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Abstract

Publication bias occurs when the probability that a paper enters the scholarly 

literature is a function of the magnitude or significance levels of the coefficient 

estimates. We investigate publication bias in two large literatures in political 

behavior: economic voting and the effects of negative advertising. We find 

that the pattern of published estimates is consistent with the presence of 

publication bias and that bias is more prevalent in the most influential and 

highly cited outlets. We consider the possible causes and find some evidence 

that papers systematically employ one-sided hypothesis tests in response 

to failure to meet the more demanding critical values associated with two-

tailed tests, a practice that leads to misleading reports of the probability of 

Type I errors.
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A large proportion of findings reported in political behavior are based on 

statistical analysis. If published work accurately represents the full body of 

research being conducted in an area and the reported hypothesis tests are 
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constructed ex ante, then researchers can be confident in their ability to 

interpret the magnitude of effects and the likelihood that they are due to 

chance. However, if the publication process is in some way biased, pub-

lished work may present a distorted picture. Bias may enter at many points 

in the journey from analysis to publication (or failure to publish). If journal 

editors and reviewers tend to accept articles that include statistically sig-

nificant findings—or researchers anticipate such a tendency—this may 

lead to the submission and publication of results that are the product of 

sampling error, fragile model specifications, or ex post hypotheses.1 Simi-

larly, if studies that do not yield statistically significant results are never 

published—whether because they are never submitted or because they are 

rejected by reviewers—then those who read the published findings may 

erroneously assume that research questions are definitively answered when 

this is not the case. In sum, when the probability that a paper enters the 

scholarly literature is a function of the reported results or significance lev-

els, researchers hoping to build on or refine previous findings may be led 

astray. More generally, publication bias is a small piece of the much larger 

question of how academic work, like all types of work, is shaped by profes-

sional incentives.

This is not the first study to investigate the prevalence of publication bias 

in social science research. A number of studies have identified publication 

bias in the fields of psychology (e.g., Coursol & Wagner, 1986; Greenwald, 

1975; Sterling, 1959), public health and medicine (e.g., Gotzsche, 2006), 

economics (e.g., Ashenfelter, Harmon, & Oosterbeek, 1999; Card & Krueger, 

1995; De Long & Lang, 1992; Doucouliagos, 2005; Doucouliagos, Laroche, 

& Stanley, 2005), and sociology (Gerber & Malhotra, 2008a). However, rela-

tively little work has been done to assess the degree of publication bias in 

political science. Gerber and Malhotra (2008b) examine publication bias in 

the leading journals in political science. They find that in the American Polit-

ical Science Review and American Journal of Political Science there are far 

more results just above critical values than can be explained by chance, a 

pattern which suggests that what is published in two of the top journals and 

how it is interpreted is influenced by arbitrary critical values of the t-distribu-

tion. It is conceivable that statistically significant findings are only published 

disproportionately in the most prestigious journals. If we look beyond these 

top journals this pattern may disappear. In this case the results of a study 

affect where the paper is published but not whether the paper is ultimately 

published.

To explore this possibility, we examine two major literatures in politi-

cal behavior—research on economic voting and research on the effects of 
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negative advertising—to see if there is evidence of publication bias. A num-

ber of processes, including how editors and reviewers evaluate submitted 

research, how researchers decide what research to submit for review, and 

how researchers report their statistical tests, might explain any publication 

bias we observe. Although investigating the causes of publication bias is an 

important task, in this article we remain essentially agnostic about the extent 

to which various factors affect which studies are and are not published. 

Instead, we focus on examining whether published parameter estimates in 

these two literatures indicate bias in the publication process.

We build on and extend Gerber and Malhotra’s (2008b) analysis in three 

ways. First, whereas they examined articles on all topics, we explore how 

publication bias influences findings in two specific literatures. Second,  

Gerber and Malhotra only analyzed studies published in two of the most 

prominent journals. By considering articles published across a wider set of 

journals, we can assess whether publication bias is more prevalent in more 

influential outlets. Third, we provide novel evidence on one particular mani-

festation of publication bias: the strategic selection of one-tailed and two-

tailed hypothesis tests based on the critical value.

The article is organized as follows. The next section provides an overview 

of our methodological approach. The subsequent section describes how we 

constructed the data set for our statistical analysis. The penultimate section 

presents the results for published studies in two bodies of literature in politi-

cal science (the effects of negative advertising and studies on economic vot-

ing) that appear in a broad set of the discipline’s journals. The final section 

discusses the implications of our findings.

Methodological Overview

We examine publication bias by considering all statistical studies in two 

major literatures in political behavior published in 10 top journals between 

1990 and 2007. In the past, a number of approaches have been used to iden-

tify publication bias. Gerber, Green, and Nickerson (2000) found that the 

smaller the sample size used in published experimental voter mobilization 

studies, the larger the magnitude of the reported effects. The authors interpret 

this relationship as indicative of publication bias. Given that these studies all 

relied on an experimental design using similar treatments, there is little rea-

son to expect a strong, negative relationship between sample size and effect 

size. Published studies with small sample sizes may exhibit larger effects 

because that is the only way that they can cross thresholds of statistical sig-

nificance and therefore be submitted and published. Hence, an inverse 
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relationship between sample size and effect size suggests the presence of bias 

in average effect sizes.2 Other studies that attempt to diagnose publication 

bias often use similar techniques. In virtually all cases, these studies focus on 

the relationship between the magnitude of effects and the size of the associ-

ated standard errors (e.g., Ashenfelter et al., 1999; Gorg & Strobl, 2001; 

Stanley, 2005).

In the present study, we employ a similar approach. However, in contrast 

to many previous examinations of publication bias, the literatures that we 

review examine a relatively broad class of effects using a variety of mea-

sures. Whereas a collection of studies of how a particular drug affects sur-

vival rates will all have similar treatments and outcome measures, researchers 

interested in economic voting may conceptualize and measure economic per-

ceptions in different ways. They may also examine how these economic per-

ceptions affect how citizens evaluate presidential candidates, candidates for 

the U.S. Congress, or those running for a seat in the state legislature. Further-

more, researchers may be interested in the degree to which economic voting 

is moderated by other factors, such as individuals’ levels of political sophis-

tication. Given the variety of effects addressed in the published work, we 

cannot simply look at the relationship between reported standard errors and 

effect sizes. Instead, we focus our analysis on a simple alternative test that 

measures how z-scores are distributed around the commonly accepted thresh-

old of statistical significance.

The logic behind our approach is fairly intuitive. The sampling distribu-

tion that generates a reported coefficient estimate is assumed to be continu-

ous. As such, if published results are unbiased, then we should expect to see 

roughly equal proportions of reported coefficients of interest just above and 

below any arbitrary value, and in particular, just above and below standard 

levels of statistical significance (i.e., p values of .05). On the other hand, if 

these articles report an abundance of effects that barely exceed the standard 

threshold of statistical significance while reporting relatively few that fall 

just short of this threshold, this would be an anomaly and suggest publication 

bias.

Based on this logic, we employ a “caliper test” introduced by Gerber and 

Malhotra (2008a).3 This test focuses on the distribution of reported z-scores 

for coefficients of interest around the accepted threshold of statistical signifi-

cance. For example, for two-tailed tests we examine z-scores that fall within 

±10% of 1.96. We would expect that within this caliper z-scores should fall 

above and below the 1.96 threshold at approximately the same rate. If signifi-

cantly more coefficients fall between 1.96 and 2.16 than fall between 1.76 

and 1.96, then this implies the presence of publication bias.4
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Data

We identified the relevant articles published in 10 political science journals: 

American Journal of Political Science, American Political Science Review, 

American Politics Research, The Journal of Politics, Political Behavior, 

Political Communication, Political Psychology, Political Research Quar-

terly, Public Opinion Quarterly, and Social Science Quarterly. These jour-

nals were selected based on their prestige during the period we used as our 

sample frame and relevance to the current project. After identifying this pool 

of journals, we used the Social Science Citation Index’s keyword search to 

locate articles relevant to each of our two areas of interest from 1990 to 2007.

Economic Voting Articles

The political science literature on economic voting analyzes how perceptions 

about the economy affect citizens’ evaluations of political figures. A central 

issue addressed in this literature deals with the relative importance of pock-

etbook and sociotropic perceptions about the economy. In other words, which 

factors influence citizens’ evaluations and voting decisions more: percep-

tions about their own personal economic situation or perceptions about the 

health of the economy as a whole? Over the years this literature also started 

to examine how other factors—such as political sophistication—might con-

dition the relationships between these perceptions and vote choice.

Our search for articles on economic voting focused on three terms designed 

to identify any published research dealing with these questions. To ensure that 

we captured all relevant articles, we deliberately chose very broad search 

terms. The terms we searched for were “economic voting,” “sociotropic,” and 

“pocketbook.” We captured all articles that included any of these terms in their 

abstracts, titles, or subject listings in the 10 journals listed above. This search 

returned 57 articles, listed in the second column of the “Economic Voting Lit-

erature” table in the appendix. We double-checked our pool of articles by 

repeating this search in JSTOR for the years that were available (1990-2005).

The next step was to refine this list of 57 to a smaller list of topical articles 

that contained the needed information (coefficients and standard errors) to 

conduct the caliper test. We restricted our attention to articles about U.S. 

elections that analyzed voting or evaluations of candidates as the dependent 

variable and used sociotropic and/or pocketbook measures (and their mod-

erators) as independent variables. Articles conducted using data on foreign 

countries,5 those analyzing how sociotropic/pocketbook perceptions affect 

evaluations other than those related to political candidates or voting, and 
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those that did not publish standard errors were excluded from the analysis. 

This paring left us with 21 articles, listed in the third column of the “Eco-

nomic Voting Literature” table.

Last, we excluded articles that had a large number of hypotheses due to 

testing across several subgroups, years, regression specifications, and depen-

dent variables. There are two rationales for this reduction. First, it minimizes 

the influence of any one article. Second, it is unclear what publication bias 

hypotheses predict for a paper with many coefficients. For example, Funk 

and Garcia-Monet (1997) present 80 coefficients and standards errors on eco-

nomic variables across various models in their work. Including articles such 

as these would require judgment on our part as to which estimates were the 

most “important.” By restricting our analysis, we avoid the need to make 

such decisions.6 We conducted our analysis using 19 articles, which are listed 

in the fourth column of the “Economic Voting Literature” table. As discussed 

below, we assessed the sensitivity of our results to this culling process.

Negative Advertising Articles

Most of the literature on negative advertising examines whether negative 

advertising mobilizes turnout by evoking a sense that the election outcome 

matters or if it, instead, demobilizes potential voters from turning out by 

making them feel disenchanted with the political process. This literature is 

particularly interesting in the context of the present study. Some published 

work on the effects of negative advertising concludes that these ads depress 

turnout, whereas other work indicates that they stimulate turnout. It is not our 

goal to evaluate which of these findings is more valid. However, one conse-

quence of mixed findings like these is that researchers do not have clear 

expectations about effect sizes and, as a result, are precluded from tailoring 

the power of their designs to most efficiently demonstrate statistically sig-

nificant relationships. Thus, the negative advertising literature presents a rig-

orous test for the presence of publication bias in political science journals.

As with our search for articles on economic voting, our search for articles 

on negative advertising was designed to capture all relevant articles. We used 

seven broad search terms: “negative advertising,” “negative ads,” “negative 

advertisements,” “negative campaigning,” “negative campaign advertising,” 

“negative campaign ads,” and “negative campaign advertisements.” This 

search yielded 36 articles. In 2007, Lau, Sigelman, and Rovner updated their 

earlier meta-analysis (Lau, Sigelman, Heldman, & Babbitt, 1999) of the nega-

tive advertising literature. We used their meta-analysis to ensure that our search 

captured the full range of published articles on the effects of negative 
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advertising. Four articles were included in their meta-analysis that our search 

terms did not locate, leaving us with 40 articles in total, which are listed in the 

second column of the “Negative Advertising Literature” table in the appendix.

We pared down this list of 40 articles to a list of topical articles that con-

tained coefficients and standard errors. Articles dealing with candidate deci-

sions to air negative ads (i.e., that used negative ads as a dependent variable), 

those that dealt with the views of children concerning negative ads (Rahn & 

Hirshorn, 1999) and those that did not publish standard errors were excluded 

from the analysis.7 This left us with 20 articles, listed in the third column of 

the “Negative Advertising Literature” table. Last, as with the articles on eco-

nomic voting, we excluded articles with a large number of coefficients.8 This 

truncation left us with 16 articles, listed in the fourth column of the table.

Selecting Coefficients

We recorded the z-statistics from all coefficients representing concepts of 

interest from each of these two pools of articles. For the economic voting 

literature we recorded the z-statistics for coefficients on all independent vari-

ables that measured either pocketbook or sociotropic attitudes, as well as 

coefficients that captured interactive (conditional) relationships. For the neg-

ative advertising literature we recorded z-statistics for coefficients on inde-

pendent variables related to exposure to negative advertising and moderators 

of this effect. In both cases we recorded all coefficients across all regression 

specifications related to the topics of interest.

We illustrate our approach to coefficient selection using King and  

McConnell’s (2003) study of the effects of negative advertising as an exam-

ple. These authors conducted an experiment in the context of the 1996 Illi-

nois Senate race in which treatment groups were exposed to varying numbers 

of negative campaign advertisements about the Republican candidate. The 

authors measured the impact of these treatments on affect toward each candi-

date as well as vote choice. The authors were also concerned with both the 

nonlinear effects of advertising and the moderating role of gender.

Table 1 of King and McConnell’s (2003, p. 852) article presents regres-

sion results from the overall sample. There are three dependent variables: 

affect toward the Democratic candidate, affect toward the Republican candi-

date, and vote choice. The two variables dealing with the treatment of nega-

tive advertising are “Number of ads viewed” and “Number of ads viewed 

squared.” Hence, we recorded six coefficients from Table 1. Table 2 of the 

King and McConnell (2003, p. 853) article includes interaction terms with 

gender to assess whether the effect of ads on women are different than their 
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effect on men. Again, the authors estimate three regression specifications, 

one for each of the three dependent variables. The four variables dealing with 

the treatment of negative advertising are “Number of ads viewed,” “Number 

of ads viewed squared,” “Number of ads × gender,” and “Ads squared × 

gender.” Hence, we recorded an additional 12 coefficients from Table 2, 

making the total number of coefficients recorded from King and McConnell 

18.

This process yielded 243 coefficients and standard errors related to eco-

nomic voting and 149 related to the effects of negative advertising. For each 

z-score we also recorded whether the authors specified the relevant hypoth-

esis test as one- or two-tailed.

Results

We analyze the findings presented in each of the two literatures separately. 

Given that one- and two-tailed hypothesis tests imply different thresholds of 

significance, we present the distribution of z-scores from each of these two 

types of tests separately.

Figure 1 shows the distribution of the absolute values of z-scores for coeffi-

cients that specified a one-tailed test from the literature on economic voting. The 

width of the bars is set to 0.16 units—approximately 10% of 1.64 (1.64 corre-

sponds to a p value of .05). The figure shows a pronounced difference in the 

number of reported z-scores that fall just above and just below the 1.64 threshold. 

A total of 12 z-scores fall between 1.64 and 1.80; only 7 fall between 1.48 and 

1.64. Figure 2 shows a similar pattern for the z-scores of the coefficients from 

studies of economic voting that evaluated hypotheses using a two-tailed test. 

Here the bars are 0.20 units—approximately 10% of 1.96—wide. In all, 9 of 

these z-scores fall between 1.96 and 2.16. Only 3 fall between 1.76 and 1.96.9

Figures 3 and 4 show comparable z-score distributions from the literature 

on negative advertising. For one-tailed tests (displayed in Figure 3), only 2 

z-scores fall just short of statistical significance, whereas 5 just barely reach 

significance. Similarly, in Figure 4 only 4 scores related to two-tailed tests 

fall between 1.76 and 1.96 whereas 13 fall between 1.96 and 2.16.

One especially noteworthy aspect of the figures is that the number of 

cases in the interval just over the critical value is greater than the number 

falling in any other interval in three of the four cases (the exception being 

Figure 2), whereas the interval just below the critical value typically has very 

few z-scores. Overall, the ratio of economic voting results just over the criti-

cal values to those just under the critical values is about 2:1 for the 10% cali-

per. The results presented in the negative advertising literature are similar 

and the comparable ratio is 3:1.
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We also performed similar analyses using wider (i.e., 15% and 20%) cali-

pers. The results of this analysis, which pools one- and two-sided hypothesis 

tests, are presented in Table 1. For each caliper width we calculate the likeli-

hood that the observed proportions of z-scores just above and below the criti-

cal value are due to chance. For both literatures the data indicate that it is 

unlikely that the observed patterns are simply due to chance.10

Next, we explored whether bias is most present in the most prominent 

political science journals. Although statistically insignificant results may not 

be published in the discipline’s most high-profile outlets, they may find their 

way to top subfield journals. Indeed, we do find evidence for this phenome-

non. Examining only those articles published in the American Political Sci-

ence Review, the American Journal of Political Science, and The Journal of 

Politics, across the two literatures we observe a 28:9 imbalance when apply-

ing the 10% caliper.11 Conversely, for results published in all other journals, 

the ratio between coefficient estimates above and below the threshold is 

much more uniform (11:7). Although this suggests that many insignificant 
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Figure 1. Histogram of z-statistics, economic voting (one-tailed)
Note: Width of bars (0.16) approximately represents 10% caliper. Dotted line represents  critical 
z-statistic (1.64) associated with p = .05 significance level for one-tailed tests.
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results eventually find their way into print, publication bias appears to be 

most prevalent in the most influential and cited journals.

We conducted a series of robustness checks to further test the findings. 

Perhaps our elimination of studies with a very large number of coefficients 

restricts the sample to studies with underspecified models. However, when 

we include studies with a large number of coefficient estimates (i.e., all arti-

cles that are topical and complete), the 10% caliper produces a ratio of 58:34 

(pooling the two literatures), similar to the ratios reported in Table 1.12 We 

also tried including the studies with large numbers of coefficients, but ran-

domly selecting coefficients such that the total would not exceed the cutoffs 

described above. Consistent with our previously reported findings, we 

obtained a 43:19 ratio (for the 10% caliper) when applying a cutoff of 32 

coefficients for the economic voting literature and 25 coefficients for the 

negative advertising literature. On the other hand, the purest tests may be 

those papers that commit not only to a small number of hypotheses but also 

a limited number of coefficients associated with those hypotheses. Restricting 

the 10% caliper test to include only studies that test less than 10 coefficients, 

we again find a significant imbalance for the two literatures (9:2).
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Figure 2. Histogram of z-statistics, economic voting (two-tailed)
Note: Width of bars (0.2) approximately represents 10% caliper. Dotted line represents critical 
z-statistic (1.96) associated with p = .05 significance level for two-tailed tests.

 at UNIVERSITY OF SASKATCHEWAN LIBRARY on March 16, 2015apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 



Gerber et al. 601

One additional issue to consider when evaluating these data is that although 

the critical value of .05 is widely accepted as the threshold of statistical sig-

nificance, the z-score corresponding to this threshold is contingent on the 

researchers’ judgment regarding whether the appropriate test is one- or two-

tailed. For the significance levels to be valid, this determination must be 

independent from the estimation results. Selection of a one- or two-sided test 

is often a matter of discretion. It is possible that researchers, with the best of 

intentions and without any conscious effect on the results, may tend to con-

clude that it is more appropriate to report findings based on a one-tailed test 

when z-scores fall just short of the critical value for a two-tailed test.

We examine this possibility by applying the caliper test for two-tailed 

hypothesis testing (i.e., centered on the 1.96 threshold) to the sample of 

z-scores reported for one-tailed tests. Comparing the number of results in the 

interval between 1.64 and 1.96 with the equal sized interval over 1.96 allows 

us to examine whether there is a disproportionate number of cases evaluated 

by the one-tailed test that happen to pass this test but fail the more demanding 
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Figure 3. Histogram of z-statistics, negative advertisements (one-tailed)
Note: Width of bars (0.16) approximately represents 10% caliper. Dotted line represents critical 
z-statistic (1.64) associated with p = .05 significance level for one-tailed tests.
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Figure 4. Histogram of z-statistics, negative advertisements (two-tailed)
Note: Width of bars (0.2) approximately represents 10% caliper. Dotted line represents critical 
z-statistic (1.96) associated with p = .05 significance level for two-tailed tests.

Table 1. Caliper Tests of Publication Bias in Economic Voting and Negative 
Advertising Literatures

Over Caliper Under Caliper p Valuea

Economic voting literature
 10% Caliper 21 10 .035
 15% Caliper 28 16 .048
 20% Caliper 34 18 .018
Negative ads literature
 10% Caliper 18  6 .011
 15% Caliper 25 11 .014
 20% Caliper 27 16 .063

Note: “Over Caliper” indicates the number of results that are between 0% and x% greater 
than critical value (1.64 and 1.96 for one- and two-tailed tests, respectively) where x is the 
size of the caliper. For instance, for the 10% caliper, the “Over Caliper” range is approximately 
1.64 to 1.81 for one-tailed tests and 1.96 to 2.16 for two-tailed tests. “Under Caliper” repre-
sents the number of results that are between 0% and x% less than the critical value. For the 
10% caliper, the “Under Caliper” range is about 1.48 to 1.64 for one-tailed tests and 1.76 to 
1.96 for two-tailed tests.
a. Based on density of binomial distribution (two-tailed).

 at UNIVERSITY OF SASKATCHEWAN LIBRARY on March 16, 2015apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 



Gerber et al. 603

two-tailed test. For results that fall in the lower portion of the caliper, it is 

especially advantageous to select a one-tailed test if it is anticipated that it is 

important to achieve statistical significance.

Table 2 reports the results of these tests. The findings suggest that the 

choice of hypothesis test may not be independent of the estimation results. 

Among the one-tailed tests reported in the economic voting literature 14 

z-scores fall within the 1.64 and 1.96 under-caliper range whereas only 3 fall 

within the comparable over-caliper range. The p value of .006 indicates that 

this ratio is highly unlikely to be due to chance. Although the corresponding 

test for the negative advertising literature is not statistically significant, 

almost twice as many z-scores fall in the below-caliper range as fall in the 

above-caliper range. When we pool the two literatures we find that the num-

ber of z-scores falling in the under-caliper range significantly exceeds what 

we would expect to observe if these results were truly a representative sam-

ple of findings in these areas.13 These findings are consistent with the conclu-

sion that decisions about what hypothesis tests to apply are not independent 

of the z-scores, which further suggests that the probability of a Type I error is 

likely to be underestimated and the reported p values are incorrect.

Discussion

The results suggest the presence of publication bias in two political behavior 

literatures, and that this bias is most prevalent in the leading journals. Of 

course, our tests may be underestimating the level of publication bias since in 

the later stages of a literature there may be greater incentive to uncover a 

statistically insignificant effect, potentially through several of the same prac-

tices described above (e.g., subgroup and model specification selection). 

Table 2. Caliper Tests of Publication Bias in Economic Voting and Negative 
Advertising Literatures: Reported One-Tailed Tests, Two-Tailed Caliper

Over Caliper Under Caliper p Valuea

Economic voting literature
 15% Caliper 3 14 .006
Negative ads literature
 15% Caliper 5  9 .212
Pooled
 15% Caliper 8 23 .005

Note: “Under Caliper” indicates the number of results with z-scores between 1.64 and 1.96; 
“Over Caliper” indicates the number of results between 1.96 and 2.28.
a. Based on density of binomial distribution (two-tailed).
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Future research can explore this possibility in greater depth by examining 

literatures as they develop over time.

Gerber and Malhotra (2008a, 2008b) propose several potential responses 

to the problem of publication bias, including the establishment of study reg-

istries for political science. Our findings in this article suggest that some 

further reflection on scholarly practices may be warranted. First, perhaps the 

chief constructive implication of our results is that political scientists in their 

roles as reviewers and authors should place more emphasis on research 

design and less emphasis on the p < .05 threshold. Undeniably, many insig-

nificant results are the product of poor research design (e.g., poor measure-

ment, flawed administration of treatments). But consider the case of a study 

that produces a well-identified, but noisy estimate that fails to achieve statis-

tical significance. Such work should be valued for what it contributes to the 

cumulative evidence on a question rather than dismissed because as a stand-

alone study it is not sufficiently dispositive. Second, our finding that it 

appears that sometimes there is a switch from two-tailed to one-tailed hypoth-

esis tests based on the obtained p value suggests that scholars—at least so 

that they are clear in their own minds about the likelihood their findings are 

due to chance—should commit to a hypothesis test before collecting data and 

conducting analyses. Finally, authors can be encouraged to report sensitivity 

tests across multiple specifications, as is done in economics.

The influence of journal practices on scholarship is a common topic of 

discussion when researchers gather in informal settings but is rarely a subject 

for empirical inquiry. There are strong opinions about statistical reporting 

conventions that have prompted experiments with alternative publication 

practices. Some scholars have questioned the value of hypothesis testing and 

discourage reliance on hypothesis tests and p values (Fidler, Cumming, Burg-

man, & Thomason, 2004; Gill, 1999). In one extreme case, an editor banned 

p values from the journal during his editorship (Rothman, 1998). The advis-

ability of this or other measures is ultimately an empirical question. How-

ever, there is unfortunately very little available research on the incentive 

effects of alternative journal standards and practices in political science. 

Although we focus on a specific type of publication bias in this article, our 

work is a small contribution to this broader effort of understanding how the 

production of scholarly research is shaped by incentives. Our goal here was 

not to quantify the degree to which these two literatures are biased, however, 

meta-analyses of particular literatures can reveal how sensitive well-understood 

findings are to the possibility of publication bias (e.g., Pettigrew & Tropp, 

2006). Our evidence suggesting research is affected by reporting conventions 

indicates that understanding how scholarship is affected by the incentive 

environment more generally is a fruitful topic for further research.
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Notes

1. Because these steps are not explicitly part of postsubmission publication deci-

sions, they contribute to what may more precisely be called “specification 

bias.”

2. An alternative interpretation, which we and the authors view as implausible, is 

that the true effects varied considerably over time and across modes of communi-

cation in a fashion that happened to match the large variations in sample sizes.

3. A more detailed discussion and formal presentation of this test is presented in 

Gerber and Malhotra (2008a).

4. Following Gerber and Malhotra (2008a), we assume that the asymptotic sampling 

distribution of z, F(z), is continuous. This suggests that no matter what the true 

effect is (whether it is small or large), over any narrow region the conditional 

probability of observing an outcome that falls in a subset in an interval is approxi-

mately equal to the relative proportion of the subset to the interval.

5. Studies of foreign countries were considered part of a separate literature because 

economic voting may vary with cultural, political, and institutional context. For 

example, blame and credit attribution may depend on a variety of country-spe-

cific factors such as the electoral system, the ability of the government to control 

the domestic economy, and the reliance of the country on foreign trade. An analy-

sis of publication bias in the literature examining economic voting outside of the 

United States would be a fruitful avenue for future research.

6. The maximum number of coefficients we allowed was 32, a threshold that 

excluded two articles. This value formed a natural discontinuity as the next article 

tested 80 coefficients. Thirty-two could be considered a large number of hypoth-

eses tested in one article as well. We have chosen to err on the side of caution (i.e., 
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bias ourselves against finding evidence of publication bias) and only exclude 

articles that are clearly outliers in terms of their number of coefficients. Thus, our 

results should understate the amount of publication bias. Using different cutoffs 

yielded results similar to the ones presented below for both the economic voting 

and negative advertising literatures.

7. Three of the four articles identified by Lau et al. (2007) that were not captured by 

our search were excluded from our analysis either because they did not present 

standard errors or because they address effects outside of our identified area of 

interest.

8. The maximum number of coefficients we allowed was 25, which, again, formed 

a natural discontinuity.

9. The results are qualitatively similar when we vary the size of the intervals on 

either side of the critical values. See Table 1 for details.

10. One factor that complicates the analysis presented in Table 1 is that some stud-

ies contribute more than one coefficient in the caliper, suggesting that each 

coefficient cannot be viewed as statistically independent. Although the depar-

ture from independence over the narrow range of values included in the caliper 

is almost certainly trivial, we performed robustness checks by restricting atten-

tion to those studies that contribute only one or two coefficients (i.e., where 

there should not be an issue of nonindependent observations). We also observe 

an imbalance among these studies. Pooling the two literatures, we find 14 stud-

ies contribute one (10 studies) or two (4 studies) coefficients for the 10% cali-

per with 15 coefficients just over the critical value and only 3 just under. The 

likelihood of such an imbalance (15:3), under the hypothesis of equal probabil-

ity, is less than .004.

11. American Political Science Review, American Journal of Political Science, and 

The Journal of Politics rank first, second, and fifth, respectively, according to 

Thomson Scientific’s Journal Performance Indicators (http://in-cites.com/rsg/

jpi/) for the period 1981-2007. Public Opinion Quarterly ranks third because of 

citation in fields outside of political science (e.g., psychology, sociology, sur-

vey methods). However, Public Opinion Quarterly contributes no coefficients to 

our analyses. The next highest ranked journal from our list is American Politics 

Research (formerly American Politics Quarterly) at number 10. To see the top 10 

political science journals based on this ranking system, visit http://sciencewatch.

com/dr/sci/09/mar29-09_1/. See Plümper (2007, Table 4) for a comparison of 

various journal ranking systems.

12. The ratios for the economic voting and negative advertising literatures are 27:18 

and 31:16, respectively.

13. The ratios are quite similar if we include coefficients from all the articles: 6:18 for 

economic voting and 8:14 for negative advertising.
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