Resources for International Comparative Research

Chapter 5 - Combining methods in international comparative research

Summary
Reference is frequently made in Chapters 1–4 to the value of considering different sociocultural and disciplinary approaches when undertaking international comparative research projects. Chapter 5 pursues the discussion presented in Chapter 2 of the ways in which disciplinary boundaries are often crossed in international comparative research by drawing on and combining methods that were previously considered the preserve of other disciplines. This chapter explores the advantages, but also the problems, of combining and integrating multiple research strategies within and across paradigms in comparative projects. It reviews the reasons for the supposed incompatibility between epistemological approaches and the methods that have come to be associated with them. While acknowledging the limitations of multi-strategy comparative research, the chapter examines the various ways in which methodological pluralism can be exploited to extend the scope of comparative studies, test and reinforce their validity, develop new insights and offer concordant or discordant explanations for observed similarities and differences.



Reflective questions
The first part of the chapter (pp. 96–108) explores the arguments for and against combining methods in international comparative research.

1. Why, in some disciplines, were different epistemologies and the methodologies associated with them believed to be incompatible (pp. 96–7)?

2. What are the main characteristics and dichotomies attributed to quantitative versus qualitative approaches as applied traditionally in comparisons in the social and human sciences (pp. 98–100)?

3. How have these two approaches been linked to theoretical debates, and to what extent are these debates relevant to international comparative research (pp. 100–3)?

4. Can the different epistemological approaches be reconciled in international comparative research and, if so, how (pp. 103–4)?

5. What are the relative strengths of the mutual criticisms made within disciplines by researchers espousing quantitative or qualitative methods (pp. 104–5)?

6. What are the signs that methodological pluralism is being more widely accepted (pp. 105–8)?

7. What are the benefits to be gained from combining different methodological approaches in international comparative research (pp. 106–8)?

The second part of the chapter (pp. 108–16), the conclusion (pp. 116–17) and related reflective questions explore the reasons for combining methods and techniques in international comparisons.

8. What are the main reasons for combining different strategies and techniques in international comparative research (pp. 109, 117)?

9. How can multiple methods strategies avoid the risk of drawing erroneous conclusions in international comparisons (p. 109–13)?

10. What do you understand by triangulation, facilitation and complementarity in multiple methods strategies and how have they been applied in different disciplines (pp. 110–13)?

11. How can multiple methods strategies be applied in comparisons across international research projects (pp. 113–15)?

12. What do you understand by methodological compromise in international comparative projects, and how can researchers maintain the integrity of their findings (pp. 115–16)?

13. Why are combination methods not necessarily a panacea in comparative research (pp. 116–17)?



Practical questions
The questions below are intended to assist you in planning an international comparative research project drawing on multiple methods.

1. Are you intending to use multiple methods strategies in your project?

2. Which methods are you intending to combine?

3. How will you argue the merits of combining different methodological approaches in presenting your research design?

4. What precautions will you take to avoid the problems raised by combining methods?

5. In the analysis, how do you plan to integrate the data collected at different levels (macro, meso and micro) as a result of using different methods?

6. How will you deal with contradictory or discordant findings in a project using multiple methods strategies?



Hot tips
Arguments can be made both for and against mixed methods in international comparative research. The following guidance is intended to assist you in taking advantage of multiple methods strategies while avoiding the pitfalls:

· consider the benefits to be gained from combining different methodological approaches and techniques at the research design stage of your project;

· in reviewing the literature on your topic, examine critically the methodological approaches adopted and identify those that might bring new insights to your work;

· ensure that team members are familiar with the different methodological approaches to be used, understand the reasons for combining methods and have the resources needed to carry out the work;

· prepare an analytical framework that will enable you to integrate data collected using different methods and techniques.



Supplementary materials
Very few international comparative projects today are confined to a single methodological approach, and many international comparative projects involve researchers from different disciplinary backgrounds. As a result, the literature has become less concerned with debating the arguments for and against combining methodological approaches, but is focusing on the most effective ways of reinforcing their synergy. The International Social Research Methods Case Studiesfurther illustrate how different methods can be used to complement one another in international comparative projects.

Additional reading
De Weerdt, J. (2010) ‘Moving out of poverty in Tanzania: evidence from Kagara’,Journal of Development Studies, 46 (2): 331–49.

This study, funded by the World Bank and carried out by Economic Development Initiatives, exemplifies the EDI’s commitment to ‘qua–quan combination’ methods, in the conviction that the two approaches can complement one another. The project on which the article is based uses quantitative and qualitative methods to understand the determinants of poverty from the bottom up by studying movements out of poverty over a 10-year period. Using the dataset from the Kagara Health and Development Survey, an econometric prediction was made of the growth path a respondent was expected to follow between 1993 and 2004, based on what was known about him/her in 1993. Life histories were then conducted in matched sets of people who had similar predictions, but different outcomes. The life histories were complemented with other qualitative data collection techniques such as focus group discussions and key informant interviews.

Rihoux, B. and Ragin, C.C. (eds) (2009) Configurational Comparative Methods: qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) and related techniques, London: Sage.

The contributors to this edited volume seek to integrate what they see as the key strengths of qualitative (case-oriented) and quantitative (variable-oriented) approaches in comparative methods research. The chapters provide both a technical review and hands-on appreciation of Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), Crisp-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (csQCA), Multi-Value QCA (mvQCA) and Fuzzy-Set QCA (fsQCA). In commenting on the applications of QCA, the authors address the critiques that it has attracted.



Weblinks
In the methods literature, relatively little discussion has been devoted to the added value of using multi-methods strategies in international comparative studies. The links provided here offer differing perspectives on the issues raised.

COMParative methods for the Advancement of Systematic cross-case Analysis and Small-n Studies (COMPASSS) http://www.compasss.org/about.htm
The literature available on QCA has mushroomed in recent years. In 2003, Benoît Rihoux and colleagues at the Université Catholique de Louvain launched the first generation COMParative methods for the Advancement of Systematic cross-case Analysis and Small-n Studies (COMPASSS) Resource site. Among other activities, COMPASSS maintains exhaustive bibliographies of the scientific production applying or discussing QCA, covering a great variety of publications and unpublished documents, many of which are concerned with international comparative studies.

European Social Survey (ESS), Mixed Mode Data Collection
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=67&Itemid=235 
As in many international research projects, due to constraints on resources, the European Social Survey has had to consider the feasibility of mixing modes of data collection across countries. It has therefore addressed questions concerning the modes of data collection that should be allowed and the kinds of overall survey design that could be employed. The coordinating team has looked at the coverage and response rates that can most likely be achieved with different modes and mode combinations, and the most likely differential error between modes (particularly non-response error and measurement error) and its causes.

