Research in Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method
· The scientific method is used in political science to find general explanations for the often narrow phenomena that comparativists examine in their research. 
· In political science the focus is usually on causality, “If X happens, then Y will be the result.” A theoretical framework which argues that two or more variables are causally related transforms observations of what happened into an explanation of why it happened. 
· A theory is a set of generally accepted information about how and why phenomena relate to one another in a variety of settings.
· A hypothesis is a tentative statement by a researcher about the expected relationship between what the researcher is seeking to understand and what the researcher is examining as a potential cause or causes.

Levels of Analysis

· The phrase “levels of analysis” relates to where one looks for the answer to the research question that is posed. For comparativists this may include individuals, localities, regions, groups, the state, a region of states, or the international system. 
· The state level, including its institutions and society, is the most common level of analysis used in comparative politics. Here, different states are compared to one another, though one could also look at a single state at different periods in its history.
· Comparativists often use the structural approach (middle-level theory) when the level of analysis is the state, the political system, society, or the international community. In contrast to the structural approach is the choice approach (rational-choice theory), in which the level of analysis is most often the individual and the key focus is on the concept of decision making.
· Rational-Choice Theory – is an approach to analyzing political decision-making and behavior that assumes that individual actors rationally pursue their aims in an effort to achieve the most positive net result.

· Middle-level theory – seeks to explain phenomena in a limited range of cases, in particular, a specific set of countries with particular characteristics and particular types of institutions.

Number of Cases – Large “N” vs. Small “n”
· 
Comparative politics research can be divided into two categories, quantitative and qualitative studies, based on the total number of cases evaluated. In comparative politics, a “case” is usually a country. Quantitative studies, often referred to as “large N” research with the “N” referring to the number of cases, allow for statistical analysis of the data that is gathered. Qualitative studies involve a small number of cases, identified as “small n” research.
· 
A research project that looks at only one case is called a case study. Being able to see causal processes in action gives case studies strong internal validity. Internal validity is the sense that the claims of the researcher about a causal relationship in the case or cases examined are well founded. The ability to be objective however, is an even greater challenge for researchers in case studies because of the amount of time and effort invested in such a project.

· 
Another drawback of the case study approach is the limitations of the researcher to generalize based upon their findings. Case studies are, in general, weak on external validity. External validity is the sense that the claims of the researcher about a causal relationship in their research study would apply to cases the researcher did not examine. Despite these limitations single case studies can be valuable because the case itself is important to understand.
· 
An important advantage of large N studies is that the analysis can incorporate an element of control, similar to that in experiments but absent in case studies. Large N studies also allow for greater generalizability, this makes the external validity of large N studies one of their important strengths.

· 
Large N research studies also have limitations. The most basic disadvantage is that information about each case is limited. Large N studies lack the depth of knowledge about each case that is the key to the case study approach.

· 
The comparative method attempts to combine the best aspects of both the case study and large N statistical analysis. The comparative method typically looks at a small number of cases, between three and ten usually, to allow for both the detailed analysis of the case study combined with the generalizability of the large N approach. However, the comparative method cannot provide the depth of understanding that exists at the single case level and it does not allow for the same level of statistical analysis that large N studies provide. (This is what our textbook does)
· 
These small type or “cluster” studies used in the comparative method can result in typologies. Typologies facilitate comparison both within the same type of states as well as between types of states. This is known as the most-similar approach. Comparativists also compare across clusters or types. Comparativists call this the most-different approach; here, the attempt is to analyze what produces the substantial difference we observe.

· 
The comparative method is a research design which seeks to understand the effects of a particular dependent variable by examining a small number of cases.
· 
The most-similar approach to the comparative method examines cases that are very much alike, but the dependent variable in the study varies from one case to the next. Their general similarities allow the researcher to control for a large number of variables, ruling them out as possible explanations for the varying dependent variable.
· 
The most-different approach to the comparative method examines cases that are very different from one another, but the dependent variable in the study is similar from once case to the next. Their general differences allow the researcher to control for a large number of variables, ruling them out as possible explanations for the dependent variable, which is consistent across the cases.

Policy Processes

· One of the most important aspects of government is the formation and execution of policy. Therefore, it comes as no coincidence that one of the major focus topics for comparativists is public policy and its role in the political processes of various countries.
· Another significant approach to research in political science is systems theory, adapted for political science from the natural sciences by David Easton, it is particularly relevant when discussing public policy.
· Systems theory revolves around five specific concepts: inputs, decision-making, outputs, feedback, and the environment. Inputs are the ways that average citizens and the groups they form engage in political life. There are two types of citizen’s activities that makeup inputs, those that support the state and those that place demands on the state.

· Decision making involves the institutions responsible for carrying out the processes of government, often synonymous with the concept of the state. These decisions lead to the “outputs” or public policies that are developed. There are three types of policy that political scientists are concerned about. The first of these are regulatory policies, or those that regulate the behaviors of individuals or groups. An example of these kinds of policies would be tolls placed in strategic locations throughout a city to manage and control urban traffic.

· The next types of policies are those that determine how resources are distributed; they are referred to as redistributive policies and include such as examples as welfare programs, pension payments, and healthcare services.

· Policies can also be used for symbolic purposes. Symbolic policies can include the recognition of a certain symbol such as a flag or the implementation of a new national anthem in order to build support for the state.

· Systems analysis is a useful model for comparativists because it incorporates feedback, which is the process through which people find out about public policy and the ways in which their reactions to recent political events help shape the next phase of political life. Feedback makes systems analysis particularly useful, because it forces us to focus on how a system changes over time.

· The environment includes everything outside the political system. There is no system that is completely autonomous, there are always external forces influencing how a system functions. All politicians and citizens within a particular political system must react to forces beyond their control. Some of these forces include a country’s unique history, its domestic social, economic, and physical conditions, and globalization.
Political Culture and Socialization

Political culture is the underlying set of values and beliefs about politics and the system of meaning for interpreting politics among a given population. There are five major components of political culture:

1. Beliefs about Authority

2. Group vs. Individual

3. Liberty vs. Security

4. Political System Legitimacy

5. The Political Community

Each of these components raises particular questions regarding political beliefs and practices of the individuals in a certain society. 

1. Social Relations and Authority – these beliefs address whether the masses accept the authority of social elite and, consequently, whether social relations are vertical or horizontal.
a. Vertical social relations exist in societies that emphasize an authority hierarchy

b. Horizontal social relations highlight equality among members of society to help shape political and social decisions.

2. Group Welfare versus the Interests of the Individual – Is the society individualistic, or is the fate of the collective more important than that of individuals? Individualistic political cultures discourage governments from implementing policies that protect groups or level the economic playing field in society. Collective political cultures tend to favor government programs that benefit the majority of society.
3. Liberty versus Security – Where freedom is more important than order and security there will be an emphasis on “negative rights” or citizen freedoms from government action. If security and order are valued over freedom then the state will be allowed to intrude into the personal lives of individual citizens in the name of maintaining order.
4. Legitimacy of the Political System and its Leaders – Do individuals accept the existing political regime as having the right to rule? Can political leaders be trusted, or must the activities of government be monitored closely by society?
5. Political Community – What political unit does the population most identify with? Does the population as a whole have a strong sense of national identity? Other identities within a country can be more influential than national identity. People’s loyalties may lie with other parts of their identity, such as their ethnic group or region of residence.
  Political scientists have generally focused on three factors that shape political culture: defining events, repeated experiences, and socialization.

1. Defining Events – provides a shock to society that overwhelms the tendency of political culture to resist change. A perfect example of a defining event was the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, for many Americans values regarding security versus personal freedoms shifted significantly following the attacks.
2. Repeated Experiences – smaller events that reoccur or are sustained over time may also alter political culture. Such as the political and economic view of those people who come of age during the Great Depression or Cold War.
3. Political Socialization – is the process of transmitting the components of a political culture from one generation to the next through social institutions. The most important institution in regards to political socialization is the family. Other important institutions in the socialization process include religious institutions, education systems, the workplace, the media, and government.
