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Ko-Tao, da Stoccolma a Boston, da Kiruna al Rajasthan. Grazie ai miei fratelli

e alle loro compagne che mi permettono di vivere almeno 3 vite insieme: la mia,

quella diametralmente opposta alla mia e quella che sognavo da bambino. Grazie

ad Abele, Rosa, Matteo, Stefi, ma anche Anna, Ila, e tanti amici che mi hanno

fatto sentire l’Italia un poco più vicina.
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Introduction

This Doctoral thesis is composed of five self-contained chapters. The common

theme of my research is to study individual and aggregated forecasting accuracy

in different contexts. In particular, my investigations focus on settings where the

boundaries between economics, political science and psychology fade and almost

disappear. First, I provide an empirical analysis of voters’ participation behav-

ior in referendums with quorum, i.e., in elections where correctly forecasting the

behavior of the rest of the electorate becomes a crucial skill to vote optimally.

This study is motivated by the evidence that, over the past decade, the political

panorama has been characterized by several unanticipated and sometimes stun-

ning events: Brexit and the election of the 45th president of the United States

of America are probably the most striking examples. In my view, these events,

jointly with the raising of populism, the increased threat of fake news, and the

exploitation of personal digital data for political purposes, stress the importance

to investigate which are the main determinants that drive individual choices to

vote. In the first chapter of my thesis, I study this topic in a specific coun-

try (Italy) and for a specific subset of elections (referendum with participation

threshold). Then, in a series of co-authored papers, first I investigate to which

extent researchers in the social sciences are able to provide accurate forecasts

about the research output resulting from a set of conceptual replications. These

replications are carried out by different research groups working independently to

set up experimental research designs aimed at testing the same original hypothe-

ses (chapter two). Then, I study if researchers can provide accurate forecasts

of the incidence of exploratory and evaluative political ideological bias in social

psychology (chapter three). Finally, I study whether prediction markets can be

proficiently used to aggregate forecasts about the replicability of scientific claims

(chapter four) and whether they outperform surveys as a tool to elicit accurate

forecast (chapter five).

1
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Strategic Abstention in Referendum with Quorum: Evidence from

Italy and from an Online Experiment

I study strategic thinking and voting behavior in referendums with a partici-

pation threshold (i.e., quorum). I focus on situations where the current policy

is challenged by a single new proposal, where the quorum is set at 50% of the

electorate, and simple majority rule applies if turnout requirements are met. Par-

ticipation thresholds are predicted to generate distortions in the voting decision

of the electorate, inducing voters to abstain strategically rather than to sincerely

express their preferences. I test to which extent strategic considerations shape

individual voting behavior. Evidence from Italian historical data suggests that

the majority of the electorate coordinated on abstention strategies, which de facto

made recent referendums void most of the times. Evidence from a large-scale on-

line randomized controlled experiment with 1400 voters indicates that strategic

abstention is a second order magnitude effect if compared to the individual cost

of voting, and that bandwagon effect arise. Taken together, these results provide

little support for instrumental voting theories but rather suggest that the role of

political parties and the reduction in the social stigma associated with abstention

allow for better reconciliation between experimental and historical evidence.

Crowdsourcing Hypothesis Tests: Making Transparent how Design

Choices Shape Research Results

To what extent are the results of research investigations influenced by subjective

decisions that scientists make as they design studies? Fifteen research teams in-

dependently designed studies to answer five original research questions related to

moral judgments, negotiations, and implicit cognition. Participants from two sep-

arate, large samples (total N > 15, 000) were then randomly assigned to complete

one version of each study. Effect sizes varied dramatically across different sets of

materials designed to test the same hypothesis: materials from different teams

rendered significant effects in opposite directions for four out of five hypotheses,

with the narrowest range in estimates being d = −0.37 to 0.26. Meta-analysis

indicated a lack of overall support for two original hypotheses, mixed support

for one hypothesis, and significant support for two hypotheses. Overall, none of

the variability in effect sizes was attributable to the skill of the research team

in designing materials, while some variability was attributable to the hypothesis

being tested. In a forecasting survey, predictions of other scientists were strongly
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correlated with study results, and average predictions were similar to observed

outcomes. Crowdsourced testing of research hypotheses helps reveal the true

consistency of empirical support for a scientific claim.

Is Research in Social Psychology Politically Biased? Systematic

Empirical Tests and a Forecasting Survey to Address the Controversy

The present investigation provides the first systematic empirical tests for the role

of politics in academic research. In a large sample of scientific abstracts from the

field of social psychology, we find both evaluative differences, such that conser-

vatives are described more negatively than liberals, and explanatory differences,

such that conservatism is more likely to be the focus of explanation than liberal-

ism. In light of the ongoing debate about politicized science, a forecasting survey

permitted scientists to state a priori empirical predictions about the results, and

then change their beliefs in light of the evidence. Participating scientists accu-

rately predicted the direction of both the evaluative and explanatory differences,

but at the same time significantly overestimated both effect sizes. Scientists also

updated their broader beliefs about political bias in response to the empirical

results, providing a model for addressing divisive scientific controversies across

fields.

Predicting Replication Outcomes in the Many Labs 2 Study

Understanding and improving reproducibility is crucial for scientific progress.

Prediction markets and related methods of eliciting peer beliefs are promising

tools to predict replication outcomes. We invited researchers in the field of psy-

chology to judge the replicability of 24 studies replicated in the large scale Many

Labs 2 project. We elicited peer beliefs in prediction markets and surveys about

two replication success metrics: the probability that the replication yields a sta-

tistically significant effect in the original direction (p < 0.001), and the relative

effect size of the replication. The prediction markets correctly predicted 75%

of the replication outcomes, and were highly correlated with the replication out-

comes. Survey beliefs were also significantly correlated with replication outcomes,

but had larger prediction errors. The prediction markets for relative effect sizes

attracted little trading and thus did not work well. The survey beliefs about rela-

tive effect sizes performed better and were significantly correlated with observed

relative effect sizes. The results suggest that replication outcomes can be pre-
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dicted and that the elicitation of peer beliefs can increase our knowledge about

scientific reproducibility and the dynamics of hypothesis testing.

Analysis of Survey and Prediction Market Data from Large-scale

Replication Projects

The credibility of scientific findings is of fundamental importance to enhance

future research. One potential approach of collecting information about this

credibility is to elicit beliefs about the reproducibility of scientific claims among

scientists. Four studies have recently used surveys and prediction markets to es-

timate beliefs about replication in systematic large scale replication projects, but

the sample size in each study has been small. Here we pool data for the four stud-

ies (n = 104) to assess the performance of surveys and prediction markets. Both

survey beliefs and prediction market beliefs are highly correlated with replication

outcomes (correlations > 0.5). Prediction markets predict the realized outcomes

somewhat better than surveys, with lower prediction errors and a higher rate of

correct predictions (73% versus 66%). Both prediction markets and surveys sug-

gest that peer scientists are somewhat over-optimistic, with average beliefs about

10 percentage units higher than the observed replication rate.
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