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Research Article

Abstract: Karens et al. (2016) conducted an experiment to measure the effect of the European Union (EU) 
brand on citizens’ trust in policies. Experiments conducted with economics students in Belgium, Poland, and The 
Netherlands showed a consistently positive and significant effect of applying the EU brand, on trust in the policies. 
This study presents seven replications conducted several years after Karens et al.’s experiments. The replications 
show no significant effects of the EU brand on trust in policies. These findings demonstrate that brand effects 
may vary over time. To identify a population effect size across all experiments, a meta-analysis was conducted. 
The meta-analysis shows that—overall—the EU-brand has a small but significant positive effect on citizens’ 
trust in policies. The article tests earlier findings, and discusses intricacies of conducting replications. It elaborates 
explanations for the results in the replications, and the replication problems with experiments based on evaluative 
conditioning.

Evidence for Practice
•	 Brands of public organizations have the ability to influence citizens’ perceptions of the organizations’ 

policies.
•	 The effect of a public brand may vary over time, and even become non-significant during certain periods. 

Therefore, it is important to measure the impact of your brand longitudinally, instead of only once in time.

The Importance of Replications in Public 
Administration

Public administration research has seen an 
upsurge of experimental research (e.g., 
Grimmelikhuijsen et al. 2017; James, Jilke, 

and van Ryzin 2017). This has helped the discipline 
to better study a wide range of causal effects, e.g., 
causal effects of public brands (Alon-Barkat and 
Gilad 2017; Teodoro and An 2017), red tape (Wesley 
and Tummers 2017), and cultural stereotypes in 
applicant-assessment (Baekgaard and George 2018).

The Importance of Replication
However, following concerns in the wider social 
sciences about the robustness and replicability 
of findings in experimental research (Braver, 
Thoemmes, and Rosenthal 2014; Open Science 
Collaboration 2015), concerns about replicability of 
experiments have been raised in PA as well (Walker, 
James, and Brewer 2017). Context and timing are 
important in the field of public administration, which 
may create extra limitations in terms of replicability 
of experiments in PA research (Walker, James, and 
Brewer 2017). This raises questions about validity 
of earlier experimental research in PA, and calls for 
replication studies (Pedersen and Stritch 2018).

Replications are important for checking the validity of 
previous studies, and establishing the generalizability 
of findings to different populations and contexts 
(Klein et al. 2014; Pedersen and Stritch 2018; 
Schmidt 2009; Walker, James, and Brewer 2017). 
Nosek and Lakens (2014) explain that replications:

1.	 add data to increase precision of the effect 
size estimate via meta-analysis, and help to 
identify false positive research findings;

2.	 help to establish generalizability of effects, 
i.e., establish whether the sample, setting, and 
procedures that are assumed irrelevant in an 
experiment, are irrelevant indeed;

3.	 can help to identify boundary conditions for 
effects if they produce negative results.

This article presents the replication of an experimental 
research through evaluative conditioning with public 
brands. The original research was conducted by 
Karens et al. (2016). Evaluative conditioning pertains 
to changes in the evaluation of a stimulus (a policy in 
our case) as a result of merely pairing it with another 
positively or negatively perceived stimulus (the EU 
brand in our case) (Martin and Levey 1978; see also 
Alon-Barkat and Gilad 2017).
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This Article: Replicating an Experiment on the Effect of 
Branding on Policy Trust
Karens et al. (2016) studied the effect of the European Union brand 
on citizen trust in policies. They tested whether the evaluation of 
two policies changed by pairing the policy with the EU-brand, 
building on the theoretical idea that “promotional symbols can 
change people’s attitudes through associative transfer of affect, or 
evaluative conditioning” (Alon-Barkat and Gilad 2017, 2). Karens 
et al. (2016) conducted experiments at lectures of economics 
students in Belgium, Poland, and The Netherlands. They found 
a consistently significant and positive effect of applying the EU 
brand, on trust in the policies.

This article researches whether those findings can be replicated in 
the same countries at the same series of lectures in 2017 and 2018, 
i.e., with the same population but a different sample and at a later 
moment in time.1 It also studies whether the findings are replicable 
among other populations of students. As will be elaborated, some 
replications also included a conceptual improvement or additions. 
In terms of Walker, James, and Brewer (2017) this article thus 
presents exact replications, conceptual replications, and empirical 
generalizations. In terms of Pedersen and Stritch (2018), the value 
of this article is in addressing an empirically relevant issue (public 
branding), with low numbers of replications already existing, 
adding to internal validity through a conceptual improving (adding 
a fake brand); and testing the external validity by doing the study 
in new populations and new time periods. We also address recent 
calls (Braver, Thoemmes, and Rosenthal 2014; Open Science 
Collaboration 2015) for doing a meta-analysis on experiments and 
their replications to identify a population effect size across all studies.

This article is structured as follows: The next section discusses the 
research methods applied in the original studies and the replications. 
Subsequently, the findings of the individual replications and 
the meta-analysis are presented. In the fourth section, possible 
explanations for the findings are discussed. Finally, main conclusions 
and reflections on future research are formulated.

The Experiment: Measuring the Influence of the EU 
Brand on Trust in Policy
The original research was a typical evaluative conditioning research 
whereby subjects’ attitudes toward a product/service (in this case a 
policy) were conditioned with a brand-type stimulus (in this case 
a logo and the brand name). This is a classic and common type of 
research in marketing and consumer sciences (e.g., Stuart, Shimp, and 
Engle 1987), and it has also been applied in Public Administration 
(Alon-Barkat and Gilad 2017; Teodoro and An 2017).

Experimental Design of the Original Study
The test units in the original study were academic economics 
students in the Netherlands, Belgium, and Poland. Experiments 
were conducted in lecture rooms at universities, in the period 
between April 2013 and June 2013. The students were randomly 
assigned by the primary researcher, to either the test group or the 
control group. Because no pre-measurement was conducted, this 
resulted in a post-test-only control group design (Morton and 
Williams 2010).

The dependent variables, trust in two policies, were measured in 

both the control group and the test group by measuring trust in 
two policy proposals. The test group received two short descriptions 
of policy proposals to which EU brand elements (EU flag, name, 
and logo of the European Commission) were added, whereas the 
control group received the same policy proposals without any brand 
element (see Appendix in the Supporting Information that shows 
the full survey used for the treatment and control groups). The 
policy proposals in the experiment are based on actual interventions 
proposed by the European Commission policy plans but rewritten 
in such a way that they could be presented in a short text. Because 
it might be argued that different types of policy instruments are 
perceived differently by citizens, the two policy proposals are 
based on opposite types of policy instruments (Peters 2000): the 
first policy on digital skills was an example of an enabling policy 
instrument, whereas the second policy on air quality represents 
a coercive policy instrument. To prevent language problems, the 
experiment was stated in the mother tongue of the students: Dutch 
for the Netherlands and Belgium, and Polish for Poland.2

Experimental Design of the Replications Study
We conducted three forms of replication: direct replication, 
generalization, and conceptual replication. In total, we replicated 
the experiment seven times (for an overview see Table 1).

Direct Replication. The primary aim of the replications was to 
conduct direct replications of the original study, so we kept the 
experimental procedures as similar as possible to the original studies, 
both during data gathering and data analyses. The experiments were 
replicated six times in 2017 and one time in 2018 (R1—R7, see 
Table 1).

Generalization. Three replications of the seven were conducted in 
2017 in the same economics courses as in 2013, only with new 
cohorts of students (R1-BE2017, R2-PL2017, R3-NL2017). The 
other three replications in 2017 took place in other courses in order 
to test the replicability of the experiments among other groups of 
students from other disciplines; i.e., to test the empirical 
generalization of the original studies (R5-NL2017, R6-NL2017, 
R7-PL2017). The latter three replications were in an Economics 
course with international students in Poland, and in two medical 
science courses in the Netherlands. In 2018, another replication (R4-
BE2018) was conducted in the same course in Belgium to replicate 
the study in yet another year and research the influence of time.

Conceptual Replication. In all replications of 2017, we added one 
measure to test the co-variating effect of ‘brand awareness’. In two 
replications, we added some new stimuli and/or measured extra 
dependent variables in order to extend the original research. R3 
studied the moderating effect of the country of origin by adding 
either a German flag or a Cyprian flag and explaining that the EU 
policy was originally developed by either Germany or Cyprus. We 
thus tested whether a country of origin effect (e.g., Verlegh and 
Steenkamp 1999) influenced policy trust. In one study, we also 
assessed an ‘expert effect’ by adding a stimulus saying that the 
policy had been reviewed and found effective by an expert. We also 
tested a fake brand. This in response to criticism voiced in the 
literature that Karens et al. had not measured the possible effect of 
a fake brand (Alon-Barkat and Gilad 2017), and that Karens et al. 
therefore were unable to establish whether the effect of the EU 
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brand would have been caused by any brand, rather than only by 
the EU brand.

As will be elaborated further on, no significant effects were found of 
any additional dependent variable or moderating variable.

Experimental Procedure
The same questionnaire was used in the replications, and also 
students were randomly assigned by the primary researcher. The 
full questionnaires can be found in the Appendix in the Supporting 
Information. Slight differences with the original study may have 
occurred, because the researchers conducting the replications were 
different persons than with the original study in 2013. They had 
discussed with the original researcher what procedures he had followed 
in the lecture rooms during the experiments, particularly what 
instructions he had given, but slight differences in the exact wording 
and intonation may have occurred since there were no recorded 
instructions. Also, later we found out that the randomization in the 
class had not been exactly the same during the replications in 2017. 
During the original research, the questionnaire was handed out row by 
row; row A would get a questionnaire with stimulus, row B without, 
row C with stimulus, et cetera. During the replications in 2017, the 
questionnaires were handed out in a manner that each stimulus was 
handed out in equal numbers. This meant that each participant had a 
form differing from his or her neighbors (see Figure 1).

In 2018, another replication was conducted in the same course in 
Belgium (R4-BE2018) not only to study the influence of time, but 
also to conduct the randomization in the exact same way as in 2013.

Research Findings: Results of the Replications
This section presents the descriptive statistics and the ANOVA 
analyses of both the original research (Karens et al. 2016) and 
the multiple replications. The ANOVA analyses are one-tailed 
(F-distribution is asymmetrical), one-way (we only focus on one 
categorical variable, namely, control versus treatment groups). As 
an inferential rule, we argue that an effect is significant when the 
p-value is smaller than .05. However, we report full p-values and 
confidence intervals for transparency and interpretation purposes. 
Moreover, for transparency and completeness purposes we also 
report the results of the Levene’s test and Kruskal-Wallis test.

The descriptive statistics (see Table 2) show that trust in the EU 
went up over the years. Further, the average scores on trust in both 
policies are slightly higher in the replications than in the original 
experiments.

Analyzing the Replications
Results of the replications (see Tables 3–5) show that no significant 
effects were found based on our inferential rule of p < .05. 
Importantly, we do find that some experiments obtained ANOVA 

Table 1  Overview of the Original Study and the Replications (BE = Belgium, PL = Poland, NL = Netherlands)

O1-BE2013 O2-PL2013 O3-NL 2013 R1-BE2017 R2-PL2017 R3-NL2017 R4-BE2018

R5-NL2017 
Medical 

Students (I)

R6-NL2017 
Medical 

Students (II)

R7-PL 2017 
International 

Students

Number of 
participants

66 89 58 111 137 95 149 88 115 84

Type of 
replication

Original 
study

Original study Original 
study

Exact 
replication 
+ Extension 
(DV)

Exact 
replication 
+ Extension 
(DV)

Exact 
replication 
+ Extension 
(extra 
stimulus)

Exact 
replication 
+ Extension 
(DV)

Exact 
replication

Exact 
replication 
+ extension 
(extra 
stimulus)

Exact 
Replication

Researchers 
conducting 
the 
experiment

Karens/
Voets/

Karens/Florek Karens/
Welten

Meeuwissen/ 
Voets

Meeuwissen/ 
Florek

Meeuwissen/ 
Welten

Van de Geest/ 
Voets

Van de 
Geest/ 
Kleinserink

Van de Geest / 
Goudzwaard

Van de Geest/ 
Florek

Population 
and 
subjects 
(σ)

Economics 
students, 
Ghent 
University

Economics and 
Management 
students, 
Poznan 
University of 
Economics 
and Business

Economics 
students, 
Erasmus 
University 
Rotterdam

Same 
population 
different 
subjects

Same 
population 
different 
subjects

Same 
population 
different 
subjects

Same 
population 
different 
subjects

Different 
population 
different 
subjects

Different 
population 
different 
subjects

Different 
population 
different 
subjects

Stimuli No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name

No brand/EU 
logo and EU 
name

No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name

No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name

No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name

No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name/
German 
flag and 
German 
name

No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name

No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name

No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name/
EU logo, 
EU name 
and policy 
expert

No brand/EU 
logo and 
EU name

Dependent 
variables

Trust in 
policy

Trust in policy Trust in policy Trust in 
policy/
Emotion/

Trust in 
policy/
Emotion/

Trust in 
policy/
Emotion/

Trust in 
policy/
Policy 
acceptance

Trust in 
policy/
Emotion/

Trust in policy/
Emotion/

Trust in 
policy/
Emotion/

Moderating 
variables

Brand 
awareness

Brand 
awareness

Brand 
awareness/
country 
of origin 
effect

Brand 
awareness/
country 
of origin 
effect

Brand 
awareness/
Expert 
effect

Brand 
awareness
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Table 2  Descriptive Statistics of Variables Used in the Original Studies (2013) and Replications (2017 and 2018)

Variable 01-BE 2013 02-PL 2013 03-NL2013 R1-BE2017 R2-PL 2017 R3-NL2017 R4-BE 2018

R5-NL2017 
Medical 

Students (I)

R6-NL2017 
Medical 

Students (II)

R7-PL2017 
International 

Students

Number of 
participants

66 89 58 111 137 95 149 88 115 84

Test/control 33/33 43/46 29/29 37/37/37* 68/69 32/32/31** 68/81 31/30/27*** 38/46/31**** 43/41
Man/Woman 29/37 39/50 40/18 52/59 46/88 57/38 71/78 36/52 24/91 41/43
Age (σ) 20.36 (1.432) 21.70 (1.95) 21.05 (1.76) 21.39 (3.82) 20.07 (0.93) 20.14 (1.01) 22.24 (6.70) 20.09 (1.49) 19.10 (1.05) 22.10 (1.96)
Trust in digital 

skills policy (σ)
6.40 (1.08) 6.03 (1.47) 5.63 (1.22) 6.31 (1.06) 6.56 (1.45) 6.22 (1.25) 6.40 (1.18) 6.11 (1.23) 6.31 (1.06) 5.97 (1.58)

Trust in air quality 
policy (σ)

6.73 (1.27) 6.23 (1.37) 6.15 (1.10) 6.8.(1.49) 6.79 (1.62) 6.93 (1.09) 6.90 (1.22) 6.92 (1.17) 7.32 (0.96) 6.55 (1.80)

Trust in European 
Union

6.86 (1.64) 5.35 (2.02) 5.97 (1.68) 7.07 (1.37) 5.42 (2.15) 6.24 (1.62) 6.79 (1.60) 6.42 (1.52) 6.86 (1.40) 4.80 (2.22)

* Fake brand.
** German stimulus.
*** Cyprus stimulus.
**** Expert effect.

values that had a p-value > .05 but < .10, which indicates that these 
were close to our cut-off point. However, because we decided upfront 
to use p < .05 as our inferential rule, these were still classified as 
non-significant. The effects were non-significant in the groups with 
economics students (similar to original research), nor in the groups 
with Dutch medical students (different discipline), nor among the 
Polish international students of economics (multiple home countries).

Since the original studies did not measure the possible effect of a 
fake brand, these studies did not establish whether the effect of the 
EU brand would also have been caused by any brand, rather than 
only by the EU brand. Therefore, one replication also tested the 
effect of a fake brand (see Table 6).

Table 6 shows that the subjects in the fake brand group on average 
have a slightly higher level of trust than the control group (no 

brand at all), but lower than the experimental group (with the 
EU brand). However, the difference between the fake brand 
and the control group is insignificant based on our inferential 
rule of p < .05 (and not even close), and the same goes for the 
difference between the control group and the EU brand group. 
This means that the fake brand does not have a significant effect 
on policy trust. The difference between the control group and 
the experimental group is also insignificant, implying that in 
these replications of the experiment the EU brand did not have a 
significant effect either.

Trust in the EU as Explanation for Non-significant 
Replications?
In 2013, the EU brand had a significant effect on policy 
trust. Thus in 2013, the EU brand did create certain positive 
associations with the branded policies, which resulted in a 

Figure 1  Randomization in the Original Experiment and Replications (s = Stimulus Group, c = Control Group)

Table 3  Belgium Experiments 2013, 2017, 2018: Results of the ANOVA and Kruskal-Wallis Tests Among Participants, with Experimental Treatment as Independent 
Variable and Trust in two EU Policies as Dependent Variables

01-BE 2013 01-BE 2013 R1-BE2017 R1-BE2017 R4-BE 2018 R4-BE 2018

Digital Skills Policy 
2013

Air Quality Policy 
2013

Digital Skills Policy 
2017

Air Quality Policy 
2017

Digital Skills Policy 
2018

Air Quality Policy 
2018

Mean control group 
(σ)

[95% Conf. Interval]

5.98 (0.987)
[5.63–6.33]

6.31 (1.058)
[5.93–6.68]

6.27 (1.19)
[5.88–6.67]

6.52 (1.68)
[5.96–7.08]

6.48 (1.07)
[6.22–6.74]

6.86 (1.23)
[6.56–7.15]

Mean experimental 
group (σ)

[95% Conf. Interval]

6.83 (1.023)
[6.47–7.19]

7.17 (1.334)
[6.69–7.65]

6.36 (0.98)
[6.03–6.69]

7.11 (1.32)
[6.67–7.55]

6.33 (1.26)
[6.05–6.61]

6.93 (1.21)
[6.66–7.20]

ANOVA (p-value) 11.764 (0.001) 8.389 (0.005) 0.116 (0.734) 2.819 (0.097) 0.587 (0.445) 0.126 (0.723)
Levene’s test (p-value) 0.024 (0.88). 0.495 (0.48). 0.044 (0.84) 0.457 (0.50) 1.797 (0.18) 0.001 (0.98)
Kruskal-Wallis 10.811 (0.001) 8.171 (0.004) 0.001 (0.974) 2.231 (0.135). 0.367 (0.545) 0.097 (0.756)
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Table 5  Netherlands Experiments 2013 and 2017: Results of the ANOVA and Kruskal-Wallis Tests among Participants, with Experimental Treatment as Independent 
Variable and Trust in Two EU Policies as Dependent Variables

03-NL2013 03-NL2013 R3-NL2017 R3-NL2017 R5-NL2017 R5-NL2017 R6-NL2017 R6-NL2017

Digital Skills 
Policy 2013

Air Quality 
Policy 2013

Digital Skills 
Policy 2017

Air Quality 
Policy 2017

Digital Skills 
Policy 2017 

Medical Science 
Students (I)

Air Quality 
Policy 2017 

Medical Science 
Students (I)

Digital Skills Policy 
2017 Medical 

Science (II)

Air Quality Policy 
2017 Medical 

Science (II)

Mean control 
group (σ)

[95% Conf. 
Interval]

5.26 (1.125)
[4.84–5.69]

5.90 (1.140)
[5.46–6.33]

6.29 (1.12)
[5.87–6.71]

7.14 (0.85)
[6.81–7.45]

5.97 (1.31)
[5.46–6.48]

6.62 (1.16)
[6.17–7.07]

6.30 (0.93)
[6.01–6.59]

7.36 (0.83)
[7.09–7.64]

Mean 
experimental 
group (σ)

[95% Conf. 
Interval]

6.00 (1.210)
[5.54–6.46]

6.41 (1.012)
[6.02–6.79]

6.16 (1.38)
[5.67–6.66]

6.74 (1.26)
[6.29–7.20]

6.24 (1.17)
[5.79–6.68]

7.23 (1.12)
[6.79–7.66]

6.25 (0.95)
[5.92–6.58]

7.12 (1.04)
[6.75–7.49]

ANOVA (p-value) 5.750 (0.020) 3.263 (0.076) 0.166 (0.685) 1.936 (0.169) 0.656 (0.421) 3.998 (0.051) 0.054 (0.817) 1.194 (0.278)
Levene’s test 

(p-value)
0.144 (0.71). 0.334 (0.57) 0.405 (0.53) 2.761 (0.10) 0.158 (0.69) 0.350 (0.56) 0.035 (0.85) 1.034 (0.31)

Kruskal-Wallis 
(p-value)

7.185 (0.007) 5.363 (0.021) 0.097 (0.756) 1.458 (0.227) 0.921 (0.337) 4.175 (0.041) 0.001 (0.975) 0.937 (0.333)

Table 4  Poland Experiments 2013 and 2017: Results of the ANOVA and Kruskal-Wallis Tests Among Participants, with Experimental Treatment as Independent Variable 
and Trust in two EU Policies as Dependent Variables

02-PL 2013 02-PL 2013 R2-PL 2017 R2-PL 2017 R7-PL2017 R7-PL2017

Digital Skills Policy 
2013

Air Quality Policy 
2013

Digital Skills Policy 
2017

Air Quality Policy 
2017

Digital Skills Policy 
2017 International 

Students

Air Quality Policy 
2017 International 

Students

Mean control group (σ)
[95% Conf. Interval]

5.49 (1.501)
[5.04–5.93]

5.77 (1.230)
[5.40–6.13]

6.41 (1.50)
[6.05–6.77]

6.71 (1.82)
[6.27–7.15]

5.88 (1.44)
[5.41–6.34]

6.52 (1.68)
[5.97–7.07]

Mean experimental group (σ)
[95% Conf. Interval]

6.61 (1.191)
[6.25–6.98]

6.75 (1.327)
[6.34–7.16]

6.71 (1.50)
[6.37–7.05]

6.88 (1.39)
[6.53–7.22]

6.06 (1.71)
[5.53–5.59]

6.57 (1.92)
[5.97–7.17]

ANOVA (p-value) 15.253 (0.000) 13.077 (0.001) 1.501
(0.223)

0.369
(0.544)

0.283 (0.596). 0.013 (0.911)

Levene’s test (p-value) 2.695 (0.10) 0.007 (0.93). 0.451 (0.50) 1.480 (0.23) 0.745 (0.39) 0.716 (0.40)
Kruskal-Wallis (p-value) 13.746 (0.000) 13.649 (0.000) 1.860 (0.173) 0.009 (0.924) 0.247.(0.619) 0.107 (0.743)

significant increase of trust in those policies. In theory, the 
reason why we did not find significant effects of the EU brand 
in 2017 and 2018 might be that the EU brand was perceived less 
positively in 2017 and 2018, and as a result the EU brand may 
have transferred less positive associations to the policies, which 
then did not significantly increase trust in those policies. This 
does not necessarily mean that the EU brand does not transfer 
any associations, it only means that the associations do not 
significantly change the evaluation of the policies. In other words, 
when the respondents in 2017 and 2018 perceived the EU less 
positively than in 2013, it is possible that the brand did transfer 
associations from the brand to the policy, only those associations 
were less positive and therefore they did not significantly increase 
trust in the policies as they did in 2013.

To test whether this could explain our non-significant results, 
we measured the level of trust in the EU (see also Table 1), and 
tested whether trust in the EU moderated the effect of the brand 
on policy trust. The reasoning behind this analysis was: if trust 
in the EU went down from 2013 to 2017 and 2018, this may 
explain why the brand did not have a significant positive effect 
in 2017 and 2018. Table 1 shows that trust in the EU went up, 
instead of going down. An additional regression analysis to check 
whether trust in the EU moderated the effect of the brand, also 
showed that trust in the EU did not significantly moderate the 
effect of the EU brand. Thus, the lack of a significant positive 
effect in the EU brand in the replications, cannot be attributed to 
less trust in the EU. Interestingly, this indicates that the effect of a 
public organizational brand through evaluative conditioning is not 
necessarily determined by trust in that organization. The evaluative 
conditioning effects of public brands are more complex, as we will 

Table 6  Effect of Fake Brand Compared with EU Brand and Control Group

Digital Skills Policy 2017 Air Quality Policy 2017

Mean control group (σ)
[95% Conf. Interval]

6.27 (1.19)
[5.88–6.67]

6.52 (1.68)
[5.96–7.08]

Mean experimental group (σ)
[95% Conf. Interval]

6.35 (0.98)
[6.03–6.69]

7.11 (1.42)
[6.67–7.55]

Mean fake brand Group
[95% Conf. Interval]

6.29 (1.02)
[5.95–6.63]

6.85 (1.49)
[6.37–7.33]

ANOVA (p-value) 0.067 (0.935) 1.470 (0.234)
Levene’s test (p-value) 0.261 (0.77) 0.256 (0.78)
Kruskal-Wallis (p-value) 0.033 (0.98) 2.394 (0.30)

Table 7  Meta-Analytical Findings

Number of 
Effect Sizes

Population 
Effect Size 

(SMD)

95% 
Confidence 

Interval
z-Score p-Value

Digital skills 
policy

10 .249 [.027, .472] 2.20 .028

Air quality 
policy

10 .232 [.004, .461] 1.99 .047
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PI2

Figure 2  Studies’ SMD and Their Weight in Overall SMD for the Digital Skills Policy

discuss more elaborately further on. Thereby, it must be noted that 
we measured only trust in the EU, which is only one dimension of 
the possible perceptions regarding the EU. We cannot completely 
rule out that other perceptions of the EU became more negative 
and prevented a significant positive impact of the EU brand 
on trust in the EU policy. However, along with many political 
scientists studying the EU (e.g., Leconte 2010; Munoz, Torcal, 
and Bonet 2011) we do think that trust in the EU is a good overall 
indicator of how people perceive the EU. Also, it is logical to expect 
that specifically trust in the EU would significantly affect trust in 
EU-branded policies.

Studying the Whole Picture: A Meta-Analysis of all 
Experiments Together
Analyzing whether replications yield significant results or not,  
and how their effect sizes compare to the original study is an  
important but limited step in replication studies (see e.g., Klein  
et al. 2014; Open Science Collaboration 2015). It is also important 
to analyze what the effect of the EU-brand is when looking at 
all data combined. Braver, Thoemmes, and Rosenthal (2014) 
underline the importance of conducting meta-analyses in order 
to get a robust insight into the significance and strength of an 
effect. Braver et al. (2014, 334) argue that “the resulting pooled 
estimate generally is more trustworthy because it is based on far 
more data than each individual study”. Their article shows that 
even when replications of an experiment do not yield significant 
results, the effect of the stimulus in the overall dataset can be more 
significant than in the original studies alone due the higher N. In 
support of this line of reasoning, the Open Science Collaboration 
(2015) found that while only 36% of the replicated experiments 
yielded significant findings, 68% of the studies had significant 
results when looking at the overall dataset that combined the 

original study and the replications. Recent meta-analyses in public 
administration have typically focused on integrating studies 
on a subject such as strategic planning (George, Walker, and 
Monster 2019), red tape (George et al. 2020) or performance 
management (Gerrish 2016). The meta-analysis conducted within 
this study has two advantages compared to these other meta-
analyses in our field: (1) there is little to no heterogeneity in terms 
of treatment (EU brand), dependent variables (trust in policies), 
and type of population (economics students) in our experiments 
and (2) all studies included in the meta-analysis are experimental 
and allow causal inference. As such, the identified population effect 
size across all experiments cannot be distorted due to endogeneity 
in individual studies and remains comparable to the interpretation 
of the effect of each individual experiment. A random-effects 
meta-analysis is conducted based on the means of the control and 
treatment groups, their sample sizes and their standard deviations 
as reported in the original study and its replications. Two analyses 
are conducted—one focused on trust in a digital skills policy, and 
the other focused on trust in the air quality policy. Table 7 presents 
the results from both analyses.

The results from Table 7 suggest that across all studies, the effect 
of the EU-brand on trust in policies is positive and significant. 
However, when we look at the SMD-value, we can—based on 
Cohen (1988)—conclude that the strength of this effect is small 
(SMD = .2). Figures 2 and 3 show the SMD of each individual 
study, and the weight it carries in the overall population effect size.

Discussion: How Can the Different Results of the 
Replications Be Explained?
This section discusses possible explanations for the findings of 
the original study being confirmed in the overall meta-analysis, 
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Figure 3  Studies’ SMD and Their Weight in Overall SMD for Air Quality Policy

but not being replicated in the replications. It discusses whether 
different findings in the replications can be attributed to procedural 
variations, setting and context, or the type of experiment.

Possible Causes for the Difference between Original 
Experiments and Replications
One reason why the overall meta-analysis shows a significant (but 
small) positive effect of the EU-brand, is of course the significant 
and strong positive effects of the brand in the original studies in 
2013. This effect was so strong that there is an overall significant 
effect. Thereby, also most replications show some positive effect of 
the brand, and although these are not significant, they do contribute 
to the overall significant and positive effect size.

The non-significant results in the replications may be caused by 
slight differences in the set-up between the original study and the 
replications, even in studies such as this one where exact replication 
was attempted. We discuss some differences between the original 
study and the replications.

•	 Differences in set up of the experiments; the replications in 2017 
differed slightly from the original studies in how the control 
groups and stimulus groups were divided over the lecture room 
(see Figure 1). During the replications, students may have 
witnessed that their neighbors had a survey with one different 
element, namely, an EU logo on it. One student (who was in 
a control group) explicitly mentioned during a focus group 
session afterward, that he had seen the EU logo from his 
neighbor. Although we had several focus groups and chats after 
the experiments and we received no further signals about this, it 
cannot be ruled out that for some subjects the experiment was 
thus compromised. To test for this possibility, we conducted 

the experiment once again in Belgium in 2018, using the exact 
same way of dividing the groups as Karens did, and also then 
we could not replicate the findings of the original study. This 
does suggest that it was not the different randomization which 
caused the non-significant results in 2017, but of course the 
experiment in 2018 provides only indirect evidence.

•	 Differences in researchers conducting the experiment; The 
individuals conducting the replications in the lecture-rooms 
were partly the same individuals (the lecturer was the same) 
but there were also new individuals (Karens was replaced by 
ANONIMIZED). Notwithstanding close communication 
with Karens about the procedures of the experiments, the new 
individuals may have triggered slightly different associations. 
In principle, we do not expect a large bias of this, because both 
the control group and the stimulus groups were confronted 
with the new individuals, so this bias should be prevented by 
the randomization. However, in theory it is possible that the 
new researchers triggered particular associations that become 
particularly salient in connection with the EU brand, thus 
creating a non-random effect (a differing effect for the stimulus 
group than for the control group).

•	 Differences in research population; Even though the population 
was the same in the original study and the replications 
(economic students in three specific courses) the sample 
in the replication was different in the sense of being new 
cohorts of students. The fact that the samples are drawn from 
the same populations of economics students in 2013 and 
2017/2018 ensured that not only their education is the same, 
but also their age and gender division (there are no significant 
differences in the age or gender division between the original 
study and the replications). Nevertheless, it is possible that 
the new cohorts had different associations with the EU brand. 
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Although trust in the EU did not change very much between 
the cohorts, it is possible that the associations triggered by 
the EU brand did change. In hindsight, it would have been 
relevant to have included questions in the survey about the 
subjects’ associations with the EU brand. This underlines the 
importance of control variables and the inclusions of variables 
that may help to further explain the effects of a stimulus.

Reflecting on the set-up of the original study and the replications, 
it seems unlikely that the differences caused the non-replication 
because the differences are small. Also, the 2018 replication which 
was highly similar to the original studies, did not produce the same 
results as the original studies.

Also, differences in sampling and experimental setting were not 
large. Most replications were drawn from the same population, and 
main demographic characteristics of the samples were very similar. 
Thus, this is not likely to explain the deviant results. This idea 
is further supported by the finding from both the Open Science 
Collaboration (2015) and the Many labs study (Klein et al. 2014) 
that the original effect size is the most important factor to predict 
replication success, not sampling or the setting used.

Another possibility is that there may have been changes in the 
wider context between the original study and the replication. Is it 
possible that changes over time in the societal or political context 
made people look differently at the EU brand, which in turn then 
had different (less strong and less significant) effects on policy trust? 
e.g., a major and highly visible process such as the Brexit may lead 
to different associations with the EU brand. Is it possible that a 
stimulus such as the EU brand has different effects in different 
contexts, because the associations that the stimulus triggers vary 
with the context? This brings us to a discussion of the replicability 
of evaluative conditioning experiments.

Some Reflections on Evaluative Conditioning
Existing literature suggests that the results of evaluative conditioning 
(EC) are often fragile, instead of robust (Jones, Olson, and 
Fazio 2010; Rozin, Wrzesniewski, and Byrnes 1998). On the basis 
of 20 studies, Rozin, Wrzesniewski, and Byrnes (1998) argue that all 
together there is a significant effect of evaluative conditioning, but 
that the significant effects are (inexplicably) absent in certain groups 
of studies. Hofmann et al. (2010) underline the existence of many 
conflicting findings in the literature.

Notwithstanding the fact that our meta-analysis confirms the 
overall significant and positive effect of the EU-brand stimulus 
on policy trust, this study affirms the variability of findings 
in evaluative conditioning experiments in the field of Public 
Administration; the original studies found strong significant effects 
while the replications did not. In the following, we elaborate on 
how evaluative conditioning works, in order to get better insight in 
(varying) outcomes of evaluative conditioning experiments.

Evaluative conditioning tries to add new associations to the 
network of associations in people’s minds. In this study, the 
researchers tried to add new associations (triggered by the 
EU-brand) to the existing associations about two public policies 
(air quality and digital skills). The evaluations of the policies were 

significantly influenced by the brand during the original studies, 
but not during the replications.

Earlier research on evaluative conditioning experiments can 
provide possible explanations. Simply put, it could be that 
existing associations about the policies were so strong during the 
times of the replications in 2017 and 2018, that they were not 
changed by the associations triggered by the EU brand. This can 
be explained as follows. Literature on evaluative conditioning 
has brought forward that with attitude objects that are familiar 
(e.g., a racial group or, in this case two policies) it is unlikely 
that evaluative conditioning would significantly affect explicit 
attitudes (Gibson, Lodge, and Woodson 2014) such as trust. 
Following this line of reasoning, it could thus be that the attitude 
object used in the experiment, i.e., public policies on air quality 
and digital skills, had become so familiar to the research subjects 
(students of economics) in 2017 and 2018, that they already had 
an extensive associative network regarding the policies. Because 
the associative network was extensive, it was not significantly 
altered by a short and one-time exposure of the EU-brand. This 
short exposure could not add sufficient new connections to the 
already existing associative network regarding the two policies to 
significantly alter the trust in the policies (compare Gibson 2008; 
Gibson, Lodge, and Woodson 2014). This could be an 
explanation why the EU-brand did alter associations in 2013, 
but not in 2017 and 2018 because in 2017 and 2018 air quality 
policies and digital skills policies by the EU had existed for a 
longer time and thus it is possible that they were more familiar to 
the groups from 2017 and 2018 than to the groups from 2013. 
Environmental policies were likely more ‘present’ because of the 
global warming discussion which has received a lot of attention. 
But, discussions about internet and digital policy have received 
much more attention in the media, for instance after the US 
elections of 2016 and the discussions about fake news spread 
through social media.

Conclusion
On the basis of the overall meta-analytic evidence across all studies 
conducted, we conclude that the effect of the EU-brand on policy 
trust is significant and positive, albeit rather small in terms of 
power. However, it is important to note that the significant and 
positive effect of the EU brand on policy trust found by Karens et 
al. (2016) could not be replicated in the seven replications that were 
conducted in three countries, among both the same population of 
students and other populations of students in two different years 
(2017 and 2018). From the difference in findings between the 
experiments in 2013 compared with the experiments in 2017 and 
2018, we conclude that the significant and positive effect of the 
EU brand on policy trust as reported in Karens et al. (2016) is not 
constant throughout the years, and may be different in various time 
periods. In other words, effects of public brands are dynamic, and 
they can vary over time.

This study has discussed several possible explanations for the results 
in the replications. Given the fact that the studies were replicated 
in very similar ways to the original experiments, and that the 
small changes that we could detect in the experimental setup of 
the replications most likely have equal effects in the control group 
and the experiment group (the effects would be thus neutralized 
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by the randomization), it is our contention that differences in the 
experimental setup are unlikely to explain the non-replication.

A more likely explanation in our view, is a change in the wider 
context between 2013 (when the original study was conducted), 
and 2017 and 2018 (when the replications were conducted). 
Those changes that took place over time may have caused different 
associations with the EU brand (the unconditioned stimulus) and 
with the policies (the conditioned stimulus) during the replications, 
which then in turn decreased the strength and significance of the 
positive effect of the brand on trust in EU policies. This shows a 
limitation with this type of experiments (evaluative conditioning 
experiments), namely, that the associations triggered by a certain 
conditioning stimulus may be highly context dependent, and that 
also the associations people already have with the unconditioned 
stimulus may differ over time.

The conclusion about varying brand effects caused by changes in 
associations that a brand triggers, is not only methodologically 
relevant but also invites theoretical elaboration. Theoretically, brands 
can be viewed as sets of associations about a certain object in the 
minds of people (Keller 1993). Public brands thus consist of nodes 
of information that form networks of associations in the minds of 
citizens. Various nodes can be “recalled from memory when a node 
is stimulated from rest by a process known as activation” (Smith 
and French 2009, 211). Literatures have explained that associative 
networks are dynamic because ongoing experience with the branded 
object may change brand associations, especially for immature or 
new brands (Kunkel et al. 2016). Our study suggests something 
additional, namely, that in the public realm also the associations 
that are activated by a mature brand can be dynamic. Because public 
brands are commonly subject of public debate wherein a rich variety 
of qualities may be ascribed to the brand (Eshuis and Klijn 2012), 
people may hold not only many perceptions of the brand but also 
ambiguous perceptions (see Gibson 2008). Thus, many differing 
associations can potentially be triggered by a mature public brand 
such as the EU brand. Also public attention may shift to different 
aspects of the brand over time. In case of the EU, public attention 
may shift, e.g., from a successful closure of a Brexit deal to failure 
in governing migration. Thus, with public brands people may hold 
many nodes of information, often mixed and even contradictory, 
and which node is activated most easily, depends on the situation in 
the public environment and citizens’ current attitudes. As Kunkel 
et al. (2016, 120) write, which associations are triggered depends 
on ‘the temporal context’ wherein the branded object is evaluated. 
This is in line with studies in Public Administration that elaborate 
how time may influence actor’s perceptions, and thus become a 
factor to explicitly consider in scientific research (e.g., Eshuis and 
van Buuren 2014; Pollitt 2008). Further research is required to 
measure which particular associations are triggered by public brands 
in different (temporal) contexts.

The conclusion that the overall effect of the EU-brand across all 
studies is significant even though only the original studies showed 
significant effects and none of the replications did, may raise  
the question whether the result of a meta-analysis would remain  
the same if more replications were carried out. The answer to  
that question is unknown at this stage. Particularly, the results  
of evaluative conditioning experiments vary across replications  

(but this is also true for other experiments, e.g., in the field of 
social psychology as the famous replication by the Open Science 
Collaboration from 2015 demonstrated). Social scientific knowledge 
based on experiments is not definitive. The best that scientists 
can do is to conduct regular replications to test whether certain 
findings still hold, and publish the results of the new replications 
and the overall meta-analyses in order to provide knowledge based 
on the most complete and elaborate dataset as possible. Moreover, 
if enough replications become available, meta-analyses can also 
be expanded by including meta-regression analyses (see George et 
al. 2020; George, Walker, and Monster 2019) which can identify 
sources of variation in effect sizes overall and thus help to identify 
potential reasons as to why effect sizes might vary across replications.

Future Research
What does this study imply for future experimental research in 
Public Administration? First of all, this study confirms the call for 
and the importance of meta-analysis to assess the significance and 
strength of an effect across original studies and replications thereof. 
As Braver, Thoemmes, and Rosenthal (2014) have argued, the 
pooled estimate in meta-analyses is based on more data than studies 
that use either the original study or only the replications.

But our findings also indicate that results of evaluative conditioning 
experiments in PA are contextual, and show significant limitations 
when it comes to generalizability across contexts. With the growing 
popularity of Behavioral Public Administration, and the increasing 
importance of experiments, these observations are more relevant for 
Public Administration than ever.

This also calls for future experimental research in which contextual 
variables are included, so that their effects can be assessed 
also during replications. Not just for evaluative conditioning 
experiments but all experiments in Public Administration, since 
most experimental design in Public Administration include elements 
of the real world and thus results may vary across contexts (Walker, 
James, and Brewer 2017).

Further, this study did bring out the empirical variance in brand 
effect, but it did not explain the underlying mechanism. So called 
‘mechanism experiments’ (Ludwig, Kling, and Mullainathan 2011) 
could be conducted to test various mechanisms that possibly explain 
the (varying) effects of public brands. Mechanism experiments do 
not test whether a certain brand has a significant effect or not, but 
directly test the effect of certain causal mechanisms (see Ludwig, 
Kling, and Mullainathan 2011). Relevant future mechanism 
experiments could, e.g., study the mechanism of ‘making a policy 
official by adding a governmental brand’, by adding various official 
governmental brands and non-official brands to policies. Other 
mechanism experiments could test mechanisms based on the 
specific associations that the EU may trigger such as ‘expertise’, 
‘power’, ‘stability’, ‘welfare’, ‘bureaucratic’, or ‘threat to autonomy’. 
Also the effects of various moderating mechanisms could be 
studied, such as emotional attachment to the brand, or contextual 
moderators such as characteristics of news coverage.

Most experiments in Public Administration differ from the very 
fundamental experiments often seen in economics or psychology, 
where, e.g., risk taking is reduced to some core features and 
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translated into a very basic game that bares no direct reference to 
actual risks in the real world (e.g., the Balloon Analogue Risk Task 
where participants pump balloons with different explosion points 
shown on screens (Lejuez et al. 2002)). Real-life associations are 
deliberately avoided in those experiments, in order to reduce risks 
of confounding factors, and find the fundamental mechanisms at 
play that are independent of a specific context. However, stripping 
experiments from contextual influences comes at the cost of low 
ecological validity, and the question then remains whether the 
effects found in the fundamental experiment hold in various real-
world contexts. In our view, it is relevant for Public Administration 
as a discipline to conduct both fundamental experiments that 
establish fundamental mechanisms, but also experiments that test 
mechanisms in settings that resemble the real world.

Notes
1.	 The authors thank Rene Karens for his cooperation with the replications, Robin 

Meeuwissen for implementing replications in the Netherlands and Poland, and 
Welten, Kleinserink, and Goudzwaard for allowing the experiments during their 
lectures.

2.	 Measurement and scales. Scales measuring trust in the policy were theoretically based 
on work by Mayer, Davis, and David Schoorman (1995), Grimmelikhuijsen (2012) 
and McKnight, Choudhury, and Kacmar (2002). Closely following these literatures, 
Karens et al. (2016) used a scale of six items that measured trust in the benevolence, 
goodwill and capability of both policies. The reliability of the scale was high for both 
policies (Cronbach’s alpha of 8.6 and 8.7).
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