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In-depth case study method used to:

1. empirically trace process that produced contribution (how things worked)

2. study how context shapes how things work (enabling/supporting factors)

3. understand why intervention did NOT work (deviant cases)

4. theorization can be used for policy design and strategic planning of interventions
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1. What is process tracing?
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▪ Correlation is not causation!

▪ PT is a within case method

› Process tracing = attempts to ‘unpack’ causal arrow linking causes and outcomes

 

→ opens the “black-box” of causation

1. What is process tracing?

X Y
?



AARHUS UNIVERSITY

DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

▪ Asks “how” and “why” questions 

▪ Bottom-up, case focused research approach

▪ A ‘case’ = one instance of CAUSE -> process -> OUTCOME taking place
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› whether research produced by CIAT has impacts on Colombian agricultural policy, 

and if so, HOW?

a ‘case’: 

› research on instruments for monitoring and tracing deforestation -> forming part of 

public/private zero deforestation agreements in different products in Colombia
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Two parallel evidence hierarchies

Case-based
Within-case, mechanistic claims about 

process linking cause and outcome

Variance-based
Cross-case, counterfactual claims about 

average causal effects

Multiple PT case studies in population Meta-study of lab experiments

PT case study Lab experiment

Non-mechanistic case study Field experiment

Small-n comparison Natural experiment

Medium-n comparison Large-n comparison

Small-n comparison
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› Theory-based evaluation methods - how process is theorized differs

› realist evaluation : theory of change (ToC) with CMO configurations

› contribution analysis : theory of change (ToC) with linkages treated as ‘assumptions’

› ToC does not unpack theoretically the interactions between implementing actors and 

other actors (beneficiaries, other stakeholders) 

› PT translates linkages into activities and interactions, evidences linkages empirically
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How does
‘learning’ work? Why adopt?
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Learning works through
trust-building and 

iteration

Mothers adopt because
not difficult + over time 

they see positive effects
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Process tracing : three elements

1. What we are tracing (process theory-of-change (pTOC))

2. Empirical analysis using process evidence of activities and linkages

3. Processual comparisons to assess context and avoid overgeneralizations
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Theorizing process theory-of-change (pTOC):

1. Theorize challenge/barrier between intervention and contribution (what actions do)

› f.ex. childhood vaccination program has to overcome parental skepticism

2. Theorize causal dynamics = simplied account of how intervention overcomes barrier

› f.ex. enlisting cooperation from trusted local leader(s)

› Focus on actions/activities = producers of change (what transmits ‘causal forces’)

› Make explicit why activities lead another actor to respond with activity
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2. Process theories of change (pToC)
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Key episode:
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2. Process theories of change (pToC)



AARHUS UNIVERSITY

DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE 17



AARHUS UNIVERSITY

DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE 18

3. Evidencing a pToC
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Operationalizing a process theory

› Expected observables of activities and linkages

› Evidence be any type of empirical material that sheds light on whether

activity/linkage existed in case or not

› If do not find expected evidence -> revise process theory...

› Evidential ‘bricolage’ – often clusters of different types of evidence for each episode
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3. Evidencing a pToC
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How much we learn based on finding evidence?

- probative value = power of specific items of evidence to increase or decrease our

confidence in a specific claim (Befani and Stedman-Bryce, 2017)

- theoretically certain (aka sensitivity) (disconfirmatory if not found)

- theoretically unique (aka specificity) ~ a ‘signature’ (confirmatory if found)

- Avoid confirmation bias by assessing alternative explanations of evidence
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Process tracing can be used when:

› Want to learn more about how intervention produced a contribution (often success)

› Ideally comparative processual analysis to avoid overlearning from one case

› PT can (relatively) easily be embedded in broader program evaluation (see IEG study)

› Or to understand how/why causal effects found using RCT (sequential usage)
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5. Conclusions
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