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Welcome Back & Agenda

Quick Recap: Lecture 2

• Causal inference is hard because we never observe the counterfactual — the
fundamental problem of causal inference

• Correlation ≠ causation: watch for reverse causality, confounding, and
spuriousness

• Random assignment is the “gold standard” because it rules out selection and
confounding by design

• Today we back up one step: before you can design a study, you need a question
worth answering and a theory about why the answer might be what it is

Today’s Agenda

• Recap & questions from Lecture 2
• From curiosity to a research question
• What makes a question “good” — and researchable
• What a theory is, and what a good one looks like
• Concepts, theories, and hypotheses
• Theory-building vs. theory-testing
• The literature review: standing on the shoulders of giants
• From literature to testable hypotheses
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From Curiosity to a Research Question

Where Research Questions Come From

• A puzzle: something doesn’t fit existing theory or expectations

• A policy debate: people disagree about whether or why something works
• A gap: nobody has studied this case, population, or angle yet
• A method: a new technique or dataset lets us ask an old question in a new way

(QRM Ch. 4)

From Topic to Question

• “Climate policy” is a topic, not a research question
• “Does a carbon tax reduce household emissions more than a cap-and-trade

system?” is a question
• A good research question names the relationship — or comparison — you intend

to study, not just the subject area
• Research begins when we observe something puzzling and ask “why did it occur?”

Descriptive, Causal, or Evaluative?

• Descriptive: What does 𝑋 look like? How common is 𝑌 ?
• Causal: Does 𝑋 cause 𝑌 ? Through what mechanism?
• Evaluative: Did this specific policy or program work?
• Knowing which type you’re asking shapes everything that follows — your design,

your data, your method
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What Makes a Good Research Question

A Few Practical Criteria

• Feasible: can you actually get the data, access, and time you’d need? Keep this
in mind for your final project

• Interesting: to you, and to a relevant audience — scholars, policymakers, the
public

• Novel: does it add a new case, mechanism, method, or context? less important
for final project

• Ethical: can it be studied without unacceptable harm to participants?
• Relevant: does the answer matter for theory or for policy?

From a Broad Interest to a Workable Question

• Many students start with only a general interest — gun violence, campaign
advertising, women’s empowerment — not yet a question

• Reading the literature helps you carve a workable question out of a broad interest,
and helps you avoid a question that’s already been answered

• A question that’s too narrow (“Do evangelicals differ from non-evangelicals on
abortion policy?”) may just be one slice of a more useful, more general question
about public opinion on abortion

Common Pitfalls

• Too broad to be answerable with the time and data you actually have
• Already definitively answered — read the literature before falling in love with a

question
• Phrased as a yes/no question with an obvious answer
• Smuggles in the answer (“Why is policy 𝑋 so harmful?” assumes the conclusion)

4
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Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”

• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases
compliance with public health guidance”

• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties
with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”

• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”

• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties
with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”

• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”

• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)

Concepts → Theory → Hypothesis

• Concept: an abstract idea, e.g. “democracy,” or “institutional trust”
• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases

compliance with public health guidance”
• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate

5



Concepts, Theories, and Hypotheses

What Is a Theory?

• A theory is a set of logically consistent statements that explain why the things we
observe happen the way they do

• B “statements regarding relationships between concepts within a set of boundary
assumptions and constraints.”

• A theory is built from concepts, assumptions linking those concepts, and
generalizations connecting the statements to real observations

• A set of assumptions that tell us what to pay attention to

Theory Explains — It Doesn’t Just Predict or Describe

• You can predict the stock market from past patterns without ever explaining why
it moves the way it does

• A theory has to do more: it proposes a mechanism, a reason 𝑋 and 𝑌 are
connected

• EMPS frames this as the difference between idiographic explanation (one case, in
rich detail) and nomothetic explanation (a class of cases, more generalizable)
(EMPS Ch. 3)
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• Theory: a claim about how concepts relate, e.g. “institutional trust increases
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• Hypothesis: a specific, testable prediction derived from the theory, e.g. “counties

with higher trust in local government had higher vaccination rates”
• We formalize measuring concepts in Lectures 4 and 5

A Worked Example: The Logic of Collective Action

• Mancur Olson’s (1965) theory asks why some groups — unions, social movements
— organize more effectively for public goods than others (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Mechanism: public goods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, so individuals
have an incentive to “free ride” on others’ efforts

• Olson’s conclusion: small, concentrated groups often out-organize large majorities,
despite having fewer members — the opposite of what earlier theories assumed

• Notice what makes this a theory and not just an observation: it specifies why
group size changes the incentive to participate
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What Makes a Good Theory

Four Characteristics of a Good Theory

Elements that social scientists broadly agree mark a well-crafted theory:

• Parsimony: the simplest explanation — fewest variables, fewest assumptions —
is preferred, all else equal

• Generalizability: the theory’s conclusions should travel to cases and contexts
beyond the one it was built on

• Observable implications: the theory tells you what you should expect to see in
the world if it’s true

• Falsifiability: it must be possible, in principle, to show the theory wrong

(EMPS Ch. 3)

Parsimony and Generalizability

• A parsimonious theory specifies a causal relationship (𝑋 → 𝑌 ) in clear terms,
simplifying a complex reality into something comprehensible (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Generalizability is also called a theory’s external validity — do its conclusions hold
outside the original study? (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Qualitative work built from a small number of cases often trades some
generalizability for internal validity — confidence that the causal story is right
within those cases (EMPS Ch. 3)

Observable Implications and Falsifiability

• A theory’s observable implications are the things you’d expect to see in the data if
the theory is right

• Example: if judges vote their ideological preferences, conservative judges should
cast conservative votes (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Falsifiability, per philosopher of science Karl Popper: a theory must be capable of
being shown wrong by some conceivable observation (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Theories that explain everything, with no way to fail a test, are not scientific
theories — they’re unfalsifiable

Theory Is Not the Same as a Model or a Paradigm

• A model is a simplified, often visual or mathematical, representation built to
make a theory easier to understand — it’s a tool, not the explanation itself
(EMPS Ch. 3)

• A paradigm is the much broader set of assumptions, methods, and standards that
define how a whole research community asks questions — rational choice,
constructivism, comparative-historical analysis (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Paradigms aren’t directly testable; theories are
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Questions about theory

• Many/most of your substantive courses will be teaching theories of public policy -
ie advocacy coalition framework, etc.
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Standing on the Shoulders of Giants

Why Review the Literature?

• To gauge what has — and hasn’t — already been studied

• To find the debates: where do scholars disagree, and why?
• To find the gap: what hasn’t been asked, or asked in this context?
• To learn how others have defined and measured key concepts, and to borrow

methods with a track record
• To situate your contribution and build credibility for your own theory

(EMPS Ch. 3; QRM Ch. 9)

A Literature Review, Defined

• A literature review surveys books, articles, and other sources relevant to your
research problem, and critically evaluates them in relation to it (EMPS Ch. 3)

• It does two things at once: shows your reader how your work fits a larger field,
and sharpens your own question (EMPS Ch. 3)

• It is not optional scaffolding — EMPS treats it as the first major task of a
research project, before you finalize your question

What a Good Literature Review Does

• Organizes sources by argument or theme, not as a list of summaries
• Shows how studies relate to each other, not just to your topic
• Identifies where consensus is strong, where it’s contested, and where it’s silent
• Looks for competing or alternative hypotheses, not just support for your own

(EMPS Ch. 3)
• Ends by motivating your question: here’s the gap, here’s why it matters

A Common Failure Mode
“Many scholars have studied climate policy. Smith (2019) found X. Jones
(2021) found Y. Lee (2022) found Z.”

• This is a list, not a review
• A review asks instead: do Smith, Jones, and Lee agree? Why might they differ —

different countries, data, time periods, methods?
• That tension is usually where your own contribution lives

How Much Literature Is Enough?

• Depends on the complexity of the topic and the size of the existing literature — a
niche question may need only a handful of sources, a contested one may need
dozens (EMPS Ch. 3)

• Favor scholarly sources (peer-reviewed journals, academic books) over newspapers
or blogs — non-scholarly sources can spark ideas, but shouldn’t carry the
argument (EMPS Ch. 3)

• A thorough literature review is what lets you credibly claim “this hasn’t been
studied” or “here’s what’s missing”
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Theory-Building vs. Theory-Testing

Two Modes of Research

Theory-building (inductive)

• Start from observations or cases

• Look for patterns
• Generate new theory
• Common in qualitative & exploratory

work

Theory-testing (deductive)

• Start from existing theory
• Derive a hypothesis
• Confront it with data
• Common in most quantitative work

(EMPS Ch. 3.5)

Theory-Testing: Easier, but Still Demanding

• Theory testing asks: is there evidence that supports — or fails to support — an
existing theory? (EMPS Ch. 3)

• It’s generally a more approachable task than building a new theory from scratch,
which is why most student projects are theory-testing exercises (EMPS Ch. 3)

• But testing well still requires deeply understanding the theory you’re testing, not
just running a model on convenient data

Theory-Building: A Higher Bar

• Theory-building tries to explain something not yet well explained, or explain it
from a new angle (EMPS Ch. 3)

• It requires synthesizing a broad literature, forming new concepts, deriving testable
hypotheses, and gathering evidence for them (EMPS Ch. 3)

• It can also mean extending or modifying an existing theory to a new context,
rather than starting from zero

Worked Example: Modernization Theory

• Lipset (1959) asked: does economic development cause democracy?
• His theory: “modernization” — rising income, urbanization, industrialization,

education — changes a society’s class structure and values in ways that sustain
democracy

• “The more well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances that it will sustain
democracy.” (Lipset 1959, as quoted in EMPS Ch. 3)

• This is theory-building: a small number of historical cases, observed inductively,
generating a new general claim

Theory-Testing I: Przeworski & Limongi (1997)

• Tested Lipset’s claim against 135 countries, 1950–1990
• Found little support that development causes democracy to emerge (the

“endogenous” story)
• Found strong support that development helps democracies, once they exist,

survive (the “exogenous” story) (EMPS Ch. 3)
• Conclusion: modernization theory holds mainly for the older, already-industrialized

Western democracies, not universally

Theory-Testing II: Boix & Stokes (2003)

• Re-tested the same relationship, directly challenging Przeworski and Limongi
• Extended the data back to 1800 and added controls for omitted factors

(international forces, oil)
• Found development does have a strong, robust effect on democratization, once

selection problems in the earlier study are addressed
• Identified income equality — not income level alone — as the more precise causal

mechanism
• Lesson: theory-testing is iterative. A “test” rarely ends a debate; it usually refines

and re-opens it

Most Real Projects Do Both

• Good research often cycles between the two: build a theory, test it, refine it, test
again

• Where you start depends on how much is already known about your topic
• Be honest in your writing about which mode you’re in — don’t present

exploratory pattern-finding as if it were a pre-registered test
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From Literature to Hypotheses

Turning a Gap Into a Hypothesis

1. Identify the gap or unresolved debate in the literature

2. Propose a theoretical mechanism that would resolve it
3. Derive a specific, falsifiable hypothesis from that mechanism
4. Identify what data and method could actually test it

What Is a Hypothesis?

• A hypothesis is a tentative answer to a research question — an “educated guess”
about the relationship between an independent and a dependent variable (EMPS
Ch. 3, Key Terms)

• Because hypotheses are proposed relationships, they may turn out to be wrong —
that’s the point, not a flaw (EMPS Ch. 3)

• A hypothesis without a clear falsification condition isn’t doing its job

Stating Hypotheses Well

• State the direction of the expected relationship, not just that one exists
• “H1: Higher institutional trust is associated with higher compliance” — testable
• “H1: Institutional trust matters for compliance” — vague, hard to falsify
• Pair every hypothesis with a clear sense of what evidence would prove it wrong

Watch for Causal Complexity

• It is rare for one political outcome to have only one cause — this is why a single
bivariate hypothesis is rarely the whole story (EMPS Ch. 3)

• A careful literature review surfaces the other plausible causes you’ll need to
measure or control for, not just the one you’re excited about

• This is the conceptual seed of omitted variable bias, which we formalized last
lecture
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2. Propose a theoretical mechanism that would resolve it
3. Derive a specific, falsifiable hypothesis from that mechanism
4. Identify what data and method could actually test it

What Is a Hypothesis?

• A hypothesis is a tentative answer to a research question — an “educated guess”
about the relationship between an independent and a dependent variable (EMPS
Ch. 3, Key Terms)

• Because hypotheses are proposed relationships, they may turn out to be wrong —
that’s the point, not a flaw (EMPS Ch. 3)
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Key Terms & Looking Ahead

Key Terms from Today

• Research question

• Concept
• Theory
• Falsifiability

• Literature review
• Gap in the literature
• Hypothesis
• Theory-building / theory-testing

(EMPS Ch. 3, Key Terms)

Before Next Session

Lecture 4: Measurement 1 — Concepts and Variables

• Read: EMPS, Ch. 4 (Data)
• Read: QUANT, Ch. 3 (Exploring and Visualizing Data)
• Bring your own emerging research question — we’ll workshop turning its key

concepts into measurable variables

Discussion
Take the research question you’re carrying into this course. Is it descriptive,
causal, or evaluative — and how would you know if you were wrong?

Questions?

Thank you — see you in the Practicum this afternoon.

See You in the Practicum
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