMENTAL POLITICAL SCIENCE 

Roth (1995) identified three nonexclusive purposes of experiments; social sciences
in general and political science in particular use experiments in all these ways. First,
Roth emphasized the role of experiments as “searching for facts.” In this case, the
main goal of an experiment is to isolate causality by varying some of the parameters
of the experiment. This type of experiment usually complements observational
research by arbitrating between conflicting results of observational data. The second
role of experiments is defined as “speaking to theorists,” which implies testing the
predictions or assumptions of well-defined theories (either formal or not). Third,
the purpose of experimental research can be labeled as “whispering to princes.” By
this, Roth means a dialogue between experimental researchers and policymakers,
since experimenters may be able to simulate a naturally occurring environment for
policy purposes. Druckman et al. (2011), for example, mention Cover and
Brumberg’s (1982) field experiment examining the effects of mail from members
of the US Congress on their constituents’ opinions as an example of the third type
of role of experiments. Based on the wide range of application of experiments, there
has been an increasing influence of experimental methods on social science
research. The virtue of using experiments in social sciences was captured in Box,
Hunter, and Hunter’s statement: “To find out what happens when you change
something, it is necessary to change it” (Box, Hunter, and Hunter 1978: 3). For this
reason, experimentation seems to be a suitable way of studying a wide range of
social phenomena and processes which enables researchers to directly infer causal
relationships. In some cases, it is even possible to use experiments to identify
particular causal mechanisms (Imai 2013).
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The longest tradition of experimentation within the social sciences can be
found in psychology. The first psychology experiment was published in 1898
(Triplett 1898). Other social sciences started to accept and use experimental
approaches somewhat later with weaker dynamics. Jackson and Cox demonstrate
that the most visible increase of experimental studies in prestigious sociological,
political science, and economic titles appeared only after the year 2000. In 2010
experiments constituted 8.5% of publication capacity of the journals under
investigation (Jackson and Cox 2013).5

Political science is one of the fields traditionally identified as an observational
science (Lowell 1910). Experimental research lay outside political scientists’
interests for a long time, since from the very beginning of political science
research they preferred working with large population samples instead. The
prevailing opinion among political scientists used to emphasize that it would be
beyond the capacity of experiments to capture the complex and intricate
processes of political life. Even though the very first experimental study was
published in 1924 by Harold Gosnell, the field experiment dealing with voter
turnout in Chicago was a unique and isolated case. Distrust as well as the low
level of interest in experimental methods resulted in insufficient education
regarding experimental methods among entire generations of political scientists,
which caused further setbacks for experimental political science compared to
other sciences, such as experimental economics or psychology. Political scientists
also avoided experimentation in part due to the false idea that experimentation
is necessarily an isolated field of research and works completely separated from
all other approaches (McDermott 2002). 

Only recently it has been possible to perceive experimentation – but still
predominantly within the American research tradition – as an equal part of
political science research and experiment has become a standard political science
approach. In past few decades there has been a notable increase in experiments
searching for questions about political processes and phenomena. Druckman et
al. (2006) for example documented that half of all the experiments published in
the American Political Science Review in its first 103 years of existence only
appeared after 1992. The same trend in publishing experimental studies was
detected by McDermott (2002) and Morton and Williams (2008: 188). Most
importantly, not only has the number of published political science experimental
studies been increasing, but experiments have also become influential in shaping

5 Jackson and Cox (2013) analyzed content of American Journal of Sociology, American Sociological
Review, American Economic Review, Econometrica, American Journal of Political Science, and
American Political Science Review in the period 1990–2010. 
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research agendas. Druckman et al. (2006) report that experimental articles have
been cited significantly more often than other – non-experimental – types of
articles.

As stated above, experiments offer a wide range of advantages, mainly the
possibility to manipulate observed experimental variables, but they also bring
very high level of control to other theoretically relevant variables. In spite of
precise experimental procedures and all efforts to reduce any possible distortion
of results by using standardized protocols and random assignment of
experimental subjects to experimental treatments, experiment – as any research
method – is not perfect and there are still several serious methodological
concerns to be considered. With the increasing importance of experiments in
social science, there has also been evolving a highly relevant critical debate about
both the strengths and weaknesses of experiments – mostly anchored in the
concept of research validity.

Traditionally, validity is divided into concepts of internal and external validity
(Campbell 1957). Internal validity relates to the approximate truth of inference
or knowledge claim within the population under study. External validity, on the
other hand, relates to the approximate truth of inference or knowledge claim for
observations beyond the target population (Morton and Williams 2010) or, in
other words, to generalizability of the observed causal effect on other populations,
environments, or variables (Campbell and Stanley 1963). Experiments were
traditionally perceived as a method with very high internal validity and low
external validity. In terms of internal validity, experiments are supposed to enable
researchers to isolate the independent variable of interest and to manipulate it.
Concerns about low external validity, on the other hand, reflect doubts about the
possibility of applicability of the results outside the laboratory. 

Morton and Williams (2010) warn that this basic division of validity into
internal and external actually masks the complex questions involved in
establishing validity. As they point out, both internal and external validity are
multifaceted concepts which are tightly interconnected. To explore the
relationship between internal and external validity and to assess the downsides
and strengths of experimental validity, it is necessary to further deconstruct both
facets of validity. 
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