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Back on track: Backtracking in 
counterfactual reasoning
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• counterfactual = local in
tervention

• only descendant variables affected

• original causal laws violated 

• counterfactual = globally consistent

• many variables may be affected

• original causal laws are respected
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How do we reason counterfactually? 
When do we backtrack?

What is backtracking?1

counterfactual world = similar to the actual world
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Experiment 3: Do people 
backtrack spontaneously?

r = .92, RMSE = 0.23

3 Counterfactual reasoning = 
local or global?
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• counterfactual processing is local
• there are situations in which 

people backtrack spontaneously
• generative models cannot be re-

duced to structural equations
• counterfactuals cannot be re-

duced to setting a variable
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