Sociology 202 (Martin)
Lecture Outline 22: November 17, 2005

· Experimental Social Research

· Suitable topics for social experiments

· Elements of an experiment

· Variations of experimental design

· Sources of invalidity

· Natural experiments

A Classic (Notorious?) Social Experiment:
Milgram’s “Obedience to Authority”

· SUBJECT:  I refuse to take the responsibility.  He’s in there hollering!

· EXPERIMENTER:  It’s absolutely essential that you continue, teacher.

· SUBJECT (indicating the unused questions):  There’s too many left here.  I mean, Geez, if he gets them wrong, there’s too many of them left.  I mean who’s going to take the responsibility if anything happens to that gentleman?

· EXPERIMENTER:  I’m responsible for anything that happens to him.  Continue, please.

· SUBJECT:  All right.  (Consults list of words)  The next one’s “Slow – walk, truck, dance, music.”  Answer please.  (A buzzing sound indicates the learner has signaled his answer.)  Wrong.  A hundred and ninety five volts.  “Dance.”

· LEARNER (yelling).:  Let me out of here.  My heart’s bothering me!  (Teacher looks at experimenter.)

· EXPERIMENTER:  Continue, please.

Topics appropriate to social experiments

· Hypothesis testing of well-defined concepts and propositions.

· For example, discrimination in hiring of former prisoners (Pager 2003, The Mark of a Criminal Record)

· Experiments are better suited for explanatory than descriptive purposes.

· Experimentation also works well in studies of small group interaction.

· For example, using mock juries to test different ways to present evidence.

Elements of a classical experiment

· Independent and dependent variables.

· Subjects are assigned levels of the key independent variable

· The dependent variable is measured as the outcome.

· Comparison across levels of the key independent variable.

· Pretesting and posttesting

· Experimental and control groups

Considerations in choosing experimental and control groups

· Randomization: subjects are not allowed to influence whether they receive the control or experimental condition

· Subjects are not allowed to know whether they receive the control or experimental condition

· often, the administerers are not allowed to know either (“double-blind” experiments.)

· this issue can lead to deception about the goals of the study.

· Matching:  randomizing by groups reduces the amount of uncontrolled variation in the study

· matching is particularly useful in small-sample experiments.

Variations on experimental design

· Standard experimental/control pretest/posttest design.

· “Pre-experimental” research designs

· one shot case study

· one group pretest-posttest

· static group comparison

· Solomon four-group design

Sources of internal invalidity in experimental research

· Maturation:  Aging (in long studies) or weariness (in short studies) can confound pretest/posttest effects.

· Testing:  The process of testing and retesting can influence people’s behavior.

· Statistical regression (explain)

· Other sources of internal invalidity include:

· History, Instrumentation, Selection bias, experimental mortality, and demoralization.

· External validity is another concern:  how well do findings in an artificial experiment apply to the real world?

Some famous social experiments

· Rosenthal and Jacobsen (1968):  Communication of expectations.

· Foschi, Warriner and Hart (1985):  Willingness to accept another person’s ideas.

· Milgram (1961): Obedience to authority

Natural experiments

· Natural experiments occur when social events affect some people but not others, and the selection into experimental and control groups is more or less random.

· Effects of nuclear accidents on nuclear plant worker attitudes.

· Effects of changing state welfare programs on marriage rates of poor mothers.

· Response of hurricane victims (compared to others in nearby unaffected towns) to future hurricane warnings.

Strengths and weaknesses of experiments

· Strengths:  

· experimentation establishes causality by eliminating reverse and spurious causal explanations.

· example: we could find out the true effect of a college degree on future earnings by randomly assigning some high schoolers to college and others to no college.

· experiments tend to require less time, money, and sample size than survey research

· Weaknesses:

· experimental situations are often quite artificial.

· experiments often raise ethical concerns.

Summary questions

· 1.)  Explain how you would set up an experiment to test the effectiveness of an abdominal exercise device, using a Solomon four-group design.
· 2.)  Explain how you would set up an experiment to test the effectiveness of an abdominal exercise device, using a one-shot case study.
· 3.)  Give an example of a natural experiment, and explain what the independent and dependent variables would be in this experiment.

· 4.)  Explain two different things an experimenter could do to ensure that experimental and control groups are similar before the experiment begins.

Assignment for next lecture.

· Think about an experiment you might design to show the presence or absence of discriminatory racial behavior in some social context.  
· Briefly describe how the experiment would work.   



















































































































