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1 Writing a Political Science Paper

(1) Introduction

• State your question
• Preview your findings (it’s not a mystery novel!)

(2) Hypothesis and Causal Logic

• Define your DV and IV
• Explain your causal logic
• Identify the observable implications from your theory

(3) Interpretation of Data

• Read the results
• Consistent with your hypothesis?

(4) Discussion

• Check your results
• Apply your findings

2 Interpreting and Discussing Political Science Data

Reference Definitions:1

• Coefficient Sign/Size: This describes the direction and magnitude of the relationship with
respect to the dependent (outcome) variable. You may have originally learned about this as
the slope. Positive sign says increasing the independent variable is associated with increases in
the outcome variable. Negative sign indicates increasing the independent variable is associated
with decreases in the outcome variable. The size helps us determine substantive significance.
We interpret this as a one-unit increase in our independent variable is associated with a
m�unit change in our dependent variable where m comes from y = mx+ b.

• Correlation Sign/Size: This describes the strength of the relationship between the indepen-
dent and dependent variables.When the correlation coefficient is closer to ± 1, then the more
change in one variable tends to be associated with changes in the other variable. Correlations
near zero indicate little relationship (or lots of noise) in the data.

• If necessary: Standard Error Size: Standard error size measures the amount of uncer-
tainty in the estimate - the smaller the better. We divide the coefficient by the standard error
to get a measure of statistical significance. Statistical significance helps us assess whether
the correlation between the independent and dependent variable just happened by chance.
Independent variables that are highly statistically significant (multiple asterisks) are robustly
related to the dependent variable.

1
Credit to Rachel Myrick 2017.
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How to Analyze Political Science Data

Read Check Apply

AKA: What does the model say? Does the model describe
the data well?

Does the model describe
the real-world?

Procedure: For every key independent
variable:

Note any potential con-
founders

Note the results’ generaliz-
ability

Note the coefficient sign
(positive or negative)

Note any potential outliers Note the results’ relevance
if true

Note the coefficient size
(small or large)

Note if possible reverse
causation

Pick an out-of-sample ex-
ample

(If necessary) Note the
standard error size
(small or large)

Note whether model really
tests the proposed mecha-
nism

See if model predicts out-
of-sample correctly

Evidence: Regression Tables, Coeffi-
cient Plots, Cross-Tabs

Graphs, Figures, R

2, Cor-
relation

New Data, Current Events,
Case Studies

Significance:Tells us whether hypothe-
ses are correct and how
much uncertainty there is
in results

Tells us whether data is
good and/or whether the-
oretical mechanism applies

Tells us whether results
are consequential and next
steps

Iris Malone 2017.
Please do not circulate or cite without author’s permission.

2


