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The Opportunities and Limitations of using Mechanical Turk (MTurk) in Public
Administration and Management Scholarship

Justin M. Stritch®, Mogens Jin Pederson?, Gabel Taggart!
'ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY
AARHUS UNIVERSITY
Abstract
Other social science fields are increasingly conducting research using Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk (MTurk)—an online crowdsourcing platform—~but how might MTurk
be useful to public administration and management research? This-article provides an
introduction of the platform and considers both the opportunities and limitations for using
MTurk in public administration and management scholarship. We find that MTurk might
be relevant for examining particular types of research questions. We identify five areas
where MTurk data may complement and enhance public administration and management
research: (1) exploratory analyses and survey construction; (2) measurement refinement
of latent constructs; (3) experiments; (4) longitudinal research and data collection; and (5)
collection of data from-citizens. The article emphasizes how a key requisite conditions
both the applicability of MTurk data and the validity of MTurk-based findings: The
researcher must understand the boundaries and potential of the platform since the issues

related to representativeness, participation, and data quality are non-trivial.
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INTRODUCTION



Technological developments have created new platforms for social science research.
With the ubiquity of the internet, researchers can obtain data from crowdsourcing
platform—i.e., crowds of people participating in an online community or web-based
platforms. Participants on these web-based platforms may respond to requesters’
questions, problems, and specific tasks. Indeed, the posting of discrete tasks, such as
surveys and experiments, to an online community is a common use of crowdseurcing
platforms by researchers (Mason and Suri 2012). Other social science fields are
increasingly using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) crowdsourcing platform for
research (Paolacci and Chandler 2014). Examples include political science (Arceneaux
2012; Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012; Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances 2014; Dowling
and Wichowsky 2015; Healy and Lenz 2014; Thibodeau, Peebles, Grodner, and Durgin
2013), economics and behavioral science (Chandler.and Kapelner 2013; Chandler,
Mueller, and Paolacci 2014; Horton, Rand, and Zeckhauser 2011), and psychology
(Buhrmester, Kwang, and Gosling 2011; Eriksson and Simpson 2011; Fishbach,

Henderson, and Koo 2011; Gémez et al. 2011).

We are witnessing the beginning of a similar trend in public administration and
management research. Over the past few years, studies conducted on the MTurk platform
have thus emerged in the major public administration and management journals such as
Journal of Public Administration Research & Theory (Marvel 2016; Jilke, Van Ryzin,
and Van De Walle 2016), Public Administration Review (Marvel 2014; Marvel and Girth
2016; Smith 2016), International Public Management Journal (Marvel 2015), Public

Management Review (Kaufman and Tummers 2016), and the American Review of Public



Administration (Pedersen and Stritch 2016). This development calls for a critical
discussion about the utility of the MTurk platform to public administration and
management research. What are the opportunities and limitations of using MTurk to

advance public administration and management scholarship?

Motivated by this question, this article provides a discussion of the MTurk platform for
public administration and management scholars who may not yet be familiar with the
platform. Following a brief overview of the platform, we analyze the opportunities and
limitations for using MTurk to examine questions important to public administration and
management. Moreover, we discuss five particular areas where MTurk, as an alternative
to more conventional means for data collection, may.enhance aspects of public

administration and management scholarship and complement existing research.

While many crowdsourcing platforms exist, we focus on MTurk due to the fact that
MTurk is by far the most frequently used platform for social science research (Paolacci
and Chandler 2014):Providing a how-to guide is not our article’s objective. Rather, we
discuss the potential advantages of crowdsourced data obtained using MTurk, areas of
concern,.and uses to enhance public administration research. Specific implementation
issues may differ across crowdsourcing platforms, but our observations will likely apply
to present and future crowdsourcing platforms similar to MTurk (e.g., InnoCentive,
Threadless, Lanzanos, iStockPhoto, ModCloth, and Fiat Mio (Estellés-Arolas and

Gonzélez-Ladron-de-Guevara 2012)).



Motivation

Recent developments warrant a critical review of the value of MTurk to public
administration and management. In particular, calls for more experimental public
administration and management research (Kelman 2007; Perry 2012) have been answered
by an increasing use of experimental research designs within the discipline (Bouwman
and Grimmelikhuijsen 2014). At the same time there have been increasing pushes .toward
more integration of the psychological and behavioral sciences in publicadministration
and management scholarship (Olsen 2015b). More specifically, scholars use the term
“Behavioral Public Administration” to describe public administration and management
research drawing directly from theories of psychology-and associated research methods,
including experimental designs (Grimmelikhuijsen, Jilke, Olsen, and Tummers 2015).
The burgeoning stream of research is evidenced by recent formation of EGPA’s
Permanent Study Group on Behavioral Public Administration, preconference workshops
on experimentation at the 2015 and 2016 Public Management Research Association
Conference, a special forum on Behavioral Public Administration at the 2015 Academy
of Management Meeting, as well as the International Public Management Journal’s
special issue on experiments (Blom-Hansen, Morton, and Serritzlew 2015). Moreover,
several recent publications incorporate psychological theories and experimental methods
(Baekgaard 2015; Baekgaard and Serritzlew 2015; Jilke, Van Ryzin, and Van de Walle
2016; Marvel 2015, 2016; Olsen 2015a; Pedersen 2015; Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and

Lavena 2014; Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Li 2015).



At the same time, MTurk has emerged as a platform for experimental research in other
fields of social science (Paolacci and Chandler 2014) because MTurk lends itself well to
survey experimental studies. MTurk’s large user base and functional technology make it
a convenient means of data collection (Chandler et al. 2014). Analyses demonstrate that
MTurk data are considerably more diverse than samples of college undergraduates
(Buhrmester et al. 2011; Johnson and Borden 2012). Moreover, studies show that MTurk
data exhibit good reliability and share psychometric properties with data-collected by
more traditional survey procedures and laboratory experiments (Buhrmester et al. 2011,
Johnson and Borden 2012). Some scholars even suggest that crowdsourcing platforms,
such as MTurk, are “a valid and superior partner to in-person.data collection” (Casler,

Bickel, and Hackett 2013, 2156).

Another motivation for a review of the value of MTurk to public administration and
management relates to a need for delineation: When and where may MTurk represent a
particularly relevant and useful tool for public administration and management scholars?
This article emphasizes that the value of MTurk to the field is situational; it depends on

the particular puzzle the researcher aims to solve.

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. First, we describe the MTurk
platform and elaborate on the strengths and opportunities of using MTurk for research.
Second, we discuss the limitations of MTurk. Third, we conclude with a discussion of
particular areas of research where MTurk may complement and enhance public

administration research.



POTENTIAL BENEFITS FOR SCHOLARSHIP
MTurk provides a platform for users (also known as Requesters) to recruit people to
perform tasks known as Human Intelligence Tasks (HITs). HITs are often short,
repetitive, and small in scope (Kittur, Chi, and Suh 2008; Little, Chilton, Goldman, and
Miller 2009; Novotney and Callison-Burch 2010). Examples of frequently posted HITs
include transcription and linguistic tasks (Evanini, Higgins, and Zechner2010; Fort,
Adda, and Cohen 2011; Marge, Banerjee, and Rudnicky 2010). In‘addition,social
scientists have started to post surveys and experiments with.the purpose of using MTurk

as a means of collecting research data.

While Requesters can post tasks, MTurk allows workers (also known as Turkers) to
search for tasks for which they are qualified (see discussion later on qualifications).
When a Turker is qualified for a HIT they can select and complete that HIT. Turkers
submit their completed work to be reviewed by the Requestor. If the Requestor approves
of the work, the Turker receives monetary compensation—at rates that vary with the type
of work and with changes in the market for HITs. In social science research, Requesters
typically.embed a link in the HIT that directs the Turkers to an online survey platform

such as Qualtrics or SurveyMonkey.

Scholars suggest a number of reasons why MTurk has emerged as a popular
platform for social science research (Buhrmester et al. 2011; Mason and Suri 2012;

Paolacci and Chandler 2014; Paolacci, Chandler, and Ipeirotis 2010). We review the



general advantages of collecting data from Mechanical Turk: subject access, cost, survey
development and testing, and collection of longitudinal data. As we will discuss, however,

each of these advantages poses tradeoffs that potentially limit the utility of the data.

Subject Access

MTurk offers public administration and management researchers access to a pool of
research participants (Callison-Burch 2009; Crump, McDonnell, and Gureckis 2013;
Kittur et al. 2008; Paolacci and Chandler 2014) spanning a wide range of.ages, ethnicities,
socio-economic backgrounds, and countries of origins (Berinsky et al. 2012; Casler et al.
2013). MTurk is thus useful for researchers with an interest in examining social

phenomena among a large and diverse subject poal.

Moreover, the size and diversity of the MTurk respondent pool provide researchers with
the opportunity to obtain information from subpopulations that can be notoriously hard to
reach in the context of more traditional survey research, e.g., individuals with disabilities;
lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT) individuals; or victims of workplace stress
or harassment (Smith et al..2015). In addition to ease of subject access, Smith et al. (2015)
note that.the anonymity afforded participants on the MTurk platform may make it easier
to.obtain private information from people who might otherwise try to conceal their
identity or provide incorrect responses (e.g., an LGBT individual may be hesitant about
divulging his or her sexual orientation in an workplace survey, even when promised full

anonymity).



MTurk may be especially beneficial to experimental survey research. Many argue that
experimental research in the social sciences has long been characterized by an
overreliance of student samples (Davis and Holt 1993; Kagel and Roth 1995). Although
some research suggests that the experimental responses of students are seldom different
from those of other subject pools (Alm, Bloomquist, and McKee 2011; Ball and Cech
1996; Plott 1987), using students as surrogates for non-students remains a controversial
issue (Levitt and List 2007). MTurk entails a possible way forward; a viable tool by
which experimental research can move past the use of student samples (Henrich, Heine,

and Norenzayan 2010; Sears 1986).

This access, however, comes at the expense of a non-trivial tradeoff for public
management and administration researchers. Since Turkers are online and participate in
research remotely, the contextual realism of experiments can be limited. Second, and
important with respect to generalizability, is the concern that the Turkers are not
representative of any particular set of public managers or public employees. However,
there are still reasons one might consider using MTurk despite these tradeoffs. First,
many research questions necessitate the use of citizen data—not responses from public
employees or managers. Second, it is possible restrict analyses of responses to only
Turkers who are employed in the public sector, but also contrast responses from Turkers
employed in other sectors. Finally, samples of non-public employees may be able to
offer insights about general human cognition and behavior that can be generalized to

public employees and are of interest to public management researchers.



Cost

MTurk is considered a cost-effective means of collecting data. For example, Paolacci
and colleagues (2010) replicate classic experiments in judgment of decision making at a
cost of $1.71 per hour per participant. Following an Amazon price increase in July 2015,
the cost remains relatively low compared to traditional means of collecting data, such as
surveys or laboratory studies. Amazon requires a 20% fee on the amount paid:.to Turkers.
HITs with 10 or more assignments are charged an additional 20% fee. A-perusal through
the MTurk market in late 2014 indicates that the average rate is around $2/hour. A 15
minute survey can thus be priced at around 50¢, entailing a cost of $700 for 1,000
responses. Importantly, research finds that pay rates do not affect the quality (reliability)
of the data collected (Buhrmester et al. 2011; Mason.and.Suri 2012). However, MTurk is
a dynamic market and researchers needto-do their own due diligence on the appropriate

pay rates at any given time for a particular task.

Requesters need, however, to consider several issues when setting pay rates. First,
Requesters need to specify the correct amount of time required to complete the HIT to
allow Turkers to assess the value of participation. Misleading Turkers about expected
completion time might lead to high rates of attrition. Moreover, provision of such
incorrect.information is associated with ethical issues. In accordance with IRB standards,
informed consent of participants requires Requesters to disclose the amount of time that
HIT participation is expected to take. As with any experiment or survey, as much
information about the research purpose as possible should be provided prior to

participation and consent should be obtained prior to using the data. Typically, this



information is presented after a Turker selects a HIT. Upon selecting the HIT, the Turker
clicks a link to an externally hosted survey platform. This introduction page describes the
task and provides a general description of the content (e.g. workplace attitudes;
experiences with government). Moreover, the introduction page should inform the
participant of any known risks (or lack thereof) and that participants have the right to exit
the study or proceed if they give their consent. Finally, disclosure should be provided if
deception is used and respondents should have the opportunity to withdraw their

responses after disclosure.

Survey Development And Testing

Researchers can use MTurk as a tool for development of surveys and survey experiments.
By providing access to a standing pool of participants, MTurk is highly useful for pre-test
and development of reliable survey items. Inaddition, researchers can more efficiently
engage in preliminary theory testing of new ideas and concepts (Mason and Suri 2012, 2-
3). Consequently, MTurk may assist scholars in “high risk, high reward” research (i.e.,
research with a high‘probability of failure, but potentially having a major research impact)
and provides a platform for basic proof of concept studies before taking to
instrumentation and data collection in the field or among public managers or employees.
MTurk provides opportunities for development and refinement of instrumentation before
a project is piloted on the sample or population of interest. MTurk, however, only
provides a platform for collecting data and does not—in any circumstance—diminish the

importance of careful theory development and survey construction.
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Longitudinal Research

Finally, researchers can conduct longitudinal research using MTurk by (1) following up
with Turkers who completed a previous HIT; (2) only allowing new HITs to be available
to these Turkers, and (3) linking the obtained responses to the individual Turkers (using a
unique Turker 1D number) (Berinsky et al. 2012). Use of TurkPrime is another viable
option—a research platform that integrates with MTurk and supports tasks that.are
common to the social and behavioral sciences, including longitudinal panel studies
(Litman, Robinson, and Abberbock 2016). MTurk thus facilitatesdongitudinal data
collections and analyses. Among other possibilities, MTurk.can assess test-retest
reliability of latent constructs. Additionally, the ability.to use.MTurk to follow-up with
participants allows scholars to measure variables at different points in time using
different measurement instruments. While:such procedure may not necessarily solve the
issue of common source bias—a major limitation of cross-sectional public administration
and management research (Jakobsen and Jensen 2015; Meier and O'Toole 2013)—it may
help reduce the risk of common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and

Podsakoff 2003; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2012).

MAIN ISSUES OF ATTENTION
MTurk may: facilitate research, but public administration and management researchers
must consider a number of issues when using MTurk for data collection. We will now

discuss issues related to representativeness, participation, generalization, and data quality.

Representation: Who Is A Turker?

11



According to Paolacci and Chandler (2014), in 2014 there were more than 500,000
Turkers residing in 190 countries. Studies indicate that the Turker pool is predominantly
located in the United States and India. Ross and colleagues (2010) found that
approximately 57 percent of Turkers were from the United States and 32 percent from

India.

When Ross and colleagues (2010) looked only at HIT responses from Turkers located in
the United States, the average Turker’s age was 31, 55 percent were female, more than
half had a college degree, and the median income was between $20,000 and $30,000.
Some studies find that U.S. Turkers tend to be more educated, female, younger, and have
lower salaries than the general population (Paolacci and Chandler 2014; Paolacci et al.
2010; Ross et al. 2010), while recent studies in public administration and management
find that U.S. Turkers tend to be more male (Jilke et al. 2016; Marvel 2015a, 2016). That
being said, the MTurk population provides a diverse response group that is more
representative that the typical student sample (Buhrmester et al. 2011; Casler et al. 2013;

Johnson and Borden:2012).

The demographics of Turkers is an important issue—»both in relation to the
generalizability of research findings and the possibilities for examining selective
subpopulations. For issues of generalizability, executing an MTurk survey with numerous
demographic items allows the researcher subsequently to weight the data so that results

are largely generalizable to a particular population. Additionally, as in the case of much

12



public administration and management research, asking questions that provide high

granularity with respect to work and employment context is absolutely vital.

One glaring concern is the degree to which Turkers can help researchers understand
organizational phenomena (public or private). One important characteristic to consider.is
the employment status and work experience of Turkers. We recently collected data from
3,451 Turkers as part of the National Administrative Studies Project-Citizen data
collection project (Taggart, Stritch, and Bozeman 2016). The data allow usto draw sub-
samples from the Turker population. In asking about their employment status, 43 percent
reported working full-time for an organization. When we include part-time workers,
nearly 59 percent reported working for an organization. While 14 percent reported being
self-employed, the remainder of the respondents reported being homemakers (8 percent),
students (21 percent), out of work—not looking for work (2 percent), out of work—

looking for work (13); retired (3 percent), or unable to work due to disability (3 percent)

We asked all those who indicated working full-time or part-time at an organization to
describe their current position, 19 percent indicated a management position, 11 percent
indicated. working in IT services, 29 percent identified as professionals, 17 percent
responded as administrative support, 15 percent identified as working in sales, and 22
percent reported “Other.” We further probed the sector of an individual’s employment
and found that 1,352 respondents worked in a private sector organization, 279 worked in

the non-profit sector, and 314 worked in a public sector organization.
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The idea that the Turker group is chronically unemployed is not an accurate depiction.
The Turkers are a diverse group and there is variation in their level of employment and
work experiences. We will now discuss a few technical approaches for limiting Turker

participation to particular subpopulations of Turkers (e.g., public employees).

Finding Subpopulations On Mturk

Public administration and management scholars conducting MTurk research might want
to focus on subpopulations within MTurk. For example, they may want to.limit
participation to Turkers located in a specified geographic area orto Turkers exhibiting
certain key characteristics (e.g., public sector employment). In general, three broad

options exist for collecting data from a specific subpopulation on MTurk.

The first option for limiting participation is a pre-selection option. The pre-selection
option entails restricting access to the HIT using Amazon's Qualification Types.
Qualification Types enable the Requester to specify the particular kind of Turkers who
can perform the HIT=—based on Amazon’s general account information, the Turker's HIT

history, or how the Turker performed on past HIT's of the Requester.

The second method for limiting participation is a post-selection option. The researcher
slices up the collected MTurk data ex-post to focus on the subpopulation of interest—for
example using the Turkers’ responses to survey items capturing sample selection criteria
such as country of origin, employment status, or sector of employment. This option is

useful if the researcher wishes to compare the results of the subpopulation of interest to
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the larger MTurk population or other subpopulations. Web-based survey tools often used
in conjunction with MTurk HITs can tell the Turker's location based on his or her
computer's IP address, thus providing the Requester with information about the location
of the Turker. One limitation of this approach is that researchers might need a large

number of participants in order to get enough respondents from the subgroup of interest.

Finally, all listed HITs in the MTurk Marketplace have a title, description; keywords, and
a statement of the amount of time that Turkers have for completing the HIT: The third
option of limiting participation entails that Requesters include information in the HIT
description about the type of Turker they are looking for to accept the HIT. For example,
a Requester may state that they want U.S. Turkers that are employed in the public sector.
Functionally, this option is the easiest to execute and Is cost-free, but whether the Turkers
performing the HIT in fact fit the specified request in the HIT description cannot be

verified.

Depending on the research design, a hybrid approach using more than one of these
options may be the best to achieve the desired response from a specific subpopulation.
For example, Requesters seeking a specific population from a certain geographic area can
state this.in.the HIT description, use a standardized Qualification type based on the
Turker's country on file, and further refine their sample by restricting the HIT to only
those who performed a certain way on a previous HIT. However, generalizing the
responses from a subpopulation on MTurk to a larger population is not the same as in

traditional sampling methods, an issue we discuss in the next section.
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Generalizability Using Mturk Survey Data

Researchers should be aware of the potential external validity limitations of
crowdsourced data. They should also be cautious about the way they describe data
obtained on MTurk so as to not misrepresent the representativeness of the data. Survey
data obtained from MTurk do not represent a true random sample. Responses.are
provided by interested Turkers who have already self-selected themselves.into the Turker
population. Researchers can aim their HIT at a target population using the.options we
describe in the previous section but have no way of knowing who within that target
population passed on their HIT. Therefore, calculation.of a survey response rate for that

target population is not feasible.

The issues of generalizability and representation must be handled differently in MTurk.
Knowledge about the general MTurk population, the law of large numbers, and the
inclusion of background variables in MTurk surveys allow MTurk researchers to
understand who is responding and to what extent the data generalize to specific
populations. For example, because Turkers respond online MTurk survey respondents
will probably involve an underrepresentation of people without internet access. While
Berinsky.and colleagues (2012) observe that within the U.S., Asians are overrepresented,
while both Hispanics are African-Americans are underrepresented among Turkers.
Similarly, Jilke and colleagues (2016) find that Turkers are fairly diverse and nationwide
in scope, but more male, white, and younger when compared to the U.S. adult population

in the American Community Survey. Marvel’s (2015a, 2016) take up on MTurk was
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generally more male, white, educated, Democrat, and liberal than the U.S. population
(see also Huff and Tingley 2015; Chandler and Shapiro 2016; Clifford, Jewell, and

Waggoner, 2015).

However, even survey research using random sampling is seldom perfectly representative.
Surveys that use traditional sampling methods, i.e., paper form surveys and face-to-face
interview surveys, also struggle with issues of representativeness. Voluntary survey
participation requires some extent of personal time allocation and effort, entailing a likely
underrepresentation of low-income groups. Like in random sampling, data obtained from
MTurk might benefit from different statistical techniques (e.g., data weights) that may
help alleviate the issue, but full population representativeness is not feasible. This is true

for survey research in general—but especially data obtained through crowdsourcing.

Furthermore, because the cost per response on MTurk is often lower relative to traditional
sampling methods, a larger number of responses is often achievable on MTurk under
similar research budget conditions. In some sampling cases, a small number of responses
may entail that the obtained responses are unrepresentative of the target population,
increasing sampling bias concerns and reducing the potential for extrapolation of results
(Groves et al. 2013; White, Armstrong, and Saracci 2008). Moreover, small numbers
reduce the likelihood of detecting a true effect (i.e., increasing the risk of “false
negatives”) (Button et al. 2013). The problem of small sample sizes also relates to an

ethical dimension, as unreliable research is inefficient and wasteful.

17



A recent societal development has enlarged the problem of small sample sizes in
sampling-based research. For the past few decades, the response rates to surveys have
been in a general decline (Curtin, Presser, and Singer 2005; De Leeuw and Heer 2002;
Hansen 2007). Simultaneously, the internet and email has made designing and
implementing surveys for research purposes easier in a technical sense, and electronic
questionnaires are fast becoming a commonly used method for collecting information
from large, geographically dispersed populations (Dillman, Smyth, and.Christian 2014;
Edwards et al. 2009). However, web-based and email surveys notoriously-suffer from
low-response rates and participation (Dillman et al. 2014). MTurk is thus a potential
remedy for small response sizes in survey-based public administration and management
research. However, as we discussed previously, getting a response from a specific group
of people may prove difficult using MTurk. Thus, an understanding of the method of data
collection in MTurk is essential for avoiding research designs that goes beyond the

limitations of Turkers.

Quality Of Data

Another concern relates to the quality of data with respect to accuracy, consistency,
validity, and completeness. Researchers note that some Turkers might not pay sufficient
attention.to.the tasks they are performing or are simply clicking through surveys and
experiments as quickly possible (Goodman, Cryder, and Cheema 2013). For some
Turkers, survey participation may be strictly motivated by the payment they receive for
completing a HIT. In consequence, some Turkers may click through an MTurk survey

without paying much attention to the specified survey items. Such actions may dilute the

18



reliability of MTurk data and increase the chance of false negatives (Button et al. 2013).
However, money does not appear to be the primary motive for HIT completion among
Turkers, especially those located in the U.S. Research shows that Turkers are intrinsically
motivated and participate for other reasons, such as curiosity, a way to spend free time, or
simply finding the tasks enjoyable (Buhrmester et al. 2011; Kaufmann, Schulze, and Veit

2011).

One might argue that since individuals are responding outside of their own.work context
there is less incentive to lie. The biggest threat to quality, in.our view, is people simply
clicking responses to finish quickly. However, such problems exist with traditional
surveys as well. In addition, the platform has mechanisms that incentivize high quality
work (attention) as Turkers who fail quality checks run the risk of being denied payment

and getting low Quality ratings.

Smith (2013) outlines multiple mechanisms commonly used in survey research conducted
on the internet to detect issues related to data quality. First, researchers can set an upper
and lower threshold for the amount of time it takes to complete a survey and reject the
responses that fall above or below the thresholds. Second, researchers can also check for
response patterns within a survey response to identify Turkers who were not engaged in
the survey. Third, “quality check” questions can be placed throughout the survey, and
used to check for both response quality and survey fatigue. For example, in a set of
survey items applying Likert-type responses, researchers can include a statement saying

"Select 'Strongly Disagree' on this line." This procedure helps identify Turkers who are
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simply clicking through the survey without reading each statement. As another option,
researchers can expose respondents to two item statements basically capturing the same
underlying meaning. For example, one statement saying "Being innovative makes me
excited," another statement saying "I do not get excited when | am being innovative."
Respondents with identical responses (e.g., who answer “Strongly Agree” to both
statements) can be flagged for quality or fatigue effects. Finally, researchers may employ
a survey question that asks respondents to select particular answer choices for

identifying Turkers who are not reading the survey items.

There are other mechanisms that are specific to MTurk that might be used by researchers
to check quality. For instance, researchers may include a notice in the HIT description
warning Turkers about such quality check-questions and that HIT payment is contingent
on passing these quality checks. Finally, many survey software packages allow
researchers to view the IP address of respondents. When multiple responses come from
the same IP address, researchers can remove these extra responses to reduce this threat to
independence and internal validity (Horton, Rand, and Zeckhauser 2011; Jilke et al.

2015).

In.sum, the use of MTurk data in public administration and management research entails
potential issues related to sample representativeness, participation, and data quality.
While these issues are inherent to most survey research, they may be particularly
troublesome to crowdsourced survey research. Different technical procedures can be used

to alleviate or largely eliminate these issues. Furthermore, most studies that provide
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financial compensation to respondents are subject to the same threat to data reliability if

the incentive is simply to complete the task to receive compensation.

POTENTIAL APPLICATIONS IN PUBLIC MANAGEMENT AND
ADMINISTRATION SCHOLARSHIP

MTurk can serve as a platform for the collection of data from broad populations for
different types of studies—experimental, cross-sectional, and longitudinal—but scholars
need to be cautious about when and where to use the platform: MTurk is far from
relevant for all types of public administration and management questions. There are some
very specific ways that the utilization of MTurk can enhance the current state of public
administration research. We explain those ways below, but with caution. Specifically, we
believe that crowdsourced data might enhance the current public administration
scholarship in relation to the following five domains: (1) Exploratory analyses and survey
construction; (2) Measurement refinement of latent constructs; (3) Experimental research;
(4) Longitudinal research that can limit common method bias and be used to develop
temporally stable measures issues relating to common methods bias; and (5) Research on

the citizens’ attitudes towards government and/or government agencies.

Exploratory Analyses And Survey Construction

One of the challenges of public management research is the fact that failure can be
expensive. Generating large and high quality samples of public administrators or public
sector leaders is generally time consuming and expensive. As mentioned, scholars' may

thus refrain from initiating “high risk, high rewards” research. In other words, researchers
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have an incentive to pursue projects with a high probability of working out, at the
expense of interesting ideas that are unproven. Similarly, scholars may decide to use
MTurk for its cost effectiveness and ease of access to respondents by altering existing
research questions to fit with MTurk. Such an approach leans toward research produced
for its own sake, and has a lower probability of furthering knowledge on relevant

questions.

Prior to conducting both surveys and experiments on the target populations; use of
MTurk samples may be a relatively low-cost way for constructing and testing
measurement instruments. Similarly, researchers may run a pilot test of survey items
using MTurk. In essence, MTurk is an inexpensive and, potentially, effective tool for
testing instruments and identifying textual-errors prior to a survey’s distribution. In public
management, scholars may benefit from using MTurk for the purposes of (1) pilot tests of
surveys and survey items, (2) exploratory tests of variable associations, and (3) pretests

of reliability and validity.in relation to measurement scales/instruments.

Measurement Refinement

In addition to assisting in the basic building of surveys, researchers might use MTurk
samples to build and refine the measurement of latent constructs. Research on public
service motivation (PSM) provides a useful example for illustrating how MTurk can be
useful. Since its initial formulation (Perry and Wise 1990), much PSM research has been
dedicated to the refinement of PSM measurement (Coursey and Pandey 2007; Kim 20009,

2011; Perry 1996; Vandenabeele 2008; Wright, Christensen, and Pandey 2013). Today,
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however, MTurk might have assisted and expedited this development and allowed for the
validation of the instrument in a heterogeneous group and in multiple sectors. For
instance, rather than utilizing a convenience sample of MPA student and public sector
workers for an exploratory factor analysis, Perry (1996) might have considered an MTurk
population to administer a survey to collect data for measurement exploration. As an
example, recent work by Resh, Marvel, and Wen (2016) uses Turkers to developan
implicit measure of prosocial motivation that is not subject to the same threats to

measurement posed by social desirability biases as survey items.

In short, the cost effectiveness and ease of access to MTurk samples allows
researchers to focus their efforts on the validation of single measures and multiple
constructs. The cost of survey research-often requires researchers to hedge against null-
findings by including many additional variables in surveys—decreasing the incentive to
take the time necessary for appropriate measure development and validation. Furthermore,
diverse, heterogeneous groups might facilitate the development of measures that are also

invariant across sub<populations.

Experiments

Public management and administration research is characterized by an increasing use of
experimental and quasi-experimental research designs for examining causal questions
(Avellaneda 2013; Belle 2013, 2014; Brewer and Brewer 2011; Christensen et al. 2013;
Feeney 2012; Gallo and Lewis 2012; Gordon 2009; James 2009, 2011; Kelman and

Friedman 2009; Kiefer, Hartley, Conway, and Briner 2015; Pedersen 2015; Moynihan
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2006). While experiments on MTurk do not replace the high quality field experiments
(Avellaneda 2013; Belle 2013, 2014; James 2011) in terms of external and ecological
validity, MTurk provides a useful platform for survey experiments with high levels of
internal validity similar to that of laboratory studies (Casler et al. 2013). MTurk has
proven to be a viable medium for implementing experimental studies on issues relevant
to public administration (such as red tape, public service motivation, administrative
burden, representative bureaucracy, and trust in government) as evidenced by the recent
literature. Marvel (2016) used the platform to conduct an experiment examining the
effect of favorable performance information on individual’s.implicit attitudes about the
U.S. Postal Service. Jilke, Van Ryzin, and Van De Walle (2016) performed an
experiment on the MTurk platform examining how an increase in the number of public
service providers decreases the likelihood that an individual would switch from a poorly
performing provider. The platform, however, has been largely been ignored by
researchers interested in questions of internal public management (for an exception see

Pedersen and Stritch 2016).

One potential reason we have not seen MTurk used for experiments related to
internal management is a general skepticism about the use of a convenience sample of
Turkers (Landers and Behrend 2015; Smith et al. 2015). Landers and Behrend (2015)
aptly point out that all organization-based samples, in essence, are convenience samples,
or a function of feasibility. The term “convenience” oversimplifies complex issues and
has been taken to be synonymous with an easy sample. Such judgements are

counterproductive. Ease of access is not a valid criteria for assessing the appropriateness
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of a sample population for a specific research question. The real issue is whether or not
the sample is valid for the proposed research questions. As an example, to ask Turkers to
imagine themselves as public managers in an experiment might be inappropriate. On the
other hand, for Turkers who have worked before or are currently working, asking them to
imagine themselves as employees might be reasonable. Public management researchers
can use survey experiments to learn how employees might respond to or are affected by
different organizational situations and contexts. In many cases, the findings might be of
interest to scholars interested in the internal management of public'organizations. Extant
cross-sectional studies of variable relationships in public organizationare widely marked
by high levels of external validity, but most suffer from internal validity concerns.
Experiments using MTurk may provide valuable knowledge of causal relationships
between phenomena in public organizations. In this.context, MTurk experiments may

significantly contribute to the identification of causal relationships among variables.

Longitudinal Research: Limiting Common Method Bias

One of the areas forscholars to advance public administration scholarship is in the area
of longitudinal studies (Zhu 2013). As previously mentioned, MTurk can be used for
longitudinal data analyses. By exploiting this MTurk feature, researchers may reduce
concerns.about common method bias. Studies relying on single surveys for the
measurement of the independent and dependent variables are subject to internal validity
threats in the form of common method bias (Podsakoff et al. 2003; Podsakoff and Organ
1986). Variations of common method bias, i.e., common rater or common source bias,

continues to threaten the validity of much of the extant public administration research
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(Favero and Bullock 2014; Jakobsen and Jensen 2015). Favero and Bullock (2014)
observe that the only way to eliminate common source bias is by obtaining measures of
the independent and dependent variables from separate sources (e.g., by capturing one of
the variables by an “objective” measure). We agree but suggest that there are times where
such procedure is close to impossible. For instance, say that we are interested in
examining in the relationship between two latent constructs, e.g., self-efficacy and job
attitudes. In this case, a respondent’s self-reported answers would likely-be better and
more accurate than if such description was provided by an outside evaluator. In instances
such as these, MTurk researchers can use data from multiple points in‘time and different

instruments, helping to limit common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012).

Longitudinal Research: Measurement Stability And Test-Retest Reliability
Additionally, the ability to utilize MTurk for longitudinal analyses can also help support
the development of temporally stable measures. For instance, three constructs have
emerged prominently in public administration research over the past twenty years: red
tape (Bozeman 1993), PSM (Perry 1996), and managerial networking (Meier and
O'Toole 2001). Interestingly, there has not been any inquiry into the test-retest reliability
and the temporal stability of the measures. A weakness of public administration and
management scholarship has been a lack of attention to construct validation and
measurement (Wright, Manigault, and Black 2004). Since many of the organizational
attributes (e.g., red tape) and many of the individual attributes (e.g., PSM and managerial
networking) that are of interest to many public administration researchers are not

necessarily sector specific, the general population of MTurk workers might be used to
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form a sample that scholars could use to comprehensively examine constructs and build

measures.

To date, there has been limited grand-scale investigation into the test-retest reliability of
many measures developed in public administration and management research. This
absence stands in stark contrast with the development of other measures of latent
constructs used outside of public administration research, such as organizational
commitment (e.g. Allen and Meyer 1996; Lam 1998) and the Big Five personality traits
(e.g. Robins, Fraley, Roberts, and Trzesniewski 2001; Schuerger, Zarrella, and Hotz
1989). MTurk provides a reasonable means of helpingto build valid and reliable
measures of organizational attributes, as well as individual attitudes, motives, behaviors,

and perceptions.

Citizens’ Attitudes And Perceptions Of Public Management

Areas that are ripe for research include the opinions and reactions of citizens to
bureaucratic organizations and bureaucrats in them. This is the focus of extant public
administration and'management studies conducted on the MTurk platform (Marvel 2015,
2016). Other public management literatures where citizens are the group of interest might
also be appropriate for exploring using MTurk. For instance, themes such as citizen
coproduction (Bovaird 2007; Brudney and England 1983; Jakobsen and Andersen 2013;
Osborne 2008; Riccucci et al. 2015), citizen engagement (Reddel and Woolcock 2004;

Smith, Santucci, Xu, Cox, and Henderson 2012), and administrative burden (Herd,
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DeLeire, Harvey, and Moynihan 2013; Moynihan, Herd, and Harvey 2014) might all be

studied using different types of experimental designs on the MTurk platform.

CONCLUSION
This article introduces both the potential and limitations of MTurk. We observe how
other social science fields are increasingly using data collected from MTurk. Motivated
by this observation, we ask whether, when, and how crowdsourcing may-be a useful tool
to public administration and management scholarship. Table 1 summarizes-our discussion
of the (1) possibilities of using MTurk for data collection, (2) limitations and areas of
concern, and (3) particular areas where the potentials of using MTurk to enhance current

public administration scholarship are especially pronounced.

Overall, we find that MTurk may be a useful tool in the toolbox of public administration
and management scholars—when used appropriately and in relation to a specific set of
public administration puzzles. In particular, we identified five areas where MTurk may
complement and enhance public management research; these include: (1) Exploratory
analyses and survey construction; (2) Measurement refinement of latent constructs; (3)
Experimental research; (4) Longitudinal research that can limit common method bias and
be.used to develop temporally stable measures issues relating to common methods bias;
and (5) Research on the citizens’ attitudes towards public administration and government.
MTurk may be especially relevant in relation to certain types of research and research
questions, especially experimental designs where citizen perception, reactions, and

responses are of interest to the researchers. Deciding whether or not it is appropriate to
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use of MTurk ultimately depends on the nature of the question at hand. For researchers
interested in the actions of public or nonprofit managers, MTurk data is no substitute for

high quality samples of public and nonprofit managers.

Good research takes into account the applicability of MTurk data and the validity of
MTurk-based findings: The researcher must understand the boundaries and potential of
the platform. MTurk is in no way a panacea for empirical public administration research.
The issues related to representativeness, participation, and data quality are.non-trivial.
However, for researchers interested in the relationship among variables for public and
nonprofit managers, MTurk might be a cost effective and efficient way of building and
pretesting instruments prior to distributing the survey to the target sample population.
Similarly, for experimental research on‘executive decision making, there is no substitute
for other more traditional data collection procedures—but MTurk may be useful for
survey experimental research on individuals’ perception of the decision making processes
(e.g. how individuals perceive decisions based on different rationales and decision

making process).

In the absence of readily available groups of public managers and public
employees to serve as participants in exploratory, preliminary, and proof of concept
studies, MTurk might be a helpful tool for testing and refining instruments. We believe
that MTurk might be useful with respect to preliminary steps in research—but MTurk
cannot replace samples of public managers for many of the questions fundamental to

public administration. However, one can envision conducting experiments on general
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populations while manipulating variables related to the public management context. This
has already been done with respect to red tape (Kaufman and Feeney 2014), PSM
(Brewer 2011), and program performance data (Moynihan 2006) using student samples.
When implemented correctly, MTurk might provide a better population than student

populations (Buhrmester et al. 2011; Casler et al. 2013; Johnson and Borden 2012).

In terms of methodology, the field of public administration and management has come a
long way. Still, the examination of several important public administration.questions
remains marked by an overreliance of cross-sectional observational data. MTurk may be
used as a platform for experimental research that can strengthen the internal validity of
our current knowledge of the relationships between managerial, personnel, and/or

organizational variables and phenomena.

Furthermore, a number of constructs that public administration scholars are
interested in are not limited to public and nonprofit organizations. MTurk can be a way
for public administration scholars to conduct more general research and help us connect
to a broader audience outside of public administration. For instance, by testing constructs
like PSM and red tape in experimental settings among general populations, public
administration may be in a better position to export these constructs to more general
literatures. In sum, MTurk provide a useful platform for advancing particular aspects of
public administration research—inasmuch as MTurk researchers recognize the requisites
for good crowdsourced-based survey research and know the research questions where

MTurk is of relevance and use.
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Table 1. Summary of Advantages, Potential Pitfalls, and Uses of Crowdsourced Data to

Enhance Public Administration Research

POTENTIAL BENEFITS FOR SCHOLARSHIP

A. Subject Access

B. Cost

C. Survey Development and Testing

D. Longitudinal Research

MAIN ISSUES OF ATTENTION

A. Representation: Who is a Turker?

B. Finding Subpopulation in MTurk

C. Generalizability Using MTurk Survey Data

D. Quality of Data

POTENTIAL APPLICATIONSAN PUBLIC MANAGEMENT AND

ADMINISTRATION SCHOLARSHIP

A. Exploratory Analyses and Survey Construction

B. Measurement Refinement

C. Experiments

D. Longitudinal Research: Limiting Common Method Bias, Measurement Stability and

Test-Retest Reliability

E. Citizens’ attitudes and Perceptions of Public Management and Administration
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