Resources for International Comparative Research

Chapter 3: Project design in international comparative research

Summary
The two introductory chapters suggest that the likely outcome of any international comparative project is largely determined at a very early stage in the research process. For example, decisions taken in reaching consensus over the epistemology of comparisons within and between different disciplines and research cultures can be expected to impact on research findings and, ultimately, on those who use them. Chapters 3–5 focus on the research process. Chapter 3 explores the many components of research design and the rationales for the theoretical and methodological approaches adopted in international projects.



Reflective questions
The first part of the chapter and the related questions (pp. 46–57) concern the justification for selecting a particular object of inquiry, units and levels of analysis, and for adopting a specific formulation of the research questions during the planning stages of an international comparative research project. 

1. With reference to your own work, and from a review of the literature in your field, what would seem to be the topical themes in your research area and the gaps in knowledge (pp. 47–8)?

2. What topics and issues have been examined in your field from an implicit and/or explicit comparative perspective, and what sort of questions (what, why and/or how) have been addressed (pp. 48–9)?

3. How would you assess the validity, reliability, replicability and plausibility (p. 50) of the international comparative studies that have been conducted on your research topic? 

4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of choosing countries, societies or cultures as units of analysis (pp. 51–4)?

5. What factors need to be taken into account when selecting an appropriate level of analysis and distance from the object of inquiry (pp. 54–7)?

The second part of the chapter (pp. 57–69) and related questions explore the methods and methodologies used in international comparative research projects and the issues that they raise.

6. What are the main research paradigms that are documented in your research area (pp. 57–59)?

7. What are the advantages and disadvantages of the research designs formulated by and adapted from J.S. Mills’ comparative method (pp. 59–64)? 

8. What are the main issues that have to be dealt with in the data collection and analysis stages of international comparative projects, and how can they be avoided or resolved (pp. 66–9)?



Practical questions
The questions listed below are intended as a checklist that can be used in designing your own research project and selecting the most appropriate methods. You should find it useful to address these when you are writing up your research methods. See also International Social Research Methods Case Studies. 

1. Research topic or theme

1.1 What is the topic or theme of your research project? 
1.2 Why have you selected this topic?
1.3 How relevant is the topic in different contexts to policy, academic debates and wider public debates?
1.4 How specifically or generally is it defined?
1.5 How much research has been carried out on the topic in different countries or societies?
1.6 What expertise is available on the topic in other countries or societies?
1.7 Does the proposal adequately justify the choice of the research topic?

2. Aims, objectives and research questions

2.1 What are the aims and objectives of the project?
2.2 Are the aims and objectives explicitly international and/or comparative?
2.3 What are the research questions?
2.4 Are the research questions explicitly international and/or comparative?
2.5 What are your methodological objectives:
2.5.1 Are you seeking to examine or test a hypothesis? 
2.5.2 Is the aim primarily to produce a description of a phenomenon? 
2.5.3 Are you aiming to generate theoretical insights?
2.5.4 Are you aiming to achieve all three of these objectives?
2.6 To what extent are the questions relevant or do they make sense in all the countries or societies under study and for the researchers with whom you are working?
2.7 How do your research questions (together with epistemological and theoretical underpinnings) shape your research design and determine the choice of methods?
2.8 If you have several different research questions, each with different aims, have you considered the need for a research design that calls for several different methods?
2.9 Are the research questions relevant, substantial and tractable?

3 Rationale for the research design

3.1 Is the rationale of the design theoretical or pragmatic?
3.2 Is the selection of countries, cases and units for comparison properly justified?
3.3 How many units of analysis are you planning to select for comparison? 
3.4 What are your criteria for selecting the mix of comparators (most similar, most different, membership of international organizations)?
3.5 Are you planning to match cases on particular dimensions?
3.6 What size of unit are you selecting, and how are the units delimited?
3.7 Are you subdividing each unit with reference to variables such as gender, age, socioeconomic status and ethnicity? 
3.8 If your research design requires access to particular groups, individuals or organizations, what plans are you making to ensure access?
3.9 Does your research design explicitly take account of the comparative policy dimension?
3.10 What are the implications of your selection of comparators for the research design, methods and findings?

4. Rationale for the research methods

4.1 Does your project involve secondary analysis of published and grey literature, and international statistics?
4.2 Is the review of the literature fully exploited for each unit of comparison?
4.3 Are you planning to collect new data using large-scale surveys, case studies, longitudinal studies or mixed methods studies? 
4.4 What are your reasons for selecting these methods?
4.5 How will you ensure the comparability, validity, reliability and quality of your data?
4.6 How will you train researchers who are less expert in some of the methods proposed?
4.7 What latitude will you have to adapt your methods and the timetable in the course of the research?
4.8 How are you planning to integrate the data from the team members and different methods?
4.9 How will you ensure that knowledge about the ‘bigger picture’ in international research will inform your understanding of your particular research focus?
4.10 How will you monitor and review the research process?

5. Auto-critique of methods

5.1 Are the research design and methods appropriate given the aims and objectives? 
5.2 Are the methods clearly defined, rigorous, feasible and adequately justified?
5.3 Are the data sources to be used in the research explicit and the choice justified? 
5.4 Have the potential problems in accessing the data been carefully assessed, and has access been secured?
5.5 How have issues of standardization of national datasets across countries been resolved?



Hot tips
Since the research design and choice of methods are an essential key to the success of international comparative projects, the list of hot tips is much longer than for the two introductory chapters. You are advised to:

· conduct a review of the literature on your topic to identify available data sources and gaps in knowledge, and avoid duplication of effort;

· be aware of the challenges you are likely to encounter and explore ways of preventing or overcoming them;

· check the feasibility of the project within the available resources;

· ensure that all your partners will be able to gain access to comparable data;

· when undertaking secondary analysis of data, check the criteria used in data collection over time and space, and be mindful of possible changes over time in national and institutional definitions;

· record any differences in data collection and handling, and be mindful of their possible effects on the integrity of the research and the validity of the findings;

· when new datasets are being compiled, explain how the data have been collected, why they are or are not comparable, and what inferences can and cannot be drawn from them;

· if data have been harmonized, refer to the original datasets, and use the lowest level of aggregation to locate data that may not have been included in global figures;

· do not foreclose methodological options at an early stage, and maintain an open mind throughout the research process;

· schedule adequate time, especially when using qualitative methods, for comparing notes, validating data, developing common analytical frameworks and techniques, translating key documents and scrutinizing interpretations of data;

· if problems cannot be overcome at the design stage, take time to reflect, individually and collectively, on the implications of decisions regarding design and implementation;

· explain and justify any changes in orientation and any limiting adverse ‘method effects’ if it is not feasible to apply identical techniques and methods in different cultures;

· engage in self-conscious observation and critique throughout the research process;

· guard against drawing inferences and making generalizations that cannot be validated by the data;

· implement any tactical modifications that may become necessary as the research evolves, with the aim of maximizing the validity, reliability, replicability and plausibility of the findings.



Supplementary materials
In addition to the literature cited in the chapter, the chapters and articles listed in this section and under the Web links provide useful examples of research design and methodological approaches. See also International Social Research Methods Case Studies.

Additional reading
Anckar, D. (2007) ‘Selecting cases in cross-national political research’, International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 10 (1): 49–61.

This article examines four specific problems when selecting comparable cases in cross-national political research. Firstly, the author discusses two possible strategies for managing Galton's problem (see also International Comparative Research, pp. 64, 134). Secondly, he suggests that the method of paired comparisons should be applied to a greater extent than previously to minimize the 'many variables, small N problem'. Thirdly, he argues that the tendency of the comparable cases strategy to over-determine the dependent phenomenon is to the detriment of binary comparisons. Finally, he makes the case for using several sets of units rather than a single set in research examining relations between a number of variables.

Brannen, J. and Nilsen, A. (2011) ‘Comparative biographies in case-based cross-national research: methodological considerations’, Sociology, 45 (4): 603–19.

This article examines some methodological issues relating to an embedded case study design adopted in a comparative cross-national study of working parents covering three levels of social context: the macro level; the workplace level; and the individual level. It addresses issues of generalizability, in particular the importance of criteria for the selection of cases in the research design and analysis phases. To illustrate the benefits of the design the article focuses on the level of individual biographies. Three exemplars of biographical trajectories and experiences are presented and discussed. It is argued that a multi-tiered design and a comparative biographical approach can add to the understanding of individual experience by placing it in context and thus yield knowledge that is of general sociological relevance by demonstrating the interrelatedness of agency and structure.

Levi-Faur, D. (2006) ‘A question of size? A heuristic for stepwise comparative research design’, in B. Rihoux and H. Grimm (eds), Innovative Comparative Methods for Policy Analysis: beyond the quantitative-qualitative divide, New York: Springer, pp. 43–56.

In an attempt to resolve the issue of the number of units of comparison necessary for corroboration and falsification of generalizations, the author proposes a stepwise comparative design, balancing internal and external validity, and distinguishing between four different strategies of inference and case selection. He argues that his design allows a controlled increase in the number of cases without compromising the strength of case-oriented analysis.

Quilgars, D., Elsinga, M., Jones, A., Toussaint, J., Ruonavaara, H. and Naumanen, P. (2009) ‘Inside qualitative, cross-national research: making methods transparent in a EU housing policy’, International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 12 (1): 19–31.

Responding to the relative scarcity of literature on international qualitative comparative research, particularly in social and housing policy, the authors of this paper argue that qualitative research provides opportunities to gain more detailed understandings of behaviour, attitudes and experiences across countries, while also raising some of the greatest challenges with respect to interpreting data. The article reports on an eight-nation study on housing security and insecurity to make transparent some of the key issues raised in qualitative, cross-national work, including the selection of locations and interviewees, interviewing and analysing material within an institutional context.

Wolff, P., Montaigne, F. and Rojas Gonzáles, G. (2010) ‘Investing in statistics’, in A.B. Atkinson and E. Marlier (eds), Income and Living Conditions in Europe, Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities, pp. 37–55.

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-31-10-555/EN/KS-31-10-555-EN.PDF
This chapter describes the statistical sources and methods used by Eurostat to collect data for the EU’s longitudinal Survey of Income and Living Conditions (SILC). The authors present the methodological framework and outline ways of improving the survey methodology and data quality.



Weblinks
Most of the on-line documentation listed here is relevant to international survey methods.

Economic Development Initiatives (EDI), Survey Methods 
http://www.edi-africa.com/research/surveymethods.htm 
Economic Development Initiatives is a survey and consultancy house providing clients from the public, private and civil society sectors with expert knowledge, skills and tools to improve their effectiveness to promote economic development in developing countries. Because of EDI's experience in large-scale household surveys, it is interested in survey methodology where it has experience in using paper questionnaires (with double-blind re-keying into a database by a data entry team) and scannable questionnaires. EDI has more recently switched to Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI) with interviews conducted on handheld devices and has commercialized the technology under the name of ‘surveybe’.

European Social Survey (ESS), Methodology from Principles to Practice: Project Specification 
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=77&Itemid=349 
The ESS provides a blueprint in international survey design and methodology. The objective of the ESS is to design, develop and run a conceptually well-anchored and methodologically bullet-proof study of changing social attitudes and values. The research team tracks, monitors and constantly reviews and documents the process to ensure ‘optimal comparability’ across all participating countries. The ‘principle of equality or equivalence’ is applied to sample selection, translation of the questionnaire and all methods and processes.

European Social Survey (ESS), Methodology from Principles to Practice: Sampling Designs 
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=80:sampling-designs&catid=123:survey-methodology&Itemid=365 
The objective of the ESS sampling strategy is the ‘design and implementation of workable and equivalent sampling strategies in all participating countries’. Although the ways of achieving the sampling requirements can vary from one country to another, depending on their access to sampling sources and other considerations, they are all based on the same basic principles of strict probability and representativeness.

