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Subject organization 

Mostly class 

Mostly project 
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The Hard-Nosed Empiricist 

• Purpose: Identify and evaluate causal claims 

• Assignment 
– Find an article that evaluates a causal claim you 

find interesting (e.g., Romney lost because he was 
seen as out-of-touch with regular people) 

– Describe and evaluate this article 
• What is the causal claim? 

• What have researchers found about this? 

• Were the studies experimental or observational? 

• Are there obvious problems with the article? 
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Group Project Possibilities 

• Foreign aid and the spread of democracy 

• Democracy and carbon emissions 

• Voter ID and voter confidence 

• Economy and Obama’s popularity 
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The final project 

• Empirical research paper 

– At least 30 cases/observations 

– At least three independent variables 

• Must be a topic in the social sciences (not 
medicine or sports) 

• Best:  a major portion of your undergraduate 
thesis 



Examples of successful final projects 

• The use of public diplomacy by the U.S. 
(predicting participation in county-to-country 
exchanges) 

• Abortion opinion and the court (predicting 
approval of the Supreme Court) 

• The effect of weather on voter turnout 

• The effect of immigration on native 
employment 
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Correlational studies are OK, too 

Do ____________ with __________________ 
 
_____________  have/cause _______________? 

Noun (unit of analysis) Comparative adjective 

Noun (ind. var.) 
Noun (dep. var.) 

states 

greater  econ. growth education 

better 



Marks of an unsuccessful project 

• No one has ever done the study before 

• The data are hard to get 

• There is no clear causal claim to be examined 

• You have a strong prior attitude about what 
you will find 



Estimating how long it will take to 
gather your data 

𝐴𝑐𝑡𝑢𝑎𝑙 𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑒

2
= 𝑇ℎ𝑒 𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑒 𝑦𝑜𝑢 𝑖𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑙𝑦 𝑒𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒 × 222

 



Some online points 



Stellar is of limited use 



Please don’t rely on Stellar to verify if 
you are registered for 17.871 



The web site is more useful: 
web.mit.edu/17.871.www 



Final Requirement 

The 17.869 pre-requisite will be strictly enforced 



The Hard-Nosed Empiricist 



Purpose 

• Read the newspaper/news sites with an eye 
toward identifying causal claims about the 
world 

• Find studies that inform our understanding of 
that causal claim 

• Scrutinize those studies, with reference to 
research design and generlizability 



Example 

Claim:  Tina Fey’s depiction of Sarah Palin undermined Palin’s appeal as a candidate 



What is the causal claim? 

Fey’s impersonation Palin’s popularity 



What has research found? 







Highlights of study 

• Sample drawn from student directories in ten 
states (e-mail addresses) 

• Sample formed a panel across all of 2008 

 

 

 

• Watching the spoof lowered approval of Palin and 
likelihood of voting for McCain especially among 
independents and Republicans 

Period 1 attitude Period 2 attitude 

Watched debate 

Watched SNL spoof 



Limitations of study 

• Not a random sample 

• College sample ≠ sample of young adults 

• Selection bias of watching SNL? 

• No control for actually watching the debate 


