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Causal mapping differs from related approaches -
epistemic, less predictive, unsophisticated, many links,
many sources, unclear boundaries

Causal mapping has three tasks — gathering, coding and
analysing data

Task 1 — Gathering narrative data

Task 2 — Coding causal claims as causal qualitative data
analysis

Task 3 — Analysing data, Answering questions
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Causal mapping is good at coping with messiness and
complexity

Granularity, generalisability and chunking are coding
problems for causal mapping too
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What is causal mapping? What are its strengths and weaknesses?
How does a causal map differ from a systems diagram? This

chapter has some answers.
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Do use causal mapping when you have large numbers of claims from multiple sources,

and more open research questions

Do not use causal mapping if you have limited data or want precise models or specific

causal links

Causal mapping approaches differ in application, construction, analysis and how they
deal with multiple sources

Causal mappers believe that humans are good at thinking in terms of causal nuggets

Causal mappers believe that humans are the best detectors of causation

Causal mapping is part of the qualitative branch of the new causal revolution

Wise as folk

Causal mapping differs from related approaches - epistemic, less predictive,

unsophisticated, many links, many sources, unclear boundaries

Causal mapping has three tasks — gathering, coding and analysing data

Task 1 — Gathering narrative data

Task 2 — Coding causal claims as causal qualitative data analysis

Task 3 — Analysing data, Answering questions

Strong evidence for a link is not evidence of a strong link

Causal mapping is easier if we are realist about causation

Causal mapping is good at coping with messiness and complexity

Granularity, generalisability and chunking are coding problems for causal mapping too
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® WHY CAUSAL MAPPING ?
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What do you think is important in social research?

Here's what we believe, do you agree?

] Social research works best when the concepts come from
people closest to the subject, not from experts. Quantitative tools

can't do that.

L] People’s worlds differ. Not just in details but also in main
features too. One size doesn't fit all, especially in a changing world.

[C] Social research must welcome data and narratives that don't
fit: messy structure and messy contents.

We also believe social research needs a causal lens, do you?

L] Many of the most important questions in research and
evaluation are causal: What drives X? What does Y lead to?

L] Asking "how does your world work?" can be a really useful
question — for interviews and for analysis.

L] Beliefs matter. What do people think drives what? That is
critical to know when we're dealing with people, even when they're

wrong.

L] People are causation experts. Mostly, people are right about
causation. We make mostly successful causal judgements thousands
of times a day. We're the best causation detectors there are.
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Causal mapping ticks all of the above boxes.

How can it help in social research, concretely?

Causal mapping is not an "evaluation method" but an "evidence broker" for evaluation methods
like QuIP, Outcome Harvesting and Process Tracing. It finds masses of causal information, organises

it, visualises it and feeds it in to other methods for evaluative judgement.

= Causal mapping is a perfect fit to make use of the power of Al, not by using it as a black box but
as a low-level coding assistant. We can apply a relatively generic causal coding template to hundreds

of interviews documents and be ready to ask and answer causal questions about them very quickly.

B8 Stories in, stories out. People tell stories. Causal mapping takes them and outputs stories and
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Relevant page: Causal Mapping — the evaluation evidence broker >
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® CAUSAL MAPPING FOR OUTSIDERS

17 Nov 2025

# What is Causal Mapping?

Causal mapping is a technique to visualise what people believe causes what within a complex
system. It creates a "mental map" of the cause-and-effect relationships perceived by an individual or a

group.

The process starts with narratives—such as interview transcripts, reports, or open-ended survey
responses. Causal claims within these texts are systematically identified and structured into a network

diagram:

Nodes (Boxes) represent the factors or concepts (e.g., "Better Training").

Links (Arrows) show the direction of influence between them.

@ Why Use It and Who is it For?

Causal mapping is a powerful tool for analysing qualitative data at scale, helping to understand

complex, real-world situations.

Who Uses Causal Mapping?

This technique is primarily used by professionals who need to understand complex social systems and

justify their decisions:

Evaluators: To empirically verify whether a planned programme works as intended (Theory of
Change) and trace its actual influence pathways.

Policymakers & Strategists: To gain a clearer picture of stakeholder perceptions, anticipate risks,
and identify effective intervention points (leverage points).

Researchers: To systematically process large volumes of interview data, often across different

groups (e.g., comparing views by location), while keeping data transparent.

Why is it useful

The key benefit is turning massive amounts of qualitative input into a structured visual database which is

query-able: you can ask it questions.
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Understand Stakeholder Views: It reveals how different people believe a system or problem
works.

Manage Complexity: It structures messy, interconnected information into a query-able map.
Validate Arguments: It allows quantifying the robustness of evidence for any causal path reported
by stakeholders.

“s The Causal Map App

The specialised Causal Map app provides a convenient way to do causal mapping. Users can import
interviews or reports and "code" them: highlighting causal claims and adding them to the database. Much

of this process can optionally be automated using Al, enabling rigorous analysis of larger datasets.

Transparency: Every link in the map is transparently tied back to the original source quote.
This ensures that outputs are verifiable and avoids acting as a "black box," maintaining the rigour
essential for qualitative work.

Querying the Map: The final map is a dynamic model of causal evidence that can be actively
explored to answer sophisticated questions, such as tracing all direct and indirect links from a single
input to a defined outcome.

AT as an Assistant: Generative Al is optionally used as a tireless, low-level coding assistant to

quickly extract explicit causal claims from text.
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ki THREE WAYS TO USE CAUSAL MAPPING

Three different ways to use causal mapping. The workflow is similar for each: import interviews and/or
reports and code them (identifying all the causal claims, where someone says that one thing influences

another) manually or with Al
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What do people think, and what
drives what?

Gather open accounts on any topic and map
the causal claims people make. No fixed
framework: emerge from the

material, and all.
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Testing a theory of change

Does the evidence back your
theory of change?

Build a inductively from
reports and interviews, or apply a fixed
codebook from an existing theory, or mix
the two approaches. Either way the map can
also surface

Behind each link are multiple quotes from

multiple sources.

Training delivered

Unexpected: peer
Skills put into practice ! p . £
mentoring

Outcomes improve

Validating a theory of change
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Run the whole evaluation from one coded evidence base

Import all your material, code it once, and use the map as the backbone of the study. Express each

as one or more filters applied to the . Then read the answer off the
evidence.
rathway A Outcome 1
Intervention
Pathway B
Other factors — t----- Outcome 2

_______________________

Questions you can answer

© Causal Map Ltd 2026 - (&) App 7
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® MIND MAPPING AND CAUSAL MAPPING

12 Feb 2026

B Mind Mapping and Causal Mapping: Two Sides of the Same
Coin?

I recently had a great chat with Liam Hughes from , the global home of mind mapping. It got
me thinking about how mind mapping and causal mapping are both about making connections

visible — but they do it in quite different ways, for different purposes.

If you're a mind mapper, you already know the power of visualising relationships. So what's this "causal

mapping" thing all about, and how does it compare?

+' What They Have in Common

Both approaches are about taking complex, interconnected information and making it visible:

Visualising connections: Both turn abstract relationships into concrete diagrams with boxes and
lines.

Managing complexity: Both help you see the big picture.

Externalising thinking: Both get ideas out of your head (or others' heads) and onto a surface

where you can work with them.

In essence, if you're comfortable with mind mapping, you already understand the core intuition behind

causal mapping.

@, Where They Differ

Mind mapping is also about thinking while you map. That is a creative element which isn't present so
much in causal mapping, though you could use it like that if you wanted. In causal mapping, especially
when you are doing it manually, the creative part of the task is more about creating a causal theory: what
are the main factors, how can they best be named, what additional systemisation (if any) like tags should I
apply. It's a kind of creative theory-building. But it is not as free as mind mapping as it primarily depends

on pre-existing evidence.
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Mind Mapping: Creative and Flexible

Mind maps are brilliant for:

Brainstorming: Capturing ideas as they flow, radiating out from a central concept.
Personal organisation: Planning projects, taking notes, structuring your thoughts.

Learning and creativity: Making connections that spark new insights.

Mind maps are wonderfully flexible. You can structure them however makes sense to you. They're

personal thinking tools.

Causal Mapping: Evidence-Based and Systematic

Causal maps are mostly specialised for:

Analysing narratives: Systematically extracting what people believe causes or influences what,
from interview transcripts, reports, or survey responses. So you usually don't just create a map "in
empty space": you load up a text such as an interview, highlight any causal claims, and that
creates links in your map.

Working with multiple sources: Combining views from dozens or hundreds of different people
or documents.

Tracing influence paths: Every arrow represents a claimed directional influence ("X influences
Y"), not just "these things are related."

Maintaining evidence trails: Every link traces back to the exact quote that justified it — crucial

for rigorous research.

Causal maps are less flexible but more disciplined. They're mostly designed to turn large volumes of
qualitative data into a queryable database of causal beliefs. Of course, you can use it just to make a map of

just one page of text if you want, but that is not what most people use it for.

Causal mapping isn't new, there were and since then it has been used in disciplines

from biology to marketing.

@ Overlapping Use Cases

There are definitely spots where both approaches shine:

Project planning: Mind maps help brainstorm what might happen; causal maps can systematically
capture stakeholder views about what will cause what, or did cause what.

Problem analysis: Mind maps explore possible factors; causal maps analyse what people or
reports actually say about causes and effects.

Knowledge management: Both help structure and retain complex information.
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You might even use both: mind map to explore, then causal map to rigorously analyse stakeholder input.

8¢ Different (But Overlapping) Audiences

Mind Mappers

Mind mappers are often:

Students and educators

Business professionals

Creative thinkers

Anyone wanting to organise their thinking

Mind mapping is universal—anyone can benefit from visualising their ideas.

Causal Mappers

Causal mapping serves a more specialised niche:

Students: Using causal mapping as part of a seminar paper or thesis, to create or test a causal

theory based on texts.
Evaluators: Verifying whether programmes work as intended (Theory of Change evaluation).

Researchers: Analysing large volumes of interview data systematically.

Policymakers: Understanding stakeholder perceptions to identify intervention points.

These users need rigorous, transparent, evidence-based analysis of what people believe causes what in

complex social systems.

Interested in exploring causal mapping further? Check out the or dive into the theory

in the
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® A CAUSAL MAP CONSISTS OF MULTIPLE
LINKS WHERE A LINK FROM X TO Y MEANS
SOMEONE BELIEVES X INFLUENCES Y

A causal map can be defined as a network consisting of links or arcs between nodes or factors, such that
a link from factor C to factor E means that someone (P) believes that C in some sense causally influences

E. Every link represents one causal claim.

Alternatively we can say that such a link means that there is some evidence (P) that C in some sense

causally influences E (seeWe can reason about causal maps using a logic of evidence).

Beliefs held by P

- Causal maps encode a belief about a usually partial causal influence of C on E, and only in special
cases encode total or exclusive causation such that C entirely determines E or is the cause of E.

- Encoding a claim (like ‘the heavy rains were one reason the harvest was worse than usual’) in causal
mapping does not require us to make any judgement about the quality of the evidence or the ability
of the source to correctly judge that this link was causal (although we can add this information if we

want).
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® CAUSAL MAPPING HELPS MAKE SENSE OF
MANY CAUSAL CLAIMS FROM MANY SOURCES

() 22 Sep 2025
From Better Evaluation

Causal mapping helps make sense of the causal claims (about "what causes what") that people make in
interviews, conversations, and documents. This data is coded, combined, and displayed in the form of
maps. These maps show individuals' and groups' mental models and can support further investigation of

causal connections.

-

Beliefs held by Q

Beliefs held by P

Two separate single-source causal maps: Beliefs held by sources P and Q about causal influences between various factors.

A multi-source causal map about beliefs held by sources P and Q.

Top: two separate single-source causal maps: Beliefs held by sources P and Q about causal influences
between various factors. Bottom: A combined, multi-source causal map about beliefs held by sources P and

Q about causal influences between various factors

Causal mapping is designed for the analysis and visualisation of qualitative data about causal links. It can

be used to test an existing theory of change or create collective empirical theories of change about how a

program works based on stakeholders’ experiences.
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People’s narratives and reflections about their experiences provide qualitative data that can be coded and
displayed as maps to present the cognitive structures ( ) of individuals and groups and to

support further exploration to understand actual causal connections.

These causal maps can help to answer questions about what people think happened and what they think
caused this by building links between different factors, such as different kinds of outcomes and inputs.
Mapping the chains of results and their linkages builds pictures of causal pathways showing the

intermediate steps and connections between them.
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® CAUSAL MAPPING STARTS FROM WHAT
PEOPLE ACTUALLY SAY

(9 20 Sep 2025

Causal mapping aims to directly understand and collate the causal claims which people make in narrative
(and other) data rather than trying deduce causal connections using statistics or other methods. It starts
with what people actually say in real-world contexts and does not rely on heavily pre-structured question

formats. Urgent, unexpected, and unwelcome information is treated at face value.

The analyst does not need to have any preconceived conceptual framework; types of causal claims are
identified in the data inductively and iteratively. This is a partly creative process, however the decisions

made by the analyst are transparent as the underlying text is always available.

At least some of the boundaries of causal mapping research are set by the respondents, not the

researchers; what are we going to talk about? What are we not going to talk about?
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® CAUSAL MAPPING HAS BEEN USED FOR
OVER 50 YEARS IN MANY DISCIPLINES

(9 22 Aug 2025
From (Powell et al. 2024)

Causal mapping — diagramming beliefs about what causes what — has been used since the 1970s across a

range of disciplines from management science to ecology.

The idea of wanting to understand the behaviour of actors in terms of their internal maps of the world can
be traced back further to field theory (Tolman 1948) which influenced Kelly’s ‘personal construct theory’
(Kelly 1955). A seminal contribution was made by Robert Axelrod in political science, with the book The
Structure of Decision (Axelrod 1976). Causal mapping is largely based on ‘concept mapping’ and
‘cognitive mapping’, and sometimes the three terms are used interchangeably, although ‘causal mapping’
strictly involves maps that only include explicit causal links, rather than, for example, relationships like
‘membership’.3 Axelrod’s book presents a comprehensive idiographic approach to how individuals make
decisions which he himself mostly refers to as ‘cognitive mapping’ (although his definition makes it clear
that all links are causal). An appendix to the book (Wrightson 1976) gives details about how to code
causal links. Bougon et al. (1977) applied a similar approach to a study of the Utrecht Jazz Orchestra as an
organisational unit, eliciting ‘cause maps’ from several individual members and amalgamating them. One
strand of literature about causal mapping can be located within the wider literature on sensemaking in
organisations pioneered by Weick (1995), and applications within organisations were present almost from
the start.

By 1990, there were many different applications of similar ideas, including an edited book (Huff 1990)
that offered a unitary approach to ‘concept mapping’ in the United States. Most authors (Ackermann &
Alexander 2016, p. 892; Clarkson & Hodgkinson 20035, p. 319; Fiol & Huff 1992, p. 268; Laukkanen 2012,
p- 2; Narayanan 2005, p. 2) use a broadly similar definition of a causal map: A causal map is a diagram,
or graphical structure, in which nodes (which we call factors) are joined by directed edges or arrows
(which we call links), so that a link from factor C to factor E means that someone (P) believes that C in
some sense causally influences E. There is a constructive ambiguity (Eden 1992) about what a collective
map is a map of: While maps constructed as a consensus within a group can plausibly be claimed to map
‘what the group thinks’, this is more problematic for maps constructed post hoc by synthesising

individual maps.
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We found no significant deviations from this basic definition of a causal map across all the variants of
causal mapping reviewed in the following sections, with the caveat that there is variation in how explicit
different authors are in describing causal links as representing bare causation as opposed to beliefs about

causation.

In the following decades, Eden et al. (1992) applied the approach to understanding and supporting
decision-making in organisations, increasingly using the phrase ‘causal mapping’ rather than ‘cognitive
mapping’, and they subsequently extended the application of causal maps to fields as varied as risk
elicitation and information systems development (Ackermann & Eden 2011; Ackermann et al. 2014), also
developing a series of software packages beginning with Decision Explorer (Ackermann et al. 1996).
There is now a wealth of literature on using causal mapping for decision support in organisations
(including sophisticated approaches to formalise decision support (Montibeller et al. 2008) and even to
rank options (Rodrigues et al. 2017)).

Laukkanen (1994, 2012; Laukkanen and Eriksson, 2013) also wrote extensively on causal mapping and
developed a software programme called CMAP3 for processing both idiographic and comparative causal
maps by importing, combining and analysing factors and links attributed to one or more sources. A
broadly similar approach was taken by Clarkson and Hodgkinson (2005) with their Cognizer approach

and software.
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® Do USE CAUSAL MAPPING WHEN YOU
HAVE LARGE NUMBERS OF CLAIMS FROM
MULTIPLE SOURCES, AND MORE OPEN
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

From

When to use causal mapping

Causal mapping is useful when seeking to understand the causal pathways influencing the outcomes of
programs operating in complex settings. It helps make sense of a program and its context in stakeholders’
own words. This includes providing ways to make sense of and organise the different, but sometimes

overlapping, labels that different groups use to describe the causal factors that are important to them.
Causal mapping can be used to help make sense of large amounts of qualitative data.

Using this method requires expertise in coding and analysis of qualitative data.

24 So, use causal mapping if you...

have a relatively large amount of narrative data

need help to synthesise a large number of links

have information from more than one source (for example respondents, documents)
are interested in differences between the sources and groups of sources

you don’t know the contents or boundaries of the map

want to capture what your sources actually say, systematically and transparently
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® DO NOT USE CAUSAL MAPPING IF YOU
HAVE LIMITED DATA OR WANT PRECISE
MODELS OR SPECIFIC CAUSAL LINKS

From

Causal mapping is less frequently used to analyse quantitative data or to do precise mathematical

modelling, e.g. of future states of a system under certain conditions.
X Do not use causal mapping if you ...

don’t place high value on the views of the sources

only have a relatively small map which you can manage with traditional tools for drawing network
diagrams (e.g. PowerPoint, ete.)

need to analyse quantitative data and/or need to do precise mathematical modelling, e.g. of future
states of a system under certain conditions

would like to just sketch out a plan (e.g. Theory of Change or similar) without much reference to the

different sources underpinning each link
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® CAUSAL MAPPING APPROACHES DIFFER IN
APPLICATION, CONSTRUCTION, ANALYSIS AND
HOW THEY DEAL WITH MULTIPLE SOURCES

Reference

(Axelrod 1976)

(Bougon et al. 1977)

(Ackermann et al.
2004; Ackermann &
Eden 2011; Eden
1992; Eden et al.
1979; Eden et al.
1992)

(Laukkanen 1994;
Laukkanen 2012;
Laukkanen &
Eriksson 2013;
Laukkanen & Wang
2016)

2026-07-08

Main application
of causal mapping

Understand and
critique decision

making

Understand how
organisations are
constructed and can

be influenced.

Decision support and
problem solving in
organisations. Maps
are seen primarily as
useful tools rather
than research about

reality.

Explicitly cognitive, to
improve knowledge
and understanding in

management

Mode of

construction

Coding documents

Semi-structured
interview to identify a
fixed list of factors
aka ‘variables’;
respondents then say
which are linked and
give the polarity.

Open interviewing of
several respondents
based on Kelly’s
Personal Construct
Theory. Also map
construction directly

with groups (1988).

Systematic
comparative method
with semi-structured
interviewing:
respondents are given
anchor topic(s) then

asked for causes,

# Causal Map Garden

Dealing with
multiple sources

Mainly idiographic

Compare individual
maps and combine
into global ‘average’

map.

Comparing maps
between individuals
and analysing group

maps directly.

Comparative study of
different individual
maps, combining data

into a database.
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Analysis
procedures

Compute polarity of
indirect effects in

some cases.

Identify variables X
with high outdegree
and Y with high
indegree and
construct an
‘etiograph’ to show all
the multiple paths
from one point to
another; discuss how
respondents might
have influence over

some variables.

Various structural
measures, presence of
isolated clusters,
hierarchical trees,
loops. Simplify
individual maps by
collapsing X->Y->Z
into X->Z.

Display combined
maps for subgroups,
e.g. all local

managers.
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Reference Main application Mode of Dealing with Analysis

of causal mapping construction multiple sources procedures

effects, causes of
causes, effects of
effects. Compress the
data by standardising
factor names.
Comprehensive
coverage of different
map construction

possibilities.
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® CAUSAL MAPPERS BELIEVE THAT HUMANS
ARE GOOD AT THINKING IN TERMS OF CAUSAL
NUGGETS

See also
From

Renewed interest in causal mapping may also be reinforced by the ‘causal revolution’ in quantitative data
science initiated by Judea Pearl (Pearl 2000; Pearl & Mackenzie 2018), which has fundamentally
challenged the almost total taboo placed on making or assessing explicit causal claims, which was
dominant in statistics for much of the twentieth century (Powell, 2018), and this has in turn helped

rekindle interest in explicitly addressing causation using qualitative methods.

Causal mapping and most related approaches share the basic idea that causal knowledge — whether
generalised or about a specific case or context — can be at least partially captured in small, relatively
portable ‘nuggets’ of information (Powell, 2018: 52). These can be assembled into larger models of how
things worked, or might work, in some cases. More ambitiously, they may contribute to constructing
‘middle-level theory’ theory, useful for understanding causal processes in other contexts, without
necessarily reaching the level of overarching scientific laws (Cartwright, 2020). Causal nuggets are also
related to the mechanisms that help to explain how people behave in different contexts (Pawson & Tilley
1997; Schmitt 2020). These can be thought of as causal schema and linked to the hypothesis that human
knowledge is stored in chunks that are activated and combined with others in relevant circumstances.
This would suggest that we humans do not have a comprehensive set of causal maps in our heads at any
one time, but we do have a set of more basic components and the ability to assemble them when the

situation calls for it, including when prompted by a researcher.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ev.20421.

2026-07-08 ® Causal Map Garden p.2/2 Causal Map Ltd - garden

app,


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ev.20421
https://garden.causalmap.app/causal-nuggets
https://causalmap.app/
https://causalmap.app/
https://garden.causalmap.app/causal-nuggets

® CAUSAL MAPPERS BELIEVE THAT HUMANS
ARE THE BEST DETECTORS OF CAUSATION

(9 23 Aug 2025

See also

From

We claim: our everyday causal understanding is as primary as our perception of, say, colour and arises
from more than empirical observations of associations between objects or events; our ability to infer
causation goes beyond and is not primarily based on noting correlations. And for all its complexity and

intuitive brilliance, it is also just as fallible as our perception of colour or size.

This reaffirms our practice as evaluators of taking the causal claims and opinions of humans (experts and
non-experts) seriously (Maxwell 2004; Maxwell 2004); indeed, this kind of information is the bread and

butter of most evaluations.

We can thank for promoting the insight that if you want to thrive in this world, you have to
understand causality natively. We humans make causal connections . We wouldn't

survive long if we didn't.

GPT-3.5 just about understood causation. GPT-4 and more recent models understand causal connections

within text very well.

Our understanding of the world is drenched with causal understanding: information and hypotheses
about how things work (mostly accurate enough, sometimes not). It's really hard for us to not think

causally: the concept of correlation is much harder to understand than the concept of causation.

Causal Inference?

Causal inference is the process of determining whether and how one event or variable brings about
another.

Some writers mistakenly assume that only a controlled experiment can "really" provide a route to causal

inference.
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We would go so far as to say that we don't usually in any conscious cognitive sense infer causation — we

just see it, all the time, everywhere. We don't have to teach children to infer causation: we have to teach

them to question their perceptions of causation and to distinguish causation from correlation.

Why are humans the best detectors of causation?

1.

Evolutionary Adaptation:

Human brains have evolved specifically to detect and act on causal relationships. Survival depends
on recognizing which actions lead to which outcomes—e.g., which plants are safe to eat, which
animals are dangerous, and how to use tools. This evolutionary pressure has made causal reasoning a

core part of human cognition.

. Intuitive Causal Models:

From infancy, humans build mental models of the world that are fundamentally causal. Children

naturally ask "why" questions and seek explanations, not just associations.

. Generalization and Flexibility:

Humans can generalize causal knowledge across domains. For example, understanding that pushing
causes movement can be applied to objects, social situations, and abstract concepts. This flexibility

allows humans to detect causation even in novel or ambiguous situations.

. Counterfactual Reasoning:

Humans often engage in counterfactual thinking—imagining what would happen if things were
different. This is a hallmark of causal reasoning and is essential for planning, learning from

mistakes, and scientific discovery.

. Distinguishing Correlation from Causation:

While humans sometimes make errors (e.g., seeing causation where there is only correlation), we are
still very good at using context, background knowledge, and intervention to distinguish true causal

relationships from coincidence.

. Social and Cultural Transmission:

Human societies accumulate and transmit causal knowledge across generations through language,
stories, and education. This collective causal understanding is a foundation of science, technology,

and culture.

. Observation and Pattern Recognition:

Humans are adept at noticing regularities and anomalies in their environment. We naturally look for
patterns—such as temporal precedence (A happens before B), co-occurrence, and changes following
interventions—that suggest causal relationships. Even without formal training, people intuitively

apply principles like "no effect without a cause" and "causes precede effects."
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8. Intervention and Experimentation:
Humans frequently test their causal hypotheses by intervening in the world—changing variables and
observing outcomes. This hands-on experimentation, whether in childhood play or scientific

research, is a powerful tool for distinguishing causation from mere correlation.

9. Use of Multiple Sources of Evidence:
Humans combine different types of evidence—temporal order, statistical regularities, mechanistic
explanations, and observed interventions—to make robust causal inferences. We can weigh
conflicting evidence, consider alternative explanations, and update our beliefs as new information

arises.

In sum, humans are not just passive recipients of causal information; we are active causal detectives,
constantly inferring, testing, and refining our understanding of how the world works. This multifaceted

approach to causal inference is what makes us the best detectors of causation.

Conclusion

Causal reasoning is not just a feature of human cognition—it is its backbone. Our ability to detect, infer,
and act on causal relationships is what allows us to navigate, survive, and thrive in a complex world.
While formalised, controlled experiments are an incredible tool for causal inference in very particular
contexts such as some areas of education and economics where multiple very similar causes are regularly
followed by multiple very similar effects, if we had to stick to that kind of knowledge and that kind of

context we would never be able to get out of bed in the morning, let alone get the kids to school.
Humans remain the best detectors of causation, both individually and collectively.

See also:
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® CAUSAL MAPPING IS PART OF THE
QUALITATIVE BRANCH OF THE NEW CAUSAL

REVOLUTION

(9 22 Aug 2025

See also

From

Renewed interest in causal mapping may also be reinforced by the ‘causal revolution’ in quantitative
data science initiated by Judea Pearl (Pearl 2000; Pearl & Mackenzie 2018), which has
fundamentally challenged the almost total taboo placed on making or assessing explicit causal
claims, which was dominant in statistics for much of the twentieth century (Powell, 2018), and this

has in turn helped rekindle interest in explicitly addressing causation using qualitative methods.
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