
 

 
 
Public Economics II (MA) - Field experiments and public policy 
Oliver Himmler 

Objectives: 

The experimental approach is gaining more and more traction in informing public policy, and 
having a grasp of the key concepts and methods will therefore become an increasingly 
valuable skill for students. In order to gain first hands-on experience. this course will cover the 
method of experimental policy evaluation, i.e. how to design and conduct field experiments, 
and how to interpret the results. We will also discuss common procedural and methodological 
errors that lead to biased effect estimations. Specifically, students will be introduced to 
problems such as imbalances in randomization, spillovers, attrition, (low) power, and we will 
discuss how to deal with such common issues.  

In the course, we will discuss experimental approaches to recent issues in economic policy and 
public economics. Special attention will be given to policy interventions where the 
experimental design incorporates insights from the behavioral sciences.  

In order to apply the newly acquired insights, students will be asked to come up with an 
experimental design that can be helpful in better understanding a specific policy issue. The 
course requires a basic understanding of statistics/econometrics and we will build the 
foundations needed for experimentation in the field from the ground up.  

 

This course will enable you to: 

• Engage in constructive scientific discourse on the limitations of surveys, field and lab 
experiments as well administrative data 

• Design and propose a reproducible field experiment that is feasible, ethical, and interesting 

• Critically assess the quality of randomized controlled trials which were implemented to 
evaluate public policy 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Assignment:  

Research Proposal-Planning Document (6 pages per student, excluding title page, table of 
content, figures, tables & references): Students will propose a field experiment that 
investigates a relevant public policy question.  
 
During the first half of the course students will learn how to plan and conduct field 
experiments and will be acquainted with different areas in which field experiments have 
successfully been conducted. The content from this first half will help students to select their 
own research question. Before the start of the second half, students should have a basic idea 
of their planned research question and they should survey the relevant current literature. 
Based on this initial screening of the literature students will briefly present an idea for their 
research proposal (in our online meeting, and up to 15 minutes duration). This is a great 
opportunity to get peer feedback before submitting the research idea in the form of a research 
proposal for grading.  
 
Each participant needs to come up with a proposal for an experiment where the results can 
help to inform policy makers. In order to confront the practical challenges to designing an 
ethical field experiment that examines a specific research question, students are strongly 
encouraged to craft a proposal regarding areas of personal academic interest. Students must 
address potential ethical concerns and consider administrative obstacles.  
 
 
You can find a template for the organization and formatting of the research proposal on the 
website of the professorship (along with this syllabus). 

Submission deadline for the research proposal – 31 August 2020 (11:59pm) via email to 
oliver.himmler@uni-erfurt.de. 

 

Time & Location: 

Please signal your interest in participation via email to kerstin.rathje@uni-erfurt.de. You will 
then receive the password to enter the Moodle environment. We meet on Tuesdays at 14:15 
hours. A link to the virtual seminar space will be distributed to students who have enrolled in 
the class via email. 
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