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Abstract
In recent years, many efforts have been made to bring quantitative and qualitative methods into dialogue.
This article also moves in that direction. However, in contrast to most works, the present attempt does not
concern the large-N/small-N issue but focuses instead on the sole single case study framework. Within this
framework, two counterfactual methods, the historical counterfactual method, the qualitative one, and the
synthetic control method, the quantitative one, have gained great importance without however meeting.
This paper aims to advance mixed-methods research by bridging the gap between these two approaches.
More precisely, it has assessed whether these two methods can be used together to understand what would
have happened in a single case Z in the absence of an event X. The case study of the impact of Thatcher’s
election on the UK pension system is then presented as an example of the joint use of the two methods.
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Introduction
In recent decades, the counterfactual model of causation has gained increasing importance in
political science and more generally in the social sciences. Usually, one wonders whether event X
caused event Y. The counterfactual model proposes to answer this question assuming that if the
antecedent X had not occurred (or had occurred differently), the outcome Y would not have
occurred (or have occurred differently).

A main problem with the counterfactual approach is that the statement “In case Z, if X were not
to occur, then Y would not occur either” cannot be evaluated empirically. Indeed, the antecedent X
actually occurs in the real world so that the premise is false, and there is no evidence about what
would happen if X did not occur. In the potential outcome framework, embraced by several
quantitative scholars, this is labelled as the fundamental problem of causal inference (Neyman,
1923; Rubin, 1974; Holland, 1986). In this framework, one can assume that the case Z has only two
potential outcomes, Y1 and Y0, which respectively correspond to the treated and untreated
potential outcomes. Since Y0 cannot be observable in the (actual) case Z, researchers move to the
cross-case setting to estimate the average causal effect. This is done by resorting primarily to
randomized experiments or, alternatively, by analyzing observational data (e.g., Morgan and
Winship, 2015).

However, important developments have also taken place in the individual case framework,
where the attention is precisely focused on what would have happened if the event X had not
occurred in the (single) case Z. These developments have essentially concerned the study of macro
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phenomena and have involved both quantitative and qualitative research. Specifically, two
different counterfactual methods have been raised, spanning both the quantitative and
qualitative sides.

In the quantitative scholarship, the synthetic control method (SCM) has been developed in line
with the potential outcome framework. It was initially introduced by Abadie and Gardeazabal
(2003) and subsequently developed by Abadie et al. (2010; 2015) and by numerous
econometricians (for an overview, see Abadie, 2019). The SCM has been adopted to investigate
the impact of a large number of political events (for an overview, see e.g., Gilchrist et al. 2023). For
instance, the SCM’s inventors employed it to answer the following counterfactual questions: ‘If the
Basque Country had not experienced terrorist conflict, would its economic development be more
pronounced?’ (Abadie and Gardeazabal, 2003); ‘If California had not implemented Proposition 99
(a large-scale tobacco control program), would its per-capita cigarette consumption be higher?’
(Abadie et al., 2010); ‘If 1990 German reunification had not occurred, would West Germany be
more economically prosperous?’ (Abadie et al., 2015).

On the other hand, several qualitative scholars use a counterfactual approach deriving from the
historical explanation that, for convenience, can be termed the historical counterfactual method
(HCM).1 Its earliest advocate can be identified in Max Weber (Reiss, 2009). More recently, it was
developed and adopted by numerous political scientists and sociologists (e.g., Fearon, 1991;
Tetlock and Belkin, 1996; Lebow, 2000; Levy and Goertz, 2007; Harvey, 2012; Levy, 2015; 2015;
Mahoney and Barrenechea, 2019). The HCM has been adopted primarily to answer counterfactual
questions concerning international relations. Some examples are: ‘If George W. Bush had not been
elected president, would the United States not have invaded Iraq?’ (Harvey, 2012); ‘If the
Archduke Franz Ferdinand had not been assassinated, would World War I (WWI) still have taken
place?’ (Lebow, 2014); and ‘If the United States had not dropped the atom bomb, would the
Japanese still have surrendered when they did?’ (Newman, 1995).

Although these two methods both allow one to answer counterfactual questions concerning
individual cases, they have not interacted so far. To the best of our knowledge, there is no
methodological work that seek to bring the HCM and SCM into dialogue. Moreover, the
respective proponents of these two methods hardly ever mention the counterpart. Finally, and
perhaps most importantly, there are no counterfactual analyses that use the HCM and SCM
jointly.

This paper aims to fill these gaps. To this end, the HCM and SCM are contrasted in order to
highlight their methodological differences. Highlighting these differences is not only important to
understand the extent to which the two methods diverge but also to appreciate when they can be
used together and when they cannot be combined. So, once the conditions for combining the two
methods have been identified, i.e., a circumscribed variation of an antecedent X affecting a single
case Z and an outcome Y operationalizable both through a quantitative indicator and through the
occurrence of a certain event (see Section 4), a concrete case of a joint use of them is presented. It
regards the impact that Thatcher’s election had on the UK pension system (see Section 5).

Before all this, the basic elements of the two respective methods are outlined (see Sections 2 and 3).
This is necessary because it is possible that few readers are familiar with both methods as a result of
the lack of dialogue between them.

1Giving a name to this methodological approach also stems from the fact that its developers use different terms to refer to it.
For example, Tetlock and Belkin (1996) use the name ‘counterfactual thought experiment’, Harvey (2015) uses the name
‘comparative counterfactual analysis’, while Mahoney and Barrenechea (2019) speak generically of ‘counterfactual analysis in
case-study’.
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SCM in a nutshell
To estimate what would have happened in case Z in the absence of event X, the SCM adopts a
between-case approach. Specifically, it provides a systematic way to choose comparison units to
construct the counterfactual case. In this sense, the SCM operates in line with the logic of
comparative case studies and solving some of its drawbacks.

As the inventors of SCM themselves observe, economists engaged in comparative case studies
usually estimate the impact of the event of interest by comparing the trajectory of quantitative
outcomes, such as mortality rates, average income, crime rates, etc., for the case affected by that
event, with the trajectory of the same outcome for one or more comparison units not exposed by
that event (see for example Card, 1990; Card and Krueger, 1994).

However, this often implies great uncertainty about the ability of the selected comparison units
to reproduce the counterfactual outcome trajectory that the affected units would have experienced
in the absence of the event of interest. This is essentially because selecting one real case with the
same characteristics of the treated unit with the exception of the occurrence of the event of interest
is often a heroic task. Consequently, students who follow traditional comparative strategies are
frequently criticized for the subjective measures of affinity between affected and unaffected units
(Abadie et al., 2010; 2015).

The SCM precisely seeks to address these shortcomings by formalizing the selection of the
comparison units. That selection is de facto based on the assumption that the characteristics of the
treated unit can generally be much more accurately approximated by a combination of
comparison units than by any single control unit. Accordingly, the so-called donor pool, i.e., a
reservoir of potential control units, is used.2

Hence, through an appropriate data-driven procedure, the so-called synthetic control unit is
constructed. It corresponds to a weighted average of those control units that receive positive
weights. The weights assigned to each of the control units are chosen so that the synthetic control
unit best reproduces the trajectory of the outcome variable of the affected case and its predictors in
a given period prior to the event under examination (i.e., in the pre-treatment period).

This reproduction makes it such that the trajectory of the outcome variable for the synthetic
control unit in the period following the event, i.e., in the treatment period, constitutes a reliable
counterfactual scenario. The estimation of the effect of the event under examination can be then
computed as the (temporal) difference between the values for the outcome variable of the actual
unit and the values of the outcome variable for the synthetic control unit in the treatment period
(Abadie et al., 2010; 2015).

Once the effect is estimated, its uncertainty is evaluated through placebo procedure based on
the principle of permutation inference. This procedure is proposed by the inventors of the SCM
because the use of the standard statistical inference in comparative case studies is difficult because
of the small sample nature of the data, the absence of randomization, and because of the fact that
probabilistic sampling is not employed to select sample units (for more details, see Abadie et al.,
2010; 2015). However, more recently, further procedures to provide a measure of the uncertainty
of effects estimated through SCM have been developed (Firpo and Possebom, 2018; Li, 2020;
Cattaneo et al., 2021).

The key research steps prescribed by SCM are summarized in an online Appendix. The logic
behind this method can be also clarified by reference to one of its inventors’ applications: the
analysis of the effect of Proposition 99 (Abadie et al., 2010). Proposition 99 was a large-scale
tobacco control program implemented in California.

In that study, the case exposed to the event of interest (i.e., the treated unit) was obviously
California, while the outcome was cigarette consumption, operationalized as annual per capita
cigarette sales in packs at the state level. Accordingly and in line with the potential outcome

2Following the terminology adopted by the inventors of the SCM, the treated unit corresponds to the unit exposed to the
event of interest, while units not exposed to that event are called comparison units or control units.
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framework, Y1 referred to the values of per capita cigarette consumption in the presence of
Proposition 99, and Y0 denoted the values of per capita cigarette consumption in the absence of
that treatment. Since the annual trajectory of Y0 was not obviously observable, it had to be
reproduced.

To this end, annual state-level panel data for the period 1970-2000 was employed. Proposition
99 was passed in November 1988 and went into effect in January 1989 so that the pre-treatment
period lasted from 1970 to 1988, while the treatment period lasted from 1989 to 2000. The dataset
included California plus the other US states. However, the set of potential comparison units was
constituted by 38 states only because the remaining US states adopted other large-scale tobacco
control programs during the sample period.

For the pre-intervention characteristics, a set of cigarette consumption predictors was
employed. It included (1) average retail price of cigarettes, (2) per capita state personal income, (3)
the percentage of the population aged 15–24, and (4) per capita beer consumption.

Using the data-driven procedure mentioned above, positive weights resulted for Colorado,
Connecticut, Montana, Nevada, and Utah, and the value of zero for the other potential controls.
Accordingly, a synthetic California was constructed as a weighted average of those five states.
Indeed, they were able to accurately reproduce values of cigarette consumption predictors and the
trajectory of California cigarette consumption. In particular, the trajectory of California cigarette
consumption for the synthetic unit almost overlaps with that of the actual unit in the 1970-1988
period (see Figure 1). Consequently, the synthetic California provided a reasonable approximation
of the cigarette consumption that would have occurred in California over the treatment period in
the absence of Proposition 99. Hence, the Y1 and Y0 trajectories were compared over the 1989-
2000 period to estimate the effect of Proposition 99. In doing this, Abadie et al. (2010) found a
large negative effect of Proposition 99. As Figure 1 shows, immediately after the law’s passage, the
two lines begin to diverge noticeably. While cigarette consumption in the synthetic California
continued its moderate downward trend, the real California experienced a sharp decline.3

Figure 1. Cigarette consumption for California and the synthetic California (Abadie et al., 2010).

3For the sake of simplicity, results of the placebo test are omitted here.
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HCM in a nutshell
Like SCM users, HCM proponents are engaged in constructing a well-founded counterfactual
scenario. However, the HCM is not a formalized and standardized method like the SCM. For this
reason, hereafter it is illustrated how most HCM users pursue this goal. They usually refer to the
criterion of plausibility. Specifically, they try to give a plausible answer to the following questions:
‘Would the outcome Y still have occurred in the absence of the antecedent X?’ and ‘How would the
sequence of events prior to the outcome Y have been redirected if the antecedent X had not
occurred?’. Since there is an endless number of paths that history might have taken in the absence
of a certain event X, HCM users try to answer these questions by conjecturing and listing the
alternative (virtual) worlds and then selecting one as the most plausible scenario. Therefore, the
focus is on the plausibility of these alternative scenarios. In this sense, comparing the relative
plausibility of competing – weak versus strong – counterfactual claims concerning the same
antecedent is the essence of the HCM (Tetlock and Belkin, 1996; Bunzl, 2004; Levy, 2015;
Harvey, 2015).

But how one can determine which counterfactual is most plausible? This can be addressed by
taking into account that the path from the counterfactual antecedent X to the counterfactual
outcome Ymust have observable implications that can be tested somewhere in the real world. This
can in turn be generally established through an intensive examination of the individual case under
analysis. Specifically, if counterfactuals have left evidence, one can choose between competing
counterfactuals and settle which were plausible and which were not on that evidence. Therefore, a
detailed within-case analysis is performed to generate informed guesses of what would have
happened had the chain of events between X and Y been different (Bennett and Elman, 2006;
Mahoney, 2007; Grzymala-Busse, 2011; Bengtsson and Ruonavaara, 2017). For this reason, the
HCM is often used in conjunction with process tracing (PT). PT is precisely a within-case method
that allows one to trace the causal mechanism, i.e., the causal sequence of events between an initial
cause X and a final outcome Y (e.g., Bennett 2010; George and Bennett, 2005; Beach, 2016).

However, if one relies solely on a bottom-up, inductive, process-tracing approach, the
construction of a plausible counterfactual remains problematic. In other words, since a
counterfactual proposition can never be subjected to any direct empirical test, theoretical
knowledge should be used as well. Historical counterfactual analysis is also a theory-driven
activity. The problem is that we have few well-established theories in political science and more
generally in social sciences. We have, at best, contested theories and probabilistic relationships of
modest strength that are conditional and often contextually dependent rather than universal.
Accordingly, given the aim of explaining a single case and exploring a counterfactual under a
specific set of historical conditions, contingent generalizations can often substitute for more
general theoretical laws. We can also use a plurality of different theories to substantiate different
links in the causal chain, as long as each theory is well established in its own domain and the
propositions derived from those theories are reasonably consistent with each other (Tetlock and
Belkin, 1996; Levy, 2015, 395).

Certainly, some degree of uncertainty can remain in the construction of a plausible
counterfactual. HCM users do not habitually employ procedures to assess the uncertainty of the
conjectured effect as do users of SCM and other quantitative techniques. However, some
developments are worth noting in this direction. Perhaps the most relevant is that of Coppock and
Kaur (2022) who integrate HCM with an approach from the quantitative causal inference
literature called extreme value bounds. Extreme value bounds represent the logical range of
average causal effects that are consistent with the world as one can observe it. The bounds start out
quite wide, but, as these authors show, a systematic aggregation of counterfactual guesses can
shrink fundamental uncertainty about average causal effects in a principled manner.

Furthermore and more habitually, the HCM uses the logic of necessary and sufficient
conditions as a basic explanatory framework. Essentially, a necessary condition counterfactual
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implies that the occurrence of the antecedent X is a necessary condition for the occurrence of the
outcome Y. Correspondingly, the absence of the antecedent X is a sufficient condition for the non-
occurrence of the outcome Y (Levy and Goertz, 2007; Mahoney et al., 2009; Mahoney and
Barrenechea, 2019).

The key research steps prescribed by HCM are summarized in an online Appendix. In addition,
to better clarify how the method operates, Harvey’s (2012) counterfactual analysis of the Iraq War
is hereafter briefly summarized. In this study, the conventional wisdom that the US decision to
invade Iraq in 2003 was a product of the ideological agenda, misguided priorities, intentional
deceptions and grand strategies of President George W. Bush and prominent ‘neoconservatives’
and “unilateralists” on his national security team is evaluated. The central tenet of this hypothesis
is very clear: a Bush administration dominated by powerful neoconservatives was a necessary
condition for the Iraq War. Accordingly, if George W. Bush had not been elected president, the
United States would not have invaded Iraq.

Harvey regarded this as an implausible counterfactual: a claim without historical evidence
about relevant causal mechanisms and a “theory” without theoretical content. Hence, he
developed a plausible counterfactual via a detailed analysis of the historical events that unfolded in
the months leading up to the onset of the Iraq War and via a theory-based interpretation of those
events.

Specifically, consistent with the PT logic, he started from the final outcome, i.e., the invasion of
Iraq, and moved backwards in time to trace a sequence of decisions during the period 2002-2003
(see Table 1). By so doing, the decision to invade Iraq cannot be viewed as a single and
independent choice but the result of successive decisions taken by multiple actors and receiving a
widespread bipartisan support. Consequently, it would be very difficult for neoconists or other
proponents of Gore-peace to challenge the wisdom or rationality of the choices made at each of
the previous stages. In other words, the path-dependent decisions that created the momentum
toward invasion would almost certainly have been repeated under a Gore presidency.

Therefore, Harvey found scarce theoretical and historical support in favor of the view that if Al
Gore had been elected President in place of Bush, the United States would not have invaded Iraq.
So, if the negation of the actual antecedent implies no difference for the counterfactual outcome,
the Bush election cannot be considered the necessary condition for the Iraq War.

However, Harvey’s study might suggest that, by reconstructing and interpreting the causal
chain between the antecedent and the outcome, the causal power of the antecedent is inevitably

Table 1. Sequence of choices leading to war – 2002–2003

T 12 Invade and occupy Iraq with allies.

T 11 Issue final ultimatum to Saddam.
T 10 Reject France’s demands to take military action off the table.
T 9 Go back to the UN to negotiate a second resolution.
T 8 Interpret Blix report(s) (claiming that no weapons were found in Iraq) as confirming. material breach

and non-compliance.
T 7 Interpret Iraq’s Weapons of Mass Destruction dossier as unacceptable.
T 6 Negotiate a strong resolution with a very clear mandate and rigid requirements for full, complete, and

unfettered compliance.
T 5 Approach the United Nations to obtain a unanimously endorsed resolution to restart coercive

inspections.
T 4 Deploy 200,000 troops backed by Congressional authorization to enhance the credibility of the

coercive threat needed for a strong UN resolution.
T 3 Obtain congressional authorization to use force (before going to the UN).
T 2 Prioritize a multilateral approach to Iraq impasse.
T 1 Return UN inspectors to Iraq.

Source: adapted from Harvey (2012).
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lost. The traced series of decisions seems to create a path-dependent and unavoidable momentum
to the final outcome. Yet, this is not a foregone conclusion. It depends on the time period one
considers. In some cases, one may be faced with the so-called critical junctures. During a critical
juncture, the structural (i.e., institutional, political, organizational, etc.) influences on policy-
making are significantly relaxed and the potential impact of key political actors is expanded.
Therefore, different chances of development are possible and prior conditions do not necessarily
determine the direction of the process (Capoccia and Kelemen, 2007; see also Section 5).

A difficult relationship?
As observed above, both the SCM and HCM attempt to make causal inference starting from the
following general counterfactual question: ‘If the antecedent X did not occur in the (single) case Z,
would the outcome Y not have occurred or would it have occurred differently?’. Nevertheless, the
two methods were adopted to empirically answer different versions of this question without ever
being used together.

Accordingly, this section points out which methodological constraints effectively prevent a
combination of the HCM and SCM and what scope there is for a joint adoption of them. To this
end, the focus will be on the manner in which the counterfactual question is concretely
formulated, i.e., which types of antecedent and outcome are included in it and how they are
operationalized.

The HCM is normally used to answer counterfactual questions in which both the antecedent
and the outcome are constituted by particular historical events – i.e., well-bounded episodes in the
history of a case marked by a particular occurrence or specific pattern of activity (García-Montoya
and Mahoney (2023) – that may only occur or not occur. A war or the assassination of a political
leader are events that can only happen or not happen. If a war does not happen there will be peace,
but this is still a categorically different event. In line with the historical explanations, the HCM
refers to categories that are mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive (Mahoney, 1999).
Therefore, the HCM adopts a binary logic: The following necessary condition counterfactual is
proof of this. If we hypothesize X caused Y, we assume that Y would not have happened in the
absence of X (Grynaviski, 2013).4

On the other hand, the SCM is routinely used to assess to what extent the outcome evolves
differently if a particular event does not occur. The antecedent is also in this case an event that may
occur or not occur, while the outcome is operationalized through a continuous (quantitative)
variable (see Section 2).

In this respect, the main difference between the SCM and HCM concerns the outcome and not
the antecedent. They could consequently be combined to provide different answers to what may
have happened in the absence of a same (particular) event. It would be sufficient to operationalize
the outcome included in the counterfactual question of interest through both a quantitative
variable and a particular (categorical) event.

However, before that, it is necessary that the counterfactual question from which one starts
allows both methods to make a valid causal inference, i.e., concluding that any (quantitative or
qualitative) change in the outcome is exclusively attributable to the occurrence of the antecedent.
The SCM and HCM – like other scientific methods and in primis experimental design – have to
control for potential confounding factors (e.g., Sekhon, 2004). However, the two methods adopt
different strategies to pursue this objective. This is essentially because they use two different
approaches to reconstruct the counterfactual scenario. As said above, the HCM adopts a within-
case approach while the SCM is used in a between-case framework. This precisely entails that the
two methods are generally adopted to answer different counterfactual questions.

4As Mahoney and Barrenechea (2019) observe, the necessary condition counterfactual is more recurrent in the social
sciences than other types of counterfactuals. However, the binary logic also concerns the other types of counterfactuals.
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Using a between-case approach, the SCMmakes use of a set of potential controls for developing
the counterfactual scenario. This implies that it generally starts from counterfactual questions
whose antecedents, such as large-scale policy interventions or prolonged socio-political processes,
affect only one or a few units. In so doing, numerous other units remain untreated and as such can
precisely be used as controls to construct the synthetic unit (see the study on California’s Tobacco
Control Program described in Section 2).

On the other hand, in order to construct a counterfactual lacking the event of interest and
neutralizing the confounding factors, HCM users generally opt for a ‘minimal rewrite of history’
rule (Levy, 2015). This essentially stems from the adoption of the within-case approach. Case
studies are highly interconnected systems so that a change in one variable induces changes in
other variables, which then ripple through the system, generating further changes. Therefore, the
HCM assumes that a minimal rewrite of the antecedent should leave disturbing factors unaltered
(Tetlock and Belkin, 1996: 23; Levy, 2015; Levy and Goertz, 2007; Mahoney and
Barrenechea, 2019).

Therefore, several HCM users start from counterfactual questions whose antecedents concern
events affecting individual political leaders. Specifically, one can ask what would have happened in
the absence of assassinations, deaths in office, and a different electoral outcome for a certain
leader. As in the case of the non-election of George W. Bush (see Section 3), all these personal
events provide easily imaginable ways to substitute one political leader (and their belief systems,
personalities, risk orientations, etc.) for another without changing the structure of the political and
economic systems, social attitudes, and system-level structures (Levy, 2015: 391).

Certainly, not all election results are circumscribed events like the (non-)election of George W.
Bush. Most elections imply a more substantial number of changes to generate a different outcome,
violating the minimal-rewrite rule.

However, Runhardt argues that, if one takes into account that HCM is not only interested in
distinguishing the effect of X on Y but also in considering the role of potential intervening factors,
it is not required – as the minimal-rewrite rule prescribes – to construct a counterfactual lacking
only the event X of interest but identical in everything else to the real case. It should suffice that
only those variables related to Y remain equal. More precisely, one should only change the
putative cause X and not any other intervening factors related to Y but not on the path between X
and Y. Accordingly, one can hypothesize small and contingent changes of the whole ‘situation’,
leaving other aspects fixed (Runhardt, 2022: 1601).

This means, for example, that, as a consequence of a given election result, a certain intervening
factor, such as the behavior of a given interest group, will change and, hence, the outcome of
interest. Accordingly, in addition to the alteration of the election result, one may let such
intervening factors vary as well.

Once shown that the HCM and SCM normally start from different counterfactual questions to
be able to make a reliable causal inference, one must clarify in which cases the two methods cannot
be used together and in which others they can instead be combined.

With reference to what has just been said about the neutralization of confounding factors in the
HCM framework, it is easily understandable that pervasive socio-political processes cannot be
included in counterfactual questions addressable by this method. Not being circumscribed events
but phenomena permeating entire social contexts, their negation hardly leaves other aspects of the
case at hand unaltered. This means that certain socio-political processes examined by the SCM,
such as the terrorist conflict in the Basque Country (Abadie and Gardeazabal, 2003) or the mafia
activity in the regions of southern Italy (Pinotti, 2015), are antecedents that are hardly analyzable
via the HCM. For instance, the Basque conflict encompassed a wide range of terrorist activities.
They resulted in almost 800 deaths. Furthermore, Basque entrepreneurs and corporations had
been specific targets of violence and extortion. All of these occurrences pervaded the entire Basque
country and interconnected with other local features. It is therefore difficult to conjecture that by
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denying these processes other predictors of the outcome variable, i.e., the Basque GDP, remain
unaltered.

Antecedents normally examined by the SCM that are more in line with the criteria adopted by
HCM users to control for confounding factors are public policies. In many cases, the
implementation of a public policy is no less a circumscribed event than some of the
aforementioned affairs concerning individual political leaders. Moreover, in some counterfactual
questions addressed through the HCM the antecedent was precisely a policy decision, e.g., ‘If the
United States had not dropped the atom bomb, would the Japanese still have surrendered when
they did?’.

Combining the SCM and HCM to examine the effects of a given policy appears therefore a
viable route. However, as said above, this is possible if the outcome is operationalized both
through a quantitative indicator and through the occurrence of a particular event. Usually, this is
problematic because policy evaluators operationalize the outcome by referring to the policy
objective which generally coincides with a mere quantitative level. Policies are normally
implemented to achieve a quantifiable objective, i.e., to reach a specific number or, at least, to
reduce/increase values of a certain variable. For instance, reducing cigarette consumption was the
main and the sole policy objective of Proposition 99 so that Abadie et al. (2010) used per capita
cigarette sales in packs as an outcome variable (see above).

The double operationalization of the outcome – and, hence, the combination of the SCM and
HCM – is more applicable if one refers to the policy’s unintended effect. This is simply because the
unintended effects of a policy may more easily include the occurrence of a certain event. Consider
the following two examples. First, if a (single) country implements a natural resources policy, this
will not only affect, as expected, its economic growth but, as a consequence of rent-seeking, will
also produce an increase in corruption (Badeeb et al., 2017). This unintended effect can be
operationalized both via a quantitative indicator, such as the corruption perception index, and via
the occurrence of a particular event, such as a political corruption scandal. Second, if a country
implements a policy aimed at relaxing immigration restrictions, in addition to an increase in
immigration flow, reactions by natives will arise. Also, these unintended effects can be doubly
operationalized: both through a scale on attitudes towards immigrants and the formation of an
anti-immigrant political group.

This second example allows for a further consideration about the double operationalization.
The choice to consider the formation of an anti-immigration group clearly denotes the focus on a
negative reaction. In contrast, the selected scale may indicate that natives are on average not
hostile toward immigrants. Such an inconsistency does not per se prevent the combination of the
HCM and SCM. The researcher should simply take these potential incongruences into account
before proceeding with any counterfactual analysis.

Let us now examine whether the counterfactual questions normally addressed by the HCM can
be investigated by the SCM. The occurrence of a war as a result of certain personal events/
decisions cannot be easily analyzed through the SCM.

First, the SCM appears intuitively inadequate to provide an answer to the counterfactual
question: ‘If Kennedy had followed the advice of his most hawkish advisers and immediately
decided on an air strike against Soviet missile sites in Cuba, might World War III have been
triggered in October 1962?’. Second, the lack of detailed time series for any outcome variable and
its predictors for Austria-Hungary and its potential controls constitutes a primary impediment to
performing a synthetic control analysis about the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand
as the putative cause of the beginning of the WWI.

Moreover, the situation does not improve if one considers a more recent case, such as the Iraq
War, for whom data availability is not an issue. As Podestà (2023: 61) observed, serious problems
arise in operationalizing the US invasion of Iraq through a quantitative indicator. A first solution
would be using the number of US troops who arrived in Iraq. This would imply that the
corresponding US time series would denote zero values for the pre-treatment period (e.g., from

Contrasting and Combining Historical Counterfactual and Synthetic Control Methods 9



1992 to the George W. Bush 2000 election) as well as for the 2001-02 period and a value of about
130,000 for 2003. Using a set of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
countries as potential control units to reproduce that trajectory would yield an insignificant result.
Indeed, since none of the advanced countries sent troops to Iraqi territory, the synthetic line would be
entirely composed of zero values. This would trivially mean that, in the absence of George W. Bush,
none of the US troops would have arrived in Iraq. Serious problems would also arise if military
expenditure were employed to measure the outcome. In this case, the US trajectory for the outcome
variable would not be synthetically reproducible because, during the pre-treatment period, the US level
of military expenditure was, on average, significantly higher than that of any potential control unit.
Furthermore, the Bush impact on the IraqWar would be indiscernible because USmilitary expenditure
had begun to increase significantly before the Iraq War as a consequence of the Afghanistan War.

However, this issue is specific to the case at hand and does not undermine the applicability of
SCM to examine military expenditure as an outcome. For instance, if one were to examine the
effect of Thatcher’s electoral victory on the outbreak of the Falklands War, the above problems do
not emerge. The UK level of military expenditure was not higher than that of other Western
democracies and, at that time, UK military spending was not upward biased for participation in
another war. Nevertheless, the increase in UK military spending was so modest and temporary
that this indicator appears inadequate to measure the Falklands conflict quantitatively.

The important fact, however, is that SCMcanbeused to estimate the impactof certain election results.
Several recently published studies testify to this. Some synthetic control analyses were performed to
estimate the political and economic effects of the election of some political leaders (Grier andMaynard
2016; Silva 2018; Absher et al. 2020). The possibility of using the two methods jointly is therefore not
precluded. Grier and Maynard’s (2016) study on the impact of Hugo Chavez’s election allows one to
address two important issues regarding such a potential combination. The first issue concerns the
boundaries of the antecedent. Taking into account that no Latin American or Organization of the
PetroleumExportingCountries (OPEC)membercountrieswereaffectedby theelectionofHugoChavez,
all these countries were included in the control group used to construct a synthetic Venezuela.

However, in other case studies, especially those involving non-presidential systems, this way of
operating may be too trivial. The non-election of a certain political leader is generally associated
with the electoral defeat of their political party. The boundaries of the antecedent can thus be
extended to the election victory of a political party or even a given political coalition. In the case of
the SCM, this simply means excluding from the control group those countries exposed to the
government of those parties. In the case of the HCM, the negation of this (enlarged) antecedent
can be seen as a violation of the minimal rewrite rule. However, that negation can remain valid as
long as one can still assume that any independent influences on the effect that stand outside the
process between X and Y remain the same (see the argument illustrated above).

The second issue concerns the double operationalization of the outcome required to combine
the two methods. The synthetic control analysis on Hugo Chavez’s election was performed to
estimate its impact on some national socio-economic performances, i.e., per capita income, life
expectancy, infant mortality, poverty, and inequality. However, the adoption of the HCM is
precluded because national socio-economic performances are not measurable through the
occurrence of specific events.

Nevertheless, the double operationalization of the outcome is easier if one wants to examine
what would have happened in a given domestic policy area in the absence of a certain election
result. This is because several domestic policy areas, such as the welfare state, labor market,
education, the environment, etc., can be operationalized both through the occurrence of certain
events, such as the implementation of certain policy interventions, and quantitative indicators,
such as public expenditure.

In view of these argumentations, the next section will present a concrete example of the
combined use of the HCM and SCM for analyzing the effect of an electoral result on a particular
social policy.
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Combining the HCM and SCM in analyzing the Thatcher government’s pension
reforms
The concrete example presented here concerns the impact that Thatcher’s election had on the UK
pension system. Since the UK pension system is regarded as one of the most altered social
programs by the conservative revolution of the 1980s, one can start from the following
counterfactual question: ‘If Margaret Thatcher had not been elected, would the UK pension
system still have undergone severe cuts?’.

This counterfactual question has never been addressed through the HCM. However, some
qualitative studies can be exploited as they have traced the sequence of events characterizing the
policymaking of the pension reforms set up by the Thatcher government: Pierson’s (1994) seminal
work of Reagan and Thatcher’s welfare state retrenchments and some more recent historical
studies precisely on the Thatcher government’s pension policy (Pemberton et al. 2017; Davies
et al. 2023).5 On the SCM side, one can exploit Podestà’s (2020) synthetic control analysis which
was performed precisely to counterfactually replicate Pierson‘s (1994) work.

In view of what was said in the previous section, the antecedent can be extended to the electoral
victory of the Conservative Party and not of Margaret Thatcher alone. Furthermore, in order to be
able to use both methods for counterfactually analyzing the effect of such an electoral result on a
social program, this latter must be operationalized through both the enactment of certain reforms
and a quantitative indicator. The qualitative studies above mentioned indicate that during
Thatcher’s administration two pension reforms were effectively set up, the first in 1981 and the
second in 1986; while Podestà (2020), in his synthetic control analysis, operationalized the
outcome through the pension generosity index using data from the Comparative Welfare
Entitlements Dataset (Scruggs et al. 2014). Both the content of these two reforms and the
trajectory of this index denote a remarkable pension retrenchment. The 1980 reform established
that pensions would be updated only in line with prices, while the 1986 reform gave all citizens the
right to leave their occupational pension scheme, or the State Earnings-Related Pension Scheme
(SERPS), and put their pension savings into a ‘personal pension’. On the other hand, the level of
pension generosity fell by about one point from 11.1 in 1979 to 10.2 in 1989, nullifying much of
the growth manifested in the previous decade.

In view of that, the counterfactual question mentioned at the beginning of this section can be
reformulated into two distinct questions, the first to be answered through the HCM and the
second through the SCM. They are: ‘If Margaret Thatcher had not won the election, would the
1981 and 1986 pension reforms have been set up anyway?’ and ‘If Margaret Thatcher had not won
the election, would the UK pension generosity still have decreased significantly?’.

Moreover, in this case study, the antecedent denotes a peculiarity that entails a further
reformulation of one of the aforementioned two counterfactual questions. Since Margaret
Thatcher won the election in 1979 and 1983, one should try to evaluate separately what would
have happened if she had lost the two elections. This poses no relevant problem for the HCM.
Although this method operates with a temporal sequence of events that may cumulatively affect
each other (see Section 3), in this case, the events occurred in such a way that they could be
examined separately. Following the two electoral victories, two pension reforms were in fact
implemented, one in 1981 and the other in 1986. The HCM can then be used to answer the
following two counterfactual questions: (1) ‘If Thatcher had lost the election in 1979 would the
1981 pension reform have been implemented anyway?’ and (2) ‘If Thatcher had lost the election in
1983 would the 1986 pension reform have been implemented anyway?’.6

5Although Pierson (1994) reconstructed in detail the decision-making of the Thatcher governments from 1979 to 1988 in
the area of pensions, he explained the policy outcomes by comparing the British case with the American case. In so doing, he
did not provide any counterfactual analysis of what would have happened in the case in which Margaret Thatcher had lost the
election. A counterfactual explanation is not even provided by the other qualitative studies above-mentioned.

Contrasting and Combining Historical Counterfactual and Synthetic Control Methods 11



In contrast, the SCM does not allow the impact of the two election results to be assessed
separately. This is essential because it constructs the synthetic control unit by referring to the pre-
treatment period. Specifically, Podestà could not construct a synthetic UK that would best
reproduce the characteristics of the real UK in the pre-1983 period precisely because from 1979 to
1983 UK was already treated. Conversely, through a combination of OECD countries not exposed
to the conservative resurgence, Podestà was able to construct a synthetic UK which resembles
relevant characteristics of Britain before Thatcher’s 1979 election victory.7

In this regard, it should, however, be noted that SCM makes it possible to estimate the impact
of the two (consecutive) Thatcher governments. The SCM can in fact accommodate repeatedly
administered treatments. It does not merely estimate the effect of a single binary treatment (e.g.,
X(1) - X(0)); rather, it compares full treatment histories, such as X(1, 1, : : : , 1) - X(0, 0, : : : , 0).
When two distinct treatments occur sequentially, the relevant estimand becomes X(1, 1, \ : : : , 1, 2,
2, : : : , 2) - X(0, 0, : : : , 0), where 1 and 2 represent the respective treatments which in the previous
case can be referred to the two Thatcher governments.

Although SCM appears more limited than HCM with respect to the above issue, it allows a
significantly better assessment of the control of confounding factors. The reliability of the
synthetic unit constructed by Podestà (2020) was precisely assessed through its ability to
reproduce the pre-treatment trajectory of the outcome variable, i.e., the UK pension generosity,
and to approximate the pre-treatment values of a set of covariates (i.e., population aged 65 and
older, unemployment rate, trade openness, GDP per capita, neo-corporatism). In particular, the
synthetic line and the treated line denote almost coinciding trajectories (see Figure 2).

In contrast, such an explicit and formalized control is not possible using the HCM. One can
only provide theoretical arguments about the fact that, by denying the Conservative Party’s
election victories in 1979 or 1983, the other factors which may have impacted the implementation
of the two pension reforms remain fixed. In this regard, one can, for example, conjecture that
demographic factors that may have affected the two pension reforms would not have varied in the
event of Thatcher’s electoral defeats.

That said, let us examine how the two methods reconstruct the counterfactual outcome and
how they answer the respective counterfactual questions.

Having created a synthetic UK which adequately mimics the characteristics of the real nation
prior to the political treatment of interest, Podestà (2020) was able to count on a satisfactory
approximation of the pension-generosity trajectory that would have been experienced by the UK
in the absence of Thatcher’s election. Hence, comparing the trajectory of the treated line with that
of the synthetic line during that period, he could estimate the effect produced by Thatcher’s
election on UK pension generosity. As Figure 2 shows, the effect is evidently negative. The two
lines progressively diverge noticeably due to the fact that the synthetic one denotes a remarkable
increase and the treated one exhibits a growing reduction.8

Turning to the historical counterfactual analysis, one can first consider that the Labour Party
manifestos of 1979 and 1983 present an entirely different policy agenda from those of the
Conservatives in all policy areas (Royed, 1996). Accordingly, one may hypothesize that if the
Labour Party had won the two elections the 1980 and 1983, pension reforms would not have been

6For reasons of simplicity, the two counterfactual questions merely ask whether the two reforms have been (or have not
been) implemented. However, in certain cases, this option might be too trivial and the researcher might then wonder whether
in the absence of a certain election result the policy would have been set up differently. However, consistent with what was said
in Section 4, the logic would remain binary: the non-implementation of the policy Y1 would imply the implementation of the
policy Y2.

7The UK and USA were considered as the only treated countries because, in the 1980s, the Thatcher and Reagan
administrations were the only protagonists of the conservative revolution of the 1980s. However, the results do not change
significantly if one discards from the donor pool those countries with governments composed of right-wing parties during the
sample period examined (Podestà, 2020).

8The estimate of this effect is confirmed by placebo tests. They are not reported here. For more details see Podesta (2020).
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implemented. However, consistent with the HCM logic, the plausibility of this simple
counterfactual hypothesis cannot only be assessed in relation to the absence of the antecedent,
i.e., Thatcher’s election, but also in relation to the reconstruction and the scrutiny of the sequence
of events leading to the final outcome, i.e., the enactment of the two reforms.

For the sake of space and given its greater relevance, let us consider only the sequence of events
prior to the 1986 reform (see Table 2).

This chain of events reveals the importance assumed by a right-wing think tank, namely No. 10
Policy Unit, as a source of neoliberal ideas for reforming the UK pension system (see T3 and T4 in
Table 2). One could thus argue that in the absence of these intervening factors Thatcher’s second
government would not have enacted such a radical pension reform. This is also due to the fact that
the Conservative manifesto for the 1983 election was quite cautious on pensions (Davies
et al., 2023).

However, someone else might rightly counter-argue that Thatcher should have been operating
at a critical juncture (see Section 3). British politics is distinguished by the concentration of power
in the executive, and, at that time, interest groups were quite weak and fragmented (Pierson,
1994). Accordingly, the Thatcher government could operate in a very favorable environment. It
could thus freely set up a right-wing think thank (see T2 in Table 2) and, despite social opposition
(see T5 in Table 2), embrace the neo-liberal spirit of its proposal. Although the 1986 reform did
not abolish SERPS, it introduced a new system of voluntary personal pensions (see above).

This allows one to conclude that the Thatcher election was a necessary but not sufficient
condition for the enactment of the 1986 pension reform. Equivalently, one can claim that the
absence of the Thatcher government was a sufficient condition for the non-enactment of that
reform. In other words, if the Labour Party had won the 1983 election, the Policy Unit would
never have been set up, making the enactment of the 1986 reform highly unlikely.

However, someone else might rightly counter-argue that the critical juncture in which the
Thatcher government operated allowed it to set up a right-wing think thank and, at least partially,
embrace its proposals. In other words, if the Labour Party had won the 1983 election it too would
have operated under these conditions and the Policy Unit would never have been set up, making

Figure 2. Pension generosity for the UK and the synthetic UK (Podestà, 2020).
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the enactment of the 1986 reform highly unlikely. Historical evidence that makes this scenario
plausible is the Labour Party leader Neil Kinnock’s statement which, even before the green paper
was released, announced that a Labour government would reverse any major modifications of
SERPS (Pierson, 1994). Accordingly, one may conclude that the Thatcher government was a
necessary but not sufficient condition for the enactment of the 1986 pension reform and,
equivalently, the absence of the Thatcher government was a sufficient condition for the non-
enactment of that reform.

To sum up, the two methods, while following different paths of analysis, both conclude that if
Thatcher had not won the election the UK pension system would not have suffered severe cuts.
This convergence of results is not a foregone conclusion when one combines the HCM and SCM.
In other cases, the results may substantively diverge. Beyond this, the above example shows that
using the two methods together allows one to provide a more complete picture of the
phenomenon being studied. Addressing different and specific counterfactual questions, using
distinct operationalizations of the outcome, and adopting different approaches for reconstructing
the counterfactual scenario allow one to address the puzzle under examination from different
viewpoints.

Conclusion
In recent years, many efforts have been made to bring quantitative and qualitative methods into
dialogue. This article also moves in that direction. However, in contrast to most works, the present
attempt does not concern the large-N/small-N issue but focuses instead on the sole single case
study framework.

Within this framework, two counterfactual methods, the HCM, the qualitative one, and the
SCM, the quantitative one, have gained great importance without however meeting. This paper
has thus tried to reduce their distance. More precisely, it has tried to assess whether these two
methods can be used together to understand what would have happened in a single case Z in the
absence of an event X.

This appears viable under certain conditions only. Both methods must first of all be able to
make a valid causal inference. This implies certain constraints because the SCM and HCM use
different approaches to adequately control for confounding factors. The joint use of the two
methods emerges, however, as feasible if one starts from a counterfactual question that (1)
involves an antecedent affecting an individual case making numerous control units available, and,
at the same time, (2) hypothesizes a rather circumscribed variation of that antecedent leaving the
other factors of Y unaltered.

Table 2 Sequence of events leading to the 1986 pension reform

T 6 In 1986, the Social Security Act was promulgated.

T 5 The government was confronted with public hostility that the green paper produced. Opposition from
the traditional supporters of social programs was accompanied by employers and the occupational
pension funds.

T 4 In June 1985, the Policy Unit published a green paper on social security reform. Its many proposals
included the abolition of SERPS. More than this, however, SERPS members were to be compelled to
take out a personal pension.

T 3 In 1984, under Norman Fowler’s direction, the Policy Unit clearly expressed the advice to abolish
SERPS.

T 2 In the wake of the electoral results, Thatcher abolished the Central Policy Review Staff and
strengthened the ability of the No. 10 Policy Unit both to develop policy ideas and to promulgate
policy change.

T 1 As a result of the June 1983 general election, the Conservatives increased their parliamentary majority
from 53.4 percent of seats to 61.1 percent of seats.
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Yet, this is not sufficient. A further condition must be fulfilled. The outcome must be capable of
being operationalized both through a quantitative indicator and through the occurrence of a
particular event. This is precisely because the SCM and HCM respectively adopt these two
operationalizations of the outcome.

Two classes of counterfactual questions are able to meet these conditions. They are: ‘What
would have been the unintended effects of a given policy if it had not been implemented?’ and
‘What would have happened in a given domestic policy area if a certain political result had not
occurred?’.

However, these two classes of counterfactual questions may not be the only ones that allow the
combination of the SCM and HCM. Their identification is derived from a reworking of the main
applications of the two methods. These applications are de facto representative of what the two
methods respectively allow for in terms of counterfactual analysis. Nevertheless, exploring further
research areas could be promising to identify other counterfactual questions that can be examined
by both methods.

Furthermore, starting with a counterfactual question belonging to one of these two classes does
not necessarily guarantee the possibility of effectively combining the two methods. The two classes
of counterfactual questions are, in general, suitable for fulfilling the above-mentioned conditions
for the combination of the SCM and HCM, but it depends a great deal on how the question is
empirically treated. The example illustrated above concerning the impact of Margaret Thatcher’s
election on the UK pension system shows that the two methods can indeed be fruitfully combined
and that returns in terms of causal inference may be reached from that combination.

Moreover, it can be noted that the goal of the present work was rather ambitious. As
mentioned, it sought to determine under what conditions HCM and SCM can be adopted jointly
to answer the same counterfactual question. Certainly, this made it possible to clarify the
differences of the two methods and to understand what different answers they can provide to the
question, ‘What would have happened in a single case Z in the absence of an event X?’. This
reduced, however, the possibilities of using the two methods in the same research program. In fact,
the use of the two methods can occur under fewer research constraints.

Most empirical studies involve multiple, sometimes sequential questions. The two methods can
be thus applied in tandem to examine different stages of the causal chain. For instance, SCM has
been adopted by Grier and Maynard (2016) to estimate the impact of Hugo Chavez’s election on
some Venezuelan socio-economic performances (see above). Since these performances can only
be measured through appropriate quantitative variables, HCM cannot be employed for this
purpose. It could, however, be employed to answer a question that SCM cannot answer: to
determine whether, in the absence of certain events, such as the so-called ‘Caracazo’, i.e., a wave of
popular protests against austerity measures imposed by former President Carlos Andrés Pérez
(including rising fuel and transportation prices), Hugo Chavez would still have won the 1998
presidential election. In other words, the event that is used as the antecedent in the synthetic
control analysis can be adopted as the outcome when using HCM.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S175577392510012X.
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