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Survey experiments have become an indispensable tool in the social sciences for estimating
causal effects in diverse populations. Yet, the apparent simplicity of experimental designs can
be deceptive, as weak treatments, noncompliance, or implementation breakdowns may lead
to statistically nonsignificant or otherwise unexpected results that leave researchers wondering
whether to conclude that their studies have failed or show true null effects. This special issue
of Survey Research Methods presents empirical and methodological contributions that examine
survey experiments that did not work as planned. Rather than dismissing unexpected or non-sig-
nificant results, the papers address key challenges in treatment validation, context dependency,
treatment-related nonresponse, precisely articulated causal states, field implementation, and in-
direct questioning techniques. Collectively, the contributions illustrate that unexpected findings
reveal critical assumptions connecting experimental design to causal inference. By emphasiz-
ing pretesting, field monitoring, paradata, manipulation checks and other diagnostic measures,
this special issue highlights the value of publishing carefully diagnosed ‘failures’ to advance

cumulative methodological knowledge.
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Survey experiments have become an indispensable part of
the methodological toolkit in the social sciences for study-
ing attitudes, beliefs, preferences, and sensitive behaviors
(Mize & Manago, 2022; Rauf et al., 2025; Schachter &
Weisshaar, 2025; Treischl & Wolbring, 2022). By combin-
ing random assignment with the reach and flexibility of
surveys, they provide a powerful framework for estimating
causal effects in diverse populations and settings. Increas-
ingly sophisticated designs—including factorial surveys,
choice experiments, list experiments, and survey-embed-
ded field interventions—have extended this promise even
further.

Yet the apparent simplicity of survey experiments can be
deceptive. Randomly assigning respondents to conditions
does not, by itself, ensure that respondents comply with the
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experimental task and interpret it as expected, nor does it
ensure that the intended treatment is effectively delivered
and translates into a meaningful difference in the outcome
of interest. When any of these links breaks down and the
resulting statistical estimate does not answer the substantive
question of interest (Lundberg et al., 2021), researchers may
therefore conclude that their experiment “failed”.

The SRM special issue Learning Through Failures orig-
inated from two sessions at the 2023 ESRA Conference in
Milan and focuses on precisely these complications. Its con-
tributions examine survey experiments that did not work as
planned: Treatments that failed to shift the intended con-
struct, manipulations that respondents interpreted differ-
ently from researchers’ expectations, indirect-questioning
techniques that generated implausible estimates, interven-
tions that were undermined by nonresponse or noncompli-
ance, and field implementations that produced little evi-
dence of their intended effects. Rather than treating these
experiences as unfortunate deviations from otherwise suc-
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cessful research programs and keeping them in the file
drawer (Chopra et al., 2024; Rosenthal, 1979), this spe-
cial issue treats them as opportunities for methodological
diagnosis and, ultimately, for learning how to design, mea-
sure, and draw inferences from survey experiments more
effectively.

While neither the call for the sessions at ESRA 2023 nor
the call for this special issue provided an explicit definition
of failure, we edited this special issue on the premise that
netiher a failure to reject the null hypothesis nor an unex-
pected result implies that an experiment has failed (Kane,
2024). A precisely estimated null effect can be empirically
and theoretically as relevant as a statistically significant ef-
fect (Abadie, 2020). Conversely, survey experiments that
“failed” can nonetheless yield statistically significant out-
comes. Therefore, what is and what is not a “failure” must
be understood to the research question of the experiment,
and the assumptions connecting the intervention to the ob-
served data. Accordingly, many of the contributions in the
special issue are better understood as studies of unexpected
findings that illuminate the limits of survey experiments.

The first set of papers assembled in the special issue re-
ports unexpected findings due to experimental treatments
failing to produce the intended manipulation: They report
failures of non-deceptive, real-world treatments that were
presumably too weak, insufficiently tested, or rarely oc-
cur in reality (Hipp & Leumann, 2026; Hofstetter et al.,
2026; Kunz et al., 2026). They also show that treatment ef-
fectiveness is context-dependent and may not travel across
countries, historical moments, survey modes, or populations
(Jungkunz & Mayer, 2026; Schwindt-Bayer et al., 2026).

The second set of papers deals with unexpected findings
that likely resulted from treatment-related nonresponse and
selective participation: Response behavior may itself be-
come part of the causal process when treatments influence
who responds, who complies, or who is included in the anal-
ysis (Hensgen & Zimmermann, 2026; Waldendorf et al.,
2026). Differential noncompliance can undermine compa-
rability, while item nonresponse may constitute post-treat-
ment selection.

Closely related is the next group of papers that addresses
the often-overlooked role of control conditions in survey ex-
periments: Seemingly neutral control conditions may fail to
provide a valid counterfactual if respondents infer omitted
information (Theodoridis & Goggin, 2026) or comply dif-
ferently across conditions (Zhang & Baldassarri, 2026). Or,
put differently, omitted information is still information that
may influence the outcome of a study.

A fourth group of papers highlights implementation chal-
lenges: Missing information about how respondents access
a survey can make it impossible to determine whether an
intervention is ineffective or simply not used (Maslovskaya
et al., 2026), and interviewer behavior can alter treatment

delivery itself (Litchfield & Douarin, 2026). These exam-
ples of potential failure show that implementation is part of
the experimental design and causal process. Detailed para-
data on what respondents actually saw, did, and experienced
are therefore essential for diagnosing unexpected findings.
Vendors, programmers, interviewers, survey platforms, and
field conditions all become part of the experimental de-
sign. Researchers should therefore anticipate plausible im-
plementation failures before fieldwork and collect the in-
formation needed to diagnose them.

Finally, the last two papers illustrate the challenges asso-
ciated with indirect questioning techniques: These methods
depend on assumptions regarding list balance, respondent
comprehension, trust, design effects, and truthful report-
ing. Formal anonymity does not necessarily translate into
perceived anonymity, and respondents may seek to protect
themselves, preserve identities, avoid stigma, signal coop-
eration, or resist the task (Leén & Aizpurua, 2026; Sajons
et al., 2026). Consequently, researchers must distinguish
between measurement failure and evidence of absence: An
invalid or insensitive instrument renders null findings dif-
ficult to interpret rather than substantively uninformative.
More generally, direct questions, indirect questioning tech-
niques, behavioral traces, qualitative follow-ups, expert as-
sessments, and respondent probes should be viewed as com-
plementary diagnostic tools rather than competing alterna-
tives.

Taken together, these contributions do not simply re-
port null or unexpected findings but explore where in the
causal process experiments departed from researchers’ ex-
pectations and why. Collectively, they illustrate that treat-
ment validity depends not only on random assignment but
also on whether treatments and controls are plausible and
meaningful, perceived as intended, interpreted consistently
across respondents, and capable of manipulating the under-
lying construct.

These findings also point to ways of preventing avoid-
able failures and, when unexpected results do occur, making
them more readily diagnosable. Careful treatment valida-
tion and cognitive and technical pretesting can reveal prob-
lems with treatments, controls, and measurement before
an experiment is fielded. Collecting information on treat-
ment exposure, compliance, perceptions, and implementa-
tion can then help identify where the experimental process
departed from expectations. Manipulation checks, percep-
tion measures, paradata, interviewer observations, and fol-
low-up studies should therefore be considered part of the
experimental design rather than optional additions. Such
diagnostic evidence is essential for distinguishing treatment
or implementation failure from a true null effect and meas-
urement failure from evidence of absence.

More generally, this special issue argues for a shift in
how unsuccessful survey experiments are viewed. Unex-
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pected findings should not be dismissed; instead they can
help identify hidden assumptions, improve future experi-
mental designs, and clarify the mechanisms that connect
random assignment to causal inference. By documenting,
scrutinizing, and reporting the processes linking treatment
assignment to final estimates, researchers can design more
informative survey experiments and strengthen the credi-
bility of experimental survey research. Publishing carefully
diagnosed “failures” is therefore an important part of build-
ing cumulative methodological knowledge alongside the ev-
idence from “successful” experiments.
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