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A B S T R A C T   

Randomized experiments are often viewed as the “gold standard” of scientific evidence, but people’s skepticism 
towards experiments has compromised their viability in the past. We study preferences for experimental policy 
evaluations in a representative survey in Germany (N > 1,900). We find that a majority of 75 % supports the idea 
of small-scale evaluations of policies before enacting them at a large scale. Experimentally varying whether the 
evaluations are explicitly described as “experiments” has a precisely estimated overall zero effect on public 
support. Our results indicate political leeway for experimental policy evaluation, a practice that is still un
common in Germany.   

1. Introduction 

Randomized experiments are often referred to as the “gold standard” 
of scientific evidence, and their use in natural contexts has markedly 
increased over the past two decades (Baldassarri and Abascal, 2017). 
Field experiments have transformed from being primarily small-scale 
proof-of-concept studies (Grose, 2014) into a broader tool for program 
evaluation in various fields, and further, into a comprehensive approach 
for governance and policymaking (Huitema et al., 2018). The experi
mental turn in policymaking is highlighted by the growing presence of 
government advisors with expertise in experimental social science and 
by the OECD’s advocacy for policy experiments (OECD, 2019). Educa
tion is a particularly important field in which randomized controlled 
trials are proliferating and helping to improve policy (Sadoff, 2014). 

At the same time, backlash from political decision-makers, bureau
crats, study participants, the public at large, and other stakeholders can 
compromise the viability of randomized field experiments (e.g., 

Heckman and Smith, 1995; Heffetz and List, 2021). A case in point is 
Angrist and Lavy (2002), in which the authors report that an experiment 
offering cash incentives for students was suspended after “extensive and 
mostly critical media coverage” . Other examples for experiments facing 
strong public condemnation after their implementation include the 
Facebook newsfeed experiment (Goel, 2014) or the matching score 
experiment of the dating platform OKCupid (Hern, 2014). While the 
public’s acceptance of experiments is crucial for their feasibility, little 
systematic evidence exists on the extent and determinants of people’s 
support for experimental policy evaluation. 

We investigate the public’s preferences for reform evaluation, and 
test the hypothesis that explicitly describing an evaluation as an 
“experiment” triggers public backlash. Negative reactions to the word 
“experiment” might be due to several reasons. It may make citizens think 
of past unethical or even criminal studies that have been referred to as 
“experiments” (e.g., the crimes against humanity committed by Nazi 
doctors during World War II) ,1 it might also trigger concerns about 
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1 These horrific crimes led to the creation of the Nuremberg Code of 1947, a code of research ethics for medical experimentation with human subjects (see also List, 
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policy uncertainty, as exemplified by the successful 1957 federal- 
election campaign slogan “Keine Experimente!” (“No Experiments!”) of 
Germany’s chancellor Konrad Adenauer.2 Finally, the word “experi
ment” might prime reportedly unpopular features of field experiments – 
such as the use of randomization, denial of treatment to control-group 
members (e.g., Heckman and Smith, 1995), or lack of informed con
sent (e.g., List, 2008). Anecdotal evidence suggests that experimental 
economists often avoid the word “experiment” when communicating 
their research because they fear that using the word may yield backlash. 
If merely avoiding the word “experiment” can foster the political 
feasibility of field experiments, altered communication strategies could 
make conducting field experiments much easier and mitigate reluctance 
to use them. 

We conduct a survey experiment among a representative sample of 
the German voting-age population (N > 1900) in which respondents are 
randomly assigned to one of two versions of a question on preferences 
for reform evaluation. Focusing on education policy, the baseline 
version of the question describes the evaluation process without 
explicitly mentioning the word “experiment”. In the treatment group, 
we used the exact same wording as in the control group with the sole 
exception that the description of the evaluation process additionally 
includes the phrase “with experiments”. 

We find that a clear majority in the control group supports the idea of 
evaluating education reforms before rolling them out at a large scale: 75 
% are in favour of the proposal and only 14 % oppose it (the remaining 
11 % are indifferent). Using the word “experiment” to describe reform 
evaluations has a precisely estimated zero causal effect on overall public 
support for education policy evaluation. In additional analyses, we show 
that treatment effects are homogeneous across sociodemographic sub
groups, and that results are unlikely to be driven by respondents’ 
inattention. 

Our study contributes to the emerging experimental literature on 
preferences for (policy) experimentation among the public (e.g., Meyer 
et al., 2019; Mislavsky et al., 2019) and policymakers (e.g., Dur et al., 
2023; Vivalt et al., 2023). We complement this strand of research by 
providing first evidence on how the use of the word “experiment” affects 
public preferences for experimental reform evaluation. 

2. Experimental setup 

The experiment was embedded in the 2017 wave of the ifo Education 
Survey, an annual opinion survey on education policy in Germany, a 
country where experimental policy evaluation is rarely conducted (see 
Appendix B for details about the survey and the institutional setting).3 

Our goal is to investigate whether using the word “experiment” to 
describe the evaluation of educational reforms affects public support for 
reform evaluation. Therefore, we randomly assigned respondents to one 
of two versions of a question that elicits public preferences for education 
reform evaluation. The control-group version of the question was wor
ded as follows: “Do you support or oppose that the effects of reforms in the 
education system, just like new medicine, should initially be tested on a small 
scale before they are implemented nationwide?” In contrast, the treatment- 
group question reads as follows: “Do you support or oppose that the effects 
of reforms in the education system, just like new medicine, should initially be 
tested using experiments on a small scale before they are implemented 
nationwide?” Note that the question wording is identical across experi
mental groups, with the sole exception being that in the treatment group 
the words “with experiments” were added. Respondents were asked to 
select one of the following five answer categories: strongly support, 

somewhat support, neither support nor oppose, somewhat oppose, 
strongly oppose (see Appendix Fig. A1 for screenshots). Using a fair coin, 
we randomly assigned 949 respondents to the treatment group and 1016 
respondents to the control group. Appendix Table A1 presents sample 
characteristics and shows that randomization worked as intended. We 
estimate treatment effects using simple OLS models (see Appendix B for 
the empirical model). 

3. Results 

Table 1 depicts our main results. Odd-numbered columns present 
estimates without controls, even-numbered columns include our set of 
sociodemographic control variables. A 75 % majority of respondents in 
the control group supports the evaluation of education reform (see 
control mean), only 14 % oppose it. The remainder is neutral. This 
widespread support echoes the majority backing for policy experimen
tation in other areas, for example, among Dutch voters as documented 
by Dur et al. (2023). 

The small and statistically insignificant coefficients on the treatment 
indicator in Table 1 show that using the phrase “experiment” to describe 
reform evaluations does not affect average support for the evaluation of 
educational reforms. Note that the estimated effects are very small and 
that we are powered to detect treatment effects of 6 percentage points in 
columns 1 and 2, and 5 percentage points in columns 3 and 4.4 In Ap
pendix Table A2 we show that the treatment has small and insignificant 
effects on each of the five answer categories. Appendix Table A3 (col
umn 1) shows how support for reform evaluation with experiments 
varies with respondents’ characteristics. In sum, the vast majority of 
Germans supports the evaluation of educational reforms, even if this 
evaluation is clearly labelled with the “E-word”. 

Next we explore variations in treatment effects across respondents’ 
sociodemographic characteristics in an exploratory heterogeneity 
analysis. A priori, one may expect that, for instance, reactions to the 
word “experiment” are more negative among parents with school-aged 
children or less risk-tolerant individuals. However, treatment effects 
do not differ across sociodemographic subgroups defined by, for 

example, parenthood, educational background, employment in 

Table 1 
Effects of using the word “experiment” on preferences for reform evaluation.   

Support for reform 
evaluation  

Opposition reform 
evaluation  

(1) (2)  (3) (4) 
„Experiment“ treatment − 0.009 − 0.015  0.019 0.021  

(0.022) (0.023)  (0.018) (0.018) 
Covariates No Yes  No Yes 
Control mean 0.751  0.140 
Observations 1957 1902  1957 1902 
R2 0.000 0.022  0.001 0.024 

Notes: OLS regressions. “Experiment” treatment: 1 = word “experiment” is 
included in the question text, 0 otherwise. Dependent variable: Columns 1–2: 
Dummy variables 1 = “strongly support” or “somewhat support” reform eval
uation, 0 otherwise; columns 3–4: Dummy variables 1 = “strongly oppose” or 
“somewhat oppose” reform evaluation, 0 otherwise. Residual category: “neither 
support nor oppose.” Control mean: mean of the outcome variable in the control 
group. Data source: ifo Education Survey 2017. Regressions weighted by survey 
weights. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Significance levels: *** p < 0.01, 
** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10. 

2 The slogan was used by the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and referred 
to the risk that the Social Democratic Party (SPD) would leave the NATO in case 
of electoral victory.  

3 The data from the ifo Education Survey are available for scientific use 
(Freundl et al., 2022). See Appendix B for details. 

4 To compute minimal detectable effect sizes with 80% power and α=0.05, 
we follow Haushofer and Shapiro (2016) and multiply standard errors by 2.8. 
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education or risk tolerance (column 2 of Appendix Table A3). The only 
exception is gender, with females reacting more negatively to the word 
“experiment” than males.5 Importantly, we find no heterogeneity by 
response time or educational background, indicating that the overall 
zero effect is not due to respondents’ inattention or misunderstanding. 

4. Conclusion 

In our representative survey experiment, we find majority support 
for scientific reform evaluation, irrespective of whether it is termed as an 
“experiment”. While there is widespread publication bias against null 
results (Chopra et al., 2023), we consider reporting this zero effect 
important as it provides the first causal evidence on whether using the 
“E-word” causes public backlash. 

Our results shed light on the effect of the terminology used to 
describe scientific policy evaluation in the context of education policy. 
We consider the educational sector particularly interesting, since the 
group that may be impacted by experimentation are children, who are 
particularly vulnerable. At the same time, our experimental setup has 
certain limitations: First, it is not clear whether our results on education 
policy extend to other policy areas. Second, we did not measure which 
exact elements of policy evaluation respondents have in mind when 
answering the control-group or treatment-group version of the question. 
Thus, our study design does not facilitate investigating which elements 
of (experimental) policy evaluation, like randomization, influence 
public attitudes.6 Third, and relatedly, the description of the policy 
evaluation in both experimental groups as “just like new medicine” may 
also prime control-group respondents to think about experimental pol
icy evaluation, limiting the scope for possible treatment effects of using 
the “E-word” explicitly. We think that conducting additional experi
ments to study the replicability, generality, and robustness of our 
experimental findings is a valuable avenue for future research. 

Data availability 

The data is available upon request. 
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