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LETTER

A scarcity literature mischaracterized with an empirical audit
Anuj K. Shaha,1, Jiaying Zhaob , Sendhil Mullainathana , and Eldar Shafirc

O’Donnell et al. (“ODAL”) (1) claim to audit the “scarcity liter-
ature” through a series of replications. We applaud the 
paper’s goals, but have found many serious issues, raising 
questions about its conclusions. Notably, the paper fails as 
an audit of the scarcity literature. i) It includes studies that 
are not about resource scarcity (or even about scarcity at all). 
ii) It fails to implement its own selection criteria. iii) It contains 
analysis errors. iv) Several replications are untrue to the orig-
inal studies.

These issues in ODAL’s original article affect at least 10 out 
of 20 studies (see Fig. 1; for detailed discussion, see ref. 2). To 
be clear, we are not asserting that this is an exhaustive list. 
Quite the opposite. The shockingly high rate of problems 
already uncovered suggests that there are likely more errors 
in the audit that we did not catch (but authors of the original 
studies might identify).

Surprisingly—and unfortunately—ODAL’s Correction con-
tinues to ignore nearly all of these concerns. These issues 
are profoundly problematic, casting doubt on the rigor of 
the entire audit. They cannot be addressed by rhetoric alone.
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Fig. 1. A summary of issues identified with studies included in O’Donnell et al.’s (“ODAL”) originally published empirical audit. We find that at least 10 out of 
their 20 studies included suffer from one or more of the following issues: Original studies were not about resource scarcity (or scarcity at all); original studies did 
not fit ODAL’s a priori sampling criteria; there are significant issues with ODAL’s data or analyses; replications deviate from the original studies (e.g., changes to 
context or conducting the studies online instead of in the laboratory). In ref. 2, we provide detailed explanations for each issue identified. Note: This summary 
is not exhaustive; original authors may identify other issues.D
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We describe four categories of errors in ODAL’s original 
article. First, the audit includes studies that are not about 
resource scarcity. For instance, Emery et al.’s (3) paper is 
about self-expansion and identity; it never uses the word 
“scarcity.” Lee et al. (4) mention scarcity once only to contrast 
it with what they study. Other studies address an entirely 
different meaning of scarcity: limiting product availability as 
a marketing tactic (5, 6).

Second, when surveying a research area, consistent sam-
pling is crucial. ODAL’s audit deviates from its own a priori 
sampling criteria: studies that experimentally manipulated 
scarcity (SI, pp. 2–4). Instead, they include several studies 
that do not manipulate scarcity. Rather than addressing 
these deviations, the paper makes post hoc changes to the 
sampling rule. ODAL do not consistently define or sample 
from the scarcity literature, discrediting their conclusions 
about that literature.

Third, in their replications of work we know well, we found 
errors that give further pause. In their replication of Shah et al. 
(7), ODAL incorrectly coded missing values, ignored outliers 
on income, and ignored the substantially greater skew in their 
data compared to the original data. One of their files scram-
bled the data—misidentifying participants’ conditions. In their 
Correction, ODAL still ignore the greater skew in their data. 
Correcting for these issues with ODAL’s analyses shows that 
their results are largely in line with our original findings.

Additionally, ODAL’s replication of Mani et al. (8) never 
measured one of two main dependent variables, and per-
formance on the remaining variable was dramatically lower 
than that in the original (baseline replication participants 
were ten times more likely to perform at or below chance). 
The original study’s main prediction is that performance will 
be lower in the key experimental condition (versus baseline). 
Because baseline performance was so deficient in ODAL’s 
replication, performance in the experimental condition 
would have had to drop below chance to replicate the orig-
inal effect, thus rendering ODAL’s replication an inadequate 
test of the original hypothesis.

Fourth, we find questionable fidelity to other studies. Four 
studies were originally conducted in the laboratory or field, 
yet replicated online with lower fidelity. In ODAL’s replication 
of Layous et al. (9), attrition is 350% higher than that in the 
original study. Other replications ignore original studies’ con-
texts. For instance, Fernbach et al. (10) studied gift shopping 
during Christmastime; ODAL ignored this essential context, 
conducting replications in March and April.

Empirical audits hold promise. But to be useful—and accu-
rate—they should select studies confined to the audit’s topic, 
adhere to well-defined selection criteria, consult with original 
authors, and conduct replications that maintain fidelity to 
the original work. Failure to do so can mischaracterize a lit-
erature, as appears to have happened here.
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