PS 1281: Experimental Research in Political Science

Experimental Design Part 1A and 1B (ED1A + ED1B): 
Literature Review + Survey Experiment Proposal

Summary: Survey the existing public opinion research on a topic of your choice, and then craft a proposal for an original survey experiment exploring public opinion on that topic. 

Due: Submit online (via CourseWeb) before 3:00 pm on Saturday, February 8th. 

Format: Your paper should be typed with 1-inch margins, double-spaced, 12 point Times New Roman Font, with page numbers. Target length = 5-7 pages (not including appendix and bibliography). You should label each sub-section (1-9 with titles as specified below) in bold font. 
· Make sure all text is double-spaced (including all treatment text!)

Document: Please save and upload as a pdf file, with the following file name: 
PS1281_ED1AB_YourLastName_SurveyProposal.pdf 

Assignment: Identify a political topic of interest to you. Propose a survey experiment intended to study one or more dimensions of public opinion on that topic. Your paper should include the following elements: (please label each element 1-9 as you proceed, to guide your reader)
?

1. Title: Provide a Catchy and Descriptive Title to Your Project

2. Introduction: Introduce your policy topic. Provide a general introduction to the topic you are interested in studying. Explain its political relevance, and why it is important. (One paragraph)


Part 1: Literature Review

3. Literature Review: Review the public opinion literature on your topic. What survey data is available, and what does that data suggest about opinions on the topic you want to study? Have previous surveys or scholars asked about different elements of opinion? Have other survey experiments been conducted before? If so, what treatments did they include, and what have they found? What gaps are open for you to explore? (about 2-3 pages)
a. If the literature is really big (which it will be for most “big issue” topics, you do not need to review the entire literature on the topic. Rather, you should focus on the literature relating to the specific features you are interested in studying – these are the things that you think might be affecting opinion, that you want to study in your project. 
b. Suggestion: Review the literature first, and use it to guide you as to what treatments would be most interesting to study. If you go in with a plan, and the literature points you toward something else, don’t be afraid to adapt. 

Part 2: Proposal for Experimental Design

4. Theory / Hypotheses: Introduce your hypotheses and/or theory: What do you think is driving opinion or behavior relating to this topic? What are the key considerations that people might have, on each side of the issue? (2-4 paragraphs)
· TIP: Your theory should connect to the treatments you will use in the survey experiment. Connect what you think is driving opinion to how you are going to frame the issue. Good research ties everything back to the theory – the hypotheses, the treatments, the analysis, and the results.

5. Motivation: Introduce the need for an experimental design. Why will an experiment help you test your hypotheses? Why would an experiment be better than observational research? Provide a transition paragraph where you explain that you want to test your theory (as described in Section 4) through a survey experiment. (about 1 paragraph)

6. Experimental Design: Propose a survey experiment: Identify the type of experiment (e.g. framing or vignette), specify the text of the experimental treatments, and specify the outcome question. Your research design should include (in whatever order feels natural to you – this will vary by the nature of your design): 

Dependent Variable(s): 
· What is your outcome of interest? Identify the full text of the question you will ask subjects. The question should be clearly written and specific, and the direction of opinion should be clear.
· You should specify the exact text of the outcome question 
· Specify the exact response categories you will allow subjects to choose from 
· Explain how this outcome question relates back to the theory discussed earlier 
· Your outcome question should generate a continuous range of responses, rather than yes/no, or other categorical response categories. Consider asking how strongly a subject agrees / disagrees with a given statement or policy, or some other question that generates a continuous range of responses between two extremes

Independent Variables / Treatments
· Provide a short and intuitive NAME for each treatment (e.g. “Innocence Frame” v. “Racism Frame” v. “Neutral Frame”)
· Explain how each frame / treatment relates back to the theory discussed above (this ties into construct validity, which you will discuss below)
· Specify the exact text that you will use for the baseline/control condition (if relevant), as well as the specific text that you will use for each of the experimental treatments. You must have at least two groups to compare. More than 2 groups are welcome. 
· Make sure each treatment only focuses on varying ONE element at a time. Do not combine multiple arguments or considerations into a single frame, unless you are varying them in a full factorial design (like a 2x2 design). 
· If doing a framing experiment, you should pick one consideration per frame, and try to develop text that will make that consideration as clear and salient as possible
· If doing a vignette experiment, each set of characteristics that you vary in the vignette should link to a single consideration
· If you will use images or videos, you should paste those images or provide links to the videos in your document. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Construct Validity (particularly important for vignettes, or any frame with a subtle treatment)
· How will you know whether your treatments are generating the intended response, and only that response? Will you include a manipulation check, to test whether the treatment was received? If so, provide the text of your manipulation check question. 

7. Method for Analysis: Explain how you will analyze the data 
· What groups will you compare? What value will you compare across these groups? What will this comparison tell you? 
· Tip: Each comparison should link to a clearly specified hypothesis. All hypotheses should be about predicted effects of the treatments.
· Explain WHY this comparison gives you a causal inference. You should engage the concept of random assignment, and explain how this relates to causal inference. 
· Will you test for any heterogeneous treatment effects? Do you think the treatment effects will vary across a particular characteristic, such as gender, race, age, income, employment, partisan identity, or other trait? If so, present a specific hypothesis, such as: 
· “I predict that [Treatment X] will have a stronger effect on the attitudes of men than [Treatment X] will have on the attitudes of women”
· At most, you can test for two types of heterogeneous effects
· If you have lots of treatments, be careful proposing lots of heterogeneous treatment effects! You should aim to have no more than five hypotheses total.
· Note: Expecting that opinions will vary across pre-existing groups is NOT a heterogeneous treatment effect (nor is it an experimental effect). You only have a heterogeneous treatment effect if the pre-existing characteristic mediates the effect of your treatment – meaning if the treatment will have a stronger / weaker effect on one type of person, compared to another

8. Conclusion: Briefly summarize your project, what you will do, and why it matters.

9. Appendix: At the end of the paper, include an appendix that details each experimental treatment and the outcome question. This is common practice, and serves as a quick reference to your reader to flip back and see the experiment at any time. If you have a framing experiment, list the introductory statement, the text of each frame, and the outcome question (with response categories). If you have a vignette experiment, list the full vignette as one paragraph (as we reviewed in class), followed by each treatment listed in bulleted lists (also as done in class), and the manipulation check questions. Double Space!

10. Bibliography: Include a bibliography listing all works cited. You can use any format you prefer, as long as you are consistent. 

(see next page for additional details)
Types of Survey Experiments: 
· Framing Experiment – Frame the issue in different ways, by varying the text that precedes the survey question. First, identify the baseline question text. Then, identify the text that will precede the baseline question in each treatment. You should always have a neutral / control condition, with no frame text preceding the outcome question
· Vignette Experiment – Create a vignette, and identify which elements of the vignette will vary. You must vary at least one element of the vignette, and you are welcome to vary two or more elements. Variations can include a neutral category (e.g. black v. white v. unspecified race), or not (e.g. black v. white only)

Suggestions: 

General 
· If your policy is something everyone won’t already know about, include a quick information sentence at the top of each frame. Information  TREATMENT  Outcome Question. 

Framing Experiments 
· Make sure you separate your frame and your outcome question 
· Make sure each treatment only focuses on ONE element at a time. Do not combine multiple arguments or considerations, unless you are varying them systematically in a vignette. 

Vignette Experiments 
· If using a vignette, I recommend only varying 1 or 2 elements, as varying 3+ elements can make your analysis much more complicated – especially if you want to look at interactions between elements. 
· It is useful to present a vignette as a complete paragraph, with the different treatment text identified in brackets, such as the example below. This is preferable to typing out the same full paragraph over and over, with just the small differences between them
· Sandy is a student in a class. Sandy wants to skip class because [ he / she ] [ is not feeling well / has a job interview / wants to attend a family event ].
· The 1st treatment varies gender
· The 2nd treatment varies the reason, providing a 2x3 design 

Rules:

· You cannot lie or provide false information. If you provide a specific statistic, or assertion, you need to provide me with a link to a source to back that up. You don’t need to reference the source in the text of your experiment frame, but it should be in your proposal. 

· If you want to reference an argument people make, don’t state it as a fact. It’s helpful to start with the phrase: “Many people think…” or “Many people say”… or “Some people think…”, etc. That method allows you to say just about anything, without asserting it as a fact.
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