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Abstract 

Generative AI tools promise to make survey experiments in International Relations (IR) more 

immersive by delivering treatments through realistic, artificially generated videos. But would these 

novel designs offer real methodological gains over traditional text-based vignettes? To address this 

question, we conducted a preregistered experiment with a quota-representative sample of U.S. 

citizens (N = 2,243). Participants responded to a hypothetical scenario of a Russian attack on 

Latvia, a U.S. ally on NATO’s eastern flank, indicating their support for different policy responses. 

The scenario was presented in one of four randomly assigned “communication modalities”: an AI-

generated video, long text with AI-generated images, plain long text, and a short-text vignette 

commonly used in IR survey research. Contrary to our expectations, the AI-generated video did 

not elicit the strongest affective responses or the largest shifts in policy preferences; its effects were 

statistically indistinguishable from plain long-form text and were even marginally weaker than the 

text-with-images treatment. The video’s one advantage was participants’ self-reported satisfaction 

with the survey, in which it outscored the plain-text conditions but not the text-with-images 

vignette. However, all three long-form modalities outperformed the short vignette across every 

outcome measure except attentiveness to the experimental manipulation. Overall, our study found 

no evidence that AI-generated videos provide IR experimentalists with substantial methodological 

benefits. Instead, immersive designs that combine engaging text-based descriptions with AI-

generated images may offer a cost-effective way to enhance the mundane realism and ecological 

validity of treatments in IR survey experiments.  

Keywords 

survey experiment; experimental IR; research design; communication modality; generative AI; 

foreign policy attitudes; ecological validity 
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Introduction 

For much of its history, the field of International Relations (IR) has mostly shied away from using 

experimental methods. To many, studying how states, leaders, and international organizations 

behave seemed irreconcilable with experimental designs commonly used in social psychology, 

sociology, and some subfields of political science and economics (McDermott 2002, 2011). 

However, the turn towards behavioral approaches (Hafner-Burton et al. 2017; Davis and 

McDermott 2021) and the greater affordability of online polling have led to a surge in IR survey 

experiments over the last few decades (Hyde 2015; Kertzer 2021). The particular focus—and, 

arguably, the largest contribution—of these studies has been to investigate the microfoundations 

of macro-level phenomena in world politics, testing many of the key assumptions in our field 

empirically through survey experiments with both publics and elite decision-makers (Kertzer 2017; 

Dietrich et al. 2021; Kertzer and Renshon 2022).  

This is not to say that the employment of survey experiments in IR has been without critique. A 

relatively common one concerns the use of short text-based vignettes describing hypothetical 

situations that do not resemble how individuals consume information about events in international 

politics (Barabas and Jerit 2010; Egami and Hartman 2023). The potential lack of mundane realism 

and concern about ecological validity led some IR scholars to employ elaborate mock news stories 

(Press et al. 2013; Dill et al. 2022; Wayne 2023; Schwartz 2024; Logan 2025), fake social media 

posts (Harris and Lin-Greenberg 2024; Smetana et al. 2024), or cellphone emergency notifications 

(Allison et al. 2022) as experimental stimuli, with scholars still examining and debating the 

advantages and disadvantages of these approaches (Kreps and and Roblin 2019; Brutger et al. 2022; 

Harris and Lin-Greenberg 2025). Today, the advent of new generative AI tools offers an intriguing 

promise: designing even more immersive survey experiments that administer treatments through 

realistic videos generated by artificial intelligence (Becker and Laycock 2023; Schwitter 2025). But 

would such an approach ultimately provide any substantive methodological benefits?  
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So far, no studies in our field have tested the relative advantages and disadvantages of AI-generated 

video designs compared to text-based or text-and-images vignettes commonly used by IR scholars. 

In this article, we aim to address this gap through an original survey experiment that tests the 

relative effectiveness of these different “communication modalities” within the broader study of 

public attitudes toward collective defense. In a preregistered online study of American citizens (N 

= 2,243), we presented participants with a scenario of Russian aggression against Latvia, a U.S. ally 

geographically positioned on NATO’s eastern flank. We randomly assigned participants to 2 × 4 

treatment conditions based on the type of Russian aggression (a conventional military invasion or 

a covert “hybrid” operation) and the communication modality for the scenario displayed in the 

survey (AI-generated video, long text with AI-generated images, long text, and short text-based 

vignette). We then examined the relative performance of each communication modality in terms 

of participants’ affective response to the treatment, policy preference in the given scenario, 

attentiveness, and overall satisfaction with taking the survey.  

We found that, contrary to our expectations, it was not the AI-generated video design that elicited 

the strongest affective response. Although this modality performed better than the traditional 

short-text vignette, its effect was statistically indistinguishable from a long-text description of the 

scenario and was even marginally weaker than that of the text-with-images condition. The level of 

public support for a military response to defend Latvia was comparable across all three long-version 

vignette treatments and significantly weaker in the short-version treatment. Respondent 

attentiveness, measured by successful completion of the manipulation check, was generally high, 

with the highest level in the short vignette version, suggesting that the brief text may have made 

the key information more salient for participants in our experiment. We found the strongest 

evidence in favor of using the AI-generated video for participants’ satisfaction with the survey, 

with the video seen as particularly engaging and, together with text-with-images, the most positively 

evaluated communication modality.    
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The results of our study suggest that we should not be overly optimistic about the AI-generated 

videos significantly improving the effectiveness of IR survey experiments. What appears clear from 

our findings is that more elaborate, longer, and more immersive vignettes that aim to engage 

participants and draw them more “into” the scenario can elicit significantly different emotional 

responses and, in turn, yield different results with respect to the outcome measures of interest. The 

clear “winner” among the communication modalities we tested in our experiment is exactly this 

type of long, engaging text accompanied by realistic AI–generated images. Given that this approach 

also requires significantly fewer resources than generating realistic videos for individual treatment 

arms, our tentative recommendation to our colleagues is that, in the absence of further evidence, 

the immersive text-with-images designs represent the optimal communication modality for IR 

survey experiments when realism and ecological validity are key design considerations. 

We proceed as follows. First, we review the use of various communication modalities in IR survey 

experiments and the limited attempts in our field to test their relative effectiveness. Second, we 

discuss our theoretical expectations and hypotheses regarding the use of AI–generated visual 

survey designs. Third, we introduce the design of our experiment. Fourth, we summarize the results 

of our preregistered analyses. We conclude by discussing the implications of our findings for IR 

scholarship.  

Communication Modalities in IR Survey Experiments 

The typical way to conduct survey experiments in IR has always been to administer brief, text-

based vignettes describing variations of a hypothetical scenario in world politics. For example, 

Tomz (2007), one of the most-cited survey experimental studies in IR, is based on a two-paragraph, 

fairly abstract scenario that describes how an unnamed state “sent its military to take over a 

neighboring country” and how the U.S. president responded. The participants in the study were 

then asked whether they approved or disapproved of the president’s handling of the situation. 
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To increase the mundane realism of their experiments, some IR scholars have opted for more 

elaborate communication modalities, such as “mock news” vignettes that resemble actual 

newspaper articles in both writing style and graphical representation. Perhaps the most typical 

example of this approach is the “Atomic Aversion” study by Press, Sagan, and Valentino (2013), 

who exposed their participants to a fictional newspaper story about military strikes against Al 

Qaeda’s facility (see Dill et al. 2022; Wayne 2023; Schwartz 2024; Logan 2025 for a similar 

approach). Other scholars simulated the public communication of elite decision-makers through 

social media mockups, such as short-form “tweets” from official government accounts (Harris and 

Lin-Greenberg 2024; Smetana et al. 2024). Allison et al. (2022) used a mock emergency alert that 

mimics the notifications displayed on mobile phones (see Figure 1 for these three types of graphical 

vignettes).  

 

 

Figure 1. Examples of contextually realistic graphics in IR survey experiments. From left: news story (Press et 
al. 2013), social media post (Harris and Lin-Greenberg 2024), and emergency alert (Allison et al. 2022).   
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The jury is still out on the extent to which these approaches provide substantial methodological 

benefits over the more prevalent short-form text-based vignettes. A study by Kreps and Roblin 

(2019) found few differences in performance between plain-text and mock news, although the latter 

mitigated some confounding effects of short, abstract vignettes. Brutger et al. (2022) found no 

substantive changes in results from studies that used more abstract or more detailed experimental 

stimuli, but they did find that including more contextual information in the vignette ultimately 

dampened the effect of the experimental treatment. Harris and Lin-Greenberg (2025) tested 

contextually realistic graphics and found that their employment did not lead to substantially 

different outcomes compared with purely text-based vignettes.  

Beyond the use of illustrative images and graphic elements, adjacent fields have also recently started 

employing “deepfakes” (Vaccari and Chadwick 2020; Dobber et al. 2021; Hameleers et al. 2022; 

Barari et al. 2025; Dan 2025; Weikmann et al. 2025; Hameleers et al. 2026) and AI-edited video 

footage (Wu et al. 2026) in their survey experiments. In IR, however, we have not yet observed 

scholars leveraging the AI revolution and employing AI-generated videos in experimental 

treatments. In fact, even the use of non-AI video formats has been extremely rare in IR so far, with 

Green-Riley et al. (2022)’s use of existing footage of the violent repression of public protests 

representing a rare example. Given that video (particularly distributed via social media platforms) 

has become a dominant form of news consumption (Newman et al. 2025), using AI-generated 

videos as a potentially engaging and realistic format for depicting international events in IR survey 

experiments appears to be a promising avenue. Yet, we still lack empirical evidence on whether 

video use would provide IR researchers with substantive benefits over existing approaches—an 

important gap our study aims to fill.  
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Theoretical Expectations and Hypotheses 

Existing research on communication modalities—the form in which messages are 

communicated—already provides us with arguments for why and how AI-generated video could 

potentially perform differently in IR survey experiments than vignettes based on plain text or text 

accompanied by images. Early studies in this area found that some types of messages could be 

more persuasive in video form than in audio or plain text (Chaiken and Eagly 1976), although 

others showed that the type of medium can interact with the source of the message (Andreoli and 

Worchel 1978) and that the persuasive advantage can be relatively small in the context of political 

videos (Wittenberg et al. 2021). Across different situational contexts, studies have shown that video 

can elicit stronger emotional responses than text (Fishfader et al. 1996; Glasford 2013). Others 

have demonstrated the potential of the video modality for political fact-checking (Young et al. 

2018) and for communicating scientific consensus (Goldberg et al. 2019). Through testing both 

traditional and virtual reality video vignettes against text, van Zelderen et al. (2025) found that 

participants generally preferred more immersive designs and that these designs can be useful for 

building more ecologically valid surveys (cf. Aguinis and Bradley 2014). 

The revolution in generative AI tools has recently sparked debate over their potential to design 

realistic images and videos for survey experiments (Davidson 2024; Schwitter 2025). Eberl et al. 

(2022) demonstrated that, even without specialized knowledge, social scientists can generate 

convincing “deepfake” videos and use them effectively in experimental manipulations. However, 

while the deepfakes of political messaging have been employed quite extensively in survey designs 

over the past few years (Vaccari and Chadwick 2020; Dobber et al. 2021; Hameleers et al. 2022; 

Barari et al. 2025; Dan 2025; Weikmann et al. 2025; Hameleers et al. 2026), they primarily involve 

deepfake techniques such as face-swapping or voice-cloning rather than natively generated text-to-

video or image-to-video. Overall, we have not yet observed attempts to use the new generative AI 

tools to design videos depicting complex situational developments relevant to IR scholars. And 
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that also means that, so far, we do not know whether these novel tools could provide tangible 

benefits in experimental studies of phenomena relevant to our field.   

Our study aims to leverage these new text-to-video and image-to-video AI tools to design an 

original audiovisual vignette depicting a fictional international crisis that concerns an ally of our 

participants’ country. As in other studies on the microfoundations of collective defense (Tomz and 

Weeks 2021; Tomz et al. 2023; Gomez et al. 2025; Smetana et al. 2026), participants face a dilemma 

about whether to support defending the victim of aggression under the given treatment. Although 

we also include some novel contextual manipulations in our experiment—such as varying between 

a conventional military invasion and a “hybrid” operation—the key focus of our study is on 

manipulating and testing the effectiveness of the communication modality: AI-generated video, 

long text accompanied by AI-generated images, plain long text, and a short survey vignette of the 

type most commonly used in IR survey research. 

Building on the existing scholarly literature, we formulated a priori theoretical expectations about 

the benefits of an AI-generated video vignette relative to text-only and text-with-images modalities. 

Given the greater immersive potential of the video format, we expected that modality to generate 

a stronger affective response to the international crisis (cf. Glasford 2013), which would then lead 

to shifts in policy preferences (in our study, an increased support for defending the ally; see Wayne 

2023 for a similar causal reasoning). We also expected that the participants would find this novel 

format significantly more engaging (cf. van Zelderen et al. 2025), resulting in higher levels of 

attentiveness and satisfaction with completing the survey. We preregistered1 the following formal 

hypotheses prior to data collection: 

 

1 We provide the preregistration protocol and the detailed discussion of the deviations from the preregistered sampling 
and analytical plans in Appendix 1. Note that although the hypotheses are formulated identically to those in the 
preregistration, we renumbered them so that they correspond to the survey flow discussed in the next section.   
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Ñ Affective response (H1): Participants who watch an AI-generated video vignette exhibit a stronger affective 

response to the treatment than participants who read a text-only vignette (H1a) or a vignette combining text and 

AI-generated images (H1b). 

Ñ Support for military engagement (H2): Participants who watch an AI-generated video vignette will be 

more supportive of direct military engagement than participants who read a text-only vignette (H2a) or a vignette 

combining text and AI-generated images (H2b). 

Ñ Attention (H3): Participants who watch an AI-generated video vignette are more attentive to the treatment than 

participants who read a text-only vignette (H3a) or a vignette combining text and AI-generated images (H3b). 

Ñ Satisfaction (H4): Participants who watch an AI-generated video vignette will evaluate the survey more 

positively than participants who read a text-only vignette (H4a) or a vignette combining text and AI-generated 

images (H4b). 

 

Experimental Design 

To test our theoretical expectations on the potential benefits of using AI-generated videos in 

experimental IR, we designed and preregistered an original online survey experiment.2 Figure 2 

summarizes the logic of our experimental design and the survey flow, which we elaborate on in 

this section. 

After consenting to the study and responding to a battery of sociodemographic questions, the 

participants were randomly assigned to four conditions based on four different communication 

modalities: an AI-generated video (treatment A), long text accompanied by AI-generated images 

(treatment B), plain long text (treatment C), and a short survey vignette (treatment D).  

 

2 See Appendix 2 for the full survey instrument.  
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Figure 2. Experimental design/survey flow. 
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Based on the treatment assignment, participants were informed that they would watch a video (A), 

read a text with illustrative images (B), or read a text (C and D) depicting an international crisis. We 

cautioned that the scenario is fictional, but participants should imagine how they would feel if the 

crisis were to occur in real life. Groups A and B were additionally informed that they would see 

AI-generated content; as we learned from focus groups that we organized prior to fielding the 

experiment, many participants tend to overfocus on analyzing whether they are seeing real or AI-

generated content unless they know upfront that it is the latter and that distinguishing between the 

two is not the aim of the study. To ensure that all participants had at least some basic knowledge 

relevant to the scenario, we also provided them with a map showing Russia, Latvia, and other 

NATO allies, along with a pre-treatment brief on NATO as a military alliance and its collective 

defense commitments under Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty. 

In each group, we used the respective modality to depict an international crisis concerning Latvia, 

a U.S. ally on NATO’s eastern flank. There were two randomly assigned versions of the crisis 

scenario.3 In version α (“conventional invasion”), participants were told that Russian military forces 

had crossed the border into Latvia, with armored vehicles and troops advancing towards 

Daugavpils, a Latvian city with a predominantly ethnic Russian population. In version β (“hybrid 

operation”), participants were instead told that a large number of unidentified, Russian-speaking, 

armed men seized key infrastructure in Daugavpils. In both versions, the Latvian Prime Minister 

invoked Article 5, calling upon the allies to defend Latvia. With the four communication modality 

treatments, we ended up with 8 experimental groups (2 × 4 conditions).     

 

3 Given the methodological focus of our study, our main motivation for varying these two scenarios was to demonstrate 
how researchers can practically use the generative text-to-video and image-to-video AI tools to experimentally vary 
relevant aspects of the video-vignettes while keeping others constant. However, investigating the differences in public 
support for assisting allies across the conventional and hybrid scenarios is, by itself, of substantive interest in our field; 
see, for example, Binnendijk and Priebe (2019). 
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To achieve high levels of mundane realism, the AI video generated for treatments A/α and A/β 

was designed as a news broadcast.4 After the opening sting, the news anchor described the basic 

contours of the crisis as “breaking news” and showed videos of the invasion that Latvian citizens 

had uploaded to social media (see Figure 3). The broadcast then turned to a live press conference 

by the Latvian Prime Minister, who declared the State of Emergency and asked NATO for military 

assistance. Both versions of the video were 1:50 minutes long and completely identical in form and 

content except for the description of the nature of the military operation (conventional/hybrid). 

Figure 3. Screenshots from the AI-generated video vignette.  

To maintain consistency in the level of contextual detail, the treatments B/α, B/β, C/α, and C/β 

were administered as transcripts of the news broadcast used for treatments A/α and A/β. Whereas 

the C groups only read the plain-text description, the B groups read an identical text accompanied 

by 8 screenshots from the video vignette (see Appendix 2).  

Groups D/α and D/β instead read a short description of the scenario in the style of the typical 

vignettes used in most IR experiments. Although we did not preregister any formal hypotheses for 

these additional treatments, we included them in the analysis to explore whether this more typical 

vignette would differ significantly from the non-traditional long-text transcript used in C/α and 

C/β.  

 

4 We discuss the process of creating the AI video and provide the links to the full video vignettes in Appendix 3.  
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After treatment administration, participants completed several post-treatment items that served as 

dependent variables (DVs) in testing our hypotheses. To test H1 (Affective response), we first provided 

a brief “focus item” that asked participants to consider how serious the situation would be for the 

U.S. security if it happened in real life. In turn, we asked how they felt when thinking about the 

situations, providing them with 14 emotion items in randomized order (each on a 1–5 ordinal 

scale). We grouped them into the following subscales: fear (α = .94), anger (α = .92), sadness (α = 

.72), and positive emotions (α = .88), and used the overall negative affect composite across all nine 

negative items (α = .91) as the main dependent variable (DV1) for testing the differences in affective 

response across conditions. 

To test H2 (Policy response), we asked the participants to indicate their support (1–7 scale) for six 

policy options displayed in random order: (1) imposing new economic sanctions on Russia, (2) 

supplying weapons and ammunition to Latvia, (3) conducting cyber strikes against Russia, (4) 

conducting missile strikes against Russian forces in Latvia, (5) sending U.S. troops to defend Latvia, 

and (6) using U.S. nuclear weapons preventively against Russian nuclear forces. We selected 

support for item 4 (“missile strikes”) as the operationalization of the “direct military action” in H2. 

Missile strikes arguably provide a relatively high-validity indicator of support for the use of force; 

it has been a relatively common military tool in U.S. foreign policy over the past years, and its 

selection for an outcome measure minimizes confounding considerations such as concerns about 

troop casualties in a ground operation (item 5) or the constraining effects of international 

prohibitory norms (item 6). Item 4, therefore, serves as the main dependent variable (DV2) to test 

differences in support for direct military engagement across conditions, although we additionally 

provide corresponding exploratory analyses for all six policy items. 

To test H3 (Attention), we administered a single forced-choice manipulation check aiming to find 

whether the participants were able to correctly identify what situation had been depicted in the 

vignette (i.e., a conventional invasion in treatment α or a “hybrid operation” in β; we also provided 
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three distractor descriptions and an “I don’t know” option). The correct response (0/1) was used 

as a binary dependent variable (DV3) to test differences in attention across conditions. The survey 

also included a single forced attention check, requiring participants to identify the invaded country.5  

To test H4 (Satisfaction), we asked participants how interesting they found the survey, how likely 

they would be to participate in a similar survey in the future, and how engaging they found it (on a 

1–7 scale for each item). We then created an index comprising these three items (α = .78) and used 

it as a dependent variable (DV4) to assess survey satisfaction across conditions.  

Before taking the survey, the participants were informed about the aims of the study, the voluntary 

nature of their participation, the anonymization of their responses, and their right to pause or 

terminate their participation at any time (see the Informed Consent form in Appendix 2). We also 

informed them that although no detrimental after-effects were expected from taking the survey, 

the study included information about a severe international crisis, and the experience might be 

distressing for individuals with personal experience of war or other armed conflict. All participants 

were nevertheless informed that the scenario was fictional and the video and images were AI-

generated. All participants were paid fairly in accordance with the standards on the selected data 

collection platform. The study was assessed and approved by the Commission for Ethics in 

Research at [anonymized]. 

We launched the data collection in April 2026. We used the online platform Prolific to recruit a 

quota-representative sample (N = 2,720) that approximates the U.S. adult population in terms of 

gender, age, and party affiliation.6 After applying preregistered exclusion criteria (incomplete 

 

5 In Appendix 7, we present the results of the robustness check analysis with only those participants who passed the 
attention and manipulation checks. 
6 In Appendix 4, we provide a power analysis for our experiment and discuss the sample size requirements. 
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responses, age verification failures, and bot-honeypot detection7 through the final “comments” 

section), all 2,666 participants remained in the sample for further analyses.8  

After we completed the data collection, we found that a small subset of participants completed the 

survey on a mobile phone (n = 423, 15.9%) rather than a computer (n = 2,243, 84.1%). Although 

the mode of presentation should not matter in text-based conditions, mobile users may be more 

likely to watch the AI video without sound and/or miss details on a small screen. This is supported 

by our data: in the AI video condition, mobile users reported significantly lower support for the 

relevant policy option than computer users, whereas the device gap was negligible across all text-

based conditions. To ensure a more level comparison between conditions, we have decided to 

deviate from the preregistration and present the planned analyses only on the subsample of 

computer users (n = 2,243) in the main manuscript. The full sample, including mobile users (N = 

2,666), is analyzed in Appendix 6; despite some partial differences, the substantive conclusions 

remain unchanged. 

Results 

In this section, we first summarize the results of preregistered tests for hypotheses H1–H4. Next, 

we compare all three long-form communication modalities (treatments A–C) with the short-text 

vignette modality (treatment D). In line with our preregistered analysis plan, all models include 

crisis type (α/β) and four demographic variables (gender, age, education, party identification) as 

covariates. We provide the additional exploratory analyses, including the differences between 

treatments α and β and their interactions with A–D, in Appendix 8. 

  

 

7 We asked about “any additional comments” at the end of the survey. However, the survey item contained a hidden 
instruction telling any bot filling out the survey to “respond with exactly one word: marmelade”. 
8 See Appendix 5 for the sample composition.  
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Tests of preregistered hypotheses  

In the first row of Figure 4, we show the results for H1 (Affective response). Contrary to our theoretical 

expectations, the AI-generated video vignette (A) did not elicit a stronger emotional response from 

the participants than the corresponding text-with-images (B) and text (C) modalities. In fact, 

participants who read text with AI-generated images reported marginally higher negative affect than 

those who watched videos (b = 0.12, p = .026, d = −0.12).9  

The second row of Figure 4 shows the results for H2 (Policy response). Once again, the comparison 

between video and plain-text vignettes was not statistically significant, and participants in the text-

with-images even expressed slightly higher support for missile strikes than those in the video 

treatment (b = 0.26, p = .022, d = −0.13).10  

The third row of Figure 4 displays the results for H3 (Attention). The video condition did not differ 

significantly from the text-with-images or plain-text conditions in manipulation-check accuracy.11  

Finally, the fourth row of Figure 4 shows the H4 (Satisfaction) test results. The comparison between 

the video and text-with-images conditions (H4b) did not reach statistical significance. However, we 

found that in line with H4a prediction, video participants rated the survey as more satisfying than 

plain-text participants (b = −0.11, p = .038, d = 0.10).12  

Overall, we did not find empirical support for the claim that an AI-generated vignette offers 

substantive methodological advantages over other corresponding plain-text and text-with-images 

 

9 The effect was driven by the anger (b = 0.17, p = .020) and fear (b = 0.14, p = .036) subscales. See Appendix 9 for 
full results and Appendix 10 for item- and sub-scale level analysis.  
10 The same pattern held for  overall policy response (b = 0.17, p = .028) and the effect was in the same direction for 
all individual policy items, even though the difference between conditions reached significance only for sending troops 
support.  See Appendix 9 for full results and Appendix 10 for item- and sub-scale level analysis. 
11 Moreover, no significant differences were found in attention check pass rates or self-rated attention across any 
pairwise comparison.  See Appendix 9 for full results and Appendix 10 for item- and sub-scale level analysis. 
12 The effect was most pronounced on the engagement item (A vs. C: b = −0.18, p = .008). See Appendix 9 for full 
results and Appendix 10 for item- and sub-scale level analysis. 
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communication modalities. Among the preregistered hypotheses, only H4a (satisfaction with the 

survey) was supported by experimental evidence in our study. 

   

 

Figure 4. Preregistered tests of hypotheses H1–H4.  In the left panel, points show unstandardized regression 
coefficients with 95% CIs for each communication-modality contrast relative to the AI-video condition (A) as the 
reference category. Estimates are from OLS regressions (n = 2,194), except for Attention (H3), which is a logistic 
regression (coefficients on the log-odds scale). All models control for the crisis type and participants’ gender, age, 
education, and party identification. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. The right panel shows the model-estimated 
marginal means with 95% CIs for each condition (A–C), rescaled to 0–1 (as a proportion of each measure’s scale range; 
for Attention, we show the predicted probability of a correct manipulation check). 
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Comparison with a short-text vignette 

As an additional exploratory analysis, we also investigated differences between the three long-form 

communication modalities (AI-generated video, text-with-images, and long text) and the short-text 

vignette, which is commonly used in IR survey experiments. Figure 5 shows the tests for DV1–

DV4 with the short-text treatment D as a reference category.13 

Our results show that the short-text vignette consistently yielded the weakest responses across 

most outcome measures in our study. All three long-form formats showed significantly higher 

negative affect (all bs = 0.18–0.31, all ps ≤ .001), including anger (all bs = 0.22–0.39, all ps ≤ .002), 

fear (all bs = 0.21–0.34, all ps ≤ .002), and sadness (all bs = 0.12–0.18, all ps ≤ .048). The participants 

in the three long-form experimental groups also expressed greater support for missile strikes (all bs 

= 0.40–0.67, all ps ≤ .001) and for the overall policy support for Latvia (all bs = 0.30–0.47, all ps ≤ 

.001). An exploratory mediation analysis indicates that roughly one-third of the difference in 

missile-strike support between long-form and short-form texts is mediated by heightened fear and 

anger.14 The participants also found the video (b = 0.22, p < .001), text-with-images (b = 0.17, p = 

.002), and longer text (b = 0.11, p = .043) more satisfying than the short vignette. 

There was, however, one measure in which the common short-text vignette outperformed the 

remaining three communication modalities: participants’ attention, measured by successful 

completion of the manipulation check. Condition D showed a higher manipulation check accuracy 

than video (b = 0.86, p < .001), text-with-images ( b = 0.78, p < .001), and long-text vignette ( b = 

0.56, p = .010). This suggests short vignettes may be appropriate when effective treatment uptake 

is the key design consideration, although at a cost, as more detailed treatment modalities increase 

immersion.  

 

 

13 See Appendix 13 for full results.  
14 See Appendix 12 for full results. 
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Figure 5. Comparison of a short-text vignette with the long-form formats. In the left panel, points show 
unstandardized regression coefficients with 95% CIs for each communication modality, with the short-text vignette 
(D) as the reference category. Estimates are from OLS regressions (n = 2,194), except for Attention (H3), which is a 
logistic regression (coefficients on the log-odds scale). All models control for crisis type and respondent gender, age, 
education, and party identification. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. The right panel shows the model-estimated 
marginal means with 95% CIs for each condition (A–D), rescaled to 0–1 (as a proportion of each measure’s scale 
range; for Attention, we show the predicted probability of a correct manipulation check). 
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Discussion and Conclusions 

Our study is the first to test the performance of AI-generated video vignettes compared to other 

communication modalities in IR survey experiments. The findings suggest that we should be 

cautious about the promise of immersive, AI-generated videos for experimental research in our 

field. Building on earlier communication modality research from other disciplines (e.g., Glasford 

2013; van Zelderen et al. 2025), we expected that the AI-generated video would elicit stronger 

affective responses, higher levels of support for punitive policy response, and greater attentiveness 

to the given scenario. However, when we provided participants with the same amount of contextual 

detail through text-with-images and plain-text vignettes, we found no empirical support for these 

expectations. The only measure for which the expected effect was satisfaction with taking the 

survey in the AI-video condition compared to the plain-text vignette, suggesting that survey-takers 

prefer novel, more engaging formats to traditional ones.  

Yet, we still found significant differences when comparing these three long-form modalities to the 

traditional short-text vignettes commonly used by IR researchers. All three longer formats 

systematically elicited stronger emotional responses, higher support for the policy options 

proposed in the survey, and greater survey satisfaction. The only measure in which the short 

vignette outperformed the others was the successful completion of the manipulation check, 

suggesting that the short format may have made the key information more salient and, therefore, 

easier for participants to recall.  

This raises a further question: does the short format’s recall advantage also translate into a stronger 

nested treatment effect, as Brutger et al. (2022) would predict? Their account holds that contextual 

detail dampens nested manipulations: participants absorb less of the treatment, which consequently 

moves them less in the predicted direction. Our results partially support this claim. In the short-

text condition, hybrid scenarios reduced composite policy support relative to a conventional 

invasion; however, the short-text condition differed significantly from all three long-form 
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modalities in which the effect of the crisis type disappeared (see Appendix 8). Yet the long-form 

modalities apparently did not merely serve as noise diluting the treatment signal; they exerted 

independent effects, heightening affective response, policy support, and satisfaction. Our 

exploratory mediation analysis points to a possible mechanism: long-form formats heightened fear 

and anger, which, in turn, led to greater policy support.15 In other words, the richer, more immersive 

modalities did not simply mute the nested manipulation; they might have added their own signals 

that ran counter to the manipulation and possibly overwhelmed it.  

Overall, our findings provide an important contribution to the scholarly debate over the pros and 

cons of using different vignette designs in IR experiments (Kreps and Roblin 2019; Brutger et al. 

2022; Harris and Lin-Greenberg 2025). Drawing on our results, our tentative methodological 

recommendation for IR experimentalists leans towards designing more engaging, longer-form 

vignettes accompanied by AI-generated images when ecological validity is a key design concern. 

This communication modality remains significantly cheaper and less time-consuming than 

generating realistic AI videos and appears to perform at least as well—and sometimes even better—

on relevant indicators.16 Future research could build on our work, test these AI-generated visual 

treatments in other IR-relevant contexts, and explore alternative ways these novel designs can 

further improve survey experiments in our field.   

 

  

 

15 See Appendix 12. 
16 We recommend Schwitter (2025) for a thorough discussion of both benefits and potential practical and ethical 
challenges when implementing AI-generated visuals in survey experiments. 
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Data availability statement: 

The data supporting the findings of this study are openly available on the [anonymized] at [anonymized] 

AI-tools statement: 

We used several generative AI tools to create visual materials for treatments A (an AI-generated 

video) and B (a long text with AI-generated images). The detailed description of these digital tools 

and their use in our study is provided in the supplementary Appendix 3. Moreover, we used the 

Premium version of Grammarly (v. 1.2.282.1933) and Anthropic Claude (Opus 5 model) to 

proofread the manuscript.  
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