
Purpose: Argues that mediation analysis is overused, and that under many circumstances experimental designs should instead be used to demonstrate the process by which an IV influences a DV. The authors describe situations when mediation should be used and when alternative methods should be used.

Baron & Kenny’s (1986) paper on mediation analysis was very influential. In many fields, mediation analysis has become the accepted way to test causal process theories. People have come to devalue other methods of examining causal processes even when they may be better than mediation.

The authors make a distinction between proposing a mediational process and performing a mediation analysis. There are several ways to provide evidence for a mediational process beyond performing a mediation analysis using either Baron & Kenny (1986) or direct tests of mediation such as the Sobel (1982) test.

The authors present three methods of providing evidence for a mediational process:

Measurement of mediation designs. This is traditional mediation analysis. In this design you have a single study where you measure or manipulate the IV, measure the mediator, and then measure the DV. You then determine how much of the relation between the IV and the DV can be explained by changes in the mediator. In this method it is important that your measurement of the mediator not accidentally influence its state. You must also have independent information for the causal ordering you propose. The authors suggest using this method when measuring the mediating process is easy but manipulating it is hard.

Experimental causal-chain designs. In this design you have one study that shows that manipulating the IV affects the mediator, and a second study that shows that manipulating the mediator affects the DV. In this method it is important to establish that both your measurement and your manipulation of the mediator are getting at the same underlying variable. The authors suggest using this method when both measuring and manipulating the mediating process is easy.

Moderation of process designs. In this design you have one study that shows that manipulating the IV affects the mediator, and a second study where you manipulate both the IV and the mediator and demonstrate that the influence of the IV on the DV depends on the level of the mediator. In this method it is important that your manipulation of the mediator not accidentally influence some other variable which might offer an alternative explanation for the observed moderation. The authors suggest using this method when measuring the mediating process is hard but manipulating it is easy.

The measurement of mediation designs commonly have low power compared to the other two methods.

The authors note that their recommendations apply most strongly to those working in experimental settings. Standard mediation analysis is often the only available method when researchers have limited ability to manipulate the variables of interest.

They also comment on the fact that when the mediating process is very similar to either the IV or the DV the value of examining that process is limited.
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