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in the independent variable. And by knowing the ideal standard of comparability, we can improve our research 
designs and strengthen our causal conclusions even when we cannot come so close to living up to the meaning of 
ceteris paribus.

Quantitative researchers seek to test nomothetic causal explanations with either experimental or nonexperimen-
tal research designs. However, the way in which experimental and nonexperimental designs attempt to identify causes 
differs quite a bit. It is very hard to meet some of the criteria for achieving valid nomothetic causal explanations using a 
nonexperimental design. Most of the rest of this chapter is devoted to a review of these causal criteria and a discussion 
of how experimental and nonexperimental designs can help establish them.

Qualitative (Idiographic) Causal Explanation

The other meaning of the term cause is one that we have in mind very often in eve-
ryday speech. This is idiographic causal explanation: the concrete, individual 
sequence of events, thoughts, or actions that resulted in a particular outcome for 
a particular individual or that led to a particular event (Hage & Meeker, 1988). 
An idiographic explanation also may be termed an individualist or a historicist 
explanation.

A causal effect from an idiographic perspective includes statements of 
initial conditions and then relates a series of events at different times that led to 
the outcome, or causal effect. This narrative, or story, is the critical element in an 
idiographic explanation, which may therefore be classified as narrative reasoning 
(Richardson, 1995). Idiographic explanations focus on particular social actors, 
in particular social places, at particular social times (Abbott, 1992). Idiographic 

The Counterfactual in Causal Research

Independent variable: Dependent variable:

Independent variable: Dependent variable:

Counterfactual situation: The same people watch nonviolent TV shows at the same time, in the
same circumstances. They are not more likely to commit violent acts.

Actual situation: People who watch violence on TV are more likely to commit violent acts.

Exhibit 6.1

Idiographic causal explanation  An 
explanation that identifies the concrete, 
individual sequence of events, thoughts, 
or actions that resulted in a particular 
outcome for a particular individual or that 
led to a particular event; may be termed an 
individualist or historicist explanation

Causal effect (idiographic perspective)  When 
a series of concrete events, thoughts, or 
actions result in a particular event or individual 
outcome


