NAME:_________________________

Problem Set #8
The goal of this problem set is for you to see how the issues we discussed in class about causal inference play out in real sociological research.
Browse recent editions of the journal Social Forces, which is one of the top sociological journals.  The easiest way to do this may be to go to http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/sof/ ; this site will give you free access to editions of this journal from university computers.  You could also access editions of the journal through the University Library website.  Of course, you could also go read physical (“paper”) copies of the journal in a University Library.
1. Find a Social Forces article that uses statistical methods (not historical or qualitative methods) and that is about the effect of something (which we will call X) on one or more outcomes (which we will call Y).  Choose carefully.  Your answers to the following questions won’t make much sense if you pick an article that isn’t really about the effect of one thing (X) on another (Y).
2. Print out (or photocopy) the article’s title page, including the title of the article, its author(s), its abstract, and the date it was published.  Be sure to turn in this printout or photocopy with this assignment!
3. Answer the following questions:

a) What is the main research question of the article?

b) What (basically) is the answer to that research question?

c) What is the response variable “Y?”  That is, what is the main outcome variable being studied?  (If there is more than one, just pick one)

d) What is the main independent “X” variable?  That is, what is (or may be) affecting Y?

e) Does variation in the independent variable X that you listed above clearly occur before response variable Y?  That is, does the temporal ordering of X and Y satisfied the assumption required before it is possible to conclude that X causes Y?

f) Do the authors of the article hypothesize or speculate or suggest that there are some third variables, Z, that might induce spuriousness in the association between X and Y?  If so, what are those variables?

g) Can you think of any additional variables, Z, that might induce spuriousness in the association between X and Y and that are not measured or considered by the authors?
h) Altogether, do you trust the author(s) in the conclusion about whether X affects Y?  Why or why not?

