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White Paper 09 Causal Restraint and the Governance of Over-Interpretation in Academic
Writing

(1 0 OO O Introduction
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0 Englishd The greatest danger in academic writing is not insufficient data but excessive
interpretation. Many papers jump from correlation to causation, from limited samples to
universal laws, and from short-term observations to long-term predictions. Reviewers
summarize this as overclaim. This white paper proposes the principle of causal restraint,
distinguishing:

evidence-supported inference;
cautiously stated hypotheses;

impermissible speculation.
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0 English(J
Level Expression Condition
Descriptive A is associated with B Observational
Explanatory may be due to theory + control
Causal A causes B RCT / quasi




Jo0o0ooododon |FourForms of
Over-Interpretation

00000 Fallacy of Correlation
00000 Fallacy of Generalization
00000 Fallacy of Significance
0000 O Fallacy of Storytelling
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O English For non-randomized studies, authors must:

avoid strong causal verbs (determine, lead to);

report alternative explanations;

discuss reverse causality and confounders.

OO0O000000000 | Three Tests for Mechanism

0000 Observability

00O 0O 0O Competing Explanations

00 00 Falsifiability
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O English0J A mechanism is not a beautiful story but a challengeable proposition.

JO0O00oO0ododon |Significance vs. Substantive
Meaning
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0 English0J Passing p < .05 does not equal theoretical importance.

O O0O0000000 | Ecological and Atomistic Fallacies
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000000000 | Temporal Restraint
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O EnglishO Short-term data cannot predict long-term effects without longitudinal logic.

OO0O00000000 |Legitimacy of Policy Claims
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0 English0J Strong policy implications require causal evidence, CBA, and external validity.
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EN “ Results indicated a significant association between A and B.”
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EN* This association may be related to[] ”
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EN “ Causal inference cannot be established.”
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JO0O00000000 | Typical Reviewer Challenges

How rule out confounders?
Why not reverse causality?
Effect size meaningful?

External validity?
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0 EnglishOJ Al tends to produce overly neat causal stories; human restraint is required.

000000000 | Value of Null Results
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O EnglishO Restraint strengthens credibility.
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OO0O000000 | Checklist

0000000 Does the manuscript contain strong causal language?
00000000 Does the study address the possibility of reverse causality?
O0000OODO Areeffect sizes reported alongside statistical significance?
O0000ODOO Arealternative explanations adequately considered?

000000 Arethe study boundaries and scope clearly specified?

(100 00O 0O O Conclusion
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O EnglishJ Mature academic writing does not push conclusions to the farthest but keeps
them closest to evidence. Causal restraint is not timidity but scientific integrity.
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