4 Macroexperiments versus
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4.1 Introduction

In social microexperiments, the experimenter assigns treatments and
gauges responses at the individual level. The response of each individual
is assumed to be independent and small in comparison to the market or
social system.

In social macroexperiments, treatments are assigned at the group,
community, or market level. The responses of entire social units, as well
as of individuals within each unit, are the objects of interest. The re-
sponses of the individuals within each unit are correlated (Rivlin 1974;
Mosteller and Mosteller 1979).

Economists and other social scientists have spent disproportionately
too much effort on the design and interpretation of microexperiments.
The potential value and limitations of macroexperiments have not been
adequately characterized. Accordingly, we need to develop a new science
of macroexperimental design and to articulate more carefully the trade-
off between micro and macro designs as guides to public policy.

My argument is framed within the context of health-policy experi-
ments. I concentrate on two policy issues: the effect of changes in health-
insurance coverage on the demand for medical care and the effect of
life-style intervention on the risk of coronary heart disease (CHD).

In section 4.2, I point out several problems in the design, implementa-
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