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Causation: at Is It an 

at Is It Goo For? 

What You'll Learn 

• A causal effect is a change in some feature of the world that would result from 
a change to some other feature of the world. 

• Assessing causal relationships is crucial for policy and decision making. 
• ''What effect did this have on the outcome?'' is a more conceptually clear question 

than ''What caused the outcome?'' 
• Causal relationships are about comparisons of counterfactual worlds. As a 

result, they are funda111entally unobservable. But, in certain situations, we can 
learn about them from data. 

Introduction 

As we saw in chapter 2, knowledge of correlations is useful for many purposes. 
Among the most important, but also most vexing, purposes is learning about causal 
relationships. 

We make claims about causal knowledge all the time. I did poorly on the test because 
I didn't get enough sleep. Going to college will improve my future job prospects. A polit­
ical candidate lost an election because of an attack ad. Violent crime is down because 
of a new policing strategy. 

Thinking clearly about whether a causal relationship exists is perhaps the most 
important conceptual challenge for learning to use information to make better deci­
sions. This is because causal knowledge is the key to understanding how your decisions 
and actions affect the world around you. If you propose a new tax policy, test-prep strat­
egy, exercise plan, or advertising ca1npaign, you're doing so not because you think it is 
correlated with better outcomes. Rather, you must believe that enacting your proposal 
will actually cause better outcomes. 

Our goal in this chapter is to clarify exactly what we mean when we talk about causal 
relationships. Causality is a deep and perplexing topic to which much attention has been 
paid by scholars from many different fields. We won't be able to resolve all the thorny 
philosophical questions here. Instead we've set more modest goals. First, we want to 
make sure we are all on the same page by defining how we will use causal language for 
the duration of this book. Then we will explain why the notion of causality we adopt 
is a particularly valuable one. Finally, we will discuss some other approache to talking 
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about causality and explain why, from our point of view, they are less helpful than the 
one we adopt. 

at Is Causation? 

When we talk about causation, we,re talking about the effect of one thing on another. 
In non-technical terms, a causal effect is a change in some feature of the world that would 
result from a change to some other feature of the world. So, for instance, we would say 
that the tax rate has a causal effect on government revenue if changing the tax rate would 
lead to a change in government revenue. 

We,ve defined the notion of an effect in non-technical terms, so you might not have 
noticed that we actually slipped in a bit of philosophy. What do we mean by would 
result? After all, the world is as it is. Where did this change in some other feature of the 
world come from? 

That,s a good question. In fact, our definition of a causal effect relies on a thought 
experiment about which we need to be explicit. Let's start with an example. 

The movie star Gwyneth Paltrow runs a company called Goop that promotes stick­
ers, called Body Vibes, that are supposed to promote health, wellness, and good skin. 
Here's what the Goop website says about Body Vibes: 

Huinan bodies operate at an ideal energetic frequency, but everyday stresses and 
anxiety can throw off our internal balance, depleting our energy reserves and 
weakening our immune systems. Body Vibes stickers come pre-prograrruned to 
an ideal frequency, allowing them to target imbalances. While you're wearing 
them-close to your heart, on your left shoulder or arm-they'll fill in the defi­
ciencies in your reserves, creating a calming effect, smoothing out both physical 
tension and anxiety. The founders, both aestheticians, also say they help clear skin 
by reducing inflammation and boosting cell turnover. 

Suppose you paid the required six dollars per sticker because you really want clear 
skin. But then your friends started making fun of you for being a sucker. In defending 
yourself, youcl want to claim that Body Vibes really do have an effect on the clarity of 
your skin. But what, exactly, would you mean by that clai1n? 

Here's a way of thinking about this. Imagine an alternative world where, at the exact 
moment you went to stick on your Body Vibes stickers, unbeknownst to you, one of 
your friends replaced them with identical-looking stickers that cost ten cents instead 
of six dollars, but which hadn't been ''pre-prograrnmed to an ideal frequency:' If your 
skin clarity would be worse i.n that alternative world, then we would say that Body Vibes 
have a positive effect on your skin clarity. If your skin clarity would be the sa 111e in that 
alternative world, wecl have to conclude that Body Vibes don't have the claimed effect 
on skin clarity And if your, skin clarity would actually be better in that alternative world, 
we'd conclude Body Vibes have a negative effect. 

We can extend this thought experiment. There's nothing particularly special about 
the real world. Once we're already thi • g about one alternative world, we might as 
well think about two. For instance, we could think about the effect of ten-cent stickers 
compared to magical crystals, even if you've never tried either of those approaches to 
skin care. We just have to compare two make-believe worlds: one where your friends 
secretly stuck stickers on your upper left shoulder near your. heart, and another where 




























