Resources for International Comparative Research

Chapter 1 - Defining and mapping international comparative research

Summary
This introductory chapter sets out to reach a working definition of international comparative research. It does so by exploring two key questions: What are the defining characteristics of international comparative research across nations, societies and cultures, and what are the benefits to be gained from undertaking comparative studies in international settings? The chapter goes on to map the development of comparative research from its origins to the present day. It focuses, in particular, on the changes over the past century associated with globalization, and the progress made since the 1980s at European and national level in response to the call for a coherent international engagement strategy for research and development.



Reflective questions
The questions raised with reference to the first part of the chapter (pp. 1–11) are intended to enable students and researchers who are embarking on international projects in the social sciences and humanities to think through and gain a better understanding of the issues involved in research that crosses national and cultural boundaries, and apply this understanding to their own work. The first set of questions concerns definitions of international comparative research.

1. Why is it said at the beginning of the chapter (p. 1) that: ‘Not all international research is comparative, and not all comparative research is international or cross-national’?

2. From your reading of pp. 1–5 and your own work:
2.1 What, if any, distinction can be made between comparisons across nations, societies or cultures, and within-country, within-society or within-culture comparative studies?
2.2 What are the key characteristics that distinguish international comparative social research from comparative social research that is not international?
2.3 What are the key characteristics that distinguish comparative international social research from international social research that is not comparative?
2.4 What is the difference between comparative and parallel international studies?

3. From your reading of pp. 5–9 of the chapter and other methods books, on balance, what do you think is the relative strength of the arguments for and against there being a distinct method and/or methodology in comparative studies that cross national, societal or cultural boundaries?

4. Why do you think it is important to understand these distinctions when embarking on international projects?

5. In view of the issues identified in questions 1–4, does the definition offered on p. 2 adequately cover the defining characteristics of international comparative research in the social sciences and humanities, namely: ‘studies of societies, countries, cultures, systems, institutions, social structures and change…, when they are carried out with the intention of using the same research tools to compare systematically the manifestations of phenomena in more than one…sociocultural setting’?

6. With reference to your own work, what definition of international comparative social research do you feel is most appropriate and most closely matches your objectives? 

7. Would you describe your research as international and/or comparative?

The second set of questions, based on pp. 9–11, addresses the scientific, sociocultural and practical reasons why researchers in general are conducting international comparative research projects. It goes on to look at the implications these reasons can have for the research design, its implementation and, ultimately the findings. 

8. Why it is important for researchers to do international comparative research?

9. What are the scientific and practical reasons why researchers devote time and effort to the immensely complex task of designing, managing and conducting systematic comparative research projects?

10. How do the reasons given for undertaking international comparative research differ according to sociocultural factors?

11. Why is it important, as recommended on p. 6, to ensure that a comparative approach is adopted from the research design stage through to the interpretation of findings if a project is to be truly comparative?



Practical questions
Moving from the general to the particular and from theory to practice, you will need to address a number of questions about your own approach if you are planning to embark on an international comparative research project:

1. Why do you personally want and need to do international comparative social research?

2. How do you expect your reasons for undertaking international social research to impact on the research process?

3. What is the research context for your project (postgraduate/post-doctoral research, EU Framework Programme project, research council award, government funding, other)?

4. What is your role in the project (lone researcher, research assistant, coordinator, partner)?

5. What research and personal skills, competencies and experience are you bringing to the project (topic, discipline, linguistic and cultural knowledge, previous experience of working in international contexts or organizations, and/or with other team members)?

6. In what ways, if any, has the discussion in this chapter changed your understanding of international social research?



Hot tips
To avoid the many pitfalls of international comparative research, you need to:

· know why you are undertaking international research, what you mean by a comparative international project, and what your reasons are for adopting a comparative approach;

· ensure that you, and your co-researchers, have a sound knowledge, understanding and experience of operating in different cultures and languages;

· be aware of how your reasons for carrying out a comparative research project will influence your approach;

· remember that the decision you take in the early stages of your research will determine the validity of your findings.



Supplementary materials
The Supplementary materials in support of this introductory chapter are in the form of web pages.

Weblinks
The second part of the chapter (pp. 12–21) briefly maps the development of international comparative research over time and space. To find out more about the research activities of the international organizations cited on pp. 13–14 and elsewhere in this and subsequent chapters, click the relevant links below and check the index in International Comparative Research for further references. See also the links in Chapter 6 to organizations processing data relevant to policy research, and the links in Chapter 7 for information about social research funding. The links here follow the order of the references in Chapter 1.

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Roles 
http://www.undp.org/mdg/roles.shtml
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (Unesco), Social Sciences and Humanities 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/
International Labour Organization (ILO), Programmes and Projects 
http://www.ilo.org/global/programmes-and-projects/lang--en/index.htm
World Health Organization (WHO), Programmes and Projects 
http://www.who.int/entity/en/
Council of Europe, Mission 
http://www.coe.int/aboutCoe/index.asp?page=nosObjectifs&l=en
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Mission 
http://www.oecd.org/pages/0,3417,en_36734052_36734103_1_1_1_1_1,00.html
European Commission Research and Innovation, Social Sciences and Humanities, Mission 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/social-sciences/mission_en.html
European Commission, Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, Mission
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=656
European Science Foundation (ESF), Social Sciences 
http://www.esf.org/research-areas/social-sciences.html
ESF, Social Sciences, EUROCORES Programmes 
http://www.esf.org/research-areas/social-sciences/activities/eurocores-programmes.html
ESF, Humanities 
http://www.esf.org/research-areas/humanities.html
ESF, Humanities, Completed Networks 
http://www.esf.org/research-areas/humanities/research-activities/completed-networks.html
ESF, Humanities in the European Research Area 
http://www.heranet.info
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, Mission
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/about/index.htm
