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Key Steps in Doing Social Science Research: Pursuing a Research Design

(CAUTION: Keep in mind the difference between “logic-in-use” versus “reconstructed logic”. What I’m describing below is reconstructed logic, or how it looks when everything is done. The actual logic-in-use is likely to be far messier before you clean it up into reconstructed logic.)

1)  Central Research Question:  In order to do research systematically, you need to start with a central research question, one that you can express in a single sentence. The question is meant to identify what it is that you wish to discover as a result of your research. It should specify the dependent variable (that which you are seeking to explain).

2)  Salience of the question/puzzle: In essence, the research question constitutes a puzzle to be solved. The next step in the process then is to indicate why this question/puzzle is an important one. In what way does answering it enhance either our understanding of how international politics works; or, enhance our understanding of a type of phenomenon in international politics?

3) Theory:  Once you know what research question you want to answer, and why it is important, the next section should develop a theory/explanation that tries to answer the puzzle. Note that this is an interactive process (interacting with the research question and perhaps rephrasing it, or placing it into a broader context), and it has several parts to it:

· You need to look first at the inventory of theoretical/conceptual tools available to you: what seems most relevant in approaching your question and why?

· As you pursue this first step, you will be faced with one of two choices: do I take one approach over another, or, do I try to synthesize more than one approach to give me a better explanation, while I try to keep my explanation as parsimonious as possible. CAUTION: remember that we developed a number of criteria for evaluating theory. You should recall those criteria as you apply your theoretical knowledge to the problem at hand.

· Now, sketch out a model that you think will create a good explanation to answer the research question, including:  1.why this is superior to what you’ve discarded and why; 2.being careful to identify salient independent and intervening variables that the theory leads you to believe will cumulatively explain or account for the dependent variable in your research question.

· At this point, you may need to rephrase the research question. It is possible that the theoretical approach you are using is able to address a part of the question only, or that it has indicated to you that you are actually asking the wrong research question. Keep in mind that part of what theory does is to raise research questions and puzzles, and your theory may be saying to you that what you asked is less important than what you didn’t ask.

4) Application of Theory to case(s):  Research Design Issues

a) Creating a hypothesis: When using a theory, you are in effect, testing the value of an explanation. The best way of doing so, is by creating one or more key hypotheses and seeing if they are supported or rejected by slices of reality. 


A hypothesis is typically an “if…then…” statement. The “if” part designates the independent (and) intervening variables, while the “then” statement designates the dependent variable. For example, structural neorealists will hypothesize that “if the system is a balanced, bipolar one, then it is less likely to experience wars.” So, the independent variable is variation in balance between two poles over time, and the dependent variable being explained is the frequency of wars over time. Recasting your initial research question into one or more hypotheses 1.sharpens the question further, 2.links it more closely and clearly to the theory you are using, 3.allows you to create a test to see if you can confirm or reject the idea associated with the explanation.


b) Bringing in the evidence: 

The issue of qualitative versus quantitative evidence: Generally speaking, there are two types of evidence that are available to you. One is “qualitative”, the other “quantitative”. Both types require you to make some critical decisions about the use of evidence to support or reject your hypothesis(es). There are many trade-offs between the two types of evidence, including: 1) you can go into great depth in analyzing a case and what happened when you are looking at qualitative evidence; you touch only the surface with quantitative (large-N) evidence; 2) you can only do a few cases when using qualitative evidence; you can use hundreds (thousands) of cases when you use quantitative evidence and so are testing over a much larger slice of reality; 3) when using qualitative evidence over a few cases, you don’t know if…had you chosen different cases…you may have reached different conclusions; with large-N, quantitative evidence, as long as you use a “valid” sample, this shouldn’t be a problem; 4) many hypotheses and theories are probabilistic: they can predict most of the time but not all of the time. With large-N quantitative evidence, you get a feeling for how much they can’t or can predict; with small-N case studies, you can’t tell how often they predict correctly.


The second important question you need to ask is: what cases do I need to confirm or reject my hypothesis(es)?  One single case cannot do this; that’s because there is no variation in the one case, and you are not testing variation in your dependent variable. For example, if you are looking to explain the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, and asking why do nations invade other nations…all you have is a single instance of an invasion. You have no instance of non-invasions, and likewise, you don’t have variation in your independent variables either. While a single case is instructive to help create a hypothesis, no single case can ever truly test a hypothesis.


To test a hypothesis, then, you need to figure out how you can show evidence of variation in your key independent and dependent variables across a number of cases. This is an issue of case selection. Cases can be selected using the same country (ies) over time (in the previous example, looking at all the cases in which Iraq had a conflict with another country and went to war, and cases when it had a conflict with another country and didn’t go to war), or a number of similar and contrasting instances at the same point in time (comparing Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait with similar invasions in 1991, and with similar conflicts that did not result in invasions in 1991). It is possible to compare a country to itself by looking at it over time, or to compare it with other like units either at one point in time or over time.


Third, and after case selection, you need to develop a set of criteria that you use (and share with the reader) about what type of evidence constitutes confirmation of your hypothesis(es), and what kind of evidence constitutes rejection of your hypothesis(es). You need to know, and the reader of your paper needs to know, before you present the evidence, what confirmation looks like and what rejection looks like. In addition (and this is probably just as important) by forcing yourself to do this in advance, you know if you have sufficient evidence to confirm or disconfirm your predictions.


Fourth, going from concept (idea) to operationalization: operationalization is just a large word for actually measuring what your idea implies. Suppose that you are arguing that bipolarity creates stability, and therefore, it reduces conflict. So, how do we know when bipolarity exists? In other words, how do we measure it, or operationalize it? There are two issues about operationalization, irrespective of whether you are using qualitative or quantitative evidence. The first issue is validity: you need to make a case that what you are measuring the concept with actually is “valid”, or well reflects the concept. For example, you may decide that you will measure bipolarity by arguing that the two major groups in international politics control most of global military expenditures (a measure of military capabilities). You would need to argue that this is a good measure of the concept of bipolarity. The second issue is reliability: and that means that you can show that the evidence you have generated would not change if anyone else were to be generating the same data or information. So, if you measure military expenditures, and I measure military expenditures, using your formula, we would come up with the same results (or, very close). Note that this is less of a problem in quantitative evidence than in qualitative evidence.


Fifth, and after you’ve addressed issues of operationalization, you apply the evidence to your hypotheses. You do so first by discussing how the evidence fits (or doesn’t fit) what your hypothesis predicted, and then second, given the nature of the fit, discuss the extent to which the evidence refutes, or confirms the prediction(s). How this is done differs dramatically between qualitative versus quantitative evidence, with the former being mostly narrative, and the latter a combination of narrative and summaries (statistical summaries) of the relationships between data. This part concludes with a discussion of the extent to which you were able to confirm and reject your hypothesis(es).

5)  Analysis

Based on your findings, you conclude your paper with the following discussion:

a)  How useful was your theory, given your evidence, in accounting for the research question you raised at the outset?  How much does this tell you about the value of the theory or approach you used?

b) Is there need for further research, either for better theoretical development or for testing better the implications for the theory? And if so, what should be the next steps?
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