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Mediation in Political Science

• Imported from psychology.

• Has strong critics.



Mediation in Economics

• Almost nonexistent.

• Deaton (2010): treatments are a “black-box.”

• Coming renaissance?



Media Cues and Immigration Attitudes

Brader, Valentino, and Suhay (2008): Responses to immigration
in media reports.



Treatment in Brader et al.



Media Cues and Immigration Attitudes

Brader, Valentino, and Suhay (2008) outcomes: attitudes toward
immigration and behavioral responses.



Causal mediation analysis in Political Science

• Brader, Valentino, and Suhay (2008).

Treatment:
Immigration News Story

Outcome:
Immigration Attitudes

Mediator: Anxiety

Direct

Ind
ire

ct
Indirect



Product of Coefficients Average Causal
Outcome variables Method Mediation Effect (δ)
Decrease Immigration (ordinal) .347 .105

δ̄(1) [0.146, 0.548] [0.048, 0.170]
Support English Only Laws (ordinal) .204 .074

δ̄(1) [0.069, 0.339] [0.027, 0.132]
Request Anti-Immigration Information (binary) .277 .029

δ̄(1) [0.084, 0.469] [0.007, 0.063]
Send Anti-Immigration Message (binary) .276 .086

δ̄(1) [0.102, 0.450] [0.035, 0.144]



How plausible is the sequential ignorability
assumption?

Treatment:
Immigration News Story

Outcome:
Immigration Attitudes

Mediator: Anxiety
X1, Confounder?

Conditioning Set:

• Age, education, gender, income.
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Here ρ = 0.43



Effectiveness of Early Education Interventions

Heckman, Pinto, and Savelyev (2013): The Perry Preschool
Program



Effectiveness of Early Education Interventions

Heckman, Pinto, and Savelyev (2013) outcomes: behavioral
measures at age 27 and 40.



Causal mediation analysis in Economics

• Heckman, Pinto, and Savelyev (2013)

Treatment:
Preschool Program

Outcomes

Mediators

Direct

Ind
ire

ct
Indirect



Table : Estimated Causal Quantities of Interest for Perry Preschool Project.

Graduate High School

Average Causal Mediation Effects δ̄(t) 0.065
[0.003, 0.157]

Average Direct Effects ζ̄(t) 0.160
[−0.015, 0.339]

Average Total Effect τ̄ .225
[0.045, 0.413]

Note: N = 123.



How plausible is the sequential ignorability
assumption?

Treatment:
Preschool Program

Outcomes

Mediator: Cognitive Ability
X1, Confounder?

Conditioning Set:

B IQ scores, mother’s education, mother working?, father has
skilled job, mother’s age, father at home?, density of people
in household.



−0.5 0.0 0.5

−
0.

2
0.

0
0.

1
0.

2

Sensitivity Parameter: ρ

A
ve

ra
ge

 M
ed

ia
tio

n 
E

ffe
ct

1

Here ρ = 0.4



Mediation Critiques in Political Science

• Don Green and Alan Gerber: Don’t do it!

• Mediation counterfactuals are metaphysical and best avoided.



Complex Counterfactuals

• Think of a subject that viewed the treatment news story
(ti = 1).

• For this person, Yi(1,Mi(1)) is the observed immigration
opinion if he or she views the immigration news story.

• Yi(1,Mi(0)) is his or her immigration opinion in the
counterfactual world where subject i still viewed the
immigration story but his or her anxiety level is at the same
level as if they viewed the control news story.



Mediators as Outcomes Analysis

B Treat mediators as outcomes only.



Implicit Mediation Analysis

B Deduce patterns through treatment levels or multiple
treatments.



Implicit Mediation Analysis: Example

B Conditional cash transfers



Implicit Mediation Analysis: Example

1. Control

2. Cash Without Conditions

3. Cash With Conditions



Important Guidelines

B Baseline measures!



Final Matters

See my website for papers and software:

www.personal.psu.edu/ljk20/

Email for comments and suggestions:

ljk20@psu.edu

www.personal.psu.edu/ljk20/
mailto:ljk20@psu.edu

