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The world is full of data.  Researchers can scrape web content, code customer service calls, and conduct field experiments. How can

CB researchers use these opportunities most effectively? This roundtable integrates diverse perspectives to help people think outside

the lab and incorporate alternate sources of data into their research.
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The world has changed. We are now surrounded by a wealth of data in ways never before imagined.  Loyalty cards record purchase, 
scanner panel data records basket size, and shopping cart trackers record movement through the store. Blogs record thoughts and opinions, 
Facebook tracks what topics are discussed, and search data records what people are interested in learning more about.  With a couple of mouse 
clicks we can find everything from sports scores and stock prices to newsgroups and which baby names are popular.  

How can consumer behavior researchers use these new data sources to enrich their research?  How can we get access to this data? What 
are its benefits compared to lab experiments? What are some of the issues researchers face when moving outside the lab?

This roundtable will bring together a diverse group of behavioral researchers to discuss using field data in behavioral research.  The 
group is a mix of senior and junior researchers, both more and less quantitatively inclined, all of which have figured out creative ways to use 
field data to enrich their research programs.  They have conducted field experiments at Disney World, scraped sports score from the web, 
and coded customer service calls.  They’ve measured the collective mood using blogs, had employees work while walking on treadmills, and 
examined student’s report card to measure academic performance.  Building on these experiences, they will share insights with the audience 
and exchange ideas about how to better incorporate these alternate sources of data into our research programs.

Detailed Description and Format
The laboratory experiment has always been the behavioral researcher’s fruit fly.  The relatively sterile environment allows for careful 

manipulation and measurement.  You can tightly manipulate one key factor, holding everything else constant, and examine its causal impact 
on a dependent variable.  The internal validity and experimental control lab experiments provide are ideal for teasing out complex psycho-
logical mechanisms.

But exactly because the lab environment is so simplified, people often wonder about the strength or importance of effects shown there. 
The real world is a noisy and complicated place.  Lots of things are going on at once.  Do the effects we’ve observed in the lab really hold in 
the field?  And do they have a consequential impact on real behavior?

The session will answer these, and related questions, as it enriches the audience’s understanding of how to use field data in behavioral 
research.  The format will be as follows: 

1)Concrete Examples: To give the audience a concrete sense of the breadth of what is possible, each roundtable participant will provide 
one short example of how they have used field data to enrich their work (approximately 3-4 minutes, 1-2 PowerPoint slides at most).  This 
will include: 

a)A brief overview of the project
b)Why they felt field data was useful (better than the lab or just valuable in a different way)
c)How they got the data
d)How they used the data
The point of these presentations will be to provide a breadth of concrete experiences to help the audience get a better sense of the space.
2)Broader Themes: The groups will then have a broader discussion regarding some key questions.
a)How do you get field data? We’ll talk about different approaches to acquiring data including contacting companies, using Webcrawlers 

or scraping data from the web, and archival research.
b)What are the benefits of field data? We’ll talk about external validity, the ability to compute effect sizes, and how such data can help 

communicate your effects to a broader audience.
c)But can we show causation? Many people may have already thought about field experiments, but for most experimentalists datasets are 

less common.  But are datasets only good for showing correlations or can more be done? We’ll start by talking about some of the ways that 
field data can provide correlational support for behavioral theories.  Then we’ll talk about methods like regression discontinuity and natural 
experiments that allow researchers to make causal inference from correlational data

d)How will reviewers react? We’ll talk about experiences in the review process, complications involving showing experimental and 
non-experimental data, and how editors feel about such data (roundtable members Darren Dahl, Jeff Inman, and Uri Simonsohn are all As-
sociate Editors)

e)But I’m not good with statistics! We’ll talk about how to analyze field data and whether and when it is useful to bring in more quan-
titatively minded colleagues
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Who is likely to benefit: Given the wide-range of types of data that are available, and the clear benefits of using such data to augment 
one’s research program, this roundtable should benefit all consumer behavior researchers.  It should be particularly valuable for doctoral 
students and junior researchers who are thinking of novel ways to test their research questions.

In summary, this roundtable will bring diverse perspectives together to shed light on how to use field data in behavioral research.  Pre-
conference discussion has already begun and will be facilitated through emails and discussion among the group of participants.  The session 
is particularly relevant to ACR’s theme of appreciating diversity, because it showcases diverse ways to test research hypotheses. 


