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Abstract
Purpose – Based on previous inventories, the purpose of this paper is to extend the knowledge on
public administration experiments by focusing on their experimental type, design, sample type
and realism levels and external validity. The aim is to provide an overview of experimental public
administration and formulate potential ways forward.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors examine the current state of experimental public
administration, by looking at a systematic selection of ISI ranked experimental publications in major
public administration journals (1992-2014) and recommend ways forward based on this review.
Findings – The review indicates a rise in experimentation in public administration in recent years, this
can be attributed mostly to some subfields of public administration. Furthermore, most experiments in
public administration tend to have relatively simple designs, high experimental realism and a focus on
external validity. Experimental public administration can be strengthened by increasing diversification in
terms of samples, experimental designs, experimental types and substantive scope. Finally, the authors
recommend to better utilize experiments to generate usable knowledge for practitioners and to replicate
experiments to improve scientific rigour.
Originality/value – This paper contributes to experimental public administration by drawing on a
systematic selection of papers and assessing them in depth. By means of a transparent and systematic
selection of publications, various venues or ways forward are presented.
Keywords Causality, Experiments, Literature review, Methodological innovation,
Public management research, Replication
Paper type Literature review

1. Introduction
In contrast with other social sciences, such as psychology, economy and more
recently political science, public administration research does not have a tradition of
experimentation. Various leading public administration scholars have called for
more experimentation in our field in addition to the current methodological toolkit
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(e.g. Margetts, 2011; Perry, 2012), which is currently mainly focused at qualitative and
survey research (Groeneveld et al., 2015).

Why is experimentation such a useful additional method for public administration?
First and foremost, experimental designs provide a solution to the problem of endogeneity
that is often present in social science research (Morton and Williams, 2010; Angrist and
Pischke, 2008). There are many potential causes of endogeneity. One common cause of
endogeneity is the presence of an uncontrolled confounding variable, which influences
both the independent and dependent variables of a model. Second is simultaneity, for
instance, when there is a correlation between two variables but we do not know the
direction of the causal effect. Other causes of endogeneity relate to, for instance, selection
effects, measurement bias and common method bias, yet it goes beyond the scope of this
paper to discuss them all here (see Podsakoff et al., 2003 for an overview). To overcome
endogeneity – particularly omitted variable bias and simultaneity – an experimental
design is crucial.

Why is an experimental design crucial to overcome endogeneity? The idea behind an
experiment is that the researcher deliberately manipulates one potential variable of
interest that could cause an effect in another variable, let’s say the effect of representative
bureaucracy on perceived legitimacy. In this case, Riccucci et al. (2014) manipulated the
degree of representativeness in a vignette, holding all other relevant factors constant.
Together with proper randomization (explained later in this paper) the problem of
simultaneity is avoided and researchers can much easier control for omitted variables.

As a result, experiments have the potential to answer causal questions and contribute
to theory development. For instance, experimentation resulted in adjustment of
Niskanen’s model of budget maximizing behaviour bureaucrats (Moynihan, 2013).
Niskanen’s (1971) model predicts that bureaucrats will always advocate larger budgets in
order to increase their power. However, this premise has been challenged because people
working in the public sector are said to also pursue societal interest and not (only)
self-interest (i.e. public service motivation (PSM)). Moynihan (2013) tests this alternative
explanation by means of a survey experiment. In Moynihans’ (2013) experiment,
participants make budget decisions based on short hypothetical scenarios. Subjects
differed on the degree of PSM and Moynihan (2013) found that individuals with higher
PSM are not mere budget maximizers in their decision making (Moynihan, 2013).

There are numerous other examples of how experiments can contribute to answer
causal questions in public management, such as the effect of civil servant motivation
and organizational performance (e.g. Bellé, 2013), the effect of judicial transparency and
citizen trust (Grimmelikhuijsen and Klijn, 2015) and the effects of credibility of
performance information on citizen satisfaction (James and Moseley, 2014; Olsen, 2015).

These examples indeed fit neatly with the calls for more experimentation (e.g. Perry,
2012) and some have concluded there is a rise of experimentation in public
administration (e.g. Margetts, 2011). In this paper, we contribute to this burgeoning
method in public administration research by answering the following question: how
have experiments in public administration been designed thus far and – based on
this – what are future directions future experimental public administration?

There have been valuable previous inventories on experimental public administration,
for instance, by Margetts (2011) and Anderson and Edwards (2015). What does this paper
add to this literature? First, we provide a systematic assessment of empirical experimental
articles in public administration research in the period from 1992 through 2014. Second,
we assess these experiments on some crucial characteristics: design and type of
experiment, sample and type of participants, and external validity. In doing so, our
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research builds on recent inventories of experiments with very useful recommendations
by Margetts (2011) and Anderson and Edwards (2015). In sum, we contribute to
this literature by carrying out a detailed and systematic analysis of the characteristics
of experiments in our field, which is then used to identify ways forward for experimental
public administration.

2. A framework to assess experimental public administration
For our analysis of experiments in public administration, we develop a framework
based on the following core elements: experimental type and design, sample and
external validity. Each element will be specified below.

2.1 Experimental types and design
A number of different definitions of experiments exist (see Angrist and Pischke, 2008;
Druckman, 2011; Margetts, 2011; Morton and Williams, 2010), but there seems to be
agreement on the core elements of experimentation. An experiment has a manipulation,
experimental groups of treatment and control, subjects are randomly assigned to
experimental groups and there is a systematic method of measuring outcomes.

Based on these elements various types of experiments can be discerned, along two
basic dimensions: experimenter control and context. Control is viewed as the extent to
which the experimenter has influence over what participants are exposed to during the
experiment (Morton and Williams, 2010, p. 305). In a laboratory, a researcher has more
control over the effects of the environment on the subjects than in a field experiment.

Experimental context is determined by the nature of the subject pool, the nature of
information that subjects bring to the task, the nature of the commodity, the nature
of the task or rules of trade, the nature of the stakes and the physical environment in
which subjects operate (Harrison and List, 2004, p. 1010). The aforementioned elements
of context will oftentimes be associated with each other (Harrison and List, 2004,
p. 1012; Morton and Williams, 2010). As a result, the following taxonomy should be
considered archetypical (see Harrison and List, 2004, p. 1012).

Harrison and List (2004, p. 1014) identify four types of experiments. A conventional
laboratory experiment (uses students as sample, abstract framing and imposed rules),
an artefactual field experiment (the same as a laboratory experiment but with a
non-student subject-sample like practitioners), a framed field experiment (like the
artefactual field experiment but with a field context in task or information set of
subjects) and a natural (field) experiment (the same as a framed field experiment but the
researcher relies on a natural variation in tasks of subjects and subjects are unaware
that they are in an experiment). To this taxonomy, we add the survey experiment.
A survey experiment is understood as “An individual decision-making experiment
embedded in a survey” (see Morton and Williams, 2010, p. 279). Survey experiments
may be paper based, employed over the internet or vignette studies (Morton and
Williams, 2010, p. 280) (Figure 1).

Various types of experiments can also be found in public administration research.
For instance, Bellé (2013) carried out a framed field experiment with nurses in a
hospital in order to investigate the relation between job characteristics and employee
performance in the public sector. In the experiment, nurses were exposed to four
different treatments, for example a transformational leader, and contact with patients
or a self-persuasive brainstorm session (Bellé, 2013, p. 8). One of the findings of this
particular experiment is that exposure of employees to transformational leadership in
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addition to patient contact or a brainstorm session improves performance compared to
only exposure to a transformational leader.

Hybrid types can be found too. For instance, (online) survey experiments, in which the
manipulation is embedded in a questionnaire, provide less control than a lab experiment.
In a survey experiment participants operate in an uncontrolled environment, however,
they offer more control than field experiments in terms of manipulation design
(e.g. Sulitzeanu-Kenan, 2006; Van de Walle and Van Ryzin, 2011).

Within these types, experiments can have different designs. First, there is the basic
design, in which there is one independent variable, a post-test and sometimes a pre-test.
The second subtype is the factorial design, which tests the effect of two or more
independent variables. For instance, a researcher investigates the effect of exposure to
government information about policies on citizen attitudes but is also interested in the
effect the content (e.g. negative or positive content). A factorial design then tests all
four combinations of both exposure (yes or no) and content (positive or negative).
A repeated measurement design takes several measurements sequentially. There are
other types of experiments that we will not discuss further because of a lack of space,
such as dose-response designs and latin squares designs (see, for more information,
Morton and Williams, 2010).

Further, experiments can be between-subjects or within-subjects. In a between-
subjects design, the subjects are assigned randomly to either a control or one of the
treatment conditions. In a within-subjects design, all subjects receive the control and
one or more treatment conditions (Morton and Williams, 2010, pp. 86-87).

In our assessment of experiments in public administration we will gather information
on the type of experiment (laboratory experiment, artefactual field experiment, framed
field experiment, survey experiment and natural experiment) and design (basic, factorial,
repeated measures).

2.2 Composition of the subject-sample
The type of participants used in experiments is an important point of evaluation
because it is precisely the subject-sample composition that often is a point of criticism.
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Critics point out that experiments too often rely on the use of convenience samples, like
student samples. Students are for example not representative for other populations
because students are generally highly educated and will therefore react differently to
manipulations (Charness and Kuhn, 2011). However, others have argued that student
samples are not that problematic and that they even have advantages over other
samples. Students samples are more homogeneous which is an advantage, because it is
much harder to detect a true effect in heterogeneous samples than it is in homogenous
samples (Morton and Williams, 2010, p. 351). Also, some argue that the use of student
samples does not truly matter because students do not necessarily react differently to
experimental stimuli than other people (Anderson and Edwards, 2015).

We argue that using student samples is not a problem by definition, but should be
done with great caution, and results from student samples need further validation in
follow-up experiments and replication studies with more heterogeneous samples.
Especially if there are reasons to believe that the treatment interacts with some sample
characteristics, variation is needed on these characteristics within the sample.
For instance, the level of education might influence information processing. Therefore,
in a study on the effect of performance information on citizen satisfaction it would
make sense to include both lower and higher educated participants in the sample.

In our assessment we assert various sample compositions and we categorize the
following: students, practitioners, citizens or mixed samples.

2.3 External validity of experiments
Another point of debate centres around the limited generalizability of experiments
(Margetts, 2011; Bozeman and Scott, 1992; Druckman, 2011; Morton and Williams, 2010).
This criticism on experiments touches on a broader issue which is their alleged lack of
external validity. Indeed, experimental results may not necessarily be generalizable in a
statistical sense (i.e. from sample to population). However, the causal effect that is studied
is derived from theory and it is the adjustments to theory that can be applied beyond the
specific research setting (Calder et al., 1982). So, if we want to assess the external validity
of experiments we mean the extent to which it allows for theoretical generalization.
This criterion is different than the mere representativeness of the sample.

Shadish et al. (2002) distinguish four dimensions of external validity that can be
applied to experiments: first, the degree of resemblance between participants and the
people who are normally confronted with these stimuli; second, whether the context in
which actors operate resembles the context of interest; third, if the stimulus (treatment)
resembles a stimulus of interest in the real world; and fourth, whether the outcome
measures resemble the actual outcomes of theoretical and practical interest. We decided
not to include the fourth criterion in our review, because we found that virtually all
studies in public administration had a measure that resemble outcomes of theoretical
and practical interest. This may be due to the practical and contextual nature of public
administration as a discipline (see Raadschelders and Lee, 2011). Therefore, the first
three criteria will be applied in assessing public administration experiments.

The first three dimensions of Shadish et al. (2002) directly relate to the debate about the
supposed lack of realism of experiments. This has been identified as one of the barriers for
using experiments in public administration research (Bozeman and Scott, 1992; Margetts,
2011). More specifically, Bozeman and Scott (1992, p. 309) argue that experiments in
public administration research require attention to “mundane realism”. Mundane
realism is the extent to which the task presented to participants is realistic to them.
For instance, this can be improved when the tasks that are carried out in the experiment
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are relevant to the tasks that are carried out in reality (Anderson and Edwards, 2015).
For instance, if there is no resemblance between participants and people who are normally
confronted with the stimulus, in context and with tasks that do not fit what an experiment
intends to measure in the real world, their external validity is relatively low. We
will assess the external validity of public administration experiments based on these
three criteria.

2.4 Framework for assessing experimental public administration
Table I sums the criteria that emerged from the theory. These questions will be used as
framework for assessing the experimental practices in public administration research.
In addition, we included some more general questions to get a more comprehensive
view of experimental public administration.

3. Method and data
We conducted a systematic literature review according to the PRISMA guidelines
(Tranfield et al., 2003). First, we selected the public administration category from the
ISI-Web of Science database. From this category we listed the top-30 of public
administration journals based on five-year impact factor (ISI-Web of Science) (Figure 2).

From this top-30 we selected all public administration journals (n¼ 14)[1], we
manually searched on the respective websites of our selected body of journals for
papers published from 1992 onwards to 2014. We searched on the journal websites and
retained papers that have “Experiment” or “Experimental” in title OR topic OR abstract
OR in the keywords (n¼ 2,521).

We expect authors to mention that their study employs an experiment at least
in the abstract, title or keywords. This search strategy generates a lot of false
positives: papers that use the “experiment” to refer to something new (i.e. policy or
experimentalist governance).

Next, we evaluated the body of papers on our inclusion criteria. See Table II for all
inclusion criteria. We manually filtered out one paper that did meet our criteria but
concerns a policy experiment and is focused on economics rather than public
administration (i.e. Dynarski et al., 2013). The final body of papers consists of 42 public
administration experiments in PA journals.

Assessment questions

General assessment In what year was the experiment published?
In which journal was the experiment published?
In what kind of substantive field was the experiment published?

Assessing design What type of experiment is carried out (laboratory experiment, artefactual field
experiment, framed field experiment, survey design experiment, natural
(field) experiment)
What is the design of the experiment? (basic; factorial; repeated measures design)
Is the experiment a within- or between-subjects design?

Assessing samples What is the sample size of the experiment?
What types of participants are used in public administration experiments?

Assessing external
validity

Do the subjects have resemblance to the people who are normally confronted
with these stimuli?
Does the context in which actors operate resemble the context of interest?
Does the stimulus (treatment) resemble a stimulus of interest in the real world?

Table I.
Framework for

assessing public
administration
experiments
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After making a definitive selection, the articles were coded using the operationalization
presented in Table AI. Because the items to assess external validity are to some extent
subjective, we sought to establish inter-subjectivity on these items. The coding was done
in sequential steps. First, both authors analysed the entire collection of publications
separately. Second, these separate codings were discussed and merged into a joint coding
protocol. Finally, the entire data set was recoded using the refined coding scheme that
resulted from the first round of coding. The following Cohen’s κ’s were retained after the
final round of coding: “the subjects have resemblance to the people who are normally
confronted with these stimuli” (Cohen’s κ¼ 0.96) (po0.001), 95 per cent CI (0.87, 1.04);
“Whether the context in which actors operate resembles the context of interest”
(Cohen’s κ 0.81) (po0.001), 95 per cent CI (0.72, 0.89); “Whether the stimulus (treatment)
resembles a stimulus of interest in the real world” (Cohen’s κ¼ 1.0) (po0.001), 95 per cent

Manuscripts screened on “Experiment” and/or
“Experimental” in

topic, abstract and title

Journals without
experiments

(n=4)

Manuscripts
evaluated on

inclusion criteria
(n=2,521)

Manuscripts
included in

analysis
(n=42)

Manuscripts
excluded

(n=2,478)

Selecting
journals that are

public
administration
(aim/scope)

(n=14)

Selection of all PA
journals in WoS

top 30 based on five-
year impact

Manually
excluded “policy”

papers
(n=1)

Figure 2.
PRISMA flow
diagram

Field Public administration

Method Studies should employ an experimental design. Based on our definition this entails
that there is an intervention or manipulation, subjects are randomly assigned to
groups and there is a systematic method of observing outcomes

Study design Only empirical studies were included
Type of
publication

Only ISI rated international peer-reviewed articles were included

Year of
publication

The publication of Bozeman and Scotts’ (1992) article in 1992 marks the onset of our
selection, 2014 the end (1992; 2014)

Language English
Table II.
Inclusion criteria
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CI (−). According Landis and Koch (1977) K¼ 0.40-0.59 is moderate inter-rater reliability,
0.60-0.79 substantial, and 0.80 outstanding, which means our codings have moderate to
outstanding consistency.

4. Assessing experiments in public administration
4.1 General assessment of experiments in ISI ranked PA journals
To answer this question we looked at which journals published experimental studies.
Table III shows that almost half of all experimental studies have been published in Journal
of Public Administration and Research Theory (JPART). Public Administration (PA) and
Public Administration Review (PAR) and Journal of Policy Analysis and Management
( JPAM) share a second place and each have published 12 per cent of our selected body of
experiments. Other journals published one or two articles with experiments over the years.

Our selection shows a total of 42 publications over a period of 23 years (1992, 2014).
Over this period there are on average 1.82 experimental publications per annum
(SD 3.74). Kendall’s Tau-c was used in order to statistically test whether the number of
publications that employ an experimental design in the field of public administration
are indeed rising over time. The result indicates that there is a small statistically
significant association between the number of reported experimental studies in the field
of public administration and time in years (τ¼ 0.35, po0.05) (see Figure 3).

This rise can be attributed mainly to 2013 and 2014. In 2014 seven articles have been
published and the low number contrasts sharply with 2013. Because 2015 was not
finished when collecting the data and writing the paper this year was not included in
the analysis. However, given the two themed issues about experimental public
administration that were published in 2015 (Blom-Hansen et al., 2015 in IPMJ and James
et al., 2016 in PAR) this rise is likely to continue.

Also, some journals seem to attract more experiments than others; most experiments
are published in JPART, PAR, PA and JPAM. The sudden increase in experimentation
shows that there is certainly a potential application for experiments in our field.

Although the number of experiments in mainstream public administration journals
is on the rise, they still only have a minor share in the total number of empirical
articles in these journals. A recent inventory by Groeneveld et al. (2015) indicates that
quantitative studies are on a rise but experiments are only a fraction of total work
published within the field of public administration.

Journal Count %

Journal of Public Administration and Research Theory 19 45
Public Administration 5 12
Public Administration Review 5 12
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 5 12
International Public Management Journal 3 7
Public Management Review 1 2
Public Performance and Management Review 1 2
International Review of Administrative Sciences 1 2
Review of Public Personnel Administration 1 2
Governance 1 2
Total 42 100
Note: Sorted in descending count order

Table III.
Number and share of

total experimental
research articles per
journal (1992-2014)
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Our assessment also shows a great variety of themes that are investigated by
experiments. The studies in our literature selection focus, for example on government
performance and decision making, government communication, co-production and
transparency (see Table IV). Although research themes addressed by experiments are
diverse, there seem to be three main lines of research are present more often than others
in our literature selection: first, government performance (e.g. Walker et al., 2013;
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Figure 3.
Published
experiments
each year

Topic Count %

Government performance 9 21
Decision making by public servants or citizens 9 21
Government information and communication (not transparency) 4 10
Co-production 3 7
Transparency 3 7
Trust 2 5
Red tape 2 5
Behaviour of individuals (not decision making) 2 5
Motivation and public service motivation 2 5
Others, less than 2 papers (include transparency, innovation, information disclosure, trust,
social exchange theory, red tape and satisfaction) 6 14
Total 42 100

Table IV.
Research topics in
experimental papers
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Bellé, 2013); second, decision making by either citizens or civil servants (e.g. Nielsen
and Baekgaard, 2015; Wittmer, 1992); and third, governmental information and
communication (e.g. Scott, 1997; Nutt, 2005; James, 2010; Van Ryzin, 2013). We conclude
that experiments are not mainstream but rather are more common some subfields of
public administration.

4.2 Assessing types and designs of experiments
To assess the design of experiments in public administration, we assessed the method
sections of the articles. We looked at the type of experiment (laboratory experiment,
artefactual field experiment, framed field experiment, survey experiment and natural
experiment), whether the experiment was between or within-subjects and at the specific
design (basic; factorial; repeated measures). We plotted our results in Figure 4, which
can be found below.

Survey experiments are reported the most; we found fifteen (36 per cent) of them.
Second, there were ten (24 per cent) framed field experiments (participants that act in
field context). Our selection also shows nine lab experiments (21 per cent). There are
two artefactual field experiments (5 per cent), i.e. laboratory experiments but with
non-student samples. We found one natural field experiment (2 per cent), in which a
natural variation in tasks of subjects and subjects occurs as an experimental
“treatment”. In five cases (12 per cent), the type of experiment could not be derived from
the information in the papers because authors provided too little information or the
paper would fit in more than one category because they reported on more than one
experiment[2],[3].

Most papers reported on a between-subjects design (38 times or 90 per cent).
Two studies reported on a within-subjects design (5 per cent). In two cases (5 per cent)
this could not be established with certainty because there was too little information in
the paper (5 per cent). The between-subjects design seems to be the default option for
experimental public administration. One example of an interesting within-subjects
design is the study by Christensen et al. (2013). The aim of the experiment was to test if
PSM affects appraisal outcomes of employees. In this paper-based experiment, MBA
and MPA students had to rate employees on their (fictive) performance based on short
descriptions (vignettes). All participants received all vignettes; such a within-subjects

Framed
field
experiments (24%)

Artefactual
field
experiments (5%)

Laboratory
experiments (21%)

Natural
experiments (2%)

Survey
experiments (36%)

–
C
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Figure 4.
Experimental control

and context plot
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design can be a cost-effective way to test a larger number of treatments at the same
time, without losing statistical power or having to increase the number of participants.

A closer look at the design of experiments in public administration reveals that a
basic design is most commonly applied: this was used in 28 articles (67 per cent)
followed by a factorial design (nine times, 21 per cent). Three studies employ a repeated
measures design (7 per cent). In one case this is a 3×3 factorial design with repeated
measures (2 per cent) For one paper (2 per cent), we could not determine the
design because of lacking information. Hence, a basic design is most widely used in
experimental public administration. This may be an indication that either researchers
are not aware of the existence of alternatives to the basic design or that most research
questions in public administration demand a straightforward basic design instead of
more challenging alternatives.

4.3 Assessing samples
We took two steps to analyse subject samples, first we looked at overall samples sizes
and second we assessed the sample composition.

Table V shows sample size of the experimental types in our literature review.
Table V shows that the overall sample sizes are moderate to large, averaging

470.5 (SD 525.7). This is partly due to a number of large field experiments and one
larger natural (field) experiment, which tend to have more participants than laboratory
experiments. Survey and internet experiments fall in between in terms of sample size.
Furthermore, Table V highlights a high standard deviation in all categories, which
indicates that differences among sample sizes of experiments are large. A potential
explanation for the large sample sizes in experimental public administration may be
that researchers expect small or unknown effect sizes and that therefore a great
number of participants per experiment are needed to detect potentially small effects.

We also looked at the composition of the samples and found three types of sampling
that are used in public administration experiments. First there are student-only
samples and combined student samples. A fairly large proportion of the experiments
(16 in total, 38 per cent) in our literature selection mention the use of – graduate and
undergraduate – students in their experiments. Four (10 per cent) use both students
and a second group such as practitioners. Second, 13 (31 per cent) experiments can be
identified that use more or less representative samples of citizens or the general public.
Sulitzeanu-Kenan (2006), for instance, uses UK citizens in an online experiment into the
effects of public enquiries and the subsequent report on the attributions of public
responsibility in the eyes of citizens. Third, there are eight (19 per cent) publications in
our literature selection report the use of practitioners like managers or decision makers.
In conclusion, the typical public administration experiment employs a variety of
samples, but a student sample forms a large proportion of this. Citizens are used mostly

Count Mean Median SD

Laboratory Experiment 9 205.3 132.0 203.1
Artefactual field experiment 2 634.5 634.5 562.1
Framed field experiment 10 388.9 319.5 254.4
Survey experiment 15 588.5 400.0 479.4
Natural (field) experiment 1 2,704 – –
Overall 470.5 280.5 525.7

Table V.
Sample sizes found
in public
administration
experiments
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in online experiments when the research question is aimed at citizens in general.
Also we found that various types of samples are used and that samples tend to be fairly
large on average. In addition, most scholars seem to use rather simple experimental
designs: most employ a basic design, that is, on control and one treatment group.

4.4 Assessing external validity
We used three dimensions to assess the external validity of experiment, which
was based on the work of Shadish et al. (2002). The result of this assessment is
presented in Table VI.

In total, 24 (57 per cent) experiments use samples with a certain degree of
resemblance between-subjects and the people who are normally confronted with the
experimental stimulus. For instance, these are experiments in which practitioners are
used to investigate a research question geared towards practitioners (public managers,
policy makers), or student samples when the research is aimed to investigate an effect
on the citizen population. A number of authors use both students and non-students to
counter potential biases (e.g. Nutt, 2005). In 11 cases (26 per cent) the subjects used have
little to no resemblance to the people who are normally confronted with these stimuli.
For instance, students are told to play a role that they are not familiar with. In three
cases (7 per cent), a combined sample of students and practitioners was used
(see section on samples). In these cases, the students may not have resemblance with
the people normally confronted with the stimuli while the practitioners in the same
experiment do have resemblance. The link between the experimental subjects and
target population could not been established in four cases (10 per cent).

The second criterion of Shadish et al. (2002) is “whether the context in which actors
operate resembles the context of interest”, we operationalized this as the extent of
“experimental”. We admit this is a criterion that is difficult to capture objectively.
Therefore, we decided to assess two particular elements of experimental realism that
were rather convenient to assess objectively: location and role-playing This may not
fully tap into what experimental realism is, but serves as a proxy for it. Results show
that ten (24 per cent) experiments were held in a university classroom (including two

Criterion Findings

Do subjects have resemblance to the people who are normally
confronted with these stimuli?

Yes: 57%
Somewhat: 7%
No: 26%
Undetermined: 10%

Does the context in which actors operates resemble the
context of interest?

Location
University classroom (24%)
Computer laboratory (10%)
Internet based (33%)
Field (24%)
Undetermined (10%)

Role-play
No (83%)
Yes (17%)

Does the stimulus (treatment) resemble a stimulus of interest
in the real world?

Yes: 88%
No: 5%
Undetermined: 7%

Table VI.
External validity of

experimental designs
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vignette studies), four (10 per cent) in a computer laboratory, 14 (33 per cent)
experiments involve the use of internet and therefore subjects are involved in them
at home, the workplace or elsewhere where an internet connection is available.
Ten (24 per cent) experiments were conducted in the field. Some authors do not mention
the location and setting of their experiment explicitly (four times, 10 per cent).

The second element of experimental realism concerns whether participants have to
play a more or less artificial role or not, e.g. students who have to play the role of an
experienced public manager in an experiment. In the selected studies, 35 (83 per cent)
experiments do not require subjects to take on a specific role in the experiment.
In seven cases (17 per cent) scholars ask subjects to make decisions or perform other
actions pretending to be someone else or some official.

The third criterion asserts whether the stimulus resembles a stimulus of interest in
the real world. In most public administration experiments in our literature selection, the
stimulus is one that has a high resemblance to the “real world” (88 per cent).
For example, Scott and Pandey (2000) investigated the effect of red tape on
bureaucratic behaviour. In the experiment, levels of red tape were manipulated while
the participants reviewed cases for hypothetical clients seeking public assistance; cases
that clearly resemble cases that could occur in the daily work of bureaucrats. In three
cases it is not quite clear to what extent a treatment has resemblance to the real world
(7 per cent) (e.g. Brewer and Brewer, 2011). In two cases (5 per cent), there is no
resemblance to a stimulus of interest the real world as this is not the aim of the
experiment. This means that the stimulus was somewhat abstracted from how
participants could encounter it in their normal environment. An example of this is the
order of questions in a survey on satisfaction with public services, which has a research
purpose and does therefore not aim to reflect some “real world” stimulus (see Van De
Walle and Van Ryzin, 2011).

In sum, the assessment of external validity of public administration experiments
show that scholars pay much attention to experimental realism and external validity of
their designs. The implications of these future directions for experimental public
administration are explored in the next section.

5. Potential ways forward for experimental public administration
Based on our assessment we present the following main findings. First, there has indeed
been a recent rise of published experiments in the major public administration journals.
Particularly, JPART, IPMJ, JPAM, PAR and PA have published a variety of experiments.
Second, we have seen that experimental public administration has a strong emphasis on
the external validity of experimental designs. Third, in a substantial part of the
experiments the sampling is still rather narrow, with a large proportion of studies
focusing on convenience and/or student samples. Fourth, we have found that the designs
currently used by public administration scholars can be mostly qualified as “basic
designs” (i.e. one control, one treatment group). The fifth finding is that various domains
in public administration have not yet seen any experimental work, but could benefit from
this. Based on these findings we have formulated six potential ways forward for
experimental public administration, which are summarized in Table VII.

Our first recommendation is to broaden the substantive scope of experiments.
We have identified subfields of public administration in which experimentation is
already happening: government performance, decision making by citizens or civil
servants and government information. This means that there are many substantive
areas that do not yet use experiments. Which (other) areas of research can benefit from
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experimentation? In principle, experiments can be applied to many situations in which
individuals are the objects of analysis (Anderson and Edwards, 2015). Hence, this can
regard citizen attitudes, administrative decision making, civil servant perceptions and/
or motivations.

But experiments can be broadened to topics that concern the group level too. Social
psychology has provided various insights and experiments of how individuals behave
in (small) groups. For instance, the concept of groupthink has helped to explain
why sometimes elite political decision makers ignore relevant evidence because of an
extreme drive to reach group consensus (Janis 1972; ‘t Hart, 1990). Since much of
administrative and political decision making takes place in small groups, these theories
and experiments can be applied too. Experimentation can thus be broadened to various
subdomains of public administration, as long as there are causal questions involved
and when the level of analysis is at the individual level and/or small group level.
Some examples include domains of research that deal with administrative decision
making in teams, or public-private negotiations can benefit from experimental
designs. The same goes for PSM of public employees: certain policies may be tested in
randomized trials to assess which ones influence PSM and under which circumstance
they work best (see, for instance, Bellé, 2013).

Our second recommendation is to broaden our opportunities to collect diverse samples.
Although many public administration experiments generally have relatively large sample
sizes, the use of only student samples (found in 31 per cent of the experiments) would fall
short for many important research questions in public administration. It might be a useful
first step in establishing tentative ideas about certain relationships, but more complex
samples are needed to see if these assumptions hold in other samples too. Perfectly
representative experimental groups are often unfeasible and are not necessary to achieve
the goal of theoretical generalization. Therefore a samples consisting of a heterogeneous
group of participants is an interesting way to see if findings from student samples hold.
For instance, experiments could greatly contribute to credible knowledge if they report on
two experimental tests at the same time: one study to tentatively test an assumption on a
homogeneous student sample and one study to test this in a very different sample.

Recommendation Why?

1. Broaden substantive scope There is a high concentration of experiments around
few topics, other areas could benefit from an
experimental approach

2. Broaden sampling We found a rather large proportion of student samples,
more diverse samples can be drawn and are needed for
most research questions in public administration

3. Explore other experimental designs Large number of basic designs was found. In order to
prevent a narrow focus, other designs should be explored

4. Explore other experimental types Some types of experiments are hardly used. Experimental
PA could be enriched with more artefactual field
experiments and natural field experiments

5. Use experiments for usable knowledge Experiments can be used to rigorously test administrative
practices. Currently this only happens to limited extent

6. Replicate experiments to build credible
and coherent body of knowledge

The rise of experimental public administration could lead
to a base of credible and coherent evidence, but replication
across various research designs and contexts is needed

Table VII.
Potential ways

forward for
experimental public

administration
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To reach different samples online (survey) experiments are promising. Online
experiments offer a cheap way to experiment with subjects in an environment subjects
are accustomed to. Also, many public organizations have their own citizen panels
which could give access to a broad range of interested citizens. Again, this is not
representative, but it is a way to reach broader and more diverse samples. An
interesting venue for experimentation is, for instance, Mechanical Turk (MTurk), which
is a cheap and convenient way to reach out to a diverse set of participants. MTurk is an
online labour market platform where respondents are paid for small tasks, such as
participation in surveys and online experiments. Samples obtained via MTurk are not
random, but this is not very problematic given that experiments do not necessarily
have to rely on random samples – as opposed to random attribution of respondents to
experimental conditions. The quality of MTurk data has been criticized, for instance,
participants fill out multiple questionnaires each week and doing so very fast without
paying attention to the questions. Although there is empirical evidence that MTurk
samples do not yield fundamentally different results (Berinsky et al., 2012; Clifford
et al., 2015) researchers should take these disadvantages into account by countering the
risk of random questionnaire responses. Also scholars could increase robustness of
their experiment by using multiple samples in one study. For instance, one could do a
test on a student sample and then on a more diverse MTurk sample. To this date there
are only a few public administration studies that have used MTurk samples, but see
Jilke et al. (forthcoming, 2016) and Marvel (2015) for two recent examples in public
administration.

Our third recommendation is to explore the possibilities of more diverse
experimental designs. Our results show that public administration scholars often
prefer basic designs to other design types. Although simple setups are often elegant,
public administration scholars could explore designs that allow testing for more
variables at one time, such as factorial designs, or more measurements within one
subject (repeated measures or within-subjects design). A factorial design consists of
two or more independent variables that are deliberately manipulated. For instance, to
investigate the influence of performance information on citizen attitudes it might be
useful to manipulate both the design of the information, (e.g. relative or absolute
performance) and the actual performance (high or low). A factorial design
incorporates multiple independent variables to capture the complexity of a
phenomenon. Of course, the main reason for choosing an experimental design
should be that it fits the research question at hand, but a too narrow focus on basic
design may limit the types of research questions we focus on. Exploring more diverse
experimental designs can help to prevent this.

The fourth recommendation is to broaden our scope on experimental types.
Our review shows that there many employ survey experiments (36 per cent), framed field
experiments and – to a lesser extent – lab experiments (see Figure 4). There is room
to extend experimental PA to artefactual field experiments (i.e. getting practitioners
into the lab) and natural field experiments (i.e. naive participants in field experiments).

Why is this important? The limitations of certain experimental types could be
bypassed by replicating an experiment in a richer context. So, for instance, employing
a variety of experimental types could help to test if findings from laboratory
experiments hold in less stylized and controlled experimental types, such as
artefactual or framed field experiments. Public administration scholars may want to
consider experiments that have higher experimental control at first (located on the
upper left side of Figure 1) and thus more powerfully demonstrate the effect of one or
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two isolated variables. One way to do this is by employing computerized experiments
and games in a lab. In our literature selection, only one paper makes use of this
approach (see Brewer and Brewer, 2011)[4]. We are not arguing that this is the way all
experiments in public administration should be conducted, but it could be part of
empirical cycle in which an assumed relation is tested in various experimental
settings. For instance, after a relation between two variables has been established,
other – less controlled – types can be employed to see if the relation holds in
experiments with higher realism.

Our fifth recommendation is using experimentation to generate usable knowledge.
This aligns with recent calls for experimentation by various scholars (Perry, 2012;
James et al., 2016). An interesting example from the private sector is Google’s HR
department (called People Operations). People Operations continuously experiments
with policies, bonuses and other incentives to keep workers happy and motivated
(Manjoo, 2013). Obviously the overarching aim is to see how workers are productive
and creative. That Google is able to run randomized trials with their employees may
pave the way for governments to do the same with their public officials. It seems that
not the subject of interest is most relevant for the design, but rather whether the
question involves a causal mechanism. Although there are some ethical obstacles to
overcome, governments –with the help of social scientists – may be able to experiment
with policies when these involve citizens and public employees.

Finally, it is recommended to design and replicate experiments to build a coherent
and credible body of knowledge. Because experimental public administration is still in
an infant stage, we think that there is great potential and a need to replicate
experiments. One of the aims of replication is testing the robustness of results and to
apply known results to new settings or subjects. Therefore, replication is a basic
requirement for scientific integrity (Open Science Collaboration, 2015). Experiments
offer potential for replication as they are more easily replicated than other less
structured methods.

The importance of replication can be illustrated by the recent reproducibility study in
psychology. A collaboration of over hundred psychological scholars replicated 100 key
experiments in their field to assert if the main findings could be replicated. A large
portion of replications produced weaker evidence than the original experiments (Open
Science Collaboration, 2015) and stresses the importance of replication. In public
administration replication can be used to assess if evidence holds across various contexts
and research designs. It is crucial that the rise of experimental public administration does
not lead to an array of “one shot” experiments, but on building a base of credible evidence
that has been tested and replication in various research designs and contexts.

6. Conclusion
Our review shows there has been a remarkable rise of reported experiments in public
administration journals in recent years and in leading journals. Also, experiments
tend to have high experimental realism and use rather large samples. This trend is
likely to continue with two themed issues in public administration journals in 2015
and 2016 ( James et al., 2016; Blom-Hansen et al., 2015), a projected handbook of
experimental public administration, and a variety of articles that have been published
already in 2015 (e.g. Jilke et al., forthcoming, 2016; Marvel, 2015; Tummers et al.,
2015). Our study indicates that experimental public administration is on the rise, here
to stay, and that there are various ways to go forward and improve experimentation
in our field.
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Notes
1. In order of five-year impact factor: Journal of Public Administration and Research Theory;

Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, Governance; Public Administration; Public
Administration Review; International Public Management Journal; Public Management
Review; American Review of Public Administration; Review of Public Personnel
Administration; International Review of Administrative Sciences; Local Government Studies;
Administration & Society; Public Performance and Management Review and Public Money
and Management Journal. Public Policy journals were excluded from the selection.

2. Thurmaier (1992), Landsbergen et al. (1992), Scott (1997), Scott and Pandey (2000) and
James (2010).

3. Harrison and List (2004, p. 1014) also acknowledge that some studies will not fit neatly into
the categories.

4. See, Esteve et al. (2015) or Tepe (2015) for more recent examples that are not in our
literature selection.
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