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Preface

The impetus for The Handbook of Experimental Economics came from the great
growth of interest in the results and methods of laboratory experiments in eco-
nomics. This created a growing feeling, both inside and outside the experimental
community, that it would be useful to have an overview of the field in order to
lower the barriers to entry facing potential experimenters, as well as those facing
economists and others who wish to have a critical understanding of what experi-
ments accomplish in economics. The charge to the author of each chapter was
therefore both to provide a survey for specialists that could help set an agenda for
future research and to provide the nonspecialist with a critical review of work
completed to date, with the aim of elucidating the role of experimental studies as
a progressive research tool. For this reason, authors were asked where possible to
concentrate on series of experiments, not merely single experiments in isolation,
in order to demonstrate the way that experiments build on one another to more
clearly delineate observed phenomena and to narrow their possible causes.’

This handbook is the work not only of many years, but also of many people
besides the authors of the chapters. In order to invite the maximum amount of
feedback to the author of each chapter, a three-day conference was convened in
Pittsburgh in June 1990, at which each author presented an extended outline of
his proposed chapter. Investigators from every major center of experimental eco-
nomics at the time were invited to attend, and most of these centers were in fact
represented.” The discussions were lively, sometimes even heated. Each author
subsequently circulated the various versions of his chapter widely to both experi-
menters and others interested in the particular topic area and received many com-
ments and suggestions. Indeed, the pace of experimentation was so rapid during
the writing of the book that revisions were often required to take account of recent
developments that had been initiated by the earlier discussions.

The capstone of this effort came in January 1994, when the (virtually) final
chapters were presented at the meeting of the American Economic Association, in
Boston.

This handbook has eight chapters. Every one except the first surveys an area of
economics in which there has been a concentration of experiments. The first chap-
ter, in contrast, is meant to serve as an introduction to experimental economics as
a whole. In our editorial discussions with the chapter authors, they were told that
they were free to write each chapter under the assumption that readers would have
read the introduction. Thus each author was free to focus each chapter as sharply
as seemed appropriate.

One suggestion that we received more than once during the course of this
project was that the handbook should include a chapter on methodology, which
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would tell people how to do experiments. We have not done this. Qur view is that
a better way to learn how to design and conduct experiments is to consider how
good experiments grow organically out of the issues they are designed to investi-
gate and the hypotheses among which they are designed to distinguish. For this
reason, we asked each author to address methodological issues that are important
for the experiments being discussed.’

One of the pleasures of participating in this project has been that it has afforded
us the best seats from which to observe one of the most exciting games in town.
New centers of experimental economics have sprung up continually while this
work was under way, and the interaction between theorists and experimenters has
increased apace. Indeed, one of the special pleasures of finally finishing this
project is that it is clear that in only a few more years, a single volume will no
longer be able to do even the rough justice that we manage here to such a rapidly
growing area of economic research.

March 1994
Pittsburgh

Notes

1. This volume thus has a very different, although complementary purpose to the earlier volume
Laboratory Experimentation in Economics: Six Points of View (Alvin E. Roth, ed., [Cam-
bridge University Press, 1987]). In that volume, six investigators with different approaches to
experimentation (John Kagel, Charles Plott, Alvin Roth, Reinhard Selten, Vernon Smith, and
Richard Thaler) were each asked to describe work that illustrated their own approach. In this
handbook, in contrast, the authors were asked to describe how series of experiments are
mediated by and mediate the different approaches of different investigators.

2. Although we failed to preserve a complete list of attendees, some of whom attended only for
a day, the following list is nearly complete: Colin Camerer (University of Pennsylvania, now
at California Institute of Technology), Robin Dawes (Carnegie-Mellon University), Robert
Forsythe (University of Iowa), Glen Harrison (University of South Carolina), John Hey (Uni-
versity of York), Elizabeth Hoffman (University of Arizona, now at Iowa State University),
Charles Holt (University of Virginia), John Kennan (University of lowa, now at University
of Wisconsin), John Ledyard (California Institute of Technology), Dan Levin (University of
Houston), Graham Loomes (University of York), John O’Brien (Carnegie-Mellon Univer-
sity), Jack Ochs (University of Pittsburgh), Vesna Prasnikar (University of Pittsburgh, now
at Ljubljana and Northwestern University), Tatsuyoshi Saijo (University of Tsukuba), An-
drew Schotter (New York University), Leo Simon (University of California at Berkeley),
Vernon Smith (University of Arizona), Sanjay Srivastava (Carnegie-Mellon University,
Richard Thaler (Comnell University), John Van Huyck (Texas A&M University), and James
Walker (University of Indiana). Regrettably, no one from the active German (then West
German) group of experimenters was able to accept our invitation.

3. Readers with a methodological inclination might keep an eye out for the following kinds of
issues: the role of monetary incentives on behavior, demand-induced effects, subject pool
effects, inducing risk preferences (the binary lottery technique), techniques for inducing infi-
nite horizon games, effects of subject experience, within versus between group designs, and
abstract versus concrete problem representation (to name some of the issues that appear in
more than one chapter).
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