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Field experiment in psychology.
Is there still room for conducting research
in natural conditions?

BACKGROUND

This paper reflects on the status of the field experiment
in contemporary psychology (especially its social branch).
The subject of analysis is how frequently this method is
used, especially in the context of the growing popularity
of on-line research.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

The empirical part of the article presents an experiment re-
vealing the uniqueness of the field experiment as a method
allowing for the identification of subtle variables that can
have a real impact on the results obtained. In the whole
study 128 people were examined (half of the group were
women). The obtained results show that some phenomena
cannot be examined in any other way than by means of
the field experiment.

RESULTS
The process of moving away from the study of real be-
haviours in the real environment, observed over the last

twenty years, has not stopped since the criticism of this
phenomenon expressed about 20 years ago. On the con-
trary, it has intensified. The phenomenon described in the
article is definitely harmful to the scientific discipline so
strongly connected with the social context of research,
namely social psychology.

CONCLUSIONS

Time will show whether the increasingly loud voices crit-
icising this trend will translate into an actual change of
methods used by social psychologists.
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BACKGROUND

Perspectives on Psychological Science is one of the
most influential psychological journals in the world.
One of its features is the fact that, apart from articles
supported by research results (or any other data), it
allows for the publication of manuscripts that can be
called “policy papers” (and those who remember his-
tory well could classify them as “what we are fighting
for”). We are talking here about articles examining
changes in psychology as a scientific discipline, ana-
lysing trends and directions of its development and
diagnosing potential problems that limit its progress.
The paper written by Robert Cialdini in 2009, entitled
“We have to break up”, can be classified as one such
paper (Cialdini, 2009).

The title suggested by Cialdini obviously refers
to a kind of a “goodbye letter” written to a partner
(a custom specific rather for teenagers) and based
on quite characteristic key phrases: “it’s not your
fault, but mine”, “we’ve been getting away from each
other recently”, “yes, I've seen other people”, “T only
want the best for you”. Cialdini uses exactly the same
phrases, but addressing them to social psychology as
a science. The author of the text points out three —
as he claims, rather positive — fundamental changes
that have taken place in psychology recently, point-
ing out, however, the specific “side effects” they have
on this variant of experimental research that he likes
to plan and carry out the most, that is, field experi-
ments. These three changes are: the cognitive revolu-
tion (understood as focusing on cognitive variables
as factors explaining human behaviour), the expecta-
tion that a series of studies will be published in the
most important scientific periodicals (discussed by
us in the section on replication), and the populariza-
tion of mediation analysis as a statistical tool for data
analysis. In a very short text (the whole paper has
only two pages), Cialdini describes why these three
changes are making field experiments less popular,
referring to what could be called “publishing eco-
nomics”. If the chance to publish an article describing
the research that has been carried out depends on the
degree to which the author meets the expectations
of reviewers and editors, and they expect (1) to take
into account cognitive aspects in explaining behav-
iour, (2) to present a series of studies confirming the
existence of the described phenomenon, (3) to per-
form analyses looking for mediators of the described
phenomenon, then researchers carrying out field
experiments are in this situation in a lost position.
First of all, the most common dependent variable in
field studies is behaviour. In addition, in the vast ma-
jority of cases it is treated dichotomously (someone
threw money into a can, agreed to sign the petition,
replaced the bulb with an energy-saving one — or
did not). With the dependent variable defined in this
way, it is difficult to incorporate the issue of veri-

fying the cognitive predictors of a given behaviour
into the experimental procedure. Secondly, accord-
ing to Cialdini, although the very expectation of self-
replication of the effects obtained is in itself a thing
worth praising, it is much easier to do it in the case
of a questionnaire study than a field experiment. As
Cialdini descriptively explains, the very time spent
on obtaining the consent of the relevant ethics com-
mittee to conduct a field study takes as much time
as a series of laboratory experiments, not to men-
tion the duration of the research itself (which often
— similarly to a small theatre performance - requires
long preparations on the part of experimenters, con-
federates, troubleshooters and others involved in the
experiment). It should be emphasized that the author
of this paper does not criticise here the very idea of
the need for replicating research — he only points out
that it has completely different consequences for re-
searchers working in the laboratory and those who
do their research in the natural environment. The
third element — the expectation of mediation analy-
ses — is also very difficult to implement in the case of
field research. The participants in such experiments
(hotel guests, passers-by, customers buying buns in
the supermarket) have no special interest in provid-
ing us with additional data enabling us to perform
mediation analyses — they have already done their
job (they used a towel in the hotel room for the sec-
ond time, helped to collect scattered papers for a girl
walking around with crutches, put a plastic glove
on their hand while choosing bread). They would
not, for example, fill in a questionnaire allowing us
to assess their need for cognitive closure (Webster
& Kruglanski, 1994), even if we really agreed with
the idea of mediating the willingness to help with
this variable.

One should reflect on the problematic consequenc-
es of abusing the self-reporting measures in psychol-
ogy. These have already been reported by Richard
LaPiere (1934) in his article on the well-known re-
search into prejudice against the Chinese. LaPiere
demonstrated that when asked by the researcher to
picture their own behaviour, the subjects tended to
present themselves in a more favourable light than
in reality, e.g. by picturing themselves as individuals
observing social norms. It is obvious though that the
subjects do not have a full insight into the reasons
behind their own behaviour (e.g. related to the emo-
tions they experience) and by the same token, they
are unable to fully picture them.

It should be noted that one of the reasons behind
the shift away from the execution of studies in the
natural environment is the ongoing process consist-
ing in making our actions contingent upon the ob-
servance of the law (Grzyb, 2017). The experiment-
er’s assistants are subject to numerous risks (related
to conducting their work in the natural environment
- being hit by a car, conflicts with subjects unaware
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of their role, etc.). Such risk is eliminated in the case
of laboratory studies, and this may be one reason be-
hind the growing popularity of this form of study.

All these factors clearly affect the chances of pub-
lishing results from field experiments — Cialdini him-
self writes that he has not managed to publish any
paper describing field research over the past fifteen
years, in the key (one could say flagship) periodical
presenting reports from social psychology - in the
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (JPSP).
Interestingly, he was the author or co-author of pa-
pers which were published there at the same time,
yet they were devoted to research conducted using
other methods (Griskevicius et al., 2007). Miles Pat-
terson points out a similar phenomenon. He analysed
another recognized journal - Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin - assessing what proportion of
the articles published there contains data that can be
considered as measurement of behaviour (Patterson,
2008). The results were absolutely unambiguous -
this is because while in 1976 in about 70% of the pre-
sented studies any measurement of behaviour was
considered to be a variable (dependent or indepen-
dent), in 1996 and 2006 (Patterson used such study
samples) it was no more than 25%. The conclusion is
that we see a very similar phenomenon to the one de-
scribed by Cialdini in his own example. In his paper,
Patterson draws attention to another element - the
decline in interest of researchers in the so-called “un-
focused interaction”. It is defined as specific interac-
tions between people (or, more broadly, the sender
and the recipient of a message), which take place
without being reflected in verbal or non-verbal com-
munication between them (Goffman, 1963). Let us
note that a significant proportion of measurements
in studies carried out as field experiments concerns
such interactions — for example, the studies on the
effectiveness of road signs by James Fisher (1992) or
the studies on the length of visual contact made by
strangers (Kleinke, 1986).

The aforementioned article by Cialdini was pub-
lished in 2009. It was actually a part of a series of
manuscripts drawing attention to the problems of
psychology (especially social) as a scientific disci-
pline (Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder, 2007; Klebaniuk,
2012). A question arises then, whether something has

Table 1

Number of on-line and off-line studies in selected social
psychology journals

2005 2010 2015
On-line research 7 50 153
Off-line research 213 197 155

Note. Author’s own review based on Anderson et al., 2019.

HEALTH PSYCHOLOGY REPORT

changed over the past few years — maybe even for
the better?

Kai Sassenberg and Lara Ditrich (2019) tried to
answer this question. They analysed the whole year-
books of the flagship journals on social psychology
in order to compare the nature of the research in
2009-2011 and 2016-2019. They examined their char-
acteristics, such as sample sizes, the way they were
selected, and the research methods used. The results
which they obtained are not optimistic. Although it
may of course lift the spirits that increasingly larger
samples are analysed as a part of research (though
one may wonder whether the research carried out
on a sample of 1,353,075 people can still be treated
as being significantly carried out on a “sample”), the
direction in which the methods used have changed
perfectly confirms the diagnosis made by Cialdini.
Sassenberg and Ditrich have shown that the number
of tests carried out using self-reporting measures is
increasing, and they have noted a significant rise in
the number of tests carried out on-line (which may
explain the surprising number of tests mentioned
several lines above).

This problem was addressed in another article
(Anderson et al., 2019) that pointed to the process of
the “MTurkification” of social psychology. Anderson
et al. analysed important scientific journals in the
field of social psychology (Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology)
and determined what percentage of studies carried
out in particular years was based on on-line tools
(five-year intervals were used). The precise data are
presented in Table 1.

It is therefore clear that an increasing propor-
tion of research in the field of social psychology is
based on self-reporting and is increasingly often be-
ing carried out on-line on various platforms, like the
popular mTurk. It should be noted that this does not
bring only negative consequences. On-line research
simplifies the life of the researchers, allowing them
to collect large amounts of data in a relatively short
time. It also makes it possible, thanks to its technical
capabilities, to carry out even complex experiments
in an intergroup system. In one of the studies carried
out on the Ariadne platform (the Polish equivalent
of mTurk), we even managed, together with Dariusz
Dolinski, to replicate partially Stanley Milgram’s re-
search on obedience to authority (Grzyb, Dolinski,
Trojanowski, & Bar-Tal, 2018). Naturally, this had to
be organised in a way that significantly affected the
experimental realism, as the subjects were only sup-
posed to imagine that they were participating in such
an experiment, but the data obtained basically coin-
cided with those we obtained in a traditional labo-
ratory experiment. This shows, therefore, how great
the possibilities for researchers to carry out experi-
ments on the Internet are.



However, it is worth asking ourselves what con-
sequences this entails — and therefore what price sci-
ence pays for such a clear departure from research
carried out in natural conditions in an environment
known by the subjects and familiar to them. Is it
sometimes not the case that by moving away from
field experimentation as a research method, we lose
the chance to capture the delicate variables that in-
fluence the results, which cannot be measured by
other means?

Let us note that most often field experiments are
performed on streets, squares, university campuses
— generally in places where many people circulate —
and the performance of the research itself is facilitat-
ed from this perspective (the time between successive
interactions with the subjects is minimized). Rarely,
however, do the descriptions contain precise infor-
mation on what facilities are located in the vicinity
of the square or street where the experiment is con-
ducted. And as it turns out, the type of these facilities
can have a significant impact on the results of the ex-
periment. The French psychologist Nicolas Guéguen
is a scientist analysing the role of the research site
and its influence on the results achieved (especially
from the perspective of altruistic behaviour, but not
only). His studies from 2012 (Guéguen, 2012) showed,
among other things, that young women are more
likely to give their phone number to a man when he
asks for it near a florist’s shop (compared to requests
made in close proximity to a confectionery or shoe
shop). In other studies carried out by Lubomir Lamy,
Jacques Fisher-Lokou, and Nicolas Guéguen (2015),
the researchers examined how the proximity of the
place where the respondent could provide help to the
person in need influenced his decision to do so. One
hundred and ninety-two individuals participated in
the study (half of them were women). The experimen-
tal procedure was related to the situation in which the
participant could “volunteer” to help a young wom-
an. This woman, with a visible orthosis put on her
leg, was walking along the pavement, leaning with
one hand on a crutch and holding a pack of sweets
in the other. At some point (around 5 m from the fu-
ture study subject, who had been previously selected
from among passers-by), the woman would drop the
sweets and try to pick them up while balancing to
avoid falling down. The researchers wanted to deter-
mine the probability of her receiving help (picking
up the sweets or verbally offering to pick them up)
if the fall happened in one of four possible locations:
a control point (a street away from public buildings),
a hospital, a church and a florist’s. The researchers
also evaluated what impact the gender of the person
examined had on the decision to provide assistance.

The obtained results showed that gender did not
influence the offer of help (or its provision). How-
ever, there were clear differences in the reactions of
the examined persons in different places. Most of the

respondents helped in the vicinity of the hospital
(91.6% of the study participants) and in the vicinity
of the florist’s (87.5%). It was different in the vicin-
ity of a church (75%) and in a street far away from
these places (68.7%). The researchers explained the
differences obtained with the associations that peo-
ple have with the research sites. In the pilot study
they showed that most people associate the florist’s
with love and hospital with helping, which may have
triggered a pattern of helping a person in need. How-
ever, because associations with these objects may
vary depending on the culture, we decided to con-
duct a slightly modified version of this experiment in
Polish conditions.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

We made a number of modifications in the experi-
mental design itself. First of all we changed the de-
pendent variable into a verbal request for financial
assistance in a troublesome, random need. The sec-
ond modification was to add a place where the re-
spondents should (according to the hypotheses) be
less willing to give such help. We considered such
a place to be the vicinity of a grocery discount shop,
mainly due to the fact that it is precisely around dis-
count stores that people trying to ask passers-by or
shop clients for “some change” appear quite often.
The third modification was the introduction of a sec-
ond person asking for help — depending on the exper-
imental group, it was a woman or a man in our study.
The last element differing from the original French
one was to record several demographic variables: we
noted the exact age, education, marital status and -
of course — gender of the people surveyed. The sur-
vey with these questions was handed out after the
experiment itself had been completed and the par-
ticipants were explained that they had participated
in a psychological study.

The survey was conducted by two experimenter’s
assistants: a woman and a man, each aged 25. They
wore neat, decent clothes: the woman was wearing
a blue, knee-length dress and cornflower jacket with
short sleeves, and blue sandals with small heels. She
had a ponytail. The man was wearing beige trousers,
a jacket, shoes and a blue shirt. He had short hair,
smoothly combed backwards. The research took
place in four locations in Wroctaw:

« by St. Joseph’s Care Church at Otbiniska St.,

« by T. Marciniak Hospital on Traugutta St.,

by the Biedronka discount store on Krolewiecka St.,
« by a florist’s at Solny Square.

The experimenter’s assistants approached every
fifth randomly passing person who had not seen the
previous interaction and asked for help (assignment
to a particular group was based on a previously creat-
ed randomization). They made the following request:
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Sorry to bother you, but I have a problem. My money
and documents have been stolen and I have no way to
get home. I don’t want to go without a ticket, so please
give me a ticket or three zlotys so I can buy one.

When the person to whom the request was ad-
dressed pulled out the money or the bus ticket, he or
she was approached by the supervisor experimenter,
who thanked the person very much for his/her help
and informed the person that he/she was taking part
in a psychological experiment. He asked for a short
survey on age, education and place of residence. He
also stated that the above data would be used only
for scientific purposes. Each of the experimenter’s
assistants asked 16 people for help in each location.

RESULTS

In the whole study 128 people were examined (half
of the group were women). The number of individu-
als willing to help in particular locations is present-
ed in Table 2, taking into account the gender of the
respondents.

In Table 3 the numbers of people helping in par-
ticular conditions are shown, taking into account the
gender of the experimenter’s assistant.

Statistical analysis showed a strong effect of the
place where help was asked for — most frequently re-

Table 2

spondents decided to help in the vicinity of a church
(78.1%) or a hospital (71.9%), while significantly fewer
people offered help in the vicinity of a florist’s shop
(56.3%) and the least in the vicinity of a grocery dis-
count store (9.4%). These differences were statistically
significant — x%(3) = 37.32, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.28.
The influence of the gender of the investigator’s as-
sistant and the gender of the respondent on the will-
ingness to help was also assessed — both effects were
found to be statistically insignificant. However, the
interaction between them was found to be significant
- the women surveyed were more or less equally ea-
ger to help the asking man and the asking woman.
However, the men surveyed were more willing to of-
fer help to the asking man than to the asking woman:
K1, 124) = 5.47, p = .021, Cohen’s d = 0.42. The re-
maining variables (age, education, marital status) did
not affect the willingness to help.

DISCUSSION

The obtained results can be considered from the per-
spective of the field experiment methodology in at
least two ways. The first is to show the specific prob-
lems that may be posed by replication of research
carried out in other countries (and, more broadly, in
other cultures). It can be seen that the area of florists,

Numbers of individuals willing to help in particular locations

Result
Help No help Total
Site Church Respondent Woman 13 3 16
Man 12 4 16
Total 25 7 32
Hospital Respondent Woman 14 2 16
Man 9 7 16
Total 23 9 32
Florist’s Respondent Woman 10 6 16
Man 8 8 16
Total 18 14 32
Discount shop  Respondent Woman 0 16 16
Man 3 13 16
Total 3 29 32
Total Respondent Woman 37 27 64
Man 32 32 64
Total 69 59 128
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Table 3

Numbers of people helping in particular conditions (including the gender of the experimenter’s assistant)

Result
Help No help Total
Site Church Assistant Woman 11 5 16
Man 14 2 16
Total 25 7 32
Hospital Assistant Woman 12 4 16
Man 1 5 16
Total 23 9 32
Florist’s Assistant Woman 13 3 16
Man 5 11 16
Total 18 14 32
Discount shop  Assistant Woman 2 14 16
Man 1 15 16
Total 3 29 32
Total Respondent Woman 38 26 64
Man 31 33 64
Total 69 59 128

which in the French research was found to increase
the willingness to help, is no longer so “effective”
when the research is conducted in Polish condi-
tions. The opposite is true of the church: the origi-
nal French studies in the area near this place did not
show a big difference in the number of helpful behav-
iours in comparison with the control group - in Pol-
ish studies it was by the church where the majority
of people decided to help (although, naturally, some
of the differences may be due to another operation-
alisation of the dependent variable). Therefore, we
may dare to claim that replication of experiments
carried out in different cultures entails the need to
take into account cultural specificity also at the stage
of constructing an experimental scheme and the very
operationalisation of variables.

The second important result obtained in the study
is an extremely low (nearly meeting the criteria of
the so-called “floor effect”) willingness to help in the
area of discount grocery stores. As it seems, such
a result may be caused by the frequent meeting of
people asking for money in certain places in the
city - in the vicinity of railway stations, main city
squares and precisely discount stores and supermar-
kets. One possible explanation for this phenomenon
is the heuristics of representativeness (Kahneman,
2016; Kahneman & Tversky, 1972; Sotirovic, 2016)
- if we meet a person asking for money in the vi-

cinity of certain places, we tend to categorise him/
her as someone trying to extort cash from us, and
we will not particularly care about the reasoning that
the person is using. In many studies carried out in
Wroclaw, we have noticed that two of the worst sites
for field research are Wroctaw Market Square and
Solny Square — two places of high pedestrian traffic
located near to each other. It turned out that in these
particular locations the default answer to all possible
requests (or even an attempt to open one’s mouth to
make such a request) is “no”.

CONCLUSIONS

To sum up, it is worth noting that the process of mov-
ing away from the study of real behaviours in the real
environment, observed over the last twenty years,
has not stopped since the criticism of this phenom-
enon expressed about 20 years ago. On the contrary,
it has intensified. As we have tried to show in this
article, it is a phenomenon that is definitely harmful
to the scientific discipline so strongly connected with
the social context of research, namely social psychol-
ogy (see Brzezinski & Siuta, 1991). Time will show
whether the increasingly loud voices criticising this
trend (Dolinski, 2018) will translate into an actual
change of methods used by social psychologists.
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