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Letter from the Editor

Gary Goertz
University of Arizona
ggoertz@u.arizona.edu

The Qualitative and Multi-Methods Section had another
good showing at the APSA convention in Boston. Thanks
from the section go to Craig Parsons and Hillel Soifer for orga-
nizing an excellent set of panels. Informal impressions from the
organizers and others (including myself) were that panels were
well attended, even though in some cases we had three panels
in the same time slot. Paper proposals were definitely up this
year. This is important for the section since the number of
proposals is an important part of the formula used by APSA to
allocate panels, and is hopefully also a sign of increased re-
search in qualitative methods. Rudy Sil (rudysil@sas.upenn.
edu) will be organizing panels for APSA 2009; contact him with
your ideas.

Increased research needs publication outlets. This is par-
ticularly critical for graduate students and untenured assistant
professors. As such it is very good that Jim Caporaso as editor
of Comparative Political Studies has reported (see the An-
nouncements section of the newsletter for more) the creation
of'a “Methodology Forum” as a part of the journal. While CPS
has become a central journal for qualitative methods it is still
nice to see official recognition of this on the part of the journal.
I also note that Political Research Quarterly has become an
important outlet for qualitative methods articles. The An-
nouncements section also gives details on a new methods
series (Palgrave Macmillan) which welcomes and encourages
qualitative methods submissions.

Anew APSA Conference Group on Interpretive Method-
ologies & Methods has been formed to provide a forum for the
discussion of methodologies and methods related to interpre-
tive research. The Annoucements section provides details and
a URL. This is just another sign of the expanding interest in
different methodologies. The next issue of the newsletter will
have a symposium on teaching interpretive methodologies,
which I think will be extremely useful.

The Institute for Qualitative and Multi-Method Research
is making a major move both in location and dates. Since its
inception it has been held in January at Arizona State Univer-
sity. We have exchanged the sunny winter skies of Phoenix for
the reportedly fine weather of late-spring upstate New York.
The Institute will now be held in late May and early June and
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will be hosted by the Maxwell School, Syracuse University.
See the Announcements section for details, new website, dead-
lines for application, etc.

The Oxford Handbook of Political Methodology was pub-
lished just in time for APSA 2008. Janet Box-Steffensmeier,
Henry Brady, and David Collier have done an incredible job of
putting together 37 chapters on methodological issues. There
are at least 15 chapters that are directly relevant to qualitative
methods (see the Announcements section for a list). I am teach-
ing a graduate qualitative methods seminar this semester and
have found this handbook a very useful source of readings.

It is probably not surprising that chapters in the Oxford
Handbook have already attracted controversy. The “Case Se-
lection, Case Studies, and Causal Inference” symposium in
this newsletter leads off with David Freedman’s critique of the
Fearon-Laitin and Gerring chapters of the Handbook. Issues
surrounding case study methodology continue to provoke
much discussion within the section, and have been a major
topic in newsletters. This symposium addresses the core issue
of selecting cases for intensive case analysis.

There has been a trend over the last 15-20 years to de-
value “area studies” and along with that field research and

country-specific knowledge. In another contribution to this
issue of the newsletter, Steve Hanson addresses many of the
critiques of “area studies”—along with field research and coun-
try-specific knowledge. The symposium “Field Experiments and
Qualitative Methods” argues that many of the core hypoth-
eses of political science can be tested by country experts us-
ing designed (by the researcher) or natural (researcher does
not control) experiments. Dunning’s contribution gives a nice
example of how this works in one case in exploring classic
hypotheses about crosscutting cleavages with an experiment
in Mali. Paluck discusses how qualitative analysis, field experi-
ments, and area knowledge could be profitably integrated.
Malesky discusses how field experiments in developmental
economics have challenged traditional large-N, cross-national,
regression-type analyses. He also gives a nice summary of the
strengths and weaknesses of this kind of research. One thing
that this symposium implies is that graduate students need to
be on the look-out for natural experiments as they go into the
field; they often occur in inexpected places and ways. If the
researcher has her eyes open, she can take advantage of these
opportunities when they arise.

Symposium: Case Selection, Case Studies, and Causal Inference

David Freedman, author of the opening and closing contributions to this symposium, passed away on October 17, 2008. A Professor of
Statistics at the University of California, Berkeley, Freedman strongly believed that case knowledge and qualitative evidence are crucial to
causal inference. An important statement of his view, noted elsewhere in this issue of the newsletter, is found in Freedman, “On Types of
Scientific Enquiry: The Role of Qualitative Reasoning” (Oxford Handbook of Political Methodology, 2008).

Introduction

David Collier
University of California, Berkeley
dcollier@berkeley.edu

For scholars concerned with causal inference, how should
cases be selected in case study research?

This symposium builds on previously published argu-
ments by James Fearon and David Laitin (2008), who favor
random sampling in case study analysis, and by John Gerring
(2008), who favors purposive selection. The statistician David
Freedman—Iong an advocate of case studies as an important
research tool-—comments on these published arguments; re-
sponses are offered by Fearon-Laitin and by Gerring; Gary
Goertz adds a commentary of his own; and then Freedman
offers concluding remarks.

In Fearon and Laitin’s (2008) discussion, the goal is to
draw insights about causal mechanisms from case studies so
as to illuminate the findings from a large-N, regression-type
analysis. The idea of random sampling is of course central to
the broad literature on statistical inference, and for Fearon and
Laitin a key advantage of this approach is to prevent scholars
from deliberately selecting cases favorable to their preferred
hypotheses, thus engaging in “cherry-picking.”
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By contrast, in advocating purposive selection Gerring
(2008) draws on the tradition that reaches back at least to un-
derstandings of case studies offered by Lijphart (1971),
Eckstein (1975), and George (1979). Gerring’s approach em-
ploys a large-N framework, which he uses to identify cases
that are seen as typical, diverse, extreme, deviant, influential,
crucial, pathway, most similar, and most different.

Yet another perspective, introduced in this symposium
by Gary Goertz, likewise advocates purposive selection for
case-study research aimed at causal inference. Goertz is pri-
marily interested in the case studies in their own right, rather
than their role in statistical analysis involving a large N. Goertz’s
point of departure is the cross-tabulation of two dichotomies
(the outcome to be explained and the potential explanation),
and his discussion of case selection focuses on choices among
the cells in the resulting 2 x 2 table. This approach connects
with the wider tradition of analyzing matching and contrast-
ing cases, identified in different ways with the methods of
agreement and difference of J. S. Mill (1974 [1843]), most-
similar and most-different designs of Przeworski and Teune
(1970), and Qualitative Comparative Analysis (Ragin 1987;
see also 2000).

Freedman extends, refines, and in some ways departs from
the above approaches. His overall position is to prefer purpo-
sive selection. For case-study analysis concerned with check-



ing models employed in large-N research, he recommends a
focus on cases consistent with predictions of the model, cases
not consistent with its predictions, and influential cases that
appear to have an especially strong effect on findings derived
from the model.!

Among the issues discussed in this symposium, I find
three to be of special interest. First, the idea of random sam-
pling from a well-defined population is a gold standard for
descriptive inference, and quite properly so. However Freed-
man suggests that this standard is less frequently—and less
effectively—met than is often believed. Observational stud-
ies in the social sciences often involve some variant of a con-
venience sample. This certainly would appear true in macro-
comparative research, as with a focus on the OECD countries.
In that instance, one may have a convenience sample (driven
in part by the availability of excellent data), but the presumed
population of interest may never be clearly defined. Even with
arandom sample, Freedman points out that major problems of
missing data can weaken inferences from sample to popula-
tion. A statistical model may be necessary in correcting for
potential bias due to missing data, yet this model may well
introduce more bias than it removes. Freedman argues that as
a consequence, a random sample can pose just as many un-
certainties about generalization as a convenience sample.

In my view, the better part of wisdom may be to recognize
that, under some (possibly many) circumstances, we should
drop the pretense that we engage in random sampling from a
defined population. Being realistic, departures from this (ob-
viously useful) gold standard occur frequently. These con-
siderations should, at least some of the time, lead scholars to
be more cautious about undertaking generalization, and the
expression “external validity” may sometimes raise higher ex-
pectations for achieving valid generalization than are warranted
or appropriate. It is often more productive to pursue contin-
gent generalizations by seeking to map findings from a par-
ticular set of cases onto carefully specified additional cases
(possibly including, in international studies, additional world
regions).

Second, Freedman agrees that cherry-picking should be
avoided. However, he notes that until the scholar has actually
done the case study research, it is often hard to know how
cases will come out. This uncertainty makes it less likely that
the researcher can intentionally select cases that support a
preferred hypothesis. I am reminded of Donald Campbell’s
(1975) argument that the findings of case studies routinely go
in a different direction than the researcher expects before start-
ing the investigation. Cherry-picking may thus not be as grave
a problem as the vivid metaphor suggests.

These comments about our weak prior knowledge of how
particular cases will actually come out are certainly relevant to
Goertz’s focus on selecting cases from particular cells within
his 2 x 2 table. How does one know in which cell the cases will
be located? One solution is suggested by Gerring’s approach.
He uses large-N regression-type analysis—based on what is
doubtless a more preliminary and imprecise coding of cases—
in initially situating the cases; this is subsequently to be fol-
lowed by the fine-grained coding that researchers can achieve,
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based on their close case knowledge.

Third, Freedman has long argued that descriptive find-
ings are too often interpreted as causal relationships, with far
too little attention to the fragility of causal inference. Corre-
spondingly, descriptive findings may be given an importance
that, taken by themselves, they do not deserve.

This perspective leads Freedman to note with concern
the opening statement in Fearon-Laitin (2008), where they say
that “almost by definition, a single case study is a poor method
for establishing whether or what empirical regularities exist
across cases. To ascertain whether some interesting pattern,
or relationship between variables, obtains, the best approach
is normally to identify the largest feasible sample of cases
relevant to the hypothesis....”

Freedman comments that if these empirical regularities
and relationships among variables are of interest because they
contribute to causal inference, then this approach is too rigid,
inappropriately devalues case studies, and fails to recognize
the very different paths that can be followed in inferring cau-
sation. Freedman sees case studies as making diverse contri-
butions: they can “overturn prior hypotheses, generate new
lines of inquiry, or confirm causal claims.” The empirical regu-
larities that emerge in case studies may lack the presumed
generality of those derived from large-N analysis. Yet they
may contribute just as much because they rest on what may
be the considerably greater power of insight derived from
close case knowledge.

In conclusion, as Freedman puts it in his final remarks,
this debate “has a happy ending.” Any apparent disagree-
ment with Fearon and Laitin over random selection and case
studies is resolved through the exchange in this symposium.
More broadly, there would doubtless be a consensus among
the contributors that, as Freedman puts it,

(1) There are many ways to do good science. (ii) In par-
ticular, neither cluster of methods has a general advan-
tage over the other. (iii) Therefore, there are many fruitful
ways for qualitative and quantitative researchers to inter-
act.

Standards can and should be applied in evaluating alternative
causal claims, but there is certainly no single method through
which this analytic task should be accomplished.

Notes

! Here and elsewhere in this symposium, “model” refers to a
statistical model, and should not be confused with a game-theoretic
model. A statistical model is understood as a set of one or more
mathematical equations—commonly regression equations—used in
the analysis of empirical data. Among many purposes, a model may
be employed in descriptive inference, as in an inference from a sample
to a population, and in causal inference. As Freedman emphasizes in
this symposium, descriptive inference faces numerous challenges,
and he has argued in many publications that causal inference based
on statistical models is very fragile indeed. Both of these points are
crucial to the present discussion.
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Do the N's Justify the Means?

David A. Freedman
University of California, Berkeley

Box-Steffensmeier, Brady, and Collier (2008) examine the
craft of political science from a rich variety of perspectives. I
will comment on two chapters, one by Fearon and Laitin, the
other by Gerring. These chapters are well reasoned, but reach
opposite conclusions about a basic issue—how should cases
be chosen? Fearon and Laitin focus on large-N research, with
a logit model for civil war to illustrate the argument. To see
whether causal inferences from the model hold up under closer
scrutiny, they choose a sample of cases for detailed investiga-
tion (“multi-method research”).

Fearon and Laitin say, “An important but neglected prob-
lem for this research approach is the question of how to choose
the cases for deeper investigation....We propose that choos-
ing cases for closer study at random is a compelling comple-
ment in multi-method research to large-N statistical methods in
its ability to assess regularities and specify causal mechanisms”
(758).
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By contrast, according to Gerring, “In order to isolate a
sample of cases that both reproduces the relevant causal fea-
tures of a larger universe (representativeness) and provides
variation along the dimensions of theoretical interest (causal
leverage), case selection for very small samples must employ
purposive (non-random) selection procedures” (645).

In short, Fearon and Laitin recommend sampling cases at
random, whereas Gerring recommends purposive selection. To
be sure, Gerring’s main interest is choosing cases for small-N
research, but his reasoning applies equally well to the multi-
method research discussed by Fearon and Laitin. I will not
resolve the conflict here, although I will make some sugges-
tions. The essays raise other important questions about re-
search methodology, and I will also comment on those.

At the outset, Fearon and Laitin make three valuable points.
(1) Scholars can be remarkably, let’s say, innocent when de-
scribing research designs and case selection. (2) “Cherry-pick-
ing cases” (by which Fearon and Laitin mean picking cases
that support a particular line of argument) is often a bad idea.
(3) Random sampling precludes cherry-picking.

An emphasis on choosing cases purely at random, how-
ever, may be misplaced. By now, fitting models to data is rou-
tine, and there are any number of well-intentioned software
packages that automate large parts of the activity. With a to-
tally random sample of cases, the likely finding is that the
sample follows the trends predicted by the model.! After all,
large-N scholars choose models that do a good job of tracking
the data. (And if the first model they try doesn’t work, they
might go for a second model—or a third.)

When Fearon and Laitin get down to business, they
choose a stratified random sample—stratified not only by ex-
planatory variables (region) but also by the outcome variable
(presence or absence of civil war). So the methodological ad-
vice amounts to this: within strata, choose your cases at ran-
dom.

The advice is excellent, if you have a lot of cases in each
stratum, and can afford a sample of reasonable size. But how
does it help someone who does qualitative research where
the number of cases is strictly limited? On the other hand, for
model-checking in large-N research, I would recommend tak-
ing (i) some cases that are consistent with the predictions of
the model, (ii) some that are inconsistent, and (iii) some from
strata of special interest. Cases that markedly influence re-
sults should be considered too. Finally, random sampling is
good and cherry-picking is bad—unless, of course, you want
to make an existence proof or an argument a fortiori.

Fearon and Laitin conclude that studying the sample cases
is a useful extension of the statistical modeling and suggests
“anatural way that qualitative work might be integrated into a
research program as a complement to rather than as a rival or
substitute for quantitative analysis” (774-75). Folding quali-
tative work into a quantitative research program is an idea,
but a general recommendation seems premature—especially
when the evidence consists of a case study with N= 1, namely,
their own investigation of civil war.

Fearon and Laitin also make an interesting comparison
between small-N and large-N research methods: “Almost by



definition, a single case study is a poor method for establish-
ing whether or what empirical regularities exist across cases.
To ascertain whether some interesting pattern, or relationship
between variables, obtains, the best approach is normally to
identify the largest feasible sample of cases relevant to the
hypothesis or research question, then to code cases on the
variables of interest, and then to assess whether and what
sort of patterns or associations appear in the data” (757, foot-
note omitted).

The claimed superiority of large-N methods is obviously
right if “empirical regularities” are statistical measures of as-
sociation, like regression coefficients. The thesis is less obvi-
ous if “empirical regularities” are defined more broadly, so as
to include (for example) causal relationships. Then Fearon
and Laitin’s “best approach” seems too rigid. In fact, a lot of
good science gets done rather differently (Freedman 2008a).

Therefore, I suggest taking a more liberal view of the rela-
tionship between qualitative and quantitative research. Quali-
tative methods can overturn prior hypotheses, generate new
lines of inquiry, or confirm causal claims. Indeed, large-N re-
search is often done to confirm insights generated by case
studies (Freedman 2008a). It should be common ground, how-
ever, that the best research programs combine qualitative and
quantitative methods.

Looking beneath the surface of a statistical model is hard
work, and requires intellectual fortitude for that reason among
others. Fearon and Laitin looked, using an elegant and sys-
tematic technique, and reported what they saw. This might be
an example worth following.

I turn now to Gerring. His Table 1 lists a variety of meth-
ods for case selection. Most of the suggestions are helpful, as
is the accompanying discussion. However, some entries in the
table are puzzling. For example, the table recommends the hat
matrix and Cook’s distance, which measure in different ways
how each observation influences the regression outputs. Such
measures might be helpful when selecting cases to probe a
large-N model. For qualitative research, however, regression
output seems irrelevant. The table also recommends discrimi-
nant analysis and factor analysis. But these are large-N tech-
niques, pure and simple—or impure and madly complicated,
depending on one’s perspective.’

Gerring proceeds to make a strong claim about case selec-
tion: “The most useful statistical tool for identifying cases for
in-depth analysis in a most-similar setting is probably some
variety of matching strategy—e.g., exact matching, approxi-
mate matching, or propensity-score matching” (670, footnote
omitted).

It is hard to see how techniques like propensity-score
matching apply to small-N research.? Even for large-N research,
the claim ignores abundant evidence on the fallibility of match-
ing techniques. I agree that matching may have a role to play,
but suggest that caution is in order.

Gerring raises broader issues that should be addressed
too. For example, he says: “In large-sample research, the task
of case selection is usually handled by some version of ran-
domization” (645). I disagree. Some large-N research is based
on randomized experiments or probability samples, but most is
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not. Convenience samples and observational studies are far
more typical, with statistical models to address selection ef-
fects and confounding.

The difficulties with the modeling approach are well known
(Berk 2004; Brady and Collier 2004; Freedman 2005; Mahoney
and Rueschemeyer 2003). Of course, there will always be those
who can ignore the difficulties. See, for instance, King, Keohane,
and Verba (1994).

Gerring also has something noteworthy to say about ex-
periments: “[i] in a randomized experiment. . .the researcher typi-
cally does not attempt to measure all the factors that might
affect the causal relationship of interest. [ii] She assumes, rather,
that these unknown factors have been neutralized across the
treatment and control groups by randomization or by the choice
of'a sample that is internally homogeneous” (670).

Point (i) is correct. Point (ii) is off the mark. If the experi-
ment is properly done, few assumptions are needed, because
randomization guarantees that the treatment and control groups
are balanced on the average. That is why experiments give
unbiased estimates of causal effects.* Furthermore, there is no
need to choose “a sample that is internally homogeneous”™—
which is all to the good, since that task is beyond our present
capabilities.

When the computer actually prints out the random num-
bers that define the treatment and control groups, there will be
minor imbalances due to the play of random chance. These
imbalances are the source of random errors in estimates de-
rived from the data. The impact of random errors is conven-
tionally measured by standard errors and P-values. It is the
randomization that justifies the conventional measures. With-
out the randomization, justification might be elusive.’

The intention-to-treat principle is to compare rates or
averages for those assigned to treatment with those assigned
to control. That is the tacit premise of the discussion. If regres-
sion adjustments are made to compensate for imbalances be-
tween groups, or to correct for crossover, matters become sub-
stantially more complicated (Freedman 2006, 2008b, 2008c,
2008d).

The logic of randomized controlled experiments is worth
understanding, for two reasons at least. (i) Experiments are the
gold standard for causal inference. (ii) The statistical methods
used to analyze observational studies usually depend on the
assumption that in some respect or another, the observational
study at hand is like an experiment. The logic of randomized
controlled experiments is therefore central, even for observa-
tional research.

How to choose cases? This question has intrigued schol-
ars from John Stuart Mill onwards, perhaps because the an-
swer depends on context. Any additional clarity is to be wel-
comed, and Gerring has provided more than a little. So have
Fearon and Laitin.

On the other hand, some of the methods that Gerring pro-
poses are ill-suited to qualitative research. Furthermore, he
mistakes the role of random sampling and experimentation in
large-Nresearch, and fails to recognize the limits of other large-
N techniques. Fearon and Laitin seem at times to imply that
qualitative methods are useful only as checks on quantitative
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results. Such a perspective would undervalue contributions
made by small-N methods. More generally, that kind of per-
spective ignores a crucial point: there are many ways to do
good science.

Notes

! Fearon and Laitin show that close examination of typical cases
(countries with no civil war and low probability of civil war accord-
ing to the model) can be illuminating—a special and valuable feature
of their research. Indeed, they use the cases to check the qualitative
implications of their causal model.

2 Seawright and Gerring (2008) give a clearer account of the mat-
ter, indicating that the relevant population must be large.

*The setting for propensity-score matching is usually an obser-
vational study where subjects self-select into one of two condi-
tions; call these “treatment” and “control.” The first step is usually
to estimate the conditional probability that a subject winds up in
treatment, given the covariates. Logit models are often used. This is
not an activity to be undertaken with a small sample. For empirical
evidence on the weaknesses of matching designs in large-N research,
see for instance Arcenaux, Gerber, and Green (2006), Glazerman,
Levy, and Myers (2003), Peikes, Moreno, and Orzol (2008), Wilde
and Hollister (2007). For additional discussion pro and con, see
Review of Economics and Statistics 86:1 (February 2004); Journal
of Econometrics 125:1-2 (March-April 2005).

* Suppose, for instance, that we have an experimental population
of 1,000 subjects, with 400 chosen at random and assigned to treat-
ment; the remaining 600 are the controls. Each subject has two
potential responses: one is observed if the subject is assigned to
treatment, and the other if assigned to control. The average response
ofthe 400 is an unbiased estimate of what the average would be if all
1,000 subjects were assigned to treatment. Likewise, the average
response of the 600 is an unbiased estimate of the average response
if all 1,000 subjects were controls. The general principle is this: with
a simple random sample, the sample average is an unbiased estimate
of'the population average. For additional details, see Freedman (2006).

S For example, see Freedman, Pisani, and Purves (2007). Chapter
27 discusses experimental comparisons; technical detail is provided
in A31-36. Chapter 29 explains what happens without randomiza-
tion; also see Freedman (2008e).
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Response to David Freedman

James D. Fearon
Stanford University
Jjfearon@stanford.edu

David D. Laitin
Stanford University
dlaitin@stanford.edu

As Jonathan Swift made mockingly clear, “modest pro-
posals” that purport to solve previously unyielding problems
can have horrible implications. Such proposals should be sub-
jected to skeptical analysis. So we are pleased that our pro-
posed random method of case selection for the qualitative com-
ponent of multi-method research has attracted some skeptical
commentary in the research community in political science.!
And we are very grateful to David Freedman for providing a
perspective on our approach. He is especially qualified to do



s0, as he is a leading statistician who has long worried about
inflated claims for statistical methods in the social sciences,
and has been a champion of approaches that are sensi-
tive to the particularities of each datapoint.

We completely agree with Freedman’s claim that there are
many ways to do good social science. Indeed, as Freedman
quotes us, we argued that the random narratives approach is
“a compelling complement” to large-N research. This is more
modest than Freedman’s implication that we believe we have
discovered the one true path for multi-method research. In
fact, if everyone did random narratives, there would be no
expert narratives for the research community to consult!

Furthermore, as Freedman points out, the method has
been applied only to our work on civil war onsets. Perhaps it
will not be the best approach for other questions that schol-
ars want to use multiple methods to address. We agree, al-
though one goal of our article was to argue that there are
good a priori (or theoretical) reasons to think that the ap-
proach could be valuable for research designs on topics other
than civil war onset. Multi-method and other social science
research inevitably involves a process of going back and forth
between theory and data (despite the pristine hypothesis-
testing scenario assumed in statistics textbooks). The ran-
dom narratives approach is a way to discipline and make more
productive this back-and-forth process in a fairly typical so-
cial science setting, where one has cross-sectional or panel
data with which to document empirical patterns, and histori-
cal materials available to investigate causal mechanisms in
particular cases.

In the case of our work on civil war, we constructed a
country/year dataset with civil war onset as the dependent
variable.> We estimated a statistical model that identified sev-
eral correlates of civil war onsets for which we proposed pos-
sible causal interpretations. The interpretations were based
on a reading of the statistical results and our previous knowl-
edge of a set of cases well known to us. To look at those same
cases for qualitative support for a causal interpretation would
have been intellectual double-dipping. The method of ran-
domly selecting cases for analysis of causal mechanisms be-
hind peace or war onset helped us to avoid or at least reduce
this bias. But we certainly do not maintain that random selec-
tion of cases for detailed analysis would always be the most
effective and efficient approach in a multi-method research
project, independent of the subject matter or the stage of the
research (in terms of “back and forth™).

Freedman writes that our “claimed superiority of large-N
methods is obviously right if ‘empirical regularities’ are statis-
tical measures of association, like regression coefficients. The
thesis is less obvious if ‘empirical regularities’ are defined
more broadly, so as to include (for example) causal relation-
ships.” We agree here as well, although we were trying in the
cited sentences precisely to distinguish empirical regularities
in the sense of mere associations from causal relationships.
We would not claim a generalized superiority of large-N meth-
ods for identifying causal relationships. Indeed, the main idea
of the multi-method approach we are endorsing is to use case-
specific evidence systematically to assess whether causal in-
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terpretations of the mere associations seen in a regression
analysis are justified.

We do not therefore see how Freedman attributes to us
the notions of the “superiority” of large-N methods or that
“qualitative methods are useful only as checks on quantita-
tive results.” These claims may suggest incorrectly that we
think causal relationships are easily read out of large-N sta-
tistical studies in social science. They also misread our view
of the contributions made by small-N methods in the overall
research process. In practice, as we noted above, there is a
constant back-and-forth between data and theory in social
science research, with case study evidence entering in more
than one way. Knowledge of particular cases often helps to
suggest causal mechanisms that may or may not be common
and relevant in a larger sample of cases, and so may motivate
and guide construction of a large-N study. A large-N study
may in turn reveal new and different-from-expected patterns
that stimulate new (or revised) theorizing about causal rela-
tionships, which may then be assessed by a return to case
studies (chosen at random?). Those case studies may sug-
gest new causal relationships that can subsequently be put
to test with a newly constructed dataset. So it often happens
in political science that case studies come into the scientific
process at an early stage, motivating the research and the
source of early conjectures, and then again at a later stage,
after the regressions have been run.

Researchers in comparative politics invariably go back-
and-forth between theory and data, and quite often they go
back and forth between cases and broad patterns. Our mod-
est proposal is an attempt to make progress on the question
of by what principles to choose the cases in the context of the
back and forth.

Notes

! See for example Evan Lieberman’s critique of our proposed
method, “Nested Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Com-
parative Research.” American Political Science Review 99:3 (August
2005), 435-52.

2 James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Ethnicity, Insurgency,
and Civil War.” American Political Science Review 97:1 (February
2003), 75-90.

Techniques for Case Selection:
A Response to David Freedman

John Gerring
Boston University
Jgerring@bu.edu

Recognition of the problem posed by case selection in
case study research stretches back, arguably, to the very be-
ginnings of the genre, e.g., to early work by Frederic Le Play
(1806-1882) and Florian Znaniecki (1882—-1958). Harry Eck-
stein’s (1975) classic study, a point of departure for political
scientists today, appeared over three decades ago. Clearly, the
field has been struggling with this issue for some time.!
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The objective of my chapter for the Oxford Handbook
was to summarize extant approaches to case selection, to add
some new techniques to this battery of strategies (or at least
provide a moniker for and a formal treatment of techniques that
are already widely practiced), and to show how quantitative
techniques might be brought to bear on these matters. (“Sta-
tistical” and “quantitative” will be employed synonymously in
this discussion.) With respect to the latter, my argument was
that most case-selection techniques could be practiced either
qualitatively or quantitatively, given the right circumstances.
(One technique, the “crucial case,” can be practiced only quali-
tatively.) Nine purposive case-selection procedures were re-
viewed, each associated with a distinct case-study type: typi-
cal, diverse, extreme, deviant, influential, crucial, pathway,
most-similar, and most-different.

[ am very grateful to David Freedman—whose work has
served as a touchstone for many of us—for offering his
thoughts on this long-running issue and for offering me an
opportunity to clarify and refine my initial statement. I believe
that a good deal of common ground can be located here.

I should say, at the outset, that my chapter was based on
prior work which presented these issues at greater length
(Gerring 2007a, 2007b; Seawright and Gerring 2008). The chap-
ter in the Oxford Handbook was not intended to provide a
comprehensive treatment of this very large subject. Indeed,
some considerations important to case selection were omitted
entirely from the chapter, for lack of space (e.g., Gerring and
McDermott 2007). Quite possibly, some of the points of ap-
parent disagreement are a product of the condensed format
demanded by the Handbook. Others are doubtless due to my
own failure of communication. There may also be one or two
points of genuine disagreement. In any case, I am anxious to
explore what these might be, in the hopes that by doing so we
can move the field forward.

Let me begin with what I take to be a point of agreement.
Large-sample work aims for some version of random sampling.
This is the textbook method of case selection. Freedman cor-
rects my overly optimistic assessment, pointing out that large-
N research often does not achieve this aim. Although I have
not studied the matter, I would assume that random sampling
is often achieved when the units of analysis are individuals
and when these responses are drawn from survey research
(e.g., in public opinion studies). I would assume that random
samples are generally not achieved when the individuals com-
posing a sample are being subjected to an experimental proto-
col or when the units of theoretical interest are larger entities
such as countries.

By contrast, research based on very small samples (N=1
or several) cannot employ this time-honored technique of case
selection for two critical reasons. First, there is a high likeli-
hood that the (randomly) chosen cases will be wildly unrepre-
sentative of the population (note that where N=5, sampling
variance is much higher than where N=50 or 100). Second, a
randomly chosen sample is unlikely to provide adequate le-
verage for the research question under investigation (note
that where NV is large, the resulting sample is likely to contain
variation on theoretically relevant dimensions, but this is not

the case where N is very small). This was not an issue ad-
dressed in my chapter for the Handbook, but it is an impor-
tant assumption underlying the chapter (Gerring 2007a; Sea-
wright and Gerring 2008), and one that may be worth expatiat-
ing upon in the present context.

To clarify, where chosen samples are medium to large, as
in Fearon and Laitin’s sample of 25 countries, it is reasonable
to employ random sampling or stratified random sampling, as
they do. (Note, however, that because one of Fearon/Laitin’s
sampling criteria is the existence of a civil war—the depen-
dent variable of interest—it does not fit the usual understand-
ing of stratified random sampling. Still, there are often good
reasons for selecting on the dependent variable, in the tradi-
tion of case-control studies.)

Naturally, the existence of 25 country-cases imposes a
considerable burden on the analysts, necessitating long, in-
depth studies for each case (which the authors are in the
process of completing). Typically, when the number of cho-
sen cases is this extensive, the amount of detail and original
research devoted to each case is limited. Depth and breadth
tend to vary inversely. This recalls a point of definition. If a
“case study” refers to an in-depth analysis of a single case
(with the objective of saying something about a broader popu-
lation of cases), then the case study format becomes more
diffuse as N increases. However, there is no hard and fast
boundary between a case study and a cross-case study. One
flows into the other. That is one of the many ambiguities of
the term (see below).

Now, let us suppose counterfactually that Fearon and
Laitin proposed to conduct a study of a single case (e.g.,
Algeria), or a very small sample composed of three or four
cases, while maintaining their theoretical interest in generat-
ing insights about a global population of nation-states. Here,
there are lots of reasons to be suspicious of random or strati-
fied random sampling approaches to case-selection. This, of
course, is not what the authors intend: the case of Algeria is
offered as an example of a much larger sample of cases—25 in
all. But, for heuristic purposes, let us discuss a few of these
potential difficulties.

Begin by stratifying the total population of potential coun-
try cases (N ~180) across three dimensions that are deemed to
be theoretically relevant, e.g., socioeconomic status (rich/
poor), civil war (yes/no), and various regions including Af-
rica, the Americas, Eurasia, and the Pacific. The intersection
of these dimensions sub-divides the universe of country-cases
into sixteen sub-strata. It should be obvious that a fairly large
sample will be necessary in order to represent, in a plausible
fashion, the full range of cases in the population—at a mini-
mum, sixteen (one from each sub-stratum). However, this pre-
sumes a very high degree of homogeneity within each sub-
stratum such that all cases within a sub-stratum yield virtually
equivalent results (with respect to whatever causal proposi-
tion is being explored). In this setting, which we must imagine
is extremely rare in the social sciences, it hardly matters how
one chooses cases—random or purposive. Every selection
procedure building on the aforesaid stratification will achieve
the same results. If, on the other hand, there is some theoreti-



cally relevant variation across cases within a substratum, then
amuch higher number of cases will be necessary to produce a
sample that can claim to be representative (probabilistically)
of the broader population of nation-states. Clearly, we are in
large-N territory.

Now, if the researcher sacrifices the goal of representa-
tiveness she is free to choose among particular substrata,
ignoring others. (Note that this is not what survey research-
ers mean by over-sampling since it is no longer possible to
reconstruct, by weighting, a truly representative sample.) Sup-
pose she decides, on some basis, that she will choose cases
only from the substratum of cases that are poor, civil-war
prone, and Asian. In principle, this could be handled by ran-
dom draw, removing the researcher from the decision and any
potential bias that might result. Yet, there are several reasons
to think twice about this procedure.

First, there is the problem of sampling variance within
each substratum—presumably less than one would find in
the population at large (since the substratum is chosen with
an eye to creating greater homogeneity), but still perhaps
enough to give pause. China and Burma, both of whom qualify
as members of the identified substratum, are very different
places. Thus, representativeness of the substratum (let alone
of the larger population) is unlikely to be achieved in an N=1
sample chosen in this manner. Arguably, representativeness
(in this limited sense) is more likely to be achieved when the
researcher chooses the case purposefully than when she
chooses randomly, for she can incorporate background knowl-
edge of the cases (factors not included in the stratification)
and exercise judgment about which case lies nearest to the
mean along relevant dimensions.

The second obstacle concerns the leverage (for causal
inference) that a given case is likely to provide. Recall that a
good sample is not only representative but also insightful.
This can mean lots of different things, but to simplify let’s say
that some cases look more like natural experiments than oth-
ers. Suppose that the civil war in China is accompanied by all
sorts of theoretically extraneous factors (connected with the
communist insurgency or foreign intervention) that have little
to do with the theoretical hypotheses at hand. Burma, by
contrast, has few of these potential confounders. Under the
circumstance, Burma is clearly a better choice (all other things
being equal). This, too, validates a purposive (non-random)
approach to case-selection.

Third, there are practical factors like the language capaci-
ties of the researcher, the availability of documents and other
sources, and the ability to gain entry to a country for field
research. Again, one may find strong reasons to favor Burma
over China (or China over Burma)—reasons that would be
washed away if the case were chosen randomly.

To be sure, there is no limit, in principle, to the number of
features that can be included in a stratification procedure.
Every “purposive” feature mentioned above can be incorpo-
rated into the formal stratification, removing it from possible
investigator bias. This also enhances the clarity and explicit-
ness of the case-selection procedure. Yet, one wonders whether
all of these factors can really be measured, ex ante, across the
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entire population. And if they could, the resulting stratifica-
tion would include so many dimensions that—with a fixed
and moderate-sized population—each sub-stratum would be
miniscule, allowing little scope for random draws.

In short, it is difficult to justify selecting a sample of one
or several cases in a purely random or stratified random fash-
ion. One can see why case study researchers want to attach
proper names to their potential cases before finalizing their
selection. Case knowledge is often revelatory.

Thus, random sampling within pre-identified sub-strata
is sometimes viable (it is indeed suggested in my chapter as
part of the “diverse-case” procedure). Where it is, it offers a
potential solution to problems of researcher bias that might
otherwise influence the case-selection procedure, a concern
raised by Fearon and Laitin (see also Gerring 2007a: 145).
Where it is not, the researcher must fall back on purposive
(non-random) procedures. Either way, the most critical ques-
tion is probably this: on what principles should the case-
selection criteria—stratified or not—occur? How, in the con-
text of a stratification, should the strata and sub-strata be
selected? This is the main topic addressed in my chapter.
(Note that the selection of strata, and the choice of sub-strata
to over-sample, presupposes a selection principle for the
strata; this I consider to be the purposive, or intentional, ele-
ment.)

I shall now proceed to address some of the criticisms raised
by Freedman’s commentary. Freedman’s summary comment
on my chapter is that “some of the methods that Gerring pro-
poses are ill-suited to qualitative research.” I gather that his
hesitancy about applying statistical methods to case study
research stems, in part, from his view of the inherent limits of
quantitative techniques when faced with nonexperimental data.
I share this skepticism. Even so, it seems clear that case study
research is often compelled to labor with nonexperimental data.
This being the case, the relevant question is whether problems
of causal attribution endemic to observational studies are made
any worse by the application of statistical models to aid in the
process of case selection. Here, I am agnostic.

Before continuing, I should clarify that I am emphatically
not proposing that statistical analysis be applied to very small
samples. This, combined with the ubiquitous assignment prob-
lem posed by observational data, is a recipe for disaster. What
I am proposing is that quantitative techniques might find em-
ployment, at least on certain occasions, in the selection of
cases for in-depth research focused on one or several cases. (I
would also argue that there is no reason to preclude the statis-
tical analysis of large-sample within-case evidence—though
this issue was not raised in the chapter.)

I'am assuming, of course, that the population of interest is
large enough to justify the employment of regression, match-
ing, and other suggested techniques. I write: “In certain cir-
cumstances, the case-selection procedure may be structured
by a quantitative analysis of the larger population” (646). Again,
“Sometimes, these principles can be applied in a quantitative
framework and sometimes they are limited to a qualitative frame-
work. In either case, the logic of case selection remains quite
similar, whether practiced in small-N or large-N contexts” (ibid.).

9
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Note that all of these techniques are introduced as techniques
of case selection (as signaled in the title of the chapter), not
case analysis. The idea is that, in some instances, the relevant
requirements for a statistical analysis may be met, and in these
instances it makes sense to formalize the case-selection strate-
gies that would otherwise be carried out in a qualitative man-
ner. Thus, with respect to the “deviant-case” strategy, rather
than choosing a case that appears unusual with respect to
some informal model of causal relationships, one might actu-
ally test these assumptions formally in a statistical model,
choosing a case (or cases) with a high residual(s).

Occasionally, the goal of a case study is to confirm/dis-
confirm a statistical model. Here, an appropriate strategy of
case selection might be an “influential-case” analysis—where
relevant cases are identified by examining hat matrix and Cook’s
distance statistics for individual cases (developed initially in
Seawright and Gerring 2008). Similarly, other quantitative tech-
niques such as cross-tabulations may be helpful in the con-
text of a “diverse-case” analysis. To say that a case-selection
procedure is purposive does not, therefore, imply that it must
be small-N or qualitative.

Of course, it is always an open question how much confi-
dence one ought to place in large-N statistical models. Yet, an
article on case selection in case study analysis did not seem
the appropriate venue to expatiate on a point that so many
others (notably David Freedman) have persuasively argued. I
stated explicitly that “relevant data must be available for [a]
population...on key variables, and the researcher must feel
reasonably confident in the accuracy and conceptual validity
of these variables. [Further,] all the standard assumptions of
statistical research (e.g., identification, specification, robust-
ness) must be carefully considered, and wherever possible,
tested.” I then warned against “the unreflective use of statis-
tical techniques.” Doubtless, some people will continue to
use statistical techniques even where they are not warranted.
But this potentiality should not prevent us from discussing
instances in which the employment of statistical techniques is
warranted.

At this point, it may be helpful to formally define the key
term, “case study.” Sometimes, the case study method is
equated with qualitative methods. My understanding of the
concept is different (Gerring 2007a, 2007b). A case study, as I
see it, is most usefully defined as the intensive study of a
single case, or several cases, where the purpose is to shed
light on a broader population of cases. It should not be equated
with qualitative methods, since we already have a term for this
concept. To be sure, any cross-case analysis—i.e., in a Millean-
style comparative study—would have to be qualitative, for
the sample is extremely small (by definition). But case selec-
tion and within-case analysis may be qualitative and/or quan-
titative. (The resulting two-by-two matrix produces four cells,
and all are occupied.)

I turn now to the comparison of case study techniques
and experimental techniques—a minor point of the chapter
but a central objective in previous work (Gerring 2007a: chap-
ter 6; Gerring and McDermott 2007). I concur with Freedman
that “The logic of randomized controlled experiments is...
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central, even for observational research.” Thus, in thecourse
of discussion of Mill’s most-similar method (aka the “method
of difference”) I make several analogies to experimental meth-
ods.

For example, in order to reduce background noise, experi-
mentalists often stratify a sample into relatively homogeneous
(“most-similar’’) sub-strata prior to treatment. The treatment is
then randomized within each sub-strata (or block). If the sub-
strata are very small, e.g., blocks of two, the procedure may be
described as an iterated most-similar comparison with ran-
domized treatment. In this respect, I think it is fair to say that
both Millean and experimental studies often attempt to iden-
tify samples (or sub-samples) that are as internally homoge-
neous as possible. I regret that I did not offer some explication
of this point—which is not self-evident—in the chapter.

A great deal of ground has been covered in this all-too-
brief review. The common thread running through the narra-
tive is that our understanding of case study research is en-
hanced when we make comparisons and contrasts with other
sorts of research—e.g., with large-N cross-case analysis with
observational data or with experimental research. Sometimes,
techniques not usually associated with the case study can be
utilized in the selection of a few cases for intensive analysis.
Sometimes, on the other hand, these techniques are inappro-
priate. I trust that we are moving closer to a consensus on
these matters.

In any case, there are many hopeful signs that the gulf
that has traditionally separated case study and non-case study
methods is narrowing. This colloquy is an excellent example
of that propitious development. Let me close by thanking David
Freedman, James Fearon, and David Laitin for facilitating this
exchange. I only wish I had the benefit of their counsel when
crafting earlier projects.

Note

' All direct quotations are from my chapter in the Oxford volume,
unless otherwise noted.
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David Freedman in his essay has called into question some
ofthe advice given by Fearon-Laitin and Gerring in their chap-
ters in the Oxford Handbook of Political Methodology. 1 would
like to second those criticisms and extend them in various
ways. In particular, Freedman does not address in much detail
the regression or logit model which underlies, explicitly or im-
plicitly, both these chapters—and more generally Gerring’s
book on case study methodology (2007). This “regression ap-
proach” to case studies (to give it a name) informs much dis-
cussion about case studies and qualitative methods, going
back to King, Keohane, and Verba (1994) and more recent works
such as Lieberman (2005). In these few pages I can but sketch
a rationale for choosing cases following a different logic of
research. In the first part of the essay I address the choice of
case studies from a qualitative logic of research. In the second
part, I briefly describe a “descriptive—causal” approach to case
study selection which is different from the regression logic of
Fearon, Laitin, and Gerring.

Case Studies Selection and Research Agendas

Many, if not most, research projects start with a decision
to explain some phenomenon, Y= 1 for short. This can be war,
democracy, voting, or whatever. As such one will naturally
select cases of Y= 1 for intensive scrutiny, because explaining
Y=11is exactly the overall goal of the research project.

With so much focus in methodology classes on the prob-
lems with “selecting on the dependent variable” it is easy to
lose sight of the key methodological principle that one should
select some individual cases of Y =1 for intense examination.
For example, when a new disease occurs medical researchers
first focus on people with the disease in order to understand it.
When AIDS was first discovered there was intense concentra-
tion on those who had the disease. Ragin is one of the few who
has constantly stressed the importance of focusing on the ¥ =
1 cases (1987, 2000, 2008). A first principle of case selection of
case studies is:

Principle 1: One should choose, diversely, among the good
instances of Y =1 for case studies.

According to this principle you want to choose a diverse,
not random, set of cases because you do not want to miss an
important causal path to Y. Fearon and Laitin stress the value
of random selection. Both they and Freedman recognize the
pitfalls of “cherry-picking” and that random selection can help
avoid this problem. At the same time Fearon-Laitin want to use
random selection to choose “representative” or “typical”
cases. Because they start with a regression model, they work
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from the presumption that there is a B, that is the typical causal
effect of X.. A qualitative research logic is much more likely to
start with an INUS model of causation where there are multiple
pathsto Y, suchas Y=x *A* B+ X * B * C (lower case means
absence of factor). If you start with an INUS view of the world
you do not necessarily believe there is one representative
causal effect of X, since, depending on the path, the presence
of X or its absence x may be a cause of Y. So one looks for
diverse cases in order to not miss causal paths. In short, when-
ever Gerring, Fearon, and Laitin use the idea “random” I would
suggest replacing it with “diverse.””!

Principle 1 also stresses that one should choose among
“good,” i.e., unambiguous, cases of Y= 1. In the case of civil
wars this means one should not choose randomly among all
cases of Y= 1. There is certainly a good percentage of cases of
civil war that are marginal, or “gray” cases of civil war. Defini-
tions of phenomena draw boundaries; almost inevitably there
are cases near those boundaries that may not fit the concept
very well. If one is beginning to study AIDS, one would not
choose cases that may or may not be AIDS or cases that seem
atypical of AIDS.

After one has expanded some significant shoe leather un-
derstanding deeply some Y =1 cases one might begin to have
some ideas about the causes of Y. The concerns with cherry-
picking are real and I think they are most often tied to selecting
cases based on X, particularly X = 1. It is natural to focus on
cases where the author’s theory works. Hence from a qualita-
tive point of view the risks of bias are in some sense larger
when selecting on X than selecting on Y.

These potential causes, X = 1, then lead to choosing cases
that allow one to see how plausible (to use Eckstein’s terminol-
ogy) Xis as a potential cause of Y. Thus we will choose cases
where X'is present to see if we can figure out the causal mecha-
nism linking X'to Y. Typically, we will focus our attention on the
(1,1) cases, i.e., Y=1and X =1 cases, because these allow for
causal process tracing (George and Bennett 2005). Here we
have a second principle for choosing instances for case stud-
ies:

Principle 2: Select, diversely, cases of X= 1.

For example, researchers trying to explain lung disease noticed
that this seemed to be common among smokers. This naturally
led then to efforts such as experiments on rats where they were
forced to smoke a lot. The rationale for diversity in Principle 2
is the same as in Principle 1: one wants to detect multiple causal
pathsto Y=1.

It cannot be stressed enough that part of case study meth-
odology involves counterfactual analysis (Tetlock and Belkin
1996; see Levy 2008 for an excellent discussion). Counterfac-
tual methodology turns X= 1 into X=0. This is in part why we
can focus on the X = 1 cases, because we later turn them into
X =0 via counterfactual analysis.

For some Xs it may not be possible, or may be very diffi-
cult, to do a good counterfactual analysis. If we are exploring
the impact of wealth or GDP/capita on civil war, it would be
hard to say what is the likelihood of civil war if, for example,
Sierra Leone were a wealthy, developed country.” The fact that
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this is a difficult counterfactual (see Ragin 2008 for this con-
cept) means that selecting a case study of X = 0 based on
wealth will be problematic as well. This is related to the well-
known “minimum rewrite rule” for counterfactuals which rec-
ommends only modest changes in X for counterfactuals. This
is so important that I think it needs to be elevated to a prin-
ciple:

Principle 3: If the counterfactual X =0 is problematic in
individual cases of Y= 1, X= 1, then choosing actual in-
stances of X' = 0 for case study analysis is problematic as
well.

Principles 1 and 2 stress that we choose case studies based
on sampling on Y= 1 or X=1. This leads to a principle which is
a corollary of the first two:

Principle 4: Cases of Y =0 and X = 0 are often not very
useful for intensive case study examination.

Jim Mahoney and [ have made the argument elsewhere (2004)
that the (0,0) cases are problematic for qualitative researchers.
Often there is a large number of these cases. Random selection
among this (often very large) number is unlikely to produce
cases that will be useful for a case study. These cases might be
very important in a large-N statistical analysis, but much less
useful for a case study. For example, it is crucial to the large-N
study of the linkage between smoking and lung cancer to in-
clude (0,0) cases.

I suggest that these principles for choosing instances for
case study research are what researchers often naturally do,
and at the same time good practice. Underlying the belief that
multi-method research is good lies the notion that different
methods give us different information and different views of
the phenomenon. If one bases case study research on the
regression model we lose the distinctive, and I think comple-
mentary, advantages of case study methods vis-a-vis regres-
sion methods.

The Descriptive—Causal Approach to Case Study Selection

Fearon-Laitin and Gerring explicitly link the selection of
case studies to regression or logit models. In this section I
propose that we can and should use our knowledge of the
cases and of patterns in the cases to restrict our attention to
quite limited regions of the data (or absence of data) deter-
mined by our empirical and theoretical interests. This I call, for
reasons that should become clear, the “descriptive—causal”
approach to case study selection.

For purposes of contrast I will use Gerring’s (2007) ex-
ample of the relationship between wealth, aka GDP/capita, and
democracy, which is a central example in his core Chapter 5,
and more generally in the literature on the social, economic,
and political requisites and correlates of democracy.

The descriptive—causal approach takes advantage of the
fact that we have often accumulated some basic descriptive
knowledge about the cases and about some general patterns
in the data. Selection of case studies then relies on case knowl-
edge. [ use the term descriptive—causal to apply to descriptive
statistics that have causal implications. For example, the demo-
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cratic peace can be formulated as “Democracies do not fight
wars with each other.” This is descriptive in the sense that it
gives the frequency of occurrence of a phenomenon. It is
causal in the sense that it makes a link between a potential
cause, democracy, and a potential effect, war.

Lipset’s American Sociological Association presidential
address (1994) is in fact a review of the literature that he was so
instrumental in launching several decades earlier. This review
is full of descriptive—causal patterns. For example, “every coun-
try with a population of at least 1 million that has emerged from
colonial rule and has had a continuous democratic experience
is a former British colony” (Lipset 1994: 5). Dahl (1971) says
that “all highest-level [developed] countries are polyarchies”
(cited in Diamond 1992: 97). Such examples can easily be mul-
tiplied.

The key thing about these descriptive—causal statistics is
that they point to regions of the data where we might want to
focus our attention in the form of an intensive case study.
Figure 1 (adapted from Gerring 2007) illustrates the descrip-
tive—causal approach and how it differs from a regression one.
As apoint of reference I have drawn a regression curve (OLS)
through these data (not in the original Gerring figure). Take for
example Przeworski et al.’s well-known analysis (2000) of the
wealth—democracy relationship which depends on, roughly,
noting that (1) most highly developed countries are democra-
cies and (2) such countries rarely fall back into authoritarian
systems. If these descriptive—causal patterns are correct then
over time we should see very few cases in the lower-right hand
corner of figure 1. Thus the interesting thing is not the regres-
sion curve through the middle of the data, but rather the lower-
right-hand region. Given our interest in this region we might
explore the one outlier in the figure (Singapore). It seems that
this pattern really starts at a logged GDP/capita of about 9. For
countries that are poorer the pattern does not seem to hold.
Hence we might choose a case study in the region delimited by
the dotted lines.

Another well-known descriptive—causal pattern in the lit-
erature is that it seems very difficult for poor countries to be-
come high-quality stable democracies. Much of the early work
focused on this particular pattern. This pattern directs our
attention to the upper left and center part of figure 1, where we
should see poor democracies if they exist. If we consider 10 on
the polity scale to be “high-quality democracy” then we notice
that this particular causal effect does not kick in until a logged
GDP/capita of about 8.5. Here too we want to choose some
case studies in the zone bounded by the dashed lines to ex-
plore more closely this potential causal relationship.

As figure 1 makes clear, if we are interested in these de-
scriptive—causal patterns, working from a regression or probit
line is of little use. If we randomly choose cases or choose
cases based on the regression, the likelihood that they would
be informative for our causal purposes is very low.

This essay does not say that the regression approach to
case studies is not useful. Rather it argues that there are alter-
native ways to think about selecting case studies. In a differ-
ent empirical or theoretical setting the regression approach
may just be what the doctor ordered. At the same time much of
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Figure 1: Descriptive-Causal Patterns: Wealth and Democracy
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empirical, case-oriented knowledge that is so important to quali-
tative scholars is expressed in descriptive—causal claims like
those of Lipset, Diamond, and Dahl. It is not surprising that
these claims lie at the core of Ragin’s Boolean and fuzzy set
methodologies. They are a means of formalization of many
descriptive—causal claims.

Using Case Studies to Evaluate Scope Conditions

With the notable exception of Dul and Hak (2008), the
literature on case studies has not seen them as useful in ex-
ploring scope conditions. As Freedman notes in his essay,
most statistical data analyses are based on samples or on popu-
lations of convenience. Mahoney and I have argued (2006)
that qualitative scholars are often more concerned with scope
conditions because they are much more concerned with cases
that do not fit the theory.

Figure 1 illustrates nicely how one can use case studies to
evaluate scope conditions. In figure 1 Gerring and Seawright
have left out a handful of cases, which in fact lie in the lower-
right corner, and hence are of particular interest to the Przeworski
et al. pattern, and can be potentially seen as problematic.

If we look at these countries a new pattern becomes very
clear: they are all wealthy countries because of large oil re-
serves, such as Saudi Arabia. The comparative politics litera-
ture (e.g., Ulfelder 2007) has already noticed that these coun-
tries suffer from the “natural resource curse.” These authori-
tarian governments can remain in power without taxing their
subjects. Hence it might be very reasonable for Gerring to ex-
clude these cases from consideration because they do not fit
the causal mechanisms that we find in the rest of the world.

While these cases are outliers in the regression model, a
random selection of outliers would never detect this pattern

(or more precisely, would detect it with extremely low probabil-
ity). There are lots of outliers from the regression curve. It is
because we have particular theoretical and empirical interest in
the lower right-hand corner that these outliers become impor-
tant to us and an analysis of the individual cases can lead to
scope restrictions.

The key point here is that cases are not representative of
some given population but rather that the population is con-
structed via of knowledge of the cases, cases studies, and our
causal analyses of them.

Conclusion

In this essay I have argued that we should, and usually
do, have clear purposes for selecting instances for intensive
case study. In general, we normally want to focus on the cases
where X=1 and Y= |; we probably want to avoid cases of (0,0)
unless we have a clear substantive rationale.

Qualitative scholars also select cases based on their knowl-
edge of the cases and patterns in the cases. This descriptive—
causal knowledge can point to particular regions of the data
for selection of case studies.

One likewise uses case studies to construct and delimit
populations. Instead of being given or taken by convenience,
qualitative scholars construct populations using their knowl-
edge of the cases.

I'am a firm believer in the toolbox metaphor for methods. I
see the descriptive—causal approach to case studies as an-
other useful tool. Depending on the empirical and theoretical
goals it might be more appropriate than the regression approach
and in some circumstances it might be less.
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Notes

'Of course one needs to define the dimensions of diversity; one
option is region as in the Fearon-Laitin chapter.

2This leads to King and Zeng’s (2007) counterfactual critique of
this literature.
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Rejoinder

David A. Freedman
University of California, Berkeley

I would like to begin by thanking James Fearon, David
Laitin, John Gerring, and Gary Goertz for their comments, which
help to clarify the issues on the table. Whatever differences
remain, we can all agree that David Collier did a great job in
organizing this discussion.

Fearon and Laitin

As I read the paper, Fearon and Laitin (2008) made a clear
statement that case studies were a poor way to establish em-
pirical regularities; large-N methods were to be preferred. The
claim was justified using a narrow definition of “empirical regu-
larities,” which excluded pretty much everything except sum-
mary statistics (means, standard deviations, regression coeffi-
cients...). The paper segued to an implication that there was
one natural way of integrating qualitative and quantitative re-
search methods, with the former as ancillaries to the latter.

However, the story has a happy ending. Fearon and Laitin
explain that my reading of the paper was not the intended
reading. As it turns out, we agree on the following points. (i)
There many ways to do good science. (ii) In particular, neither
cluster of methods has a general advantage over the other.
(iii) Therefore, there are many fruitful ways for qualitative and
quantitative researchers to interact. (iv) When it comes to
making causal inferences, case studies often have consider-
able power—although, to be sure, for statistical inference,
bigger N is usually better.!

There was also some back-and-forth about sampling. On
this topic too, there is now reasonable agreement. As with
other choices to be made in research, much depends on con-
text and on background knowledge. Fearon and Laitin raise a
new point, contrasting the messy realities of research design
with “the pristine hypothesis-testing scenario assumed in sta-
tistics textbooks.” This shaft is well-aimed, although the envi-
ronment is target-rich: there are econometrics textbooks, psy-
chometrics textbooks....

What can be said about the substantive research in Fearon
and Laitin (2008)? I believe that Fearon and Laitin used their
logit model descriptively, to find patterns in the data that sug-
gest one causal theory or contradict another theory. They did
not rely on the model to make causal inferences. Instead, they
used the case studies to do the heavy lifting. They chose
cases using an elegant and impartial technique. These are use-
ful ideas, which should find many applications.

Gerring

I think there is agreement on the following points:

(1) Large-N researchers should use random samples, and
often they do. Often, however, there is a divergence between
the ideal and the real.

(i1) Modeling and matching are large-N techniques that



make stringent assumptions about data-generating mecha-
nisms. These techniques can help us choose a small number of
cases for in-depth study when (a) we are choosing those cases
from a big, well-defined population, (b) there are complete data
for all the cases in the population, and (c) the assumptions
behind the modeling and matching are viewed as reasonable
for the population. These conditions are clear in Gerring’s re-
sponse, as they are in Seawright and Gerring (2008). They will
seldom (if ever?) be satisfied in small-N research: even the first
two might be problematic.>

(iii) If the experiment was done well, few assumptions are
needed to analyze the data. Blocking subjects to achieve
greater homogeneity may be a good idea, but that is some-
thing you do before randomization, not when you are analyz-
ing the data.

(iv) Causal inferences are frequently based on observa-
tional studies rather than experiments, with elaborate model-
ing and matching to control for confounders. Assumptions
play a large role in these proceedings, and the opportunity for
error is correspondingly large. This makes a striking contrast
with experiments. I would add, however, that in many cases
our causal knowledge derives from well-designed observa-
tional studies, where the data do not require complex statisti-
cal analysis (Freedman 2005: Chapter 1); I think Gerring will
agree.

Although this topic is only tangential to Gerring’s work,
more should be said about non-response. Non-response rates
are high for many surveys, and the level is generally rising.
Even if we start from a probability sample, the actual respon-
dents going into the analysis can be a lot like a convenience
sample, because non-respondents and respondents can be
very different (Freedman et al. 2007: Chapter 19).

To illustrate the magnitude of the problem, I will use three
of the papers reprinted in Freedman (2005).> These papers
start with large probability samples. However, 50% to 75% of
the data are missing, because subjects refused to cooperate
with the survey, or declined to provide some of the data that
were needed. This is especially poignant because the papers
are grappling with the endogeneity of selection into treat-
ments of one kind or another. However, endogeneity of selec-
tion into the sample is politely ignored. As Gerring (2008: 678)
says, “Not all twists and turns on the meandering trail of truth
can be anticipated.”

Goertz

I disagree with half of what Goertz says, but will only
respond to three things: (i) the interpretation of Fearon-Laitin
and Gerring, (ii) the philosophy of case selection, and (iii) the
advice to ignore a cell in the 2 x 2 table.

(i) According to Goertz, “Fearon-Laitin and Gerring ex-
plicitly link the selection of case studies to regression or logit
models.” I cannot see any explicit statement either in Fearon
and Laitin (2008) or in Gerring (2008) to that effect. Of course,
Fearon and Laitin are selecting cases in the context of a logit
model. However, these scholars do not rely on the assump-
tions behind the model (Freedman 2005: Chapter 6) when se-
lecting cases. Indeed, the principal recommendation on case
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selection is to use stratified random samples. This has little to
do with models.

What about Gerring? To be sure, a few of his techniques
for small-N case selection are linked to regression models. In
my view, previously noted, these suggestions will rarely be
helpful. By contrast, most of his discussion—for instance, of
typical and diverse cases—is blessedly model-free and gen-
erally useful. (Is this causation or just association?)

(i1) Goertz says, “The key point here is that cases are not
representative of some given population but rather that the
population is constructed via knowledge of the cases, case
studies, and our causal analyses of them.” The statement
comes perilously close to a recommendation that we should
start with a theory, choose cases in conformity with that theory,
and then conclude that the evidence supports the theory. No
one is immune from this tendency, but it is a habit to be dis-
couraged rather than encouraged.

(iii) Goertz considers a binary causal variable X, where
X =1 means the causal factor is present, while X = 0 means the
factor is absent. There is a binary response variable Y. The
data can be presented in a 2 x 2 table:

X
Y 1 0
1 A B
0 C D

Goertz recommends in favor of looking at cell A when doing
qualitative research; he recommends against looking at cell D.
Curiously, he adds that for large-N research, cell D “might be
very important [emphasis supplied].”

Playing favorites with cells is a risky business. At least in
my experience, it is often hard to see where the cases go until
you study them. Moreover, despite Goertz’s reservations, all
four cells are important to large-N researchers. Indeed, con-
sider data like the following:

X
Y 1 0
1 10 20
0 20 7?

If the number of cases in cell D is above 40, there is positive
association; if the number is below 40, there is negative asso-
ciation. Since there is a fundamental difference between “X
causes Y and “X prevents Y,” cell D matters in large-N re-
search, along with the other cells.*

The boundary between large N and small is salient in the
present context. For the moment, let us set the boundary at
N=17. If you accept Goetz’s position, cell D can be relevant
when N is above 17; cell D cannot be relevant when N is
below 17. This is not a tenable position, and moving the bound-
ary will not solve the problem.

If all four cells are relevant, close inspection of cases in
all four cells has to be a good idea, at least under some circum-
stances. For example, a critic might assert that cases in cell D
exhibit causal heterogeneity. The most straightforward way
to rule that out is to look at cases in cell D.

The present exchange offers a real example. Fearon and
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Laitin found cell D to be informative. This contradicts Goertz’s
position. In qualitative research, to be sure, examining only
one cell in the table may sometimes be a good idea.’ However,
advice that cell D should generally be ignored is, well, advice
that should be ignored.

Conclusion

I will draw an empirical conclusion® from the discussion:
there are few recipes for good research. (Cooking and schol-
arship depend on somewhat different skill sets.) Nearly 50
years ago, my friend Larry Jackson defined the scientific
method as “guess and verify.” The only improvement I can
make is to emphasize part of the recommendation: guess and

verify.

Notes

! Fearon and Laitin point out that you do not want to increase N
by stretching concepts. From my perspective, increasing sample size
should reduce sampling error; but the effect on non-sampling error is
unpredictable. Moreover, large-N research is often needed to demon-
strate causation. Epidemiologic studies on the health effects of smok-
ing, mentioned by Goertz, illustrate the point. For a brief review, see
Freedman (1999).

2 Fearon and Laitin are drawing a sample from a large, well-defined
population to which a model has been fitted, so the first two condi-
tions are satisfied. However, as indicated above, far from relying on
the model, Fearon and Laitin are using the sample cases to test the
model. Gerring indicates that the hat matrix and Cook’s distance may
be helpful in such contexts. I agree, but this favorable conjunction of
circumstances is rare in qualitative research; in multi-method research,
the story may be different.

* In the fourth paper, the unit of analysis is the state, so the issues
are a little different.

* This discussion ignores sampling error, which is reasonable if Nis
large. The “odds ratio” is used to summarize the data, as is standard
in epidemiology. Let a denote the number of elements in cell A, and so
forth. If there are cases in all four cells, the odds ratio is (a/c)/(b/d)
=(a/b)/(c/d) = (ad)/(bc). The association is positive when the odds
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ratio is above 1.0; the association is negative when the odds ratio is
below 1.0. You need all four numbers to compute the odds ratio.

If 7 denotes the odds ratio, the causal interpretation is this: setting
X to 1 rather than 0 multiplies the odds that ¥ = 1, by the factor /.
Equivalently, if Y = 1 rather than 0, the odds that X'= 1 are multiplied
by the factor /. For additional information, see Gordis (2008).

> Great work can be done with one cell, or even one case. Isn’t de
Tocqueville’s Democracy in America a classic example of within-case
analysis?

¢ Of course, like others discussed earlier, this conclusion depends
in part on context and background knowledge.
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Symposium: Field Experiments and Qualitative Methods

Natural and Field Experiments:
The Role of Qualitative Methods

Thad Dunning
Yale University
thad.dunning@yale.edu

Political scientists increasingly use natural and field ex-
periments in their research.' This raises the question—how do
qualitative methods contribute to these research methodolo-
gies? I suggest here that there are strong complementarities
between the use of such research designs and various kinds
of qualitative methods. For example, case-based knowledge is
often necessary to recognize and validate a potential natural
experiment. The research skills associated with qualitative field-
work, in turn, are often required for the implementation of field
experiments. Qualitative methods can be crucial for designing
experimental interventions, measuring outcomes, providing
evidence on mechanisms, and even constructing random as-
signment mechanisms.

After discussing natural experiments from a variety of per-
spectives, [ give a short example of how a field experiment may
be used to explore the relationship between cross-cutting cleav-
ages and ethnic voting in Mali, drawing on my recent joint
research on this topic. As I describe, qualitative methods have
contributed in both expected and unexpected ways to this
project.

Natural Experiments and Qualitative Methods®

An illuminating if well-known exemplar of a successful
natural experiment comes from John Snow’s studies of cholera
transmission (Freedman 1991, 1999, 2005; Dunning 2008). While
its substantive domain lies far from the concerns of most so-
cial scientists, Snow’s research illustrates the key role of quali-
tative methods in identifying and exploiting a natural experi-
ment to make progress on an important problem.

Nineteenth-century London suffered a number of devas-
tating cholera outbreaks. Although predominant theories
linked cholera transmission to bad air (miasma) or to ground
poisons, Snow became convinced that cholera was a waste-
or water-borne infectious disease (Richardson 1887: xxxiv). In
Snow’s research, “causal process observations” (Collier,
Brady, and Seawright 2004) were crucial, both for allowing
Snow to formulate a hypothesis about the causes of cholera
transmission and to provide evidence for the plausibility of
this hypothesis. For example, Snow noted that outbreaks
seemed to follow the “great tracks of human intercourse”;
sailors who arrived in a cholera-infested port did not become
infected until they disembarked, striking a blow to the miasma
theory (Snow 1855:2).

During London’s cholera outbreak of 185354, Snow fa-
mously drew a map showing the addresses of deceased chol-

era victims. Because these addresses clustered around the
Broad Street water pump in the Soho district, Snow argued
that contaminated water supply from the pump caused the
cholera outbreak. However, there were several anomalous
cases: residences located near the pump where there had been
no deaths from cholera, and residences far from the pump
with cholera deaths. Snow used qualitative process tracing
and a heavy dose of “shoe leather” (Freedman 1991) to probe
these seemingly disconfirming outcomes (Snow 1855: 39-45).
Atabrewery located near the Broad Street pump, where chol-
era death rates were anomalously low, the proprietor told Snow
that a fresh-water pump was installed on the premises—and
that in any case the brewers tended to drink beer, not water
(Snow 1855:42). At another address, closer to another water
pump than to Broad Street—and where there had been sig-
nificant deaths from cholera—Snow learned that the deceased
residents had preferred, for one reason or another, to take
water at the Broad Street pump (Dunning 2008). Snow’s expe-
rience as a clinician, his studies of the pathology of cholera
deaths, and his spot map showing the proximity of victims to
the Broad Street pump all provided bits of evidence, which
suggested that cholera might indeed be an infectious disease
carried by waste or water.

However, Snow’s most powerful piece of evidence came
from a natural experiment. Large areas of London were served
by two water suppliers, the Lambeth company and the
Southwark and Vauxhall company. Just prior to the cholera
epidemic of 1853-54, the Lambeth company moved its intake
pipe further upstream on the Thames, thereby “obtaining a
supply of water quite free from the sewage of London” (Snow
1855: 68), while the Southwark and Vauxhall company left its
intake pipe in place. After painstaking data collection, Snow
constructed a simple cross-tab showing cholera death rates
during the epidemic by source of water supply. For houses
served by Southwark and Vauxhall, the death rate from chol-
era was 315 per 10,000; for houses served by Lambeth, it was
amere 37 per 10,000 (Snow 1855, Table IX, p. 86; presented in
Freedman 2005).

Why did this constitute a credible natural experiment?
Unlike true experiments, the data used in natural experiments
come from naturally occurring phenomena—actually, in the
social sciences, from phenomena that are often the product of
social and political forces. Because the manipulation of the
treatment, intervention, or independent variable is not gener-
ally under the control of the analyst, natural experiments are,
in fact, observational studies. However, unlike other non-ex-
perimental approaches, a researcher exploiting a natural ex-
periment can make a credible claim that the assignment of the
non-experimental subjects to treatment and control conditions
is “as-if” random. Outcomes are compared across treatment
and control groups, and both a priori reasoning and empiri-
cal evidence are used to validate the assertion of randomiza-
tion.
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Thus, random or as-if random of assignment to treatment
and control conditions—in Snow’s study, the water supply
source—constitutes the defining feature of a natural experi-
ment. This implies that at least as a necessary if not sufficient
condition, the treatment and control groups are balanced with
respect to other (measurable) variables that might explain chol-
era deaths. Notice that in a natural experiment, this is achieved
not by statistical adjustment on the part of the analyst but
rather by nature’s as-if randomization. Snow presented vari-
ous sorts of evidence to establish this pre-treatment equiva-
lence between the two groups. In his own words,

The mixing of the (water) supply is of the most intimate
kind. The pipes of each Company go down all the streets,
and into nearly all the courts and alleys. A few houses are
supplied by one Company and a few by the other, accord-
ing to the decision of the owner or occupier at that time
when the Water Companies were in active competition.
In many cases a single house has a supply different from
that on either side. Each company supplies both rich and
poor, both large houses and small; there is no difference
either in the condition or occupation of the persons re-
ceiving the water of the different Companies...It is obvi-
ous that no experiment could have been devised which
would more thoroughly test the effect of water supply on
the progress of cholera than this (Snow 1855: 74-75).

Moreover, residents did not appear to self-select into their
source of water supply: decisions regarding water companies
were often taken by absentee landlords, the decision of the
Lambeth company to move its intake pipe was taken before
the cholera outbreak of 1853-54, and existing scientific knowl-
edge did not clearly link water source to cholera risk. As Snow
puts it, the pipe’s move meant that more than three hundred
thousand people were:

divided into two groups without their choice, and, in
most cases, without their knowledge; one group being
supplied with water containing the sewage of London,
and...the other group having water quite free from such
impurity (Snow 1855: 75; emphasis added).

The cholera example provides several useful lessons
about the elements of a successful natural experiment (see
Freedman 1991, 1999). Snow went to great lengths to gather
evidence and to use a priori reasoning to argue that only the
water supply distinguished houses in the treatment group
from those in the control group, and thus the impressive dif-
ference in death rates from cholera was due to the effect of the
water supply. It is also worth noting that, while the natural
experiment may have been the coup de grace in Snow’s pains-
taking investigation into the causes of cholera transmission,
his use of this natural experiment was complemented and in-
deed motivated by the other evidence that he had gathered.
The body of evidence Snow compiled depended on his de-
tailed knowledge of the progress of previous cholera out-
breaks in England, on his ability to cull information from a
variety of sources, and especially on his willingness to do on-
the-ground process tracing and close-range exploration of
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seemingly disconfirming cases (Dunning 2008). This kind of
close-range research also gave him the information he needed
to discover and exploit his natural experiment, while his ap-
parently innate sense of good research design led him to rec-
ognize the inferential power of the approach.

Social-Scientific Examples

Several of the elements of Snow’s successful natural ex-
periment can be found in recent social-science applications,
as well. Brady and McNulty (2004), for example, are interested
in examining how the cost of voting affects turnout. In
California’s special gubernatorial recall election of 2003, in
which Arnold Schwarzenegger became governor, the elections
supervisor in Los Angeles County consolidated the number
of district voting precincts from 5,231 (in the 2002 regular
gubernatorial election) to 1,885. For many voters, the physical
distance from residence to polling place was increased, rela-
tive to the 2002 election; for others, it remained the same.
Those voters whose distance to the voting booth changed—
and who therefore presumably had higher costs of voting,
relative to the 2002 election—constituted the treatment group,
while the control group voted at the same polling place in
both elections.

The consolidation of polling places in the 2003 election
arguably provides a natural experiment for studying how the
costs of voting affect turnout. A well-defined intervention,
the closing of some polling places and not others, allows for a
comparison of average turnout across treatment and control
groups. The key question, of course, is whether assignment
of voters to polling places in the 2003 election was as-if ran-
dom with respect to other characteristics that affect their dis-
position to vote. In particular, did the county elections super-
visor close some polling places and not others in ways that
were correlated with potential turnout? Brady and McNulty
(2004) raise the possibility that the answer to this question is
yes, and indeed they find some evidence for a small lack of
pre-treatment equivalence on observed covariates such as
age across groups of voters who had their polling place
changed (i.e., the treatment group) and those that did not.
Thus, the assumption of as-if random assignment may not
completely stand up either to Brady and McNulty’s careful
data analysis or to a priori reasoning (elections supervisors,
after all, may try to maximize turnout). Yet pre-treatment differ-
ences between the treatment and control groups are small,
relative to the reduction in turnout associated with increased
voting costs. After careful consideration of potential con-
founders, Brady and McNulty can convincingly argue that
the costs of voting negatively influenced turnout, and a natu-
ral experimental approach plays a key role in their study.

Another increasingly common class of natural experiments
exploits the existence of political or jurisdictional borders that
separate similar populations of individuals, communities, firms,
or other units of analysis, some exposed to a treatment or
policy intervention and others not; in Dunning (2008), I re-
view several studies and discuss the strengths and limita-
tions of this form of natural experiments. Posner (2004), for
example, studies the question of why cultural differences be-



tween the Chewa and Tumbuka ethnic groups are politically
salient in Malawi but not in Zambia. Separated by an adminis-
trative boundary originally drawn by Cecil Rhodes’ British
South African Company and later reinforced by British colo-
nialism, the Chewas and the Tumbukas on the Zambian side
of the border are apparently identical to their counterparts in
Malawi, in terms of allegedly objective cultural differences
such as language, appearance, and so on. However, Posner
finds very different inter-group attitudes in the two countries,
with Chewas and Tumbukas in Malawi more likely to report an
aversion to inter-group marriage and a disinclination to vote
for members of the other group.

Posner argues convincingly that long-standing differ-
ences between Chewas and Tumbukas located on either side
of the border cannot explain the very different inter-group
relations in Malawi and in Zambia; a key claim is that “like
many African borders, the one that separates Zambia and
Malawi was drawn purely for [colonial] administrative pur-
poses, with no attention to the distribution of groups on the
ground” (Posner 2004: 530). Instead, the factors that make the
cultural cleavage between Chewas and Tumbukas politically
salient in Malawi but not in Zambia should presumably have
something to do with exposure to a treatment (broadly con-
ceived) on one side of the border but not on the other. Posner
suggests that contrasts between inter-group attitudes of
Chewas and Tumbukas in Malawi and Zambia are explained
by the different sizes of these groups in each country, relative
to the size of the national polities, which changes the dynam-
ics of electoral competition and makes the groups political
allies in Zambia but rivals in Malawi (see also Posner 2005).

Yet in order to argue this, Posner has to confront a key
question which, in fact, sometimes confronts randomized con-
trolled experiments as well: what, exactly, is the treatment? Or,
put another way, which aspect of being in Zambia as opposed
to Malawi causes the difference in political and cultural atti-
tudes? Posner provides evidence that helps rule out the influ-
ence of electoral rules and the differential impact of missionar-
ies on each side of the border. Rather, he suggests that in
Zambia, Chewas and Tumbukus are politically mobilized as
part of a coalition of Zambians living in the country’s Eastern
region, since alone neither group has the size to contribute a
substantial support base in national elections, whereas in
smaller Malawi (where each group makes up a much larger
proportion of the population), Chewas are mobilized as Chewas
and Tumbukus as Tumbukus (see also Posner 2005).

Clearly, the hypothesized intervention here is on a large
scale—the counterfactual would involve, say, changing the
size of Zambia while holding constant other factors that might
affect the degree of animosity between Chewas and Tumbukus.
This is quite different from imagining changing the company
from whom one gets water in nineteenth-century London;
one may question whether a manipulationist account of cau-
sation is most appropriate here (see Goldthorpe 2001 and
Brady 2002). However, Posner’s investigation of the plausibil-
ity of the relevant counterfactuals provides an example of
“shoe leather” (that is, walking from house to house to find
nuggets of evidence and rule out alternative explanations) in
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the tradition of John Snow (Freedman 1991).

In natural experiments, a key question is whether treat-
ment assignment really is as-if random, that is, independent of
other factors that might explain differences in average out-
comes across treatment and control groups. The assertion of
as-if random assignment may be more compelling in some
contexts than in others. As I discuss in Dunning (2008), it may
be useful to conceptualize a “continuum of plausibility” that
assignment to treatment and control is really as-if random; in
that article, I place several recent studies along such a con-
tinuum and discuss ways in which the as-if random criterion
may be partially validated with evidence as well as a priori
reasoning (Dunning 2008).

For present purposes, the central point is simply that
qualitative methods and case-based knowledge may play an
important role in efforts to exploit as well as to validate natural
experiments. Close knowledge of specific substantive domains
may allow analysts to find and exploit credible natural experi-
ments (see also Malesky, this symposium). And while simple
quantitative techniques are also important for partially vali-
dating the claim of as-if random assignment (for example, for
demonstrating equivalence on measured non-treatment vari-
ables across treatment and control groups), leveraging case-
based knowledge about the substantive domain under inves-
tigation is also crucial to convincing applications of the natu-
ral-experimental approach.

Field Experiments and Qualitative Methods

In a randomized controlled experiment, subjects or units
are randomized to treatment and control, and the intervention
or manipulation is under the control of an experimental re-
searcher (Freedman, Pisani, and Purves 1997). The main at-
traction of true (randomized controlled) experiments is that
they solve pervasive problems of confounding and selection
bias: random assignment ensures that treated and untreated
groups are equivalent prior to the intervention, up to random
error.® With a large enough number of units, random error will
play only a small role, and post-intervention differences across
the treatment and control groups can be reliably attributed to
the effect of treatment.

Field experiments—that is, randomized controlled experi-
ments in which the “conditions under which a causal process
of interest occurs are simulated as closely as possible” (Gerber
and Green 2008)—offer many synergies with qualitative meth-
ods. As Gerber and Green (2008) point out, by definition, field
experiments constitute “the conjunction of two methodologi-
cal strategies, experimentation and field work.” In some obvi-
ous ways, then, the skills associated with some qualitative
researchers, particularly those who do fieldwork, are requisite
for field experiments as well. The close case-based knowledge
associated with some qualitative research may be vital for
recognizing the opportunity to conduct a field experiment,
and the social and networking skills often associated with
qualitative fieldwork appear to be the sine qua non of many
field experiments, as well.

Qualitative methods may play several other important
roles in field experiments, however. Although not my main
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focus here, one important potential contribution of qualita-
tive methods is in identifying mechanisms, which is a crucial
part of causal inference. For example, an experiment may allow
the estimation of a causal effect without, however, illuminat-
ing the mechanism through which the cause produces its ef-
fect. Qualitative information may provide insights or informa-
tion on context and mechanism, perhaps in the form of what
Collier, Brady, and Seawright (2004) call “causal process ob-
servations.” (In addition, other experiments might be designed
to elucidate the mechanism).

Yet there are also many other ways in which qualitative
methods can contribute to field experiments, beyond simply
field research skills. For example, they can help analysts con-
front challenges involved in measuring outcomes, designing
treatments, recruiting participants, and even randomizing sub-
jects to treatments. My objective in the rest of this article is to
describe the contributions of qualitative methods to an ongo-
ing experiment on ethnic politics in Mali. I first describe the
experiment briefly, in order to set the stage for my discussion
of qualitative methods.

Cross-Cutting Cleavages and Ethnic Politics:
An Experiment in Mali

Social scientists often ascribe the absence or moderation
of ethnic conflict to cross-cutting cleavages—that is, the pres-
ence of alternate dimensions of identity or interest, along which
members of the same ethnic group may have diverse alle-
giances. Despite a rich theoretical literature, however, the
empirical effects of cross-cutting cleavages are notoriously
difficult to estimate. One goal of my ongoing research, con-
ducted jointly with Yale undergraduate Lauren Harrison, is to
formulate an experimental method for investigating the politi-
cal effects of cross-cutting cleavages.

In Mali, despite substantial ethnic diversity, levels of eth-
nic conflict are persistently low. Unlike some Sub-Saharan
countries, parties do not form along ethnic lines, and ethnicity
is a poor predictor of individual vote choice. One set of expla-
nations advanced for this African anomaly focuses on an
informal institution called cousinage (loosely translated as
“joking cousinship”). In Mali as well as in Sénégal, The Gambia,
Guinea, western Burkina Faso, and the northern Ivory Coast—
areas either formerly part of the Mali Empire (c. 1230-1600) or
subject since to significant immigration from those areas—
families historically formed alliances on the basis of patronyms.
These historical alliances are now invoked in everyday social
interactions. Today in Mali, for instance, if someone with the
last name Keita meets someone named Coulibaly on the street,
these two fictive cousins may invoke a standard set of jokes,
even if they have never previously met. The jokes reinforce
the social bonds understood to inhere in their relationship.

For our purposes, these alliances constitute cross-cut-
ting cleavages, because they occur across as well as within
ethnic groups.* Despite a substantial literature on the alleged
pacifying effects of cousinage (see Canut and Smith 2006;
Davidheiser 2006: 837; Launay 2006; among early anthropolo-
gists, Mauss 1928 and Radcliffe-Brown 1940), it appears to us
that this claim has not been subjected to empirical scrutiny
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that would allow valid inferences about causal effects. We
extend the hypothesis to explain not only the absence of eth-
nic conflict, generically, but also the apparent absence of
ethnicity in electoral politics, asking why, in an ethnically-
diverse African polity, ethnicity does not predict individual
vote choice, and parties do not form along ethnic lines. Our
extension of the cross-cutting cleavage (cousinage) hypoth-
esis to explain political preferences and patterns of electoral
competition in Mali is new and to our knowledge has not been
previously tested.

We developed an experimental design to estimate the ef-
fects of cousinage relations on evaluations of political candi-
dates and their speeches. First, we videotaped two Malian
actors delivering the same speech, which focused on stan-
dard themes in Malian political campaigns; in initial field trials
in the capital of Bamako, 56% percent of experimental sub-
jects said the speech “reminded them of a speech they had
heard on a previous occasion.” The speech was delivered in
Bambara, which is the lingua franca of Bamako (and of Mali).?
We then recruited experimental subjects by canvassing all of
Bamako’s neighborhoods (quartiers), approaching men and
women sitting outside homes (or knocking on doors) and ask-
ing subjects if they would participate in a study on political
speeches.® We administered a screening questionnaire to each
potential subject, asking for each subject’s first and last name
and ethnic identity, along with various other personal infor-
mation; this allowed us to assign subjects randomly to the
treatment conditions, as described below.” Experimental sub-
jects then viewed our videotaped political speeches on a por-
table DVD player or laptop, using headphones.® Finally, sub-
jects then answered questions about the content of the speech
and the politician who delivered it. For instance, they an-
swered questions about the global quality of the speech,
whether the speech made them want to vote for the candidate,
and specific questions about candidate attributes such as
competence, likeability, and intelligence.

The manipulation in this experiment consisted of what
subjects were told about the politician’s last name. In Mali,
last name conveys information about both ethnic identity and
about cousinage ties. Thus, varying the politician’s last name
allowed us to vary the treatment along two dimensions: the
ethnic relationship of the politician and the subject (same
ethnicity/different ethnicity) and their cousinage relationship
(joking cousins/not joking cousins). Our resulting experimen-
tal design had six treatment conditions, four of which are shown
in the cells of Table 1. We also added a fifth condition, in
which the subject was provided with no information about
the last name of the politician (and thus no information about
ethnicity or cousinage ties), and a sixth treatment condition, in
which the politician had the same last name as the subject.’

According to our hypotheses, a joking cousin relation-
ship between voters and politicians should moderate the nega-
tive effect of ethnicity on voters’ evaluations of politicians.
We expect evaluations of politicians to be more positive on
average if the politician is a co-ethnic: thus, in Table 1, we
expect to find that mean evaluations of co-ethnic politicians
(first row) are more positive than mean evaluations of non co-



ethnics (second row). On the other hand, we also expect joking
cousins to be evaluated more positively than non-joking cous-
ins, so that mean evaluations of subjects in the first column are
more positive than evaluations in the second column. In par-
ticular, we expect cousins from a different ethnic group (bot-
tom-left cell) to be evaluated more positively than non-cous-
ins from a different ethnic group (bottom-right cell).’’ Such a
finding would be consistent with the idea that due to cousi-
nage relations, members of the same ethnic group have di-
verse allegiances along a cross-cutting dimension of identity."!

Table 1: Experimental Design
(Four of Six Treatments)

Joking cousins| Not joking cousins

Same Ethnicity

Different Ethnicity

We began rolling out this experiment at the end of July
2008; though we have finished initial field-testing at the time
of writing, we have not yet seen data from the main phase of
data collection. The publication of hypotheses in this news-
letter constitutes a public posting of the experimental proto-
col prior to analysis of the data. Our principal form of analysis
for testing these hypotheses will be difference-of-means tests
across subjects randomly assigned to each of the six treat-
ment conditions, with ancillary testing of sub-groups due to
our interest in possible treatment effect heterogeneity.

In the interest of brevity, I will now describe just two
areas in which qualitative methods have been crucial in de-
signing and implementing this experiment: the design of the
experimental stimulus, and the creation of a cousinage matrix
that allowed us to assign subjects to treatment conditions.
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The Experimental Stimulus:
Writing a Typical Political Speech

Our goal in designing the experimental stimulus was to
create a speech that would engage subjects’ attention while
mimicking as closely as possible a typical political speech
given by a candidate for deputy in the legislature. Here, one
of us (Lauren Harrison) drew on earlier fieldwork in which she
observed parliamentary campaigns in Bamako in 2007. After
comparing our speech to transcripts of real political speeches,
we vetted the speech with several Malian informants. I will
not belabor the point here but will simply point out that field-
work and other qualitative methods played an important role
in the design of the experimental treatment.

Random Assignment: Creating a Cousinage Matrix

More involved fieldwork was required for the second topic
I will discuss here. In order to assign subjects at random to
one of the six treatment conditions, we created a large matrix,
each row of which corresponds to a Malian last name that we
could expect to encounter in the field.

For instance, Table 2 shows a row of the matrix for a
person named Keita from the Malinké/Maninka ethnic group.
The columns of this row give the last names associated with
each of our six treatment conditions. For example, the names
in the first two columns are all from the same ethnic group, but
Sissoko and Konaté (first column) are considered cousins of
the Keita, while Diané (second column) is not. The names in
the third and fourth columns, on the other hand, are names
associated with other ethnic groups, some of them cousins of
the Keita (third column) and some of them not (fourth col-
umn). Note that in cells with multiple entries, such as in the
first, third, and fourth column in Table 2, the politician’s as-
signed last name was selected at random from the names in
the cell.

Table 2: A Typical Row of our Random Assignment Matrix

1) ) 3) C)] (5) (©)
Co-ethnic/ Co-ethnic/ Not co-ethnic/ Not co-ethnic/ No Same
Cousin Not cousin  Cousin Not cousin Name Name
1. Diallo Pas de nom
Keita 1. Doucouré 2. Cissé
(Maninka) 2. Sacko 3. Dambelé Keita
1. Sissoko | 1.Diané 3.Sylla 4. Théra (Maninka)
2. Konaté 4. Coulibaly 5. Dabo
5. Touré 6. Togola
7. Watarra
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Qualitative fieldwork was crucial for constructing this cou-
sinage matrix. Before arriving in Bamako, we reviewed the sec-
ondary literature and conducted interviews with experts on
cousinage as well as ordinary Malian informants. This enabled
us to determine, as an initial matter, the cousins that are asso-
ciated with many Malian last names and to construct a prelimi-
nary, skeletal matrix. Upon arrival in Mali, we solicited feed-
back on the matrix from key informants and, with their help,
added to the list of names included in the left column (that is,
the names of potential subjects) and also refined the list of
politicians’ names included in each column of each row.

Next, we field-tested an initial version of the matrix on 169
subjects. Data from this initial field trial, as well as additional
qualitative information obtained in the field, allowed us to ex-
pand and improve the matrix again, and 47 more subjects par-
ticipated in a second phase of the experiment using our im-
proved matrix. Finally, in mid-August 2008, we revised the ma-
trix once again, for reasons discussed below; this final revised
matrix is being used to roll out the experiment during Septem-
ber 2008. Our final version of the matrix includes more than 200
names in the left-hand column, including all of the most typical
Malian names.

In our initial field trials, experimental subjects did not al-
ways perceive themselves to be in the correct cell—that is, the
treatment condition to which they had been randomly assigned.
In fact, subjects inferred ethnicity with great accuracy: given
only the last name of the politician, and choosing from more
than 14 possible ethnic categories, subjects correctly classi-
fied the politician’s ethnicity 75% of the time. However, in ini-
tial trials, they more frequently labeled cousins as non-cous-
Ins, or non-cousins as cousins.

This mismatch in initial trials between the treatment con-
ditions to which some subjects were assigned and the treat-
ment conditions they perceived, raises important inferential
issues.? After all, what we care about in this study is the effect
of subject perceptions—we want to know how perceiving one-
self as being a cousin or not being a cousin of the politician, or
his co-ethnic or not, shapes evaluations of the candidate’s
speech. Here, the mismatch probably occurred for two rea-
sons. First, correctly classifying cousinage relations for over
200 last names is difficult; our initial matrix of cousinage rela-
tions was highly imperfect. In this experiment, there was a
tradeoff involved in limiting the names of potential subjects.
On the one hand, cousinage relations are much better under-
stood by us (and by Malians) for a few very common names,
such as Keita, Coulibaly, Touré, or Cissé, than for less common
names, so we might have had a better overall accuracy/compli-
ance rate had we limited the study population to subjects with
such last names. On the other hand, limiting the number of
names would have meant more inefficient and costly subject
recruitment.

Second, however, even if we could create a perfectly ac-
curate matrix of cousinage relations, as understood by key
informants, people vary in their knowledge of cousinage rela-
tions in Mali. For instance, are the Keita and the Doucouré
(third column of Table 2) really cousins? Reasonable minds
can apparently disagree. As one leading expert on cousinage
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puts it, “The question of which jamu [patronym] actually jokes
with whom is subject to considerable indeterminacy. Lists of
the joking partners of any given jamu may vary from commu-
nity to community, or even from individual speaker to speaker”
(Launay 2006: 799). Our own experience in the field validated
this observation.

The key to resolving this conundrum is that some cousi-
nage links are in fact widely understood: everyone agrees
that the Keita and the Coulibaly are cousins. We therefore
took the approach of limiting names in the first and third col-
umn of Table 2 to those vrai cousins or true senanku (the
Bambara word for cousin), while also only including names in
the second and fourth cell that we thought would maximize
the chance of correct identification as non-cousins. We de-
voted considerable effort in the field to accomplishing this
task, with the help of key informants. Initial indications sug-
gest that our revised cousinage matrix is allowing much greater
accuracy in subject assignment to treatment during the main
roll-out of the experiment.

The point is that eliciting a reliable map of cousinage
relations from key informants very centrally involved qualita-
tive as well as mixed methods. For instance, to revise our
cousinage matrix we conducted qualitative interviews with
key informants. We then also employed quantitative analysis
of the experimental data from initial trials. To improve the cou-
sinage matrix, we therefore iterated between focused inter-
views, new versions of the cousinage matrix, and our experi-
mental data to improve the random assignment mechanism in
this experiment.

Finally, qualitative methods will likely play a key role in
interpreting the results of the experiment—for example, in as-
sessing the extent to which the experimental results can allow
us to infer that cousinage plays the political role attributed to
it. Here, we will want to analyze the potential role of cousinage
in important parliamentary and presidential electoral cam-
paigns.

Conclusion

Natural and field experiments are assuming a place of
greater prominence in political science. They also appear to
offer substantial opportunities to qualitative researchers. The
type of experiment I described in Mali can be implemented
relatively inexpensively; in fact, such a project would prob-
ably be well within reach for a graduate student working on
his or her dissertation. Most importantly for present purposes,
natural and field experiments often require skills and case-
based knowledge associated with qualitative research. The
inferential advantages of natural and field experiments may be
increasingly combined with the strengths of qualitative re-
search to generate new forms of mixed-method research, in
the service of research programs in many different substan-
tive areas.

Notes

! For evidence on the growing use of field and natural experiments,
see Gerber and Green (2008) or Dunning (2008).
2 Some of the material in this section is based on Dunning (2008);



I am grateful to Political Research Quarterly and to co-editor Amy
Mazur for permission to use the material.

3 Of course, problems of post-intervention bias can arise: subjects
who get the vaccine may tend to go swimming.

* For example, the Keita are part of the Malinké ethnic group,
while their joking cousins the Coulibaly are part of the Bambara
ethnic group.

* Though Bambara is the first language of one ethnic group in Mali,
its use does not imply a particular ethnic identity on the part of the
politician. When experimental subjects were not provided with the
politician’s last name, their guesses about his ethnicity closely tracked
the distribution of ethnic groups in Bamako.

¢ The experimental population is a convenience sample, but distri-
butions on several measured variables are similar to those given by
the census for Bamako. However, the experiment under-represents
women.

’” First name and other identifying information of subjects were
subsequently discarded, as described in our protocol approved by
Yale’s human subjects review board.

$ Only experimental subjects could hear the speech through the
headphones, and only one subject was recruited from any group;
subjects also answered follow-up questions on their own. This lim-
ited the potential that subjects’ responses to treatment depended on
the treatment assignment of other subjects.

° The sixth treatment may allow us to distinguish a “same ethnicity”
or a “joking cousin” effect from a mere “sameness” effect: perhaps
people simply want to vote for politicians who share their last names.

1" However, based on our qualitative research, we believe that
subjects may not clearly distinguish between cousins and non-cous-
ins, among their co-ethnics.

' We do not have strong expectations about the sign of any inter-
action between co-ethnicity and cousinage.

12 From an experimental design perspective, this issue can be analo-
gized to the problem of compliance with an experimental protocol.
See Freedman (2006) for a discussion of relevant analytic approaches.
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Over the past few decades, a productive exchange in po-
litical science has explored the idea that qualitative research
should be guided by the logic of mainstream quantitative and
experimental methods (e.g., Brady and Collier 2004; Gerring
and McDermott 2007; King, Keohane, and Verba 1994). Most
of these discussions focus on the logic of regression for draw-
ing inferences from observational data, setting aside experi-
mentation as an ideal but rare path to causal inference. A per-
haps unintended message of this discussion seems to be that
experimentation is a method unrealistic for most qualitative
research projects, and consequently, that experimentation is
more naturally a quantitative enterprise. In short, qualitative
researchers can aspire to use experimental logic for construct-
ing counterfactuals and drawing causal inferences, but cannot
use actual experiments.

This essay contends that experimentation, specifically field
experimentation, can and should be more central to qualitative
research approaches. The argument rests on claims about what
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field experimentation is as well as what it is not. Field experi-
mentation is one of the strongest methods for inferring causal
relationships in real world setting. Field experimentation is not
inherently quantitative.

By randomly assigning units (individuals, communities,
organizations) into two groups, field experiments can infer that
differences between the groups are due to an intervening “treat-
ment” (a media program, a land redistribution policy, elite ne-
gotiation meetings) applied to one group and not to the other.
The key advantage of field experiments is that they draw causal
inferences without invoking untestable assumptions that
plague observational research about the groups’ ex ante com-
parability.

The most straightforward reason why field experiments
are perceived as quantitative enterprises may be found in the
psychological concept of the availability heuristic (Kahneman,
Slovic, and Tversky 1982). Put simply, there are few available
exemplars of field experiments that incorporate qualitative meth-
ods or test questions traditionally associated with qualitative
investigations, so experiments are thought of as quantitative
in nature. I argue that the lack of qualitatively oriented field
experiments stems more from our inability to think outside of
this heuristic than from unassailable methodological and epis-
temological divides.

Consider the potential of qualitatively oriented field ex-
perimentation using a recent outstanding set of field experi-
ments on gender and political leadership. Chattopadhyay,
Duflo, and colleagues (2004; Beaman et al. 2008) capitalized
on a policy experiment in India in which the government ran-
domly reserved one third of village council head positions for
women (i.e., in councils randomly chosen for a reservation,
only a woman could be elected head). The investigators col-
lected primarily quantitative evidence to test the effect of a
women leader on public expenditures and on the gender and
political attitudes and political behavior of their constituents.

The authors uncovered hugely consequential results: that
in some cases women leaders increase women’s political par-
ticipation, that women leaders distribute public goods differ-
ently according to their own preferences (not in response to
female constituents’ complaints), and that exposure to a fe-
male leader weakens stereotypes about women’s place in the
public sphere, but that only after long term exposure does
approval of women'’s leadership rise.

The point to take from this example and from the rest of
this essay is not that qualitative measurement would have
made the experimental results “richer” or more detailed, al-
though that is certainly the case. Using qualitative research
methods in this field experiment could have provided a differ-
ent understanding of the causal effect, identified possible
causal mechanisms of change, and framed new interpretive
understandings of authority, democracy, and gender within
an experimentally assessed instance of social change.

For example, participant observation of these women lead-
ers outside of the council settings—for example in their homes,
where they visit with other women—could have revealed
whether they were influenced by women constituents in these
more informal settings. Intensive interviews could have
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revealed how shifts in beliefs about women leaders’ efficacy
may have occurred—for example, did it take public statements
of approval from other male council members, or elders or
religious leaders? Was there a tipping point mechanism? Such
qualitatively generated insights could have enabled this study
to contribute more to general theories of identity, leadership,
and political and social change. Moreover, ethnographic work
could investigate whether understandings of authority and
political legitimacy are reshaped in predictable ways by the
first few woman leaders, or to what extent narratives about
gender are adjusted to fit with women’s new powerful role.
Qualitative methods are uniquely positioned to answer these
questions.

Potential problems of integrating qualitative methods with
field experimentation become apparent from this brief example.
For example, many qualitative methods involve more time in-
vestment and fieldwork than quantitative data collection; is
the extra time feasible or worthwhile in the context of a field
experiment? How could participatory or ethnographic meth-
ods measure outcomes and processes in a sufficiently large
enough sample for an experimental comparison? More chal-
lenging, how can field experiments help to investigate tradi-
tionally qualitative or observational research questions about
historical patterns, institutions, elites, and rare events?

In the rest of this essay, I address these concerns and
expand upon some ideas about the integration of field experi-
mentation and qualitative methods and questions. I first de-
scribe the benefits of triangulating qualitative and quantita-
tive measurement within a field experiment, using concrete
examples from my own experimental work in Central Africa. I
argue that qualitative measurement within a field experiment
leads to a better understanding of the causal effect, suggests
plausible causal explanations and “[extracts] new ideas at
close range” (Collier 1999). I next turn to more intensive tools
of qualitative inquiry, such as ethnography and interpretive
work. These methods can magnify cases, social processes,
and concepts within an experiment, and in some cases pro-
vide the primary data for causal inference in what Sherman
and Strang (2004) term “experimental ethnography.” I explore
concerns about small sample sizes and scarcity of available
units for random assignment. Finally, I turn to questions tradi-
tionally addressed by qualitative and observational research,
including questions about historical or rare events. I propose
that field experiments have a role to play in many cases, which
would require disaggregating complex theories and using
theory to specify a universe of cases for present-day experi-
mental tests.

I address this essay not only to qualitative researchers,
as encouragement to consider the use of field experimental
methods, but also to current field experimentalists, as inspira-
tion to adopt more qualitative approaches in their research.

Triangulating Quantitative and Qualitative Measurement
Within Field Experiments

More than the Sum of their Parts

Collecting numerical, categorical, and ordinal data simpli-
fies comparisons between experimental groups, but research



ers could just as well collect and compare qualitative data
from interviews, participant observation, and archives. It is
widely recognized that inference is best supported by a trian-
gulation of both types of data. Qualitative data can strengthen,
modify, or altogether change the interpretation of quantita-
tive data and describe important contemporaneous conditions
of change.

The importance of triangulating quantitative evidence with
qualitative evidence holds even for a great strength of field
experiments—relative to laboratory experiments, field experi-
ments are best positioned to capture effects on real world
behaviors because they are located in the behavioral settings
of interest (i.e., voting counties, ethnically diverse villages,
credit unions). Field experiments capture behavioral data
through observational techniques, but most often from pub-
lic records, such as voting, public expenditure, and police
records. Qualitative methods of investigation can explore what
these behaviors mean in the context of the study, the possible
social and political dynamics by which the behaviors were
produced, ripple effects of the changes, and more.

A field experiment I conducted in eastern Democratic Re-
public of Congo (DRC) randomly assigned half of the radio
antennae in the region to broadcast a talk show, which aired
and encouraged discussion about a conflict-reduction soap
opera broadcast across the entire region (Paluck 2008a). The
research question was: Could the talk show increase more
face-to-face discussion about conflict reduction, and would
this discussion produce more favorable attitudes toward com-
munity conflict reduction techniques recommended by the
soap opera? The outcome measurement, conducted with indi-
viduals in the randomly assigned regions with and without
the talk show, included a close-ended survey instrument and
a quantitative and qualitative behavioral measure.

In the behavioral measure, surveyors presented each
study participant with a two-kilogram bag of salt at the con-
clusion of the survey. Surveyors told participants the salt was
a thank you gift for participating in the interview, and also that
a local NGO had identified a group in their community that
was in need. Participants were asked if they would like to
donate any portion of their salt to this group. “Which group?”
participants would ask; surveyors responded per a prewritten
script with, “Is there a group you would feel uncomfortable
giving this to?” Nearly every participant responded by citing
their “least-liked” group:' “Yes, the (Banyamulenge/Rega/
FDLR).” To this, surveyors responded “Actually, that is the
group for whom the donation drive is intended—would you
still like to give?” As participants poured some amount of salt
into a bag presented by the surveyor, or tied up their bag in
preparation to store it away, they discussed their reasons for
giving or not giving, their feelings about the donation, their
expectations of the consequences of the donation, and their
history with the least-liked group. The surveyors recorded
this discussion as best they could by hand.

The strength of this mixed qualitative and quantitative
measure was four-fold. I was able to record quantitative mea-
sures of whether and how much salt each participant gave
(which I measured to the gram at the end of each day of inter-
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views), qualitative data on the identity of each respondent’s
“least-liked” group, and data on participants’ reasoning, feel-
ings, and expectations about helping or not helping this
group. To measure the impact of the radio talk show, I used
these data and the survey responses to compare listeners in
the talk show broadcast regions to listeners in the non—talk
show regions.

First I coded the qualitative discussions about the salt,
which were fascinatingly diverse: ranging from discussions
about norms of sharing (“Congolese must pass on a gift”), to
expressions of empathy and perspective taking (“When I am
in great need, [ know how much help from a stranger means to
me”), to strategic reasons (“If I give them this salt, perhaps
they will stop targeting my family”), to expressions of pure
outrage (“they have killed family members, made us poor—I
would rather die than help them”). This information is impor-
tant and theoretically informative in its own right; I could also
correlate their stated reasons and motivations with previous
answers to the survey regarding their economic situation,
level of education, experience during the ongoing conflict,
and other variables.

These qualitative data also significantly strengthened my
interpretation of the experimental effect of the radio talk show.
Quantitative survey responses showed a negative impact of
listening to the talk show—talk show listeners compared to
listeners in non-talk show regions were less likely to endorse
ideas for conflict reduction vis-a-vis their least liked group,
and were more likely to endorse statements such as “violence
is sometimes necessary in Congolese politics.” The salt mea-
sure showed that talk show listeners were also significantly
less likely to donate their salt to the needy but disliked group
(74% percent of control area listeners donated salt, while 55%
of talk show area listeners donated). The qualitative discus-
sions pointed in the same (negative) direction as the quantita-
tive survey information regarding the impact of the talk show.
I further discovered that radio listeners in the talk show areas
expressed significantly more outrage and grievances against
the least liked group in their discussions about the salt (con-
trolling for actual reported human rights abuses). The fact
that these qualitative data were collected with a different in-
strument than the quantitative data strengthens support for
the inference that encouraging discussion through a radio
talk show had a negative impact on listeners. Even stronger
triangulation would have included qualitative observations
or interviews at another time or in another setting.

Causal Explanation Generation

These qualitative findings suggest a causal explanation
for this negative result, specifically that talk show inspired
discussion that made grievances more salient to listeners,
reminding them of the hurtful actions of the other side. In
general, field experimental results become exponentially more
useful with these kinds of potential explanations for the pro-
cess or mechanisms of change. Theory can direct a research-
er’s eye toward particular situations and data sources that
may explain the causal chain of events, but for more explor-
atory research (e.g., the effect of childhood abduction into a
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militia on voting and political participation as an adult; Blattman
2008), deep contextual absorption (“soaking and poking” in
qualitative lexicon) can inductively suggest explanations for
experimentally assessed effects.

In the example of child soldiering, Blattman uses semi-
structured interviews with former abducted child soldiers, lead-
ers, and social workers to explore explanations for the finding
that former child soldiers are more likely to vote. The qualita-
tive data suggest that experience in the militia endowed former
child soldiers with a sense of leadership and with a higher
degree of maturity (19-20). Causal explanations suggested by
such qualitative research can then be tested in successive
field experiments. In my own research, I conducted the field
experiment in eastern DRC because qualitative research in a
previous field experiment testing conflict reduction radio soap
operas suggested that discussion was an important mecha-
nism of the observed changes in social norms and behaviors
(Paluck, forthcoming). In this previous experiment, I collected
systematic observations of groups listening to the treatment
and comparison radio programs, and found that listeners kept
up a steady rate of interjections, commentary, and side con-
versations during the broadcast, regarding plot developments
and characters’ behavior. Moreover, listeners lingered after
the broadcast was over, to share their reactions and digest the
messages of the show with one another. I hypothesized that
face-to-face discussion about media with community mem-
bers would shape perceptions of socially acceptable behav-
ior, at least in the confines of that group. The experiment in the
DRC attempted to test this causal explanation with an experi-
ment that randomly assigned encouragement to discuss a
media program via a talk show.>

In sum, the appeal of field experiments for qualitative
researchers is that they offer the opportunity to generate strong
causal inferences while “extracting new ideas at close range”
(Collier 1999). I suspect that researchers who have long em-
braced the idea of mixed methodology will readily acknowl-
edge this point. However, despite general enthusiasm for this
1dea, mixed methods have not been a common feature of field
experiments.

Ethnography, Participant Observation,
and Interpretive Work

More challenging than combining qualitative and quan-
titative data within a field experiment is integrating into an
experiment qualitative methods that require intensive time in-
vestment and field engagement, such as participant observa-
tion, intensive interviews, thick description, or ethnography.
This broad group of methods is often employed in the service
of interpretive goals, for example complicating, historicizing,
and enriching understandings of social science concepts like
culture, democracy, or power (Wedeen 2002). In some cases, it
may be useful to frame interpretive work within a larger field
experimental test of an overarching claim of that project. Be-
low I describe how these methods can also be used in a field
experiment to investigate causal claims.

One straightforward way to integrate deep interviews,
case studies, or ethnographies into an experiment is to select
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a reasonable number of observation units for close examina-
tion in the experimental and the control groups (see Tarrow
2004, on framing qualitative investigation within quantitative
projects). Policy experiments have used this strategy—for
example, the Moving to Opportunity experiment in American
cities, which tested the effect of giving housing vouchers to
low income residents so that they could move into better
neighborhoods (Turney et al. 2006). Sociologists and anthro-
pologists working on this project conducted repeated inten-
sive interviews with selected men and women who were ran-
domly assigned to receive or to wait for the voucher. The
interviews explored quantitatively measured outcomes such
as basic daily functioning and depression, phenomena that
often require a fuller contextual understanding. In general, a
feasible number of cases for intensive qualitative measure-
ment within an experiment could be selected from each experi-
mental group on the basis of theoretically relevant a priori
characteristics to explore the contextual nature and heteroge-
neity of the experimentally assessed causal effects.

“Experimental Ethnography”

A more ambitious proposal in this vein is to conduct eth-
nographic case studies for all of the units of observation in a
field experiment, or what Sherman and Stang (2004) term “ex-
perimental ethnography”:

Experimental ethnography is a tool for answering ques-
tions about why programmatic attempts to solve human
problems produce what effects, on average, in the con-
text of the strong internal validity of large-sample, ran-
domized, controlled field experiments. .. This strategy can
achieve experiments that create both a strong “black box™
test of cause and effect and a rich distillation of how
those effects happened inside that black box, person by
person, case by case, and story by story (205).

Writing from the perspective of program evaluators, Sherman
and Stang discuss a recent randomly implemented policy for
restorative justice in England and Australia, which invited
victims, perpetrators, and all those affected by the crime to
meet and discuss how the perpetrator should repay his or her
debt to society. When police officers offered this program to
untried perpetrators and their victims, they told each party
that if both parties accepted, they would have a 50% chance
of having the meeting because the program was in an experi-
mental trial.

Sherman and Stang describe how ethnographies describ-
ing the experiences of victims, perpetrators, and their families
during and after the restorative justice process would have
been important for fully understanding the effects of this pro-
gram.® Specifically, experimental ethnography could use an
iterative process of theory development and testing commonly
associated with qualitative approaches, or grounded theory
(Glaser and Straus 1967): “[t]he hypotheses that are gener-
ated from interviews or observations of one case can immedi-
ately be tested against new data on the same hypotheses
collected on other cases. Even if these hypotheses and their
tests are later reduced to quantitative form, the fact that they



would not have emerged without ethnographic work provides
a strong justification for the added cost and effort of experi-
mental ethnography” (211).

Qualitative data on the severity of the victim’s reaction to
the crime, in their example, suggested the hypothesis that the
magnitude of potential benefit of restorative justice on the
victim’s mental health was directly proportionate to the mag-
nitude of the harm the victim suffered from the crime. The
qualitative evidence both “discovered” this grounded claim
and offered a way to test it, through continuous comparisons
between treatment and control groups. Sherman and Stang
note that it is best to conduct this kind of theory testing when
all of the cases in an experiment can be included in an ethnog-
raphy, which should be feasible for “samples of a hundred or
s0” (211).

Small-N Concerns

The Sherman and Stang proposal exposes an important
tradeoff, the classic tug of war between breadth and depth
that typically leaves qualitative researchers with a small sample
size. Other times, qualitative researchers are restricted to a
small sample size because of the limited number of units to
study—e.g., only six countries that meet the criteria for a cer-
tain research topic, or 12 non-overlapping broadcast areas in
the region of interest. I have two suggestions regarding this
tradeoff.

Collaboration is one answer to the problem of conduct-
ing ethnography with all of the units of an experiment. Several
qualitative researchers working as a team could each take
responsibility for a random sample of units in the treatment
and control groups. Researchers’ responsibilities should over-
lap for a few units, as the overlapping ethnographies could
serve as a continuous check on the comparability of their meth-
ods and observations. This kind of collaborative ethnography
has the potential to provoke a productive discussion among
ethnographers regarding the comparative versus particularis-
tic nature of their work. The challenge of comparing their eth-
nographic data in the service of drawing causal inferences
would require ethnographers (or intepretivists, participant ob-
servation researchers, etc.) to make their process—their defi-
nitional terms, their observational procedures, their selection
of place and subjects—transparent and replicable. Such an
effort would only succeed by increasing the comparative na-
ture of the ethnographic enterprise. While some ethnographic
traditions (particularly in anthropology) are opposed to the
idea of producing replicable procedures and observations, this
kind of a collaborative work would advance the comparative
goals of researchers who are amenable to the idea.

A sustained research program is another way to accom-
modate a small sample in a field experiment.* With a small sample
size, researchers may not be able to identify modest or small
effects, or may over-or underestimate larger effects. My col-
laborator Donald Green and I have argued that in this case it is
still worthwhile to do the experiment in the context of a sus-
tained research program (Paluck and Green 2008). Repeated
experiments on the same general question will average out to
the true unbiased effect.
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Treating Questions Typically Associated with
Observational and Qualitative Investigation

One of the most frequently voiced reasons for not using
field experimental methods is that a certain class of research
topics are too historically based or would be unethical or im-
possible to test using random assignment. Questions about
the historical pattern of state formation, the causes of revolu-
tions or genocides, elite decision-making about nuclear deter-
rence, and the democratic peace hypothesis all fall into this
category. These topics are sometimes cited as evidence that
observational and qualitative researchers struggle with more
“important” or “bigger” questions than those addressed by
experimental methods.

Of course, field experiments (and as-if-random “natural”
experiments; Dunning 2008) have already addressed many
important questions that seemed unsuited to experimentation
prior to their successful execution. To date, and mostly with-
out the explicit use of qualitative methods, experiments have
answered questions about the effects of political campaigns
(Green & Gerber 2008; Nickerson 2008; Wanketchon 2003),
police raids and crime deterrence (Sherman et al. 2002), mass
media programming (Paluck forthcoming; Green and Vavreck
2008), ethnic diversity (Habyarimana et al. 2007; Posner 2004),
international election monitoring (Hyde 2007), deliberative de-
mocracy techniques (Fararr et al., forthcoming; Wanketchon
2008), gender and politics (Beaman et al. 2008; J. Green 2008),
corruption (Olken 2007), employment discrimination (Pager
2007), educational attainment (Sondheimer and Green 2008),
health care (King et al. 2007), slavery and trust (Nunn and
Wanketchon 2008), and child soldiering (Blattman and Annan
2007). Thus far, I have argued that including qualitative meth-
ods can extend the reach of field experimentalism further.

Still, causal questions rooted in history or addressing
elites, violence, country-level and rare events like social move-
ments and revolution are at one level beyond the reach of
experiments. Random assignment of the purported causes of
these events would be unethical or logistically impossible
without dictatorial powers or a time machine. One point made
in response to this dilemma is that relatively more narrow field
experiments accumulate the “stubborn facts that inspire theo-
retical innovation” (Green 2005). Field experiments gradually
collect unbiased causal facts upon which a more complex
theory can be built.

I propose another idea that flows in the opposite direc-
tion. In contrast to building theories from relatively narrow
empirical facts, investigators could start at the level of their
highly complex theories and disaggregate them in a way that
would make field experimentation possible for a few of the
causal links in their specified chain. Theories of genocide, for
example, make many causal claims about the road to violence.
Some purported causes of genocide include elites threatened
by a shift in power, bureaucratic or other tools for ethnic dif-
ferentiation, land shortages, and so forth. A field experiment
could not and would not randomly assign all of these condi-
tions, but it could, for example, examine the effects of policies
(introduced progressively in randomly assigned areas of the
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country or subsets of the population, i.e., a “random roll out”)
that increase or decrease ethnic differentiation (identity cards
or citizenship papers), or redistribute land.

Integrating field experiments into these traditionally ob-
servational research programs in this manner would require
theoretical specificity, strategic case selection (for which quali-
tative researchers are exceptionally qualified), and (in some
cases) cooperation with policy makers or political elites. Re-
searchers would need a high degree of theoretical specificity
and clarity in that they would need to define the necessary
contextual conditions of a present-day theoretical test. Some
theories are intended only for historical cases (Skocpol 1977);
in these instances, field experimentation would obviously reach
a dead end. But for theories intended to extend into present-
day contexts, researchers would need to draw out sufficient
and necessary conditions for the field experimental context.

Using theories that describe necessary and sufficient con-
ditions of the phenomenon of interest, qualitative researchers
have honed the skill of case selection (Seawright and Gerring
2008) into a systematic method that requires deep contextual
and historical knowledge. Selecting present-day relevant cases
would be the critical task for researchers for testing theories
of historical events with field experiments. Finally, many such
field experimental tests would probably require collaboration
with policymakers and political elites, since many of these
kinds of questions involve structural, economic, or institu-
tional shifts. Many relevant changes are occurring through
new policies (again, land policies in developing countries is
one example), which could be rolled out randomly. Collaborat-
ing with governments and non-governmental or international
organizations presents a host of ethical and practical dilem-
mas, but it should not be written off as impossible. Currently,
field experimentation is receiving increased respect and inter-
est from policy makers and international organizations, mostly
on the wings of the influential movement to include field ex-
periments in development economic policy and from efforts
of some political scientists as well.’ As economists have proved
with the development community, a few very useful experi-
ments can interest stakeholders in fielding and participating
in experiments of their own. Experimentation with (and even
on) political elites would make the use of experimentation in
observational research programs more of a possibility.

Conclusion

While I do not claim to have all of answers for how quali-
tative researchers can use experimental methods, I believe
that researchers should not foreclose on the possibility of
using field experiments in qualitative or observational research
programs before considering these ideas. Integrating field
experimentation into any research program will be a difficult
but creative and productive process. It will require knowledge
of the cases, theoretical clarity, and comparable and meaning-
ful outcome measures. Qualitative methods, from case selec-
tion to interviewing to participatory observation, are all nec-
essary on some level to conduct good field experiments. For
this reason, qualitative researchers and current field experi-
mentalists alike could benefit from considering the ideas 1
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have reviewed above. Integrating qualitative methods with
field experiments should encourage new and interesting in-
vestigator collaborations, and learning within all types of meth-
odological persuasions.

Notes

! Based on the “content controlled” technique pioneered by Sullivan,
Pierson and Marcus (1982).

2 Note that in the DRC experiment, I was missing a critical arm of
the experiment (due to logistical reasons) in which a third control
group did not have access to the soap opera, which provided the
topics of discussion, or to the talk show, which encouraged the dis-
cussion. Including a no-soap, no-talk control group would show (a)
the effect of the soap opera, and (b) the additional effect of discussion
inspired by the talk show about the soap opera. I am implementing
this design in a new experiment on a peace and democracy radio
campaign in Southern Sudan, by randomly assigning a radio show,
discussion, radio show plus discussion, or no intervention (Paluck
2008D).

3 They also suggest that ethnographies of the victims and perpetra-
tors who did not accept the offer to be a part of the program would
have helped explore the reach of the restorative justice program, and
also more generally the ability of experimental trials to measure causal
effects in a representative portion of the population.

4 Besides the problem of low power to detect causal relationships,
small samples mean that simple random assignment is more likely to
create an unbalanced comparison. For example, in a sample of twelve
manufacturing companies, a random “run” of similar assignment num-
bers could assign all five car companies in the sample to the treatment
condition. This problem of balance can be addressed by matching
procedures prior to randomization—simple stratification procedures
in which randomization is conducted within stratified groups of car
and drug manufacturing companies, for example, or more complex
matching with multiple strata using statistical software (e.g., Coarse
Exact Matching, Iacus et al. 2008). In my small-N experiments in
Central Africa, I have randomized within stratified villages and broad-
casting regions.

> EGAP, or Experiments on Governance And Politics, is one ex-
ample of a recent organizational effort involving political scientists
and policy organizations.
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Victory has finally been declared after a fierce internecine
struggle, but the conflict will never be recorded in the Corre-
lates of War dataset. In fact, except for a few notable excep-
tions, news of the battle has hardly seeped into political sci-
ence journals at all; and its impact has certainly not been ap-
preciated by the group best positioned to capitalize on the
terms of victory—comparative scholars with deep country
knowledge.

The war has been fought on the pages of economics jour-
nals! and the main battle lines have been drawn over the stan-
dards of admissible evidence used to assess theories of eco-
nomic development. On one side were practitioners of old-
school research, who predominantly studied economic growth,
trade, and capital flows, and for whom the major research tool
has been large-N, cross-national regressions (Rodrik 2008).
On the other side were practitioners of the New School of
Developmental Economics (NSDE). These researchers, some-
times referred to sardonically as “randomistas,” abhor cross-
national designs, distrust high-tech statistical band-aids, and
believe the only evidence that is worth paying attention to are
randomized field trials, where the impact of treatments can be
readily observed, or natural experiments, where accidents of
history mimic randomized trials (Banarjee 2007). Although there
is still some dissent among those whose research projects do
not easily lend themselves to these methods, NSDE tools are
now considered to be the cutting edge of economics research;
their work dominates major economics publications and they
have been major beneficiaries of international and federal re-
search funding.’

The logic of the NSDE research agenda can be applied to
a number of research arenas that political scientists are inter-
ested in as well. As I will argue below, comparative politics is a
particularly target-rich environment. Moreover, NSDE ap-
proaches significantly alter the entry costs of empirical work.
Mathematical facility is relatively less important, while a pre-
mium is applied to detailed country knowledge that allows
researchers to identify appropriate natural experiments and
use contacts to achieve buy-in on conducting gold-standard
policy interventions. In short, comparative political scientists
are better-suited than other subfields to begin applying these
techniques in our work. In this essay, I introduce the NSDE,
discuss their most prominent methods, and assess pros and
cons of applying this approach to fieldwork in comparative
politics.
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Tools of the New Developmental Economists

NSDE congratulates their forefathers in developmental
economics for developing a large number of important theo-
ries, but they argue that these theories have been tested very
poorly, if at all. First, they argue that large-N, cross-national
studies are insufficient for addressing the detailed micro-logic
implied by economists’ formal models. Why focus our research
on aggregate associations, when a theory specifically involves
individual behavior? For instance, an argument that links prop-
erty rights development and economic growth implies that
individual businessmen are expanding investment because
they feel more secure. Thus, a positive exogenous shock to
property rights allocation should be followed by greater in-
vestment at the firm-level. It is this firm-level behavior that
should be the focus of investigation.

Second, NSDE practitioners argue that measurement of
key theoretical concepts has traditionally been slapdash and
that better fieldwork can offer more precise measurement test-
ing. Ray Fisman’s 2001 study of the impact of political con-
nections and business performance in Suharto’s Indonesia
was a landmark example of the dividends of concern for care-
ful operationalization. Fisman demonstrated the importance
of political connections by studying the performance of listed
companies on days that the media reported news about
Suharto’s failing health. He found that companies closely as-
sociated with Suharto, his family members, or high-ranking
Golkar party members dropped precipitously after such events,
when compared to other listings.

Third, they argue that their predecessors have been sloppy
about identification, by which they mean resolving endogen-
eity and selection bias in their empirical tests. It is worth dwell-
ing on what Abjhit Banerjee (2005: 31) has termed the “sacri-
fices to the harsh god of identification,” because it is really
the motivating principle of NSDE, the flag around which they
all rally. Their ferocity in identification stands in sharp con-
trast to the cavalier approach with which it has been regarded
in comparative politics to date.* King, Keohane, and Verba
(1994), of course, described the problem of endogeneity in
their seminal book on methodology in social science, but their
main take-home rule was to avoid it in designing a research
project. This can be less than helpful to new graduate stu-
dents, because many of the big theories of comparative poli-
tics that fascinate us have some element of endogeneity. We
are therefore forced to: (1) ignore the critical questions of the
discipline, which rarely makes for a successful dissertation;
(2) wave our hands, declare “everything is endogenous,” and
push onward with research project that is flawed at its core;
(3) lag our key causal variable in regression analysis and claim
that this accounts for reverse causality, while praying that
reviewers do not call us on the sleight of hand; or (4) use a
mixed-methods approach that uses case studies to process
trace the true sequencing of causes and outcomes (Gerring
2007: 37). None of the first three options would past muster
with NSDE and option four can become easily bogged down
in debates about whether the case selection was appropriate
for the question, generalizable beyond the specific instance,



and avoids biased historiography in the choice of sources.

For NSDE, adequate identification strategies require one
of three techniques, which I list in order of their favor by the
field:

Field experiments, where the researcher treats a ran-
domly selected sub-sample with a particular policy and there-
Jfore knows for certain that policy was exogenous.* An excel-
lent example of this type of work is Ben Olken’s 2007 analysis
of corruption in Indonesia. A long-held theory in the discipline
and among practitioners was that decentralization of responsi-
bilities to subnational governments, combined with participa-
tory oversight mechanisms (e.g., town-hall meetings) limited
corruption.

Previous economists and political scientists studied this
question, but the primary analysis was to regress a cross-
national indicator of corruption on cross-national indicators
of levels of administration decentralization (See Rose-Acker-
man 2004 for a review of this work). Olken was not satisfied
with these results because the cross-national measures of cor-
ruption perception (often by foreign investors) were not pre-
cise enough to link them directly to the decision to decentral-
ize. Alternatively, organizations like the World Bank (2004) had
developed case studies of grassroots accountability mecha-
nisms, but these studies were plagued by selection bias. Sites
had been specifically selected due their good governance rela-
tive to their peers.

Unsatisfied with previous work, Olken put this theory to
the test by convincing the Indonesian office of the World
Bank to randomize its oversight over six hundred village-level
road-building projects. All villages received a similar pot of
money for road construction, but Olken randomized three ac-
countability mechanisms. Some villages were trained in the art
of town-hall meetings and local elections to the town council.
Other villages were threatened with an audit by a central regu-
latory agency. And a third group was not provided with any
accountability mechanism at all.

Olken then built test roads in order to determine how much
the materials cost to build a kilometer of road. Using a team of
engineers, Olken then hired a team of engineers to take core
samples of each of the 600 village-level road projects. He found
that local participation through town councils was not signifi-
cantly different from no monitoring at all. Threat of a central
audit, however, did significantly reduce theft of road materials.

Olken’s work undermined a key argument in theories of
corruption monitoring. It is a critical finding that continues to
reverberate in development circles. What made it possible was
Olken’s detailed understanding of Indonesia that allowed him
to identify the most precise way to measure corruption and to
identify organizations that were willing to have their policies
evaluated.

Discovery of an ideal and verifiable natural experiment
that provides an exogenous shock to the key causal variable.
Sometimes, despite a researcher’s best persuasive efforts, it is
impossible to convince governments and donors to randomize
apolicy treatment, especially in the areas that concern political
scientists. In other cases, career motivations prevent govern-
ment officials and donors from accepting randomized evalua-
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tions of their interventions. In these cases, I have found the
new developmental economists to be at their creative best in
identifying shocks which function as natural experiments, cre-
ating an exogenous and quasi-random treatment that can be
exploited (Dunning 2008b).

My favorite example of this is the brilliant work on child
soldiering by Blattman and Annan (2006), because they tackle
an incredibly complex issue that is of direct interest to com-
parative political scientists: what are the economic and psy-
chological consequences of child soldiering? Selection bias
poses a clear problem for this work; perhaps the same traits
that make a child attractive for abduction into child soldiering
also impact their chances of post-war success. Or perhaps
militias focused their abductions on particular ethnic groups,
which were already disadvantaged economically.

To resolve this problem, Blattman and Annan explore the
methods of abduction, discovering that they primarily occur
through raids on isolated minority villages. As a result, the
choice of children is haphazard, depending solely on who could
not manage to escape at the time of the raid. To construct their
sample, they select abducted and unabducted siblings from
the same household, which allows him to hold constant most
demographic features that would confound analysis. Using
this creative strategy, the authors find that child soldiers are
less likely to finish elementary education, achieve functional
literacy, and obtain skill-intensive labor in later life.

Occasionally, scholars dig deep into history to identify an
appropriate natural experiment. Banarjee and Iyer (2006), for
instance, use British patterns of land administration in colonial
India as an exogenous treatment for institutional development.
Different British colonial administers implemented either a land-
lord based system or a land tenure system in different regions
of India. They find that that original treatment leads to vast
differences in electoral participation, public goods provision,
and ultimately economic growth.

Once again, these findings do not involve mathematically
complex approaches; it is the area-studies knowledge of the
researchers and their passion for particular issues that allowed
them to exploit the opportunities that were presented them.

Discovery of the ideal instrumental variable, which can
be employed in a two-stage procedure to resolve endogeneity
bias. The worst-case scenario for NSDE is to fall back on an
instrumental variable. Here, randomization to address endog-
eneity and unobserved heterogeneity has essentially been
taken out of the scholars hands and a suitable exogenous
treatment (that simulates random assignment) cannot be iden-
tified. Usually, a scholar resorts to this technique when the
question is considered to be of critical importance to eco-
nomic theory or policy choice. In these cases, the goal of
instrumental variable selection is essentially to simulate a natu-
ral experiment by identifying the exogenous portion of a key
causal variable and testing the impact of that exogenous com-
ponent on the outcome of interest.

Instrumental variables are common in political science as
well, but what differentiates the developmental economists is
their explicit consideration of [V-regression as a substitute for
anatural experiment and the care they give to interpreting the
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results (well...sometimes).

By far, the most famous exemplar of this type of analysis is
Angrist’s (1990) study of the impact of military service on life-
time earnings. Of course, the choice of a military career is not
exogenous, so disentangling the factors that lead someone to
choose military over civilian employment is nearly impossible
using the data available on social security records. Angrist,
however, knew that a great deal of service in Vietnam took
place as a result of a draft-era lottery system where soldiers
were selected by birth date. Because a lottery is by definition
random, Angrist could use birth date as an instrument to iden-
tify the effect of military service, finding significant and nega-
tive results.

Most applications of instrumental variables would have
stopped there, but Angrist created a new benchmark for the
field by defining the Local Average Treatment Effect (LATE) of
his instrumental variable selection. Because Angrist and the
New Developmental economics school see instrumentation as
apoor man’s substitute for randomized treatment, they explic-
itly seek to identify the parameters of their imperfect treatment.
Angrist recognized that the birth-date lottery was a treatment
that did not apply to all the observations in his sample. Specifi-
cally, two groups were excluded: soldiers who self-enlisted in
military service and draft dodgers who shirked their randomly
selected responsibility. Thus, he stated unequivocally that his
findings cannot be applied to these sub-samples; they are lim-
ited to the general populace who may or may not have received
the lottery treatment.

The concept of LATE is often extremely helpful for under-
standing why point predictions and the impact of control vari-
ables can change dramatically in an IV model, even if the in-
strument selected is strong and meets the exclusion criteria.
The LATE allows readers to understand the sub-population to
which the instrumented treatment applies.

Another excellent example of the careful NSDE approach
to instruments is Woodruff and Zenteno (2007). In this clever
piece, the authors use distance from the railroad in Mexico to
identify migration and consequently study its impact on mi-
cro-enterprises in Mexico. The railroad instrument works be-
cause Woodruff and Zenteno are able to show how proximity
to a railroad station incentivized the decision to migrate, but
had little impact on the choice to start a new business. Once
again, the two scholars nail down the LATE, so the reader
understands the parameters of the analysis.

For all three above techniques, panel models that study
the same observations over time are requisite; single-shot sur-
veys and data collection are uniformly thought of as inappro-
priate for identification. Only through panels can a researcher
truly identify the hypothesized changes in time resulting from
the treatment. At the very least, scholars should try to con-
struct retrospective panels from existing surveys, but these
are imperfect due to the memory deficiencies of respondents.’

Can these Techniques be Applied Successfully
in Comparative Politics?

Absolutely; in fact, it is already beginning to take place in
anumber of interesting arenas. A recent issue of the American
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Political Science Review (102:1, 2008) featured three field ex-
periments and a survey experiment among its ten articles. In
comparative politics, Donald, Green, James Gibson, Daniel
Posner, Jeremy Weinstein, Marcartan Humphries, Leonard
Wantchekon, Susan Hyde, and Elizabeth Paluck have been at
the forefront of using these NSDE approaches to study explic-
itly political questions.®

But there are still many more opportunities. The same is-
sues which spurred on the new developmental economists are
currently present in political science. Just like the economics
literature, comparative politics has a range of important theo-
ries that are built upon the behavior of individual actors, but
have only been tested in aggregate cross-national analyses.
As with any new approach, there are pros and cons to adop-
tion. The individual actions of voters, interest groups, and
political entrepreneurs buttress a number of the cross-national
associations that have been discovered in our discipline.
Whether these actors really behave in the manner assumed
remains an open question.

The Benefits of a Developmental Economics Approach for
Mixed-Method Researchers

The most important benefit of following developmental
economists in their approach is the precision of the analysis.
Scholars are removed from the well-known difficulties of study-
ing large cross-national datasets, where measurement error,
unobserved heterogeneity, and endogeneity frustrate even the
most theoretically sound projects. Political science has recently
been at the forefront of devising new and more sophisticated
approaches to dealing with unsatisfactory data. Our graduate
students today must effectively minor in statistics in order to
address the myriad problems hidden in datasets such as Polity
IV or the World Values Survey. But as Donald Green (2005) has
pointed out, observational analyses often perform quite poorly
relative to experimental analyses of the same issues, even when
observational scholars use cutting-edge statistical specifica-
tions.

For NSDE, the costs of analysis are on the front end. Ifa
field experiment is well designed or a natural experiment care-
fully chosen, a scholar can analyze the resulting data with
comparably easy statistical operations. In fact, simpler is gen-
erally considered to be better. A sure-fire way to engender
suspicion in an NSDE audience is to present an empirical re-
sult that shows up after a sophisticated procedure (i.e., error
correction models or generalized method of moments (GMM)
regression) that does not hold using simpler specifications.
Simplicity also has the dual advantage of allowing the research
to be accessible to non-quantitative scholars, which should
go a long way toward uniting our divided field. Particularly
because, as Elizabeth Paluck argues in her contribution to this
symposium, experiments generate excellent qualitative as well
as quantitative information.

A second benefit is that it plays to the strengths of com-
parative political scientists. We often know these countries
better than anyone else, speak the local language, and pos-
sess a range of contacts in government, business, and devel-
opment sectors. Often, our fascination with particular coun-



tries is what drove us to study comparative political science in
the first place. Because of this, we are ideally suited to identify
appropriate national experiments or convince practitioners
(policy makers or donors) to randomize a policy intervention.
It is ironic that we have surrendered this ground to the “num-
ber-crunching” economists.

We shouldn’t be dismayed that economists got the jump
on us, however, because many of their randomizations allow
for what Green has termed “downstream experiments,” where
the same randomization can allow for follow-on studies (2005).
Green points out that educational attainment may have been
initially studied by economists—through randomly distributed
college scholarships—to study its impact on variables of eco-
nomic interest, but we can return to this sample later on to
study education’s effect on election turnout, racial tolerance,
civil engagement, or job performance.

The Negative Side of NSDE

Before drinking the NSDE Kool-Aid, it is worthwhile to
highlight some limitations of the approach. NSDE scholars
actively discuss these issues, of course, but there is still work
to do in resolving them.

First, a focus on the techniques may force scholars to
avoid big questions. As discussed above, the ideal target for
NSDE tools in comparative politics is when a large theory im-
plies specific individual-level behavior. Creative scholars can
focus on the micro-logic and identify a test of it. In KKV (1994)
terminology, they can test the individual observable implica-
tions of the larger theory. If the theory is an explicitly macro
theory about the behavior of states in the world system or
parties within political systems, cute identification strategies
may not be available. Rare is the government that allows a
researcher to randomly sow ethnic strife across subnational
entities. And domestic terrorist organizations, a hot topic of
current scholarship, are too few in number and too strategic in
their choice of targets to see if a natural experiment is appli-
cable.

NSDE scholars would certainly retort that my character-
ization is unfair and that many macro-theories have individual
implications if you think carefully about the design. For in-
stance, instead of focusing on states as the unit of analysis,
one could focus on specific policies, legislative documents,
or exploit subnational variation. Yet even diehards would con-
cede that there are certain issues that do not lend themselves
well to gold-standard randomization. Here, the best a scholar
can do is hope to identify an instrumental variable for the task
at hand. And, well...this can sometimes be like waiting for
Prince Charming to arrive. The instrument must meet some
very high standards (known as the exclusion criteria), must be
suitably strong, and must survive a range of challenging (and
exhausting) diagnostic tests.” And that is just for cross-sec-
tional analysis. In a panel model, Prince Charming must vary
over time! What is the conscientious scholar to do?

A second problem is the generalizability of the research
findings. NSDE scholars unapologetically “go small” in their
research designs. Rather than controlling ex post for confound-
ing factors, they select them ex ante to minimize observed
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heterogeneity, hoping their randomization procedures will ad-
dress unobserved heterogeneity. But how much analytical le-
verage do we really get from a few hundred villages in Indone-
sia or India? This criticism is very similar to those leveled
against detailed case-study work. How can we be sure that the
results of a theoretical test will travel to other developing coun-
tries, or even developed countries (where field experiments are
rarely attempted)? Quite simply, we don’t; and the vagaries of
academia mean we probably never will. Clever field experiments
and natural experiments get honored only once in a top-shelf
publications. Applications of the design to other contexts (nor-
mal science in a Kuhnian sense) are simply not rewarded by
the field.

NSDE chooses to privilege small studies executed to near
perfection with limited external validity over large, observa-
tional studies that can never be executed perfectly but have
some external validity. As Banarjee (2005) puts it, “...even if we
have many low quality regressions that say the same thing,
there is no sense in which the high quality evidence becomes
irrelevant—after all, the same source of bias could be affecting
all the low quality results.” In essence, Banarjee believes the
inference problems from poorly designed, large-N works are
so severe that the external validity they purport to offer should
be discounted. Actual learning, however incremental, is pref-
erable to the illusion of learning that observational studies
offer (Green 2005).

Third, banking on an NSDE technique early in an aca-
demic career can be dangerous, because the choice to use
them is not always in scholars’ hands. In the case of field
experiments, government officials and donors must agree to a
randomized policy intervention, which does not always coin-
cide with their own career incentives. It can be much easier to
pre-select areas where one knows a controversial policy will
work than randomize and remove all doubt. There is no doubt
that fewer of my e-mails to Vietnamese and Cambodian practi-
tioners are returned since I began pushing randomized ap-
proaches.

Similarly, natural experiments may not occur exactly where
a research question demands they do. This can create an odd
form of inductive research, where a researcher identifies an
exogenous shock and then works backwards to identify a ques-
tion that can be answered using it. I think we all can agree that
is not a practice that should be condoned by our discipline.
Scholarship advances with the work of creative puzzle solvers,
not puzzle hunters.

Finally, I have one word of warning for scholars who are
fortunate enough be able to use an NSDE technique for their
research question. Randomization and exogenous shocks do
not excuse sloppiness on other aspects of the research pro-
gram. The vast majority of experiments rely on some form of
survey to measure the dependent variable. In studying some
of these survey instruments in preparation for a course on
research methods, I was shocked to discover that many of the
same issues which contaminate general survey research can
be found in these well-designed studies. Double-barreled ques-
tions, ambiguous terminology, and potential framing effects in
question ordering are rife in many instruments. Biases such as
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these, which are often exacerbated by unclear manuals for hired
interviewers, can be just as detrimental to inference as the
problems NSDE techniques were designed to solve. It is amaz-
ing that scholars can spend so much time carefully identifying
the perfect randomized intervention but create a messy survey
to analyze it.

Conclusion

Despite my warnings, I generally believe NSDE techniques
are good for the field. It is time that comparative politics also
rallied around the flag of identification. There are a number of
juicy targets available to explore with more careful research
designs. If we do not study them, the economists certainly
will. Economics long ago abandoned the idea that their disci-
pline was devoted to the analysis of money. It is now a disci-
pline of tools in search of questions, and comparative politics
has some of the most fascinating queries.

I also feel strongly that all four problems I indentified with
NSDE can be solved. More macro-theories will be felled once
identification becomes mainstream in political science and more
creative minds go to work looking for angles to cut into those
theories. Generalizability has already been identified as a con-
cern by NSDE, and organizations such as Dean Karlan’s Inno-
vations for Poverty and the Jameel Poverty Action Lab are
hard at work chronicling randomized experiments and, recog-
nizing that there is little academic benefit to replication, push-
ing international donors to replicate randomized experiments
in new contexts. If big donors can be convinced, there will be
many more opportunities for such research. There is already
some progress. The Millenium Challenge Corporation and the
World Bank Group’s Private Sector Development Facilities have
NSDE approaches as part of their organizational mandates.
Finally, sloppy survey work can and should be rectified easily.

In short, I am positive about bringing NSDE to field re-
search in comparative politics. Now, we just need to take the
battle forward and assign more of these articles in our methods
classes.

Notes

' And T imagine, although I have no definitive proof, in the review
letters on submissions to those journals.

2 For the official declaration of victory and the discussion of fur-
ther territories to be conquered see “New Directions in Developmen-
tal Economics: Theory or Empirics? A Symposium.” Economic and
Political Weekly. August 2005. http://www.arts.cornell.edu/poverty/
kanbur/NewDirectionsDevEcon.pdf.

*In less polite conversations, the NSDE has been referred to as the
“Identification Taliban.”

*See Duflo, Glennerster, and Kremer (2006) for a handy primer on
how to implement such projects.

S NSDE scholars are not the only group concerned about inference.
Other disciplines (education and psychology) have developed their
own, less field-intensive modes of resolving these problems. These
include direct matching, propensity score matching, and most re-
cently, synthetic control methods for comparative case studies (see
Abadie and Gardezeabal 2003).

¢ Why African specialists are at the forefront of this approach is a
research question in its own right.
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7 For a nice discussion of these and other principles, see Dunning
(2008a) and Murray (2006).
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The Contribution of Area Studies
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The role of “area studies” in the comparative politics sub-
field has been the subject of a prolonged and acrimonious de-
bate.! On one hand, advocates of a more deductive approach
to social science inference have railed against area specialists
for their presumed hostility to both generalizable theory and
quantitative methodology. As Robert Bates warned in his ini-
tial “Letter from the President” in the APSA Comparative Poli-
tics Newsletter:

Within the academy, the consensus has formed that area
studies has failed to generate scientific knowledge. Many
see area specialists as having defected from the social

sciences to the camp of the humanists....They tend to lag
behind others in terms of their knowledge of statistics,

their commitment to theory, and their familiarity with math-
ematical approaches to the study of politics (Bates 1996).

Area studies centers, Bates argues, thus represent something
of an institutional “problem for political science,” given their
ability to attract sufficient outside funding and administrative
support to allow area specialists to operate independently of
departmental constraints. Bates does concede the continuing
relevance of the work of area specialists, but only insofar as
they continue to “record the data from which political infer-
ences [might] be drawn by social scientists residing in political
science departments” (ibid.). Some supporters of Bates’s posi-
tion even suggested that this proposed division of labor could
become an international one, since “the area expertise of na-
tives working in their own countries is likely to be deeper and
richer than what those of us working in the U.S. can generate
anyway,” while more theoretically sophisticated and method-
ologically rigorous scholars in the U.S. might increasingly fo-
cus on “non-specific, increasingly abstract ‘theory’ ” (Golden
1998:6).

On the other hand, defenders of area studies have in-
sisted that political analysis should always be grounded in a
thorough knowledge of regional context, without which, in
their view, a deeper understanding of the dynamics of political
order and political change is impossible. Attacks on area stud-
ies, according to this camp, reflect the ascendance of narrowly
economic approaches to politics that reflect a parochial mis-
understanding of human motivation. Thus Chalmers Johnson
excoriates Bates for assuming that “rational choice theory
contains a unique capacity to transcend culture and reduce all
human behavior to a few individual motivational uniformities”
(Johnson 2001: 60). As for Bates’s and Golden’s idea that area
specialists might play a useful role as purveyors of regional
data useful for more general theoretical analysis, Johnson re-
plies acidly: “One problem with this proposed division of la-
bor is that these social scientists do not produce beautiful
objects but junk and real area specialists have a much better
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record of producing theory than their self-proclaimed theo-
retical rivals” (Johnson 2001: 62).

Given the invidious tenor of this debate, one might think
that the battle over the role of area studies in the comparative
politics subfield was truly unprecedented. When one steps
back to examine the entire history of the interaction between
area studies and the political science discipline, however, one
quickly discovers that the basic contours of this debate are
very old indeed. Note, for example, the characterization of the
area studies controversy contained in the 1973 APSA Presi-
dential Address of prominent Japan specialist Robert E. Ward
of Stanford University:

Many behavioralists allege that something called the
‘Area Approach’ lacks rigor and scientific potentiality. It
is viewed as descriptive and relativistic, often historical
or institutional rather than behavioral in focus, and nor-
mally idiosyncratic in terms of its findings. In current
professional parlance these are not terms of praise.

A few so-called ‘area types’ respond with counter
charges of cultural illiteracy, gross ethnocentrism, un-
critical scientism, and scornful characterizations of those
members of the opposition who venture abroad as ‘itin-
erant methodologists’ or worse (Ward 1975: 27).

With only a few minor terminological updates—the word “be-
havioral,” which used to signify scientific rigor, would now be
changed to “analytical”; the word “institutional” would now
be claimed by the champions of deductive theory—the same
speech could be delivered again today, over three decades
later, practically verbatim.

This is quite remarkable, given that Ward’s speech em-
phasized that this fruitless debate had already been raging in
the discipline for many decades, and that some way to tran-
scend it should therefore be urgently sought. Indeed, Ward
began his presentation by quoting Jasper Shannon’s 1950
presidential address to the Southern Political Science Asso-
ciation, which detailed with ironic humor how, in the history
of political science since the era of Woodrow Wilson, initial
optimism about the discovery of “laws of politics as clear and
definite as those of physics”—knowledge of which would
enable the spread of good institutions across the world—had
gradually given way in the face of the twin disasters of the
Great Depression and World War II to increasing skepticism
about the possibility of arriving at a single neutral science of
politics (Shannon, quoted in Ward 1975: 24-26).

Thus, with some slight thematic and stylistic variations,
the political science debate about the contribution of area
studies has raged in much the same form for nearly a century
now. It is my contention here, however, that the puzzling lon-
gevity of the area studies controversy provides an important
clue as to its nature and possible resolution. Specifically, I
argue that the area studies debate reflects a deeper confusion
among political scientists of all stripes about how to combine
deductive and inductive reasoning in social research. To tran-
scend this debate will require scholarly agreement on some
difficult and fundamental questions about how to develop
scientifically fruitful typologies of regime type—agreement
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that is highly unlikely in the absence of mutual intellectual
respect between self-professed area specialists and compara-
tive politics generalists.

Stereotypes about Area Studies

Before we can assess the contribution of area studies to
the subfield of comparative politics, we need to understand
precisely how “area studies” as a distinct approach to the
analysis of world politics emerged in the first place. In this
respect, several common criticisms of the area studies ap-
proach appear to rest on faulty historical premises.

Thus, one common criticism of area studies is that its
particular orientations and choice of material were directly
influenced by the Cold War priorities of the United States
government—in particular, the global struggle against com-
munism (Cohen 1985; Farish 2005). Advocates of this view-
point point out that the initial push to expand area studies
training in the postwar era by the Rockefeller, Ford, and
Carnegie Foundations focused primarily on Russia and East
Asia—the early sites of conflict between the United States
and its communist adversaries. The National Defense Educa-
tion Act of 1958, which initiated the Title VI National Resource
Centers of the Department of Education that provide the ba-
sic infrastructure for area studies training in most major U.S.
universities to this day, was launched as a direct response to
the Soviet launch of the Sputnik satellite the year before.
Many leading area specialists in political science departments
spent time in the U.S. military during World War II, and many
more lent their expertise to various U.S. government security
agencies throughout the Cold War period (Lambert et al. 1984:
2-10).

The connection between the funding of area studies pro-
grams and the strategic priorities of the U.S. government can-
not be denied.”? However, the further argument that U.S. and
private funding of area studies centers undermined their schol-
arly objectivity assumes that the divide between political sci-
ence generalists and area studies practitioners overlaps sub-
stantially with an ideological divide between critics and de-
fenders of U.S. foreign policy. Closer examination of the issue
calls such an assumption into question. From Herman Kahn
to Steven Krasner, social scientists explicitly oriented toward
general social science theory have been just as likely to be
engaged in the formulation of U.S. foreign policy as have
prominent area specialists. Among the latter, too, one finds
any number of critics of U.S. policy making, ranging from the
neo-Marxist Barrington Moore (who began his career as a
Soviet specialist) to reformist liberals like Albert Hirschman
(who made his name as a Latin Americanist). Even within the
area specialization most closely connected to Cold War con-
cerns—Sovietology itself—there is no discernable ideologi-
cal pattern linking an area studies orientation to support of
U.S. policy. Indeed, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, one
could find both conservatives like Frances Fukuyama and
leftists like Jerry Hough criticizing Sovietologists for their fail-
ure to apply general political science theory to the USSR—
and, on the other hand, both conservatives like Martin Malia
and leftists like Stephen Cohen blaming Sovietology for its
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overreliance on abstract social science models (Fukuyama
1993; Hough 1997; Malia 1993; Cohen 1999). Finally, if the
argument that area studies was dominated by inveterate Cold
Warriors fails to hold for the Cold War era itself, it fails com-
pletely to explain why there was an “area studies” contro-
versy concerning American foreign policy long before World
War I[I—between proponents of Wilsonian universalism, based
on Woodrow Wilson’s deeply held convictions about the pos-
sibility of expert political science knowledge of the principles
ensuring stable democracy and peace, and “unilateralists”
skeptical of the relevance of Wilsonian ideals to non-Western
contexts (Thorsen 1988; Knock 1992).3 Nor does the presumed
pro-American foreign policy bias of area studies hold after the
collapse of the Soviet Union—as any reader of Chalmers
Johnson’s recent works on U.S. foreign policy can attest
(Johnson 2000).

Even if the accusation that area specialists were unduly
affected by Cold War priorities seems unwarranted, many ana-
lysts would insist that the mission of area studies has never-
theless become anachronistic in the post-Cold War context.
Thus one of the most common critiques of area studies re-
search since 1991 has been the argument that it fails to take
into account new social, technological, and cultural trends in
an era of increasing “globalization” (Prewitt 1996). From this
point of view, area studies must be reinvented to account for
the rise in influence of non-state actors ranging from demo-
cratic advocacy groups to terrorist cells; the erosion of state
boundaries as a result of cross-border trade, migration, epi-
demics, and media; and the invention of new international
communication technologies such as the Internet and the cel-
lular phone. Indeed, precisely these sorts of concerns led both
the Ford Foundation and the Social Science Research Coun-
cil—historically both key funders of area studies programs—
to cut their support for “traditional” region-based research in
the 1990s (Prewitt 1996; Ford Foundation 1999). If this second
line of critique is correct, we should expect to find that area
specialists prior to 1991 paid little attention in their research to
social influences that flow across formal political jurisdictions,
to social movements below the level of the nation-state, or to
the impact of modern technology on social interaction. Again,
however, even a cursory familiarity with the work of leading
area specialists throughout the 20" century makes such claims
impossible to sustain.

To begin with, area studies as a whole has arguably been
more, not less, attuned to international influences on national
politics than advocates of quantitative political science ap-
proaches, who have often of necessity taken the nation-state
as the basic unit of analysis in large-N multicountry data-
bases. Indeed, the earliest area specialists in Western academia
were scholars of ancient religions and their long-term cultural
effects on “civilizations”; for them, mere national boundaries
were seen as artificial modern divisions that would fail to re-
route the deeper allegiances uniting, say, the Muslim, West-
ern Christian, Orthodox, or Confucian “worlds” (Lambert 2001).
Area specialists working within the paradigm of moderniza-
tion theory, too, hardly took the nation-state for granted; rather,
they took it upon themselves to explain precisely why this



form of political organization had emerged out of earlier, more
parochial forms of political allegiance (E. Weber 1976; Gellner
1983). Others, such as the Western Europeanist Ernst Haas,
examined how the nation-state itself might be transcended
through the emergence of supranational systems of interest
and loyalty in specific regional contexts (Haas 1958, 1964).
Nor did area specialists ever tend to neglect the influence of
what today would be called “non-state actors”—as is clear
from an examination of classic works on the peasant village
and peasant rebellion in Mexico, China, and Malaysia (Foster
1965; Johnson 1962; Scott 1985) or on revolutionary move-
ments and ideologies in France and Russia (Sewell 1980;
Tucker 1969). As for the impact of technology, this was always
one of the central variables in area studies research, which
posited increasing urbanization, industrialization, education,
and access to media as crucial variables for understanding
social change in various regions of the world (Lerner 1958;
Apter 1955, 1963; Lowenthal 1970). The typical finding from
this body of work was that technological change generally
tends to disrupt traditional communities and identities, to fa-
cilitate modern forms of individualism, and to enable new pos-
sibilities for collective action among previously marginalized
groups—precisely the sorts of social challenges and oppor-
tunities highlighted in more recent paeans to the “unprec-
edented” impact of globalization (Friedman 1999, 2005).

This brings us to the third and most widespread stereo-
type about area studies research: that it has historically been
carried out primarily by scholars resistant to general theoreti-
cal concepts and innovative methodologies. Taking into ac-
count the entire history of the area studies controversy forces
us to reevaluate this accusation as well. Specifically, while the
original area specialists of the pre-World War II era were pri-
marily humanists interested in topics such as philology, theol-
ogy, and development of “ancient civilizations”—a tradition
now pejoratively labeled “Orientalism” (Said 1978)—one is
hard pressed to find representatives of this approach in the
comparative politics subfield in any major political science
department over the past five decades or so.* In the immediate
post-war period, area studies within the American university
system was utterly transformed by its close association with
Parsonian structural-functionalism and other variants of mod-
ernization theory into an integral part of social science theory-
building. Given the widespread acceptance of modernization
theory’s parsing of the “necessary” stages of social evolution
from agricultural “traditional society” based on communalism
and personal loyalties to industrial “modern society” based
on individualism and impersonal proceduralism, it became
possible to conceive of area studies as an arena for scientific
investigation of the specific manifestations of “universal”
social processes (Parsons 1951; Rostow 1960). Parsons him-
self articulated such a goal for area studies explicitly as early
as 1948, claiming that just as the study of the human body
required collaboration among sciences as diverse as “anatomy,
physiology, biochemistry, bacteriology, and even psychology
and some of the social sciences,” the study of world regions
would provide “a concrete focus for the disciplines of the
social sciences and related fields of the humanities and natu-
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ral sciences” (quoted in Mitchell 2004: 86).

From the 1950s on, it is hard to find respected comparativ-
ists arguing that their countries of specialization are simply
“unique” and thus not amenable to comparative theorizing.
Instead, the goal of most area specialists working in the broad
modernization theory tradition was to chart the specific ways
in which local “traditional cultures” in their region had inter-
acted with the inescapable forces of urbanization, industrial-
ization, education, and the spread of mass media to produce
either successful, stalled, or failed political modernization and
economic development. Thus it is not surprising that many
social scientists who began as specialists on the effects of
modernization in a particular region or country later began to
engage in more explicit comparative theorizing—as in the
cases of Daniel Lerner, David Apter, Barrington Moore, Lucian
Pye, Robert Putnam, and countless other leading comparativ-
ists of the period.

It was only when modernization theory began to lose its
hegemonic position in the 1970s and 1980s that studies of
“political culture” began to be widely seen as atheoretical.
Erstwhile students of Parsons himself, such as Clifford Geertz,
became increasingly skeptical of their mentor’s claims that
human social evolution followed a single universal pattern,
leading them to distance themselves from the project of “gen-
eral social science theory.” Indeed, Geertz’s essay on “thick
description”—probably the work most widely cited by critics
interested in demonstrating the resistance of area studies to
general theory—hardly represented the mainstream area stud-
ies viewpoint; rather, it was written in rebellion against the
overly deductive forms of “cultural theorizing” that had been
dominant in the social sciences for most of Geertz’s early
career (Geertz 1973).5 At the same time, the search for a new
overarching theoretical paradigm began, and this propelled
several prominent area specialists to convert to ascendant
approaches ranging from neo-Marxism—as in the case of
Barrington Moore, whose first books analyzed the impact of
modernization on the Soviet dictatorship (Moore 1950, 1954)
—to rational choice theory, as in the case of David Laitin,
whose first book dealt with the effects of language policy in
the single case of post-independence Somalia (Laitin 1977).

By the end of the 1980s, rational choice theory had be-
come the dominant approach in comparative politics research.
As older modernization theorists retired and younger schol-
ars trained in rational choice modeling entered the field dur-
ing the 1990s, then, the idea that one could build a “general
theory” by examining global patterns of political culture fell
out of favor—and many distinguished scholars who had built
their careers pursuing this goal were implicitly recast as tradi-
tional “area specialists.” In the 1970s, for example, the promi-
nent modernization theorist Harry Eckstein had firmly de-
clared himself'to be a skeptic about “area studies approaches,”
arguing that “the ultimate (perhaps only) task of comparative
politics is to find general solutions of general problems that
cut across both geographic areas and periods of history”
(Eckstein 1975: 200). Yet two decades later, two prominent
defenders of area studies could cite the very same Eckstein
as someone who “developed a powerful theory about how
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authority relations in the family influence forms of democracy,
based on an intensive study of Norway”—demonstrating the
scientific value of the single-country studies (Hall and Tarrow
2001 [1998]: 100)! Thus we see that much of the contemporary
debate about whether area studies are “theoretical” enough
is, on a deeper level, a struggle over the validity of rival theo-
retical paradigms.

Whatis an “Area”?

We have seen that critiques of area studies as driven by
Cold War concerns, as irrelevant in an era of globalization, or
as inimical to generalizable theory—however persistent and
pervasive—are fundamentally without merit. There is, how-
ever, a fourth common criticism of area studies approaches
that is rather more difficult to discard: namely, that the typical
definitions of “areas” utilized to demarcate area studies pro-
grams at major U.S. universities are arbitrary, and are therefore
likely to hinder scientific progress on topics that require con-
ceptualization and research transcending regional borders.
Simply put: does organizing comparative politics research in
distinct regional clusters make any scientific sense? If not,
then even the most dispassionate, dynamic, and theoretically
innovative area studies research is built on a faulty founda-
tion.

Ironically, it was Harry Eckstein himself who initially put
this theoretical challenge to area studies most clearly. Area
studies programs, he noted, might have been formed for any
one of four reasons: to fill voids in our factual knowledge
about various parts of the world; to provide “rubrics for inter-
disciplinary collaboration” among scholars with similar lin-
guistic and historical knowledge; to highlight distinctive prob-
lems that arise with particular urgency in particular regions; or
because “the societies and polities of different regions con-
stitute distinctive types” (Eckstein 1975: 202, emphasis in origi-
nal). Eckstein argues that only the last of these four reasons
can justify the maintenance of separate area studies programs
for political science research in the long term, from a purely
scientific point of view. Once sufficient empirical knowledge
about the various polities and societies of the world is gath-
ered, and the causes of urgent political problems in various
regions isolated, only an assumption of typological common-
ality at some level can justify principles of case selection that
usually generate comparisons within a particular “area stud-
ies” region (say, India with Pakistan) rather than comparisons
that ignore such regional designations (say, India with Brazil).
Eckstein’s own conclusion was that the most up-to-date re-
search on regime types showed no real justification for distin-
guishing the study of “Africa,” “South Asia,” “Southeast
Asia,” “East Asia,” and so on. At best, only three “clusters”
of regimes—European, “Afro-Asian,” and Latin American—
might be justified empirically, based on a comprehensive sur-
vey of their typical patterns of state authority (Gurr 1974).
Ironically, Eckstein noted, “West Europe,” which was one of
the last parts of the world to be organized as a separate “area
studies” region in American academia, is actually one of the
few geographic zones that might actually merit designation as
a “area” from a scientific point of view (Eckstein 1975).
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Eckstein’s point is a powerful one. Clearly, there is an
unavoidable element of arbitrariness in grouping world poli-
ties and societies in distinct regional clusters. While perhaps
world geography seems at first glance to justify the separate
study of, say, “Africa” or “Latin America”—although even in
these cases one finds sharp intraregional divisions such as
those between Mediterranean North Africa and the sub-Sa-
haran countries, or between Spanish-speaking and Portu-
guese-speaking South America—one is hard pressed to find
purely geographic reasons for distinguishing among the
“Middle East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia,” and “East
Asia.” Indeed, certain geographical zones that appear to be
“regions” in one historical period can suddenly lose their
apparent cohesiveness in another. Thus it is not intuitively
obvious why, for example, Tajikistan and Slovenia should still
be grouped in the same “postcommunist” regional category,
now that the Soviet bloc has disintegrated (Rupnik 1999). In
the face of such difficulties, shouldn’t we discard the notion
of coherent “areas” in world politics altogether—perhaps
searching instead for ways to categorize countries that do not
depend on the use of “proper nouns” at all (Przeworksi and
Teune 1970)?

If political scientists already possessed a consensual ty-
pology of political regimes as well as a widely accepted gen-
eral theory of how such regimes develop, rise, and fall, such a
line of criticism would, I think, be devastating. Scientific con-
sensus of this sort might render the study of arbitrarily de-
fined “world regions” quite anachronistic. In the absence of
such scientific consensus, however, the case for abandoning
area studies becomes much less clear cut—and this is a point
generally missed by critics of area studies research. Indeed,
given the lack of a widely accepted theory of regime evolution
in the field, we cannot in principle develop any clear-cut tests
of whether particular polities “belong together” in a single
regional grouping or not—since only such a theory would
allow us to identify precisely those empirical factors that might
be decisive for arriving at a scientific judgment in this respect.
If so, any provisional “theoretical” categorization of regimes
might ultimately turn out to be just as arbitrary as “traditional”
area studies divides—if not more so.

Note, for instance, that the tests of regional commonality
developed by Eckstein and Gurr depend directly on the theo-
retical notion that “structures of political authority” (under-
stood in Eckstein’s sense as built around five key dimen-
sions: modes of recruitment, constraints on decision making,
levels of participation, intensity of regulation, and complex-
ity) are the central defining feature of all political systems
(Gurr 1974; Eckstein and Gurr 1975). If one rejects this theo-
retical approach—as would most political scientists today—
their subsequent grouping of world polities into European,
Latin American, and Afro-Asian clusters based on indicators
of authority structures no longer has any theoretical or em-
pirical justification. Indeed, choosing another theoretical
criterion to generate an empirical categorization of regime types
must necessarily generate an entirely different set of “world
regions.” Perhaps such alternative theoretical approaches
might reveal distinct differences among African, Middle East-



ern, and Asian “clusters” of countries after all—in which case,
defenders of traditional “area studies” centers would turn out
to have been on the right track, while supporters of “grand
theory” might inadvertently have missed crucial regional vari-
ables affecting the fate of global political development.

Critics of area studies programs might reply to this point
by suggesting that even if many grand theories of regime-
types fail, there is at least a chance that some general theoreti-
cal approach to regime evolution will eventually succeed. Stick-
ing with established regional groupings of countries, in con-
trast, cannot possibly generate any grand theory. Thus it is
still scientifically preferable to reject area studies approaches
a priori.

This argument, however, assumes that the degree of sci-
entific arbitrariness in the groupings of countries typical of
traditional area studies programs approaches 100%: that is,
were we to possess a scientific consensus about the general
reasons for the emergence, maintenance, and disappearance
of political regimes, we would find no theoretical justification
for any of the groupings of countries we find in such pro-
grams at present. If we hypothesize that existing area studies
groupings are only arbitrary to a degree, however—in other
words, that there might turn out to be some justification for
traditional area studies boundaries, even after the develop-
ment of a consensual grand theory of regime change—the
case for tossing aside area studies research in favor of newly
developed theoretical categorizations is substantially weak-
ened. The scientific decision to embrace or to break with area
studies should ultimately turn, therefore, on one’s assess-
ment of just how arbitrary the various boundaries of regional
studies programs in Western academia actually are, relative to
one’s confidence in the ability of new grand theories to cat-
egorize polities in more scientifically fruitful ways.

Institutional Legacies, Diffusion, and Verstehen

In fact, based on our current state of knowledge, there
are many good social scientific reasons to embrace the tradi-
tional area studies groupings now institutionalized on cam-
puses throughout North America and Europe. In particular,
area studies programs tend to capture quite well the effects of
three causal factors that are attracting greater attention among
theorists of comparative political and institutional change:
the importance of “legacies of the past”; the effects of institu-
tional and social diffusion among neighboring regimes; and
the causal effects of powerful ideological, religious, and cul-
tural interpretations of the world.

First, if there is one obvious reason for the persistence
over time of traditional area studies boundaries among “Afri-
can Studies,” “Middle East Studies,” “South Asian Studies,”
and so on, it is a shared conviction among area specialists
concerning the crucial importance of history. Most funda-
mentally, the vast majority of contemporary area studies pro-
grams are defined in large part by the history of expansion of
one or more empires covering much of the territory they exam-
ine. Thus it is not much of an exaggeration to describe con-
temporary “Middle East Studies” as analyzing the territory of
the former Ottoman and Persian Empires; “East Asian Stud-
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ies” as examining the territory of the Chinese and Japanese
Empires; and “Latin American Studies” as covering the terri-
tory of the Spanish and Portuguese Empires. The “former
Soviet region” is, of course, the most clear-cut case of all in
this respect. Other traditionally defined world areas, such as
Africa, South Asia, and Southeast Asia, are more notable for
the great diversity of empires that occupied their territories in
different historical eras. Yet even in these cases, the direct
impacts of foreign conquests by various northern peoples are
still at the core of regional self-definition. Of course, most area
specialists would also insist that their regional programs are
justified even more directly by their coverage of distinct lin-
guistic, religious, and cultural contexts. Yet shared languages
and belief systems in different parts of the contemporary world,
too, can ultimately be traced to the history of imperial expan-
sion and regime change in ancient times.

As contemporary political scientists probe more deeply
into the causal effects of structural and institutional legacies
inherited from the past, the designation of various regional
studies programs to cover geographical zones shaped pro-
foundly by similar experiences of colonial conquest seems to
make increasingly good sense. That the legacies of imperial
law, bureaucracy, modes of socioeconomic organization, and
official cultures might have profound effects on the options
available to contemporary state builders is, of course, no sur-
prise for analysts in the historical institutionalist school of
comparative politics (Skocpol 1979; Evans, Rueschemeyer and
Skocpol 1985; Steinmo, Thelen, and Longstreth 1992; Mahoney
and Rueschemeyer 2003). More recently, however, comp-
arativists from the rational choice tradition have also begun
to investigate the causal sequences that lead from previous
institutional arrangements bequeathed by past regimes to
contemporary incentives structuring individual decision mak-
ing—Ileading some to conclude that a reconciliation between
historical institutionalism and rational choice institutionalism
may soon be in the offing (Bates et al. 1998; Thelen 1999). If
so, general comparative theorists of both persuasions may
soon develop a renewed interest in area studies work on
postimperial development and postcolonial state building
(Wilkinson, in process).

A second reason why area studies specialists tend to
group themselves in distinct research communities that ac-
cept traditional regional boundaries is their often implicit un-
derstanding that the countries they study tend greatly to in-
fluence each other. What happens in Japan, after all, clearly
shapes what happens in South Korea—and vice versa—in
ways that are clearly not as significant or salient for nations
far from the Asian-Pacific region. Similarly, the prospect of
accession to the European Union alike had a profound impact
on the political and economic institutions of the countries of
Eastern and Central Europe; the acquis communautaire can-
not be said to have had such a dramatic impact on political
change in Brazil or Argentina (Ekiert and Hanson 2003; Vachu-
dova 2005). True, area studies programs may sometimes over-
emphasize the interactions among polities within traditional
regional borders at the expense of examination of the influ-
ence of neighboring states located in “different” regions; thus
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the influence of Russia on Japan, or of China on post-Soviet
Central Asia, sometimes receives short shrift in area studies
research. Yet even in these cases, area studies specialists may
intuitively grasp social limits on cross-border influences in
ways that general theorists of “globalization” miss. The so-
cial and political impact of South Asia on the Central Asia
states since 1991, for example, has arguably been rather mar-
ginal compared to that of the longstanding imperial hegemon
in the region, Russia—contrary to the assertions of journalis-
tic accounts about the potential for “radical Islam” to spread
north from Afghanistan (Rashid 2002).

Again, the typical intuitions of area specialists about the
impact and limits of diffusion across regional borders are backed
up by new theories and methodologies about the mechanisms
of institutional diffusion in international politics. Of course,
theorists of economic development have long highlighted the
ways in which proximity to the developed capitalist “core”
provides structural advantages largely unavailable to coun-
tries in the underdeveloped “periphery” (Wallerstein 1975;
Evans 1979). Even those who reject dependency theory, how-
ever, increasingly accept that geography plays a key role in
the global political economy. We now know, more clearly than
ever before, just how important geographic “neighbor effects”
can be for successful democratization and marketization: in a
nutshell, being surrounded by impoverished autocracies
makes liberal capitalism extremely difficult, while bordering
the European Union in the 1990s nearly guaranteed democ-
racy and wealth (Gallup, Sachs, and Mellinger 1999; Kopstein
and Reilly 2000). And where states break down entirely, non-
state networks operating in neighboring or nearby states may
become the principal conduits of both resources and ideas to
would-be revolutionary elites—as we have discovered again
in post-invasion Iraq.

This brings us to the third reason why area studies pro-
grams tend to maintain their traditional boundaries: namely,
despite all of the trends toward cultural globalization over the
past two centuries, powerful new ideas about politics must
always initially be expressed in some local idiom. Interpreta-
tive understanding of such ideas—what Max Weber called
the verstehen approach—requires a fair degree of contextual
knowledge of particular languages and cultures (Weber 1978).
Language groupings alone thus provide one clear rationale
for traditional area studies programs, since notwithstanding
the enormous linguistic diversity of all world regions, there
are still major languages in each region that are widely shared
among elites—and new political ideas formulated in these
languages therefore tend to diffuse quickly along the lines of
dominant linguistic communities. Thus fluency in Chinese,
Japanese, or Korean is crucial for East Asianists but not for
Africanists; fluency in Swahili is a big advantage for a spe-
cialist on East Africa but not for a South Asianist. Beyond
these obvious linguistic reasons for grouping major world
regions, however, is a more subtle cultural one: namely, that
shared historical legacies and geographic experiences make
particular forms of communication more symbolically mean-
ingful in some regions than others. To understand the politi-
cal power of ideas like those of Sayyid Qutb in the contempo-
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rary Middle East, for example, one needs not only fluency in
Arabic, but also enough historical knowledge to see how the
common Muslim Arab experience of geopolitical and cultural
marginalization since the fall of the Ottoman Empire makes
credible a comprehensive theory of global redemption through
Islamic jihad against the West (Musallam 2005).

As with the impacts of historical legacies and geographic
diffusion, these traditional concerns of “area studies” are
largely in tune with cutting edge approaches in the political
science discipline. On one hand, historical institutionalists
are increasingly interested in charting how the impact of
“ideas” may systematically affect the later course of institu-
tional development among countries in a given region (Berman
1996; Hanson 1997; Blyth 2002). On the other hand, rational
choice theorists are actively seeking to incorporate the role of
“culture”—understood as shared belief systems—into for-
mal models of strategic interaction, and thus accounting for
divergent paths of political and economic change among
neighboring peoples in otherwise comparable environments
(Greif 2006). Of course, even Bates admits that area studies
specialists have a strategic advantage over deductive theo-
rists concerning the issue of verstehen (Bates 1996). As cut-
ting-edge political science theory illustrates just how much
can turn on the cultural meanings attached to particular modes
of conduct in different parts of the world, however, that stra-
tegic advantage may well begin to count for a great deal more
than advocates of deductive theory in the political science
discipline initially recognized.

Thus we see that the traditional divisions among major
area studies programs, while obviously arbitrary in the sense
that their initial organization does not reflect any clear theo-
retical principle, nevertheless can be justified in ways that are
remarkably consistent with emerging theories and method-
ologies in contemporary comparative politics. Area studies
specialists tend to group together polities and societies that
have common historical origins in imperial conquest and
postcolonial liberation, that geographically occupy the same
zones of the world economy and are in a position to influence
each other profoundly through institutional diffusion, and
that have enough linguistic and cultural commonality to gen-
erate distinctive shared responses to new political ideas. Given
what we are learning about the importance of past regime
legacies, geographical proximity, and cultural interpretations
for the course of institutional development in human history,
these rough-and-ready principles for the training of future
comparativists utilized in most area studies programs may
actually serve the comparative politics subfield rather well. If
so, discarding the hard-won expertise in regional histories,
patterns of economic interaction, languages and cultures built
up in area studies programs over the past several decades in
favor of newly proposed theoretical categorizations of regimes
seems like a very risky bet.

Conclusion

The thrust of this essay has been to provide a defense of
the contribution of area studies to comparative politics. As
we have seen, most of the common critiques of area studies



are based on incorrect and/or outdated understandings of
work in this tradition. And even the strongest theoretical cri-
tique of area studies research—that it is built around regional
groupings of countries that are in some basic sense arbitrary—
can be countered by noting recent theoretical breakthroughs
in comparative politics that reemphasize the importance of
history, geography, and culture for explaining institutional
change.

Returning to the vituperative debate with which this es-
say began: does this mean that Johnson is right and Bates is
wrong? Not entirely. As we have seen, the issues involved in
judging the contribution of area studies from a social scien-
tific point of view are extremely complex, and neither side in
this longstanding debate has the right to dismiss the contri-
butions of the other out of hand. Indeed, one reason that the
debate between area specialists and their critics has contin-
ued in much the same form for many decades now is the lack
of intellectual respect shown by partisans on both sides, which
tends to perpetuate longstanding stereotypes of the “enemy.”

Despite the reasonably large degree of overlap between
the criteria for defining “areas” in most area studies programs
and the factors now increasingly thought to be vital for ex-
plaining patterns of institutional evolution in time and space,
there is clearly still some truth to the claim that traditional area
studies boundaries are defined in ways that are theoretically
and empirically arbitrary. Even if we accept the importance of
past legacies of Soviet rule for structuring post-Soviet poli-
tics and societies, does the impact of Leninism still justify
grouping Tajikistan and Slovenia in the same typological cat-
egory—two decades after the collapse of communism in East-
Central Europe? Or does the divide between the European
Union and post-Soviet “Eurasia” now provide a more logical
point of departure for comparative political analysis? Simi-
larly, is there really any theoretical reason to study Australia
and Burma as common members of “Southeast Asia”? Or
should we study Australia and New Zealand as “former Brit-
ish settler states” and thus as decisively different from other
postcolonial settings in that region? Concerning such ques-
tions, “the facts” will never speak for themselves. Only de-
ductive theory, in the end, can provide clear conceptual crite-
ria for deciding which comparisons will be fruitful for examin-
ing particular social scientific hypotheses.

Seen in this light, knowledge of current trends in deduc-
tive social science theory can play a crucial intellectual role
for specialists in area studies, provoking them constantly to
reexamine their understandings of the “regions” on which
they claim expertise, and undermining implicitly static charac-
terizations of the nature of regional politics, economics, and
cultures. In some cases, longstanding institutional divisions
among different area studies centers on American campuses
might even be fruitfully rethought in light of critiques devel-
oped by more general theories of political and social change.
On the other hand, purely deductive analysis, unaccompa-
nied by inductive research into the distinct empirical patterns
of human interaction typical of particular parts of the world,
will frequently be blind to the ways in which existing histori-
cal legacies and geographical diffusion generate the “scope
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conditions” that limit the generalizability of most (if not all)
political science theories (Hanson and Kopstein 2005). In-
deed, a strong training in area studies tends to arm political
scientists with precisely the tools they need to see just where
“universal” theories of human behavior break down when
applied outside the social contexts in which they were first
developed. Thus, an open-minded and mutually respectful
dialogue between scholars with a preference for deductive
models and highly abstract theories, and those who prefer to
chart the mechanisms of political and social change that are
distinct to particular world areas, might greatly advance our
collective understanding of the human condition.

Notes

! A longer version of this essay will appear in Todd Landman and
Neil Robinson, eds. Sage Handbook of Comparative Politics, forth-
coming 2009. I would like to thank Margaret Levi, Joel Migdal, and
Michael Ward for feedback on a previous version.

% Indeed, in an era when the world’s sole superpower could find
only six fluent speakers of Arabic to hire for work in the U.S. Em-
bassy in post-invasion Iraq, one might argue for much greater sup-
port for and utilization of area studies expertise in the formulation of
U.S. foreign policy (Baker and Hamilton 2006: 92).

3 Note, for example, Theodore Roosevelt’s critique of Wilson’s
proposals for the League of Nations as requiring the United States to
declare war “every time a Jugoslav wishes to slap a Czechoslav in the
face.” Quoted in Ruggie (1997).

4 Perhaps the only prominent exception is Samuel Huntington
(1996)—who, ironically, is certainly not known in the field as an
“area specialist.”

5 One might also point out that Geertz was an anthropologist,
rather than a political scientist; hence it hardly makes sense to cite
his work as an example of “area studies” methodology in the latter
discipline.
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nation. How to Map Arguments in Political Science provides a basic
map and toolkit for analysis in political science that references politi-
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and psychological logics—form the sectors of the map, this book is
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ment in order to test whether international observers reduce election
fraud. Using data from the 2003 presidential elections in Armenia, the
article demonstrates that although observers may not eliminate elec-
tion fraud, they can reduce election-day fraud at the polling stations
they visit. The unusual advantage of experiment-like conditions for
this study offers unique causal evidence that international actors can
have direct, measurable effects on the level of election-day fraud and,
by extension, on the democratization process.

Klein, James P., Gary Goertz, and Paul F. Diehl. 2008. “The
Peace Scale: Conceptualizing and Operationalizing Non-
Rivalry and Peace.” Conflict Management and Peace Sci-
ence25:1 (March), 67-80.

Most efforts in international relations scholarship focus on under-
standing war and conflict. To the extent that peace is considered, it is
often treated as an afterthought or a control condition. In this paper,
we construct a five-level scale of dyadic peace. We then operationalize
the scale using indicators suggested by different scholarly literatures
as well as measures derived from case studies. Further, we advocate
the use of “anchor cases” and pair-wise comparisons to code dyadic
peace in non-rivalry periods. We conclude with a pilot study of the
scale, as applied to pairs of states over the period from 1816 to 2006.

Shalev, Michael. 2007. “Limits and Alternatives to Multiple
Regression in Comparative Research.” Comparative Social
Research 24,261-308.

This paper criticizes the use of multiple regression (MR) in the fields
of comparative social policy and political economy and proposes
alternative methods of numerical analysis. The limitations of MR in
its characteristic guise as a means of hypothesis-testing are well known.
The emphasis here is on the specific difficulties of applying MR to
the problem of explaining diverse outcomes across a limited range of
country cases. Two principal conclusions will emerge. First, even
though technical means are available to deal with many of the limita-
tions of MR, these solutions are either unconvincing or else require
such advanced technical skills that they offer questionable returns on
scholarly investment. Second, dissatisfaction with MR does not nec-
essarily mandate radical alternatives or abandonment of numerical
methods altogether. “Low-tech” forms of analysis (tabular and graphi-
cal methods) and multivariate statistical techniques other than MR
(such as factor analysis) constitute viable and useful alternatives.



Announcements

Giovanni Sartori Award for the Best Book Published in
2007 Developing or Applying Qualitative Methods

Recipient: Michael Tomz, Stanford University, Reputation and
International Cooperation: Sovereign Debt Across Three Centuries.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007.

Award Committee: Kristen Renwick Monroe (chair), Amel
Ahmed, Fred Chernoff.

Citation: The Committee had many excellent books from which
to choose and found itself incredibly impressed, if a little overwhelmed,
with the array of talent and methodological sophistication in the
discipline. In making our decision, we tried to focus on the best-
quality book that fell within the parameters of the Sartori Award
itself, which is designed to honor the best book that demonstrates
originality and innovation in the use or development of qualitative
methods. The Committee looked for works that choose a problem
because of its importance and not because it was amenable to straight-
forward sorts of methods, because it demonstrated an interesting use
of methods to analyze the data relevant for the topic and because the
breadth of topic gave it political and intellectual significance. Since
the Sartori award was established to honor works utilizing and devel-
oping qualitative methods, works that did a good job methodologi-
cally but which relied primarily on quantitative methods were ranked
somewhat lower; this decision does not suggest such works or meth-
odological approaches are deficient but instead acknowledges the
Award’s charge to highlight innovating works using qualitative meth-
odology. The award also encompasses works that probe issues in the
philosophy of science and social science and touches on how debates
in those areas affect substantive research.

The winner of the 2008 Giovanni Sartori Award is Michael
Tomz of Stanford University for Reputation and International Coop-
eration: Sovereign Debt Across Three Centuries. In this book, Tomz
seeks to explain how credibility on international debt can be sus-
tained in an anarchical world—in other words, why investors lend
and governments repay. To this end he culls data on international
capital markets from the past 300 year to test his reputational theory.
The 300 year span is ambitious and presents some daunting method-
ological challenges. The study is impressive in the breadth and cre-
ativity of the methodological approach, combining archival material,
case studies, and where possible quantitative data to develop a “repu-
tational theory of cooperation.” Tomz’ work is exemplary in how it
applies a wide and eclectic array of methods in the service of prob-
lem-driven research. He applies these tools systematically and rigor-
ously to produce a fascinating study and important contribution.

Honorable mentions go to Gary Goertz (University of Arizona)
and Jack Levy (Rutgers University) for Explaining War and Peace:
Case Studies and Necessary Condition Counterfactuals. (Routledge
Press, 2007). This is an edited volume with an impressive collection
of essays that survey the ways in which necessary conditions counter-
factuals are used in the logics of causal explanation, particularly in
explanations of international conflict. The work represents an impor-
tant contribution to the study of methods in general and usefully
develops some central concepts in qualitative research. The substan-
tive focus also helps to elucidate the more abstract theoretical discus-
sions.

Honorable mentions go to Craig Parsons (University of Oregon)
for How to Map Arguments in Political Science (Oxford University
Press, 2007). In this book Parsons takes on the daunting task of
organizing the epistemological and ontological commitments of po-
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litical science scholarship. This is very useful contribution and also a
very clear and well-designed book that does an excellent job of iden-
tifying the distinctive features of different types of argument and
explanations.

Alexander George Award for the Best Article or
Book Chapter Published in 2007
Developing or Applying Qualitative Methods

Recipients: Giovanni Capoccia, Oxford University, and R. Daniel
Kelemen, Rutgers University, “The Study of Critical Junctures:
Theory, Narrative, and Counterfactuals in Historical Institutional-
ism.” World Politics 59:3.

Award Committee: Bear Braumoeller (chair), Cynthia Kaplan,
George Thomas.

Citation: In many ways, Capoccia and Kelemen’s article exem-
plifies the tradition that Alexander George pioneered. It addresses an
issue that is very often mentioned in passing but is much less often
taken up with great care, and it deals with it thoughtfully, systemati-
cally, and well. It very substantially improves on the state of the art
in thinking about its subject. Finally, and most importantly, it is
useful: it holds forth great promise of making other people’s work
considerably better. We congratulate the authors on a job well done.

SAGE Prize for the Best Paper Presented at the 2007
Annual Meeting of the American Political Science
Association Developing or Applying Qualitative Methods

Recipients: Dan Slater and Erica Simmons, “Informative Re-
gress: Critical Antecedents in Comparative-Historical Analysis”

Award Committee: Frederic Schaffer (chair), Sarah Lischer,
Michael Coppedge.

Citation: Slater and Simmons make a strong and lively argument
that comparative-historical researchers should pay more explicit and
systematic attention to what they call “critical antecedents”—condi-
tions predating a critical juncture that “combine with causal factors
during a critical juncture to produce divergent outcomes.” Critical
junctures, the authors teach us, are parts of longer causal chains. By
taking a longer view, we not only discover that factors predating the
critical juncture can still be an important part of an explanation, we
are also more apt to notice areas of agreement between explanations
that seemingly compete. Slater and Simmons thus make an innovative
and constructive critique of the prevailing wisdom on comparative-
historical analysis. Their paper is also a model of clear exposition. By
examining carefully the arguments developed in a handful of well-
chosen books, the authors show in a concrete and engaging way the
payoff of taking their approach seriously.

Comparative Political Studies
Announces new “Methodology Forum”

Comparative Political Studies is pleased to announce a new fea-
ture of our journal, namely a “Methodology Forum” in which we
hope to print methodological articles with a comparative scope and
occasional exchanges on important issues of comparative methodol-
ogy. While the Forum will run on an occasional basis, we do hope to
encourage submissions of both quantitative and qualitative articles
with a methodological message for comparative politics scholars.
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Announcing the Eighth Institute for Qualitative and
Multi-Method Research, Syracuse University,
May 25-June 10, 2009

The Consortium on Qualitative Research Methods (CQRM) is
pleased to announce the eighth Institute for Qualitative and Multi-
Method Research.

The institute seeks to enable students to create and critique
methodologically sophisticated qualitative research designs, includ-
ing case studies, tests of necessity or sufficiency, and narrative or
interpretive work. It will explore the techniques, uses, strengths, and
limitations of these methods, while emphasizing their relationships
with alternative approaches. Topics include research design, concept
formation, methods of structured and focused comparisons of cases,
typological theory, case selection, process tracing, comparative his-
torical analysis, congruence testing, path dependency, interpretivism,
counterfactual analysis, interview and field research (including archi-
val) techniques, necessary and sufficient conditions, fuzzy set meth-
ods, and philosophy of science issues relevant to qualitative research.

Attendees will receive constructive feedback on their own quali-
tative research designs, and the course will also include master class
discussions led by the authors of well known works which employ
qualitative methods. Examples will be drawn from exemplary re-
search in international relations, comparative politics, and American
politics. The schedule and reading list from the seventh annual insti-
tute, available on the CQRM website at http://www.maxwell.syr.edu/
moynihan/programs/cqrm/institute.html, indicates the range of the
issues to be covered. Please note, however, that this syllabus will be
revised for the eighth institute, and should be viewed with this in
mind.

CQRM member institutions will use their own meritocratic cri-
teria to select students or junior faculty to attend the institute, and
should notify CQRM of their choices by February 13, 2009. Stu-
dents, fellows and junior faculty who are not sure if they will be
selected, or who attend non-member organizations, should apply
directly to CQRM using the form available at this link: http://
survey.maxwell.syr.edu/Survey.aspx?s=5bfb265123954e9eb2a7cbbf4
6d13707. Open pool applications must be received by November 15,
2008. Applicants will be notified of the outcome by December 9,
2008.

CQRM will cover the costs of tuition, lodging, and meals for
successful applicants. Attendees will be responsible for their own
transportation costs to and from Syracuse University. Participants
for the institute will arrive on Monday, May 25, and depart late
Tuesday June 9, or any time on Wednesday June 10, 2009. The
seminar will meet daily, beginning on Tuesday, May 26, with some
break days to be announced. The final meeting is scheduled for Tues-
day, June 9.

The 2009 Institute for Qualitative and Multi-Method Research
will be the first to be held at the Maxwell School, Syracuse Univer-
sity, and consequently to be scheduled for a summer time slot. We
anticipate that the move to Maxwell will bring several advantages.
First, the Moynihan Institute and the Maxwell School are providing
substantial long-term support for further broadening our activities.
Second, the institute was previously bracketed by New Years Day
and the beginning of the Arizona State University Spring semester,
limiting us to two weeks. By moving to the summer, we will be able
to have a longer and more flexible timetable. Third, in recent years we
have seen a very substantial increase in participation by attendees
from European universities, and this move significantly reduces the
travel distance for those students. Finally, the move to a venue with
the standing and reputation of the Maxwell School is further recogni-
tion of the institute’s growing national and international prominence.
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On behalf of the Consortium, and of the 630 graduate students
and faculty who attended the institute when it was located in Tempe,
we want to take this opportunity to thank Arizona State University,
and especially the Department of Political Science, for its outstand-
ing support.

Announcing a New APSA Conference Group on
Interpretive Methodologies & Methods

A new APSA Conference Group on Interpretive Methodologies
& Methods has been formed to provide a forum for the discussion of
methodologies and methods related to interpretive research.

Widely used across the full range of the social sciences and
building on over 100 years of theoretical writings, interpretive re-
search methods are informed, explicitly or implicitly, by presupposi-
tions deriving from phenomenology, hermeneutics, and some critical
theory, of European (Continental) background, and pragmatism, sym-
bolic interaction, and ethno-methodology, developed in the US. Their
concerns often overlap with such other approaches as feminist theo-
ries, critical race theory, and critical legal studies. Although diverse in
their modes of accessing/generating and analyzing data, research pro-
cesses in the constructivist-interpretive traditions are united by an
empirical and normative prioritizing of the lived experience of people
in research settings (what the anthropologist Clifford Geertz referred
to as “experience-near” research, also known as “emic” research), a
focus on the meaning(s) of acts, events, interactions, language, and
physical artifacts to multiple stakeholders, and the potential for plu-
rality in sense-making of those artifacts, leading at times to conflict.

Interpretive scholars also diverge with respect to the ends they
pursue: they may be practical or contemplative, they may seek to
educate, they may be concerned with the pursuit of the particular or
with a grand sweeping synthesis, and so on. For some, the legitima-
tion of local knowledge constitutes a radically democratic position;
for some, the work requires a commitment to individual human agency;
and for yet others it serves to challenge the modern constitution of
the subject.

The Conference Group will provide a forum for these and other
discussions. An important motivation behind its formation has been
the need to make space for interpretive methodology as a legitimate
approach within US political science. All political scientists share a
desire to see, understand, and explain the social world. The system-
atic inclusion of interpretive approaches (in graduate curricula, disci-
plinary journals, research funding programs, and so on) carries enor-
mous potential to enliven and enrich our discipline’s current ways of
seeing, understanding, and explaining. The work showcased in this
Conference Group will highlight how much political science stands to
gain from the wider inclusion of interpretive approaches.

Some of the interesting interpretive work being done today origi-
nates outside the field of political science, but there are also long-
standing interpretive traditions within it. We look forward to a con-
structive dialogue among political scientists interested in interpretive
work, whether academics or practitioners (e.g., policy analysts), in-
cluding those doing research that is interpretive only in part (such as
some forms of ethnography). We envision discussions ranging from
the practical to the philosophical, including career-related issues (e.g.,
publishing and/or getting funding for interpretive research, teaching
interpretive methods), panels on specific methods and methodologi-
cal issues, strategies for effectively developing and conducting inter-
pretive work, presentations of interpretive research, and issues in the
philosophy of (social) science (such as the question of realism, mix-
ing ontological and epistemological positions, etc.).

While the Qualitative and Multi-Method Research section has
provided a forum for interpretive papers and panels since its incep-



tion, the growing community of interpretive researchers recognizes
the need for a self-standing group, with “interpretive” in its name,
that will be able to give voice to these ideas in panels of its own
design, concerning issues that are unique to its concerns. Its distinc-
tive name identifies a specific site in the annual meeting where inter-
pretive scholars can meet those who share these interests, in ways
that cannot be sustained through Working Groups and Short Courses.
In addition to panels featuring interpretive work, we envision co-
sponsored panels with QMMR on topics that are of shared inter-
est—e.g., qualitative and interpretive approaches to research design,
concept development, etc.—in ways that help all of us to clarify and
understand the similarities and differences; and we hope that the
section will be open to such collaboration. We see this Conference
Group as an extension of the activities of QMMR, and we will
continue to encourage Group members to join the section and attend
its panels and other events.

The Call for Papers for APSA 2009 is available at http://apsanet.

org/content 58183.cfm.
Palgrave ECPR Research Methods Series

In association with the ECPR Standing Group for Political Meth-
odology, Palgrave Macmillan is delighted to announce a new series
dedicated to producing cutting-edge titles in research methods. Palgrave
Macmillan has been a publisher of outstanding scholarly work on
international affairs since the inception of an academic discipline of
IR in the 1930s, with a list that includes many of its seminal thinkers.
Palgrave Studies in International Relations will build on that tradi-
tion.

Edited by Bernhard Kittel and Benoit Rihoux, the Palgrave ECPR
Research Methods Series will provide students and scholars with
state-of-the-art scholarship on methodology, methods, and techniques.
The series will comprise innovative and intellectually rigorous mono-
graphs and edited collections which bridge schools of thought and
cross the boundaries of conventional approaches. It will cover both
empirical-analytical and interpretive approaches, micro and macro
studies, and quantitative and qualitative methods.

The aim of the series is to present research methods in an acces-
sible form, suitable both for researchers and graduate course-takers
and tutors working in this broad and rapidly changing field. The
presentation of methodology, methods and techniques is always em-
bedded in the context of specific research problems. Explicating the
relationship between approach, theory, method, and substantive topic
is at the core of the series. Future titles are expected, among others, on
the analysis of political attitudes and behavior, on the treatment of
time and sequence, on case studies, on the collection, measurement,
and analysis of macro data, on policy studies, on experimental re-
search, and on mixed methods in political science.

Titles: Method and Substance in Macrocomparative Analysis.
Lane Kenworthy and Alexander Hicks, eds. (2008); Qualitative Meth-
ods in International Relations, Audie Klotz and Deepa Prakash, eds.
(2008); Experts and Elite Interviews: Methodology and Practice.
Alexander Bogner, Beate Littig, and Wolfgang Menz, eds. (forthcom-
ing 2009). To order, access http://www.palgrave.com/products/Title.

aspx ?PID=296391.

For more information, please contact:

Bernhard Kittel, bernhard.kittel@uni-oldenburg.de
Benoit Rihoux, benoit.rihoux@uclouvain.be
Alexandra Webster, A. Webster@Palgrave.com
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Chapters Relevant to the Study of Qualitative Methods in
Janet M. Box-Steffensmeier, Henry E. Brady, and David
Collier, eds. The Oxford Handbook of Political
Methodology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008)

Russell Hardin, “Normative Methodology” (Ch. 2)

Mark Bevir, “Meta-Methodology: Clearing the Underbrush” (Ch. 3)

Gary Goertz, “Concepts, Theories, and Numbers: A Checklist for
Constructing, Evaluating, and Using Concepts or Quantitative Mea-
sures” (Ch.5)

David Collier, Jody LaPorte, and Jason Seawright, “Typologies: Form-
ing Concepts and Creating Categorical Variables” (Ch. 7)

Charles C. Ragin, “Measurement versus Calibration: A Set-Theoretic
Approach” (Ch. 8)

Henry E. Brady, “Causation and Explanation in Social Sciences” (Ch.
10)

David A. Freedman, “On Types of Scientific Enquiry: The Role of
Qualitative Reasoning” (Ch. 12)

Peter Hedstrom, “Studying Mechanisms to Strengthen Causal Infer-
ences in Quantitative Research” (Ch. 13)

Alan S. Gerber and Donald P. Green, “Field Experiments and Natural
Experiments” (Ch. 15)

Jack S. Levy, “Counterfactuals and Case Studies” (Ch. 27)

John Gerring, “Case Selection for Case-Study Analysis: Qualitative
and Quantitative Techniques” (Ch. 28)

Brian C. Rathbun, “Interviewing and Qualitative Field Methods: Prag-
matism and Practicalities” (Ch. 29)

Andrew Bennett, “Process Tracing: A Bayesian Perspective” (Ch.
30)

Benoit Rihoux, “Case-Orientated Configurational Research: Qualita-
tive Comparative Analysis (QCA), Fuzzy Sets, and Related Tech-
niques” (Ch. 31)

James Mahoney and P. Larkin Terrie, “Comparative-Historical Analy-
sis in Contemporary Political Science” (Ch. 32)

James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Integrating Qualitative and
Quantitative Methods” (Ch. 33)

David Collier and Colin Elman, “Qualitative and Multi-Method Re-
search: Organizations, Publication, and Reflections on Integration”
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