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Securitization theory has developed into a fruitful research program on the
construction of security threats. The theory has experienced growing
sophistication, and empirical studies have produced stimulating insights on
issues as varied as the politics of immigration, health, climate change, or
cybersecurity. Understanding how social issues become perceived as threats
seems timelier than ever given the rise in securitizing narratives in recent
political elections across the globe. We propose that this research agenda
would benefit from broadening its methodological diversity. In particular,
the use of experiments could complement existing methods in securitiza-
tion theory, mitigate some of the program’s methodological weaknesses,
and help explain when securitizing moves are likely to succeed or fail.
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Introduction: Diversifying Securitization Research Methods with Experiments

In the context of a rise in securitizing narratives in national and international
politics—as visible, for example, in the depiction of foreigners and immigrants as
threats in the recent Brexit campaign, US presidential election, or referendum in
Hungary—understanding the determinants of foreigner acceptance/rejection by the
public seems more crucial than ever. This article argues that experimental designs
could strengthen our understanding of the factors that play a role in the failure or
success of such narratives. Experiments are a useful tool to examine public reactions
to elite discourses ,and as such, they could help understand the processes through
which issues as varied as immigration, climate change, or epidemics come to be per-
ceived by the public as security threats and thereby moved outside the realm of regu-
lar politics in order to be dealt with through extraordinary measures.

First developed by Wæver (1995) and Buzan, Wæver, and De Wilde (1998),
securitization theory explicitly deals with these questions and has developed into
a rich research agenda on the dynamics through which political actors transform
issues into security threats and the consequences of that type of transformation. As
summarized by Williams, “in securitization theory . . . the social construction of
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security issues (who or what is being secured, and from what) is analyzed by exam-
ining the ‘securitizing speech acts’ through which threats become represented and
recognized. Issues become ‘securitized,’ treated as security issues, through these
speech acts which do not simply describe an existing security situation, but bring it
into being as a security situation by successfully representing it as such” (2003,
513).1 Since its inception, a wealth of empirical contributions examining issues as
varied as immigration, global health, or cyber-security have sought to test and refine
an increasingly multifaceted theoretical framework. The theory now considers non-
linguistic aspects ranging from the impact of images on threat perceptions (e.g.,
Hansen 2011), to the role of administrative/bureaucratic processes, routines, and
practices in securitizing processes (e.g., Bigo 2002; Huysmans 2011), to the emo-
tional dynamics associated with threat dissemination (Van Rythoven 2015).
Securitization theory now also connects with adjacent disciplines like anthropology
(Holbraad and Pedersen 2012) and psychology (Theiler 2003).2

Yet, in spite of its empirical development and increased theoretical refinement,
the securitization research agenda has traditionally relied on a limited range of
research methods (see, e.g., Balzacq 2011b, 31; Balzacq and Léonard 2011, 3). Baele
and Sterck (2015, 1122) go as far as to claim that “methods are the Achilles’ heel of
securitization studies, casting doubt on their conclusions.” While we do not share
such a radical opinion, we nonetheless believe that securitization research would
benefit from diversifying its methodological toolbox. In particular, we argue that a
careful use of experiments3 could not only help mitigate general methodological
shortcomings that tend to characterize securitization research, but also more impor-
tantly contribute to answer one of securitization’s central questions—that of the
determinants of the success or failure of attempts to securitize particular issues.

Our objective is not to make a bold claim in favor of experiments, but rather to
identify how these method can contribute to the development of securitization
theory—so far, only Vultee (2010, 2011) has used an experimental approach to this
end. We argue that the complementarity experiments and qualitative work achieved
in other fields can also be fruitful in the securitization arena. To do so, we proceed
in two steps. First, we explain why and how experiments could enrich securitization
theory by mitigating its most apparent methodological shortcomings. Building on
this reflection, we then focus specifically on what types of experimental designs can
help identify the conditions under which securitizing moves succeed or fail.

Experiments and Securitization Theory: Strengthening and Generalizing Causal
Pathways, Reducing Biases

Experimental methods have experienced an exponential growth in political
science and more recently made their way into international relations

1Securitization theory’s original emphasis on speech acts comes from the use of John Austin’s philosophy of
ordinary language (1962), which claims that in some instances language does not simply describe things or states of
affairs, but also does something through its very utterance—hence the concept of a “speech act”. The classical exam-
ple of a speech act is that of a priest declaring two individuals to be married and through this very utterance creat-
ing the very reality of marriage. The same logic is claimed by securitization theorists to be at play in the realm of
security, where seemingly straightforward descriptions of particular issues as threats do in fact contribute to these
issues being perceived and acted upon as threats.

2Balzacq’s definition of securitization (2011a; 2011b, 3) exemplifies this diversity; securitization, he writes, is “an
articulated assemblage of practices whereby heuristic artifacts (metaphors, policy tools, image repertoires, analogies,
stereotypes, emotions, etc.) are contextually mobilized by a securitizing actor, who works to prompt an audience to
build a coherent network of implications (feelings, sensations, thoughts, and intuitions) about the critical vulner-
ability of a referent object, that concurs with the securitizing actor’s reasons for choices and actions, by investing
the referent subject with such an aura of unprecedented threatening complexion that a customized policy must be
immediately undertaken to block it.”

3See Baele 2017 for suggestions on how other quantitative methods and techniques such as automated language
use analysis, mass content analysis, or network analysis could also contribute to the development of securitization
theory.
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(see Hudson and Butler 2010). Experimental research has cast a new light on
some of the most classic questions of the discipline, many of which are directly
related to security (e.g., Andreoni, Castillo, and Petrie 2003; Druckman and
Broome 1991; or Roberts and Sherratt 2002 on cooperation; Geva, Mayhar, and
Skorick 2000 on foreign policy decision-making; McDermott and Cowden 2001 or
McDermott et al. 2007 on crisis behavior; Boettcher and Cobb 2006 or Thomson
2016 on public support for war and economic coercion; Nyhan and Reifler 2010
on misperceptions). As explained by McDermott (2002a, 2002b, 2011a) or Mintz,
Yang, and McDermott (2011), experiments are undoubtedly destined to become
an important component of evidence-gathering and theorization in international
relations.4

Experiments are generally associated with quantitative approaches, which are
not favored by securitization scholars and critical security studies in general.5

Balzacq’s cornerstone methodological contribution (2011b), for instance, only
lists qualitative methods as available to securitization scholars. Inspired by valua-
ble contributions offered by recent and rare quantitative contributions to the
securitization debate (Vultee 2010, 2011; Karyotis and Patrikios 2010; Lahav and
Courtemanche 2011; Baele and Sterck 2015), we propose to move forward in a
constructive way following recent calls for more methodological pluralism and
quantitative-qualitative dialogue in constructivist international relations and crit-
ical security studies (e.g., Lake 2013; Barkin and Sjoberg 2017; Balzacq 2014).
More specifically, we claim that experiments offer a distinct methodological
advantage that can contribute to securitization theory: they naturally stand as a
useful second step that directly compares and tests case-specific findings previ-
ously obtained through other methods. This advantage can help securitization
scholars mitigate two interrelated weaknesses that are common across securitiza-
tion research—general causal claims based on case-specific findings and selec-
tion/analysis biases—and thereby to answer the crucial question of the determi-
nants of success or failure of securitizing attempts.

First, experiments can help clarify the causal pathways identified by previous
securitization research and in doing so assess how generalizable previous findings
are. Securitization research has gone a long way in identifying key factors of theo-
retical interest. Based on these important findings, experimentation can now
systematically allow a direct comparison of the effects of these factors. Evidence
supporting securitization theory is so far made up of a wealth of case studies
whose overlapping local findings aggregate to the point of producing a convinc-
ing broad picture6—but not really to the point of constructing a robust and inte-
grated body of knowledge.7 Experimentation can help transcend context- and
case-specific results (obtained through methods usually employed to investigate
securitization case studies, such as process tracing, content analysis, or discourse
analysis) into robust general conclusions about the success/failure of securitizing
moves,8 thus finding more generally valid causal mechanisms. When a researcher

4The same trend is even more noticeable in economics, where a methods handbook presents experiments as
“the most credible and influential research design” (Angrist and Pischke 2008).

5None of the most recent and comprehensive methods handbooks in critical security studies (Salter and Mutlu,
2013; Aradau et al. 2015) contain chapters on quantitative methods.

6This clearly appears in Balzacq, Léonard, and Ruzicka (2016)’s presentation of securitization theory’s main
empirical achievements. See also Balzacq (2011b, 33) on the predominance of case studies in securitization
research.

7It is in this way that Druckman and colleagues recently called to shape political science into “a discipline whose
contributions are deepened and strengthened by experimental research” (Druckman et al. 2006, 634, our emphasis).”

8Experiments in the social sciences are indeed particularly useful when combined with other methods, such as
case studies, comparative analyses, or large data quantitative statistical work. This complementary role, to which we
will come back later in the paper, is also emphasised by Falk and Heckman, who see experiments as “productive in
complementing the information obtained from other empirical methods” (2009, 537); by Angrist and Pischke
(2008), who assign them the role of generating general theorization on the basis of fragmented insights; or by
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controls the manipulation of the independent variables (and randomization of
participants effectively takes place), we can say that experiments have the highest
internal validity relative to other research methods; hence, the experimental
method constitutes the prime method to conceptualize causal inference and
guide theoretical development on the basis of already existing results gathered
through other methods (Druckman et al. 2006). McDermott sharply states that,
“no other methodology can offer the strong support for the causal inferences that
experiments allow” (McDermott 2002a, 38). Even more crucially, experiments
can also test the very assumptions and axioms on which theories are based—in
the case of securitization, the existence of “facilitating” conditions of securitizing
moves (such as the legitimacy of the securitizing actor; see Buzan, Wæver, and De
Wilde 1998).

Specific areas in which experiments could help clarify securitization causal
pathways and transcend findings arrived through case study work include asking
the following: when do the facilitating conditions of securitization effectively facil-
itate securitizing moves? Or, more specifically, is it consistently the case that scien-
tific language enhances securitization attempts, as Berling (2011), for example,
argues using only the case of climate change? If not, when does it matter, and
how so? Alternatively, is it consistently the case that collective emotions determine
the success of securitizing moves, as Van Rythoven (2015) claims based on study-
ing the case of US foreign policy?

This role of experiments to clarify, strengthen, and generalize causal pathways
is not necessarily incompatible with securitization theory. While a series of securi-
tization scholars are reluctant to endorse the idea of a causal securitization path-
way, others are more affirmative. Chiefly, Balzacq unambiguously introduced cau-
sation in securitization processes (2005, 188), eventually depicting securitization
processes as structured by a “network of causality” (2011a, 18). More recently, he
stressed that “the task of a sociological theory of securitization is not just to grasp
what it means to say that a phenomenon is a threat, however. It wants to decipher
the sequences of cause-and-effect in securitization,” an enterprise that should
stand “at the center of its explanatory architecture” (2015, 110).9 Guzzini
lamented that securitization theory has “left ‘explanation’ and/or all versions of
causality to the positivist other” (2011, 329).

Second, due to the shift from cases to causal processes, experiments are
uniquely positioned to help securitization theory mitigate against biases, both in
case selection (when cases are chosen given particular values of the dependent
variable; see, e.g., Geddes 1990) and case analysis (when the researchers’ norma-
tive views permeate the analysis). These concerns can be mutually reinforcing
when a researcher studies unique courses of events such as those commonplace
in securitization theory. Selection biases can be particularly salient in securitiza-
tion theory, where many scholars focus on rather clear cases of securitization
and/or cases where desecuritization is normatively desirable10 (typically immigra-
tion). Studying cases where securitization has clearly occurred or where such an
outcome is morally undesirable tends to beget biases in case analysis. Observing
that “the methodological choices and tools that bring about the conclusions sel-
dom appear in empirical securitization papers,” Baele and Sterck (2015, 1122),
for example, explain that “securitization scholars are often tempted (not) to

McDermott, who reminds that “archival work, case studies, field work, surveys, quantitative analysis, and formal mod-
eling . . . need not compete with experimentation” (2002a, 31).

9Appraising the way forward for securitization theory, Wæver more recently explained that his “version of securi-
tization theory claims it can integrate causal explanations, social mechanisms, hypothesis testing and political the-
ory” (2015, 123) and called elsewhere to specify more clearly “the causal mechanisms in different parts of the
analysis,” castigating the “proponents of the theory [who] were wrong to resist causality tout court” (2011, 475–476).

10On the normative dimension of securitization and desecuritization, see, for example, Aradau (2004), Floyd
(2011), Roe (2012).
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detect securitization where they want, and not where it actually is (not) – an incli-
nation which might be curved down by a real commitment to transparent and
robust methods.” Such biases in case analysis reinforce static accounts of securiti-
zation that excessively focuses on the move itself and neglects its outcome (Wæver
2011, 467) or more crucially ignores what links the move with this outcome, lead-
ing scholars to infer that securitizing moves are almost automatically successful (a
point well argued in Van Rythoven 2015).

Selecting cases on the basis of securitization having occurred is often
unavoidable and does not constitute a problem in itself. However, it is important
that “the analyst should understand what can and cannot be accomplished with
cases selected for this reason” (Geddes 2007, 90). This should include identifying
boundary conditions and clarifying what lessons inferred from examining the
selected cases can tell us about a wider universe of potential cases. Experiments
can help in this regard, by complementing the study of cases that risk being
studied in a biased way and offering a direct comparison of the effects of causal
processes among more varied scenarios or members of the public. Focusing on
causal processes could contribute to achieving greater methodological clarity and
transparency, thereby potentially helping move securitization theory away from
case selection/analysis biases.

This is not to say that experiments are immune to biases. Clearly researchers
chose what experiments to conduct out of the many possible interactions between
theoretically relevant variables that exist. Choice of specific experimental designs
can also affect measured outcomes; for instance there is evidence to suggest that
participants don’t make the same choices in multiple or single-choice procedures
(Morton and Williams 2010). However, as part of a multimethod approach, exper-
imentation can contribute to achieving a more systematic analysis of the condi-
tions under which particular types of securitizing moves succeed, fail, produce
unexpected outcomes, or lead to mixed results. Evidently, securitization theory
emphasizes many aspects that can simply not be explored or explained by
experiments; experimental methods are neither tailored to investigate the com-
plexities of specific cases of securitization nor pertinent for the study of the long-
term political processes, group practices, or administrative dynamics that support
or diffuse some securitizing moves. We contend that the role of experiments
would be limited to that of a second-step research agenda seeking to strengthen
particular causal pathways.11 Experiments are principally useful tools that artifi-
cially create securitizing moves understood as relatively short-term limited interac-
tions.12 In the following section we delineate their potential benefits for the
theory around the sole question of securitization failure/success. We do not
therefore argue in favor of a generalization of a cognitive approach to threat per-
ception, which would lead researchers to ignore long-term processes and contribute
to securitization theory becoming a mere “subfield of framing” (Watson 2012, 280).

Experimental Contributions to Securitization Theory: When and How Does
Securitization Succeed or Fail?

We argue that experiments should be seen as an important tool in the effort to
answer what is arguably one of the most central yet also one of the less clearly
answered questions of securitization research: what makes securitizing moves

11In fact, securitization theory’s notable strength in these areas is something that could be used to enrich exper-
imental analyses in terms of contextualizing their empirical findings, which are often wrongly generalized to differ-
ent contexts. In this sense, an experimental agenda for securitization should only be conducted in constant
dialogue with other methods, in an effort to build strong results backed by several methodological endeavors, in
the spirit of Balzacq’s call for triangulation in critical security studies (2014).

12Although some experiments have longer term follow-ups after the initial experiment has been conducted,
such designs are rare due to participant mortality and increased costs (McDermott 2011b).
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succeed or fail?13 This might seem like a limited role, yet the question is crucial.
If securitization theory truly aims at “specifying how, and under which conditions,
the security-ness of an issue is fixed” (Balzacq, Léonard, and Ruzicka 2016, 24),
then it is surprising to observe that the question of the determinants of success or
failure of securitizing moves is one that most securitization scholars agree is
underdeveloped (e.g., Balzacq, Léonard, and Ruzicka 2016, 6).

Securitization theory originally did mention conditions that determine the suc-
cess or failure of speech-based securitizing moves, pointing to “internal, linguistic-
grammatical” factors, as well as and “external, contextual and social” ones (Buzan,
Wæver, and De Wilde 1998, 32). However, these conditions were never fully devel-
oped and remained undertheorized. Almost fifteen years later, Watson (2012,
298), for example, still observed that “audience acceptance is a core condition of
successful securitization, but few studies of securitization have attempted to dem-
onstrate the effects that securitizing discourse has on the targeted audience.”
Guzzini (2011, 331) has gone as far as saying that a certain formulation of securiti-
zation theory literally “begs the question of under which (political, cultural, eco-
nomic, etc.) conditions, with which audience, while using which discourse, etc.,
(de)securitization attempts (can) succeed.”14 Yet as Williams argued, in principle
the securitizing “claims that are likely to be effective, the forms in which they can
be made, the objects to which they refer, and the social positions from which they
can effectively be spoken are usually deeply ‘sedimented’ (rhetorically and discur-
sively, culturally, and institutionally) and structured in ways that make securitiza-
tions somewhat predictable and thus subject to probabilistic analysis (2003, 514).
Experiments can move securitization theory toward a systematic analysis of the
conditions under which particular types of securitizing moves succeed or fail in
shaping particular audiences’ acceptance of an issue as being a security one,
thereby directly addressing Balzacq’s recognition that tracing the causal link
between a securitizing move and its effects is “definitely one area where much
research is still required” (2011b, 30).

We disaggregate the question into three subcomponents, each of which corre-
sponds to one of Balzacq’s (2011b, 35–36) levels of securitization analysis: acts
(the securitizing move itself), agents (both the securitizing actor and the audience
and more crucially the interaction between them), and context (within which the
entire process takes place). These subcomponents are therefore: (1) Which types
of securitizing moves are more likely to succeed or fail? (2) What types of interactions
between securitizing actors and audience increase or decrease the likelihood of suc-
cessful securitization? and (3) Which types of contexts make securitization more
likely to succeed or fail? 15 We must note that while these subcomponents help
expose specific experimental contributions more clearly, to some extent they are
artificial, and there will inevitably be some degree of overlap between them.
Experiments provide us with the opportunity to both zoom into the effects of par-
ticular variables in each of these areas, as well as to examine interactions that take
place between these three different levels.

13As stated above, experiments can only shed light on the success or failure of language-based securitizing
moves, not on the effects of more long-term securitizing practices.

14We agree with Van Rythoven (2015) when he argues that this question has not yet been successfully investi-
gated because securitization research is biased toward the idea that securitizing moves are almost automatically
successful.

15This choice also corresponds to Williams’ identification of factors theoretically limiting securitization dynam-
ics, which are “in practice structured by the differential capacity of actors to make socially effective claims about
threats, by the forms in which these claims can be made in order to be recognized and accepted as convincing by
the relevant audience, and by the empirical factors or situations to which these actors can make reference. Not all
claims are socially effective, and not all actors are in equally powerful positions to make them” (2003, 514).
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Which Types of Securitizing Moves Are More Likely to Succeed or Fail?

Balzacq has been a vocal advocate of the idea that securitization includes much
more than language strictly understood as speech act, comprising instead “various
artifacts (metaphors, emotions, stereotypes, gestures, silence, and even lies) to
reach its goals” (2005, 172; 2011a). While language still stands at the center of
securitization theory, Balzacq’s view is now widely shared, prompting scholars to
look at nonlinguistic components of the securitizing move—either at nonlinguis-
tic aspects of a speech act (for example, a display of emotions) or at non-
language-based securitizing moves (e.g., Campbell 2008 or Hansen 2011 on
images). Watson, for instance, explains how the framing literature, which analyses
the effects of “a variety of framing devices other than just speech acts,” could rein-
force securitization research (2012, 297). However, claims on how exactly these
various aspects impact on securitization dynamics are still rather speculative.
Experiments would be pertinent tools to test general claims on how linguistic and
nonlinguistic dimensions of securitizing moves work together, thereby offering
key distinctions at two levels.

First, experimental designs are useful tools to compare the effects of different
types of securitization support. By “type of support,” we refer to the form taken by the
securitizing move—does it proceed through spoken language (speech/discourse),
written language (text), or images (both still and video)? Between-group experi-
mental designs are an optimal choice for such direct comparisons. In these stud-
ies participants make choices in only one state of the world and responses made
by those in different groups are compared.16 For example, Nyhan et al. (2014)
showed that textual information about the dangers of the diseases prevented by
the MMR vaccine shaped public attitudes in a different way than pictures or
graphs conveying the same message. This finding, among others, shows that there
is no reason to think that securitizing moves relying, say, on written text have the
same effects on public attitudes than those relying on images.

The main advantage of this kind of design is that it avoids oversensitizing
respondents to the experimental factors, as exposure to different scenarios risks
participants identifying the experimental variables and can trigger a comparison
between them that might artificially increase differences in the dependent varia-
ble measures. The risk commonly associated with between-groups designs is that
subject-specific observable and unobservable characteristics might affect partici-
pants’ responses (Morton and Williams 2010), but random assignment of partici-
pants to scenarios can assure that the internal validity of the study is not
threatened by using a between-groups design. Although both laboratory and
online survey experiments can be used for this purpose, a laboratory setup is ideal
as it safeguards the internal validity of studies making these comparisons. 17

Although it is usually argued that external validity is the greatest pitfall of experi-
mental designs, many experimentalists in international relations are more con-
cerned with potential internal validity flaws (McDermott 2002a, 2002b). After all,
internal validity can only be the greatest strength of experiments when they are
correctly executed (that is, when the researcher effectively controls the manipula-
tion of the independent variables).18 Privileging “mundane realism” over internal
validity (which can be particularly risky when conducting field experiments) can

16As opposed to a within-groups experiment that could, for instance, expose each individual participant first to
an audio manipulation, then a video one, and then a text one.

17Being with the participants in a lab means the researcher can ensure they are exposed to the entirety of the
independent variable manipulation, which is particularly important when a video or audio clip is introduced
(McDermott 2002a; Clifford and Jerit 2014; Thomson, Geva, and Tkach 2017). In contrast, participants of an online
survey experiment might not see the entire clip or might have audio issues.

18A straightforward way to check if participants understood the introduction of the independent variables as
intended by the researcher is to include manipulation check questions after measuring the relevant dependent
variables.
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be a mistake, for as noted by McDermott, “without internal validity there can be
no external validity” (2002b, 334). Once the internal validity of an experiment is
safeguarded, however, there are certain steps that can be taken to help external
validity. Researchers should strive to work with samples that are as representative
as possible of the broader general population of interest and conduct demo-
graphic checks to assess whether or not key demographic variables are distributed
similarly across the sample of experimental participants and the broader popula-
tion encompassed by the theory. Since one of the nuclear issues of theoretical
concern for securitization theory is examining the effects of elite discourse on the
mass public,19 internally valid laboratory experiments, where serious considera-
tion has been given external validity, can help gauge how and when particular
types of support are most effective in securitizing issues.

More precisely, the standard experimental design would rest on the principle that
the same securitizing message can be delivered in several forms, through different
types of support, sometimes combined, and would assess the relative effects of each
form or possible combinations thereof. This would build on a growing field of
research on the different effects produced by different types of political communica-
tion. For example, using a vignette-based20 lab experiment, Rashotte (2003) has
shown sharp differences in participants’ affective reactions when facing events
reported in either written or videotape form. In an experiment designed to identify
under what circumstances domestic audiences support the use of coercive interroga-
tion during times of armed conflict, Thomson, Geva, and Tkach (2017) exposed par-
ticipants to almost identical information transmitted in either text or audio form.
Tellingly, the effects of other variables of interest such as whether or not the target
of coercive interrogation was an in-group member, or whether or not it secured
actionable intelligence, were significantly affected by how participants learned about
the specific coercive interrogation scenario. These examples illustrate that more
research is needed, not only on which types of support impact the outcome of securi-
tizing moves, but also on how, to whom, and in which circumstances they do so.

Laboratory settings also provide the opportunity to answer research questions
employing a wide array of dependent variable measures. This is particularly impor-
tant when investigating what type of securitizing moves are successful as individuals
might not consciously recognize that an issue has been securitized or openly admit
that they accept a securitizing move, even though subtle corporal reactions would
suggest otherwise. For instance, an individual might not want to admit feeling
threatened by immigrants, but raised cortisol levels when exposed to images of
immigrants might suggest otherwise. A first level of measurement is largely non-
intrusive and can also be readily employed in survey experimental designs (partici-
pants might, for instance, be asked about their perceptions or support for a given
policy or to report levels of fear or other emotions). A second level of measure-
ment can be accessed in the lab and is typical of experiments used in the psycho-
logical tradition, as the effects produced by the experimental manipulations can
be observed via physiological processes. Evidence that a treatment does indeed
produce a specific effect can include, for example, high stress revealed by blood
pressure and cortisol levels, the experience of fear registered using functional mag-
netic resonance imaging scan, or the aggression as attested by testosterone levels.21

19There are exceptions, for example, Roe (2008), who considers various strands of the audience and thereby
includes elite-to-elite securitizing moves.

20Vignette experiments “use short descriptions of situations or persons (vignettes) that are usually shown to
respondents in order to elicit their judgments about these scenarios” (Atzmüller and Steiner 2015)—see also Collett
and Childs (2011) or Hainmueller, Hangartner, and Yamamoto (2015) on the internal and external validity of
vignette experiments.

21For a comprehensive review of politics experiments using this second level of measurement, see McDermott
(2011a, 515–17).
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Second, experiments could also be fruitfully used to assess the impact of varia-
tions in communication style within a single type (or combination) of securitiza-
tion support. For example, does exposure to different types of pictures (for
instance, shocking images versus symbolic ones) provoke different emotional
reactions that in turn lead to differing levels of support for an underlying securi-
tizing claim? Or do different styles of securitizing speeches (for instance, highly
emotional versus highly rational) elicit different levels of support? Employing a
factorial experimental design, researchers can compare responses between partici-
pants exposed to higher or lower values of the specific theoretical factor of rele-
vance.22 For example, Brader (2005) showed that including uplifting music or
positive images (e.g., children playing) in political video ads significantly impacts
viewers’ attitudes. Exploring the role of still images, Caverley and Krupnikov
(2015) have, for example, recently identified the specific elements that, if present
in a picture together with the US president, significantly enhance viewers’ support
for hardline military policies. They showed participants pictures of the US presi-
dent with different backgrounds—soldiers, students, children, or “ordinary”
people—and found out that the image of soldiers significantly shifts participants’
preferences toward strengthening defense instead of education. These findings
are directly relevant to securitization theory, especially its recent theorization
regarding the role of images and “visual icons” in securitization (e.g., Hansen
2011, 2014).

Exploring the effects of variations in communication style within a single type
of securitization support is also useful to assess the impact of factors that have not
been fully integrated into securitization theory but that have been shown in adja-
cent fields to play an important role in threat communication and perception. A
prominent example of such a factor are emotions, which have been highlighted
in neuroscience as significantly affecting policy preferences and how decisions are
made but remain undertheorized in securitization theory (see Van Rythoven 2015
for a comprehensive analysis). Existing work on the emotional impact of pictures
and videos, especially anger-eliciting images (e.g., Cheung-Blunden and Blunden
2008) or shocking ones (e.g., Jones and Henriksen 1987) could serve as a basis
for further experimentation on securitization. For instance, an experiment could
be conducted in which the same securitizing message delivered by the same
securitizing actor in a short video clip (identical medium of securitization expo-
sure) is conveyed with either graphic content (in one experimental condition) or
only nonshocking content (in the other condition). In order to safeguard the
internal validity of such manipulations, it is vital to measure participants’ evalua-
tion of the overall emotional salience of these different conditions, though,
through manipulation, check items to be included after the dependent variable
measures in the postexperimental questionnaire.23 Importantly, emotions in
securitization processes can be examined as independent variables (as in the
example just described), but also as dependent variables or even as variables that
mediate the relationship between two other variables of theoretical interest. As
for the former, an experiment could, for example, study the effects of certain
securitizing moves on the emotional polarization of key constituent groups.
Regarding the latter, the coercive interrogation experiment mentioned above
found that emotional contexts affect the impact of other variables on participants’
willingness to support of the use of coercive interrogation.

22Although some experiments compare one (or more) treatment condition(s) to a control condition (where no
value of the independent variable is introduced), these designs must be used ensuring that all experimental scenar-
ios are comparable in terms of length, for instance.

23Although manipulation checks should ideally be used for every independent variable being manipulated in an
experiment, this becomes especially important when varying emotional exposure. Manipulation checks should be
introduced at the end of the postexperimental questionnaire to avoid oversensitizing participants to the key varia-
bles of interest.
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Another area in which experiments might prove a useful tool through which to
study variations in communication style within a single type of securitizing com-
munication support would be to assess the influence of specific securitizing words.
Since the original securitization framework (Buzan, Wæver, and De Wilde 1998),
it is assumed that security words are performative and can trigger perlocutionary
effects broadly speaking—that is, they “produce certain consequential effects
upon the feelings, thoughts or actions of the audience” (Austin 1962, 101). But is
this actually the case? Which words have a particular power to “do something” as
Austin would say—that is, to exert an effect on the chances of success of a securi-
tizing move? How strong exactly is this power? Is this power enhanced if these
words are repeated? To the best of our knowledge, these crucial questions have so
far received no clear and direct answer in the securitization research program,
and experiments excel in isolating these factors. Watson (2012) is right in direct-
ing securitization scholars willing to investigate this kind of question toward
framing studies, which have a good record in experimentally studying the per-
formative dimension of language, with findings sometimes directly related to
securitization dynamics. For example, Baele, Sterck, and Coan (2016) examine
the impact of using numbers in security communication by conducting both a
field and an online survey experiment in which participants were exposed to a
text securitizing tuberculosis (naming it a security threat and calling for excep-
tional measures like tight police control, the criminalization of immigrants and
low-revenue “target populations,” and the possibility of taking urgent executive
action on the issue). One scenario used a text full of quantitative claims whereas
the other one used the exact same text but replaced each quantitative statement
by its best qualitative equivalent.24 Very specific differences were found between
the treatments, demonstrating the need for direct experimental evidence on the
impact of this particular style of communication. Another example is that of
Baele et al. (2015). Use of a field vignette-based experiment allows them to evalu-
ate the respective performative power of the “terrorist” and “Islamist” labels,
which were found to elicit greater levels of fear and greater acceptance of excep-
tional and intrusive mass-surveillance policies than more “neutral” labels like
“gunman.” Studies like these, although not explicitly grounded in securitization
theory, are nonetheless highly pertinent for the study of securitizing moves and
would merit being integrated into a forward-looking experimental agenda for
securitization theory.

What Types of Interactions Between Securitizing Actors and Audience Increase or Decrease the
Likelihood of Securitization?

Experiments can help securitization theory identify, map, and assess the strength
of the numerous variables associated with the actors involved in the securitizing
move, usually conceptualized as the securitizing actor on the one hand and the
targeted actor or audience on the other hand. More crucially, experiments can
help study the interaction between these two sets of actors, backing the kind of
relational approach that has recently been favored by securitization theory. As evi-
denced by research on framing, individuals vary in their responsiveness to
attempts to shape their perceptions and attitudes; motivation, level of education,
time constrains, and previously held beliefs all matter (Chong and Druckman
2007; Sniderman and Theriault 2004).

First, it is well known that the characteristics of the securitizing actor matter in
the success or failure of securitizing moves (e.g., Williams 2003). Bourdieu’s

24For example, “every year 25,000 individuals die in the United States from multiresistant bacterial infections”
in scenario one, and “every year many individuals die in the United States from multiresistant bacterial infections”
in scenario two.
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legacy on “authorized language” and symbolic power (e.g., 1991) has been influ-
ential in shaping securitization theory’s recognition that not everyone has an
equal probability of success in securitizing an issue. However, which of the securi-
tizing actor’s characteristics exactly matter and when is still unclear. Do women,
for example, have a smaller chance of being successful securitizing actors than
men? Do older individuals tend to be more successful than young individuals?
Does occupying a prestigious social position or possessing a higher level of educa-
tion really matter? For example, in the abovementioned experiment of Baele,
Sterck, and Coan (2016), both the quantitative and qualitative scenarios were
delivered by either an individual evidently imbued with attributes enhancing high
scientific legitimacy25 or an individual obviously devoid of these attributes.26 The
experiment disclosed unexpected results, debunking the intuitive idea of an
unambiguously positive effect of legitimacy or “authorized language” in a security
communication akin to a securitizing move. Similarly, the design followed by
Coan et al. (2016) contrasts the type and amount of information individuals seeks
after being confronted with terrorist threat messages (group 1) or government’s
reports of increased risks of terrorist attacks (group 2), highlighting different
effects depending on the status of the source.

An advantage of the experimental method is that not only does it allow
researchers to assess the effects of variables that might not naturally occur often,
but it also allows them to evaluate if a combination of these unlikely factors might
have a confounding effect.27 This can become relevant when studying the effects
of securitizing actors’ gender, ethnicity, or age on securitization for instance, as
we know that women, members of ethnic minorities, and younger individuals are
underrepresented in the security community. Ali, for instance, clearly shows that
the effects of securitizing news on an audience depend on the ethnicity of the
presenter (2014). Similarly, are younger female securitization actors less likely to
be successful in securitizing an issue than older female actors? Employing experi-
ments also offers the opportunity to assess whether or not varying national threat
levels might increase or decrease these effects. Going back to our example: per-
haps in times of eminent threat, women, members of ethnic minorities, and
younger individuals are perceived as being even less credible interlocutors (and
perhaps younger women are the less credible group)?

Second, experiments can also be useful in evaluating the role of the audience.
This remains a relatively unchartered domain in securitization theory. As noted
by Balzacq, “scholars are wont to claim that audience is a crucial element in sanc-
tioning the intersubjective nature of securitization . . . However, the literature sel-
dom provides clear examples of cases that meet the overriding assumption that
an (observable) audience has agreed with the securitizing claims” (2015, 107).
Building on Balzacq’s (2005) and Vuori’s (2008) calls to better problematize the
audience in securitization theory, a series of scholars have tried to offer a more
sophisticated, less one-sided conceptualization of the audience. Léonard and
Kaunert (2011) or Roe (2008) have highlighted the multiplicity of audiences and
hence the complexity of their reception of securitizing moves, which is neither
direct nor self-evident across various audiences. Yet as Herborth and Kessler
(2010) rightly observe, in spite of these efforts the account of the audience in
securitization theory remains quite simplistic, resting on homogenous concep-
tions of large groups who remain passive. We do not know, for example, whether

25A wise-looking older white man with a white lab coat, presented as the “centennial professor of infectious dis-
eases at MIT” and director of an “independent congressional committee” on public health.

26A young man with untidy hairs and a casual jumper, only labelled as a “blogger.”
27Since all these variables and others are linked to the overarching question of legitimacy, the following exam-

ples illustrate the impact of legitimacy taken in its most obvious sense, but other experiments can manipulate varia-
bles not directly or not as clearly linked to legitimacy—for instance how much the intentionality or undecidedness
of the actor affects the success of the move.
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or not men tend to be convinced more easily by securitizing narratives than
women, whether or not education level matters in this process, whether or not
the audience’s expertise, political affiliation, social class, or level of religiosity play
a role, and, if so, exactly what this role would be. The effect of such variables is
routinely controlled for in most rigorous studies in economics, psychology, medi-
cine, and elsewhere, which means that they cannot be dismissed in securitization
research, where it is reasonable to expect that these variables would moderate or
shape resistance to securitizing moves.

In this context, experimental designs can help us learn more about whether or
not specific demographic or other individual factors mediate the effect of experi-
mental manipulations (such as certain securitizing moves or actors) on the likeli-
hood of securitization occurring. That each participant may end up in any of the
experimental groups through random assignment, being exposed to any given
constellation of independent variable manipulation means that they will not self-
select into certain groupings as occurs in the natural world. This can play a very
important role in debunking a homogeneous and passive conceptualization of
audience as it allows distinguishing between, on the one hand, the effects caused
by theoretical variables of interest in a specific study and, on the other hand, dem-
ographic variables that might affect selection into groups more generally.
Building on prior knowledge from adjacent fields, securitization researchers can
suspect that certain variables might play a mediating effect. We know, for
instance, that individuals on either side of the ideological spectrum, or experienc-
ing different emotions or mood,28 are inclined to react differently to political
stimuli, and postexperimental analyses can focus on political affiliation as well as
other theoretically plausible moderating variables such as gender, education, or
ethnicity.29 For example, Baele et al. (2015)’s experiment described above
revealed significant differences in how women and Muslims react to the “terrorist”
and “Islamist” labels,30 thereby contesting the idea that these labels have unam-
biguous effects on a homogeneous audience. Exciting new methodological devel-
opments are now available to help uncover important mediating factors even
when existing theory provides little guidance. These include fitting finite mixture
models (Schlattman 2009; Lanza and Rhoades 2013) that accommodate observed
and unobserved heterogeneity in responsiveness to treatments. This can be partic-
ularly useful when it is difficult to identify a priori what individual-level variables
might play key mediating roles. For example, given the relative novelty of the
recent Brexit referendum and that supporters of both the leave and remaining
camps did not follow clear party lines, Thomson et al. (2017) fitted a finite mix-
ture model to examine which segments of the UK electorate would have sup-
ported the prime minister had he backed down from the campaign promise to
hold the referendum. Given that new areas can be prone to securitization (even if
they had not in the past), it is not difficult to imagine how employing these mod-
els could help advance the field by allowing researchers to closely examine
individual-level variables that affect the probability of specific securitizing moves’
success.

Third, experiments present a unique opportunity to identify interaction pat-
terns between a specific securitizing actor and a particular audience, which can
help us closely examine the interactional dimension that lies at the core of securi-
tization theory. Although previous research might have identified certain variables
as increasing or decreasing the likelihood that an actor will succeed in securitizing

28In framing experiments, even the audience’s emotional state have been shown to “either amplify or depress a
frame’s impact” (Druckman and McDermott 2008, 297).

29This can be done very straightforwardly by interacting these factors with the independent variables (similarly
as one does in natural variance quantitative studies).

30The impact of the “terrorist” label was weaker among women, and the impact of the “Islamist” label was stron-
ger on Muslims.
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an issue, this effect might not carry to different audiences (and might actually
have the opposite effect). It is indeed known that exposure to certain information
or variables can provoke contradictory effects in specific subgroups (Nyhan and
Reifler 2010, 2015), and there is no reason to doubt this when it comes to security
communication. Baele, Sterck, and Coan’s experiment on quantitative versus
qualitative threat narratives (2016), for example, confirmed the idea that legiti-
macy is not an objective feature attached to the speaker; rather, it results from an
intersubjective, context- and group- specific norm on what is recognized and
accepted as legitimacy attributes. Indeed a securitizing actor might enjoy high
legitimacy within a specific group but a very low one within another group, as
Kahan and colleagues’ extensive series of pioneering experiments on risk commu-
nication (e.g., Kahan et al. 2009 on nanotechnologies; Kahan et al. 2012 on cli-
mate change) and security communication (e.g., Kahan and Braman 2003 on gun
control) have shown. Ali’s experiments on securitizing news (2014) provide
emerging evidence on this interdependence of the characteristics of the audience
on the one hand and those of the securitizing actor on the other hand, showing
that people’s acceptance or refusal of a securitizing framing in the news depends
on the trust and credibility they assign to the presenter, which heavily depends on
his/her characteristics (e.g., member of an ethnic minority).

In terms of studying interaction patterns between a specific securitizing actor
and a particular audience, securitization theory could particularly benefit from
experimental efforts already done by audience-cost/democratic accountability
scholars, who claim that executives who act in ways that do not represent popular
preferences will see their approval decrease and therefore strive to act accord-
ingly. As Schultz notes regarding the specific, securitization-related case of mili-
tary crises, “to the extent that leaders value holding office, they are unlikely to
make choices that lead to outcomes with high domestic political costs” (2001, 33).
Methodologically, this means that assessing public opinion only after the execu-
tive has advanced national policy in, say, terms of economic and military coercion
might omit precisely the cases in which the public should theoretically be more
likely to hold their leaders accountable. Thus, experiments have become quite
popular among scholars of democratic accountability (e.g., Tomz 2007; Weeks
2008; Trager and Vavreck 2011), in ways that could inspire securitization scholars
who wish to study the potential costs/benefits of failed/successful or abandoned
securitizing moves. Similarly, survey experiments can be conducted simultane-
ously on two different samples: security elites and the general public. For exam-
ple, Thomson’s work (2017b) is currently examining whether or not security
attitudes match across these samples, and most importantly, whether or not they
can correctly predict what the other sample’s preferences are in the context of
the British Strategic Defence and Security Review. Admittedly, access to a suffi-
ciently large elite sample in order to allow conducting an experiment is difficult
to come by, so experimental contributions to securitization theory in this aspect
are limited.31

Diverse experimental technologies mean that there are countless options for
innovations in research design that can assist in understanding the intersubjective
dynamics that link both types of actors involved in the securitizing move. The
DecTracer, for instance, is an innovative experimental platform that can be espe-
cially valuable for securitization scholars interested in precisely tracing the inter-
subjective intricacies of the securitizing move.32 It is a multilingual web-based
process tracing system that allows experimenters not only to see what decision a
participant made, but can also inform how the actual decision-making process
occurred. Experimental setups can include, for example, access to additional

31Notable exceptions include Chin, Bond, and Geva 2000 or Nyhan and Reifler 2015b.
32Proprietary experimental platform developed for Nehemia Geva by Infinity.

STÉPHANE J. BAELE AND CATARINA P. THOMSON658

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isr/article/19/4/646/3884515 by guest on 18 April 2022

Deleted Text: Dan 
Deleted Text: Sadaf 
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text: ,
Deleted Text: Kenneth 
Deleted Text: ,
Deleted Text: Catarina 
Deleted Text:  (SDSR)
Deleted Text: n
Deleted Text: sufficiently large 
Deleted Text: -


information items individual participants can select to aid their decision-making
process. Participants might be able to see news items from different sources on
their screens and click on one or more to read/listen/view (sources to be intro-
duced might include news items from different broadcasting agencies, govern-
mental intelligence reports, or academic papers). It might very well be the case
that individuals with a given set of demographic characteristics seek more/less/
different information relative to baseline population rates or that seeking addi-
tional input is contingent on personal or institutional traits of the securitizing
actor.

Group decision-making experiments can also be useful. Although they can be
costly to conduct (and the researcher runs the risk of losing some degree of con-
trol over how the independent variable manipulations are introduced), they offer
experimenters the chance to observe individual and group processes simultane-
ously (Morton and Williams 2010). In the context of securitization theory, use of
group experiments could help pinpoint how group dynamics affect relationships
between securitizing actors and the targeted audience. It may very well be that,
when it comes to securitization dynamics, the influence of group pressures plays a
greater role than the actor or that the presence or absence of shared traits
between the securitizing actor and the group significantly affects the chance of
success of the securitizing move (regardless of whether or not an individual
respondent shares this given trait). Designs like these could potentially help
explain the dynamics involved in recent prominent securitizing speeches, like
those on foreigners and immigrants voiced by pro-Brexit and pro-Trump
campaigners.

Which Types of Contexts Make Securitization More Likely to Succeed or Fail?

Particular contexts affect particular securitization outcomes. Put differently, a
securitizing move may prove to be successful in one context but its iteration in
another one may fail. Balzacq (2005) distinguished two levels of context: (1) broad
macrolevel sociocultural environment within which the securitizing move happens (for
instance the “war on terror” period in Western states) and (2) the more immediate
microlevel setting in which the securitizing move takes place (a presidential address,
for instance).33 Other scholars understand context in a more Foucauldian way as
a “local regime of truth” (Salter 2008) or dominant system of beliefs and dis-
course that constrains which securitizing moves could potentially be meaningful
and accepted by the population. Securitization scholars have already documented
the link between securitization context and outcomes, using case-studies or lim-
ited comparative analyses. For example, Mnatsakanyan (2015) has explained the
failure of the British government to get a vote authorizing an intervention in
Syria after the 2013 gassing of children by highlighting the presence of a broad,
post-2003 Iraq war context of defiance against any government justifying foreign
intervention on the basis of weapons of mass destruction.

For the study of how particular contexts shape or constrain the outcome of
securitizing moves, a methodological focus on single case studies makes a lot of
sense, and here experimental designs are certainly less useful. However, securitiza-
tion theory’s account of the context still needs further refinements, and experi-
ments can help answer “whether differences in the outcomes of securitizing
moves can be derived from and explained by differences in contextual features”
(Balzacq, Léonard, and Ruzicka 2016, 9). To ask this question is to adhere to an
“externalist” view of the context (Balzacq 2005), where the context preexists and
is not solely directly coconstituted by the securitizing move—in other words, is

33This distinction is reiterated in Balzacq 2011b, where he distinguishes between “proximal” and “distal”
contexts.
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external to it and therefore “has an independent status, which allows it to influ-
ence security articulations in a distinctive way” (Balzacq, Léonard, and Ruzicka
2016, 10). Not all securitization scholars may endorse this conceptualization of
the context, however.

Paradoxically, experiments are often presented as the perfect method to gener-
ate findings that are not influenced by context. In other words, most experiments
have sought to gain internal validity by making sure that there is no contaminat-
ing impact on the experimental design and therefore results of external elements.
Yet we argue that experiments can help in further conceptualizing and assessing
the role of the context in securitization, in three (albeit limited) ways.

First, experiments can in principle carefully integrate proximal situational varia-
bles within their design, in a way that highlights the effects of microlevel contex-
tual settings. One clear example of an experiment varying the microlevel context
is Darley and Batson’s famous “good Samaritan” study (1973). In this experiment,
all participants were told to go to another building in order to prepare a task, but
some of them were told that they had little time. This design revealed the impact
of a context of time pressure on helping behavior; those who were told they had
little time tended not to help a suffering person lying down in between the two
buildings. One can easily imagine a similar experimental design aimed at evaluat-
ing the effect of specific contextual settings within which the securitizing move
occurs. For example, a laboratory experiment testing participants’ reactions to a
securitizing move could be conducted in which half of the participants wait
“before” the experiment in a room where a TV displays security-related news and
the other half wait in the same room but with the TV showing more trivial pro-
gramming or switched off. Such a design would provide information on the
hypothesis that people with more recent exposure to security-related news are
more likely to back a securitizing move when facing a specific issue.

Second, the role of a broader macrolevel context can also (and perhaps chiefly)
be assessed, this time through replication—that is, running the same experiment in
a series of different contexts broadly conceived, which allows to directly document
the importance of and theorize the workings of the broad context of securitiza-
tion. Contextual variation can be achieved through replication in two ways, either
diachronically—running the exact same securitization experiment regularly
across a long period of time to gain a longitudinal understanding of securitization
and context—or geographically—running the exact same securitization experi-
ment simultaneously in a series of different places to gain an understanding of
how factors like culture, popular references, political history, or recent local
events impact on securitizing moves effects. Such replications could therefore
evaluate the “decisive effect [of the context] not only on the reception of the
securitizing moves, but also on the perception of those who utter them” (Balzacq,
Léonard, and Ruzicka 2016, 11). Another example of such an approach would
seek to test whether or not security speech acts have the same effects across cul-
tures broadly conceived, or if all things being equal, the success/failure of securi-
tizing moves really depends on the contextual features, and if yes, which ones.34

Such an approach could enrich our understanding on the impact of political
events on securitization dynamics—an experiment mimicking an attempt to
securitize immigrants could, for instance, have had very different results if con-
ducted both before and after the recent US presidential campaign.

The third way in which experimental designs can potentially help our under-
standing of the effects contextual factors can have on securitization processes
highlights the role of incentive structures. Experiments that study the role of incentive
structures set up stylized situations (typically called “games”) in which

34Here the line is thin between an assessment of the context and that of the audience, as it can be argued that
the macro-level context eventually influences audience’s perceptions.
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participants’ reactions to expected outcomes (“if you do X, you get Y”) are scruti-
nized. These types of experiments are typically used in behavioral economics,
where participants’ deviations from the rational choice are studied. Ironically,
they are known as “context free” experiments, due to the highly stylized and
abstract scenarios that are typically employed (Dickson 2011). Probably the most
renowned example of such an experimental design is Axelrod’s study of iterated
prisoner’s dilemmas (1984), which revolutionized the way anarchy is conceptual-
ized in international relations. More recently, Bragg, Geva, and Thomson (2016)
designed a stylized cooperation game in order to better understand why the local
population in Afghanistan was not cooperating with security and development
projects designed by the coalition forces. Conducting field work in Afghanistan
was not an option at the time, so the team opted to develop a rational choice
framework to formalize costs and benefits and the respective probabilities that
underlined the choices individuals faced in the particular context in Afghanistan.
Admittedly, this take on context differs from the traditional ways it is perceived in
securitization theory, yet we believe securitization scholars could gain in taking it
into account in order to determine which incentive structures play a role in the
acceptance of securitizing moves. As originally envisioned by the Copenhagen
School, securitizing moves contain a performative element of promise—chiefly the
promise that the threat under consideration is going to be addressed strongly and
urgently with extraordinary policies. Experimental designs could study how partic-
ipants, facing a particular threat situation in a stylized game, respond to various
types of incentives. For instance, a promise to extend the autonomy of intelli-
gence services’ autonomy or putting specific amounts of army personnel in city
streets can be presented in different ways: positively as a reinforcement of citizen
security or as a precondition for their freedom or negatively as a necessary tempo-
rary limitation on citizen rights. This echoes Kahneman and Tversky’s famous
findings on the impact of presenting logically identical information either as loss
risks or gain probabilities (1984; Tverskey and Kahneman 1981). Designs like
these would therefore closely intertwine the context—the very structure of the
game situation and incentives—with the form of the securitizing move—how the
incentives are presented—with which words, according to which logic.

Conclusions

Our objective was to propose ways in which experiments can be applied in securi-
tization research. We believe this would have two important benefits. First, it
would help mitigate two longstanding methodological shortcomings of securitiza-
tion research: difficulties in producing general conclusions that transcend
particularistic results and biases in case selection and analysis. Second, it would
contribute to establishing a more precise understanding of the determinants of
the success or failure of securitizing moves, by examining how the characteristics
of the securitizing move itself, its actors, and context impact audiences’ attitudes.

The article contributes to the broader recent debate on how quantitative meth-
ods can contribute to critical security studies in general. It should, also, be under-
stood as an effort to decompartmentalize securitization theory by bringing it close
to neighboring theories similarly focusing on the use and effects of security lan-
guage and behavior—framing theory, social psychology of intergroup relations,
and cognitive approaches to political perception. We leave open to further
research the task to precisely map these potential links. The overall ambition of
the present article is to help unlock securitization theory’s full potential.

Finally, we would insist that the political and ethical implications of utilizing
experiments to securitization theory should not be underestimated. At the indi-
rect level of what is commonly called the “normative dimension” or “politics” of
securitization theory, the risk is to see experiments providing almost turnkey
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solutions to those who seek to securitize an issue. Wæver rightly reminds us that
securitization theory highlights “the inherently political nature of any designation
of security issues and thus it puts an ethical question at the feet of analysts,
decision-makers and activists alike” (2011, 334). Building a strong and cumulative
empirical research agenda whose ambition is to identify, measure, and map as
precisely as possible the various dynamics of securitization might simply not be
politically (or ethically) prudent. At the second level of the direct ethical issues
related to experiments, experimenting on security in general and securitization
more specifically significantly enhances the classic ethical problems associated
with experiments, chiefly the problem of the participants’ reactions following the
experiment itself.35 For example, if not carefully debriefed, participants in a
securitization experiment could be shocked or even can be led to believe and
endorse the securitizing narratives put forward in the scenario they were exposed
to, since these should precisely have been tailored by the experimenter to trigger a
change in appraisals, beliefs, perceptions, or policy preferences among partici-
pants. Generating emotional distress is a common risk that researchers should be
wary of when debriefing participants postexperiment. As securitization theory’s
main axiom indeed precisely teaches us, people’s reactions and fears should not
be taken lightly.
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