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“To welcome ideas that shift the grounds onwhich
our arguments previously found traction—that is our
obligation as intellectuals.” Wedeen (2014: 1)

Analysts who developed the set-theoretic comparative method
(STCM) have formulated admirable goals for researchers who
work in the qualitative and multi-method tradition. This method
includes above all Charles Ragin’s innovative approach of
Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), along with further
systematization of the set-theoretic framework by other au-
thors.! These colleagues are outstanding scholars and intel-
lectual leaders in the field of methodology, and their advocacy
of these goals is a major contribution.

However, the analytic tools employed by STCM have in
many ways become an obstacle to achieving these admirable
goals. For example, the system of fuzzy-set scoring appears to
be problematic, poorly matched to a standard understanding
of conceptual structure, and perhaps unnecessary in its present
form. Computer simulations suggest that findings suffer from
serious problems of stability and validity; and while the choice
of simulations that match the method is a matter of some con-
troversy, the cumulative weight of simulation results raises
major concerns about STCM’s algorithms—i.e., its basic, for-
malized analytic procedures.

Questions also arise about the cumbersome formulation
of findings in what is often a remarkably large number of causal
paths. Relatedly, some scholars question the STCM’s rejec-
tion of the parsimonious findings, in the form of “net effects,”
routinely reported in other methodological traditions. Regard-
ing applications, readily available software has encouraged
publication of dozens of articles that appear to abandon key
foundations of the method and rely far too heavily on these

! Ragin 1987, 2000, 2008; and above all Goertz and Mahoney
2012, and Schneider and Wagemann 2012. QCA is understood here to
include the crisp-set, multi-value, and fuzzy-set versions—i.e.,
¢sQCA, mvQCA, and fsQCA.
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algorithms. Finally, STCM appears inattentive to the major, re-
cent rethinking? of standards and procedures for causal infer-
ence’ from observational data.

These problems raise the concern that the set-theoretic
comparative method, as applied and practiced, has become dis-
connected from the underlying analytic goals that motivated
Charles Ragin to create it.

This symposium explores these problems and seeks to
identify promising directions for further work that pursues these
same goals. In the symposium, this overall set of methods is
referred to as STCM, and the designation QCA is used when
the discussion is specifically focused on Ragin’s contribution.
For the convenience of readers, in anticipation that this essay
might be read apart from the symposium, full citations to the
other contributions are included in the bibliography.

Readers familiar with Rethinking Social Inquiry: Diverse
Tools, Shared Standards (Brady and Collier 2004, 2010) will
recognize the parallel with the present symposium. Rethinking
Social Inquiry addressed an earlier, constructive initiative to
redirect thinking about qualitative methods: King, Keohane,
and Verba’s (1994) Designing Social Inquiry—widely known
as KKV. Their book had excellent overall goals, which centrally
included a concern with systematizing qualitative research pro-
cedures that too often are unsystematic and unstandardized.*
However, the book advocated specific tools for pursuing these
goals that many scholars considered inappropriate, and in some
respects counter-productive. Rethinking Social Inquiry sought
to formulate methodological priorities and analytic tools more
appropriate to qualitative research.

This symposium adopts the same perspective on the set-
theoretic comparative method. The overall goals are excellent,
and they centrally include a concern with systematizing quali-
tative research procedures that too often are unsystematic and

2 This rethinking is discussed in Tanner’s (2014) contribution to
this symposium and in Collier (2014).

3 The term causal inference is employed by some STCM authors
(e.g. Goertz and Mahoney 2012; Schneider and Wagemann 2012), yet
for other authors “causal interpretation” and “causal recipe” are pre-
ferred. The present discussion respects these distinctions, and uses
“causal inference” as an umbrella term that encompasses these alter-
natives.

4 David Laitin (1995), well known as a (creatively) eclectic scholar
who is deeply engaged in both the qualitative and quantitative tradi-
tions, praised KKV as an important step toward “disciplining” politi-
cal science.



unstandardized. However, the specific tools advocated for pur-
suing these goals have again been seen by many scholars as
inappropriate, and in some respects counter-productive. Fi-
nally, in parallel, the symposium explores alternative tools that
hold promise for more effectively pursuing these same goals.

The contributors to this symposium hope their essays
will move the discussion forward, thereby seeking to sustain
the same constructive spirit that the Brady and Collier volume
sought to achieve. For both debates, a central recommenda-
tion is a return to more traditional qualitative methods,® which
have in fact seen valuable innovation in recent years.®

Excellent Goals

There should be wide agreement that the set-theoretic com-
parative method has productively extended the horizon of
scholars concerned with qualitative and multi-method research.
STCM has introduced important new insights and challenged
scholars to think about them carefully.

One example is the focus on asymmetric causation,’ readily
understood in terms of two types of causes: blocking causes
that prevent a given outcome—as would occur with the ab-
sence of a necessary condition; versus triggering causes that
ensure its occurrence—as would occur with the presence of a
sufficient condition. The importance of this idea is seen in the
fact that for many political scientists, it initially produces puzzle-
ment to argue that the occurrence versus non-occurrence of
an outcome could have a different explanation. STCM has
taken an idea that is too often seen as puzzling, and shown
that this idea is indispensable.?

Other key contributions include a new approach to study-
ing equifinality, i.e., multiple causal paths; distinctive tools for
assessing causal interactions; an insistence on the importance
of context; a strong commitment to mobilizing case knowl-
edge; and a central emphasis on the interplay of theory and
case knowledge that brings together deductive and inductive
approaches to gaining new insights.

The field has definitely benefitted from STCM’s advo-
cacy of these goals. Indeed, rather than declaring qualitative
and quantitative methods to be “two cultures” (Goertz and
Mahoney 2012), scholars might instead celebrate the contri-
butions of STCM in advocating these goals for the broader
field of methodology—though of course, some quantitative
researchers have long promoted many of the same goals.

* This recommendation echoes the conclusions of Seawright (2005:
41; 2014); Lucas and Szatrowski (2014); and Collier (2014).

¢ Possibly the single most important innovation in qualitative meth-
ods of the past several years is Bennett’s (2014) reframing of process
tracing, summarized in this symposium, which builds on Humphreys
and Jacobs (2013) remarkable new framework for multi-method re-
search.

7 The term asymmetric causation is also used to characterize a
unidirectional causal relation between a given pair of variables. That
is not the meaning intended here.

8 Tronically, the idea of asymmetric causal patterns is more stan-
dard in other, very different domains. For example, it is presented in
as conventional a source as Fahnestock and Secor’s (1982: 132—-146;
2™ and 3" editions 1990 and 2003) textbook for teaching undergradu-
ates good writing skills.
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Part 1. Concerns about the Set-Theoretic Method

At the same time, questions have arisen about STCM’s tools,
and the four contributions to Part 1 of this symposium explore
these questions. The present essay raises a number of con-
cerns about these methods, provides an overview of the sym-
posium, and poses questions to suggest future directions for
more effectively pursuing these same goals.

The other three authors in Part 1: (a) challenge the idea
that set-theory can be justified in part because it reflects the
structure of meaning in natural language (Lakoff); (b) argue
that an emphasis on constructing well-bounded concepts is a
separate matter from embracing the logic and procedures of
set theory as a guiding framework for research (Sartori); and
(c) raise a number of questions about STCM’s approach to
causal inference (Tanner).

Set Theory and Natural Language (Lakoff). A recurring
theme in discussions of set-theoretic methods is that this ap-
proach is compelling in part because it reflects the structure of
natural language.’ The relationship to natural language is ad-
dressed here in an interview with the prominent cognitive lin-
guist George Lakoff, whose work is periodically evoked in ar-
guments that justify set-theoretic approaches—including
fuzzy-set analysis."

Lakoff dissents from these arguments, drawing on strong
evidence that the organization of meaning in natural language
is not based on classical categorization, with necessary and
sufficient conditions for category membership. While some
concepts are well-bounded, prototype theory suggests that a
great many are not. Even for those that are well-bounded, pro-
totype theory points to the importance of not reifying these
boundaries. This raises serious concerns about the set-theory
template.

In addition, Lakoff discusses Zadeh’s fuzzy logic, express-
ing admiration for its application to engineering—yet arguing
itis not generally a good match for the structure of meaning in
natural language. He also notes the large difference between
Zadeh’s fuzzy logic and Ragin’s procedure for scoring fuzzy-
set membership. Lakoff suggests, given the fixed numerical
values assigned in Ragin’s fuzzy-set scoring, that this analytic
procedure should in fact not be considered a fuzzy method.

The Quest for Well-Bounded Concepts (Sartori). Craft-
ing well-bounded concepts has long been a central priority for
methodologists and also for applied researchers. Giovanni
Sartori is a leading advocate of this practice, and his work is
evoked by advocates of set theory and associated systems of
logic.!" For the purposes of social science, Satori insists on
classical categorization, based on necessary and sufficient cri-
teria for category membership. However, he rejects the appli-
cation of set theory as a central technique in qualitative re-

? Ragin (2008: especially 38; also 2, 13, 97); Goertz and Mahoney
(2012: 11-12, 16-18); Schneider and Wagemann (2012:7; 2013: 21—
22).

10.See Ragin (2000: 6, 171; 2008: 98); Goertz and Mahoney (2012:
16, 18); Schneider and Wagemann (2013:21-22).

' Ragin (2000: 321, 328; 2008: 98); Goertz and Mahoney (2012:
6,12, 16, 139, 148).
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search. He draws on his long-standing distinction between
the unconscious thinker, who fails to reflect on concepts and
methods, and the over-conscious thinker, who is counter-pro-
ductively focused on techniques that may well be more com-
plex than is productive for the task at hand (Sartori 1970: 1033—
1040).

Sartori seeks to follow a middle path. For example, in de-
veloping his well-known ladder of abstraction, he did make
limited use of ideas from logic, and he does think that scholars
should be familiar with the tools of logic. However, he rejects
the proposal that the set-theoretic approach and associated
forms of logic should become a dominant framework, because
they may lead the researcher to become bogged down in un-
productive techniques.

Tools for Causal Inference (Tanner). Sean Tanner, a
scholar of public policy, makes a two-fold argument. Using
many examples, he reviews QCA’s tools for causal inference
and finds them problematic. Tanner also addresses the argu-
ment advanced by QCA scholars that their distinctive approach
to causal inference is valuable for the study of public policy.
Tanner suggests that evaluation research is an area of policy
analysis that places especially strong demands on tools of
causal inference, and policy evaluation is therefore an appro-
priate “crucial case” for assessing QCA’s value for public policy
studies.

Tanner offers a detailed comparison between policy analy-
ses based on QCA, as opposed to studies that follow today’s
standard norms for policy research. He finds that the conven-
tional studies yield the kind of insights policy analysts ur-
gently need, whereas the QCA analyses offer findings that are
too often unhelpful and uninterpretable. The discussion in-
cludes such topics as gaining insight into causal interactions;
the importance of “net effects thinking,” an approach strongly
questioned by QCA scholars; the problem that QCA scoring
too often yields measurements that are difficult for policy ana-
lysts to interpret; the extremely large—and therefore, again,
hard to interpret—number of causal paths often yielded by
QCA,; and the exceedingly small number of cases per causal
path, sometimes just one or two.

Throughout, Tanner emphasizes current standards for
causal inference that mandate careful choices in making infer-
ences from observational data—and indeed, from all kinds of
data. By these standards, he finds QCA to be seriously defi-
cient.

Part2. Where Do We Go From Here?

Building on these commentaries, the second part of the sym-
posium asks: “Where do we go from here?”” Topics include: (a)
the challenge of developing simulations that are appropriate
for evaluating the stability and validity of findings derived
from STCM; (b) alternative procedures for analyzing partial
membership in categories; (c) contrasting approaches to the
study of interactions among different combinations of explana-
tory factors; and (d) a new approach to process tracing that
moves beyond earlier criteria of necessity and sufficiency for
evaluating causal inference.

Evaluating Simulations (Krogslund and Michel). The use
of computer simulations to evaluate alternative methods is
now standard across the social sciences. Correspondingly,
the most important area of assessment and innovation in dis-
cussions of STCM currently involves simulations that evalu-
ate the stability and validity of findings. This topic merits close
attention here.

STCM employs a complex set of algorithms,'? and a grow-
ing number of studies have raised concerns that these algo-
rithms are highly sensitive to small changes in measurement
decisions and to shifts in the parameters that must be set for
causal inference.!* A recurring finding has been a tendency to
generate false positives.

From within the STCM tradition, Schneider and
Wagemann’s overview of simulations and robustness is more
encouraging, but they conclude with great caution: “QCA is
not vastly inferior to other comparative methods in the social
sciences” (2012: 294). This is faint praise, given the numerous,
sharp critiques of the stability of findings based on conven-
tional quantitative analysis—obviously a key method of com-
parison.

Considerable attention is being devoted to the crucial ques-
tion of how to design tests that reproduce the algorithms em-
ployed in these methods, and Thiem (2013), for example, has
made a key contribution. Readers should be alerted to forth-
coming debates that are unfortunately not yet available (in-
cluding to this author) at the time of this newsletter’s publica-
tion. "

The jury is definitely still out in terms of assessing spe-
cific simulation tests—at the same time that the cumulative
evidence raises very strong concerns about STCM’s tools.
These concerns are reinforced by the fact that STCM has not
incorporated into its analytic procedures a recognition of the
recent transformation of thinking about causal inference, as
practiced in all social science methods, which is discussed—
as noted above—by Tanner and by Collier (2014).

12 Algorithms are understood as systematized procedures for mak-
ing calculations, often implemented with computer software. QCA’s
ensemble of algorithms includes, for example, procedures that
address contradictions, logical remainders, minimization, sufficiency
scores, minimum frequency, consistency, coverage, and the probabi-
listic criteria for causal inference.

13 Hug 2013; Seawright 2013, 2014; Kurtz 2013; Krogslund, Choi,
and Poertner 2013; Krogslund and Michel 2014; Lucas and Szatrowski
2014.

4 Some time ago, Ragin and Rihoux (2004: 22-24) argued that an
earlier evaluation based on hypothetical data was not suitable to
QCA. Readers should watch for important, forthcoming exchanges.
Thus, an important debate has been generated by Lucas and
Szatrowski’s (2014) simulations. Ragin (2014) has written a com-
mentary on their article, and they in turn have responded to his
commentary. Given the norms of the journal Sociological Methodol-
ogy where this exchange will appear, these comments are not avail-
able to other contributors to that symposium until the time of their
actual publication. In addition, Thiem’s (2014) commentary on Hug
(2013) is scheduled to be included in the next issue of the present
newsletter, accompanied by a response from Hug. When these pub-
lications become available, they should and will play an important
role in these debates.



Krogslund and Michel’s contribution to this symposium
seeks to advance this important search for appropriate simula-
tions by evaluating results from a “drop-one” sensitivity test
of QCA. Their initial finding from this test—intriguingly—in-
verts Arend Lijphart’s (1971: 686) traditional formulation of the
“many variables, small-N problem” in comparative research.
Thus, Krogslund and Michel’s findings suggest QCA might,
ironically, have a “fewer variables, larger-N” problem. That is
to say, findings appear more unstable, to the degree that the
analyst focuses on more cases and a smaller number of ex-
planatory variables. This counter-intuitive result leads them to
scrutinize the properties of this test, as well as its appropriate-
ness to the analytic procedures of QCA—with a particular
emphasis on how logical remainders (i.e., empty rows in the
truth table) are treated.

Simulation tests will be crucial in the ongoing evaluation
of QCA, and Krogslund and Michel illustrate the kind of pains-
taking, fine-grained analysis needed to adequately assess the
appropriateness of specific tests.

Measuring Partial Membership in Categories (Elkins).
Fuzzy-set analysis was introduced as a tool for measuring par-
tial membership in categories, and Zachary Elkins’ contribu-
tion evaluates alternative approaches to the study of partial
membership. He raises some of the same concerns advanced
in this symposium by Lakoff (2014) and Tanner (2014) about
the ambiguities of scoring fuzzy-sets. On the basis of these
concerns, Elkins advocates attention to three issues: the con-
ceptual structure of the categories, homogeneity within cat-
egories, and degree of membership.

Elkins focuses on a substantive example that is highly
salient to the present discussion: the comparative study of
constitutions. The categories of presidentialism, semi-
presidentialism, and parliamentarism are widely recognized
and—presumably—extremely well defined, yielding an excel-
lent opportunity to explore ideas about full membership and
partial membership. Elkins applies three scaling techniques to
his data—MIMIC Modeling (Multiple-Indicators Multiple
Causes), similarity-based measures and latent-class analysis—
using them to assess the structure and heterogeneity of the
categories and degrees of membership. He suggests that these
methods have many advantages over fuzzy-set scoring and
they yield important new insights into the complexities of these
extremely well-known categories of legislative-executive rela-
tions.

Studying Interactions (Braumoeller). A major concern of
social science methodology is with how causal patterns differ
when distinct combinations of causes interact. This topic is
addressed under various rubrics, including the study of inter-
actions and of contextual effects. Concern with causal pat-
terns such as these is a hallmark of the qualitative tradition.
Bear Braumoeller’s contribution systematically compares four
approaches to the study of interactions: QCA’s focus on causal
combinations, interaction terms in regression analysis, sto-
chastic frontier modeling, and Boolean logit.

These methods differ in their approach to measurement,
the role of coefficients, the treatment of thresholds, concept-
ualization of the interactions themselves, and data require-

Qualitative & Multi-Method Research, Spring 2014
ments. Clearly, none of these models is the “correct” one, and
Braumoeller’s contribution is an excellent point of departure
for understanding the opportunities, limitations, and trade-
offs that arise in studying interactions. It establishes a broad
agenda for future work on this crucial topic.

Process Tracing: Beyond the Criteria of Necessity and
Sufficiency (Bennett). Process tracing is a fundamental tool
relevant to all forms of research, both qualitative and quantita-
tive, and Andrew Bennett’s contribution is a major stride for-
ward.'® A central goal of ongoing research on process tracing
has been to provide criteria for evaluating the four process-
tracing tests proposed some time ago by Van Evera (1997: 31-
32): straw-in-the-wind, hoop, smoking-gun, and doubly-deci-
sive tests.

One approach to mapping the relationship among these
tests, adopted by Bennett (2010) and Collier (2011), had been
to differentiate according to whether each test is necessary
and/or sufficient for affirming a given causal inference. Goertz
and Mahoney (2013: 279) have noted this approach as an ex-
ample of applying set theory and related forms of set logic to
qualitative methods.

However, Bennett has now moved the process-tracing
literature well beyond this approach, based on his application
of Bayesian analysis. In Bennett’s new formulation, the overall
goal is the same: evaluating the power of process-tracing evi-
dence for testing a given hypothesis. The Bayesian approach
systematizes insights into this probative power based on three
criteria: (1) whether positive evidence is found, (2) the
researcher’s prior confidence that the hypothesis is correct,
and (3) the likelihood ratio, i.e. the odds of finding positive
evidence if the explanation is correct versus those of finding
the same evidence even if the explanation is false.

In this framework, the four traditional tests can be situ-
ated within a spectrum of possibilities. This spectrum is estab-
lished based on the degree to which (a) finding or not finding
the evidence has (b) a modest or strong effect on (c¢) the pos-
terior assessment of whether the hypothesis is supported.

Bennett argues that the ideas of necessary and sufficient
are superseded because they are too categorical, and he advo-
cates this more flexible approach. In a sense, the differentia-
tion of four process-tracing tests has also been superseded,
and these tests can now most usefully be seen simply as use-
ful benchmarks within this continuous spectrum of alternative
inferences.

With the Bayesian method, a key question is whether re-
searchers should “fill in the numbers,” using the Bayesian
algorithms to actually make calculations; or instead employ
the method as a useful heuristic for reasoning about process
tracing. This second version would correspond to McKeown’s
(2004: 158-162) idea of “folk Bayesianism.” Bennett is open to
both alternatives—and in either case, a central point is that the
categorical framing of necessity and sufficiency as a basis for
evaluating process-tracing tests is replaced by a framing based
on the idea of continuous gradations.

It should be added that scholars identified with STCM

'S More broadly, see the major new book on process tracing by
Bennett and Checkel (2014).
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have also recently introduced new perspectives on process
tracing, and this method promises to be a key area of future
innovation. '

Some Further, Exploratory Questions

The essays in this symposium call for a fundamental rethink-
ing of the tools employed by the set-theoretic comparative
method. This section poses several exploratory questions—
some of which correspond to innovations currently being de-
veloped by STCM scholars—that may be useful points of
reference in this rethinking. The first three questions focus on
measurement, the others causal inference.

Is fuzzy-set scoring really fuzzy? Lakoff observes that
given the fixed values assigned in fuzzy-set scoring, the method
is in fact not fuzzy. He notes the contrast with Zadeh’s scoring
procedure, in which the assigned values are themselves fuzzy,
rather than fixed.

Is fuzzy-set scoring viable? Lakoff, Tanner, and Elkins are
all concerned about the lack of clear standards for assigning
scores, and hence for problems with the interpretability of
scores. For example, if one finds the initial designation of full
membership in the set to be ambiguous, then the rest of the
scale becomes ambiguous. Tanner is also concerned that even
with the fuzzy-set version, the method yields aggregated causal
paths that lose a great deal of information.

These concerns point to a further question: do the stan-
dard indicators on which fuzzy-set scores are often based con-
vey more useful information than the fuzzy-set scores them-
selves? These indicators have the advantage of being formu-
lated in terms of familiar and more readily interpretable units of
measurement.

Is fuzzy-set scoring necessary? Correspondingly, might
itbe preferable if STCM scholars made greater use of standard
indicators, rather than fuzzy-set scoring? If one accepts the
possibility that fuzzy sets are in fact not fuzzy, then perhaps
not a great deal would be lost. Analysts would retain the more
readily intelligible units of measurement. At the final step in
causal inference, when the fuzzy-set findings are dichotomized
for entry into the truth table, STCM scholars could draw on
the insights gained in the course of the analysis to make what
might be better-informed judgments about establishing the
cut-points for dichotomization.

This approach embraces Ragin’s (2000: 171) recommenda-
tion that recoding fuzzy membership scores in the course of
the analysis should be considered standard practice. In addi-
tion, the important goal of eliminating “irrelevant variation”
(Ragin 2000: 161-63) would be achieved through the dichoto-
mization introduced at this final step in the process—again,
hopefully guided by these better-informed judgments that
emerge in the course of the study.

A final point: In addition to encouraging greater use of
standard indicators, this framework could incorporate a broader
set of tools. For example, Elkins’ methods for analyzing partial

16 See Mahoney (2012); Schneider and Rohlfing (2013); Rohlfing
and Schneider (2013); Beach and Pedersen (2013); Rohlfing (2014).
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membership in categories might be considered just as appro-
priate as fuzzy-set scoring for these STCM applications.

‘What are the next steps in analyzing interactions? Tan-
ner expresses the concern that QCA’s approach to studying
interactions routinely does not yield productive insights, and
Braumoeller takes a large stride toward extending the discus-
sion by noting major tradeoffs among four alternative models
ofinteractions, including QCA.

Braumoeller’s line of analysis must be developed much
further—for example, analysts might wish to add a fifth ap-
proach. Tanner’s examples include the compelling analysis of
an interaction that relies on a simple two-by-two table, involv-
ing welfare interventions for teen-aged mothers. Tools for ana-
lyzing standard cross-tabulations are much neglected in today’s
social science, and obviously there is a specific “algorithm”
that one can follow for such analysis. This algorithm might be
added as a fifth model for studying interactions.

Have the algorithms and software taken over, and has
case knowledge been eclipsed? This symposium has suggested
the answer is yes, and this question merits continuing atten-
tion. Consider the many empirical studies using QCA that are
analyzed by Tanner and by Krogslund and Michel—along
with dozens of additional empirical articles using the method.
The concern does indeed arise that the method is in effect
reduced to the algorithms—which are all too readily applied
using QCA software. The intensive use of case knowledge is
often not in evidence.

If we look at the trajectory of other innovative methods,
we see that the widespread availability of software can be both
a blessing and a curse. In the case of structural equation mod-
eling, it opened a Pandora’s Box of bad applications (Steiger
2001). One worries that the same distortion of the method has
occurred with QCA.

How should one think about problems of stability and
validity of findings that emerge in simulations? Error and the
“DGP.” As scholars conduct more simulation tests, it is essen-
tial to ask why these tests often reveal problems of stability
and validity. One possibility is that STCM lacks adequate tools
for dealing with a number of issues, including measurement
error, problems of model specification, and potentially a ran-
dom element in the data.

In evaluating these issues of the stability and validity of
findings, STCM scholars should consider a concept that is
crucial to methodological discussions today: the underlying
“data-generating process” (DGP), which focuses attention on
what is now the standard insight that causal assessment in-
volves reaching conclusions about the DGP on the basis of
the particular set of observed values. This is a useful way of
bringing into sharp focus the daunting challenges of causal
inference. Some simulation tests specifically evaluate STCM
within this DGP framework (Krogslund and Michel 2014), and
these tests reinforce concerns about the stability and validity
of findings. Additional work along these lines will make a large
contribution to evaluating STCM’s analytic tools.

Two more questions about the stability and validity of



findings also merit attention.

Is there an asymmetry in the treatment of false negatives
and false positives? STCM has procedures such as its proba-
bilistic criteria to help guard against false negatives. Is it pos-
sible that parallel procedures to guard against false positives
are lacking? Regarding false negatives: in the real world, given
problems that include measurement error, a true causal rela-
tionship of necessity and/or sufficiency may be present, yet it
might be imperfectly reflected in the data. For example, if the
analysis employs a two-by-two table, some cases might be
located in the “wrong” cells, vis-a-vis the true causal pattern.
It appears that STCM has procedures for addressing this prob-
lem, thereby guarding against a potential false negative.

However, it is not clear that there is a procedure for ad-
dressing the opposite problem, which could yield a false posi-
tive. Thus, cases might be located in the “right” cells for infer-
ring necessity and/or sufficiency, yet in an analysis free of
error they might in fact be located in the “wrong” cells. The
resulting inference runs the risk of being a false positive.

The question of whether STCM has appropriate tools for
addressing both false negatives and false positives requires
much further discussion.

How should the empty rows in the truth table—the logi-
cal remainders—be addressed? For scholars who are not part
ofthe STCM tradition, the treatment of empty rows—i.e. com-
binations of conditions not found in the empirical cases—is
puzzling. The problem of “limited diversity” addressed in STCM
is definitely important, and the counterfactual reasoning that
underlies causal inference routinely involves empty rows. Yet
STCM appears, overall, problematic in meeting the challenge
posed by standard norms of causal inference; and employing
an extremely complicated analytic procedure to address what
may well not be the most compelling aspect of this deficit
seems questionable.

The truth table, a foundation of QCA, is a logical con-
struct, and as a logical construct it encompasses all possible
combinations of explanatory conditions that could be matched
with both the occurrence and non-occurrence of the outcome.
As is widely noted, with additional explanatory conditions
this leads to an exponential increase in the overall number of
rows, and also to a dramatic increase in empty rows. This yields
a cascade of complications for the method, along with the
need for complex algorithms to address these complications.

In the actual practice of STCM, the truth table might more
usefully be treated not as a logical construct, but as a valuable
form of data display. Correspondingly, the focus on the empty
paths could be dropped from the method.

In the field of comparative-historical analysis—for which
STCM is intended to have great value—a focus on empty
paths would be non-standard. For example, in Shaping the
Political Arena (R. Collier and D. Collier 1991), we could not
possibly have been able to—or wanted to—address a large
number of empty rows. Many books have a concluding chap-
ter that somewhat speculatively places the cases analyzed in a
wider comparative perspective—including potentially some
comments on empty rows. This is valuable, and it strengthens
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causal inference. But elaborate attention to empty rows is em-
phatically not a cornerstone of the comparative-historical
method.

If the truth table were simply treated as a valuable data
display, perhaps the concern with empty rows could simply be
dropped, and attention might usefully focus on other limita-
tions of STCM’s procedures for causal inference.

To reiterate, these are exploratory questions that seek to
advance the discussion. Some questions correspond to inno-
vations currently being developed by STCM scholars—al-
though the findings of the present essay suggest that the
overall goals of the method may be more effectively served by
turning to different tools.

Conclusion: Restoring Ragin’s Dialogue
between Ideas and Evidence

Taken together, these questions point to the need for a fairly
drastic reevaluation of the tools employed in the set-theoretic
method. To place this reevaluation in perspective, a conclud-
ing point should be made about a central foundation of the
method, which grows out of the work of Charles Ragin.

One of Ragin’s fundamental scholarly contributions is his
conception of social research as a dialogue between ideas and
evidence. This conception is important for QCA, but very cru-
cially also in his many non-QCA books and articles on meth-
ods (Ragin and Zaret 1983; Ragin and Becker 1989, 1992; Ragin
1994, 2004; Ragin and Amoroso 2010). This trajectory in his
work can readily be seen as a creative extension of the long
sociological tradition that includes, for example, the Lazarsfeld
elaboration model and the constant comparative method of
grounded theory. This tradition remains a cornerstone of good
research.

As noted, in much of the applied work using QCA, this
component may well have disappeared. It seems that the role
of case knowledge—and the dialogue between ideas and evi-
dence—is being eclipsed by the algorithms and the computer
software. Setting aside the algorithms—combined with con-
centrating on case studies and process tracing, as is advo-
cated here—would bring the focus back to Ragin’s larger con-
tribution.

Next Steps: Following through on this Symposium

The Qualitative and Multi-Method Research newsletter is
committed to publishing in its next issue a comment on this
symposium from the perspective of STCM, a response from
the standpoint of the symposium, a comment on the recent
Hug (2013) article, and a response from Hug. This should be a
valuable exchange, and we strongly welcome it.

Regarding this evolving discussion, an observation
should be made about a direction the debate hopefully will not
take. In earlier exchanges, the skeptical evaluation of QCA by
two commentators was challenged as reflecting the limited
perspective and “defensive reactions” of quantitative research-
ers.'” In another exchange, a skeptical evaluation by a third

'7See Ragin and Rihoux’s (2004: 22) comments on the evaluations
by Lieberson and Seawright.
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commentator was dismissed as “what one would expect a quan-
titative researcher to believe.”'®

These responses by STCM scholars took the discussion
down the wrong path, particularly because all three of these
commentators are specifically well-known as strong critics of
conventional quantitative methods." In the spirit of this news-
letter’s commitment to multi-method research, we have sought
to meet a key standard: to the extent possible and feasible,
contributors should have a broad view of methodology that
transcends limitations such as these.

In that framework, we greatly look forward to the continu-
ing discussion.
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