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Week 8: 
Within-case inference



Recap

•Inference:
•Descriptive
•Causal



Plan for this week

•Making valid inferences within cases:
•Randomized controlled trials
•Process-tracing



Randomized controlled trials (RCTs)

•Administration of treatment
•Random assignment into treatment and control groups
•Advantages:

•Compelling evidence of the existence of  
causal relationships and their strength

•Limitations:
•Ethics and feasibility
•Limited external validity
•Inferential black box



Process-tracing

•Limitations:
•External validity
•Indirect evidence of causality

•Advantages:
•Wide applicability
•Causal mechanisms



Process-tracing

•Collier:
•“[S]ystematic examination of diagnostic evidence selected and 

analyzed in light of research questions and hypotheses posed by 
the investigator.”

•“[A]n analytic tool for drawing descriptive and causal inferences 
from diagnostic pieces of evidence—often understood as part of 
a temporal sequence of events or phenomena.”

•Fairfield:
•The inference process can be formalized as a sequence of tests 

where each piece of diagnostic evidence increases or decreases 
the plausibility of the hypothesis under consideration.”



Process-tracing

•Bennett:
•“This mode of analysis is closely analogous  

to a detective attempting to solve a crime by  
looking at clues and suspects and piecing together  
a convincing explanation, based on fine-grained  
evidence that bears on potential suspects’ means,  
motives, and opportunity to have committed  
the crime in question.”

•Sherlock Holmes:
•“When you have excluded the impossible, whatever  

remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”
• Doyle, Arthur Conan. 1892. The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. London: G. Newnes.



Process-tracing: descriptive inference

•Daniel Lerner:
•Rapid transformation of the Turkish village  

of Balgat from ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’ in  
the 1950s

• Lerner, Daniel. 1958. The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East. Free Press:  
Glencoe, Illinois.



Process-tracing: causal inference

•Bennett:
•“Process tracing, which focuses on  

the diagnostic intervening steps in  
a hypothesized causal process,  
can provide inferential leverage on  
two problems that are difficult to  
address through statistical analysis  
alone.”



Process-tracing: causal inference
•Bennett:

•“The first is the challenge of establishing causal direction: if X 
and Y are correlated, did X cause Y, or did Y cause X? Careful 
process tracing focused on the sequencing of who knew what, 
when, and what they did in response, can help address this 
question. It might, for example, establish whether an arms race 
caused a war, or whether the anticipation of war caused an 
arms race. 
A second challenge is that of potential spuriousness: If X and Y 
are correlated, is this because X caused Y, or is it because some 
third variable caused both X and Y? Here, process tracing can 
help establish whether there is a causal chain of steps 
connecting X to Y, and whether there is such evidence for other 
variables that may have caused both X and Y.”



Process-tracing: “Silver Blaze”



Process-tracing: tests



Process-tracing: tests



Process-tracing: tests



Process-tracing: tests



Process-tracing: Fairfield

•2005 tax reform in Chile:
•Centrality of economic inequality in  

a presidential election campaign
•Type of vertical equity appeal

•Hoop and smoking gun tests



Inference and reasoning

•Deduction
•Induction
•Abduction



Takeaways

•Uses, advantages, and limitations of RCTs and process-tracing 
—>

•Cross-case inference


