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Today

❍ A brief history of social science research (1854–present)

❍ A brief introduction to LATEX

Slide 2 of 56



19thC causal inference Present-day social science Credibility Revolution Observational data & Experiments

In 1854, a cholera epidemic hit London

❍ In 1848–49: 54,000 die in England and Wales

❍ In 1854: Another 20,000 dead
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The prevailing theories

❍ From bad air rising from organic matter (miasma theory)

❍ Cholera correlated with lower altitude

‚ Cleaner air at higher altitudes?

❍ Cholera is correlated with one’s occupation (e.g. egg
merchants, fish mongers, cowkeepers)

❍ No germ theory of disease
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A government report concludes that cholera was caused
by:

1. Stagnant air due to a lack of wind

2. High barometric pressure

3. High river water temperature at night
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But an important English physician thinks otherwise

❍ John Snow, M.D., believes that cholera was transmitted
through water
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In 1850s London, there were many different water
companies

❍ Many take water from the Thames: a river heavily polluted by
sewage

❍ In 1849, Lambeth water company moved upstream

❍ Southwark and Vauxhall water company stayed downstream
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John Snow’s insight

❍ The location of these companies was a “natural” or “quasi-”
experiment

❍ But this would be only to the extent that people served by
Lambeth Co., and by Southwark and Vauxhall Co. was as-if
randomly assigned to people in the area
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Snow investigates differences between the houses
supplied by each company:

❍ 300,000 people served by the companies in total

❍ Rich and poor

❍ From houses small and large

❍ People of similar profiles across sex, age, & occupation

❍ A single house often has a water supply different on either side
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“As there is no difference whatever either in the houses or the
people receiving the supply of the two Water Companies, or in any
of the physical conditions with which they are surrounded, it is
obvious that no experiment could have been devised which would
more thoroughly test the effect of water supply on the progress of
Cholera than this.”

– John Snow (1855)
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Snow’s results:

Number of Cholera Deaths per
Company houses deaths 10,000 houses

Lambeth (Ti = 0) 26,107 98 37 / 10,000
Southwark & Vauxhall (Ti = 1) 40,046 1,263 315 / 10,000
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What is stunning is that Snow had these insights within
an inauspicious context:

❍ Before knowledge of the benefits of randomization

❍ Before much knowledge of statistical inference

❍ Before widespread use of graphing
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“Snow did some brilliant detective work on non-experimental data.
What is impressive is not the statistical technique, but the
handling of the scientific issues. He made steady progress from
shrewd observation through case studies to analyze ecological data.
In the end, he found and analyzed a natural experiment.”

– David Freedman (1991)

Slide 16 of 56



19thC causal inference Present-day social science Credibility Revolution Observational data & Experiments

Fast-forward two centuries..
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But also impressive large-scale social science field
experiments
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The growth in empirical research
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1970s and 1980s

“The 1970s and early 1980s saw rapid growth in mainframe
computer size and power. Stata had yet to appear, but magnetic
tape jockeys managed to crunch more and more numbers in
increasingly elaborate ways. For the most part, however, increased
computing power did not produce more credible estimates.”

– Angrist & Pischke (2010)
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Garbage-can regressions:

“Many social scientists believe that dumping long lists of
explanatory variables into linear regression, probit, logit, and other
statistical equations will successfully ‘control’ for the effects of
auxiliary factors. Encouraged by convenient software and ever more
powerful computing, researchers also believe that this conventional
approach gives the true explanatory variables the best chance to
emerge.”

– Achen (2005)
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e.g. Robert Putnam (2007) on neighborhood trust
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Leamer (1983) proposes sensitivity analysis

❍ Examine multiple regression specifications

❍ Examine how parameter of interest varies
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This became the norm. e.g. The main table from
Fearon & Laitin (2003) on ethnicity and civil war:
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Some take Leamer (1983) to the extreme
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Achen (2005) on model specification
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Recall that the functional form of controls need to be
correctly specified also
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But then, from the 2010s onward:

❍ Shift from model-based to design-based causal inference

❍ Called the “credibility revolution”

❍ Focus on clever design, not fancy models

‚ Fancy methods now a bit back in fashion to augment these
clever designs

❍ Most top-level political science relies on:

‚ Relevant framing, i.e. why your research question and results
matter

‚ Clarity of writing
‚ Good data
‚ Clever research design
‚ Methodological rigor

❍ There’s a reason we only need OLS in this course
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The Credibility Revolution (1990s-present)

“Empirical microeconomics has experienced a credibility revolution,
with a consequent increase in policy relevance and scientific
impact. Sensitivity analysis played a role in this, but as we see it,
the primary engine driving improvement has been a focus on the
quality of empirical research designs. This emphasis on research
design is in the spirit of Leamer’s critique, but it did not feature in
his remedy.”

– Angrist & Pischke (2010)
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Pseudo-general pseudo-facts

“At the turn of the millennium, the modal quantitative research
design was one in which researchers assembled data on
theoretically interesting dependent and independent variables ...
Researchers then assessed the presumably causal relationships in
these data using regressions with informally motivated sets of
control variables to reduce the potential for confounding.”

– Samii (2016)
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The shift toward causal empiricism

“This convention in quantitative causal research appears to be
breaking down, and more quantitative causal research is moving
toward causal empiricism. This ... represents a major change in
what researchers believe are credible ways of doing causal
inference.”

– Samii (2016)
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Why did the Credibility Revolution happen?

❍ Big papers on IV, diff-in-diff, and RDD in the 1990s

❍ Frustration with inadequacy of sensitivity analyses

❍ More transparent discussions of identification strategies

❍ Better and more data
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Increasingly strong preference toward:

❍ Field

❍ Lab experiments

❍ Quasi-experimental designs (thinking like John Snow)

❍ Clever measurement strategies
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The counter-revolution? Some pushed back, and still
push back against the credibility revolution

❍ Estimated treatment effects are often local

‚ High internal validity, but low external validity

❍ Methods often drive the questions we ask

‚ Too little theory?
‚ No one answering the big questions?

❍ Angus Deaton was the most vocal critique of the shift toward
Randomized Controlled Trials (RCTs) and quasi-experiments
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Counter to the counter-revolution:

❍ Is not a realism and humility about what data can say
‚ “Without an experiment, a natural experiment, a discontinuity, or

some other strong design, no amount of econometric or statistical
modeling can make the move from correlation to causation
persuasive.” (Sekhon, 2009)

‚ Regression approaches are still useful, and can be thought of as
descriptive

❍ We still need in-depth contextual knowledge

‚ Need to know why treatments might be assigned as they are
(e.g. settler mortality)

‚ Qualitative research still matters

❍ Better LATE (“Local Average Treatment Effect”) than never
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Representative sample ‰ generalizable result

The more that controls explain treatment status, the less that an
observation contributes to the “causal” estimate
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Post-treatment bias

❍ Not just omitted variable bias and functional form

❍ We cannot naively control for all variables that are correlated
with both the treatment and the outcomes (else we end up
with “bad” controls)

Slide 38 of 56



19thC causal inference Present-day social science Credibility Revolution Observational data & Experiments

Post-treatment bias example

❍ The effect of ethnic fractionalization on civil war (Fearon and
Laitin, 2003)

❍ Authors find no “effect” (relationship) (see slide 24)

❍ But they also control for a strong post-treatment variable:
GDP
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Fearon & Laitin (2003) replication from Samii (2016):
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GDP is a “bad” control if the relationship is as follows:

GDP

Ethnic Frac Civil war
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Another example
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Google’s response
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In sum

❍ Past regression + controls approaches do not provide
inherently generalizable results

‚ No paper can easily provide generalizable causal facts without
strong assumptions

‚ There are no techniques to provide these facts for a population
of interest

❍ Theory is probably better built from facts developed across
multiple studies

❍ Theory still can be developed from descriptive analysis;
ethnographies; qualitative work
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Observational versus experimental designs in the wild
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Empirical expectations of wellness programs

❍ Increase well-being

❍ Increase productivity

❍ Decrease absenteeism

❍ Decrease medical spending
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Findings from observational designs

❍ Increase well-being!

❍ Increase productivity!

❍ Decrease absenteeism!

❍ Decrease medical spending!
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The problem? Selection. Those who partake in a
wellness program are:

❍ Likely to be healthier to begin with

❍ Less likely to require medical spending
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Controls

Fortunately, observational studies include controls, right?

❍ Yes.

And properly chosen controls allow us to estimate a causal
parameter, right?

❍ Yes.
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The empirics of an observational versus experimental
design comparison

❍ Large-scale randomized controlled trial (RCT).

❍ Accounts for the fact that not everyone follows through on
the treatment

‚ i.e. not everyone chooses to use the wellness program
‚ We’ll learn how to do this soon
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Results

Observational Experimental
Outcome result result

Well-being Increase!
Productivity Increase!
Medical spending Decrease!
Absenteeism Decrease!
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Results

Observational Experimental
Outcome result result

Well-being Increase! Null
Productivity Increase! Null
Medical spending Decrease! Null
Absenteeism Decrease! Null
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But the authors also analyzed the experiment as if it
were an observational study

❍ Find all the same non-null results as all the other
observational studies
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“If we had published only these observational analyses, the
headline result could have been that even after controlling for a
battery of confounding variables, participation in a wellness
program was associated with a significant reduction in health care
spending, an improvement in exercise, and a lower chance of
ceasing employment.”
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Back to the Future

❍ Experiments
‚ Survey
‚ Lab
‚ Lab-in-the-field
‚ Field

❍ Panel data

❍ Quasi-experiments
‚ Instrumental variables
‚ Difference-in-differences
‚ Regression discontinuity
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Exercise

Overleaf exercise

❍ Create a new LaTeX document, e.g. 1 Main.tex

❍ Add a title page with your name

❍ Add an abstract (use fake text, e.g. from a “lorem ipsum” generator website)

❍ Add two sections (“Introduction” & “Theory”)

❍ Add in a subsection under “Introduction” called “Literature review”

❍ Add in a figure, and reference the figure in the text, e.g. “As Figure 1 shows...”

❍ Add in a regression table (use the R code to generate it with modelsummary),
and reference the table in text e.g. “As Table 1 shows...”

❍ Create a bibliography file, e.g. 3 Bibiography.tex; add a source; cite it in the
text. Ensure it shows up in the “References” section of the PDF.

❍ Add a quotation from an author from your bibliography. e.g. As Hansen et al.

(2023) state, “populism is now in decline.”

‚ Note that you need to use two backticks (``) to open a quotation and
two single apostrophes ('') to close a quotation. Using the quotation
marks from your keyboard results in only closing quotation marks (”Like
this”, instead of something “like this”).
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