
Abstraction and Detail in Experimental Design
Ryan Brutger University of California, Berkeley
Joshua D. Kertzer Harvard University
Jonathan Renshon University of Wisconsin–Madison
Dustin Tingley Harvard University
Chagai M. Weiss University of Wisconsin–Madison

Abstract: Political scientists designing experiments often face the question of how abstract or detailed their experimental
stimuli should be. Typically, this question is framed in terms of trade-offs relating to experimental control and generaliz-
ability: the more context introduced into studies, the less control, and the more difficulty generalizing the results. Yet, we
have reason to question this trade-off, and there is relatively little systematic evidence to rely on when calibrating the degree
of abstraction in studies. We make two contributions. First, we provide a theoretical framework that identifies and considers
the consequences of three dimensions of abstraction in experimental design: situational hypotheticality, actor identity, and
contextual detail. Second, we replicate and extend three survey experiments, varying these levels of abstraction. We find
no evidence that situational hypotheticality substantively changes results in any of our studies, but do find that increased
contextual detail dampens treatment effects, and that the salience of actor identities moderates results in our endorsement
experiment.

Verification Materials: The data and materials required to verify the computational reproducibility of the results, pro-
cedures, and analyses in this article are available on the American Journal of Political Science Dataverse within the
Harvard Dataverse Network, at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/XGXEN6.

Experimentalists in political science often face a
question about how abstract or detailed their ex-
perimental stimuli should be. This question is

typically thought of in terms of trade-offs between exper-
imental control and generalizability. Some researchers
prefer highly stylized experiments that are deliberately
light on context, even though this comes at the expense
of ecological validity and mundane realism (Morton and
Williams 2010, 313–14). While particularly popular in
behavioral experiments seeking to test the predictions of
formal models (e.g., Dawes, Loewen, and Fowler 2011;
Dickson 2009; Kanthak and Woon 2015; LeVeck and
Narang 2017; Tingley and Walter 2011), this tradition
arises in survey experiments as well (e.g., Mutz and Kim
2017).

Others prefer the use of rich and detailed vignette-
based experiments (e.g., Brooks and Valentino 2011;
Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013; Reeves and Ro-
gowski 2018; Rousseau and Garcia-Retamero 2007; Teele,
Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018). Rich and detailed stimuli
are in some ways a response to the “major problem in
public opinion and survey research”: the “ambiguity that
often arises when survey respondents are asked to make
decisions and judgments from rather abstract and lim-
ited information” (Alexander and Becker 1978, 103). The
ability to generalize experimental findings to other con-
texts, and the degree to which an experiment triggers
the psychological process that would occur in the “real
world,” are both thought to rise in proportion to the
level of “realism” in a given vignette (Aguinis and Bradley
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2014, 361). Similarly, others argue that “concrete, realis-
tic context” results in more “reliable assessments” of the
dependent variables we care about (Steiner, Atzmüller,
and Su 2016, 53).

Political scientists seeking to navigate these trade-
offs are usually exposed to one or the other of these
schools of thought regarding experimental design, but
they have relatively little systematic evidence about how
to choose between them. Some scholars advise that
respondents perform better in more concrete and famil-
iar settings (Reiley 2015), whereas others worry that de-
tail reduces experimental control (Camerer 1997).1 De-
cisions regarding abstraction and detail are particularly
important for the design of survey experiments because
of their emphasis on vignettes (Gaines, Kuklinski, and
Quirk 2007), but they also arise in almost any experiment
where researchers present respondents with information,
whether in the lab (Renshon 2015) or in the field (Kar-
powitz, Monson, and Preece 2017).

And yet, as a discipline we know relatively little about
the consequences of using abstract versus concrete exper-
imental designs. Certainly, increasing “color in the labo-
ratory” may trigger “unknown (to the experimenter) im-
pressions and memories of past experiences over which
the experimenter has no control” (Friedman, Friedman,
and Sunder 1994, 53), but it is not obvious why sparse
experiments would fare better in this respect. In fact,
a review of the broader experimental literature suggests
strong disagreement on which would be a bigger problem
in terms of respondents “filling in the blanks”: rich, de-
tailed experiments (e.g., Friedman, Friedman, and Sun-
der 1994) or abstract, sparse studies (e.g., Alekseev, Char-
ness, and Gneezy 2017). Although others have noted that
there is no “general theory that would give experimen-
talists guidance as to when stylization” might pose prob-
lems (Dickson 2011, 61), and that this is “ultimately, an
empirical issue that would have to be thrashed out by
comparing data from abstract as well as contextually rich
experiments” (Friedman, Friedman, and Sunder 1994,
53–54), there is surprisingly little systematic work that
does so, forcing experimentalists in political science to
rely on hunches and intuitions rather than systematic ev-
idence and theoretical guidance.

In this article, we seek to make both a theoretical and
an empirical contribution. First, we offer an overarching
conceptual framework outlining three dimensions of ab-

1Experimental control is the degree to which researchers have con-
trol over the recruitment, assignment to conditions, and measure-
ment of subjects and variables and includes obvious features (e.g.,
the ability to randomly assign respondents to treatment arms) as
well as less obvious features (e.g., the construal of the treatments).
See McDermott (2002, 32).

straction implicated in experimental design: situational
hypotheticality, actor identity, and contextual detail. Our
theoretical framework helps clarify when and why ex-
perimental control and generalizability may be affected
by design decisions, but we also show how this debate
bears on construct validity–the degree to which the vari-
ables in question are “measured in ways that correspond
to the theoretical concepts under investigation” (McDer-
mott 2002, 334; see also Findley, Kikuta, and Denly 2021,
368). Questions of measurement in experimental design
usually center on the wording of outcome measures, but
they are just as relevant to how treatments are designed
and the amount of “slippage” between the concept and
its operationalization in the experiment, which in turn
affects “the internal validity of a study by affecting the
interpretation of the results, as well as external validity”
(see discussion in Hartman 2021). There are certain types
of questions where ethical or feasibility considerations
mandate at least some form of hypotheticality or abstrac-
tion, while there are others where scholars have more lee-
way. For those latter cases where scholars do have leeway,
we present a framework to guide design decisions regard-
ing the appropriate level of abstraction and detail.

Second, like other recent work seeking to sub-
ject conventional wisdom about experimental design
principles to empirical scrutiny (Coppock 2019; Dafoe,
Zhang, and Caughey 2018; Jerit, Barabas, and Clifford
2013; Kertzer 2020; Mullinix et al. 2015; Mummolo
and Peterson 2019), we test our theoretical framework,
replicating and extending three well-known survey ex-
periments in political science, and manipulating their
levels of abstraction in three different ways. We find some
dimensions of abstraction matter more than others. We
find no evidence that describing a scenario as hypotheti-
cal or real (situational hypotheticality) changes the results
experimenters obtain, an important finding as our field
more broadly becomes increasingly concerned about the
use of deception alongside other ethical issues related to
the rise of experimentation (see Desposato 2015; Morton
and Tucker 2014). Whether with politicians in American
politics experiments or countries in international rela-
tions (IR) experiments, we find relatively little evidence
that varying the identity of actors changes experimen-
tal results, although cue-taking experiments using real
and highly salient cue-givers obtain stronger effects than
those using low-salience or fake actors. The strongest ef-
fects we find relate to contextual detail: We show that
adding contextual detail to experimental vignettes atten-
uates the size of treatment effects and that this can be
explained by respondents’ lowered ability to recall the
treatment. This suggests that choosing the appropri-
ate level of contextual detail in experimental work thus
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ABSTRACTION AND DETAIL IN EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 3

depends on how much statistical power the author ex-
pects, as well as the purpose of the study. If the pur-
pose is to demonstrate that an effect exists, a sparser ex-
perimental design better enables researchers to identify
it, but if the purpose is instead to understand how im-
portant an effect might be relative to other considera-
tions, or whether respondents in a more naturalistic set-
ting would be likely to receive the treatment (Barabas
and Jerit 2010), a more contextually rich design may be
beneficial.

Abstraction and Detail

One of the many design choices political scientists face
when designing experiments concerns the appropriate
level of abstraction in their stimuli. There is a rich lit-
erature on abstraction in philosophy, psychology, and
cognitive science, which often operationalizes abstrac-
tion in slightly different ways (e.g., Colburn and Shute
2007; Paivio 1990). For our purposes, we borrow from
construal level theory in defining abstraction as a higher-
level representation (Sartori 1970, 1040–46; Trope and
Liberman 2003). It involves making “a distinction be-
tween primary, defining features, which are relatively sta-
ble and invariant, and secondary features, which may
change with changes in context and hence are omit-
ted from the higher-level representation” (Shapira et al.
2012, 231). An abstract representation is sparse and de-
contextualized, reduced to the object’s most central ele-
ments (e.g., “a nuclear weapon”), whereas a concrete rep-
resentation is contextualized and rich in specific detail,
including subordinate considerations (e.g., “North Ko-
rea’s Hwasong-14 intercontinental ballistic missile”).

Experimenters engage in abstraction when designing
their stimuli, with a stimulus’s level of abstraction de-
termined by the contextual background it includes, the
complexity of information it provides, and its emphasis
on superordinate or subordinate elements of a given sce-
nario. These dimensions closely relate to questions about
the appropriate level of abstraction that loom large in a
variety of issues in experimental design: whether experi-
ments should be “stylized” or “contextually rich” (Dick-
son 2011; Kreps and Roblin 2019), use real or hypothet-
ical actors (McDonald 2019; Nielson, Hyde, and Kelley
2019), and refer to imminent, future, or hypothetical sit-
uations. In this sense, experiments can be abstract or
concrete along multiple dimensions at the same time.
We suggest that abstraction in experimental design can
be conceptualized along at least three dimensions: situa-
tional hypotheticality, actor identity, and contextual de-

tail.2 We review each dimension in detail in the discus-
sion below.

Situational Hypotheticality

The first type of abstraction in experimental design con-
cerns whether a scenario is described as hypothetical or
not. The rationale for using hypothetical scenarios in
survey experiments is simple: In experiments’ most styl-
ized form, experimentalists make causal inferences by
drawing comparisons between two different states of the
world, randomly assigning participants to either a treat-
ment condition or a control condition. Some experi-
ments intervene by giving respondents in the treatment
condition information about the world that they might
not otherwise have (e.g., Butler and Nickerson 2011; Raf-
fler 2019), but especially in survey experiments, exper-
imentalists often manipulate features of the world it-
self. In order to manipulate features of the world in this
manner, experimentalists must either engage in decep-
tion (showing respondents mock news articles purported
to be real; e.g., Arceneaux 2012; Brader, Valentino, and
Suhay 2008) or find another way to justify—whether to
respondents or to institutional review boards (IRBs)—
why the scenario being described to respondents deviates
from the one they are in.

One technique employed for this purpose is to ex-
plicitly describe the scenario as hypothetical; respondents
in Boettcher (2004, 344), for example, are asked to “envi-
sion a hypothetical presidency apart from the current ad-
ministration.” Others implicitly invoke hypotheticality;
respondents participating in conjoint experiments study-
ing immigration preferences, for example (e.g., Hain-
mueller and Hopkins 2015), are presumably not under
the illusion that the immigrants they are being asked to
choose between are real. Especially in IR experiments,
a widely used form of implicit hypotheticality involves
setting a scenario in the future (e.g., Mattes and Weeks
2019). This is often termed a prospective scenario, but ul-
timately the future setting is simply a mechanism to make
the scenario implicitly hypothetical.

Actor Identity

The second dimension of abstraction involves the iden-
tity of the actors invoked in experimental vignettes: Are
they real or artificial? Some experimenters explicitly use
real-world actors in contexts ripped from the headlines,

2These three strike us as the most important dimensions to con-
front experimentalists designing their studies, but the list is not
necessarily exhaustive or mutually exclusive.
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4 BRUTGER ET AL.

as in Boettcher and Cobb’s (2006) study of how casualty
frames shape support for the war in Iraq, or Evers, Fisher,
and Schaaf (2019), who experimentally investigate audi-
ence costs using Donald Trump and Barack Obama. In
this sense, the artificiality of the actors in an experiment
is distinct from the hypotheticality of the situations in
which actors are embedded since experimenters often use
real-world actors in hypothetical scenarios.

Moving up the ladder of abstraction, some ex-
perimenters describe hypothetical scenarios in artificial
countries. For example, Brooks and Valentino (2011) de-
scribe a conflict between “Malaguay and Westria,” and
Rubenzer and Redd (2010) describe a crisis in the state
of “Gorendy.” Taking this approach a step further, many
experimentalists use unnamed countries, describing tar-
get states as “Country A” or “Country B” (Johns and
Davies 2012; Yarhi-Milo, Kertzer, and Renshon 2018) or
simply referring to “a country” rather than providing
a label (Tomz and Weeks 2013). Other experiments fo-
cus on hypothetical political candidates. Banerjee et al.
(2014), for example, describe hypothetical representa-
tives (running for office in hypothetical districts) to study
the concerns of voters in rural India. Hypothetical can-
didate experiments are also a long-running feature in the
study of American politics (as in Colleau et al. 1990; Kam
and Zechmeister 2013)—and are particularly common in
conjoint experiments.

As with the case of situational hypotheticality, the
logic of using unnamed or hypothetical actors stems di-
rectly from the questions being tested. Political scientists
turned to experimental methods to study the effects of
candidate gender (Brooks and Valentino 2011), for ex-
ample, precisely because it is difficult to find two real-
world candidates identical to one another on all dimen-
sions other than their gender. The same is true in studies
of race in politics (Burge, Wamble, and Cuomo 2020) or
ethnicity (Dunning and Harrison 2010). In an IR con-
text, it is hard to think of two real-world countries that
are identical in all respects but one; accordingly, IR schol-
ars interested in manipulating the effects of regime type,
military capabilities, or foreign policy interests usually do
so with fictional or hypothetical countries (e.g., Rousseau
and Garcia-Retamero 2007).

Contextual Detail

The third dimension of abstraction involves the amount
of additional context provided in an experiment beyond
the experimental treatment. Press, Sagan, and Valentino
(2013) present a lengthy newspaper article that provides
participants with a large amount of context, as do ex-
periments in American politics that generate fake cam-

paign advertisements or news clips (Brader, Valentino,
and Suhay 2008). In contrast, other experiments often
present relatively little information (Kanthak and Woon
2015; Tingley and Walter 2011). This decision is not lim-
ited to economics-style bargaining games: Trager and
Vavreck (2011), for example, manipulate the president’s
strategy in a foreign policy crisis as well as informa-
tion about the U.S. domestic political environment, but
as with most audience cost experiments, they say rel-
atively little about the context of the intervention it-
self. Similarly in comparative politics, Bassan-Nygate and
Weiss (2022) randomize whether experts project that an
Israeli unity government will form in the near future,
but they do not include much contextual detail in their
vignette.

Contextual detail is composed of at least three re-
lated dimensions. The first is simply the volume of in-
formation provided. The second concerns how the in-
formation is presented, and here there have been exam-
ples of any number of treatment formats in experiments,
from bullet-pointed vignettes (Tomz 2007) to mock news
reports (Druckman and Nelson 2003; Valentino, Ne-
uner, and Vandenbroek 2018).3 The third is the con-
tent of the information itself, which is orthogonal to
its volume. Any bit of information may be classified as
either what Bansak et al. (2021) call “filler” or its oppo-
site, what we term “charged” content, which may inter-
act with the treatment in some way and affect the results
of a study through a mechanism other than simple re-
spondent satisficing. If a president’s “favorite highway”
is filler, then Bansak et al. (2021) also show that other
attributes (e.g., previous occupation and number of chil-
dren) are associated with the object of interest and are
thus ill-suited to be added simply to increase the realism
of a vignette. But while they show that satisficing is less
of a problem than we might expect once we introduce
filler attributes, we are still largely in the dark with re-
spect to understanding how the addition of charged (vs.
filler) content affects our interpretation of experimental
results.

Control, Generalizability, and
Construct Validity

Political scientists employ experiments that vary along
multiple dimensions in their degree of abstraction and
detail. However, there is little certainty about the con-
sequences of this variation. To address the uncertainty

3See Kreps and Roblin (2019) for an experimental evaluation of
treatment formats.
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ABSTRACTION AND DETAIL IN EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 5

around the implication of design choices relating to
abstraction and detail, one method has been to run both
abstract and concrete versions of an experiment to test
whether the results hold (e.g., Berinsky 2009; Herrmann,
Tetlock, and Visser 1999; Nielson, Hyde, and Kelley 2019;
Renshon, Dafoe, and Huth 2018; Rousseau and Garcia-
Retamero 2007). However, this approach is less than
ideal because adjusting levels of abstraction on multiple
dimensions simultaneously provides limited insight re-
garding the specific dimension driving experimental re-
sults.

There are some circumstances where for logistical
or ethical reasons, experimenters will be constrained in
terms of how abstract or detailed their stimuli will be.
In other cases, however, experimentalists have more of a
choice when designing their studies. In such cases, they
often expect abstraction and detail to be consequential
(Bostyn, Sevenhant, and Roets 2018; FeldmanHall et al.
2012; McDonald 2019)—associating the former with ex-
perimental control, and the latter with generalizability.
We diverge from this perspective and explain why the
possible tension between experimental control and gen-
eralizability is more complex, and how these considera-
tions connect to construct validity.

In specifying the level of abstraction and which el-
ements of a construct are primary and which are sec-
ondary, the act of abstraction is inherently a theoretical
phenomenon. In fact, this is exactly why discussions of
abstraction in design that center on experimental con-
trol and generalizability are incomplete without consid-
eration of construct validity (whether our operational-
izations “meaningfully capture the ideas contained in
the concepts”; Collier and Adcock 2001, 529). As Mc-
Dermott (2002) points out, threats to construct validity
come from manipulations that affect other concepts si-
multaneously, exactly the concern that experimentalists
have tended to frame as being about experimental con-
trol. Manipulations that trigger multiple things at once
affect both control and construct validity, and construct
validity is necessary for a treatment to be externally valid
as well (Findley, Kikuta, and Denly 2021, 371). Taken to-
gether, it’s clear that—while the framing experimental-
ists have often used to describe the trade-offs involved
in the design decisions we examine has been about con-
trol and generalizability—in fact, both aspects are intrin-
sically tied to construct validity as well.

Experimental Control

Experimenters seek to obtain control over the ways in
which respondents construe the contextual features of
vignettes, in order to ensure proper implementation
of their experimental designs. When experimental vi-

gnettes provoke different reactions among different types
of respondents— perhaps reactions the researcher never
intended—experimenters can risk losing control over
their study, raising concerns regarding internal validity
and construct validity. For example, if using particular
country names as treatments triggers feelings, beliefs,
or frames separate from what the experimenter was at-
tempting to manipulate, it would introduce confound-
ing, reducing experimental control and raising concerns
about construct validity.

Yet, we argue that such concerns are likely exagger-
ated because they oversimplify the relationship between
design choices and experimental control. First, the re-
lationship between abstraction and control varies based
upon the dimension under investigation. Increasing con-
textual detail is often thought to enhance experimental
control by fixing the type and degree of information that
all subjects share regarding an issue area.4 In contrast, in-
creasing detail in terms of actor identity is usually argued
to reduce experimental control. In an international rela-
tions context, Herrmann, Tetlock, and Visser (1999, 556)
note that “the use of real countries [adds] a degree of re-
alism . . . but it also sacrifice[s] a degree of experimental
control. Affective reactions to the various countries may
differ, and [characteristics of the countries] may not be
perceived uniformly by all participants.”5

More generally, we argue that it is misleading to
think that by turning from real to hypothetical actors, or
from contextually sparse to rich vignettes, experimenters
necessarily gain (or lose) control over their study. Indeed,
when presented with relatively pared down stimuli, par-
ticipants may “fill in the blanks.” And when exposed to
additional detail in vignettes, respondents may exert di-
verging reactions. Thus, the level of control or the validity
of the construct measured does not necessarily increase
(or decrease) with higher (or lower) levels of abstraction.

Generalizability

While experimental control is a fundamental aspect in
designing vignettes, scholars may very well be concerned
by other factors, such as generalizability—the extent to
which results from a given study speak to a broader set of

4For example, when implementing an endorsement experiment re-
garding a (fictional or real) immigration policy (Nicholson 2012),
researchers can provide detailed information regarding who ini-
tiated the policy, when it comes into effect, and how it relates to
previous policies.

5In American politics, Reeves and Rogowski (2018, 428) write that
“the use of hypothetical candidates comes at the cost of reducing
the real-world attributes of the experiment, but this cost is offset by
removing respondents from their feelings about any actual politi-
cian, which could serve as confounders.”

 15405907, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12710 by H

arvard U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/04/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



6 BRUTGER ET AL.

real-world scenarios. Political scientists often suspect that
like control, degrees of generalizability may be shaped by
levels of abstraction in experimental design. According
to this perspective, when framing an experiment as hy-
pothetical or real, when selecting particular actors, and
when calibrating levels of contextual detail, researchers
can condition the degree to which their results generalize
beyond a particular context.

We argue that generalizability concerns are also ex-
aggerated because they oversimplify the relationship be-
tween design choices and generalizability. For example,
experimenters oftentimes adopt unnamed actors in ex-
perimental vignettes in order to enhance generalizability.
At least implicitly, the selection of an unnamed actor is
motivated by the assumption that a researcher’s quan-
tity of interest is a main, rather than a conditional, ef-
fect. For example, this is reflected when a researcher is
interested in the effect of past behavior on forming rep-
utations for resolve in general, not the effect of past be-
havior on forming reputations for resolve for Iran specif-
ically (Renshon, Dafoe, and Huth 2018). For that reason,
researchers may lean toward abstraction and choose an
unnamed actor.

However, when considering other dimensions in ex-
periments, abstraction may actually decrease, rather than
increase, generalizability. Indeed, the degree of contex-
tual detail provided by experimenters might shape the
extent that findings from an experiment can generalize
to real-world scenarios. If participants in experiments are
assigned to extremely abstract vignettes where they only
receive two pieces of information, one of which is the
treatment being randomly assigned, the relative “dosage”
of the treatment is likely to be unrealistically high and
may not hold in a more naturalistic setting (Barabas and
Jerit 2010). In contrast, if the treatment is presented to
participants in a more detailed vignette, embedded in
a larger amount of information, the treatment is likely
to exert a (realistically) smaller effect. Accordingly, the
expected consequences of abstraction and detail might
have contradictory implications across different dimen-
sions of our framework.

Expectations

In sum, although experimentalists frequently think about
questions regarding experimental control and general-
izability as two competing principles, with the latter
linked to abstract designs and the former to detailed
ones, it is not clear that the trade-offs are actually so
stark.

For situational hypotheticality, we argue that con-
cerns about abstraction are overblown, and so we do not
expect varying situational hypotheticality to alter exper-
imental results. Although scholars operating out of an
economic tradition often express concerns that respon-
dents will not take scenarios seriously or offer meaning-
ful answers when told a scenario is hypothetical, there is
relatively little empirical basis for these concerns. This is
relevant given that there are many contexts where some
form of situational hypotheticality is required (often at
the demand of IRBs) to avoid the use of deception, and
some contexts where the use of deception raises ethical
challenges (e.g., telling respondents that a political candi-
date has engaged in unethical behavior; Butler and Powell
2014).

In contrast, we expect stronger moderating effects
for contextual detail. We expect that increasing the
amount of contextual detail in an experiment may de-
crease treatment dosage, and therefore reduce the mag-
nitude of identified effects, but the effect should be
larger for charged context than filler context. Consis-
tent with Bansak et al. (2021), one can think of experi-
mentalists as considering two types of additional context:
“filler” context—peripheral information that increases
the volume of text but is not expected to interact with
the treatment—and “charged” context that similarly in-
creases the length of the stimulus, but which is more
likely to affect how respondents react to the treatment.
Even with charged context, however, we expect it to be
very unlikely that additional context would reverse the
direction of treatment effects.

For actor identity, we argue that experimentalists
deciding between real-world or fictional actors should
keep three considerations in mind. First, experiments
using real-world actors should maintain schema consis-
tency (Hashtroudi et al. 1984): The choice of actor should
be seen as reasonable or plausible given the scenario in
which the actor is embedded. For example, in experi-
mental scenarios in which a country is pursuing a nu-
clear weapons program (e.g., Tomz and Weeks 2013), the
country used should “fit” with the rest of the scenario.
Thus, we argue that experimental control decreases if
the experiment features a country that respondents know
already has nuclear weapons (e.g., Russia), or a coun-
try that respondents think is unlikely to pursue them
(e.g., Canada). If a schema-inconsistent actor is chosen,
the respondent is less likely to believe the scenario or ac-
cept the treatment, thus weakening the treatment effect.
Second, in experiments where the treatment manipulates
a feature of an actor itself, experimentalists should con-
sider whether the real actor they use in their vignettes
allows them to maintain treatment consistency: All levels
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ABSTRACTION AND DETAIL IN EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 7

of an attribute of the actor being manipulated need to
be perceived as equally plausible by respondents. It is
for this reason that researchers are limited in their abil-
ity to select real-world actors when studying the effects
of race or gender in candidate selection, or the effects
of country-level characteristics on foreign policy prefer-
ences. Of course, respondents’ prior knowledge varies, so
some respondents may not know that an actor is schema
or treatment inconsistent, whereas others may imme-
diately recognize such incongruities in an experiment.6

Third, because respondents are likely to have stronger
attitudes about more salient real-world actors than less
salient ones, any differences between real and hypothet-
ical actors should be lower for less salient actors than
more salient ones.

Research Design

To provide guidance for experimentalists on how abstract
their experiment ought to be as well as how scholars
should balance the potential trade-offs associated with
differing levels of abstraction, we fielded a series of ex-
periments, each designed to address one of the dimen-
sions of abstraction described above. As the Appendix
(p. 3) shows, our typology applies to any type of exper-
iment where researchers provide information to respon-
dents, but for purposes of tractability we focus here on
survey experiments in particular. Our study selection cri-
teria sought to replicate and extend studies that (a) fo-
cused on core theoretical debates in political science, (b)
had simple designs (so that we would be sufficiently pow-
ered to detect moderation effects), (c) uncovered a large
and substantively meaningful effect, and (d) were con-
ducive to manipulating situational hypotheticality, actor
identity, and contextual detail.

We focus on three experiments (depicted in Ta-
ble 1), each of which features three levels of treatment:
(1) the central treatments from the original studies,
(2) the contextual detail and actor identity treatments
varying the amount of context or the names of the actors
respondents are presented with, and (3) a situational
hypotheticality treatment that describes experimental
scenarios as either explicitly hypothetical, implicitly
hypothetical, or real. In the Appendix, we further sum-
marize the structure of our survey experiments (pp. 1–2),
along with the details of each replication and extension
(pp. 3–15).

6We discuss and test the role of prior knowledge in the Appendix
(pp. 27–31).

Our first study, the Elite Cues experiment, extends
Nicholson (2012), which compares support for immi-
gration policy among respondents receiving an in-party
(or out-party) politician endorsement. In our extension,
we updated the relevant salient cue-givers (Joe Biden
or Donald Trump) and the substantive context of the
experiment—protection for “Dreamers” in the United
States— while adding actor identity treatments that vary
whether the immigration reform endorsement is made
by less salient partisan cue-givers (Senator Tom Carper
of Delaware or Senator Mike Rounds of South Dakota)
or by a fictional politician (Stephen Smith) whose par-
tisanship we manipulate. This experiment therefore lets
us explore the effects of varying actor identity in experi-
mental design.

Our second study, the In-Group Favoritism exper-
iment, extends Mutz and Kim (2017), which tests how
manipulating the expected relative gains in a trade deal
shapes public support. We use this study to explore the
effects of additional contextual detail, randomly assign-
ing respondents to either the original short vignette or a
more elaborate vignette that provides additional detail.
Those respondents assigned to additional context receive
either “filler” or “charged” context to evaluate the effects
of different types of contextual detail.

Our final study, the Nuclear Weapons experiment,
replicates Press, Sagan, and Valentino (2013), which tests
how manipulating the relative effectiveness of nuclear
weapons affects public support for nuclear attacks. We
use this study to explore the effects of both contextual de-
tail and actor identity, adding two additional treatment
arms. First, we manipulate the vignette’s context to in-
clude either elaborate context (as in the original study)
or reduced context. Second, we manipulate the identity
of the actor in the dispute: (1) Syria (as in the origi-
nal study), (2) an unnamed country (“a foreign coun-
try”), (3) a fictitious country name (“Malaguay”), or (4)
a real and schema-inconsistent country (Bolivia).7 Fol-
lowing the main outcome variable for all three experi-
ments, respondents were asked to complete a thought-
listing exercise and a factual manipulation check. These
questions enable us to investigate why decisions about
how abstract the stimuli are might moderate (or fail to
moderate) treatment effects.

Throughout all of the studies, we introduce a sit-
uational hypotheticality treatment (randomized at the

7The extent to which real countries are schema consistent with a
given experimental scenario is an empirical question. In the Ap-
pendix (p. 11), we describe a pilot study we fielded in order to
rate the consistency of 11 possible countries with the behavior de-
scribed in the vignette.
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8 BRUTGER ET AL.

TABLE 1 Summary of Treatments for the Three Studies

Elite Cues In-Group Favoritism Nuclear Weapons

Treatments from
original study

1. No endorsement
2. In-party cue
3. Out-party cue

1. U.S. gains 1,000 and other
country gains 10

2. U.S. gains 10 and other
country gains 1,000

3. U.S. gains 10 and other
country loses 1,000

1. 45% success for
conventional attack

2. 90% success for
conventional attack

Actor identity
and contextual
detail treatments

If assigned to cue:
1. Real + High salience

(Donald Trump/Joe
Biden)

2. Real + Low salience
(Mike Rounds/Tom
Carper)

3. Fictional (Stephen
Smith/Stephen Smith)

1. No additional context
(original)

2. Filler context
3. Charged context

1. Extended context (original)
2. Reduced context

1. Unnamed (foreign country)
2. Made up (Malaguay)
3. Real + Schema consistent

(Syria)
4. Real + Schema inconsistent

(Bolivia)

Situational
hypotheticality
treatment

1. No mention of
hypotheticality

2. Explicitly hypothetical
3. Real

1. Implicitly hypothetical
2. Explicitly hypothetical

1. Implicitly hypothetical
2. Explicitly hypothetical

Sample Lucid Dynata Dynata

Sample size 4,039 4,491 4,462

Original study Nicholson (2012) Mutz and Kim (2017) Press, Sagan, and Valentino
(2013)

subject level, not the study level) that refers to the
depicted scenarios as either explicitly hypothetical, im-
plicitly hypothetical, or real to test whether manipu-
lating hypotheticality moderates the experimental find-
ings.8 The structure of the studies is depicted in Table 1.
The In-Group Favoritism and Nuclear Weapons experi-
ments were fielded on a sample of N = 4,686 respondents
through Dynata in spring 2019. The Elite Cues experi-
ment was fielded on a sample of N = 4,070 respondents
through Lucid’s “Theorem” respondent pool in spring
2020.9 In the Appendix (pp. 16–18), we report results of

8In the In-Group Favoritism and Nuclear Weapons experiments,
respondents were assigned to one of two conditions describing a
situation as either implicitly or explicitly hypothetical. In the Elite
Cues experiment, respondents were assigned to one of three con-
ditions describing a situation as either explicitly hypothetical, real,
or a pure control condition where no situational hypotheticality
information was provided.

9More details about each platform are available in the Appendix
(pp. 2–3).

power simulations demonstrating that we are well pow-
ered to identify our quantities of interest.

Results
Replication of Original Study Results

In Figure 1, we present the central treatment effects from
the three studies under investigation along with compa-
rable estimates from the original studies.10 As expected,
our Elite Cues study demonstrates that respondents are
more likely to oppose an immigration policy endorsed by
an out-party politician. Our In-Group Favoritism study
shows that respondents are more likely to support trade
deals in which the United States gains more than a ri-
val country. Finally, our Nuclear Weapons study suggests

10We do not include the original data estimate for Mutz and Kim
(2017) because the original study included a more complex design
with the potential for each country to gain or lose 1, 10, 100, and
1,000 jobs, in contrast to our simplified version.
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ABSTRACTION AND DETAIL IN EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 9

FIGURE 1 Replication of Average Treatment Effects from the Three
Experiments

Note: The figure shows we successfully replicate the average treatment effects from the original studies.
Point estimates and confidence intervals are extracted from separate OLS models where original out-
comes are predicted by treatments. All outcomes are standardized. For the Elite Cues experiment, we
replicate the effect from the original study, even though our estimand slightly differs to be consistent
with the analyses that follow

that respondents are more likely to support the use of nu-
clear weapons when they are described as more effective
than conventional weapons. Taken together, the results
in Figure 1 show that our extensions replicate the main
results of the original studies.11 More important is how
our additional treatments moderate the main results de-
picted above.

Situational Hypotheticality Effects

Does describing an experimental scenario as explicitly
hypothetical, implicitly hypothetical, or real affect the re-
sults obtained in experimental designs? To answer this
question, we administered our situational hypothetical-
ity treatment, which assigned respondents to introduc-
tions describing each experimental vignette as follows:
In the Nuclear Weapons and In-Group Favoritism stud-
ies, we described experimental vignettes as either explic-

11We use “replicate” here to refer to an effect of the same sign that
does not significantly differ in magnitude from the original esti-
mate. The significant original effects make them easier cases for
abstraction to matter since we cannot attribute weak interaction
effects to outcome measures that are hard to move.

itly or implicitly hypothetical, while in our Elite Cues ex-
periment, respondents were assigned to either an explicit
hypotheticality condition, a real condition, or a pure con-
trol condition where no information about hypothetical-
ity was provided.

To examine the effect of this design choice, we use
standard ordinary least squares (OLS) models in which
we interact the original treatment from a given study
(e.g., in the Elite Cues experiment, whether an out-party
politician is the endorser of the immigration reform pol-
icy) with our hypotheticality treatment. Figure 2 presents
results in which our main quantity of interest is the inter-
action effect, representing the moderating effect of our
hypotheticality treatment on the original treatments.12

As evident in Figure 2, framing an experimental vi-
gnette as explicitly hypothetical does not change the main
findings from experimental studies. In all models, our
situational hypotheticality treatment and its interaction

12In our Elite Cues experiment, hypotheticality can take one of
three values (i.e., explicitly hypothetical, real, or pure control). In
our main analysis, we compare the explicitly hypothetical condi-
tion with the real condition, which are most distinct, but com-
paring the explicitly hypothetical condition with the pure control
yields similar results.
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10 BRUTGER ET AL.

FIGURE 2 No Moderating Effects of Situational Hypotheticality

Note: The figure finds no evidence that situational hypotheticality significantly moderates
our treatment effects in any of the three experiments. Point estimates and confidence inter-
vals are extracted from three separate OLS models where original outcomes are predicted
by original treatments interacted with the hypotheticality treatment. All outcomes are stan-
dardized

with original treatments are statistically and substan-
tively insignificant. We interpret these results as evidence
for the limited empirical consequences of design choices
relating to situational hypotheticality.

Actor Identity Effects

We now turn to an analysis of how actor identities of dif-
ferent levels of abstraction affect findings from experi-
mental vignettes. In our Nuclear Weapons study, we ran-
domized the target country as unnamed (our baseline
condition), fictional (Malaguay), real and schema incon-
sistent (Bolivia), or real and schema consistent (Syria).
Similarly, in the Elite Cues study, we randomized whether
an out-party endorsement was by a made-up politician
(Stephen Smith [D or R], our pooled baseline condition),
a low-salience politician (Senators Mike Rounds [R] or
Tom Carper [D]), or a high-salience politician (Donald
Trump [R] or Joe Biden [D]).

We interact this actor identity treatment with each
study’s original treatment and present results for both
our Elite Cues and Nuclear Weapons experiments in
Figure 3 (Panels a and b, respectively). In these figures,
our main quantity of interest is the interaction between
the original treatment and our additional actor identity
treatment.

As demonstrated in Figure 3, with one important ex-
ception, we find that most actor identity conditions do
not moderate the main treatment effects. Whether an ac-
tor is unnamed, fictional, or real—and if real, schema
consistent or inconsistent—does not lead scholars to
draw substantively different inferences or identify diverg-
ing effects, either in magnitude or direction. That said,
in the left panel of Figure 3, we show that using high-
salience actors amplifies the endorsement treatment ef-
fect (when compared to baseline made-up actors).

There are two groups of potential mechanisms to ex-
plain the actor identity results from the Elite Cues exper-
iment. The first is a standard “online processing model”
(Hill et al. 2013) in which respondents keep a running
tally of evaluations that are updated when they come
into contact with new information. McDonald (2019)
proposes a version of this argument, contending that
hypothetical actors (compared to real actors) magnify
treatment effects (by decreasing the role of prior knowl-
edge or beliefs) and increase the cognitive burden on
respondents, which would show up in increased response
latency and lowered treatment recall (again, compared to
real politicians). Yet, as we show in the Appendix (pp.
19–20), there is no significant effect of the actor iden-
tity treatment on response latency in our study, so it does
not appear that moving from a hypothetical to a low-
or high-salience actor alters cognitive burden among
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ABSTRACTION AND DETAIL IN EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 11

FIGURE 3 Moderating Effects of Actor Identity Condition

Note: The figure shows that manipulating country identity does not significantly moderate treatment effects in
the Nuclear Weapons experiment, although we obtain slightly larger treatment effects in the Elite Cues study
when we use more salient cue-givers. Point estimates and confidence intervals are extracted from five separate
OLS models where original outcomes are predicted by original treatments interacted with different actor identity
conditions. Panel (a) compares made-up politicians with low-salience (red) and high-salience (blue) politicians.
Panel (b) compares the unnamed country with a fake country (gray), schema-inconsistent country (blue), and
schema-consistent country (red). All outcomes are standardized

our respondents. A second potential mechanism that
might be operative in this model is differential treatment
recall: Respondents are better able to recall treatments
from salient actors than nonsalient ones. Yet, as indi-
cated in the Appendix (pp. 19–20), we find no evidence
that treatment recall rates significantly vary with the ac-
tor identity treatment.

The second interpretation, which we believe is more
consistent with our results, has to do with simple
Bayesian models of persuasion, which focuses our atten-
tion on a different series of contrasts entirely. Bayesian
models would first predict that when the dependent
variable is about measuring attitudes toward a policy,
stronger respondent priors about the policy’s endorser
should lead to more updating (because respondents are
likely to have stronger priors about the cue-giver). Our
findings in the Elite Cues study are an imperfect fit with
the online processing model described above, but they
are consistent with this Bayesian model prediction. The
results are also consistent with our expectation that be-
cause respondents are likely to have stronger attitudes
about more salient real-world actors than less salient
ones, any differences between real and hypothetical ac-
tors should be smaller for less salient actors than more

salient ones.13 An additional prediction from this same
Bayesian model—untested in our study—would be that
when the dependent variable involves measuring atti-
tudes about an actor, stronger respondent priors should
lead to less updating in response to information about
the actor, consistent with Croco, Hanmer, and McDon-
ald (2021).

Contextual Detail Effects

Lastly, we consider the moderating effects of contex-
tual detail in Figure 4. We administered two versions of
our context treatments. In the Nuclear Weapons exper-
iment, respondents were exposed to either a reduced-
context vignette (baseline) or the original elaborate
context vignette. In the In-Group Favoritism experi-
ment, respondents were exposed to either the origi-
nal minimal context vignette (baseline) or an extended-
context vignette that included filler or charged additional
context.

13See the Appendix (pp. 27–35) for heterogeneous effects based on
respondents’ political knowledge and need for cognition.

 15405907, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12710 by H

arvard U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/04/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



12 BRUTGER ET AL.

FIGURE 4 Adding Contextual Detail Attenuates Treatment Effects

Note: The figure shows that adding contextual detail to studies weakens the treatment effects. Point estimates
and confidence intervals are extracted from three separate OLS models where original outcomes are predicted
by original treatments interacted with study-level context. In panel (a), we compare a baseline reduced-context
vignette with elaborate context conditions that are either filler (triangles) or charged (circles). We also con-
sider a pooled model of both types of experimental context (squares). In panel (b), a baseline reduced-context
condition is compared with the original elaborate context condition used in the original Nuclear Weapons ex-
periment. All outcomes are standardized

As demonstrated in Figure 4(b), exposing respon-
dents to the original rich experimental vignette in the
Nuclear Weapons experiment has a negative moderat-
ing effect on the study’s main treatment. Put differently,
extended experimental vignettes seem to dampen the
original treatment (nuclear effectiveness); however, this
moderating effect does not lead scholars to draw opposite
inferences but, rather, to just estimate more conservative
treatment effects.

Figure 4(a) provides us with further insight into the
moderating effects of contextual detail on main treat-
ments. In this panel, we consider the general effect of
adding contextual detail to experimental vignettes (gray,
pooled model), as well as the particular effects of adding
either filler or charged context. These results further sug-
gest that adding contextual detail to experimental vi-
gnettes will dampen treatment effects. Indeed, the mod-
erating effect of extended contextual detail (in relation
to a baseline minimal context condition), when pooling
together both filler and charged context conditions, ap-
proaches statistical significance (p < .08). As evident in
Figure 4(a), this effect is driven by the charged context

condition, which in and of itself has a statistically signif-
icant effect on the size (but not direction) of the main
treatment effects. In contrast, adding filler context does
not significantly affect the magnitude of the treatment
effect.

To better understand why adding contextual detail
to experimental vignettes dampens treatment effects, we
consider the effects of our contextual detail treatment
on treatment recall success. To do so, we regress respon-
dents’ recall success of the original study-level treatments
(i.e., nuclear attack effectiveness in the Nuclear Weapons
study and expected consequences of trade in the In-
Group Favoritism study) on respondents’ contextual de-
tail condition. Figure 5 demonstrates that increased con-
text in experimental design hinders respondents’ ability
to successfully recall the treatment condition to which
they were assigned. In the Appendix (pp. 19–21), we
further explore the positive effects of additional context
on response latency, as well as the null effects of our
actor identity treatment on correct recall and response
latency.
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ABSTRACTION AND DETAIL IN EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 13

FIGURE 5 Contextual Detail Effects on
Treatment Recall Success

Note: The figure demonstrates how adding contextual detail neg-
atively affects treatment recall. Point estimates and confidence
intervals are extracted from three separate OLS models where a
binary treatment recall success variable is predicted by the con-
text condition to which respondents were assigned. The Nu-
clear Weapons model compares recall rates of respondents as-
signed to a baseline reduced-context condition with respondents
assigned to extended-context condition. In-Group Favoritism
models compare respondents assigned to a minimal baseline
condition with respondents assigned to filler or charged condi-
tions. All outcomes are standardized

Concluding Thoughts

We began this article by calling attention to a signifi-
cant problem faced by political scientists who seek to test
their theories using experiments: In most cases, they have
a wide degree of latitude in how to design the exper-
imental stimuli and must make choices about whether
to use real actor names or make them up (or leave
them unnamed), whether to add rich, contextual detail
(and if so, how much, and what kind), how to present
the information in the experiment (whether as explicitly
hypothetical, implicitly hypothetical, or real), whether to
use deception, and so on. In confronting the issues raised
by these “design degrees of freedom,” scholars have no
shortage of folk wisdom to fall back on from their peers,
mentors, and textbooks, but the conventional wisdom on
which they can rely is either nonexistent or contradic-
tory. Despite a recognition that these questions are, ul-
timately, subject to study and research like many other
problems (e.g., Friedman, Friedman, and Sunder 1994),
there is little in the way of theoretical frameworks or em-
pirically minded guidance for researchers who face these
issues. In line with other recent work, we seek to subject
these folk intuitions about experimental methods to em-

pirical scrutiny (Coppock 2019; Kertzer 2020; Mullinix
et al. 2015; Mummolo and Peterson 2019).

Our contribution is twofold. First, we provided a
conceptual framework that helps to make sense of the
many choices that experimentalists face in terms of
the degree of abstraction or concreteness of their de-
signs. In particular, our framework draws from construal
level theory to outline three dimensions of abstraction—
situational hypotheticality, actor identity, and contex-
tual detail. Most importantly, our framework and the-
oretical discussion of the implications of each of these
three dimensions of abstraction for internal and exter-
nal validity help to elucidate when there are, and are
not, important trade-offs between experimental control
and generalizability. Abstraction may in some cases en-
hance, rather than decrease, experimental control, which,
in any case, experimentalists have less of than they re-
alize. We also provide empirical leverage on the tricky
question of how to appropriately operationalize the con-
cepts we care about; empirical political scientists study
“specific instances of units, treatments, observations, and
settings” (Shadish, Cook, and Campbell 2002), but fig-
uring out the implications of those specifics can now
more appropriately be guided by theory and empirics in
combination.

Empirically, we test our theoretical framework
through a replication and extension of three well-known
vignette-based survey experiments in political science
(Mutz and Kim 2017; Nicholson 2012; Press, Sagan, and
Valentino 2013). To each of these, we add our layers of
experimental manipulations to test the implications of
abstraction in experimental design. In our Elite Cues
study, we manipulate the actor identity of the politician
presented in the vignette; to the In-Group Favoritism
study’s relatively sparse design we add two types of con-
text (“filler” and “charged”) and to the Nuclear Weapons
experiment we add manipulations of both context and
actor identity. In addition, for all three experiments, we
manipulate the degree of situational hypotheticality, pre-
senting scenarios as either explicitly hypothetical, implic-
itly hypothetical, or real.

Our results suggest reasons for optimism. Situational
hypotheticality does not make any substantial difference,
failing to affect any of the main findings from the three
studies. This suggests that the difficult ethical decisions
about whether to use deception in order to increase re-
spondent engagement may in many cases be unnecessary,
adding empirical weight to an important normative de-
bate in the field. We examined contextual detail in two
ways: adding two types of context in our In-Group Fa-
voritism study and subtracting context from our Nuclear
Weapons experiment. Our results are consistent across
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14 BRUTGER ET AL.

both studies: Additional context leads to more conserva-
tive estimates of treatment effects, dampening treatment
effects by hindering respondents’ ability to successfully
recall the main treatment. Choosing the appropriate level
of contextual detail in experimental work thus depends
on how much statistical power the author expects, as well
as the purpose of the study. If the purpose is to demon-
strate that an effect exists, a sparser experimental design
better enables researchers to identify this effect, but if the
purpose is instead to understand how important an ef-
fect might be relative to other considerations, or whether
respondents in a more naturalistic setting would be likely
to receive the treatment (Barabas and Jerit 2010), a more
contextually rich design may be beneficial.

Our results also suggest the utility of future work
designed and powered to detect exactly how the poten-
tial causal mechanisms through which abstraction works,
such as treatment recall or schema consistency, inter-
act with each other.14 We also investigated the effects
of varying the level of abstraction of the actors in the
experiments. We manipulated actor identity in the Nu-
clear Weapons experiment by exposing respondents to
conditions in which the country was either unnamed,
fictional, or real and either consistent with the main
attributes of the scenario or not. In the Elite Cues ex-
periment, actor identity was manipulated using made-
up, low-salience, or high-salience cue-givers. Across both
experiments, which considered different types of actors
(i.e., countries or politicians), most actor-related design
choices did not matter, in that the interaction between
the actor identity treatment and the main treatment was
not statistically significant. The important exception is
that more salient politicians make more effective cue-
givers than fictional actors do. Drawing out the impli-
cations of two potential explanations, we find sugges-
tive evidence that this might be understandable within
a Bayesian persuasion model, which would also be con-
sistent with findings from research that manipulates the
hypotheticality of the actor and measures outcomes re-
lated to attitudes about that actor (rather than the pol-
icy) (Croco, Hanmer, and McDonald 2021). Altogether,
our framework and results clarify where, when, and how
researchers might have discretion in selecting particular
levels of abstraction in their experimental stimuli.
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