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Preface

Students devote a lot of time and effort to working on undergraduate. MA and PhD theses, and there
is a large number of texts available which can help with various aspects of this task. Some texts are
devoted to the various debates and controversies relating to the philosophy of the social sciences, olh
ers to specific aspects of the research process, or to different research methods and approaches. (But
sometimes the various aspects of research that are the focus of different texts can seem disconnected,
not only from each other, but from the Frocess of Pursumg knowledge about the political world. What
we have tried to do is to incorporate all these difterent aspects of research within a single text and to
discuss, step b% steﬁ‘. how all of them relate to the research process. We begin with (1) an overview of
key issues In the philosophy of social science (the problems of what we can know and how we can
know it, in politics and in general). We then present (2) a 'nuts and bolts or how to' of research de
sign; how to find and formulate a research question; how to engage with literature to develop a ration
ale for both the question and the aﬂproach that the researcher proposes to take in answering it; how
toconstruct a theoretical framework and define conce?ts that provide help in answering the question.
Then, in the final part of the book, we examine (3) different methods of data collection and analf/sis
that can be used to answer research questions, the principles and procedures that guide the employ-
ment of each, and the variety of considerations and decisions that researchers must confront when
using different methods.

Our aim is to provide students with an understanding of the perspectives, assumptions, logic, and
methods that contribute to political research, as well as an accessible step by-step anroach to design
ing and completing the different phases of a research project. We hope that this will help you to leam
how to read analytlcallr and think systematically about issues, problems, puzzles, and questions relat-
inthq the political world; and how to design and conduct independent research.

his book is based in large part on our experience of teaching at undergraduate and graduate levels.
We would like to thank our students, whose questions, queries, and problems have informed many
aspects of this book, and who have offered comments and criticisms on early drafts. We would also like
to express our thanks to Patten Smith from Ipsos Mori, Rob Johns, David Sanders, Paul Whiteley, and
the late Eric Tanenbaum from the University of Essex. George Gaskell, Sally Stares, and Jouni Kuha
from the Methodology Institute at the London School of Economics, and our colleagues in the Depart-
ment of Politics and International Relations at Royal Holloway, University of London. In particular, we
would like to thank Didem Buhari Gulmez and Baris Gulmez for their help with the online resources
for this text. Finally, we would like to thank our editor Kirsty Reade, and all the team at OUP who
worked on this book, for their support, and the anonymous reviewers for their valuable feedback.
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Political Research

This book has been written for undergraduate and graduate students of politics, with two
main purposes in mind. The first is to provide you with the analytic skills and resources to
evaluate research findings in political research. Ihe second is to provide you with the practi-
cal skills you need to carry out your own independent research. Our aim is to offer practical
advice on how to be critical and rigorous, both in how you evaluate the research of others
and how you do your own research. These twin goals are important for getting the most out
of your study of politics.

The study of politics can often be complicated, confusing, and controversial. In studying
politics, we are frequently confronted with opposing ideas and arguments about a wide
variety of different political phenomena. Is multiculturalism doomed to failure? Has glo-
balisation undermined national sovereignty? Is there a crisis of democracy and participa-
tion? Is conflict an inevitable consequence of religious, ethnic, and social difference? The
answers to these questions, whether provided by academics, politicians, or journalists can
be inconsistent and contradictory. This can make it difficult to know what to believe or who
to trust.

Making sense of conflicting arguments and interpretations can seem like a daunting, if
not futile, task. But a solid training in research skills can help us to distinguish between
arguments that are relatively sound and robust, and those that are unsubstantiated or rely
on misleading or faulty inference. These skills are therefore crucial for helping us to make
sense of the world. They help us to ‘evaluate the merits of different arguments and the
research of others, and to make our own arguments strong and convincing. Learning
research skills is an active process that engages you in developing the ability to investigate
the world around you and discover things for yourself. Pursuing research that enables
you to find your own answers to questions, rather than just relying on what is said or has
been written by others, can be exciting and challenging. It can lead you into new and
surprising terrain.

These'skills are at the core of political research. And understanding them and being able
to use them transforms you from being a passive recipient of knowledge into an active
protagonist. Asstudents of politics, you are not only acquiring knowledge about the world
of politics, you also are joined to a research community. Through engagement with
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

research and writing in our field, and the independent thought and research you pursue in
your own research projects, dissertations, or theses, you contribute to knowledge about
the political world. But these skills also have wider relevance. They enable you to solve
puzzles, find creative solutions to problems, and hone your analytical skills. Research
skills can be applied to answering questions in many different fields, and are a genuinely
transferable skill that you can use in whatever you do. We hope that through this book,
and by engaging seriously with the principles and practices of political research, you will
not only be more informed or knowledgeable about political affairs, but also become
engaged, yourself, in a search for solutions to important problems of a public, political, or
collective nature.

This book then, is about how, through systematic inquiry, to ask and answer questions
about the political world. The ways in which we do this, the methods or methodology that
we use, allow us to connect abstract ideas and concepts about the way the political world
works to evidence of what actually happens. Methods for pursuing systematic inquiry also
encompass the system of values, beliefs, principles, and rules that guide analysis within a
given discipline. Perhaps because of this association of methods with specific traditions of
inquiry, students often view the study of methods as akind of imposition—a set of rules and
constraints designed to mould research into conformity with the conventions ofa given field
of study. This is unfortunate and misleading. Methods are not constraining: they are ena-
bling. They are embedded in the ways that we normally think and reason about things.
Research methods build upon our natural ability to think and reason; they enable us to hone
the skills we already possess into instruments of analysis, so that you are better able to evalu-
ate an argument and make one of our own; to figure out what makes the most sense among
cohmpeting accounts or interpretations, and to make up our mind about what is true and
what isn'.

Research methods are essentially about how to make arguments. All ofus already know how
to make arguments. We make them every day. We come up with well-reasoned arguments why
others should believe what we believe, or why our way of doing something is better than other
ways. And to make our arguments convincing we sometimes illustrate them with examples.
What social science research requires you to do is to apply the skills of reasoning and argumen-
tation you use in everyday life to larger questions of political life, ‘and to hone these skills by
thinking about what sort of evidence or examples you need to really support your argument.
We have all learned to be wary about the use of anecdotal evidence. The friend ofa friend who
saw or heard something is not a reliable source, and we will therefore often discount what peo-
ple say if it is based on unreliable evidence. Research skills simply build on these intuitive eve-
ryday skills that we employ all the time. They are an organic and creative aspect of thinking and
problem-solving. Moreover, they are intrinsically linked to the substantive concerns of our
field. In our view, devising a research strategy that enables you to investigate or demonstrate
an argument, hunch, or hypothesis is one of the really creative aspects of doing political
research. It is the aspect of research that perhaps provides the greatest scope for independent
thinking and creativity. (Methods help you to build upon or synthesize the work of others, to
connect up the work of different writers and thinkers with each other, or link together separate
areas of study or studies of a single issue, in a war that generates fresh insights, that expands,

extends, refines our knowledge ofa political problem, puzzle, issue, system, process, structure,
ISsUg, Or event.
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

Our approach to political research consists of three basic positions. First, we encour-
age pluralism in methodological approaches to political research. Politics is a multi-
method field of study. The authors of this text reflect this pluralism. One of us pursues
qualitative and exploratory historical-comparative work; the other quantitative and
comparative work. ‘Second, we believe that research should be problem-driven, rather
than method-driven. A research design or method of data collection only makes sense in
so far as it is a way of investigating some problem. The value of any design or method can
only be determined in relation to a research question; and the choice of which to use
should always be driven by the research question that is to be investigated (see, for back-
ground and debate on this issue, Laitin 2005 and Shapiro 2005a, 2005b). ‘IIttrJ, we believe
research should have relevance to important political questions and policy issues. For
Irﬁsearch to be worth pursuing, we have to be interested in the question, and interested in

e answer.

Issues in political research

This book, then, is concerned with how to formulate questions that are significant and how
to develop meaningful and persuasive answers to them. A significant question is one that is
tirectly relevant to solving real-world problems and to furthering the goals of a specific
scientific literature (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994: 18). There isnot always agreement
about what constitutes a meaningful ami plausible answer to a research question. But we can
all agree that our answers should help to generate valid and reliable knowledge about the
questions that they address. This requires that answers be developed through a process of
inquiry that, at every step, is both self-aware and critical, and that researchers make clear and
transparent how their conclusions were reached.

Which research practices and methods enable political researchers to offer credible
answers to important questions? What constitutes good research? These questions have gen-
erated considerable debate.

Agreement on these questions is difficult to achieve, in part, because politics is such a
diverse discipline. It struggles to even agree on a name. The study of politics is carried on in
Departments of Politics, or Government, or Political Science or, in the UK., Departments of
Politics and International Relations, to name just a few. The array of names reflects a variety
ofviews about what constitutes the discipline. ‘The growing tendency for sub-fields of politi-
cal research, such as International Relations, to become institutionalised as almost separate
fields of inquiry, further fragments the field of study. Other divisions exist within the disci-
pline, as well. There is a tendency to define empirical issues and the study of the ‘real world’
and normative issues and the study of political ‘ideas and values; as involving separate
research areas and traditions ofinquiry. And even among those who study ‘real world’ prob-
lems scholars are divided about what constitutes empirical knowledge, and how this know-
ledge can be arrived at. (Although these divisions are the source of lively debate and
disagreement within the discipline, they should not be overstated. Ultimately many of these
oppositions are not as profound as they are often presented as being, and there is still more
that unites the discipline than divides it. Below we discuss some of these controversies in
more detail.
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

Politicsand International Relations

In recent years there has been a tendency for Politics and International Relations to become
regarded as separate areas of study, with different professional associations, journals, degree
schemes, and even, in some universities, different departments. The establishment of these
sub-fields institutionalized a division of the political world into processes and structures that
are internal to states (local, domestic, or national politics), and those that are external to
them (interactions and relations among states). However, like many in our field, we have
come to question whether, within the general study of politics, it is analytically productive to
treat domestic and international processes, systems, events, and issues as definably separate.
Increasingly, scholars in our field are recognizing that this analytical division tends to/obfus-
cate fundamental interdependencies of interstate and domestic systems. Politics and Inter-
national Relations are both concerned with the nature of states, and with political systems,
development, conflict, ideology, social movements, geopolitics, nationalism, political par-
ticipation, and political philosophy. Moreover, all aspects of politics are affected by govern-
ments, public administration and public policy, elections and voter behaviour, political
parties, political culture, mass publics and electorates, interest groups, and public opinion;
as well as by the interactions among states, the workings of the international system as a
whole, international political economy, international organizations, and international law.

Researchers have increasingly come to appreciate the extent to which political processes
operate across levels or at multiple scales. Relations across levels or political scales encompass
sets of interactions that have hitherto not been the central focus of conventional approaches:
the interaction of societies, not just with their own governments, but with other societies
and governments, and with international organizations. International Relations theorists
recognize that states have to answer to groups within their societies and that consequently a
consideration of domestic relations is necessary to an explanation of outcomes in interna-
tional relations. With a growing awareness of structural linkages between societies and the
multiple channels that connect societies has come a tendency not to assume the sufficiency
of any one scale of analysis to an understanding of political outcomes. Consequently, this
book addresses the study of Politics and of International Relations as a single area of inquiry;
and we address ourselves, as well, to students of all sub-fields of political research, including
Political Theory (classical political philosophy and contemporary theoretical perspectives),
Public Policy (the process by which governments make public decisions), Public Adminis-
tration (the_waﬁs that government polices are implemented), and Public Law (the role of law
and courts in the political process).

Empirical vs normative research

Political research has also tended to define a sharp distinction between empirical’ and
normative research and theory. Empirical research addresses events and political
phenomena that we observe in the real world; questions about what is (empirical questions);
normative—or theoretical—research addresses ideas and thoughts and questions about
what should or ought to be[}normative questions). ‘However, this distinction between the
study ol events and (he study of ideas is also something of a false distinction. Empirical
researc is always grounded in ideas and theories; normative research is never entirely
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

divorced from reality either, and embodies empirical’ claims about the character of human
and natural realities’(Smith 2004: 86).

As John Cierring and Joshua Yesnowitz argue, lempirical study of social phenomena is
meaningless if it has no normative import; and it is misleading if its normative content is
present, but ambiguous; it we don't know how it matters (Cierring and Yesnowitz 2006: 104).
Indeed, the justification tor why a research question is interesting or relevant or meaningful
15 essentially a normative one. But at the same time normative arguments that propose or
justify one value system over another will lack relevance if they make no attempt to relate to
the facts of actual practice or public life. As Steve Buckler (2010: 156) points out, normative
theory isconcerned both about the world as it is and as we might think it ought to be. In sum,
good social science is both empirically grounded ‘and relevant to human concerns’ (Cierring
and Yesnowitz 2006: 133). ‘Normative theorizing ‘must deal in facts’ and empirical work
must deal in values’(2006: 108). While we must be sensitive to the difference between nor-
mative and empirical questions and statements, we must also recognize that thev are not
independent of each other, and that there are costs in keeping them separate.

Recent discussions about the theory of deliberative democracy illustrate these paints.
Early research on the subject by scholars like Jirgen Habermas and John Rawls debated the
normative justifications of deliberative democracy, interpretations and necessary compo-
nents of the theory, but failed to take account of the sheer complexity of contemporary
societies (Elstub, 2010: 291). However, recent research has tried to engage more seriously
with the empirical realities of this social complexity (see Baber and Bartlett, 2005, O Flynn
2006, Parkinson 2006). As Chapter 3 will endeavour to show, theory and evidence inform
each other. Seeing either one as entirely divorced from the other generates either fantasy or
mindless empiricism.

Questions of method continually arise in so-called normative research, and these are
sometimes more analogous to those in empirical work than is always recognized. Normative
theorists are concerned to convince others by means of drawing logical inferences and pre-
senting the logical development of their ideas. They want to persuade others that the conclu-
sions they reach are reasonable and plausible. An argument for any conclusion needs to be
evaluated in the light of the kind and nature of its premises, the strength of the inferential links
to the conclusion from these premises, and its possible criticisms or refutations. Does it make
unrealistic assumptions about human behaviour; and if so, on what basis can this be estab-
lished? The association of theory and the empirical world is continually being tested, and
investigation into the relationship between ideas and practice is to be encouraged rather than
resisted. The link between theory and evidence can be conceived in different ways. Empirical
researchers may use theory in order to try and understand or explain or describe social and
political reality; whereas normative researchers may use theory to challenge political reality
(Thompson 2008). But in either case it is important to describe the nature of reality in the first
place in order to be able to challenge it or explain it, or do both.

Positivism vs interpretivism

However, studying political reality” is far from straightforward, and there is substantial
disagreement about how the empirical world can be analysed. Debates over methodology
and the respective strengths of different methods are often conflated with issues relating to
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

ese positions—
we return to later
However, we argue that many of these different positions are also overstated
when it comes to analysing the social world in practice.

Pollins 2007: 93).

tions, and establishing causal relationships.

gin bo y follow t
methodological conventions; and while researchers may be interested in different types of
questions, ‘practical investigation of these questions often leads them to similar methodo-
logical tasks’ (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001: 395). Both are concerned to show the relations
between premises and conclusions, and indicate the nature of the relations between them.
Both recognize that some standard of validation must be established for the sources of evi-
dence used. By and large all researchers, whatever their methodological and philosophical
predispositions, share similar goals: to explain and understand, to engage with evidence and
usg it well, to distinguish between those claims about the world that are fanciful and that are
robust.

Our view is that any research will be clearer, more accessible, more persuasive, and more
likely to achieve its aims, if the researcher articulates a central question/puzzle/problem,
provides a rationale for it, reviews the relevant literature, advances a hypothe5|s orargument,
constructs a theoretical framework, defines concepts, variables, and relationships, and
designs a ‘test’ of the hypoth
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

of what type of research you pursue and what methods you use. your research will he judged
according to some generally accepted standard of research practice.

Ihere is one last distinction that we wish to address: ihe distinction between quantitative
and qualitative political research.

Quantitative vs qualitative research

lo reap the rewards of methodological diversity, while ensuring that research is more
problem-driven and relevant to important political questions, requires that we develop a
notion of some shared standard, one that can be applied to a variety of different questions
and diverse research traditions. ‘the search for a unified set of standards, or a common defin
ition of what constitutes good research, has tended to become bogged down in a debate
about whether and how it is possible to bridge the divide between quantitative and qualita-
tive methods and approaches, Quantitative research tends to be based on the statistical
analysis of carefully coded information for many cases or observations (in whatever way
those observations are defined). Qualitative research tends to be based on the discursive
analysis of more loosely coded information for just a few cases.'Some even go as far as to say
that quantitative and qualitative traditions are so ontologically distinct as to be incommen-
surable. This position is based on a belief in a hard-and-fast connection between quantita-
tive methods and the tenets of positivism, on one hand, and qualitative methods and
interpretivism, on the other. We think that this represents a false dichotomy. Different meth-
odological positions are not tied to any epistemological or ontological position. Nor are they
tied to any particular type of research question or research design.

Others suggest that some methods are inherently better than others, this position has
frequently been attributed to the book ‘Designing Social Inquiry (1994), by Gary King,
Robert Keohane, and Sidney Verba. Designing Social Inquiry began an important debate
about methodology, and the book continues to occupy a central place in debates about
methods. Its aim, according to its authors, is to bridge the quantitative/qualitative divide
(King et al. 1994: 4). Its primary focus is causal inference in both qualitative and quanti-
tative research and, more generally, scientific methods and elements of scientific research.
The authors argue that ‘Al good research can be understood—indeed is best understood—
to derive from the same underlying logic of inference. Both quantitative and qualitative
research can be systematic and scientific', provided each submits to the rules of scientific
inference—rules that are sometimes more clearly stated in the style of quantitative research’
1994:4-5,6).
. The authozs argue that quantitative and qualitative research are substantively the same
and only differ in the types of techniques the employ; that the differences between the quan-
titative and qualitative traditions are only stylistic and are methodologically and substan-
tively unimportant’ (1994: 4). Both are seeking scientific insights into social phenomena,
and both require rigorous scientific method to ensure such results. But critics of Designing
Social Inquiry argue that, in offering an abstract formal model of scientific methods and ele-
ments of scientific research that will be applicable to all sorts of research, the authors develop
a fuantitative template for qualitative research—one that presupposes the superiority ofthe
former over the latter (Brady and Collier 2004: 3), and that imposes positivist concepts like
hypothesis testing on qualitative researchers.


ME173X
Highlight

ME173X
Highlight

ME173X
Highlight

ME173X
Highlight

ME173X
Highlight

ME173X
Highlight

ME173X
Highlight

ME173X
Highlight


POLITICAL RESEARCH

While we think some of these objections have been overstated, we do not agree that some
methods are better than others. However, there are certainly better ways to carry out a
method. It is therefore less important which method is used, than how the method is used.
Our concern with all the methods we discuss is with their specific procedures, techniques,
or strategies for collecting and analysing data or information necessary to demonstrate an
argument. The link between theory and evidence is central to sound research, to how we
actually go about collecting and analysing the information or evidence that we need to sup-
port (or just as importantly undermine) an argument. And while it is true that there is no
such thing as a correct method, there is such a thing as convincing evidence and analysis,
and this is far more important. Evidence can be gathered and interpreted and analysed in a
variety of different ways. There are good ways and bad ways of doing research using each of
the methods we discuss. No method is perfect. All have their strengths and weaknesses, and
it is important to be aware of what they are.

The research process

There are a large number of texts available that address themselves to research methods, to
specific aspects of the research process, and to debates relating to social science methodol-
0gy: books on theories and methods, on research design, and on political analysis.

This book is also concerned with research design, analysis, and theory (though it does
not devote chapters to specific theoretical approaches, such as rational choice or femi-
nism). However, it is primarily designed as an introduction to the research process. The
aim of this book is to introduce (1) key issues in the philosophy of social science that
bear on the choices researchers must make in pursuing research; (2) a step-by-step
delineation of the process of asking and answering a research question—formulating a
question, reviewing the relevant literature, advancing a hypothesis or argument, con-
structing a theoretical framework; defining concepts, variables, and relationships; and
designing a ‘test’ of the hypothesis or argument; and (3) the array of methods used in
political research and how scholars utilize these methods to answer questions about
political phenomena.

Before elaborating on these aims, we wish to raise a point about the array of methods
we introduce in Part 11l of the book. As we noted earlier in this chapter, we are methodo-
logical pluralists. We are enthusiastic about the diversity of the field and about new meth-
ods of inquiry that are developing. But we do not cover every method and approach in
this book. We doubt that it is possible to adequately survey, in a single volume, the vast
array of methods and approaches available to political researchers; and we do not attempt
to do so. Instead, we provide an in-depth discussion of a range of widely used methods
that we think can provide a base on which to build greater expertise and explore more
specialized techniques; and we signal, where appropriate, how these can be further devel-
oped in more specific ways. Our Guide to Further Reading in each chapter directs read-
ers both to specialist texts on the subject matter of the chapter and to more specialized
adaptations of the approach discussed. We expect that students, with the help of the fur-

tdher readlng tor each chapter, will be able to take these approaches in a variety of further
rection
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

Ih.s book is concerned with the process and practice of political research: the principles
and P™ «dures that guide scholars as they conduct research, the beliefs and assumptions

they hold, the kinds of questions they ask, and the variety of decisions that they must make
Its aim is to answer two questions:

1 How does one formulate research questions?

2. Once these questions are formulated, how does one design and carry out research in
order to answer them?

To address these questions we focus on three broad components of the research process:
(1) key issues in the philosophy of social science (the problems of what we can know and how
we can know it); (2) the nutsand bolts or the 'how to’of research: how to find and formulate
a research question; how to develop, through an engagement with the relevant literatures, an
argument or answer that responds to your question; and (3) the specific methodological
procedures and techniques utilized in carrying out a given research project. Below, we
provide an overview of each of these components.

Part I: Philosophy of Social Science: Knowledge
and Knowing in Social Science Research

Methodology refers to the conduct of inquiry. Among other things, this involves reflection
upon the system of values, beliefs, principles and rules that guide analysis within a given
discipline. Questions of antology and epistemology—questions about the complexities and
ambiguities of knowing and gaining knowledge of the social world—are a core part of this
reflection. These questions are the focus of key debates within the philosophy of social sci-
ence and, in our field, of on-going debates about scientific practice, forms of knowledge, age
the world of politics.

Why, you mightask, should these philosophical issues and controversies concern political
researchers? To start with, it is important to understand that all social scientific theorising
adopts a position with respect to the issues that these controversies involve. If you are una-
ware of them, you will not fully understand the implicit assumptions and implications,
either of what others are arguing, or of what you yourself are arguing. We have said that
research methods build on and develop your own natural abilities to think and solve prob-
lems. In the same way, an understanding of philosophical positions concerning knowledge
helps to make explicit and to develop the philosophical assumptions about, and approach to,
knowledge that you already employ in your everyday life.

Furthermore, if we see the purpose of scholarly research as the generation of valid and
reliable knowledge, and view truth as a central characteristic of valid knowledge, then we
need to adopt and defend assumptions about the nature of truth and procedures for dis-
covering the truth. In this way, philosophical presuppositions about ‘reality’ are intrinsi-
cally linked to the substantive issues that are central to inquiry in our field. Researchers
cannot contribute to knowledge about something unless they adopt and defend a view of
what is knowable about the social world and what sorts of things different methods enable
us to know.
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

Philosophy of social science debates have implications for all areas of research; and,
whether or not researchers follow ongoing debates in the philosophy of social science, they
tend, either implicitly or explicitly, to reflect one or another of the different answers and
positions that these debates have generated. All of us have stored in our minds a worldview
which provides the basis for the opinions we form about what goes on around us. This is
constituted, most likely in large part, by ‘an accumulation of the ideas and prejudices ofoth-
ers’ (Kahane and Cavender 2006: 19). Ifthe unexamined life is not worth living, as Socrates
is said to have claimed, then it perhaps follows that unexamined beliefs are probably not
worth holding. Learning how to systematically investigate ideas we hold about the world
enables us to analytically engage with political affairs, rather than to remain passive consum-
ers of the output of politicians, political analysts, and the news media. Reality is constantly
being defined for us. The ability to identify the underlying structure of assumptions or the
implicit theory which shapes a given account of reality, whether presented by scholars, poli-
ticians, or journalists, allows us to become more active analysts of contemporary politics.

Insum: understanding the terms of the major debates in the philosophy of social science,
and sensitivity to their implications, is an important part of producing good research. What
you presume is knowable about the social world will bear on the strategic choices you will
need to make all through the process of research.

Each of the chapters in Section I of the book is devoted to a key controversy in the phi-
losophy of social science:

L What is knowledge? How do we know? (Chapter 2)
2. Can the pursuit of knowledge be ‘objective™ (Chapter 3)
3. What is the nature of the social world? (Chapter 4)

The first controversy involves questions about what sort of knowledge we can gain about the
social world. Is it the same sort of knowledge that scientists are able to obtain about the
natural world? Or are the forms of knowledge concerning the social world and the natural
world necessarily different? In Chapter 2 we address three different approaches to answering
these questions and their implications for conducting political research.

The first approach is ‘positivism’ ‘Positivism” is usually defined by the following three
tenets: (1) scientific methods (i.e. the testing of hypotheses derived from pre-existing theo-
ries) may be applied to the study of social life; (2) knowledge is only generated through
abservation (empiricism); and (3) facts and values are distinct, thus making objective
inquiry possible (Snape and Spencer 2006). ‘A second approach, ‘interpretivism’ maintains
that the social world s fundamentally different from the world of natural phenomena, and
that it does not exist independently of our interpretation of it. The task of social science,
then, is fundamentally different from that of natural science, because the objects of the social
sciences are different from those found in the natural world. The third approach, scientific
realism maintains that knowledFe is not limited to what can be observed but also includes
theoretical entities (unobservable elements of social life).

Positivism maintains that it is possible to define a distinction between facts and values, and
lor us to acquire value-neutral, objective knowledge about social phenomena. Critics argue
that knowledge produced by social-scientific research is not value-neutral, but is shaped by a
variety ol tattors, including existing scientific theory, politics, and power relations, cultural
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

beliefs and meanings, and the researcher's own motivations and values..Can knowledge pro
%Lhcaegtetpgough the study of the social world be objective ? We consider this quest.on in

Finally, we take up the (issue of social ontology (Chapter 4). What is the social ? What
is the social world made of? What is the basic unit of analysis in the study of the social
world? Two contrasting views about the nature of the social world have dominated dis
cussion_of this question: ‘individualism’ and holism® Methodological individualism
arques that individuals are the basic units of society and that social life must be explained
in terms of the actions of individuals. Methodalogical holism treats social wholes’as the
_btasic L{nit of analysis, understood as distinct from, and not directly explicable in terms of,
its parts.

In political research, discussion of this issue is carried on within a debate about the rela-
tionship between agents (the actors) and the structures which shape, give meaning to, or
make possible their actions. How can we understand the relationship between individual
agents and the social structures within which they act? Are societies reducible to the indi-
viduals who make them up? Or is society more than the sum of its individual members?
What level of description—the individual or the collective—is necessary for explanation of
social phenomena? Ihe issues raised in each of these debates have implications for how you
pursue research and develop explanations of political phenomena.

Part Il: Howto Do Research: An Overview

A second component of the research process involves the practicalities of doing research:
the basic nuts and bolts of the research enterprise. By this we mean the steps involved in
developing a plan for pursuing research on a topic. This involves developing a researchable
question, locating applicable theory and literature, formulating testable hypotheses, and
clarifying concepts and developing empirical indicators. The chapters in Part Il of the book
introduce basic elements of research: a research question, what requirements it must meet,
and where to find and how to formulate one (Chapter 5); how to construct an argument,
hypothesis, or theory that answers it (Chapter 6); and how to design research to test, inves-
tigate, or demonstrate it S}Chapter 7).

Most political research originates from some general question or problem that arises,
either from the events, issues, or processes we observe in the world around us, or from
the theories and frameworks that our field has developed in order to understand them.
But the research process only begins with the conversion of this general question or prob-
lem into a well-formulated, clearly focused, research question. Step 1 of the research
process involves finding and formulating a researchable question, and locating applicable
theory and literature (Chapter 5). We discuss why research should be guided by well-
formulated research questions, the role of the literature review” in providing both the
inspiration and rationale for them, and the different types of questions scholars ask. We
discuss the basic requirements ofa research question and how to go about meeting them.
We argue that a research question isone that (1) has significance for a topic or issue relat-
ing to the subject matter of our field, (2) is researchable (it can be answered through
conducting research), and (3) has not yet been answered definitively.
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

Irrespective of the particular way researchers choose to structure their research, a
carefully formulated research question will ensure that their research has aclear purpose
with clear goals. A research question makes the research task specific; so that, rather than
trying to gather all the information you can find on a topic, you direct your attention to
just the information that addresses the question and helps you to develop an argument in
answer to it. When you have a well-formulated research question, you can make decisions
about what information should be included or excluded, what data you will need to col-
lect, what to observe, or what to ask your interviewees.

To formulate a research question you need to be clear about what you want to know. We
identify different types of questions and what each type commits you to doing; and also
the logical fallacies that sometimes find their way into the statement ofa question and lead
to false conclusions.  The third requirement of a research question requires that you show
that others who have addressed it have failed in some way to provide a definitive answer to
it. The literature review performs this function. It identifies what (range of) answers are
found in the existing literature relating to the question and it develops an argument about
what needs to be done in order to provide a better answer to the question than those that
currently exist.

Once you have formulated a research question, you will be ready to move on to Step 2 of
the research process: how to answer it, We discuss the basic components of an answer to a
research question, what requirements it must meet, and where to find and how to formulate
one (Chapter 6). To get you started we offer a broad template. This is meant to serve as a
starting point—a set of considerations to be revised to fit with the question and aims that
animate a particular project. The template shows a research process that is structured in an

idealized linear fashion. But we emphasize that the process as it actually unfolds is often not
lingar at all. The real process is often circuitous. Most researchers move back and forth
between theory and evidence—between theorizing something that is the focus of their
research, and mucking about in the tust of detail’ (learning more about the specific facts of
the case or question or issue, or the observations of other scholars that we treat as facts).(As
Philip Shively observes, one of the better-kept secrets’in our field, is that good researchers
usually do not “frame hypotheses” in any formal sense before they start to work, though
they may have some operational hunches about what they expect to find__ They pIay with
data, immerse themselves in what other people have written, argue with colleagues, and
think’ (Shively 1989: 25). In sum, we describe the research process as consisting of a set of
components or series of steps but, in practice, the process of research does not unfold in the
sort of linear fashion that this suggests. We rethink our views as a result of learning from the
research process itselfin ways that can feedback to our previous choices and lead us to revise
them. So, what the template we present really shows is, not the process of research, but its
ultimate presentanon

We organize our discussion of the various considerations and tasks involved in develop-
ing an answer to a research question around three basic requirements. The first requirement
is that the answer be appropriate to the type of question that is being asked. Different types
of questions demand different types of answers. For instance, descriptive questions will
require that you describe the characteristics of something, or model how it works or behaves.
Explanatory questions will require that you explain what factors or conditions are causally
connected to a known outcome. Normative questions may require that you adjudicate
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

among different understandings of how something should be, or what should or ought to be
dong, by considering the arguments of others, and submitting well-reasoned arguments for
onesown.

The second requirement ofan answer to a research question is that it makes a contribution
to knowledge. Social science research is expected to address a question whose answer will
contribute to collective knowledge in a particular field of study; so in developing an answer
to a research question one must ask oneself: Why should we care about this answer or argu-
ment? In other words, your answer must matter. It is not enough to say that the question has
not been asked before. After all, one very good reason why a question has not been asked is
because no one cares about the answer. So you must always make a case for why the question
is relevant and important.

Ihe third requirement is that an answer must be clearly and fully specified with regard to
the factors or variables you think must be taken into consideration in order to answer your
question, and how you think these factors or variables are related to each other. For all types
of research, we think it is useful to formulate a ‘working hypothesis’—an operational hunch
about what you expect to find. Initially, what argument motivates the research? What find-
ings might be expected? By articulating in advance the contours and logic of the investiga-
tion, a hypothesis helps to guide research. Developing a hypothesis encourages you to be
very precise about how your answer relates to those that others have offered to your ques-
tion, and how your answer relates to what evidence you would expect to see in the real world.
The term ‘hypothesis’ is often treated as applicable to only quantitative research and to a
specific prediction about the nature and direction of the relationship between two variables.
But we use the term ‘hypothesis’to mean ‘@ hunch, assumption, suspicion, assertion, or idea
about a phenomenon, relationship, or situation’ with which research begins and which
becomes the basis of inquiry (Kumar 2005: 74). Ihe key thing is that the hypothesis should
be empirically or logically verifiable (or not). That is, it should be falsifiable with evidence. A
hypothesis which is not falsifiable is really just a tautology, and so is not going to tell us any-
thing interesting about the political world.

Ifwe are interested in the question we ask and the hypothesis we test, then we should also
be interested in the answer we get; ‘and that means that an answer which discredits our
hypothesis is just as valid as one that confirms it. There is sometimes a tendency to think that
research is only worthwhile if it produces results that support our hypothesis, but null find-
ings can be interesting too. For example, the finding that the level of ethnic diversity within
acountry does not influence the level ofdemocracy within a country has important implica-
tions for our understanding of what impedes democracy (and what does not).

Hypotheses can either be tested with evidence (confirmatory research), or operate as a
guide to a process of discovery (exploratory research). Exploratory research begins with a
question and perhaps a basic proposition, probes its plausibility against various types of
data, and eventually generates a more concrete hypothesis, which can be more widely and
rigorously tested. .

Once you have a hunch or argument about the answer to your research question, you
then need to develop a strategy for providing a convincing test’ or demonstration of it.
This is Step 3 of the research process: how to demonstrate the validity of your answer
(Chapter 7). The plan you develop to do this is what we call a research design. It sets out a
plan for research, including what observations to make and how to make them. It is
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informed by and fulfills a logical structure of inquiry; and it specifies the sort of test or
evidence that will convincingly confirm or disconfirm a hypothesis; the observations you
need in order to demonstrate the relationships stated by your hypothesis, and how you will
go about making them; the data relevant to demonstrating these relationships, and how
and where you will collect them. The type of research design you use and the kind of
information you collect, the sources of data and the data-collection procedures you choose,
should be based on what will provide a convincing test, demonstration, or investigation of
your argument or hypothesis.

Part Ill: Howto Do Research in Practice

The third part of the book is devoted toexamining the principles of different methods in
political research, and how to use them in practice. These methods enable usto put a research
design into practice and to carry out the research and analysis needed to answer a research
question. Methodological principles are concerned with how we obtain knowledge about the
political world; with the specific procedures or techniques that we use to tell us something
about the world when we carry out research. Research methods are in a sense the tools of
analysis. And, as with any tool, it is important to know how to use it in order to complete

atask.

In Part 111 of the book we focus on different strategies for collectin% and ana|¥sing evi-
dence in order to test or develop specific hypotheses. In particular, we focus on the ways in
which data is collected and the ways in which it can then be analysed. These are two distinct
and crucial aspects of the research process. Failure to devote sufficient care and attention to
either will lead to research results which are untrustworthy and unreliable, meaning that we
may reject hypotheses that are actually true or accept hypotheses that are actually false.
Obviously, we want to avoid the possibility of either of these outcomes occurring as far as
possible. Ifwe reject or accept a hypothesis, we want it to be because we have collected con-
vincing data and analysed the data properly.

Research methods all involve two important components: data collection and data analysis.
And it pays to think of these separately. We can therefore think about different methods of
data collection, such as collecting information through the use of experiments (Chapter 8),
comparative research (Chapter 9), surveys (Chapter 10), interviews or focus groups (Chap-
ter 11), participant observation (Chapter 12), or collecting archival data or documentary
records such as speeches, policy documents, or media reports (Chapter 13). The type of
evidence that we use is important. But more important is how we collect and code the evi-
dence in preparation for analysis. This relates to the issues of validity and reliability. We want
the data we have collected to be good and solid and reliable and robust. It is what separates

us trom those who rely on rumour and hearsay and anecdotes. Data collection needs to be
systematic, not hthazard. We must have guiding principles to ensure that the data we col-
lect is of good quality.

Having obtained this data or information, we can then think about how to go about ana-
ysing it. It is common to distinguish between quantitative and qualitative approaches to
analysing data. Quantitative analysis tends to rely on statistical techniques, which we discuss
m detail m Chapters 14, 15, and 16. But there is a wide variety of more qualitative analysis
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techniques that we can consider. It is worth remembering that this distinction between qual-
itative and quantitative analysis primarily refers to different methods of analysis rather than
different methods of data collection. And although there is some overlap between how we
collect evidence and how we analyse it, there isalso a lot of diversity, and similar types of data
can be analysed in different ways. In fact data from all the types of data collection methods
that we discuss can be analysed using either quantitative or qualitative techniques. When we
talk about fuantitative data', we are only talking about evidence that has been coded in
preparation for quantitative analysis. Ihis involves coding and categorizing the data with
numerical values. Ihe actual form ol the evidence can be almost anything. It is therefore
important to be familiar with both qualitative and quantitative approaches, since failure to
understand or engage with one approach is likely to cut you off from a lot of relevant research
that is carried out on your topic of interest.

Much is often made about the relative strengths and weaknesses of different methods,
in particular between quantitative and qualitative approaches. (It is frequently asserted
that quantitative research may be good at making generalizations, but is a blunt instru-
ment for investigating hard-to-define concepts, such as power, globalization, and democ-
racy or difficult-to-observe phenomena, like money laundering, criminal or anti social
behaviour, corruption, and terrorism. By contrast, one of the key strengths of qualitative
research is often thought to be its ability to investigate these hard-to-define concepts and
hard-to-reach populations. However, whereas qualitative research might be able to go into
a lot of detail, there is sometimes a nagging suspicion that its findings might not have
wider relevance to contexts outside the immediate vicinity of where the research was con-
ducted. While there might be an element of truth in this, these strengths and weaknesses
should not be overstated or viewed as inherent in the different methodological
approaches.

These strengths and weaknesses are often presented in terms of a trade-off between
description and detail (validity of measurement) and explanation and generalization %valid-
ity of inference). We reject this idea. 'lhe ability to make generalizations is not just the pre-
serve of quantitative approaches, but about something more fundamental to the research
pracess. It is about being able to rule out and control for theoretically plausible alternatives.
All' methods ofanalysis should take this issue seriously, otherwise we may end up with spuri-
ous findings. The only way to address this is by considering theoretically important varia-
bles, and the only way we can do this is by considering enough cases to make it manageable.
For example, the concern that the findings from a small N (where N refers to number, as in
number of cases or countries, etc.) study may not be applied more generally are to do with
concern over omitted variable bias, which can cause spurious relationships. This we discuss
in detail in Chapter 9,

To be able to estimate the effect of many variables you need lots of cases to see if your
argument still holds up when you consider different factors across different contexts. Quan-
titative methods provide an efficient way of doing this. But qualitative methods can do it as
well. And indeed they often do it, as we discuss throughout the book. But it is generally a
slower and less systematic process which takes a great deal of time. Studies are repeated,
findings are applied to new contexts, and, as this is done, theories or hypotheses are indi-
rectly tested on a wide range of cases. But there is nothing to stop it being done quicker and
more systematically. It would just involve more money. The difference is not one of method
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but of time and costs. There is no methodological reason to stop you repeating qualitative
studies; you can do twenty in-depth interviews (see Chapter 11); but why stop at twenty? If
time and resources are no obstacle, then it is possible to do 2000 interviews. And why not
collect multiple ethnographies? Recent research is attempting to do just this, through col-
laborative comparative ethnographies that try and develop a firmer basis for wider infer-
ences (see Gillespie, Gow, and Hoskins 2007, Gillespie and O’Loughlin 2009).

By contrast, it is often said that qualitative methods can provide more valid measures of
political phenomena. They are better able to measure and study difficult-to-define political
phenomena, whereas quantitative methods are too blunt and reduce complicated concepts
down to numbers which can never capture the full meaning of what is being investigated.
But this is not the case either. There may be an issue to do with the extent to which extant
survey data can be used to answer new questions, but the answer to this is to design new
surveys or collect new data and devote additional resources to the problem. The difference is
one not of method, but of resources. It is possible to measure anything in a reliable and valid
way with quantitative methods of data collection, but to do so ifthe object of investigation is
difficult to observe or measure can be very costly. Studies using qualitative methods are often
relatively cheap.

Our position is that, irrespective of whether a quantitative or qualitative approach is
employed, the questions, decisions, concerns, and procedures, with which researchers have
to deal in designing research, are similar. The main considerations are always to do with
sampling and measurement. Whether we are doing quantitative research or qualitative
research, we want the answers we arrive at to be meaningful and say something about the
world. We don't want them to just reflect the way in which we have chosen to measure
political phenomena or selected particular cases to analyse.

In discussing these different forms of data collection and data analysis, we draw on some
of the most prominent approaches in political research. We do not discuss every method
used in political research, but a selection of prominently used ones that can serve to intro-
duce themes and research protocols generalizable to other methods.

We start this section with an introduction to the principles of experimental research in
Chapter 8. The experimental approach is widely considered to be the most ‘cientific’
research design. Through the use of control groups and experimental groups the researcher
isable to control what stimuli—or interventions—different subjects are exposed to, and then
examine what impact this exposure has on the political outcome variable of interest. Con-
trollediexperiments of this type are very useful for testing causal hypotheses. Broadly speak-

ing, there are three main experimental designs. There are laboratory experiments (where
subjects are taken to acommon location), field experiments (which take place in real-world
settings), and (natural experiments (which in a sense occur naturally, in so far as the
researcher is not active in the data-gathering Frocess). Despite the scientific potential of
experimental research, the approach is not widely used in the study of politics. However, this
is beginning to change. Experiments are now one of the fastest growing fields of political
inquiry. We discuss some of the obstacles that have been traditionally associated with doing
g)sglerclgt]%r:]ts in political research, and discuss the potential for developing and expanding its
ication.

In Chapter 9 we focuslon comparative research. Comparative research represents ong of
the largest fields of political inquiry, and to a certain extent is used by all investigators who
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

engage in empirical research. The comparative method (or approach or design, as it is some-
times termed) actually involves a number of different methods and can be used in conjunc-

tion with any method ol data collection. The logic of comparison is based on how many
countries (or cases) are compared, and how the cases for analysis are selected. Both aspects
of case selection are very important, as the cases you look at can affect the answers you get
to any particular research question (as Barbara Geddes, 1990, has pointed out). Broadly
speaking, there are three main approaches. ‘Ihere are large-N studies (involving the analysis
of many cases), small-N studies (involving the analysis of a small number of cases, typically
2,3, 4, but with no real upper limit), and single-N studies (otherwise known as case stud-
ies). Virtually all political research falls into one of these three sub-types. One of the key
strengths of comparative research, particularly when it involves the analysis of several or
more countries, is that it provides a bridge between looking at domestic factors (which take
place within countrles) and international factors (which take place between countries).
Comparison helps us to broaden our intellectual horizons, and we can use comparison to
see if what we think is a self-evident truth in one context also works in the same way ina
different context.

The following chapters explore various methods of data collection and analysis. /Among
the most widely used forms of data collection in_political research are surveys, which we
discuss in detail in Chapter 10.0ne of the great strengths of survey research is that it helps
us to make general claims about what different sections of society or different sub-groups of
the population actually think and do. It thus gives voice to people who might not otherwise
be heard. But a major weakness is that surveys can, and frequently do, misrepresent what
people think and do and thus create misleading information. The extent to which surveys
misrepresent the ‘real’or ‘true’attitudes and behaviour of the people they seek to study can
be thought of as error. The purpose ofa good survey is to try and minimize this error. Ihere
are two important sources of error that we consider. The first is to do with measurement
error, and refers to the ways in which surveys use questions to try and measure different
social and political phenomena, such as political attitudes, opinions, and behaviour. The
second is to do with sampling error, and refers to the ways in which respondents are chosen
or selected to complete the survey and the implications this has for the representativeness of
the sample. These principles ofsound survey design, to do with sampling and measurement,
are relevant for all form of data collection.

In Chapter 11 we focus on data collection using interviews and focus groups and explore
issues concerning how these data can be analysed. Interviews are in a sense the qualitative
cousin of surveys. Many of the principles are much the same for the two methods of data
collection, but whereas surveys are typically concerned with generating large samples so that
they can make valid inferences about a given population, interviews are more frequently
used to ascertain more specialized knowledge, either about what so-called experts or elites
think, or to explore the meanings that people attach to different concepts. It can be a very
useful method to complement survey research, and indeed virtually all survey research
draws upon semi-structured interview techniques at the design stage to pilot new questions.
One of the great strengths of interviews and focus groups is that they can help a researcher
understand peoples perceptions, feelings, opinions, experiences, understandings, values,
beliefs, attitudes, emotions, behaviour, formal and informal roles, and relationships. Inter-
viewingindividuals, either face-to-face or overthe telephone, or through mailed questionnaires.
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

helps researchers to learn about how people feel. The focus group is a good technique for
exploring why people hold certain beliefs or feel the way they do. Exchanges among partici-
pants can lead to far more probing and reflection than is possible in individual interviews or
questionnaires, and may provide more robust and revealing responses to the issues which
are the subject of the focus group.

In Chapter 12 we consider participant observation, the most intensive form of data col-
lection ofall. The distinctive feature of participant observation, and one ofthe great strengths
of the approach, is that data collection is carried out in real time. This means that the
researcher has adirect, first-hand opportunity to observe what people actually do, what they
actually say to each other, and how they actually interact with different institutions or polit-
ical processes, rather than just relying on what people say that they do. Participant observa-
tion (and ethnography more generally) therefore has anumber of characteristics that overlap
with other methods we consider (such as surveys, focus groups, and interviews) and a
number of characteristics that are distinctive, particularly with respect to the role of obser-
vation. Whereas surveys are based on the ancient art of asking questions to find out what
people think, say, and do, participant observation is based on something rather different. (It
recognizes that what people say they do, and what they actually do, can be and frequently are
quite different. Accordingly, to get a true’sense of what people think and say and do, it is not
enough to merely ask people questions and record their answers; it is also necessary to
observe what people do in practice.

In Chapter 13 we consider a different type of data collection. Whereas surveys, inter-
views, and participant observation are all to do with collecting information about what peo-
ple think or say or do, either by asking them questions or by observing what they do, or some
combination of the two, textual analysis is based on the analysis of archival data or docu-
mentary records such as speeches, policy documents, or media reports, to do with what
people or institutions or organizations have actually done (or produced). These documents
provide a rich source of information about the ways in which politics is practised. We dis-
cuss some of the different ways in which these sources of evidence are analysed, focusing on
historical analysis, discourse analysis, and content analysis. ‘Unlike asking people questions
(e.g. through surveys or in interviews), using texts to collect data has the advantage ofbeing
non-intrusive. Researchers do not face the problem of influencing their data source through
the questions they ask. And they can study past policy positions as they were recorded at the
time. Once recorded, texts do not change.

Quantitative analysis isnow one of the most widely used techniques of analysis in political
research. Whether you love it or hate it, it is hard to avoid. And although many students are
apprehensive about quantitative analysis, it is an important skill to acquire, which will not
only stand you in good stead for conducting research (both in terms of what you can read
and what you can do), but will also provide you with a transferable skill. In Chapters 14,15,
and 16 we provide a step-by-step guide to quantitative analysis, which will equip you with

the skills to be able to interpret what others have done, and carry out quantitative analysis for
yourselves.

_ Although itis easy to overstate the differences between these different methods, it is also
important to bear in mind their similarities. All methods of data collection and analysis can
(and frequently do) investigate similar political phenomena. There is no sense in which the

Investigation of certain topics or issues determines your method of inquiry. For example, if
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POLITICAL RESEARCH

you are interested in what people think about politics; you can examine this through the use
of surveys, interviews, and focus groups, and ask questions about what people think and say
they have done. You can also explore this through ethnography and participant observation
and record what they actually do and say. Rather than thinking about how to choose between
different forms of data collection and analysis, the more pertinent issue is often to think
about how to combine different methods.

There is no rule about which method should be used tor which research design. From
lable 1.1 we can see that there is considerable overlap between diHerent research designs,
methods of data collection, and methods of data analysis. For example, longitudinal studies
may use qualitative historical analysis or quantitative statistical analysis. Ihere is also con
siderable overlap between different methods of analysis and different methods of data col-
lection. Although it iscommon to associate quantitative analysis with survey research, there
is nothing to prevent this type of analysis being carried out on data collected using other
methods. Indeed, a great deal of quantitative analysis has been done on interview data based
on expert or elite interviews (such as Polity IV, Freedom House, or Transparency Interna-
tional data), and on documentary records and public records and media reports (see Chap-
ter 12). Even focus groups can be analysed quantitatively if there are enough of them, lhis
approach is frequently adopted in deliberative polling studies (see Luskin, Fishkin and Jow-
ell 2002), which can be regarded as a type of experimental focus group. ‘Indeed it is only
really participant observation that does not appear to lend itself to quantitative analysis,
though that is not to say that participant observation doesn't incorporate quantitative analy-
sis or that it cannot be combined with %uantitative analoysis.

This all goes to show that some of the oppositions between qualitative and quantitative
approaches have been somewhat overstated. They should not be seen as competing
approaches to political research but as complementary approaches. They can both be used
for similar research designs. And they can both be used to analyse similar types of data. It is
not the case that there are some types of data that you can only analyse qualitatively or some
types of data that you can only answer quantitatively. On the whole, there is a considerable
amount of overlap. So ifyou are interested in conducting a longitudinal study to investigate

Table 1.1 Research design, data collection, and data analysis in political research

Research Design Method of Analysis
Experimental C i Ci ional L i i Qi itati Qi

Method of data collection

Surveys ~ ~ ~

Interviews * v v

Focus groups s ~

Participant s ~ ~

Observation

Texts v

Method of data analysis

Quantitative ~ ~

Qualitative
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changing patterns of the tone of political coverage in newspapers, why not employ both
qualitative and quantitative research? Ifdifferent methods ofdata collection can be employed
for similar research designs, and different methods of data analysis can be employed for
similar forms of data, then the question is not why you should choose one method of analy-
sis or collection over another, but why you should not choose all over one.

Unfortunately, the answer is usually pragmatic rather than intellectual, and has more to
do with constraints oftime, money, and expertise. For example, participant observation can
be very time-consuming and surveys can be very expensive. Moreover, once researchers
have acquired one methodological skill-set, they are often reluctant to learn another.
Although these constraints are not irrelevant, they should be openly acknowledged and not
be obscured by pseudo-methodological,-epistemological, or even -ontological arguments.
We hope this book will contribute to lowering at least one of these obstacles, and that it will
enable you to be comfortable using a wide variety of different methodological approaches
and skills.

Research methods are in a sense the tools of analysis. It is common to think about differ-
ent methods being a bit like different tools. Which tool you want to use may then depend
upon the job that you want to do. And whereas one tool might be appropriate for a particu-
lar type of task, it might be inappropriate for another. So a saw is good for cutting things,
but less helpful if you want to fix something together. Although there is some truth in this
metaphor, we think the idea of choosing different methods according to the job you want
to do leads to a very narrow view of what constitutes research. We prefer to look at the big-
ger picture. No one wants to go around just using a saw to cut things in half all the time.
Rather, a craftsman, a skilled carpenter, may want to build a table and to do that he will
need to cut things and fix things and sand things and varnish things. He will need to use a
wide variety of different tools to complete his task. Becoming a skilled researcher is a bit
like learning a craft. And it involves learning many skills and being able to combine them
together to do a thorough job.

Of course, for the lazy or time-pressed there is always flat-pack furniture. Ifwe buy a flat-
pack table from Ikea, we can assemble it all using a single tool—just an Allen key or a screw-
driver is needed. But the quality of the table is not going to be in the same league as one
hand-built by a master craftsmen, and it may well collapse under a slight amount ofpressure.
Ifwe dont want our research findings to collapse in a similar way, we should aim to set our
sights a little hiFher than trying to investigate complicated political phenomena through the
prism of a single methodological perspective.

Conclusions

One of the great strengths of political research is its diversity. The study of politics encompasses awide
variety of different ontological, epistemological, and methodological positions. And while it might be
disconcerting or confusing that there are no concrete shared principles that governs the study of
politics, this variety isa great source of vitality within the discipline. Different perspectives act to
continually challenge what we think we know Constant questioning means that we can never take
things for granted We always need to be conscious of whether or not we can defend ourselves from
criticism, since our findings will be scrutinized on many different fronts
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One of the defining character.st.cs of pol.tics as a held of study is the wide variety of approach« it
incorporates. This can be both a strength and a weakness for the discipline it sa strength when this
diversity is embraced, and when researchers adopt and integrate the different approaches and engage
with research from across the methodological spectrum It is a weakness when this diversity fragments

the field, and when from different

.cal traditions retreat into their own

enclaves and do not engage with what other people are doing m the discipline Our view isthat to
appreciate the diversity and pluralism within political research, it is useful to be familiar and

conversant with the whole array of methods and approaches available to us Our hope is that this book

will help you in this task.
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Philosophy of
Social Science:
Knowledge and
Knowing in Social
Science Research






Introduction

Forms of Knowledge:
Laws, Explanation, and
Interpretation in the Study
of the Social World

Chapter Summary

This chapter considers fundamental assumptions that researchers make about how
we can know and develop knowledge about the social world, including assumptions
about the nature of human behaviour and the methods appropriate to investigating
and explaining that behaviour The core concern is whether and how we can pursue
asystematic and rigorous study of social phenomena in the way that scientists pursue
study of the natural world Without considering this issue, it is difficult to design or
structure an approach to research into political phenomena, and to make any claim
with respect to the findings that result from that research

This chapter focuses on three different answers to the question of how to ap
proach the study of social phenomena those offered by positivism, scientific realism,
and interpretivism In exploring the differences among them and their implications
for conducting political research, our discussion will engage with a number of ques
tions. including the following
What form(s) of knowledge should be the goal of political research?
Should the social sciences strive to emulate natural science methods, or
is understanding social phenomena something essentially different from
explanation in the natural sciences7

Can we study politics scientifically7 What does it means to be scientific?

What distinguishes science from non-science?

Every researcher must confront fundamental questions about the nature of knowledge
and how we acquire it. These questions are the focus of key debates in political research,
and the subject of an ongoing inquiry into scientific practice, forms of knowledge, and
the world of politics. What sort of knowledge can we gain about the social world? Is it the
same sort of knowledge that scientists are, able to obtain about the natural world? Or are
the forms of knowledge concerning the social world and the natural world necessarily
different? Ifthey are different, is it still possible to produce knowledge that is reliable and
objective? What counts as legitimate knowledge of the social world? These questions
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bear directly on research practice and, consequently, are of primary concern to those
who seek to understand political processes and structures. The answer or answers you
accept will determine the sort of research you pursue, the claims you make on the basis
of that research, and your assessment of the findings of the research produced by others
in our field.

We will consider three different approaches to these questions: positivism, scientific real-
ism, and interpretivism. Each approach differs from the others with respect to its ontologi-
cal, epistemological, and methodological premises. These differences are summarized in
Box 2.3 in the concluding section of this chapter.

The terms ontology; epistemology’ and ‘methodology’ relate to fundamental issues
concerning research practice and knowledge. Ontology is concerned with ‘what is’: with
assumptions about the nature ofthe social world and the basic elements that make up this
world. Questions of ontology relevant to political research include whether the social
world is fundamentally different from the natural world; whether it is an objective reality
that exists independently of us or is in important respects subjectively created. Episte-
mology is concerned with what is knowable, with what we can know about social phe-
nomena, and, consequently, what type or form of knowledge we should pursue and treat
as legitimate knowledge about the social world. It is only when we have considered these
ontological and epistemological questions that we can move to a consideration of meth-
odological questions. Methodology is concerned with how we obtain knowledge, with the
means and methods that can provide us with legitimate knowledge of the political world.
Box 2.1 shows how these key issues concerning knowledge are related.

We begin this chapter with a discussion of the development of positivist thought and
practice, including classical and logical positivism, Karl Popper$ critique of these, and the
role of general laws and causation in social-scientific explanation. We then focus on two
non-positivist positions: scientific realism and interpretivism. The three positions differ
from one another in many ways and, in particular, with respect to their view of how the
assumptions, logic, and methods of science can be used by scholars to study human behav-
jour. However, though each position has developed, in part, through a critique of the oth-
ers, each of them produces useful forms of knowledge. Taken together, they have enabled
usto broaden the range and type of questions that political research can effectively address.

box 2.1 Ontology  Epistemology Mefhodology

Ontology Epistemology Methodology
What exists' What sort of knowledge What strategies
What is the nature of the of it is possible7 How

can we use to gain

social world7 can we know aboutn? that knowledge?
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Positivism

As a prelude to our discussion of positivism, it would be helpful to get a sense of its role in
Folitical research by briefly considering behaviouralism and the ‘behavioural revolution* in
he field of politics.

Behaviouralism is the term used for the application of positivism and empiricism to
political research.1What has been called the ‘oehavioural revolution’was concerned to pro-
mote the systematic search for sound and reliable knowledge about politics based on a posi-
tivist approach to knowledge. For behaviouralists, political research involves studying and
explaining the observable behaviour of individuals or aggregates of individuals (parties,
classes, interest groups, governments, social movements).

Behaviouralist research focuses on the question of what political actors do and why they
do it. Until the mid-1970s, behaviouralist researchers emphasized an inductivist approach to
research which, as we shall see, isassociated with classical positivism. An inductive approach
to social inquiry is one in which ‘knowledge is arrived at through the gathering of facts that
provide the basis for laws’ (Bryman 2004: 11). Although behaviouralist research can employ
both quantitative and qualitative data, during the 1950s and 1960s behaviouralist researchers
tended to focus on questions that could be answered by gathering and studying data condu-
cive to exact measurement, as for instance voting data or data from public-opinion polls and
social surveys. This tendency generated the criticism that, by focusing on phenomena that
lent themselves more easily to measurement, the field had become preoccupied with tech-
nique rather than substance, and was failing to address significant problems.

These concerns triggered a ‘post-behavioural revolution’ Despite its name, this ‘revolu-
tion was not concerned to displace behaviouralism, but to 'propel political science in new
directions’ (Easton 1969: 1051). Some of these new directions moved the field towards a
further realization of positivist and behaviouralist goals, such as the trend towards 'positive
political theory’or rational choice theary. Positive political theary assumes that rational self-
interest, *aopposed to attitudes, which are the subject of study in much behavioral research’,
provides the motivational foundation for behaviour; and that individual self-interested
rational action combines to produce collective political outcomes (Amadae and Bueno de
Mesquita 1999: 270). But while the post-behaviouralist revolution moved behavioural
research forward, it also set in motion trends that moved the field in non-positivist direc-
tions, and encouraged the emergence of an array of theoretical approaches that represented
a self-conscious rejection of behavioural and positivist assumptions. Normative theory,
which we will consider in Chapters 3and 6, witnessed a re-birth, and often self-consciously
as a response to the influence of behaviouralist research. In addition, there emerged a set of
approaches based on non-positivist assumptions and associated with ‘interpretivism’
including constructivism, feminism, post-modernism, and critical theory.

The behavioural revolution set in motion an important process of discussion and debate
within political research about the methods and goals of the field. It began a discussion on the
desirability and possibility of attaining reliable, empirical, causal knowledge about political life.
It promoted more methodologically self-conscious research; and, though much behavioural
research originally focused on what might be characterized as a narrow range of questions, it
also succeeded in broadening the research domain, as behavioural researchers, seeking insights
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from the theories, research methods, and findings of other disciplines, opened the way to
greater interdisciplinarity in the field. Behaviouralism established an emphasis on research
based on empirical observation, testing involving systematic evidence, and falsifiable and
causal explanation. By emphasizing the importance of research that is capable ofreplication by
others, behaviouralism makes researchers more precise about what they want to know, what
explanation they are advancing, and how they intend to demonstrate it.

We will gain a better understanding of this revolution, and of both its positivist and non-
positivist legacy, as we explore the basic tenets and contours of positivist thought.

Positivism began as a movement to establish a sound basis for social-scientific inquiry.
This isa fundamentally important issue in political research. Political researchers want to be
able to offer credible answers to important questions, and they are concerned to ensure that
the research practices and methods they employ enable them to do this. Positivism offers a
particular approach to resolving these issues. It maintains that it is possible to arrive at factual,
reliable, and objective answers to questions about the social world by employing the methods
used in the natural sciences. Depending on your point of view, this position may strike you
as highly controversial or as plain common sense. A large number of researchers in our field
react to positivist thought in one or the other of these two ways. Consequently, it is likely that
positivism will continue to occupy a central place in our field, both in providing a foundation
for research and in stimulating the articulation of alternative methodological positions.

The term ‘positivism’was invented by the French philosopher Auguste Comte (1798-1857)
to describe what he saw as the last of three phases in the development of society and its
search for truth. It was Comtes view that society had passed through a theological stage and
then a metaphysical stage; and that now it had entered into a final ‘positive stage in which
the search for truth is characterized by the systematic collection of observed facts. The term
sociology’ which refers to the scientific study of the social world, was also his invention.
Both terms expressed the same belief: that the social world could be explained using similar
methods to those used to explain natural phenomena.

Ihis view of social science methodology, in common with the other approaches to be
discussed in this chapter, commits us to a number of ontological and epistemological claims.
The nature and implications of these claims and their relationship to a positivist methodol-
ogy will become clear as we identify and discuss the basic tenets of positivism.

We begin discussion of these tenets by first considering the classical positivist tradition, and
then focusing on the development of positivist thought through the movement o f‘logical posi-
tivism*and Karl Popper$ critique of logical positivist tenets. In discussing these developments,
our purpose is not to provide an intellectual history of positivism: the ideas of classical positiv-
ism were not superseded by those advanced by logical positivists; nor were those associated with
logical positivism supplanted or displaced by the ideas of Karl Popper. In other words, the devel-
opment of positivism over time did not always or usually lead to the wholesale rejection of
previous ideas, but rather to an expansion of the array of positions associated with it

Classical positivism

\he first tenet ol positivism—one implied by our previous discussion—is naturalism. Natu-
ralism is the idea that there are no fundamental differences hetween the natural and the social
sciences. Note that this idea entails an ontological presupposition about the social world: if
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there is no difference be