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• Incentives and efficiency around external mobilization of 
academic research (with application to health/public health)









• Note, there is nothing “wrong” with the “GREEN” study. It is just that its 
implication can’t be understood if reader does not see the other experiments. 

• Oster (AER:I 2020): Evidence from dietary and health supplements of 
dynamic process where early spurious findings on health can be self-
reinforcing. Dynamic selection: Take-up of behavior mostly among people 
who also adopt other (unobserved) positive health behaviors biassing 
subsequent in favour of intervention observational studies. 









• How general is this? How pronounced is the link between 
statistical significance and the mobilization of knowledge the ‘real 
world’?  



What do we do?

• Study the universe of papers published in the 3 leading 
health/public health journals (BMJ, The Lancet, NEJM) 2018 – 22.

• Almost all statistical; standard format abstracts.
• Collect p-values from each abstract (sometimes confidence 

interval) and record various article characteristics - gives 10,404 
• Link that to the Altmetric Score (and its components) for article.  





• Altmetric is a widely-used measure of research attention or 
influence.

• Algorithm combines citations in newspapers, social media, policy 
documents, blogs, Wikipedia etc.’

• Various weights applied (e.g. citation in New York Times worth 
more than in a local paper; social media followership, etc..)  

• Efforts to reduce manipulation/distortion.







Link p-value to Altmetric Score

1. Simple FE specification regressing Altmetric indicator variables 
for significance interval in which p-value falls 

2. Caliper method
3. RDD-inspired method



Eyeball Method



Indicator variables





Caliper Method



RDD-inspired



• Preferred estimate: moving p from just above 0.05 to just below 
has big causal effect on attention paid to a result – perhaps 
increases by 50%? 100%?

• Particularly driven by “News” component.
• Problematic incentives for academic publishing now well 

accepted (and reforms in hand), we extend this to incentives 
around external promotion of science. 



From Brodeur et al “Star Wars: The Empirics 
Strike Back” (AEJ:AE 2016)



Our data
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