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Content. The purpose of these seminars is to acquaint students with research design and methods. After having followed the course, students should be able to design a research project, relying on qualitative, case-based research, present research (in a paper, dissertation or Ph.D. thesis) using those cases for building conclusive arguments. 
Reading. There is no single textbook for the lectures. Students should buy Gary King, Robert Keohane and Sidney Verba. 1994. Designing Social Inquiry. Princeton, Princeton University Press (henceforth KKV), which is a very good (if somewhat theoretical) introduction and provides a basis for some of the seminars, and Stephen Van Evera. 1997. Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science. Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press. This last text departs from the KKV canon in significant ways, so students may want to get acquainted with both. Additional reading for each seminar will be made available in separate packets.

Method. Students are expected to prepare the readings for the course, actively engage in discussions during the seminars, and for sessions 4-10 to think through how their question/topic/issue could be organised along the lines of the basic research designs that are discussed during those sessions. Sessions 15-20 will be devoted entirely to discussions of students research proposals. 

1. First Year of Doctoral Studies: A Survival Guide

Programme Overview

Methods Training

Substance Training

First Year Review

Supervision

What to Expect in Your First Year of the PhD

Sign Up for Individual Research Training Programme Approval

For this seminar you should familiarize yourself with the European Institute PhD Handbook and the Code of Practice for Research Students and Their Supervisors as stated in the LSE Calendar 2004/5.

During the second week of term, all EI based first year PhDs will be expected to sign up for 10 minute slots to approve their individual research training programme with Bob Hancké. Students should discuss this programme with their supervisors prior to meeting with Bob Hancké. 

2. What is a PhD?

For this seminar you should familiarize yourself with the University of London Requirements for the Degrees of MPhil and PhD (to be found in the LSE Calendar 2003/4). Once you have read these rules and regulations, go to the BLPES and take a look at one or two completed PhD dissertations.  How do these dissertations correspond with the University of London guidelines?  How are they structured? How does the author justify his / her research method in relation to the research question? How does the author compare his / her argument to the existing literature?  What are the characteristics of a good PhD dissertation? 

3. Two core traditions: explaining and understanding

There is a major methodological difference in the social sciences between the traditionalists and the positivists. The key points in this debate are summarised below. This debate was particularly vigorous in the 1960s (especially in the United States). Today, there is a general consensus that the traditional approach and the positivist approach are different ends of a continuum of scholarship rather than completely different games. Moreover, each type of effort can inform and enrich the other and can as well act as a check on the excesses endemic to them.

Traditional Approaches

The traditional approach is a holistic one that accepts the complexity of the human world and seeks to understand social relations in a humanistic way by getting inside the subject. Those who adopt this approach are interested in imaginatively entering into the issue or problem they are studying in order to understand the moral and practical dilemmas this involves.

Focus: Understanding

· Norms and Values

· Judgement

· Historical Knowledge

· Theorist inside subject

Positivist Approaches

The positivist approach seeks to formulate objective and verifiable laws to explain social relations in the same way that the natural sciences explain the physical world. Those who adopt this approach are interested in observable facts and measurable data, in precise calculation, and the collection of data to find recurring patterns or “laws”.

Focus:  Explaining

· Hypothesis

· Collection of data

· Scientific knowledge

· Theorist outside subject

For a general overview of this distinction see M. Hollis and S. Smith, Explaining and Understanding International Relations, chs. 1, 3, 4. 

If you would like to explore the philosophy of social science more fully, you may wish to consider the following: R. Lipsey, Introduction to Positive Economics;  K. Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery;   E. Nagel, The Structure of Science; P. Winch, The Idea of Social Science; L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations 

For an example of understanding, see M. Weber Economy and Society; for an example of explaining, see E. Durkheim, On Suicide.    

Which approach do you find most convincing and why? Will your PhD be an understanding thesis or an explaining thesis? 

4. What is a research question?

Arguably the most important of your research is coming up with the research question: getting the question right is half the work. What, then, are the criteria we look for in a research question? (see the note ‘research question.doc’ in public folder.)  

· A research question has to be relevant to real-world problems. It has to engage an existing debate. 

· A PhD must be more than a literature review. However, gaps in the literature do not necessarily offer research questions.

· Is the question concrete enough? Does it address an empirical puzzle or issue? Can you move up the abstraction ladder and show that the empirical question is a special instance of a broader issue? 

· Is the question focused enough? Can you distinguish between this question and another one that you might want to ask? If not, you'll find that you cannot answer it without dragging in all kinds of other things.

· A research question needs to be asked in such a way that you can be wrong (and know when you are wrong). In other words, it must be a question rather than an assertion. Try asking the question in its most basic form, so that you can answer it with 'yes' or 'no' --if you cannot answer it with both, you may want to rephrase your question and/or rethink the topic.

·  Simplicity: a question needs to be simple (not simplistic). Try the 'grandmother test': can you explain to your grandmother what you are doing?

·  A question has to be researchable. This has many different dimensions (not exhaustive): Are there data you can use and are they available to you (access)? Do the variables vary or have they become constants? Is the question limited in time or space, i.e. does it have a clear geographic area, a starting point, and 'end' that you work toward and explain/answer? Or are you chasing a moving target?

· Try answering the question you are asking; ideally you should be able to do so without relying on lists of factors that 'clearly' matter. Questions that produce answers which appear as lists, are usually not good questions. 

5. Linking questions to approaches

We will discuss the relationship between question and approach with reference to work that your teachers and supervisors in the EI have done:

R.C. Hancké, State, Market and Firms (MIT Doctoral Dissertation 2000); A. Innes, The Partition of Czechoslovakia (LSE Doctoral Dissertation, 1997) and  J.  Jackson Preece, The International Status of National Minorities in the European Nation-States System 1919-1995 (Oxford University Doctoral Dissertation, 1997). You may find it interesting to compare the dissertations with the subsequent books derived from them  - see Bob Hancké, Large Firms and Institutional Change (Oxford UP 2002); Abby Innes, Czechoslovakia: The Short Good-Bye  (Yale UP, 2001) and Jennifer Jackson Preece, National Minorities and the European Nation-States System (OUP, 1998). What has remained the same? What has changed? 
6. What is research design and why does it matter?

Research design is a critical part of research: it provides the link between the theory or argument that informed the research, on the one hand, and the empirical material collected on the other. Research design addresses at least three issues. First of all, and most importantly, it must allow the researcher to engage in an on-going debate: (social) science proceeds by examining critically the positions in a debate, discover unanswered (or poorly answered) questions, and then engage the debate through an analysis of these weaknesses. Research design therefore has to address the debate, and allow the researcher to make a contribution to that debate. Secondly, and as a result, the design of a research project must aim to include not just the answers that the researcher is trying to give, but also explicitly address the positions in the debate. Case selection thus becomes an instrument that allows an intervention in the ongoing debate, and therefore needs to be done not just with the researcher’s final argument in mind, but also explicitly engaging the most important alternative explanations. Third, the research design must allow the researcher to make the step from argument, over well-specified hypotheses (about the probable outcome of the research) to the actual cases studied. Developing theory or argument, translating them into well-specified hypotheses, and collecting empirical material therefore are steps in the research process that are closely linked to one another. In sum, research design and the selection of cases is an intricate part of building the argument: cases offer analytical leverage. 

When reading the texts for the first lecture, ask yourself the questions what the methodological foundations of good qualitative research are, what the potential strength of (single) case studies for building arguments is and how the studies and research strategies discussed by Rueschemeyer address these issues. What do you think of Emigh’s argument against the background that explaining ‘why something does not happen’ yields complicated research designs? 

KKV, Chapter 1
Van Evera, Chapter 1

Rueschemeyer, Dietrich. 1991. “Different Methods - Contradictory Results? Research on Development and Democracy.” in Issues and Alternatives in Comparative Social Research, edited by Charles C. Ragin. Leiden: Brill, pp. 9-38.

Emigh, Rebbeca J. 1997. ‘The power of negative thinking: the use of negative case methodology in the development of sociological theory’, Theory and Society, 26: 649-684
7. Case studies 

There are many books on case study research, but only few of them address research design issues explicitly. The main purpose of this session is to look in detail at one specific single case study method, which offers most perspectives for building conclusive arguments: the “critical” or “limiting” case, whereby a case is selected which, on theoretical grounds offers a most likely setting for something to occur which confirms the theory. If even under these most favourable circumstances the events or processes that the theory predicted did not occur, the theory can be considered refuted (the method also works, but in a slightly less convincing manner, in the opposite direction –selecting a most unlikely setting, and proving that even there the argument worked). For other case study-based options, but which seem to be less powerful (and should therefore be used in a different way), the Van Evera text is very useful. 

If time allows we can will also discuss the less strongly positivist i.e. ‘theory testing’ approach to single case studies, namely the use of more descriptive /interpretative single case studies. If skilfully used this can also provide a powerful thesis insofar as the case produces new categories/classifications. For example, Juan Linz’s path-breaking work on Spain under Franco identified a form of authoritarianism distinct  from dictatorships and totalitarian systems – thus developing an important benchmark in the comparative study of authoritarian/totalitarian regimes. In sum then, single case studies can be used to confirm or undermine existing theories, to develop new categories (be careful here – it should be a significant category and a significant advance – the trap of trivial description is wide) or to strengthen the category of deviant cases from a given theory (particularly satisfying if the theory is very dominant!).

When reading the texts, ask yourself the following questions: what is a case study (and what is it not?), what is the difference between cases and units of observation? What is a critical case? Try to come up with an example yourself. What is the crucial limit of a critical case design and what are the most important weaknesses of critical cases (KKV: 209 ff. can offer some inspiration). How would you assess critical cases and other case-based designs (like those following the criteria that Van Evera or Gerring offer)? Are they all equally convincing? How could non-critical case studies be improved? Think about your own research and the literature you know. 

Van Evera, Chapter 2

J. Gerring, ‘What is a case study and what is it good for?’ American Political Science Review, 98:2, 341-354

A. Hirschman, 1993, ‘Exit, Voice, and the Fate of the GDR’, World Politics, 45, January 173-202 (both Gerring and Hirschman are available from Electronic Journals on the library website).

8. Comparative method

Implicitly or explicitly, a lot of social science research is comparative. Comparative research, however, is more than just analysing two or more cases side by side: it involves an active intervention from the researcher to select and study the cases in such a way that they allow for conclusive arguments. The Skocpol text gives the basic argument: when doing comparative research, think about what and how you are comparing. When reading it, ask yourself the following questions: what is the logical structure of comparative research? Try and come up with an example (real or imagined) yourself, and make explicit why and how this design is a strong comparative design. What are the weaknesses of the method (is it possible to actually find such beautifully matching cases; consider the implicit critique of the comparative method by Locke and Thelen; also think back at what Van Evera had to say about that)? (How) could within-case variation help?

The second set of readings addresses a technique which builds on the strength of the comparative method, but does so in a way that it can handle more than a limited number of cases: QCA. Instead of “chopping up” a case into a set of individual variables, QCA attempts to see cases as discrete, tightly interlinked structures of variables, and then tries to analyse how the absence or presence of particular variables influence the structure of those cases. The technique is Boolean algebra, essentially a form of logic based on true/false statements: either an element is there, or it is not (the algebra is important in the formal method, but the logic underneath it is relatively transparent and universal, so do not concentrate too much on trying to understand the algebra if you have problems). When reading the Ragin and Wickham-Crowley articles, try to understand the strengths of the method, and how it might help you in designing your research. Try to come up with areas and problems where this type of analysis may be especially relevant (think of institutional analysis). Try and relate the QCA method to the two other models of comparative research in the session. 

The methodological argument in the reading for the third subsection is slightly more complex. It argues that researchers ought to make sure that they are comparing issues with the same salience in different countries. While intuitively this may sound correct, it opens a series of pitfalls: how do we know what the salience of particular issues is? When reading the Locke-Thelen article, think about those problems, how (if) they could be resolved, and how this argument might help you in designing your own research. 

(a) The comparative method 

Skocpol, Theda. 1984. “Emerging Agendas and Recurrent Research Strategies in Historical Sociology” (in) Skocpol, T. (ed.) Vision and Method in Historical Sociology, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

(b) Qualitative comparative analysis
Ragin, Charles C. 1991. “Introduction: The Problem of Balancing Discourse On Cases and Variables In Comparative Social Science.” in Issues and Alternatives in Comparative Social Research, edited by Charles C. Ragin. Leiden: Brill, pp. 1-8.

Wickham-Crowley, Timothy P. 1991. “A Qualitative Comparative Approach to Latin American Revolutions.” in Issues and Alternatives in Comparative Social Research, edited by Charles C. Ragin. Leiden: Brill, pp. 82-109.

(c) Contextualised comparisons
Locke, R. M. and K. Thelen (1995). “Apples and Oranges Revisited: Contextualized Comparison and the Study of Comparative Labor Politics.” Politics and Society 23(3): 337-368.

9. Ethnography and Thick Understandings of Social Practices
Ethnography is a two-stage practice of knowledge production. The first involves the organization of data collected using methods such as participant-observation and undirected (open-ended) interviews. The second  takes the form of a  report that understands the specific experiences of local actors as part of a holistic universe of meaning. The power of ethnography is in its recognition of situated perspectives, its ability to locate associations and meanings that may be transparent even to the actors themselves.

a)
Participant Observation.  

b)
Holism.  On one hand, the ethnographer “synthesizes disparate observations to create a holistic construct of ‘culture’ or ‘society’”; on the other hand, “Good ethnographic data are wide-ranging”, having breadth.  Attention is directed towards creating a representation that puts different aspects of life in relation to one another.

c)
Context Sensitivity.  Actions, words and things are understood not only in terms of their form, but also in their context.  Believing that all social processes are situated, and that nothing happens in a “cultural vacuum”, the ethnographer draws attention to the ways in which context imbues specificity of meaning.

d)
Sociocultural Description.  Data collection is in the service of creating  a “detailed depiction and analysis of social relations and culture”.  Its object is to understand not only what culture looks like analytically, but also what culture is, experientially and phenomenologically, for the actor

How might ethnography be used to help define a research question? Can it be used to test general explanations? 

The seminal piece is C. Geertz, “Description: Toward and Interpretive Theory of Culture,” The Interpretation of Culture, (NY: Basic Books, 1973), Chapter 1
Willis & Trondman, ‘Manifesto for Ethnography’ (2000) 1 Ethnography 5

Katz & Csordas, ‘Phenomenological Anthropology in Anthropology and Sociology {2003) 4 Ethnography 275 

Stewart, The Ethnographer’s Method (1997, Sage, Thousand Oaks CA)

Riles, The Network Inside Out (2001, University of Michigan Press)
10.  Discourse analysis

Discourse analysis is concerned with the organisation of language, and in term how language organises social and political life. It thus foregrounds language use as a social action tied to social relations and identities, power, inequality and social struggle and as a variable that alters behaviour.

Reading

Coyle  "Discourse analysis", in Breakwell etal (Eds), Research Methods in Psychology (1995, Sage, London)

Goffmann  'The interaction order' (1983) 48 American Sociological Review 1

Anthaki etal. ‘Discourse Analysis Means Doing Analysis: A Critique Of Six Analytic Shortcomings’ (2003) 1 Discourse Analysis Online

http://extra.shu.ac.uk/daol/previous/v1_n1.html
De Cillia, ‘The discursive construction of national identities’ (1999) 10 Discourse & Society 149

van Dijk,, "Discourse & Society: a new journal for a new research focus’ (1990) 1  Discourse & Society 5

Austin, How to Do Things with Words (1962, OUP)

11.   An Overview of the Research Proposal and Literature Review

What are the criteria for a good research proposal and a good literature review. Students will be expected to present a brief overview of the structure of their research proposal and literature review (one page outline for each) and discuss the relationship between the two. 

12.   Interviews

This week we will discuss the problems of interviewing as source of data. Broadly speaking, these problems fall into three main areas:

When to interview?

What kind of information can you get out of interviews? Interviews do not supplant other methods of data collection but complement them (see below under 3). 

Do interviews when you are ready for them, else they may turn into a waste of time for you and the interviewee. That does not necessarily mean that you wait until you have all your hypotheses ready. Interviews will force you to revise these, so early is often better than later. Just make sure you know what you're talking about. 

Who to interview? 
Draw up a wish list of who you want to interview; go for the top (this is LSE after all, and that opens doors); go lower down as the constraints become more important. A letter from supervisor or teacher may help getting you access. 

Are they the right people for the information you need? Can you think of people who might have a different view (e.g. managers and unionists, or different sides of a policy issue)? Interview those as well: as you know from making up after rows with your loved ones, there is often more than one plausible interpretation of a tense situation. 

How? 

One hour is a long time for busy people: prepare interviews well. But don't over-prepare (see below). Make sure you ask all the questions you need to ask. Get purely factual things out of the way early in the interview (How big is your budget? What kinds of products do you make?…).

Ask questions with the interviewee's words, and in the interviewee's world. They are not working on a Ph.D. Yet they are not idiots either, so sometimes, if you are clear enough about what you are doing, asking (almost) the exact question you are asking yourself can do wonders, because that allows you to explore lower levels of abstraction afterwards with them. 


Specialised interviewees (e.g. lawyers or engineers) often know little outside their area of expertise. Others may have a broader perspective on an issue. Calibrate interviews accordingly.

Do not necessarily stick to a question list; a 'discussion' can often get you more interesting insights. The order of questions can vary; make sure you know which ones you've asked.

Lay down early what the ground-rules regarding attribution and especially literal citation are. Many would want (and have the right!) to know what you make of their words when you write them up.

Iteration

Corroborate interviews with other, independent, material: other interviews, research reports, annual reports, newspaper articles, etc. Remember that the purpose of the interview is to collect pieces of information that are matched to other pieces of information to make up a convincing story. 

13.   Sources

Good research design is centrally concerned with the problem of sources including both appropriateness and accessibility. What types of sources are most relevant to the research question: archives, data sets, interviews, etc.? Does the choice of method limit the choice of sources and vice versa? Are the sources immediately to hand or will they require field research? What sort of research constraints are likely to arise with respect to the sources and will these present serious limitations of evidence or of bias? For example, archival research is dependent upon the information in the archive and is therefore limited by laws with respect to public disclosure as well as the subject and methodological priorities of the archivist. Similar limitations also arise with respect to data obtained through interviews where the evidence is fundamentally determined (and thus potentially limited as well as biased) by both the interviewers questions AND the respondents answers. Thus interview design (both in terms of the structure of the question as well as the criteria for choosing respondents) becomes critical. In order to overcome such gaps and / or bias in the evidence, it may be necessary to examine more than one type of source.

This week, we would like each of you to consider the problem of sources with respect to your own research question. What type of sources will you be using and why are these appropriate for the question and the method you have selected? Do you anticipate any problems of access, availability or bias?  If so, how do you propose to overcome these problems?

14.   What makes for a good (and a bad) academic paper? 

In this session we will dissect two papers and try and understand which research design features make them good or bad examples of academic analysis. Think through the following issues: how are argument and data connected? Are concepts used clear and precise? Does the introduction do a good job of framing the paper? Is the research question clear (assess it against the criteria for research questions discussed in session 4). At what point in the paper do you know what the author is trying to argue and how? Does the structure of the paper allow you to understand the argument? 

Bates, R., „Introduction“ (in) Bates, R. H., A. Greif, et al. (1998). Analytical narratives. (Princeton, Princeton University Press)

Stephen Van Evera. 1997. Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science. Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press, appendix. See also 'Tips on writing a paper' in the public folder.

Example of a good empirical paper

Chadwick Alger, “Challenges for Peace Researchers and Peace-Builders in the Twenty-First Century: Education and Coordination of a Diversity of Actors in Applying What We Are Learning”, International Journal of Peace Studies (2000), pp. 1-13.

15.     Presenting and Discussing PhD Research 

16.     Presenting and Discussing PhD Research

17.     Presenting and Discussing PhD Research

18.     Presenting and Discussing PhD Research

19.     Presenting and Discussing PhD Research

20.     Presenting and Discussing PhD Research

21.    How to Survive the Oral Defense (tbc)

22.    Publish or Perish: The Editorial Process (tbc)

23.    How to Give a Conference Paper (tbc)
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