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I. Research Design

As part of my dissertation research I would like to implement an experiment in the form of a survey that I will administer to subjects recruited “on the street,” primarily at off-campus venues. This survey contains five or six policy questions. The actual questions do not vary across treatments, but I will randomly change the list of possible answers to each question. I am trying to understand, a) whether certain answers are more desirable when on the same list as certain other answers, b) whether the answers provided influences the self-reported level of difficulty in answering the question. This research will be funded by a NSF dissertation improvement grant.

A. Nature and Purpose

One morning at a New York diner, a waitress offers a professor a choice of a bagel and a bialy.

"I'd like a bagel, please."

After a few minutes, the waitress returns to tell the professor that she forgot to tell him that he can also have a croissant.

"In that case," he replies, "I'll have a bialy!"
This joke is one example of a person exhibiting menu- dependent preferences: the relative attractiveness of one alternative compared to a second alternative depends on the presence or absence of additional alternatives (Huber, Payne, and Puto 1982,  Wedell 1991, Simonson and Tversky 1992, Tversky and Simonson 1993). As a second example, consider someone who is deciding to buy an apple instead of an orange at the supermarket. If she also considers buying a banana, this additional option should not directly affect the choice between the apple and the orange. However, the banana might change the context of the choice so much so that the decision-maker will choose the orange even though she chose an apple when there were two options. The banana may remind the decision-maker of the value of potassium (found in oranges and bananas), or draw more attention to the cost or the quality of the items. 

I hope this experiment will provide me with data to answer the following questions:

1. Will certain options be more desirable in comparison to certain other options?

a. Will options be more likely to be chosen when they appear to be moderate or compromises between other options?

b. Will specific policy options be more likely to be chosen than broad categories of options that include each of these specific options?

2. Can the list of possible answers to policy questions affect how difficult it is for some people to choose an answer?

Social scientists have long sought to generalize in realistic ways the decision-making process to best explain economic and political behavior. An extensive body of research into consumer behavior has collected evidence contradicting some of the more restrictive assumptions in rational choice theory, especially in regards to people’s sensitivity to alternative decision frames rather than their preferences remaining consistent. In particular, answers to policy questions tend to be very unstable and easily manipulated by the order of questions or the question wording. This has important implications for democratic relations between citizens and their leaders that depend on the leaders understanding the needs and desires of their constituents to make policy that conforms to the people’s wishes.

I propose to investigate how changing the set of answers to the same question will affect decisions about public policies. I test the empirical plausibility of policy decisions that can be systematically influenced by the set of policy options offered to the survey respondent in this experiment. As a result of this experiment, politicians, scholars and survey researchers will better understand how certain options shade opinions about other options so they can strategically manipulate the situation or guard against the phenomena. These applications can inform our understanding of mass public opinion towards public policy and would point to an interesting possible application of how certain amendments or proposals might influence people in groups or legislatures.
I base my investigation on a body of scholarship in behavioral decision science into preference reversals observed in private consumer decisions over private goods. Consumer products can benefit from comparisons with competing brands, especially if the comparisons make it easier to justify the purchasing decision (Huber, Payne, Puto 1982, Simonson 1989, Pettibone and Wedell 2000), or if the product appears to be a compromise choice between other desirable alternatives (Simonson 1989, Simonson and Tversky 1993).  Feelings towards an option can vary depending on what alternatives surround it, especially if the decision-maker is relying on qualitative or lexicographic arguments to find the best alternative (Tversky, Sattath and Slovic 1988). The presence of certain options may make certain decisions easier to justify (Simonson 1989) or reduce the level of anxiety associated with the choice (Pettibone and Wedell 2000).

Earlier research by myself, Lowenthal (1996) and Rotter and Rotter (1966) presented experimental evidence in support of menu-dependence in candidate choice in elections. This investigation aims to extend this research for the first time to policy questions.
I hypothesize that people’s attitudes are dependent on the menu of choices they are faced with (menu-dependent preferences, also called context-dependent preferences or rank-dependent utility). This phenomena is most likely to be observed when the decision forces the decision-maker to make difficult trade-offs, when the decision-maker is unsure about her own ideal, or unfamiliar with the issues or politics. In these circumstances, the decision-maker relies heavily on a comparison of the different options to each other, making perceptions of the options, and ultimately, preferences, dependent on which options are being evaluated. If the configuration of options makes one look more desirable compared to the others, the difficulty of the choice will be lessened.
B. Procedures.

I will invite adult subjects “on the street” and on other venues off-campus. Students will be allowed to participate in the study as long as they are over 18, but since college students tend not to be engaged in politics, the more adults I have in my sample, the better the external validity will be. If circumstances permit, I will recruit on-campus in places like the baseball stadium where there is a concentration of non-student visitors. Some of the subjects will be recruited in downtown Chicago, others in downtown Philadelphia, but a majority of the subjects are expected to be recruited in the Triangle Area. I may also ask acquaintances and social groups they are in to complete the questionnaire to supplement the “on the street” polling. I hope to recruit up to 400 respondents.
To recruit subjects “on the street,” I will put up a table near a frequently traversed area or carry clipboards and a back-pack with surveys and cookies. I will wear a name badge containing my name, identifying me as a political scientist, and my university affiliation. I will invite subjects to participate by asking them: “Do you have a few minutes to answer a questionnaire to help with my dissertation research?” I will offer these subjects some cookies (individually wrapped boxes of Nabisco cookies) or beverages like a can of Coke. 

To speed the process and minimize the number of papers being handled on the street, there is no separate consent form. Instead, after reading the questionnaire instructions, the subjects’ consent is implied by their answers to the questionnaire. The instructions are explicit about the goals of the study, the length of time necessary to complete the survey, the uses of the study and the subjects’ ability to end participation at any time. At the end of the questionnaire, I include further information on the goals of the study and my contact information. To avoid possible interviewer-bias, I do not include my name on the study because my name signals an ethno-religious identity that is closely associated with one political party and particular views on foreign policy towards Israel (one of the possible policy questions).
The questionnaire is attached. To reduce the amount of time involved, I will only pose five or six of the policy questions. Non-residents of North Carolina will be asked questions about national politics. North Carolina and Pennsylvania residents will receive some questions specific to state politics. Subjects will be randomly assigned to a treatment condition for each question. There is a maximum of four treatments, consisting of different possible lists of answers to the policy question.

After each policy question, I will ask the respondent to gauge how difficult the question was to answer. Beforehand, I will query the subjects on their interest in politics and familiarity with certain political issues. Afterwards, I will ask the respondents to answer some socio-demographic questions including their political identification, their income level, how often they buy cigarettes (North Carolina only, because of a question about a cigarette tax) and three questions that measure their knowledge of political figures. All of these questions are common determinants of political attitudes and behavior. I expect completion to take less than ten minutes. If pilot study respondents take longer than ten minutes, I will reduce the number of policy questions.
C. Deception

There is no deception involved in this experiment that will result in a subject being unable to grant informed consent. The first page of the questionnaire, as part of a description of the study and instructions about answering the questionnaire explicitly explain the goals of the study and our interest in choice difficulty. As part of the consent process, subjects will be told that this research is about decision-making. 

D. Debriefing

At the end of the questionnaire, there is a description of the goals of the experiment and the larger research project. I will include my e-mail address and office phone number so respondents can get more information about the study.

II. Selection

A. Subject population.
I will invite adult subjects “on the street” and on other venues off-campus. Students will be allowed to participate in the study as long as they are over 18, but since college students tend not to be engaged in politics, the more adults I have in my sample, the better the external validity will be. The second question of the survey checks if the respondent is over 18 years of age.

I will make an effort to recruit subjects from a diverse pool so that there are a range of income levels represented in the sample. If circumstances permit, I will recruit on-campus in places like the baseball stadium where there is a concentration of non-student visitors. Some of the subjects will be recruited in downtown Chicago, others in downtown Philadelphia, but a majority of the subjects are expected to be recruited in the Triangle Area. I may also ask acquaintances and social groups they are in to complete the questionnaire to supplement the “on the street” polling.
B. Selection

I will make initial contact with subjects. Consistent with other studies I have recently performed in the area, I will invite subjects to participate by asking them: “Do you have a few minutes to answer a questionnaire to help with my dissertation research?” In the past, I have found a high rate of acceptance of my invitation. I will randomly assign respondents to treatments. I may contact acquaintances or social groups and ask if they will participate. There will not be any written advertisements.
C. Compensation

Subjects will receive a complimentary cookie or beverage.
III. Risks and Benefits.

A. Risks

There is no risk of physical or emotional harm. Respondents will be allowed to decline to participate or answer any questions (including demographic questions) that make them feel uncomfortable.

B. Benefits

Although the beverage may be considered a marginal benefit for participation, there are otherwise no direct benefits for participation. Subjects will receive a full explanation of why the research is being performed and how this study will attempt to contribute to science.
IV. Confidentiality

A. Names:

I will not be collecting the names of my subjects.  I will identify the subjects by a sequential “subject number.”

B. Demographic Data:

I will collect information about the subject’s gender, race, income, political identification, political knowledge, cigarette purchasing habits and state of residency.
C. Confidentiality:

I will assure confidentiality because only a “subject number” will be used to identify subjects with treatment.  The demographic information will not be enough to extrapolate anyone’s identity. Since the data is going to be collected under “subject number” only, there will be no identifying information kept with the files. The principal investigator will hold the information while in residence at the Political Science Department of Duke University. 
D. Reporting:

The data will be used in analyses to provide greater insight into decision-making. The data will be available to the academic community, but will be housed and primarily used by Duke researchers. The data will be used in conjunction with other survey and experimental data.


V. Illegal Activities:

The subjects will not be asked any questions dealing with illegal activities. There is a question about cigarette purchasing habits, but all subjects are of legal age to purchase.

VI. Informed Consent

There is no separate, written informed consent page. Subjects will be recruited on the street and will have limited time to complete the questionnaire. As a result, I am reluctant to offer a separate form to my subjects with extensive warnings about the study and their role as subjects. People are generally familiar with what is involved with political surveys, so their acceptance of my invitation implies consent to participate. I include information about the study (including an invitation to participate, information about the duration of the study, a statement of confidentiality, and a statement about the voluntary nature of the study and the respondents’ prerogative to skip any question. An email address and a phone number are included on the last page, where the respondent can tear off the information.
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