Political Research

Methods and Practical Skills

FOURTH EDITION

SANDRA HALPERIN

OLIVER HEATH

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Great Clarendon Street, Oxford, OX2 6DP,
United Kingdom

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.

It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of
Oxford University Press in the UK and in certain other countries

© Sandra Halperin & Oliver Heath 2025
The moral rights of the authors have been asserted

First Edition 2012

Second Edition 2017

Third Edition 2020

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
transmitted, used for text and data mining, or used for training artificial intelligence, in any form or
by any means, without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly
permitted by law, by licence or under terms agreed with the appropriate reprographics rights
organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent

to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above.

You must not circulate this work in any other form
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press
198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Data available

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024949876
ISBN 978-0-19-284606-8

Printed in the UK by
Bell & Bain Ltd., Glasgow

Cover Image: Getty Images

Links to third party websites are provided by Oxford in good faith and
for information only. Oxford disclaims any responsibility for the materials
contained in any third party website referenced in this work.

MIX

Paper { Supporting
responsible forestry

gwfscv FSC® C007785

The manufacturer's authorised representative in the EU for
product safety is Oxford University Press Espafa S.A. of El Parque
Empresarial San Fernando de Henares, Avenida de Castilla, 2 -
28830 Madrid (www.oup.es/en or product.safety@oup.com).
OUP Espafia S.A. also acts as importer into Spain of products
made by the manufacturer.



mailto:product.safety@oup.com

Detailed Contents

Preface v
How to Use This Book vii

Brief Contents viii

Detailed Contents x
New to This Edition  xxi

1 Political Research 1 1.5 How to do research: An overview 12
. 1.5.1 Formulating a research question 12
1.1Introduction 2 1.5.2 Answering a research question 13

1.5.3 Developing a research design 15

. . - h
1.2 Issues in political research 4 1.5.4 Identifying good data 16

1.2.1 Politics and International Relations (IR) 4

1.2.2 Empirical vs normative research 5 1.6 How to do research in practice 17
1.2.3 Positivism vs interpretivism 6 1.6.1 Collecting and analysing data 17
1.2.4 Quantitative vs qualitative research 7 1.6.2 Qualitative vs quantitative analysis 18

1.6.3 Research methods used in political inquiry 19

.3 The research proce 9
! e researchp 5 1.6.4 Triangulation and mixed methods 22

1.4 The philosophy of social science research 10 1.7 Conclusion 25

1.4.1 Why does philosophy matter? 10

1.4.2 Key philosophical controversies 11 REFERENCES 26

PART | PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIAL SCIENCE: KNOWLEDGE AND
KNOWING IN SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH

2 Forms of Knowledge inthe StUdy 2.5.1 Popper’s rejection of induction 40

of the Social World 29 2.5.2 Poppers) rejection f)fvenﬁab.ility 40
2.5.3 Hempel’s explanation of social phenomena 42

2.1 Introduction 30
I 2.6 Scientific realism 43

2.2 Fundamental notions 30 2.6.1 Understanding causal mechanisms 44

2.3 Classical positivism 32 2.7 Debates around scientific realism 45

2.3.1 The ‘Behavioural Revolution” 32
2.3.2 Basic tenets of classical positivism 33

2.7.1 What is the ontological status of unobservable social
mechanisms? 45

2.7.2 How do we explain macro-social phenomena? 46

2.4 Logical positivism 36 2.7.3 How do macro-social ‘social mechanisms’ produce

2.4.1 Induction and deduction 37 social outcomes? 49

2.4.2 Retroduction 39 2.8 Critical realism 51

2.5 Critiques to logical positivism 39 2.9 Interpretivism 53



2.9.1 A hermeneutical approach 53

2.9.2 Comparing positivist and interpretivist
approaches 54

2.9.3 Shared methodological conventions 56

2.10 Comparing approaches: Analyses
of the Yugoslav conflict 58

2.10.1 A positivist (rational choice) approach 58
2.10.2 An interpretivist (constructivist) approach 60
2.10.3 A critical realist approach 62

2.11 Conclusion 66
QUESTIONS 68
GUIDE TO FURTHER READING 68
REFERENCES 69
ENDNOTES 70

3 Objectivity and Values 71

3.1 Introduction 72

3.2 Separating facts and values 72

3.2.1 Positivists vs critical approaches 72
3.2.2 The empirical/normative division 74

3.3 Values, the researcher, and the research
process 75

3.3.1 Weber’s approach to research 75

3.4 Difficult biases to identify and control 77

PART i

4 Asking Questions: How to
Find and Formulate Research
Questions 109

4.1 Introduction 110

4.2 Why is the research question ‘step one’? 110

4.2.1 What about the rest of the research
components? 111

4.3 Research questions: What are they? 113

4.3.1 The three requirements of a research question 113

Detailed Contents | Xi

3.4.1 Researcher’s expectations can influence research
subjects 77

3.4.2 The behaviour of research subjects can change due
to our studying them 78

3.4.3 The behaviour of research subjects can change as a
result of previous research 79

3.4.4 Popper vs Kuhn 80

3.5 Values and social practice: Thomas Kuhn 82

3.5.1 Kuhn’s scientific revolutions 82
3.5.2 Paradigms and paradigm change 85

3.6 Kuhnian paradigms in politics 87
3.6.1 The case of development theory 88

3.7 ‘'Post-Normal’ science 91

3.8 Values and social practice: Imre Lakatos 93

3.8.1 Lakatos’ scientific research programmes 94
3.8.2 The case of development theory revisited 96
3.8.3 Kuhn and Lakatos compared 97

3.9 ‘Open Science”: Transparency in political
research 98

3.9.1 Data Access and Research Transparency
(DA-RT) 98
3.9.2 Qualitative Transparency Deliberations 99

3.10 Conclusion 102
QUESTIONS 104
GUIDE TO FURTHERREADING 104
REFERENCES 105

HOW TO DO RESEARCH: AN OVERVIEW

4.4 Finding research questions: What
toavoid 114
4.4.1 Caveats of formulating research questions 114
4.4.2 Unanswerable questions: Fallacies in framing
research questions 116
4.4.3 ‘Researchability™ A final consideration 117

4.5 What to do: Survey the literature 117

4.5.1 What does survey the literature mean? 118
4.5.2 How to start your literary survey 120

4.6 How to formulate a research(able)
question 126



Xii | Detailed Contents

4.6.1 The process of formulating a research
question 126

4.6.2 The research vase 127

4.6.3 Narrowing down or broadening up the
question 129

4.7 Types of questions: What exactly do you
want to know? 131

4.7.1 Descriptive questions 132
4.7.2 Explanatory questions 133
4.7.3 Predictive questions 134
4.7.4 Prescriptive questions 135
4.7.5 Normative questions 136

4.8 How to do a literature review 139

4.8.1 The purpose of a literature review 139

4.8.2 Reading the literature (Stage 1) 141

4.8.3 Summarizing the literature (Stage 2) 142
4.8.4 Preparing your own argument (Stage 3) 142

4.9 Conclusion 145

QUESTIONS 145
GUIDE TO FURTHER READING 146
REFERENCES 147

5 Finding Answers: Theories and
How to Apply Them 148

5.1 Introduction 149

5.2 Requirements and components of an
answer 149
5.2.1 The requirements of an answer to a research
question 149
5.2.2 Starting point: The ‘hypothesis’ 150

5.3 The right type of answer 152

5.3.1 What type of answer does your question
need? 153
5.3.2 Addressing potential biases 156

5.4 Contributing to existing theory: What is
atheory? 157

5.4.1 What is a theory? 157
5.4.2 How do we build theory? 158

5.5 Types of theories 160

5.5.1 Depending on the level of abstraction 160
5.5.2 Depending on the analytic process 162

5.5.3 Depending on the questions they
address 163

5.6 Developing hypotheses 163

5.6.1 Where do hypotheses come from? 164
5.6.2 How an analysis of existing theoretical perspectives
provides the basis for a hypothesis 165

5.7 The components of a hypothesis 169

5.7.1 Variables 170
5.7.2 Relationships 172

5.8 Specifying your answer 173

5.8.1 Concepts and concept formation: What are you
talking about? 174

5.8.2 Concept formation 175

5.8.3 Operational definitions: How will you know it when
youseeit? 179

5.9 Answering normative questions 183

5.9.1 Empirical and normative research 183
5.9.2 Empirical and normative questions, answers,
and methods 184

5.10 Conclusion 186

QUESTIONS 187
GUIDE TO FURTHER READING 187
REFERENCES 188

6 Research Design 190

6.1 Introduction 191

6.2 What is meant by research design? 191
6.2.1 Basic principles of research design 193

6.3 Types of research design 195
6.3.1 Experimental designs 195
6.3.2 Cross-sectional and longitudinal designs 197
6.3.3 Comparative designs 199
6.3.4 Historical designs 200
6.3.5 Types of research, types of design 201

6.4 Data-gathering strategies: How the data
are collected 203
6.4.1 Questionnaires and surveys 204
6.4.2 Interviewing and focus groups 205
6.4.3 Ethnographic research 205
6.4.4 Discourse/content analysis 206

6.5 Mixed methods and triangulation 207



6.6 Ethical research 210

6.6.1 Ethical issues to consider concerning research
participants 211

6.6.2 Ethical issues to consider relating to the
researcher 214

6.6.3 Ethical issues regarding the sponsoring
organization 215

6.7 Conclusion 217

QUESTIONS 217

GUIDE TO FURTHER READING 217
REFERENCES 218

ENDNOTES 219

7 WhatlsData? 220

7.1 Introduction 220
7.2 From concepts to measurement 221

7.3 Principles of data collection 223

7.3.1 Validity 224
7.3.2 Reliability 226

PART 1l

8 Experimental Research 249

8.1 Introduction 249

8.2 Basic principles of experimental design 251

8.2.1 Case selection in experimental design =~ 252

8.3 Laboratory and survey experiments 252

8.3.1 Online surveys as laboratory experiments 253
8.3.2 Pros and cons of laboratory experiments 255
8.3.3 Ecological validity and reactivity 256

8.4 Field experiments 258
8.4.1 Chicken-and-egg problems 260

8.5 Natural experiments 262

8.5.1 Random allocation and ‘as-if’ randomization 262

8.6 Practical and ethical issues in experimental
research 265

Detailed Contents Xiii

7.3.3 How to choose cases 228

7.4 Types of data 231

7.4.1 Quantitative and qualitative data 232
7.4.2 Levels of measurement 233

7.4.3 Interview data 235

7.4.4 Observational data 236

7.4.5 Documents 236

7.4.6 Secondary data 237

7.5Bigdata 237

7.5.1 What is big data and how does it impact political
research? 238
7.5.2 Pitfalls of big data 240

7.6 Open Science 241

7.6.1 Transparency 241
7.6.2 Opendata 243
7.6.3 Open Access 244

7.7 Conclusion 244
QUESTIONS 245
GUIDE TO FURTHERREADING 245
REFERENCES 245

HOW TO DO RESEARCH IN PRACTICE

8.6.1 Professional practice and publication bias 267

8.7 Conclusion 268

QUESTIONS 269
GUIDETO FURTHERREADING 269
REFERENCES 269

9 Comparative Research 271

9.1 Introduction 271
9.2 The principles of comparison 272

9.3 Case study 274

9.3.1 What makes a case study comparative? 274
9.3.2 Functions of the case study = 275

9.4 Small-N comparison 278

9.4.1 The importance of case selection 278



Xiv | Detailed Contents

9.4.2 Most Similar Systems Design 279
9.4.3 Most Different Systems Design 281

9.5 Selection bias in small-N research 282

9.5.1 Case selection: Never select on the dependent
variable 282

9.5.2 Exceptions to the principle of selection 284

9.5.3 Shortcomings of small-N research 286

9.6 Qualitative comparative analysis
(intermediate N) 287

9.6.1 The basis of QCA: Crisp and fuzzy sets 287
9.6.2 QCA in practice 288
9.6.3 Caveats of QCA 290

9.7 Quantitative analysis (large-N
comparison) 291

9.7.1 How do large-N comparisons work? 291
9.7.2 Types of data used in large-N comparisons 293

9.8 Conclusion 293
QUESTIONS 294
GUIDE TO FURTHERREADING 294
REFERENCES 295

10 Historical Research 297

10.1 Introduction 298

10.2 Historical research in political science 298
10.2.1 Ethics in historical research 299

10.3 Comparative and historical research 300

10.3.1 Single case and cross-sectional comparative
historical research 300
10.3.2 Comparative historical analysis (CHA) 302

10.4 Historical institutionalism 306

10.4.1 Alternative approaches to the analysis of
institutions 306
10.4.2 Examples of historical institutionalist analysis 307

10.5 Process tracing 310

10.6 Event structure analysis (ESA) 314

10.7 Identifying sources of data in historical
research 318
10.7.1 Primary and secondary sources 319

10.7.2 Where to locate primary and secondary
sources 319

10.8 Evaluating sources 321

10.8.1 External and internal criticism of primary
sources 321
10.8.2 Reliability of secondary sources 324

10.9 Computational tools for collecting and
analysing historical data 326

10.10 Conclusion 327

QUESTIONS 327

GUIDE TO FURTHER READING 328
REFERENCES 328

ENDNOTE 331

332

11.1 introduction 333

11 Surveys

11.2 The elements of a good survey 333
11.3 What you ask: Questionnaire design 335

11.4 Measurement error in questionnaire
design 336
11.4.1 Question wording comprehension 336
11.4.2 Recall problems 338
11.4.3 Deliberate misreporting 339
11.4.4 Question order effects 340
11.4.5 Question wording effects 341

11.5 In search of neutral questions and
answers 343

11.5.1 Response format 344

11.6 Who you ask: Sample design 345

11.6.1 Defining the population: Sampling frame 345
11.6.2 Choosing the sample: Random probability
sampling 346

11.7 Caveats in sample design 349

11.7.1 Non-probability sampling 349
11.7.2 Sampling error ~ 350

11.8 How you ask: Interview mode 351

11.8.1 Personally administered vs self-administered
questions 352

11.8.2 Sample representativeness 353

11.8.3 Response rate: The common challenge 355

11.9 Conclusion 356



QUESTIONS 357
GUIDE TO FURTHERREADING 357
REFERENCES 357

12 Interviewing and Focus
Groups 359

12.1 Introduction 360

12.2 Types of interview 360

12.2.1 Different ways of collecting data 360

12.2.2 Advantages and disadvantages of different types of
interview 362

12.2.3 Ethical concerns in conducting
interviews 362

12.2.4 Transparency in interviewing and focus
groups 364

12.3 Forms of interview 365

12.3.1 Structured, unstructured, and semi-structured
interviews 366

12.3.2 Which type and form of interview to use? 367

12.3.3 Interview guide for semi-structured or
unstructured interviews 368

12.4 Conducting face-to-face and online
interviews 372

12.4.1 Face-to-face interviews 372
12.4.2 Online interviews 374
12.5 Conducting elite and expert
interviews 378

12.5.1 Elite interviews 378
12.5.2 Expert interviews and surveys 381

12.6 Focus groups 385

12.6.1 Organizing and conducting a focus group
session 386
12.6.2 Conducting focus groups online 387

12.7 Analysing interview data 389

12.7.1 Data reduction 389
12.7.2 Coding 390
12.7.3 Analysis 393

12.8 Conclusion 395
QUESTIONS 396
GUIDE TO FURTHER READING 396
REFERENCES 397
ENDNOTE 398

Detailed Contents | XV

13 Ethnography and Participant
Observation 399

13.1 Introduction 400

13.2 The principles of ethnography and
participant observation 401

13.2.1 Differentiating participant observation 402

13.3 Theory and hypothesis testing 404
13.4 Participant observation methodology 405

13.5 Choosing a research site 407

13.5.1 Types of research site 408
13.5.2 Selection of research site 409

13.6 Accessing a research site 410

13.6.1 When and how to ask for permission 410
13.6.2 The role of the ethnographer 412

13.7 Doing participant observation 413

13.7.1 Choosing informants 414
13.7.2 Studying with informants 415

13.8 Identity of the researcher 417
13.9 Recording observations 418

13.10 Conclusion 420

QUESTIONS 421
GUIDE TO FURTHERREADING 421
REFERENCES 422

14 Textual Analysis 424

14.1 Introduction 425

14.2 Types of textual analysis 425

14.2.1 Differentiating between discourse and content
analysis 425

14.3 Discourse analysis: An overview 427

14.3.1 Speech act theory 427
14.3.2 Post-structuralism 428
14.3.3 Critical discourse analysis 431

14.4 Discourse analysis: How is it done? 432
14.4.1 The context 432



xvi | Detailed Contents

14.4.2 The demonstrable effects of a discourse 435
14.4.3 Validity and reliability 437

14.5 Content analysis 439
14.5.1 Qualitative and quantitative content
analysis 442
14.5.2 Steps to carrying out content analysis =~ 442
14.6 Coding in content analysis 445

14.6.1 Manual and computer-assisted coding 446
14.6.2 Analysis 449
14.6.3 Validity and reliability = 451

14.7 Large-scale computerized text analysis
in political research 452

14.7.1 How to conduct content analysis of social
media 457

14.8 Conclusion 460

QUESTIONS 462

GUIDE TO FURTHERREADING 463
CONTENT ANALYSIS 463
REFERENCES 464

ENDNOTES 465

15 Quantitative Analysis: Description
and Inference 466

15.1 Introduction 467

15.2 Descriptive and inferential statistics 467
15.2.1 Missing data 468

15.3 Summarizing data with tables and
graphs 469

15.3.1 Tables 470
15.3.2 Graphs and figures 473

15.4 Summarizing data with statistics: Measures
of central tendency 475

15.4.1 The mode, the median, and the mean 476

15.5 Summarizing data with statistics: Measures
of dispersion 479

15.5.1 The range and the interquartile range 480
15.5.2 The standard deviation 480

15.6 Descriptive inference 484

15.7 Population estimates: Confidence intervals
for proportions 486

15.8 Population estimates: Confidence intervals
formeans 490

15.9 Conclusion 492

QUESTIONS 492
GUIDE TO FURTHER READING 493
REFERENCES 493

16 Patterns of Association: Bivariate
Analysis 494

16.1 Introduction 494

16.2 The principles of bivariate analysis 495

16.2.1 Is there a relationship between the
variables? 496

16.2.2 Null findings 497

16.2.3 How can we describe the relationship between the
variables? 498

16.2.4 How good is our explanation? 498

16.2.5 Association and causality 498

16.3 Bivariate analysis for interval datal 499
16.3.1 Bivariate analysis using scatter plots: Describing
the relationship 499
16.3.2 Is there a relationship? Significance testing with
interval variables 504
16.3.3 The test statistic 505

16.4 Bivariate analysis for interval
datall 507
16.4.1 The strength of the relationship: A question
of fit 507

16.4.2 Practical example: Democracy and
development 509

16.5 Bivariate analysis for categorical data:
Cross-tabulation 511

16.5.1 Bivariate analysis using tables: Describing the
relationship 512

16.6 Statistical significance for
cross-tabulations 515
16.6.1 Is there a relationship? 515

16.6.2 Practical example: Ethnic diversity and civil
war 518



16.7 Conclusion 520

QUESTIONS 520
GUIDE TO FURTHERREADING 520
REFERENCES 521

17 A Guide to Multivariate
Analysis 522

17.1 Introduction 522

17.2 The principles of multivariate analysis:
Statistical control 523

17.3 Specifying different types of
relationship 526
17.3.1 Spurious relationships 526
17.3.2 Intervening variables and indirect causality =~ 527
17.3.3 Moderator variables and interaction effects 528

17.4 Multivariate analysis using OLS
regression 529

17.4.1 Practical example: Why are some countries more
democratic than others? 530

17.5 Interaction effects 538

17.6 Multivariate analysis using logistic
regression 540

Detailed Contents |  xvii

17.6.1 Practical example: Has age replaced class as the
biggest divide in politics? 544

17.7 Conclusion 550

QUESTIONS 551
GUIDE TO FURTHER READING 551
REFERENCES 551

Appendix: Finding and Citing Sources
for Political Research 552

A1 Types of sources 552
Al.l Print materials 552
Al.2 Bibliographic and reference materials 552
Al.3 Academic and trade journals 554
Al.4 Government reports and legal documents 555
Al.5 Internet-only sources 556
AL.6 Internet data and archive resources 556
A1.7 Websites with links to lots of data sets 557
A1.8 Data from official statistical agencies 557
A1.9 Information on national institutions 558

A2 Citing sources 558
Glossary 560
Index 570





