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1. Existing process evaluation methods

› Process evaluation

› E.g. - guidelines from 2015
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Types of methods suggested
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Techniques to collect evidence
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1. Existing process evaluation methods

› But does not answer the HOW does it work question

› Causal linkages are black-boxed as assumptions

› If we do not theorize causal linkages (activities) and trace them empirically, no

causal inferences are possible
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1. Existing process evaluation methods
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Activities, but what are they?

Assumptions Assumptions about

motivations and choices

Assumptions
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1. Existing process evaluation methods
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2. What is process tracing?

1. Unpacked causal process theory (mechanism), broken down into parts composed

of (social) entities engaging in activities in which causal logic linking it to next part

is clear

2. Activities are assessed empirically using the traces (mechanistic evidence) that

they leave
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2. What is process tracing?

› Interesting work on mechanism-focused research in the philosophy of science in

medicine and biology (Craver, Darden, Illari, Russo, Williamson)

(see http://ebmplus.org)
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3. What are we tracing?

› Investigating how things work involves studying causal mechanisms

› Causal mechanisms are the processes that bind causes and outcomes together

› Process-tracing case study methods are one way to study mechanisms
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3. What are we tracing?

› Causal mechanisms are causal processes that bind causes and outcomes together

› NOT series of events (descriptive)

› Two positions in the debate on the nature of mechanisms:

1. counterfactual

2. productive account
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3. What are we tracing?

› Causality = counterfactuals

…if the first object had not been, the second never had existed.’ (Hume, 1927: 157) 

› claim that cause was the cause of outcome based upon studying whether the absence 

of cause results in the absence of outcome, all other things being held equal 
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3. What are we tracing?

› Causality = counterfactuals

› causal mechanisms are lower-level counterfactuals (Woodward, 2003)

› counterfactual dependency between X ->M and M -> Y

› M treated as intervening variable in-between cause and outcome
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3. What are we tracing?

› have to assess the difference that variation in M makes for values of Y across cases,

controlled for confounders

› mediation analysis (large-n)

› matching techniques (small-n)

› comparison does NOT tell us how mechanism works within case

› mechanism identification occurs through within-case (pathway) analysis
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3. What are we tracing?

› Productive account of causal mechanisms

› Open up ‘black box’ between cause and outcome

› Process theory makes explicit the causal logics binding parts of a process together

› is a ‘how does it work’ explanation

› causal inference and identification through tracing of fingerprints left by operation

of activities within case (mechanistic evidence) (Clarke et al, 2014)
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Theory-testing process tracing
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Theory-building process tracing
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21Two parallel evidence hierarchies

Case-based
Within-case, mechanistic claims about 

process linking cause and outcome

Variance-based
Cross-case, counterfactual claims about 

average causal effects

Multiple PT case studies in population Meta-study of lab experiments

PT case study Lab experiment

Non-mechanistic case study Field experiment

Small-n comparison Natural experiment

Medium-n comparison Large-n comparison

Small-n comparison
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4. Standards for validity of process tracing

› Internal validity = strength of causal inferences

› achieved through tracing activities of each part of causal process (mechanism)

linking cause(s) to outcome within a case

› External validity = does it travel?

› achieved through multiple case studies to assess whether similar causal processes

operative
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4. Standards for validity of process-tracing

High plausibility Low plausibility

Theoretical 
mechanism

Productive continuity with
unbroken chain of activities

Black-boxed mechanism 
(minimalist)

What evidence 
in theory tells 
us

Direct and unique
mechanistic evidence 
(smoking guns)

Indirect, low uniqueness 
evidence

(straw-in-the-wind)

Actual 
evidence

Strong sources and full 
access to empirical record

Weak sources and/or lack of 
access to empirical record
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C O

Scope 

conditions

*

causal mechanism

activities

entities

part 1 part 2

noun

verb

noun

verb

4. Standards for validity of process-tracing
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› Parts = factors that are composed of entities that engage in activities (not

intervening variables!)

› Entities = social object (actors) engaging in activities (noun)

› Activities = producers of change or what transmits causal forces through CM (verbs)

› Context important
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To qualify as a mechanistic explanation = explains ’how it works’

• productive continuity = no significant holes in the causal mechanism

• activities – what entities are doing (causal logics made explicit)
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4. Standards for validity of process-tracing

Mechanistic evidence

• activities should leave observational traces in actual cases

activity activity
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Mechanistic evidence = observable manifestations of activities of parts of mechanism

4. Standards for validity of process-tracing
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5. Conclusions

› Process tracing case study methods are one way to study mechanisms

› Strong internal validity (but varies depending on...)

› Very resource-intensive and often weak external validity
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