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Abstract 

Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are increasingly used in sociology to generate causal evidence. 

While the uptake of RCTs in sociology has lagged behind other disciplines, recent growth signals a 

shift toward what some now call “experimental sociology.” However, the methodological promise of 

RCTs depends not only on random assignment but also on transparent reporting practices that allow 

readers to assess internal validity, implementation quality, and the generalizability of findings. In this 

article, we conduct a systematic scoping review of 91 field experiments published since 2000 in high-

ranking sociological journals. Using an adapted version of the CONSORT-SPI checklist, we evaluate 

reporting accuracy across a range of design and implementation indicators. We find substantial 

variability and frequent omissions in how sociological RCTs are reported, with implications for 

replicability and the cumulative advancement of causal knowledge. Our findings suggest that 

sociologists have yet to fully adopt reporting standards developed in other disciplines, and that greater 

attention to documentation could strengthen the credibility and utility of experimental evidence. We 

offer concrete recommendations for researchers, reviewers, and journal editors to improve 

transparency and comparability in sociological field experiments. 
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1. Introduction 

Empirical studies based on Randomized Controlled Trials (RCTs) have gained increasing traction 

within sociological research. While the discipline was initially slower than economics or political 

science to incorporate experimental designs (Green and Gerber 2003; Jackson and Cox 2013), the 

past decade has witnessed a marked expansion in their application across substantive areas. This 

growth is documented in recent reviews (Jackson and Cox 2013; Baldassarri and Abascal 2017; Mitze 

and Manago 2022) and has led some to refer to this emerging domain as "experimental sociology" 

(Barrera et al. 2025), signaling both the institutionalization of experimental methods and their 

integration into core sociological concerns.  

Although RCTs are widely regarded as a rigorous method for establishing internal validity—

defined as the ability to identify causal relationships through controlled assignment of treatment—

they have long been critiqued for their limitations in external validity, particularly with respect to 

generalizability and relevance across sociological domains. Yet this dichotomy risks oversimplifying 

both the strengths and vulnerabilities of experimental designs. As Deaton and Cartwright (2018) 

argue, the credibility of causal claims derived from RCTs hinges not only on random assignment but 

also on a host of design, implementation, and interpretive choices that can introduce fragility into the 

estimation process. Even minor departures from ideal conditions—such as noncompliance, attrition, 

or poorly specified interventions—can substantially compromise inference. 

Accurate and transparent reporting is essential for identifying sources of fragility in 

experimental designs. Without clear documentation of key design and implementation choices, it 

becomes difficult to evaluate the credibility of causal claims, assess risks to internal validity, or 

replicate findings. Fields with a longer history of experimental research, particularly in clinical and 

psychological sciences, have recognized that inadequate reporting can obscure methodological flaws 

and inflate the apparent robustness of causal claims (Andrew et al. 1994; Grant et al. 2018). 

Sociological applications of RCTs would similarly benefit from standardized reporting practices to 

mitigate threats to validity and support critical appraisal of findings. 
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This paper interrogates the extent to which the emerging body of sociological RCTs fulfills 

the methodological promise most often associated with the experimental approach: internally valid 

causal inference. We examine recent experimental studies to evaluate whether, and how consistently, 

the core design elements necessary for unbiased estimation are reported in published accounts. 

Specifically, we investigate the gap between the theoretical strength of RCTs as a tool for causal 

identification and the practical realities of their implementation, as reflected in the reporting practices 

of sociological research. 

Our focus is not on outcomes per se, but on the integrity of the design and reporting processes 

that underpin claims of causal inference. Drawing on CONSORT-SPI standards (CONsolidated 

Standards of Reporting Trials for Social and Psychological Interventions) (Grant et al. 2018), we 

assess whether sociological RCTs attend to the full range of methodological considerations required 

for credible inference—including randomization procedures, allocation concealment, protocol 

deviations, attrition, and sample size calculations. Through this lens, we ask: To what extent is the 

internal (and, where possible, external) validity of sociological RCTs supported by the transparency 

and completeness of their reporting? 

We address this question through a systematic scoping review (Tricco et al. 2018), employing 

a structured and transparent approach to identify, code, and analyze published accounts of RCTs 

appearing in leading sociology journals. Our analysis focuses specifically on field experiments, which 

we define as randomized trials conducted in natural settings with participants drawn from populations 

targeted by the intervention, interacting in their ordinary social contexts. This design feature makes 

field experiments particularly valuable for assessing causal effects under ecologically valid 

conditions—an attribute especially relevant in sociological inquiry. 

We further restrict our sample to studies published in high-ranking journals, for two reasons. 

First, field experiments embedded in real-world contexts offer particular theoretical and 

methodological value in sociology. Second, journals with higher disciplinary visibility are more likely 
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to enforce standards of design and reporting, making them especially relevant to our research 

question. 

We use this sample of RCTs to describe how the method is applied in sociology, providing 

what is, to our knowledge, the first systematic overview of its implementation in the field. We directly 

assess reporting accuracy and, in doing so, identify common pitfalls in the design and execution of 

sociological field experiments. When key decisions around design and implementation are not 

reported, the resulting evidence becomes difficult to evaluate or replicate—and this may also reflect 

limited awareness of the risk of bias inherent in experimental research. Our results show that the 

reporting of RCTs in sociology remains inconsistent, even when limited to high-ranking journals. 

Inadequate reporting is problematic, as it can obscure weak designs or poor implementation—both 

of which compromise internal validity. When added to the known limitations of experimental 

methods, this issue further reduces the potential of RCTs to generate credible causal evidence in 

sociology. 

We conclude that the early adoption of RCTs in the discipline has not fully capitalized on 

methodological standards established elsewhere. Overall, attention to reporting clarity and 

completeness appears limited: key design elements are often omitted, making published experiments 

difficult to assess and replicate. This is particularly concerning given that individual RCTs are 

vulnerable to bias, tend to have limited internal validity, and typically lack external validity due to 

the importance of context in sociological processes. Only through replication across settings—and 

the comparison of results across studies—can experimental findings be consolidated and 

generalizability improved, thereby addressing longstanding critiques of experimental evidence 

(Pawson and Tilley 1997). In this light, poor reporting represents a major obstacle to the accumulation 

of reliable and replicable causal knowledge. In short, even well-designed RCTs cannot fulfill their 

evidentiary promise if they are poorly reported. 
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The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents the background and motivation, 

highlighting the value of RCTs for causal inference in sociology and the importance of reporting 

accuracy for assessing internal validity. Section 3 describes our review methodology, from journal 

selection to coding procedures, including our use of the CONSORT-SPI checklist (Grant et al. 2018) 

to evaluate reporting quality. Section 4 provides a descriptive overview of the field experiments in 

our sample. Section 5 offers a detailed assessment of reporting accuracy, while Section 6 examines 

its evolution over time and relationship to key study features. Section 7 concludes with a summary of 

findings and recommendations for improving the design and reporting of sociological RCTs. 

 

2. Background and motivation 

2.1 The potential of field experiments for causal investigation in sociology 

Among quantitative social scientists, randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are widely recognized as 

the “gold standard” for establishing causal relationships between variables (Green and Gerber 2003; 

Berk 2005; Gangl 2010). Their appeal lies in their ability to address the core challenge of causal 

inference: distinguishing the effect of a given independent variable X on an outcome Y from the 

influence of confounding factors. By randomly assigning units to treatment and control groups, RCTs 

eliminate systematic differences in observed and unobserved covariates across groups, thereby 

mitigating endogeneity and isolating the causal impact of X on Y (Morgan and Winship 2007). 

Getting rid of all the other confounders is especially important in the study of social phenomena, 

where causal structures are often complex and units (e.g., individuals, groups) are not interchangeable 

due to heterogeneity in background characteristics, preferences, and social positioning.  

External validity remains a persistent challenge in experimental research, as RCTs often rely 

on convenience samples, making it difficult—if not impossible—to generalize findings beyond the 

specific populations studied, whether from a single trial or across multiple ones (Deaton and 

Cartwright 2018). This challenge is amplified in laboratory and vignette-based experiments, which 
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account for a substantial share of experimental causal evidence in the social sciences (Barrera et al. 

2025). In these settings, researchers construct fully controlled—physical or simulated—environments 

in an attempt to elicit natural responses from participants (Harrison and List 2004; Jackson and Cox 

2013). Yet despite these efforts, the artificial nature of the context often shapes participants' behavior 

in ways that are difficult to interpret outside the experimental setting, raising additional concerns 

about the generalizability of results. 

By contrast, field experiments offer a powerful tool for studying causal processes in real-

world conditions. They assess the effects of real interventions on real outcomes among individuals 

drawn from target populations, acting in their natural environments—in some cases without 

awareness of their participation in a study (Gerber and Green 2012; Barrera et al. 2025). As Gerber 

and Green (2012) note, “field experiments take many forms,” with varying degrees of “fieldness,” 

but what unites them is that the context is not constructed but taken as given. At one end of the 

spectrum, field experiments involve minimal researcher control beyond maintaining random 

assignment in complex, real-world settings (Torgerson and Torgerson 2008). At the other end, lab, 

vignette, and survey experiments create fully designed contexts, often detached from the social 

dynamics under investigation, and pay a price in terms of ecological and behavioral realism. 

Another key strength of field experiments is their potential to inform policy and practice. It is 

no coincidence that RCTs are most widely used in applied fields—especially among policy 

evaluators—where the relevance of results for real-world decision-making is predominant (Luca and 

Bazerman 2020). This close link between evidence production and policy application helps explain 

the growing interest in field experimentation, which has expanded well beyond its origins in clinical 

medicine to psychology, economics, and political science. Although sociology has adopted this trend 

more gradually, the number of sociological field experiments has grown substantially in recent years 

(Baldassarri and Abascal 2017; Mitze and Manago 2022). 
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We identify at least three factors behind this shift. First, there is increasing recognition among 

sociologists of the need for credible causal inference (Goldthorpe 2000, 2004, 2015), particularly in 

light of the counterfactual turn in the discipline (Morgan and Winship 2007), which has highlighted 

the limitations of associational analyses based on regression models. Second, there is a growing 

consensus that the macro-level patterns traditionally studied in sociology must be explained through 

micro-level causal processes (Boudon 1979; Coleman 1990; Goldthorpe 2000). Third, the growing 

visibility of cameral sociology—that is, sociology oriented toward informing policy—has raised the 

importance of producing actionable, policy-relevant evidence (Boudon 2002; Goldthorpe 2004). This 

shift has likely been reinforced by broader institutional trends promoting evidence-based 

policymaking and by targeted funding initiatives—particularly in education—that support 

experimental research designs. 

2.2  Criticisms towards RCTs  

The recent rise in the use of RCTs in sociology—whether to generate theoretical insight or 

inform policy—has been accompanied by a growing set of critiques. Some scholars urge caution in 

interpreting experimental findings, pointing to the intrinsic limitations of the method (Deaton and 

Cartwright 2018), while others offer more fundamental objections to the logic and application of 

RCTs. We focus here on the latter. 

A key analytical criticism targets what RCT proponents view as the method’s principal 

strength: the reduction of complex social phenomena to a well-specified, unidirectional relationship 

between a limited set of variables. In this view, causal inference is achieved through the random 

manipulation of  X to estimate its isolated effect on Y. However, random assignment is not feasible 

for many core sociological variables—such as gender, race, social origin, or class—making 

experimental methods (and in some cases, the counterfactual framework itself) inapplicable (Holland 

1986; Goldthorpe 2015). Moreover, sociological inquiry often involves multidimensional and 

interdependent causal processes, which resist the reduction of causal structure to a single manipulable 
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treatment. In contrast, the statistical modelling of robust associations—based on random samples and 

multivariate regressions—has long served as a core empirical strategy in sociology. While this 

approach cannot, on its own, establish causality, it allows researchers to build and test theoretically 

informed models of complex relationships among variables (Goldthorpe 2015; Lundberg, Johnson, 

and Stewart 2021). 

Other critics argue that RCTs insufficiently account for contextual variation. Reduced-form 

causal estimates may hold in some settings but fail to replicate in others—not merely due to problems 

of external validity, but because the meaning and operation of causal mechanisms are themselves 

context-dependent. From this perspective, evidence from RCTs, when abstracted from context, may 

appear inconsistent or even contradictory, undermining its utility for policy design. Rather than 

focusing solely on average treatment effects, causal inference should incorporate the interaction 

between context, mechanism, and outcome (Pawson and Tilley 1997). 

Further objections concern the ethical and political dimensions of RCTs. A central ethical 

critique targets the legitimacy of random assignment, which by design withholds potentially 

beneficial interventions from part of the sample. While such concerns have long been debated in the 

medical field (Hellman and Hellman 1991; Torbjörn 2022), they also raise important ethical questions 

in sociological settings, particularly when withholding treatment may affect access to services or 

opportunities for disadvantaged populations (Baldassarri and Abascal 2017). 

From a political standpoint, RCTs have been criticized for their apparent neutrality in the 

evaluation of social policies. Critics argue that, beneath their technical rigor, experiments often pre-

define the intervention (X), the outcome (Y), and the target population, thereby sidelining meaningful 

input from those most affected. This may lead to a form of "social engineering" in which key 

normative and political choices are made without deliberation or participation (Fatterman 2000). In 

this light, participatory evaluation approaches—which involve stakeholders in defining problems, 

goals, and metrics—are sometimes presented as alternatives to experimental methods (Garaway 

1995). 
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2.3  A hidden source of weakness in evidence from RCTs: reporting accuracy 

Despite these criticisms, interest in RCTs among sociologists has steadily grown—albeit at a slower 

pace than in other social sciences (Jackson and Cox 2013; Baldassarri and Abascal 2017; Mitze and 

Manago 2022). In what follows, we document this growing engagement while also underscoring the 

need for greater methodological awareness in the design, implementation, and reporting of RCTs 

within the discipline. 

The central point, as noted earlier, is that RCTs are powerful but fragile instruments for causal 

inference. Their main appeal lies in providing a credible estimate of the causal effect of manipulating 

x on Y. However, this goal can be compromised by a range of methodological and practical factors. 

Randomization alone does not guarantee valid results. While it ensures balance between treatment 

and control groups on average, in any single trial—particularly with smaller samples—randomization 

may fail to balance key confounders purely by chance. Beyond this issue, internal validity can also 

be threatened by the many assumptions and design choices embedded in RCTs, which often go 

unreported but can significantly shape results. 

Rather than focusing on the “standard” threats to the robustness of causal estimates—such as 

sample size limitations or contextual factors specific to a study—we emphasize a broader set of 

implementation conditions that can themselves introduce substantial bias into RCT results (Torgerson 

and Torgerson 2008; Gerber and Green 2012; Barrera et al. 2025). To assess the credibility of an 

RCT's findings, other researchers must be able to evaluate the many design and implementation 

choices that shaped the study, along with the characteristics of the context in which it was conducted. 

This requires not only methodological awareness on the part of experimenters but also meticulous 

attention to detail in the planning and execution of the trial. Most importantly, these decisions and 

potential sources of bias must be documented transparently and reported in full to enable critical 

appraisal and replication. 

As is well established in disciplines with a longer tradition of using RCTs, results from a 

single experiment should be replicated and synthesized with findings from similar studies to obtain a 
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more reliable estimate of a given causal mechanism. This process requires both replicability and 

comparability—two conditions that depend critically on the accuracy and completeness of reporting. 

Specifically, researchers must document all relevant design decisions and implementation features in 

sufficient detail to allow others to evaluate, reproduce, or build upon the original study. The recent 

replication crisis in both the natural and social sciences has underscored the dangers of opaque 

research practices and insufficient documentation (Begley and Ellis 2012; Open Science 

Collaboration 2015; Gould et al. 2025). From this perspective, inadequate reporting in sociological 

RCTs represents a hidden source of fragility in experimental evidence—one that has been recognized 

and addressed in other disciplines for decades (Andrew et al. 1994). 

 

3. Methods  

We conducted a systematic scoping review to identify and code the eligible studies, following 

the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis) guidelines for 

scoping reviews (Tricco et al., 2018). 

3.1 Search Procedures 

Our search strategy to locate RCTs published in sociological journals proceeded in two steps. 

First, we identified a set of high-ranking sociological journals and selected potentially eligible studies 

all papers published in those journals. Our selection of high-quality sociological journals was based 

on three international rankings: ScimagoJR (category: sociology and political science), Web of 

Science (WOS, category: sociology), SCOPUS (subject area: social sciences).1 The top-ranking 150 

journals in WOS and SCOPUS as well as the top-ranking 200 journals in ScimagoJR were selected, 

based on two inclusion criteria: (i) the journal publishes papers in English; (ii) the journal addresses 

sociological topics or is specific to sociological streams of research (e.g., Journal of Marriage and 

Family). We then excluded journals specialized in psychology, political science and economics. The 

selection was conducted independently by three authors of this article who assessed whether each 
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journal was meeting the two criteria stated above. We retained all the journals positively evaluated 

by at least one of the evaluators. After excluding duplicates, this resulted in a list of 195 high-ranking 

sociological journals (Table A in Supplementary materials).  

We then searched and selected RCTs published in these journals. We searched for studies 

through Web of Science-WOS (category: sociology) and SCOPUS (subject area: social sciences) 

databases as of November 2022. A combination of keywords related to study design (e.g. RCT, 

control group) was used to search WOS, restricting the search to titles and abstracts. In SCOPUS we 

added the term “sociolog*” to the search string used in WOS. We limited our search in both databases 

to records published in journals, in English, and after 2000. We then conducted a second database 

search in SCOPUS and WOS in December 2022, with other combinations of terms, to specifically 

identify field experiments in sociology. Complete search strings are reported in the Supplementary 

materials. Second, we used the web tool Paperfetcher to search the high-ranking journals of our list 

that were not indexed in SCOPUS or WOS. For this subset of journals, we restricted the search to 

records that included the word “random” or “experiment”.  Four journals were not indexed in 

Paperfetcher – Current Perspectives in Social Theory, Archives Europeennes de Sociologie, Journal 

of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, we therefore hand-searched their table of contents. 

 

3.2 Eligibility Criteria  

We defined four eligibility criteria in order to determine whether to include or exclude the 

records in this review. (i) Studies were required to have used an experimental design, in which 

participants or groups of participants were randomly assigned to a control group and (at least) one 

treatment group compared. (ii) As stated above, we restricted our sample to field experiments, and 

we excluded clinical, survey/vignette and lab trials. Because “fieldness” exists on a continuum 

(Gerber and Green 2012), an additional screening step was necessary. We treated the natural setting 

as the primary dimension as the defining criterion and excluded any experiment conducted in artificial 
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or simulated environments. (iii) Studies were required include an impact evaluation of an intervention 

on participants’ outcomes. We excluded studies that focused only on mediation analysis. (iv) Follow-

up studies of previous field RCTs were excluded, as these often lack detailed reporting of study design 

and implementation, relying instead on references to earlier publications. Independent replications of 

previous RCTs, instead, were included if they met the other criteria. No restrictions were applied 

based on the topic of substantive area the study. 

3.3 Selection process 

The search procedure in SCOPUS, WOS, and Paperfetcher yielded a total of 15,118 papers, as shown 

in Figure 1.  

After removing 1,294 duplicates, 13,939 records remained for further screening. Of these, 2,590 

studies were published in the high-ranking sociological journals identified in the previous selection 

stage, and were thus retained. The title and abstract of the identified records were screened in 

duplicate by two independent reviewers using Covidence, a software platform designed to support 

systematic reviews through screening, full-text review, and coding. We conducted an initial training 

session, in which all authors of this paper piloted the screening tool developed for the selection 

process by reviewing the same 30 abstracts. Subsequent training sessions allowed coders to refine the 

screening tool, reaching a 90% agreement rate across reviewers. After this initial stage, the abstracts 

were independently screened in duplicate by two authors. When disagreements occurred, they were 

resolved in regular weekly meetings involving at least three authors, until consensus was reached. 

We then retrieved the full texts of the 462 studies retained from the abstract screening and 

double-reviewed them, applying the eligibility criteria defined above. This stage was conducted by 

four authors—all sociologists with expertise in RCTs—following a process similar to that used during 

abstract screening. The initial agreement rate for this phase was 70%, rising to 100% after bi-weekly 

discussions to resolve discrepancies. A total of 84 records reporting 91 studies met our eligibility 

criteria and were included in the review (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Flowchart of the selection process 

 

 

3.4 Data extraction 

We used the CONSORT-SPI checklist (Grant et al., 2018) as the foundation for developing a 

codebook with a classificatory aim. CONSORT provides a standardized, comprehensive, and 

authoritative framework for trial reporting. In the early days of clinical research, biomedical studies—
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where RCTs are the dominant source of evidence—were frequently criticized for poor reporting, 

making it difficult to evaluate the validity and reproducibility of findings. In response, the CONSORT 

checklist was developed within the medical community as a practical tool to promote complete and 

transparent trial documentation. First published in 1994 (Andrew et al., 1994), it was updated in 2010 

(Schulz, Altman, and Moher 2010) and again in 2025 (Hopewell et al., 2025). The CONSORT-SPI 

extension was introduced in 2018 to address the specific reporting needs of social and psychological 

interventions, adding nine items to the original checklist for a total of 26 items and associated sub-

items. 

The original CONSORT-SPI checklist organizes its 26 indicators into six areas, reflecting 

key components of an RCT report: 

(i) Introduction, which describes the study rationale and research questions; 

(ii) Methods, detailing trial design, population, intervention, outcomes, and sample; 

(iii) Randomization, with eight items dedicated specifically to the random assignment process; 

(iv) Results, including data on both trial implementation and outcome estimates; 

(v) Discussion, covering interpretation of findings, limitations, and external validity; and 

(vi) Other information, such as trial registration, protocol availability, and stakeholder 

involvement—factors that may indirectly influence internal validity. 

To suit the goals of our review, two main adaptations were made to the original checklist. 

First, we modified the binary coding scheme (Yes/No + Not Applicable), which we considered 

insufficient to capture situations in which reporting partially fulfilled a criterion. Including partial 

compliance categories was necessary to avoid unduly penalizing authors in a discipline where formal 

reporting standards are not yet well established. For example, item 1b (structured abstract) cannot be 

fairly assessed using binary coding in a literature where this format is still uncommon. Our modified 

scheme allows more nuanced assessments. 
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Second, we extended the checklist by adding 30 new items to better capture both reporting 

quality (7 items, such as ethical approval, flow diagrams, or trial data availability) and the 

substantive/methodological characteristics of the literature (25 items, such as intervention type, 

country of implementation, presence of declared effects, or whether a sociologist was among the first 

two authors). Some of these additional items allow open-ended responses—for instance, items a0e–

a0g include a brief description of the scientific field of the study. 

In total, our coding framework comprised 73 items. The full codebook, including the new 

items and modifications to existing CONSORT-SPI items (along with justifications), is available in 

the Supplementary Materials. 

We piloted the codebook on five studies and revised it after discussion among all authors. Bi-

weekly training sessions followed, during which ten studies were jointly coded to align 

interpretations. Once a 90% agreement rate was reached, the studies were assigned to pairs of 

independent coders. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion with a third experienced coder. 

As noted above, when a paper reported multiple experiments, each experiment was coded separately. 

 

4. Results I: Descriptive overview of the studies 

Figure 2 shows the evolution over time in the frequency of the 91 field experiments identified in our 

review, by year of publication and journal type (generalist sociology journals vs. specialized subfield 

journals). The full list of journals is provided in the Supplementary Materials. 

First, we observe a sharp increase in the number of experimental papers published from 2011 

onwards, in line with the findings of previous reviews (Jackson and Cox 2013; Baldassarri and 

Abascal 2017; Mitze and Manago 2022). Second, sector-specific journals host most of the selected 

papers, accounting for 64 out of 84, while only 20 were published in generalist sociological journals. 

Sector-specific journals are also primarily responsible for the observed uptick in the data. We 
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speculate that this might reflect a greater receptivity in sector-specific journals to contributions from 

researchers across disciplines within the social sciences (e.g., education, economics, psychology), 

where the experimental method is more commonly used than in sociology. This interpretation is 

supported by an additional analysis we conducted on author affiliations: in only 26 of the 84 papers 

was a sociologist listed among the first two authors. Nonetheless, this occurs more frequently in 

sociological journals (13 out of 20 articles). These findings underscore the relatively recent 

emergence of experimental research in sociology—at least in the domain of field experiments, which 

postdate laboratory studies (Barrera et al. 2025). In addition, these results highlight the substantial 

contribution of researchers from outside the field and the fact that field experiments frequently lead 

to interdisciplinary research. This may reflect the diverse skill sets required to design and implement 

real-world interventions while evaluating their impact through an RCT. 

Figure 2 – Evolution over time of papers reporting field RCTs appeared in top sociological journals  

 
Note: journals included are listed in the Supplementary materials, table A*. See text for the inclusion criteria. 
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Table 1. Key features of the experiments - I 

  % N 

Research topic    

Public administration 4.4 4 

Education 36.3 33 

Family 7.7 7 

Health 8.8 8 

Labour market 5.5 5 

Law 8.8 8 

Politics 11.0 10 

Social psychology 12.1 11 

Welfare 5.5 5 

   

Area   

English-speaking countries 64.8 59 

Europe (UK excluded)  22.0 20 

Africa 5.5 5 

Asia 6.6 6 

Latin America 1.1 1 

   

Has the mechanism been explored   

Yes 47.3 43 

   

Is the experiment a replication?   

Yes 4.4 4 

N=91    

 

From this point forward, we take the experiment (N = 91), rather than the paper, as our unit 

of analysis. Table 1 reports the key characteristics of these experiments. The range of research topics 

is broad, but education accounts for more than one-third of the total. Many of these studies (25 out of 

33) focus on educational inequalities, a topic with a long-standing tradition in sociology and one that 

aligns with the political momentum behind evidence-based policy. Regarding the geographical 

distribution of the studies, it is unsurprising that the English-speaking world dominates, with 59 of 

the 91 experiments conducted in those countries (most in the U.S.), followed by the European Union 

(20), Asia (6), Africa (5), and Latin America (1). The focus on education and the predominance of 
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Anglo-Saxon countries in our sample suggest that increased investment in evidence-based education 

in the U.S. and U.K. played a significant role in driving experimental research in sociology 

(Torgerson and Torgerson 2012). 

Finally, we find that fewer than half of the studies (43 out of 91) attempt to investigate the 

mechanisms behind intervention effects, either by using design features (e.g., multi-arm experiments) 

or through secondary qualitative or quantitative analysis. In the remaining cases, only treatment 

effects are reported. This pattern partially confirms the critique that RCT-based evaluations often 

treat interventions as “black boxes” (Pawson and Tilley 1997). Despite growing awareness of the 

replication crisis, only 4.4% of the studies are replications of prior experiments—even though it is 

widely acknowledged that the evidence from a single RCT is insufficient and should be corroborated 

by replications. This low replication rate may reflect both the relatively recent diffusion of RCTs in 

sociology and an artifact of our sample, which focuses on high-ranking journals that often prioritize 

novelty and innovation. 

Table 2 provides additional descriptive information on the RCTs published in highly ranked 

sociological journals. In terms of outcome measurement—i.e., what the intervention sought to 

change—a large proportion of studies relied on questionnaires: 35 experiments measured self-

reported attitudes and 30 measured self-reported behavior. These results underscore once again the 

relevance of field experiments, where participants’ presence in natural settings may mitigate artificial 

context effects on attitudes and opinions. Real-world behavioral data—typically obtained from 

administrative or platform-based sources—served as the primary outcome in 34 experiments. 

Educational experiments, in particular, often relied on standardized assessments (e.g., test scores), 

which were used as outcomes in 21 cases. This further supports the claim that investments in 

evidence-based education played a significant role in driving sociological RCTs. Simulated 

attitudes—more typical of vignette studies—were rare, serving as outcomes in only two cases, 

consistent with our focus on field experiments.  
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Table 2. Key features of the experiments - II 

Type of outcome (possible multiple elements) - %  N 

Real world behaviour 37.3 34 

Reported attitude 38.5 35 

Reported behaviour 33.0 30 

Simulated attitude 2.2 2 

Standardized assessment 19.8 18 

   

Nr of outcomes (%)   

1 27.5 25 

2-5 36.3 33 

6 or more 36.3 33 

   

Elements involved in the intervention (possible multiple elements) - 

% 
  

Incentives 17.6 16 

Education 28.6 26 

Information - communication modes 13.2 12 

Information – content 31.9 29 

Mentoring 20.9 19 

Reminder 5.5 5 

Training 20.9 19 

Psychological interventions 7.7 7 

Other  9.9 9 

   

Number of randomized units (N)   

5th percentile 15  

Median 211  

95th percentile 66,442  

   

Number of beneficiaries (N)   

5th percentile 45  

Median 741  

95th percentile 78,872  

N=91    

 

Regarding the number of outcomes assessed, fewer than one in four experiments (22.6%) 

examined only a single outcome, while most assessed between 2 and 5 (38.1%) or 6 or more (39.3%) 

outcomes. Randomization was typically conducted on a median of 211 units, though this varied 
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widely. The number of final experimental units used to estimate treatment effects was substantially 

higher, with a median of 741, due to the frequent use of clustered designs. In many educational 

studies, for instance, randomization occurs at the class or school level, while outcomes are measured 

at the student level. The wide range in the number of experimental units highlights the heterogeneity 

in field experiment scale—from small pilot trials to large-scale interventions. 

Lastly, we offer a descriptive overview of the intervention types featured in these studies, 

shedding light on the current trajectory of experimental research in sociology. Information-based 

treatments are the most common, often combined with educational, training, or mentoring 

components. Educational interventions follow closely, along with training, mentoring, and incentive-

based treatments, which appear in roughly equal proportions. Taken together, these findings suggest 

that at least three factors are shaping the growth of field experimentation in sociology. First, field 

experiments tend to focus on causes that are easily manipulable, with information-based interventions 

offering a practical entry point. Second, the availability of clusters (e.g., schools, classrooms) 

facilitates the logistical demands of randomization. Third, as noted above, funding directed toward 

evidence-based research—especially in education—has likely played a critical role in supporting the 

expansion of RCTs in the field. Overall, a combination of disciplinary openness, methodological 

opportunity, and institutional support appears to be driving this experimental turn in sociology—one 

that will likely shape future replications and new trials. 

 

5. Results II: The accuracy of reporting 

In this section we assess the accuracy of the reporting using the adapted CONSORT-SPI checklist. 

Figures 3 through 6 concern the original items of CONSORT-SPI, while figure 7 includes a selection 

of the additional items. In the figures, the bar length represents the percentage of experiments that are 

compliant with each item. The colors of the bars distinguish levels of compliance: blue indicates full 
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compliance, maroon indicates partial compliance (i.e., when insufficient detail is provided relative to 

the benchmark), and khaki denotes items that are not applicable.2 The items are organized according 

to the six sections of the CONSORT-SPI checklist. 

A quick glance at the three figures reveals three main findings. First, only 8 out of 41 items 

exceed an 80% rate of full compliance, and only 11 out of 41 meet the threshold for either full or at 

least partial compliance. Although we do not have a benchmark for direct comparison, this clearly 

indicates a generally low level of reporting accuracy. Second, we observe substantial variation in 

compliance across items and domains, suggesting that reporting accuracy is far from uniform. The 

magnitude of these differences allows us to identify specific areas in need of improvement, as 

discussed below. Third, we note widespread incompleteness in many items, visually reflected in the 

size of the maroon bars. 

As noted earlier, we aim to go beyond a descriptive assessment of reporting accuracy by 

interpreting these results as indicators of authors’ awareness of the procedures necessary to properly 

design and implement RCTs. What emerges is a concerning lack of understanding about the 

safeguards required to avoid biased results or to enable the scientific community to assess or replicate 

the reported evidence. 

A closer inspection allows us to distinguish between shortcomings related to a lack of 

awareness and those related to a lack of replicability. In Figure 3, items in the “Introduction” section 

appear relatively well reported: over 80% of abstracts present, at least partially, the relevant 

background and state the study’s objectives and hypotheses (items 1b, 2a, 2b). It is worth noting that 

the incompleteness observed for item 1b (Structured Abstract) likely reflects journal submission 

guidelines rather than deliberate omissions by authors. 

By contrast, another item provides more telling information—namely, the low share of papers 

that declare in the title that the study is an RCT. This suggests that many sociologists remain unaware 

of the importance of making experimental studies easily identifiable in order to support systematic 
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reviews and meta-analyses aimed at synthesizing rigorous causal evidence. Of course, this visibility 

depends on the prior existence of a substantial body of comparable studies—a condition still largely 

unmet in sociology. 

With a few exceptions, most items in the CONSORT-SPI “Methods” section show relatively 

low levels of reporting accuracy. Some areas stand out positively: a majority of studies provide clear 

descriptions of the experimental design (item 3a), eligibility criteria (4a), data collection procedures 

(4b), and the intervention itself (5). However, reporting quality declines significantly for several other 

key indicators. 

Figure 3. Reporting accuracy of the observed experiments – I (%) 

 
 

Two items are especially problematic: compliance with the intervention protocol (5a) and the 

determination of sample size (7a). In the first case, low reporting is particularly concerning, since the 

degree of compliance may influence the choice of modeling strategies and, therefore, the 

interpretation of the results. The lack of information on item 5b (delivery details of the intervention) 
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further undermines interpretability. In the second case, most studies do not report conducting power 

calculations to determine sample size ex ante, often because sample size is shaped by external 

constraints, such as available resources. Still, this practice risks confusing null results with a lack of 

statistical power, especially in trials with small samples of randomized units. 

Both compliance monitoring and power analysis are standard in RCT methodology but less 

common in the survey-based research tradition more typical of quantitative sociology. The limited 

reporting on these elements suggests insufficient familiarity with experimental design. Much of the 

methodological information appears intended to explain what was tested, without acknowledging the 

need for replicability or documentation that enables replication. 

Similarly low levels of reporting accuracy are found for interim analysis (7b), when 

applicable. We interpret this as a sign of limited awareness among sociologists about the role of 

interim results in experimental integrity. Ignoring interim data prevents researchers from adapting the 

study design if problems arise during implementation. 

Only a few studies report how intervention providers were selected or assigned to their role 

(item 5c). This is troubling, as many interventions rely on forms of expert-delivered content—such 

as information, training, or mentoring—where provider expertise is central to implementation. 

Insufficient detail about providers introduces several risks: (i) treatment heterogeneity across 

experimental units; (ii) underestimation of implementation barriers or enabling factors, particularly 

when provider engagement influences effectiveness; and (iii) limited replicability, due to the 

unreported tacit knowledge embedded in how interventions are delivered. 

Another key concern is the pre-specification of outcomes. While most studies describe 

outcomes clearly, very few pre-specify them in advance (6a). This combination increases the risk that 

researchers examine multiple outcomes post hoc, potentially inflating the likelihood of false 

positives—or worse, cherry-picking statistically significant results. 
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Figure 4. Reporting accuracy of the observed experiments – II (%) 

 

The “Randomization” section of the CONSORT-SPI checklist includes items that address 

both the technical implementation and the substantive implications of assigning subjects to treatment 

and control groups. Reporting accuracy across these items is highly variable. 

The first six items in this section detail four core steps of the randomization process: how the random 

sequence was generated and implemented (items 8a and 8b); whether and how allocation was 

concealed (9a and 9b); who performed the randomization (10); and who was aware of group 

assignments (11). Reported compliance ranges from excellent to poor: 94.5% and 88.9% for sequence 

generation and implementation, but only 30.8%, 8.8%, 25.3%, and 12.1% for the remaining items, 

respectively. However, items 9b and 11a apply only to a subset of studies. 

We find high accuracy in describing the type of randomization, but much lower accuracy 

regarding its implementation (item 10), and especially regarding allocation concealment (item 9b). 

The former may reflect the fact that details about implementation are sometimes reported in separate 

technical or policy documents rather than in journal articles. In contrast, poor reporting on 



26 
 

concealment likely reflects more structural challenges: concealment procedures can be difficult to 

implement in sociological field experiments, where researchers and participants often operate in open 

settings. For example, delayed-treatment designs are frequently used in education and training 

interventions to ensure that control groups are eventually treated—for both ethical and practical 

reasons. 

Nevertheless, researchers could be more transparent about any steps taken to mitigate bias introduced 

by knowledge of treatment status. The widespread opacity surrounding these technical aspects of 

randomization—the methodological core of an RCT—suggests that many authors adopt a simplistic 

view of randomization (e.g., “flipping a coin”), without attending to the complexities of real-world 

assignment procedures. This reflects both a lack of preparation on the part of some researchers and a 

parallel lack of editorial scrutiny regarding these details. 

As for the four remaining items in the randomization section, reporting is generally stronger. 

Items 12a and 12b, concerning methods for comparing group outcomes and conducting additional 

analyses, are well reported. Item 11b applies only to studies that feature multiple interventions. The 

overall high accuracy in reporting analytical strategies is not surprising, given the long-standing 

familiarity with multivariate analysis among quantitative sociologists. 

Figures 5 and 6 summarize reporting accuracy for the final three CONSORT-SPI domains: Results, 

Discussion, and Other Important Information. The “Results” section addresses the clarity and 

completeness of the findings, including participant flow, data collection periods, attrition, effect sizes, 

and uncertainty around estimates. Compared to earlier sections, this area shows less variability, with 

most items exhibiting moderate to good levels of compliance. 

These patterns likely reflect the fact that sociologists are accustomed to presenting and 

interpreting quantitative findings. However, there is still room for improvement, particularly because 

much of the relevant information—such as data collection details (item 14)—can be easily 

incorporated into manuscripts. In contrast, low reporting accuracy on item 13b (losses and exclusions 
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after randomization) and item 16 (sample size used in the final analysis) makes it difficult for readers 

and reviewers to evaluate the robustness of estimated effects. 

 

Figure 5. Reporting accuracy of the observed experiments – III (%) 

  
 

 

Items 17a and 17b, which address effect size reporting and the presentation of binary 

outcomes, show relatively high compliance. Accurate reporting in these areas is essential for 

interpreting the magnitude of results and enabling meta-analysis, suggesting an encouraging degree 

of rigor in this part of the literature. 

The weakest-performing item in this section is item 19, which concerns the reporting of harms 

or unintended effects. While this topic is understandably less central in sociological than in clinical 

research, authors should nonetheless attend to the possibility that social interventions may have 

unintended or adverse consequences (e.g., Petrosino, Turpin-Petrosino, and Finckenauer 2000; 

Barbetta, Canino, and Cima 2023). Greater attention to this aspect would improve transparency and 

ethical reflection. 
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Figure 6. Reporting accuracy of the observed experiments – IV (%) 

 
 

The “Discussion” section includes three items. Item 20 (trial limitations) is generally well 

addressed, with an average compliance rate of about 87%. Item 22 (interpretation of findings) is 

consistently reported, achieving 100% accuracy. However, reporting on item 21—discussion of 

external validity—is considerably weaker, with fewer than two-thirds (60.4%) of studies explicitly 

addressing generalizability. 

We offer two possible explanations for this gap. First, authors may feel discouraged from 

emphasizing limited generalizability due to publication incentives. Second, given that experimental 

effects depend jointly on the randomized sample, context, and implementation, it may be difficult to 

adequately address external validity in the limited space typically allocated to limitations sections. 

Regardless, the underreporting of external validity concerns remains a notable weakness. 
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Items in the final CONSORT-SPI section focus on issues of transparency in the research 

process, including researcher roles, stakeholder involvement, and protocol availability. These items 

consistently show low to very low compliance. This not only reinforces concerns about a naïve or 

underdeveloped approach to experimental design in sociology, but also raises potential concerns 

about undisclosed conflicts of interest or strategic reporting aligned with stakeholder preferences. 

The two most important indicators in this domain—preregistration (item 23) and protocol 

availability (item 24)—score among the lowest across the entire checklist. These omissions are 

troubling, as they point to structural sources of opacity in RCT planning and reporting. Without 

preregistration or a documented protocol, researchers are free to adjust plans post hoc, raising the risk 

of “fishing for effects,” cherry-picking results, or even unconscious bias in selective reporting 

(Bohannon 2016; Shrout and Rodgers 2018). These practices are widely seen as contributors to the 

replication crisis in psychology and behavioral economics. Preregistration, by contrast, is increasingly 

regarded as a crucial safeguard, and making it mandatory has proven effective effective against bias 

in medical field (Phillips et al 2017). 

This issue is particularly acute in field experiments, where intervention designers and 

evaluators often overlap or collaborate. Consistent with this, items 26a and 26b, which concern 

stakeholder and developer involvement, are rarely reported in detail. The lack of transparency in these 

roles limits replicability and makes it difficult to evaluate how the intervention was shaped. 

Access to trial data (item a17a2) is another critical weakness: only a small minority of studies 

offer open data, which further limits the potential for replication and review. 

Figure 7 also presents results for additional items we introduced to complement CONSORT-

SPI. These items, coded as binary indicators (compliant vs. non-compliant), pertain to methods (e.g., 

target population, sample representativeness, ex post power calculations), results (e.g., flow diagrams, 

effect size reporting), and transparency (e.g., ethical approval, data availability, declaration of 

effects). 
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Figure 7. Reporting accuracy of the observed experiments – III (additional, non-CONSORT items; 

% of complete) 

 
 

Our data show that randomized samples often include units resembling the intervention’s 

target population (item a4c), but are rarely representative in a statistical sense (item a4d). This is 

frequently due to the reliance on opt-in programs, where researchers control allocation but not initial 

recruitment. While common in RCTs, this reliance on convenience sampling raises serious concerns 

about external validity. Contextual features interacting with treatment effects are also often 

unreported, compounding this limitation. 

This limitation should be acknowledged explicitly, as it affects both the policy implications 

and theoretical generalizability of findings. However, such recognition remains rare. 

Finally, nearly all reviewed studies report finding statistically significant effects (item a17e). 

While not surprising—given the well-documented problem of publication bias (Brodeur et al. 2016; 

Bernardi, Chakhaia, and Lutz 2017)—this pattern is especially troubling in the context of policy-
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relevant field experiments, where null findings are often harder to publish. Limited data access further 

compounds this problem, as most journals in sociology do not require aut7hors to share data or code. 

Ethical oversight (item a27e) is also underreported: fewer than one in five studies mention 

approval by an ethics committee. This suggests that norms and procedures around ethical review 

remain underdeveloped among sociologists conducting RCTs, even when disadvantaged populations 

are involved. We expect that growing awareness—and increased scrutiny from funders and 

journals—will gradually lead to improvements in this area. 

 

6. Results III: the reporting accuracy over time, and its relation to the experiments’ features 

 

We now examine whether reporting accuracy has improved over time. To assess this, we computed 

an additive reporting accuracy index for each experiment, summing the number of items fully 

compliant with the CONSORT-SPI checklist (excluding those where the “not applicable” option was 

selected).3  We then averaged this index by year of publication (2000–2022). The index includes 44 

items, yielding a theoretical range from 0 to 44. The overall mean score is 25.4 (SD = 4.4). For ease 

of interpretation, we rescaled the index to range from 0 to 100, resulting in an average reporting 

accuracy of 57.7%. 

Figure 8 shows a scatterplot of the reporting accuracy index by year of publication, along with 

a locally weighted (loess) regression line interpolating the data. The number of experiments per year 

is indicated next to each data point. Excluding the early years—when the number of studies was very 

low—the overall pattern suggests a slow but steady improvement in reporting accuracy over time, 

reaching approximately 70% compliance with the extended CONSORT-SPI guidelines by 2022. 
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Figure 8. Accuracy of reporting by publication year (percentages) 

 
Note: scatter plot and locally weighted regression estimates with a 0.6 bandwidth. 

 

As noted above, the CONSORT-SPI checklist is divided into six sections. For each section, 

we calculated a reporting accuracy index by counting the number of items in that section that 

complied with the guidelines, using the same approach as for the overall index. We merged the 

“Discussion” and “Other” sections, since the “Discussion” domain contains only three items. Figure 

9, similarly to Figure 8, shows the yearly variation in reporting accuracy for each section. Notably, 

the “Randomization” section exhibits a trend that roughly mirrors the overall pattern—but it 

consistently shows the lowest reporting accuracy across the entire period. The “Introduction” section 

remains largely unchanged over time, although it began with relatively high accuracy levels. The 

remaining three sections show more pronounced change: after some volatility in the early years—

likely due to small sample sizes—reporting accuracy remains stable until around 2017, followed by 

a clear upward trend. Taken together, these results suggest that most sections have seen an 

improvement in reporting accuracy in recent years. 
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Figure 9. Accuracy of reporting by publication year and CONSORT checklist section (percentages). 

 

Note: scatter plot and locally weighted regression estimates with a 0.6 bandwidth. 

 

 

It is noteworthy that the share of pre-registered studies in our sample has increased 

significantly in recent years, rising from 0% before 2016 to 50% in 2022, and doubling relative to 

2021—a trend that signals growing methodological awareness and alignment with best practices. 

Finally, we estimated a set of statistical models to examine how reporting accuracy varies 

according to the characteristics of the experiments. Table 3 presents the results of three ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regressions: the first column models the overall reporting accuracy index, while the 

second and third columns focus on two aggregated sub-indices based on the CONSORT-SPI 

checklist—“Intro, Method & Randomization” and “Results, Discussion & Other”—to avoid 

constructing indices based on too few items. All models include covariates capturing key features of 

the experiments, as described in Tables 1 and 2.  
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Table 3. OLS models of the experiments’ reporting accuracy index, in general and according to the 

CONSORT-SPI checklist section. 

 General 
Intro, Method & 

Randomization 

Result, Discussion & 

Other 

Period (ref: 2000-2008)    

2009-2015 1.012 0.451 2.629 

 (3.192) (4.049) (3.207) 

2016-2022 3.644 1.644 6.299* 

 (3.007) (3.215) (3.364) 

Area of the study (ref: US)    

Europe -1.577 -2.063 -0.944 

 (2.869) (2.857) (3.463) 

Developing countries 6.281** 1.683 7.495** 

 (2.553) (2.653) (3.363) 

    

Sector of the journal (ref: 

Sectorial) 
   

Sociological 1.747 2.589 3.104 

 (2.415) (2.992) (2.891) 

Scimago quartiles (ref: Q1)    

Q2-Q4 -9.774*** -10.016*** -12.237*** 

 (2.883) (3.029) (3.682) 

Type of intervention (ref: 

incentives) 
   

Education -5.523* -6.401* -7.091 

 (3.195) (3.368) (4.383) 

Information -2.241 0.715 -4.928 

 (3.556) (3.560) (4.432) 

Training -10.057** -11.183** -11.510** 

 (4.090) (4.365) (5.140) 

Other -3.401 -1.843 -8.147** 

 (3.030) (3.157) (3.940) 

    

Constant 59.813*** 64.707*** 59.386*** 

 (2.795) (2.870) (3.299) 

Observations 91 91 91 

R2 0.318 0.253 0.323 

Note: the reference categories are respectively: 2001-2008; US, Canada, Australia; Sectorial; Q1; Incentives. 

Standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The indexes are expressed in percentage 

of compliance. 
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Two findings from Table 3 stand out. The first concerns journal quality, measured using 

Scimago quartiles.4 Papers published in higher-ranking journals tend to report with greater accuracy, 

both overall and across the two aggregated CONSORT-SPI sections. The second key finding 

concerns the type of intervention: nearly all intervention categories—with only one marginal 

exception—show negative coefficients relative to incentive-based interventions, which serve as the 

reference category.5 This indicates that RCTs evaluating incentive-based interventions are associated 

with higher reporting accuracy. We suggest three possible explanations for this pattern: (i) incentive-

based interventions are typically monetary or financial in nature, making them relatively easy to 

define, report, and randomly assign, compared to more complex programmatic treatments; (ii) these 

interventions often target a specific and measurable outcome, and are frequently designed to assess 

cost-effectiveness, which tends to facilitate more structured reporting; (iii) because incentive-based 

programs often involve multiple stakeholders, they require greater coordination prior to 

implementation, which may, in turn, promote more transparent and accurate documentation 

downstream.  

The positive time trend observed in previous analyses is confirmed in the regression models, 

although the effect is not particularly strong: the estimate reaches statistical significance only for the 

“Results, Discussion & Other” section (p < 0.10). The models also indicate that, on average, studies 

conducted in developing countries are associated with higher reporting accuracy. One possible 

explanation is that field experiments have a longer-standing tradition in development research, where 

they are often implemented by multidisciplinary teams with greater familiarity with experimental 

protocols and reporting standards. 

 

7. Conclusions 

In this paper, we presented a systematic scoping review of field experiments in sociology, focusing 

on 91 studies published in highly ranked journals between 2000 and 2022. We first described the key 
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features of these RCTs, then turned to their reporting accuracy, using an expanded version of the 

CONSORT-SPI checklist (Schulz, Altman, and Moher 2010). Our aim was not only to assess 

reporting quality, but also to learn from how scholars are designing and implementing field 

experiments in sociology—a field where the use of RCTs remains relatively recent and less 

widespread than in neighboring disciplines. 

We found that the number of published RCTs has increased over time, but this growth has 

occurred mainly in sector-specific journals rather than generalist sociological outlets. Many of these 

studies were authored by multidisciplinary teams, with non-sociologists often listed among the lead 

authors. Topics and outcomes varied widely, reflecting the broad scope of sociology and the dispersed 

nature of the community using experiments—making it harder to establish shared methodological 

standards. Nonetheless, we observed a concentration in education and training studies, many of which 

involved informational or incentive-based interventions. This first wave of sociological field 

experiments appears shaped by contexts where RCTs are more easily implemented—that is, where 

treatments are highly manipulable, randomization logistics are feasible (e.g., via clustering), and 

funding is available due to political support for evidence-based interventions. 

Turning to our central concern—reporting accuracy—we find considerable gaps across the 

board. Many studies offer insufficient detail to allow meaningful replication or even robust 

assessment of validity. This opacity poses a serious problem, especially in light of the replication 

crises facing other fields where RCTs are widely used (e.g., psychology, behavioral economics). As 

late adopters, sociologists could potentially learn from past mistakes, but our review suggests the field 

may be repeating them, albeit on a slower timeline. 

Editorial constraints may partly explain low reporting accuracy, especially in high-ranking 

journals where space is limited. But in the case of RCTs, omitting technical details undermines the 

very claims these studies are designed to support. Editors bear particular responsibility here, as they 
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can enforce reporting standards and provide space (e.g., online supplements) for technical 

documentation. 

Beyond these structural factors, we identify three critical areas requiring greater attention from 

sociologists conducting RCTs.  

First, there is a general lack of pre-registration. While this practice has increased in recent 

years, only about 50% of sociological RCTs in our sample were pre-registered. Combined with the 

common practice of estimating treatment effects on multiple outcomes, this absence of pre-

registration leaves experimental evidence particularly vulnerable to questionable causal claims. Pre-

registration is one of the most effective safeguards against undesirable opportunistic behaviors, such 

as “fishing for effects” or, in the absence of adequate statistical awareness, mistaking random 

significant differences for real effects. This issue is further exacerbated by the structural pressures of 

academic publishing. Running a field experiment is a costly endeavor—in terms of time, effort, and 

resources—and the “publish or perish” environment creates strong incentives to report positive results 

(Grimes, Bauch, and Ioannidis 2018). Pre-registration can mitigate this pressure by promoting mutual 

accountability among researchers, making it more difficult to engage in intentional or unconscious 

data manipulation. Although sometimes perceived as a bureaucratic hurdle, the cost–benefit balance 

strongly favors broader adoption, as already seen in disciplines such as medicine. Beyond promoting 

transparency, pre-registration offers substantive advantages: it encourages researchers to 

(i) specify the behavioral theory motivating the intervention; (ii) identify the social mechanisms 

expected to be triggered; and (iii) clarify the assumptions underlying the intervention’s design and 

expected effects. By requiring early articulation of these components, pre-registration and publicly 

available protocols increase the likelihood of successful implementation and reduce the risk of 

misleading conclusions (Ioannidis 2005). 

Second, reporting on the roles of researchers, funders, and implementers is often minimal or 

opaque. This lack of transparency limits the community’s ability to detect potential conflicts of 
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interest—especially when the same parties fund, design, and evaluate the intervention. Such 

arrangements create incentives to produce positive results, and the problem is exacerbated when there 

is no preregistration or published protocol. This pattern is frequent in contexts where experiments are 

relatively new (Abbiati et al. 2022), but it has been documented even in more established RCT 

domains, such as education (Wolf et al. 2020). 

Third, the design choices that shape the internal and external validity of field experiments are 

frequently underreported. Sociologists often face unique challenges: they lack standardized outcome 

measures, often rely on self-reports, and must judge the appropriate follow-up period without strong 

empirical guidance. Masking is rarely feasible, and placebos are nearly nonexistent. These choices—

about outcomes, timing, and measurement—should be made explicit in both protocols and published 

reports, yet they are often absent or only briefly mentioned. Notably, over one-third of reviewed 

studies failed to discuss external validity at all. 

These findings reinforce the conclusion that many sociological field experiments reflect a 

limited understanding of the methodological fragilities inherent to RCTs. For instance, power 

calculations—a basic feature of experimental design—are reported in only one out of five studies. 

Greater methodological awareness is needed: randomization alone does not ensure credible causal 

inference, and accurate reporting is essential to evaluate the robustness of results (Andrew et al. 1994; 

Torgerson and Torgerson 2008; Gerber and Green 2012; Deaton and Cartwright 2018). 

Summing up, there is substantial room for improvement in how RCTs are reported in 

sociology—but the trend is encouraging. Reporting accuracy has increased in recent years, suggesting 

growing awareness and adoption of better practices. We hope this paper contributes to a broader 

discussion about the need for tailored reporting guidelines in sociology, building on CONSORT-SPI 

but adapted to the realities of social research. Establishing shared benchmarks—through collective 

efforts involving both researchers and journal editors—could elevate the quality, credibility, and 

cumulative value of experimental research in the discipline. 
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8. Limitations 

Our study has three main limitations, which we hope future research will address as part of a broader 

effort to assess the quality of experimental evidence in sociology through direct evaluations of 

reporting practices. 

First, we limited our review to field experiments, meaning that our conclusions may not 

extend to other forms of experimental research. For example, we do not know whether survey-based 

or vignette experiments—more established within sociological methodology—would perform better 

on the CONSORT-SPI checklist, owing to their longer-standing integration into the discipline. 

Second, we focused exclusively on articles published in highly ranked journals, which may 

bias our findings. While some experimental reports—possibly associated with the RCTs we 

reviewed—might offer richer methodological detail, they are often not referenced in published 

papers. Still, we deliberately examined the most visible outlets in the field, where reporting practices 

are likely to influence how future sociological experiments are designed, conducted, and published. 

Finally, our adaptation of the CONSORT-SPI 2018 checklist highlights the absence of 

discipline-specific standards in sociology. To our knowledge, no reporting guidelines currently exist 

that are tailored to sociological experiments. Our development of additional items and refinements to 

existing criteria reflects an extensive deliberation within our author team, but it may still carry biases 

stemming from the team’s composition and expertise. We fully acknowledge this limitation and view 

our contribution as a first step toward a collective conversation within the sociological community 

about the role of RCTs and the need for transparent, standardized reporting. 
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NOTES 

1. The selection was conducted in November 2022. 

2. Items allowing the “Incomplete” option include: 1b; 2b; 3a; 8b; 17b; 23; 24; 26a; 26b, while those 

allowing “Not applicable” include: 5c; 9b; 11a; 11b; 17b; 19. 

3. Categories complete and incomplete are jointly coded as 1, while non-compliance as 0. To some 

extent, the compliance is then overestimated. The accuracy index does not consider those six items 

(cs5c; cs9b; cs11a; cs11b; cs17b; cs19) including the “Not applicable” answer option. 

4. The Scimago quartiles refer to the publication year. 

5. It could be the case that an intervention includes more than one instrument (see table 2).  
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trial*" )  AND  ( sociolog* )  AND  PUBYEAR  

>  1999  AND  ( LIMIT-TO ( SRCTYPE ,  "j" ) )  

AND  ( LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE ,  "ar" ) )  AND  

( LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA ,  "SOCI" ) )  AND  ( 

LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE ,  "English" ) ) 

Search run in 

December 2022 

 

800 results 

Web of Science 

 

TITLE =("field experiment*” OR "field trial*")  

or  AB=("field experiment*” OR "field trial*")   

Limiters: 

Date Published: after 2000 

English language 

Academic journals 

Search run in 

December 2022 

 

128 results 
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C. Codebook. New and revised items’ description 

Item code 
Description and differences with the 

official CONSORT-SPI 
Coding 

Item 

developed 

for the 

study 

a0a, a0b, 

a0c 

Brief description: A brief description 

on the experiment: type of intervention; 

the dependent variables; targeted 

population. 

• OPEN 

YES 

a0e, a0f, 

a0g 

Scientific field:  General and specific 

disciplinary field of the research, as well 

as the country or countries where the 

experiments habe been conducted. 

• OPEN 

YES 

1b 

Structured summary: The original 

item requires a complete and structured 

description of the article. Consort’s 

guidelines recommend to structure it 

according to a predesigned template 

which includes trial design, methods, 

results, and conclusions. 

We included a third category in the 

coding which allows us to relax the 

Cconsort standards, since structured 

abstracts are not required in most 

sociological journals. 

• YES_COMP = All fields are 

described and delimited with 

headlines; 

• YES_INCOMP = There are no 

headlines, but the abstract is 

sufficiently detailed, i.e. it 

describes all aspects required; 

• NO = There are no headlines and 

it is not detailed. 

NO 

2b 

Objectives or hypotheses: See Grant et 

al. (2018) for the item’s description. The 

original item requires to have explicitly 

stated objectives and/or hypotheses. 

We added a third category among the 

possible answers to identify studies that 

fall between the two original categories. 

• YES_COMP = RQs or 

hypotheses are explicitly stated; 

• YES_INCOMP = RQs or 

hypotheses are not explicitly 

stated but can be inferred; 

• NO = Neither implicitly nor 

explicitly. 

NO 

a2c1, 

a2c2, 

a2c3, 

a2c_other 

Type of intervention: Typology 

developed by the research team. 

• Incentives = All kind of 

incentives, e.g. economic and 

non; 

• Education = Focus on education; 

• Training, 

professional  development = 

Focus occupation; 

• Mentoring = 1 to 1 training, 

individualisation; 

• Reminder; 

• Information - content = e.g. 

Interventions on information 

barriers; 

• Information - communication 

modes; 

• Other = None of the above. 

YES 
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3a 

Trial design (allocation ratio): See 

Grant et al. (2018). We allowed for a 

third category to identify studies non 

fully compliant. 

• YES_COMP = Both the type of 

design and the allocation ratio are 

included in the article; 

• YES_INCOMP = Only the 

allocation ratio is presented (e.g. 

in tables, can be inferred) OR 

only the design; 

• NO = Authors did not include 

neither the trial design nor the 

allocation ratio. 

NO 

a3c 

Type of trial: The experiment's design 

can significantly influence the quality 

and quantity of information presented 

by the authors. 

• Explicitly pilot = Clearly 

described as a pilots; 

• Standard = Standard field 

experiments, developed to answer 

a specific RQ or policy issue; 

• Extension = Experiments 

designed by drawing on past 

researches/RCTs; 

• Other = Does not fit in the 

classification above. 

YES 

a3d 

N of experimental arms: Each 

experiment may consist of two 

(treatment/control) or more 

experimental arms. 

• NUMBER 

YES 

a3e 

Experiment replica: Unlike a follow-

up study, where researchers collect data 

at multiple time points, a replication 

typically differs in its authors and 

objectives from the original work. The 

goal of such replication is usually to 

validate the findings of the original 

experiment and assess the reliability and 

generalizability of its results. 

• YES 

• NO 

YES 

a4c 

Population: This item assesses whether 

the authors have reported whether they 

sampled from the population of interest. 

• YES 

• NO YES 

a4d 

Representativeness: Whether the 

experimental sample is representative of 

the population of interest. 

• YES 

• NO YES 

a5a 

Fidelity: Degree to which the 

intervention has been implemented as 

originally intended. It might happen that 

the intervention is not carried out by the 

researchers, e.g. the analysis on the 

impact of a policy OR the intervention 

does not need to evaluate the fidelity, 

e.g. reminder-based interventions. For 

• YES 

• NO 

• NA  

YES 
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these cases we added a third category -

NA-. 

5c 

How intervention providers were 

assigned: See Grant et al. (2018) for the 

item’s description. It might happen that 

the intervention does not require 

providers OR their assignment was 

considered not to be essential for the 

experimental design. For these cases we 

added the third category -NA-. 

• YES 

• NO 

• NA 

NO 

a7a 

Ex post power calculation: the 

statistical power of the study is 

measured retrospectively, based on the 

data collected. 

• YES 

• NO 
YES 

a7c 

Randomised units: All randomised 

units. This is usually reported in the 

'design' section, but authors might also 

report it in a table. Not classifiable if not 

reported. 

• NUMBER 

YES 

a7d 
Number of beneficiaries: Number of 

individuals in the treatment(s) group. 

• NUMBER 
YES 

8b 

Type of randomisation: See Grant et 

al. (2018) for the item’s description. 

Authors do vary a lot in the extent to 

which they describe the type of 

randomisation implemented. Grant 

(2018) asks for a description of the type 

of randomisation and the reasons for 

that choice. Since the extent to which 

authors report the type of randomisation 

varies a lot, we included a third category 

which relaxes the Consort’s 

requirements. 

• YES_COMP = Precise 

description of the type of 

randomisation, e.g. single, 

blocked, stratified, etc.; 

• YES_INCOMP = Authors report 

to have randomised the units but 

insufficiently for replication; 

• NO = The article does not include 

any description of the type of 

randomization process. 

NO 

9b 

Steps to conceal the randomisation 

sequence: See Grant et al. (2018) for 

the item’s description. While double-

blind designs are often considered a 

gold standard in randomized controlled 

trials (RCTs), their necessity can 

depend on the nature of the intervention 

or treatment. It follows that in social 

sciences’ experiments it might be not 

essential to conceal the randomisation 

sequence. For this reason we included 

the -NA- category. 

• YES = It is described the process 

by which the allocation sequence 

was masked; 

• NO = It is not described how 

randomization was hidden 

although necessary; 

• NA = It was not necessary nor 

possible to conceal the 

randomization sequence. 

NO 

11a Awareness of intervention 

assignment after allocation: See Grant 

• YES 

• NO 
NO 
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et al. (2018) for the item’s description. 

By masking the assignment of units, 

authors want to maximise the internal 

validity of the experiment. The Consort 

guidelines clearly state that this is an 

essential requirement. But some types 

of sociological trials cannot implement 

any action to mask the awareness of 

intervention, e.g. trials including 

incentives or forms of 

training/mentoring. 

• NA 

11b 

Description of similarities of 

interventions: See Grant et al. (2018) 

for the item’s description. Third 

category -NA- to exclude those 

experiments which were not multi-arm 

trials. 

• YES 

• NO 

• NA 
NO 

a13c 

Flow diagram: Inclusion in the article's 

body, appendix, or notes of a flow 

diagram describing the loss of units in 

any experimental phase. 

• YES 

• NO 
YES 

17a 

Results for each group: the estimated 

effect size and its precision: We 

decided to code among the complier 

also those studies that report raw effects 

and not effect sizes only, because this 

type of reporting results is less common 

in Sociology. We included an additional 

item (a17a1) to report on this aspect. 

• YES 

• NO 

NO 

a17a1 
Effect size: Effects sizes including 

confidence intervals. 

• YES 

• NO 
YES 

a17a2 

Availability of trial data: Inclusion in 

the article's body, appendix, or notes of 

the possibility to download the data. 

• YES 

• NO YES 

17b 

Binary outcomes: See Grant et al. 

(2018) for the item’s description. Third 

category -NA- to exclude those 

experiments which did not measure the 

outcome in binary terms. 

• YES 

• NO 

• NA NO 

a17c 

N of outcomes: The number of 

outcomes (dependent variables) on 

which effects are estimated. 

• 1 

• 2 

• 3-5 

• 6-10 

• 11 or more 

YES 
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a17d1, 

a17d2, 

a17d3 

Outcome type(s): The type of 

outcomes on which effects are 

estimated. We included three items to 

allow for experiments measuring the 

impact on multiple outcomes of 

different types. 

• Real world behaviour 

• Standardized assessment 

• Simulated behaviour 

• Reported behaviour 

• Simulated attitude 

• Reported attitude 

• Other = None of the above. 

YES 

a17e 

Effect observed: This item assesses 

whether the authors have reported the 

presence of a statistically significant 

treatment effect, even if that effect has 

been reported only in certain subgroups. 

• YES 

• NO 

YES 

a17f 

Timing between treatment delivery 

and outcome -measurement: The time 

elapsed from experiment delivery to the 

first outcome measurement. In case of 

lengthy treatments (e.g. training), we 

considered the timing starting from the 

end of the treatment. 

• Immediate;  

• Up to 3 weeks; 

• 1-3 months; 

• 4-11 months; 

• 1 year or more; 

• ND; Other 

YES 

a17g 

Follow ups: The number of months 

from the first outcome measurement to 

the latest follow-up, if multiple follow-

ups are conducted. 

• NUMBER 

YES 

19 

Harms or unintended effects: See 

Grant et al. (2018) for the item’s 

description. A third category -NA- has 

been included to identify experiments 

which could not have unforeseen 

effects. 

• YES 

• NO 

• NA 
NO 

20 

Trial limitations: See Grant et al. 

(2018) for the item description. We 

decided to code a study as compliant 

with this even if it did not mention the 

problem arising with the multiplicity of 

outcomes. 

• YES 

• NO 

NO 

23 

Registration number and name of 

trial registry: See Grant et al. (2018) 

for the item’s description. We included 

a third category -YES_INCOMP- to 

allow for imprecise reporting. 

• YES_COMP = There is the 

registration number/ name of 

registry; 

• YES_INCOMP = Authors just 

report to have preregistered but 

do not include where nor the 

number; 

• NO = The article does not 

mention any pre-registration. 

NO 

24 

Where the protocol can be accessed: 

See Grant et al. (2018) for the item’s 

description. 

• YES_COMP = There is a link, it 

is easily accessible; 

• YES_INCOMP = Authors just 

report the existence of a protocol, 

but this is not accessible; 

NO 
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• NO = The article does not include 

where the protocol can be 

accessed nor if it has been 

preregistered. 

26a 

Any involvement of the intervention 

developer: See Grant et al. (2018) for 

the item’s description. It is relatively 

common in the social sciences that a 

research group is involved both in the 

creation of a treatment and in its 

evaluation. This dynamic may give rise 

to perverse incentives to alter or 

selectively report results. This item 

assesses the transparency of the 

information disclosed to the reader. 

Given that many papers report this issue 

implicitly, we added a new category -

YES_INCOMP- to identify these 

occurrences. 

• YES_COMP = Authors clearly 

state whether or not researcher 

have been involved in the design 

of the treatment; 

• YES_INCOMP = Authors 

implicitly address this issue by 

explicitly stating they are 

evaluating interventions designed 

by third parties; 

• NO = No information about 

researchers' involvement. 

NO 

26b 

Other stakeholder involvement: See 

Grant et al. (2018) for the item’s 

description. As for the previous items, 

many researches lack in transparent 

reporting, but the relevant information 

can be inferred. We added a new 

category -YES_INCOMP- to identify 

these occurrences. 

• YES_COMP = Authors clearly 

address the issue; 

• YES_INCOMP = Authors 

implicitly address this issue by 

stating that there has been an 

involvement in the experiment 

design or evaluation by 

stakeholders; 

• NO = No information about 

stakeholders’ involvement. 

NO 

a27 
Ethical committee. Explicit presence 

of an IRB number. 

• YES 

• NO 
YES 

Note: for the remaining items, see the CONSORT-SPI checklist (2018) 
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