Resources for International Comparative Research

Chapter 4 - Defining and analysing concepts and contexts

Summary
The lack of a common understanding of central concepts and the societal contexts within which phenomena are located and where national policies are formulated and implemented can undermine international comparative projects. In tracking the shift in international comparisons in the social sciences and humanities away from universalistic culture-free approaches to culture-boundedness, this chapter examines how some of the key concepts in the social sciences and humanities are understood and interpreted in different national, institutional and societal settings. It explores issues of equivalence of concepts, measurement and interpretation with reference to the socioeconomic, political and cultural contexts within which phenomena are located.



Reflective questions
The first part of the chapter (pp. 72–85) is concerned with defining, constructing and measuring concepts in international comparative research.

1. Why is it important in international comparative research to pay attention to the social construction of concepts (pp. 72–73)?

2. How have concepts been defined in different disciplines (pp. 74–6)?

3. What is the relationship between concepts and theories, and between variables and concepts (p. 75)?

4. How can researchers ensure that concepts are ‘universally understood, unambiguous and consistent’ while also being ‘adequate’ and ‘parsimonious’ (p. 76)?

5. What is meant by conceptual, functional and semantic equivalence of concepts (pp. 77–9)?

6. What are the problems raised by linguistic equivalence, and how can they be resolved (pp. 79–81)?

7. What are the additional sources of error and bias that arise when measuring concepts in comparative research across cultural and linguistic boundaries, and how can measurement equivalence and appropriateness of indicators be achieved (pp. 81–5)?

In recognition of the centrality of contextualization for the theory and practice of comparative studies, the second part of the chapter (pp. 85–93) and the related reflective questions focus on approaches to the contextualization of concepts.

8. How do disciplines differ in the importance they attribute to the sociocultural and linguistic contextual embedding of concepts in international comparative research (pp. 85–90, 94)?

9. How can the transportability of concepts be improved across cultural and linguistic boundaries (pp. 90–1)?

10. What factors do researchers need to take into account in determining the most relevant contexts for situating concepts in their research area (pp. 91–4)?



Practical questions
When embarking on an international comparative project, you will need to address a series of practical questions concerning the key concepts that underpin the research.

1. What theories and concepts will you specify in the research protocol, and how have they been arrived at? 

2. What assumptions are you making about the relevance of concepts in different contexts? 

3. How well will the concepts you select translate across disciplines and cultures? 

4. Are they conceptually, functionally and/or semantically equivalent across the units of comparison?

5. How will you ensure that team members have a common understanding of key concepts in the research?

6. How will you deal with issues of equivalence of concepts and variables across units of comparison?

7. How will you bring to bear conceptual perspectives in the research design, data collection (equivalence and comparability) and analysis?

8. How will you deal with issues of measurement equivalence and overcome bias to maximize data reliability and validity?

9. Which contexts are most relevant to the concepts you are examining and why?



Hot tips
To ensure that your key concepts are appropriate and can be exploited to greatest effect, you are advised to:

· devote time at the design stage to reaching consensus among team members on the concepts to be adopted in the research;

· review the tools needed for the analysis of social constructions of concepts;

· ensure that team members understand the meanings of concepts in different sociocultural and linguistic contexts;

· document any differences in understandings of concepts and their implications for measurement equivalence;

· identify the factors affecting the comparability of indicators;

· be mindful of the implications of issues of non-equivalence in interpreting data;

· take steps to avoid or counteract researcher and other forms of bias.



Supplementary materials
Many of the additional readings suggested as supporting materials for other chapters in International Comparative Research are also relevant to this chapter, since they contribute to the understanding of concepts within their contextual frames of reference (see in particular Chapter 2 for disciplinary contexts and Chapter 6 for policy contexts). The updated resources listed here and in the Web links have been selected since they are concerned with the methodological issues raised by contextualization, including the translation of concepts across cultures and languages. See also International Social Research Methods Case Studies.

Additional reading
Kucera, D. (ed.) (2010) Qualitative Indicators of Labour Standards: comparative methods and applications, Dordrecht: Springer.

The contributions to this edited book focus on the use and construction of qualitative indicators of labour standards and the measurement of compliance. The authors show how qualitative indicators, while generally having numerical values, are based on methods such as grading by experts, the coding of legislation, and the coding of other textual sources addressing violations of a more de facto nature. Measuring compliance with labour standards is subject to both random and non-random measurement error, which raises issues about comparative methods of construction and the appropriateness of particular methods for particular applications.

Stoop, I., Billiet, J., Koch, A. and Fitzgerald, R. (2010) Improving Survey Response: lessons learned from the European Social Survey, New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Among the many publication resulting from the European Social Survey, this book focuses on the problem of non-response in social surveys from a cross-national perspective, with reference to processes and outcomes. The authors discuss the potential causes of non-response, its impact on the validity of the survey, as well as practical strategies to deal with it. They argue that simply boosting response to achieve a higher response rate will not in itself eradicate non-response bias and that high response rates should not be seen as a goal in themselves, but rather as part of an overall survey quality strategy based on random probability sampling and aimed at minimizing non-response bias. Examples are provided of best practices and experiments are drawn from 25 European countries.

Verma, V. and Betti, G. (2010) ‘Data accuracy in EU-SILC’, in A.B. Atkinson and E. Marlier (eds), Income and Living Conditions in Europe, Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities, pp. 57–77.

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-31-10-555/EN/KS-31-10-555-EN.PDF
This chapter analyses the issue of errors in Eurostat’s Survey of Income and Living Condition (EU-SILC), including measurement errors due to the non-comparability of basic concepts, definitions and classifications, sampling error and non-response. The authors also consider problems associated with differences in the structure of the EU-SILC instrument between countries that use registers and those that use surveys.



Weblinks
The Web links noted here again refer to resources and tools developed by the European Social Survey, but they can also be used by researchers adopting other methods.

European Social Survey (ESS), Contextual Data: MacroDataGuide 
http://www.nsd.uib.no/macrodataguide andhttp://www.nsd.uib.no/macrodataguide/about.html 
The ESS has created what is described as an 'event data bank' to document major political, social and economic factors that are likely to have a substantial bearing on the response patterns in a particular country at a particular point in time. The MacroDataGuide is a useful starting point for researchers looking for data on the environment in which respondents reside and behave. It provides a shortcut to a wide array of data listed by keywords, or available by search function, and assesses the comparability of different data sets and data sources.

European Social Survey (2010) ESS Round 5 Translation Guidelines, Mannheim: European Social Survey GESIS 
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=66&Itemid=366 
These Guidelines explain how the ESS 'source questionnaire' is designed in English and then translated into other languages needed at a national level. The process is overseen in each case by the respective National Coordinators. The role of the ESS Central Coordinating Team, and in particular the translation team, is to ensure that each of the translation efforts organized at national level is informed by best practice so that the different language versions of the source questionnaire are functionally equivalent. The Guidelines covering the translation and assessment methodology are accompanied by a translation quality checklist. Both are regularly reviewed and adapted where necessary based on findings from previous rounds and research.

