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Measuring human behavior outside the university labs:  

an introduction into experimental social sciences in the field. 

 

In the past social sciences relied mostly on introspection or field observation of social behavior as tools of 

revealing the nature of human behavior. Recently social sciences took inspiration from natural sciences and 

medical sciences, and adopted different kinds of experimental research, first of all lab experiments. In lab 

experiments usually students are invited to investigate under well controlled conditions the nature of human 

decision making. These lab experiments are very helpful to challenge established ideologies on the nature 

of human behavior. However, due to very artificial laboratory context and focus on university students 

only, findings from these experiments are often perceived of limited value for conclusions on the nature of 

human behavior in the “real world” outside the university labs.    

 

In this course, I therefore would like to give an introduction into the growing experimental work of social 

scientists trying to get the experiments out of the university into the field, closer the “real life”. I will focus 

on the following two main approaches:   

 

1. Lab experiments in the field 

 

The human species did not evolve in Universities. Hence it might be risky to take human behavior as 

measured in the behavioral laboratories of Universities as the “real” human behavior and starting point of a 

discourse on how societies should be organized to fit best this “real” nature of humans.  

 

The first step to test the validity of results of experiments in University labs is to take the lab experiment 

into the field that is into the natural context where people normally make decisions. Taking the lab 

experiments from the University into the different habitats of humans social environments allows for two 

important insights: Firstly these lab experiments in the field are an “robustness check” of the results 

previously produced in the University lab. Secondly one can learn from those lab experiments in the field 

about the “taxonomy” and “variety” of human behavior – depending on social class and structure measured 

behavior might be different from what has been measured in the University lab with students and rather 

artificial lab environments. To understand better the taxonomy and distribution of human behavior is 

fundamental for a better understanding of more realistic modeling of dynamism of complex social systems.    

 

2. Field experiments. 

 

In a field experiment behavior is measured under entirely natural "real life" conditions. In field experiments 

not only the context of decision making is natural, but also the decision situation itself. Sometimes 

participants are even not aware that they are part of an experiment in social sciences.  

Field experiments became recently, notwithstanding their complexity, very popular. For basic research in 

social sciences field experiments became the final test of external validity of lab experiments. Less 

concerned about basic science, applied social scientists use randomized field trials as a tool to test the 

efficiency of new policies and public interventions.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monday 26 – Lab-experiments in the field 

 

10:00 – 13:00 Measuring Social Preferences in the field 

14:30 – 17:30 (i) Measuring Individual Preferences [time, risk] in the field;  

(ii) Collecting large scale data via surveys. 

 

 

Tuesday 27 – Field-experiments 

 

10:00 – 13:00 Randomised field trials for testing theories   

14:30 – 17:30 Randomised field trials for testing policies and interventions 

 

 

Wednesday 28 

 

10:00 – 13:00 What are we really measuring? The specific problems in measuring human 

behaviour. 

14:30 – 17:30 Presentations by participants, & discussion 

 

 

NB Dr. Hermann will be available for appointments with individual scholars on Thursday and Friday 
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