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The Comp arative Method:

Two Decades of Change

David Collier

“And what should they know of England who only England
know?" Rudyard Kipling*

- “Nations can be understood only in comparative perspective.”

Seymour Martin Lipset®.

The idea that comparison. is a “good thing” is built into our intuitive
sense of how we understand the world. Comparison sharpens our
powers of description and can be an invaluable stimulus to concept for-
mation. It provides criteria for testing hypotheses and contributes to the
inductive discovery of new hypotheses and to theory building. Harold
D. Lasswell, in the lead article of the first issue in 1968 of the journal
Comparative Politics, argued that comparison is so central to good
analysis that the scientific method is unavoidably comparative.”

Within the political science subfield of comparative politics, a con-.

cern with téchniques of comparison is very much alive and well, and the

expression “comparative method” is often used to refer to the pamally
distinctive methodological issues that atise in the systernatic analysis of a
small number of cases, or a “small-N.” This concern with analyzing few
cases appears to derive in part from the types of large-scale political
phenomena commonly studied by scholars of comparative politics—such -
as revolutions, national political regimes, and the evolution of nation-
states. A small number of cases is studied either because these
phenomena accur relatively infrequently or because, even if they are
more common, it is believed that they are best understood through the
close analysis of relahvely few observations.* The practice of focusing on
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" PART ONE—DIMENSIONS OF COMPARISON ™ 1.

school of “comparative historical analysis,” in which countries are stu-
died over long periods. This intensive scrutiny of each case limits the
number of cases a scholar can consider.® :

Choosing to study relatively few cases confronts the analyst with
the problem of having more variables to analyze than cases to observe,
or the quandary of “many variables, small-N,” as Arend Lijphart put
it. The quandary has stimulated much writing on how to analyze rela-
tively few cases most productively. Such writing extends well beyond
the subfield of comparative politics, drawing on insights from and being
applicable to a broad spectrum of work in the disciplines of political sci-
ence, sociology, economics, psychology, and statistics.

The late 1960s and early 1970s saw a boom in writing on compara-
tive method as it applies to international studies.” This literature esta-
blished a set of norms and practices for small-N research, drew attention
to questions of how to conduct such analyses, and created a baselinie of
understanding that has played an important role in the ongoing practice
of comparative politics. In a book such as this prepared for the twen-
tieth anniversary of the journal Comparative Politics, it is appropriate
to assess issues of comparative method that have been debated since the
journal first appeared and to consider their implications for future
research. This chapter takes as a point of departure Arend Lijphart’s
“Comparative Politics and' Comparative Method,” published in 1971.%
Among the studies of that period, Lijphart’s piece stands out for its ima-
ginative synthesis of basic issues of comparison and of the relationship
between comparative method and other branches of methodology. The
present djscussion reviews Lijphart’s perspective and uses it as a point of
departure for exploring new developments in the intervening two

. decades.

" A central theme which emerges is that the small-N comparativist is
pulled in two directions. On the one hand, in important respects the
value of quantitative and statistical approaches in addressing the sub-

" stantive problems of comparative politics is more in doubt today than it
was two decades ago, and the growing interest in “interpretive social

science” reflects the conviction that the clase, qualitative analysis of few .

cases is the most fruitful approach. On the other hand, innovations in
the research designs and statistical techniques available-for small-N
analysis have created new opportunities for doing quantitative research
with relatively few cases. The lesson drawn from these contrasting
trends is that the most fruitful approach to the field of comparative poli-
tics is eclectic, one in which scholars are willing and able to build upon
both sets of developments.

SYNOPSIS OF LIJPHART

Lijphart defines ‘the comparative method as the analysis of a small

number of cases, entailing at Jeast two observations, but less than about: .

few cases has been reinforced during the past decade with the .r'i_s:e of the
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twenty. A central goal of his article® is to assess the comparative method
in relation to three other methods—experimental, statistical, and case
study—and to evaluate these different approaches by two criteria: (1)
how well they achieve the goal of testing theory through adjudicating
among rival explanations, and (2) how difficult it is to acquire the data
needed to employ each method (see Figure 1}.

The experimental method has the great merit of providing strong
criteria for eliminating rival explanations through experimental control,
but unfortunately it is impossible to generate appropriate experimental
data for most topics relevant to international studies. The statistical

Figure 1. Situating the Comparative Method as of 1971: Lijphart’s Scheme

Case Study Method

C_omparative Method

Experimental Method

Merit: Permits inten-
sive examination of
cases even with lim-
ited resources

Inherent Problem:

Contributes less to

building theory than

studies with more

cases

Types of Case Stu-

dies:

1. Atheoretical

2. Interpretive

3. Hypothesis-
generating

4. Theory-confirming

5. Theory-infirming
(i.e., case studies
that weaken a
theory marginally)

6. Deviant case studies

Defined as: Syste-
matic analysis of small
number of cases
("'small-N"" analysis)
Merit: “'Given inevit-
able scarcity of time,
energy, and financial
resources, the inten-
sive analysis of a few
cases may be more
promising than the
superficial statistical
analysis of many
cases’ (Lijphan, p.
685)

Inherent Problem:
Weak capacity to sort
out rival explanations,
specifically, the prob-
lem of “many vari-
ables, few cases”

Potential Solutions:
1. increase number of
cases
2. Focus an compar-
able cases
3. Reduce number of
variables
a. Combine vari-
ables
b. Employ more par-
simonious theory

Merit: Eliminates rival
explanations through
experimental control

Inherent Problem:
Experimental control is
impossible for many or
most topics of
relevance to field of
comparative politics

Statistical Method

Merit: Assesses rival
explanations through
statistical control
Inherent Problem:
Difficult to collect ade-
quate information in a
sufficient number of
cases, due to limited
time and resources




10 PART ONE—DIMENSIONS OF COMPARISON - -
method has the merit of assessing rival explanations through the weaker
but still valuable procedure of statistical control, but it is often not feasi-
ble to collect a sufficiently large set of reliable data to do this form of
analysis. The case study method has the merit of allowing the scholar
with relatively modest time and resources to assess at least one case with
care, but the opportunities for systematically testing hypotheses are far
more limited than with the other methods. Yet case studies do make a
contribution, and Lijphart offers a suggestive typology of the different
ways case studies can be used in forming and testing theories.

The comparative method, as defined by Lijphart, has an intermedi-
ate status on both of his criteria. It provides a weaker basis than the
experimental or statistical method for evaluating hypotheses, specifically
because of the many variables, small-N problem. Yet it offers a stronger
basis for evaluating hypotheses than do case studies. Even with the
problem of having more variables than cases, the comparative method
allows systematic comparison which, if appropriately utilized, can con-
tribute to the assessment of alternative explanations.

Although the data requirements of the comparative method are
much greater than for case studies, they are far less demanding than for
experimental or statistical research. Lijphart therefore views the com-
parative method as suitable in research based on modest resources, and

he suggests that studies using the comparative method might often serve -

as a first step toward statistical analysis. Lijphart states that:

If at all possible ofie should generally use the statistical (or perhaps
even the experimental) method instead of the weaker comparative
method. But often, given the inevitable scarcity of time, energy,
and financial resources, the intensive comparative analysis of a few
cases may be more promising than a more superficial statistical
analysis of many cases. In such a situation, the most fruitful
approach would be to regard the comparative analysis as the first
stage of research, in which hypotheses are carefully formulated,
and the statistical analysis as the second stage, in which these
hypotheses are tested in as large a sample as possible. 1

In addition to triangulating among these different approaches,
Lijphart proposes solutions to both sides of the dilemma of many vari-
ables, small-N entailed in the comparative method.!! With regard to the
small number of cases, even if researchers stop short of a statistical
study, they can nonetheless increase the number of cases and thereby
enlarge the scope of comparison that can be used to assess hypotheses.
With regard to the large number of variables, he suggests two
approaches. First, analysts can foeus on “comparable cases,” that is, on
cases that (1) are matched on many variables that are not central to the
study, thus in effect “controlling” for these variables, and (2) differ in
terms of the key variables that are the focus of analysis, thereby allow-
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ing a more adequate assessment of their influence, Hence, the selection

~ of cases acts as a partial substitute for statistical or experimental con-

trol.'* Second, analysts can reduce the number of variables either by
combining variables or through theoretical parsimony, that is, through
the careful elaboration of a theory that focuses on a smaller number of
explanatory factors, .

Thus, Lijphart provides a compact formulation of the relationship

- between the comparative method and other methodologies and offers

possible solutions to problems posed by the small-N analysis entailed in
the comparative method.

INNOVATIONS RELEVANT TO THE
COMPARATIVE METHOD

The two decades following Lijphart’s study have seen a number of inno-
vations in the comparative method, as well as a renewed focus on
methodological alternatives already available before he wrote his arti-

.cle. Though many of these innovations appeared in work concerned

with small-N comparison, others appeared in writing on the experimen-
tal, statistical, and case study methods. The result has been an intellec-
tual cross-fertilization of great benefit to the comparative method. F ig-
ure 2 provides an overview of these innovations. The arrows in Figure 2
suggest the potential contributions of work in other methodologies to the
comparative method.

Innbvations in the Comparative Method

Innovations in the methodology of small-N comparison can be discussed
in terms of the issues introduced above, encompassing the goals of com-
parison, justifications for focusing on few cases, and the problem of
many variables, few cases.

Different Uses of Comparison A criterion in evaluating any method-
ology is how good a job it does in assessing rival explanations. One
direction that discussions of the comparative method have taken is
toward broadening the criteria of assessment. Perhaps the most striking
formulation is Skocpol and Somers’s discussion of three types of com-
parative analysis.!® The first is concerned with the systematic examina-
tion of covariation among cases for the purpose of the generation and
testing of hypotheses.™ The second is the examination of a number of
cases with the goal of showing that a particular set of concepts or a par-
ticular model usefully illuminates many cases. No real test of the theory
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occurs, but rather the goal is the parallel demonsiration of theory. This
use of comparison plays an important role in the process through which
theories are elaborated in international studies. The third type of com-
parison is the examination of two or more cases in order to highlight
Liow different they are, thus setting the framework for interpreting the
way different processes of change play out within each context. This
contrast of contexts is central to the more interpretive side of the social
sciences and reflects yet another way that comparison is, in fact, fre-
quently used,
In addition to providing a more multifaceted account of the goals

of comparison, Skocpol and Somers suggest the intriguing idea of a
“research cycle” among these different approaches. This cycle occurs
because the inherent weakness of each approach may stimulate work
that employs the other approaches. Thus, a “parallel demonstration”
scholar may introduce a new theory and show how it applies to many
cases. A “hypothesis-testing” scholar, seeing that the theory does not fit
certain cases, may go on to formulate and test hypotheses about where it
fits and where it does not. In turn, a hypothesis-testing study that too
brashly compares disparate contexts may stimulate a “contrast of con-
texts” scholar to examine more carefully the meaning of the différence in
context. It is thus useful to move beyond an exclusive focus ofi the role
of comparison in testing explanations to a broader understanding that
encompasses the different elements in this research cycle. This is not to
say that assessing hypotheses does not remain a paramount goal of corm-
parison, and many scholars insist that it is the paramount goal. Yet this
broader perspective offers a valuable account of how comparative work
proceeds within a larger research community, pointing usefully to the
interaction between hypothesis-testing studies and those with a more
interpretive emphasis.

Statisticat Method

Experimental Method
of selection bias in quasi-experiments -

interrupted time-series design becomes
(Achen)

more widely known
2. Analysis of the Connecticut crackdown,

on speeding as exemplar of interrupted,
time-series analysis (Campbell and: *

Ross}
3. Diffusion of ideas about quasi-

experiments encouraged by codificgtigh

of evaluation research A
4. Proposed statistical solution to problem- | -

Europe (Lange-Garrett-Jackman-Hicks-

in the social sciences (Freedman) -
small-N in the debate on corporatisth-:
and economic growth in Western
Patterson)

= 2. New statistical techniques retevantto .”

small-N analysis _
3. Effort to refine statistical analysis of-a..

Diffusion of Older Ideas and Introduc-
tion of New ldeas on Quasi- ’

1. Methodology of quasi-experiments and -
1. Criticism of standard statistical pra_c:tic'_:e=

Experimental Design
New Warnings and New Solutions

£

Comparative Method
other forms of interpretive understand-

ing (Geertz and many others)
4. To achieve analytic depth of case-
cases (Lijphart versus Przeworski and

Teune} _ _
3. Reducing number of variables in con-

junction with using stronger theory

types (Skocpol and Somers)
approach” (Verba, reinforced by
Almond and Geneo)

2. To avoid problem of “conceptual

Further Justifications for Focus on a

Small-N
oriented approach (Ragin)

Dehates on Solutions to Problem of

Many Variables, Small-N

stretching” (Sartori)
3. To facilitate “‘thick description” and

1. Emphasis on interpretive understanding
2. Idea of a “'research cycle” among the

Broadened Understanding of Types of
2. Comparable cases versus contrasting

Comparative Studies
1. To pursue ‘'disciplined configurative

1. Value of increasing number of cases

A7

Justification for Small-N A second trend is toward a more elaborate
justification of a focus on relatively few cases. Lijphart’s rationale,
though incisively stated, seems in retrospect rather modest, in that it
emphasizes only the problem of inadequate resources and treats the
small-N comparison as a'way-station on the route to more sophisticated
statistical analysis.

A very different defense of working either with a small-N or with
case studies had previously been available in arguments favoring a
“configurative” approach,’”® and this perspective was expressed in a
more interesting form a couple of years before the publication of
Lijphart’s analysis in Sidney Verba’s advocacy of the “disciplined
configurative approach.”® In evaluating Robert A. Dahl’s Political
Oppositions in Western Democracies,!” Verba points both to the sophis-

_tication of the hypotheses entertained in the book and to the difficulty of
assessing them adequately, except through a close command of the

Case Study Method
studies through ‘'process tracing”

(George and McKeown)
4, Critique of value of case studies in

case studies (Eckstein, George)
3. Improvement of causal analysis in case

{Campbeli)
2. Refinements in Lijphart’s typology of

assessing rational choice theory (Achen

‘ Figdre 2. Innovations Relevant to the Comparative Method
and Snidal)

1. New defense of the case study method

New Perspectives on Case Studies
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14  PART ONE-DIMENSIONS OF COMPARISON

cases, leading him to advocate this disciplined configurative mode of
research. Verba’s fdfmulation is appealing because he is concerned with
systematic hypothesis testing and theory building, and yet he links this
priority with a more explicit appreciation of how hard it is to test
hypotheses adequately and how useful properly executed case studies
can be in providing subtle assessments of hypotheses. _

It could be claimed that this issue of adequately testing hypotheses
ultimately derives from the problem of limited resources. If enough
talented researchers worked long enough, they could do a Polifical

Oppositions study for many dozens of countries. Yet the problem is

somewhat differerit from the one emphasized in Lijphart’s initial formu-
lation. It is not so much that resources are limited, but that research
problems have proved more intractable than had often been thought in
the 1960s and early 1970s in the initial days of enthusiasm for compara-
tive statistical research. Among these problems, that of creating indica-
tors that validly and reliably measure important concepts across diverse
contexts of analysis has proved especially vexing, :

Another key step in elucidating these problems of validity and in
justifying a small-N focus is Giovannj Sartori’s article on “Concept Mis-
formation in Comparative Politics,” the major ideas of which are
greatly elaborated in his later book Social Science Concepts.'” Sartori
suggests that the temptation to apply concepts to a broader range of
cases can readily lead to conceptual “stretching,” as the meanings asso-
ciated with the original concept fail to fit the reality of the new cases.
The concepts that can most easily be applied to a broad range of cases
are often less interesting, highly abstract, and less worthy of scholarly
attention. Thus research employing the most interesting concepts may
do well to focus on relatively few cases.

Since 1970 the growing interest in interpretive social science, which
is concerned with deciphering the meaning of behavior and institu-
tions, ' has strengthened the justification for advancing cautiously with
relatively few cases. In his term “thick description,” Clifford Geertz
provides a brilliant label for the concern with unraveling the underlying
meaning of political phenomena and with seeing how this meaning is
rooted in particular contexts.?’ This focus has appeared in many guises
relevant to the practice of comparative politics, including Almond and
Genco’s™ analysis of “Clouds and Clocks” and Skocpol and Somers’s
category of contrast of contexts, encompassing studies that use compari-
son to richly contextualize research findings. Charles Ragin’s The Com-
parative Method™ explores another facet of these concerns in his
analysis of the holistic orientation of what he calls case-oriented
research and the complex problems of “conjunctural causation,” that js,
causal patterns that vary according to context—to which configuratively
oriented scholars are typically far more sensitive.
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Finally the great intellectual success in recent years of the school of
comparative historical analysis has played an important role in legitim-
izing a focus on a small-N. This approach was pioneered by Reinhard

-Bendix® and Barrington Moore,?* and it has been extended by such

writers as Jeffrey Paige,® Theda Skocpol, 2 and Gregory M. Lueb-
bert.” The particular form of analysis in these studies varies consider-
ably, as suggested by the typology of Skocpol and Somers noted above,
ranging from systematic hypothesis testing to carefully contextualized
interpretation that is placed within a comparative framework. Overall,
however, these studies have in common a commitment to systematic
qualitative comparison that often involves a number of nations and
evaluates each national case over a2 number of time periods. This tradi-
tion of research thus combines carefully. thought-out comparison with
an appreciation of historical context, thereby successfully responding to
a broader concern with finding new ways to “historicize the social sci-
ences.” :

Indeed, this tradition has made a major contribution in terms of
demonstrating the viability of comparative analysis based on relatively
few cases. These studies have shown that truly comparative work can be
sensitive to diverse contexts of analysis, and that systematic procedures
of small-N comparison can be used to very good effect. Efforts to codify
these procedures, such as that in Ragin’s Comparative Method, have
further reinforced the plausibility of insisting on the viability of small-N
analysis as a2 middle ground between case studies and statistical studies.

Solutions to the Problem of Many Variables, Small-N Proposed
solutions to the problem of many variablés, small-N are increasing the
number of cases, focusing on matched cases, and reducing the number
of variables. Important debates and innovations have emerged under
each of these Lieadings, '

Increasing the Number of Cases One of Lijphart’s original sugges-
tions for addressing the small-N problem was to increase the number of
cases. Given the several new jilstiﬁcations for analyzing relatively few
cases, how should this recommendation now be evaluated? In part due
to the changed intellectual climate already discussed, analysts have not
tended to move on to ever larger case bases. Correspondingly, more
recent research has not met the earlier expectation that studies employ-
ing quantitative data on large numbers of countries would become a
more predominant mode of analysis. Robert Jackman® has usefully
insisted that comparative statistical research has had more success than
is recognized, and Lijphart’s own recent work has indeed moved in this
direction.” Yet there can be no question that, for better or worse, quan-
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titative cross-national research within the fleld of comparative politics
and quantitative international politics, or QIP, within the field of
international relations have not come to occupy as dominant a position
in their respective subfields as many had expected.

As “commonly oceuirs, the reaction may have gone too far. Com-
parative politics specialists may be less well trained to do quantitative
analysis today than they were twenty years ago, and the quantitative
approach was doubtless set back as many scholars discovered how
extraordinarily time-consuming it is to construct appropriate data sets,
often far out of proportion to the professional rewards that seem to be
forthcoming. In addition, the quantitative comparative approach was
hurt by the publication of too many studies in which concepts were
~ operationalized with dubious validity and which employed causal tests
that were weak, unconvincing, or inappropriate,® . '

However, the failure to seize good opportunities to do quantitative
research could certainly be viewed as being as much of a mistake as
premature quantification. The outstanding debate on corporatism and
economic growth in Western Europe discussed below is an example of
how statistical methods can effectively address major analytic issues.
Further, the availability of new statistical techniques (alse discussed
below) has made it far more productive to do quantitative analyses with
as few as twelve to fifteen cases. Consequently, the option of increasing
the N to that level is still worth pursuing, and it probably should be pur-
sued more often. '

Focus on Comparable Cases The recommendation that analysts
focus on carefully matched cases has been. both reinforced and chal-
lenged. In the mid 1970s Lijphart explored further the trade-off he had
noted in 1971 between the goal of increasing the number of cases and
the goal of matching cases as a substitute for statistical control.™! Qbvi-
ously if a researcher is to select cases that are “really” similar, however
that similarity is defined, the number of appropriate cases is likely to
become limited. In the face of this trade-off, Lijphart opts in favor of
the more careful matching of fewer cases, and he goes so far as to res-
trict the application of the term comparative method to analyses that
focus on a small number of carefully matched cases. This emphasis
parallels a much earlier perspective on the comparative method referred
to as the method of “controlled comparison.”*® Mare recently, Arthur
Stinchcombe’s advocacy of the method of “deep analogy,” that is, the
comparative analysis of very few, extremely closely matched cases, has
pushed this approach even further.

The opposite strategy has been advocated by Przeworski and
Teune.* They suggest that even with careful matching in a “most sirmi-
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lar” systems design, there remains a problem of “overdetermination” in
that this design will fail to eliminate many rival explanations, leaving
the researcher with no criteria for choosing among them. They prefer
instead a “most different” systems design, based on a set of cases as
diverse as possible in which the analyst traces similar processes of
change.® Przeworski has more recently suggested® that the strength of
this desiga is in part responsible for the great success of the recent litera-
ture on democratization, such as the work of O’Donnell, Schmitter, and
Whitehead.* Przeworski maintains that this literature addresses such a
broad range of cases that analysts were forced to distill out of that diver-
sity a set of common elements with great explanatory power.

This debate can be placed in perspective by recognizing that
notions of “similar” and “different” are relative. Two cases which from

- one perspective are closely matched may contrast sharply from another

perspective. My own recent work® combines the two strategies by start-
ing with a set of eight Latin American countries that are roughly
matched on a number of variables. Among the eight countries, I
proceed to analyze pairs of countries that are as different as possible.
The overall matching' assures at least partially similar contexts of
analysis, and the paired comparison places parallel processes of change
in sharp relief because they are operating in contexts that are in many
respects quite different. :

The debate on most similar versus most different systems designs
has major implications for the status of area studies, and here again the
debate pulls in two directions. Dankwart Rustow™ argued some time
ago in favor of moving beyond an area studies approach, and many
scholars agree that cases should be selected in response to the specific
analytic requirements of particular research projects, rather than on the
basis of geographic proximity.

However, for a variety of reasons area studies are a booming busi-
ness today. Important analytic issues do present themselves in countries
that cluster together within a region, as with the experience of successful
export-led growth in East Asia and of the bureaucratic-authoritarian
states of Latin America, and work on these issues can reinforce an area
studies emphasis. An important and legitimate role is played by the
demands of language preparation and by the intellectual leverage
gained when individual scholars develop, over many years, a curnula-
tive and well contextualized understanding of a particular region. The
impressive funding by U.S. foundations of area studies in the late 1970s
and 1980s has certainly played a role, as does institutional momentum.
In any case, the debate over area studies versus comparative studies con-
tinues, and attention to the issue of most similar versus most different
systems designs could usefully sharpen the debate.
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Reduce the Number of Variables The last solution to the small-N
problem is to reduce the number of variables, either through combining
variables in the spirit of “data reduction” or through using stronger
theory that focuses the analyst on a more parsimonious set of explana-
tory factors. In the quest for theoretical parsimony, perhaps the most
interesting development is the emergence of a variety of rational choice
and strategic interaction models that have precisely this purpose: To use
strong theory that serves to reduce the number of explanatory factors
that must be considered.

Interestingly, the availability of stronger theory may help address
not only problems of small-N analysis, but also problems of quantitative
statistical work. Statistical models of complex phenomena such as

reciprocal causation may require assumptions that are sufficiently pre-

carious that analysts might well prefer instead to invest more in new
assumptions on the side of theory. They may thus be able to provide a
theoretical basis for simpler causal models that do not strain the statisti-
cal techniques as much.*® If this is in fact productive in quantitative stu-
dies, there is reason to hope that it might be helpful in small-N com-
parative studies as well.

A related need is for more work on concept formation. Apart from
the major, sustained contribution of Giovanni Sartori, older work by
McKinney and Kalleberg, and a more recent article by DeFelice,*! this
is-a relatively neglected topic. Comparative politics specialists do not
devote enough attention to thinking through how well or poorly con-
cepts and categories are serving them and therefore may have
insufficient ground for knowing if they are making appropriate choices
to achieve theoretical parsimony.

Fortunately, the field of cognitive science has recently provided
insights into processes of categorization and model formation that may
be useful in refining analytic techniques in the field of comparative poli-
tics. An important source of such insights is George Lakoff’s massive
synthesis of recent developments in cognitive science.? An example of
how they may be applied is the challenge to “classical categorization™ of
the kind used in Sartori’s work on categories and concepts. Sartori
frames his discussion in terms of the defining properties of concepts and
the trade-off between a concept’s “intensjon” (meaning) and “extension”
(range of cases referred to).** Cognitive science suggests that this form of
concept analysis fails to capture how concepts actually function and
that the analysis of concepts is more effective when it focuses on: the
cognitive model underlying the concept; the tendency for concepts to be
“graded,” rather than having sharply defined boundaries; and the
closely related role of “exemplar” cases in anchoring concepts. More
effective modes of concept analysis will almost certainly entail a syn-
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thesis of these two approaches, and that synthesis remains to be worked
out.

Innovations Suggested by Work on Other
Methods ' -

Innovations in the Experimental Method The experimental method
is a superb set of procedures for adjudicating among rival explanations,
yet these procedures seem of little relevance to most research in the field
of comparative politics. However, writing on variants of the experimen-
tal method contain important new ideas that may improve small-N
comparative analysis. Certainly the most influential work has been
Campbell and Stanley’s * classic discussion of how the logic of experi-
mental design can be applied to “quasi-experiments,” that is, to “obser-
vational” studies that include some event or choice that has a form
analogous to an experimental intervention, but that occurs in a
“natural” setting. An example would be the initiation of a new public
policy whose impact one wishes to assess—an analytic task that entails
many pitfalls.

Campbell and Stanley underline the great value in quasi-
experiments of the interrupted time series design, in which the analyst
looks at a long series of observations over time, so that the values of the
observed variables are examined not only immediately before and after
the policy change or other innovation, but alse well before and well
after. They present a remarkable figure® that shows the large number
of different situations in which observations at two proximate points
within a long series may appear to indicate an ordered pattern of
change. Yet if one looks at the full time series, it becomes clear that the
pattern of change suggested by the two observations is extremely
misleading. Causal inferences about the impact of discrete events can be
risky if one does not have an extended series of observations.

The continuing widespread use over many years of Campbell and
Stanley’s book in methodology courses has played an important role in
diffusing their sensible advice. Their influence has been important to
specialists in small-N analysis in comparative politics, who continually
ask questions about the impact of discrete events, ranging from wars,
revolutions, and military coups to specific public policies. )

Two developments further diffused these ideas. Campbell and
Ross’s*® subsequent analysis of the impact on traffic fatalities of the Con-
necticut crackdown on speeding in the 1950s provided a stunning exem-
plar of the imaginative application of a quasi-experimental design to a
problem of public poliey analysis. Indeed, Przeworski has argued that
the practice of research is influenced far more by exemplars than by for-
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mal attempts to “legislate” correct methodology.®” The reprinting of
Campbell and Ross’s article in a reader on social science methodology*®
made it widely available to political scientists.

The case considered by Campbeil and Ross appears to be a simple
one: When the State of Connecticut initiated strict enforcement of the
vehicular speed limit in the 1950s and traffic deaths dropped sharply,
the cause and effect relationship seemed obvious. Yet Campbell and
Ross do an impressive analysis of the potential threats to the “internal
validity” (was that really the cause in Connecticut?) and the “external
validity” (can the finding be generalized?) of this study. No sensitive
analyst can read this article without acquiring a more sober view of the
problem of determining the impact of a policy innovation.

A second development that encouraged the diffusion of ideas about
quasi-experimental and interrupted time series design was the emer-
gence of a large body of writing on evaluation research. This includes
work on political development which usefully codified procedures for
using “experiment-like” designs in natural settings.®®

Although much writing on quasi-experinients appears to offer help-
ful guidance and practical advice, to smali-N analysts, Christopher H.
Achen’s excellent The Statistical Analysis of Quasi-Experiments™ may
leave them feeling that the methodological challenges posed by quasi-
experiments are simply too great to deal with. A core problem is the
lack of randomization in who gets the “treatment” and who does not,
which may be referred to as “selection bias.” For example, it rarely
occurs that a new public policy is applied at random to some citizens
and not to others. Rather, it is applied according to eriteria that may be
correlated with some of the hypothesized impacts of the policy, which

are the central object of analysis. This causal riddle is best solved by -

constructing a model of how citizens got “into” the category of being
recipients of the policy. This model then becomes a building block in
the analysis of what impact the policy really has, in that these prior con-
siderations can be “factored out” of the assessment of the impact. Achen
shows that this type of analysis requires what is called two-stage least-
squares regression analysis. Without this technique, the riddle is hard to
solve.

The implications of Achen’s book might seem discouraging. It may
be an interesting exercise to think about these research problems as
quasi-experiments, but when one gets down to serious solutions to the
lack of randomization, one is forced back into a form of statistical
analysis which-—although straightforward for the scholar who has the
appropriate data—is hard to carry out with a small data set. However,
a somewhat more hopeful view might be that the literature on experi-
ments and quasi-experiments at least provides valuable warnings about
the perils of analyzing discrete events as if they were true experiments.
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In the abserice of sophisticated data sets, the researcher must exercise as
much common sense as possible in making causal claims. There are no

easy solutions.

{nnovations in Statistics Recent work on statistical analysis has pro-
vided both new warnings about the risks of statistical studies and new
opportunities for doing meaningful statistical work with relatively mod-
est case bases. The statistician David Freedman has launched a major
assault on the use of multivariate quantitative analysis in the social sci-
énces, which he claims fails because the underlying research design is
generally inadequate and because the data employed fail to meet the
assumptions of the statistical techniques.®! His eriticism may bring con-
siderable satisfaction to those who have beén skeptical about statistics
all along and who take comfort in the greater “control” of the material
they feel derives from analyzing relatively few cases through more qual-
itative techniques. Further, it is realistic to expect that we may go
through a period of greater questioning of the use of statistics in the
social sciences. However, as with the rejection of quantitative cross-
national research discussed above, it would be unfortiunate i a reaction
against guantitative studies went too far.

The emergence of new statistical techniques that are helpful in the
analysis of relatively few cases makes such a blanket rejection particu-
larly unfortunate. One example is the development of the “bootstrap”
and “jackknife,” sometimes referred to as “resampling strategies.” 2
These techniques use computer simulation to take a small initial sample
and artificially create a large sample on which statistical tests are con-
ducted. The tests of statistical significance that result are not as vulner-
able to violations of distributional assumptions as are more conventional
tests, and hence they are less prone to some forms of error that can be a
problem in small-N analysis. They may be especially useful for provid-
ing better estimates in cross-national comparisons where there is great
heterogeneity among units.

The development of “rabust” and “resistant” statistical measures
is promising in much the same way. These are measures that are rela-
tively unaffected by extreme or deviant values and can therefore help
overcome the problem in small-N analysis that findings may be seriously
distorted by a single observation that is greatly in error.

Another set of techniques concernéd with this same problem js’
“regression diagnostics.”™ These are tests used in conjunction with con-
ventional regression analysis to assess whether unusual values on partic-
ular observations, called influential cases, have distorted the findings.
The advantage of regression diagnostics over robust and resistant statis-
tics is that one can employ them with the familiar coefficients associated
with regression analysis. ‘

53
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The use of regression diagnosties is nicely illustrated in the recent
Lange-Garrett-Jackian-Hicks-Patterson debate on the relationship

between corporatism arid economic growth in Western Europe.®™ The

starting point of this debate is an inventive article by Lange and
Garrett—whose model, based on small-N analysis, includes an interest-
ing “interaction term” intended to capture the interplay between the
organizational strength of the labor movement in the labor market and
the political strength of the left in the electoral and governmental are-

" nas. In an analysis of their article, Robert W. Jackman employs regres-
sion diagnostics to examine certain influential cases that he believes dis-
tort their findings.* An ongoing scholarly debate in a series of journal
articles by these authors brings together an important substantive prob-
lem, 2 high level of area expertise and knowledge of specific cases, the
interesting use of a relatively straightforward statistical model, con-
structive criticism based on regression diagnostics, and a sustained pro-
cess of cumulative knowledge generation through the scrutiny of a
shared data set. Just as the Campbell and Ross atticle on the Connecti-
cut speeding crackdown is an exemplar of a quasi-experimental design,
this debate should stand as an exemplar of a methodologically sophisti-
cated effort by several scholars to solve 4n important problem within the
framework of small-N quantitative analysis.

Another example of solutions to a complex problemn, within the
framework of small-N studies, is seen in relation to the issue of “average
effects” in regression analysis. The results of regression analysis, the most
widely employed multivariate statistical technique, represent an aver-
age of the strength of causal relations across the cases being studied. For
the coefficients produced by regression analysis to be meaningful, it is
necessary that these causal relations be the same, or at least similar,
among the cases. Yet Charles Ragin,” among others, has argued that,
given the complex forms of conjunctural causation often encountered in
comparative politics and comparative sociology, this assumption com-
monty does not hold.

However, solutions to this problem are available. John E. Jackson™
addresses this issue by suggesting a statistical technique for detecting the
presence of varying effects. A study by Ruth Berins Collier® provides a
straightforward example of how one can estimate varying causal effects
by using two separate regyzssion equations even in the context of a rela-
tively small numher of cases. In her study of the relationship between
voter turnout axd the degree of electoral dominance of a leading party
in the new states of tropical Africa, although there was no statistical
relationship betweén these two variables among twenty-six countries,
this average effect concealed positive and negative relationships among
subsets of cases that corresponded to former colonial groupings. The

separate analysis of the subsets thus produced a very different result

from that derived from the analysis of all twenty-six cases.
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Innovations in the Case Study Method When Lijphart wrote his
1971 article, he apparently felt some hesitation about including a discus-
sion of case studies in an assessment of the comparative method,* but it
is fortunate that he did. His helpful typology of the uses of case studies
in hypothesis testing and theory building set the stage for further efforts
to show how case studies can and should be integrated into comparative
research. :

The most engagmg subsequent analys:s of this topic is perhaps that
of Donald Campbell.® Campbell dramatically recants the bold asser-
tion he made in his 1963 book with Stanley that “one shot” case studies
are “of no scientific value.” He shows instead that case studies are in
fact the basis of most comparative research, that they offer many more
opportunities than people realize for falsifying the researcher’s main
hypotheses, and that much can be learned from making explicit the
important comparisons that are often implicitly built into case studies.
In addition, any given hypothesis about a case has implications for
many facets of the case. By using the procedure of “pattern matching”
to discover if these implications are realized, the analyst can multiply
the opportunities, within what may initially have been viewed as a “sin-
gle” case, to test hypotheses.

Harry Eckstein®® and Alexander George® have réfined the typology
of how case studies can be linked to broader comparison and theory test-
ing. George and McKeown’s* thoughtful discussion of the procedure of
“process tracing,” which- is related to Campbell’s notion of pattern
matching, provides a much clearer intellectual rationale for one of the
most important approaches to case study analysis: that which supple-
ments hypothesis testing based on the overall evaluation of the case with
a close processual analysis of the unfolding of events over time within
the case. The scholar thus assesses whether the dynamics of change
within each case plausibly reflect the same causal pattern suggested by
the broader appraisal of the case in relation to other cases.

Overall, these articles, along with works such as Robert K. Yin’s
Case Study Research,® offer a new systematization of case study
procedures that provides a valuable point of reference for scholars con-
cerned with small-N analysis. At the same time, the debate continues on
the proper role of case studies in assessing and building theory. An
interesting recent phase of this debate, published as a special issue of the
journal World Politics, focuses on the contribution of case studies to
evaluating a branch of rational choice analysis, that is, rational deter-
rence theory in international relations. The opening article by Achen
and Snidal®® argues that the case studies employed by many interna-
tional relations specialists do not adequately address the central ideas of
this body of theory, thereby raising an issue perhaps not often enough
considered in discussions of the comparative method: How can the
methodological concern with executing good comparisons be linked to
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the key analytic issues posed by the particular theories that aré to be
evaluated? Achen and Snidal also note the problem of selection bias in

case studies of deterrence theory, that is, the problem that case studies

usually focus on deteirence failure, whereas much or most of the time
deterrerice in fact works. The issue of the journal includes a series of
articles by scholars closer to the case study tradition who debate the
questions raised by Achen and Snidal. Although the afticles do not offer
a decisive resolution of the debate, they constitute an excellent attempt
to do something that needs to be done much more: to think through
how case studies have functionted in relation to the assessment of a par-
ticular body of theory. In this debate on deterrence theory, the intellec-
tual tension recurs that has been noted throughout this article, that is,
the tension between analyses that seek to achieve a general understand-
ing, based on relatively few variables and encompassing many cases, as
opposed to analyses that seek to.draw out the complexities of partlcular
cases,

CONCLUSION

This discussion pdints in two directions. On the one hand, the inclina-
tion of many comparativists to stick to relatively few cases has been
remforced by several developments: the rise of interpretive soc1al sci-
ence, the success of comparative historical analysis, the systematization
of case stidy procedures, the continuing intellectual and institutional
strerigth of area studies, and skepticism about quantitative and statisti-
cal dnalysis among siall-N specialists and among some statisticians. The
earlier contefition that insufficient resources were a major constraint on
the number of cases has beeri replaced or supplemented by the belief
that the analytic probleéms are more intractable than originally thought
by some scholars. For many scholars, the idea that small-N analysis is a
step toward studies based on more sophisticated statistical analysis is
thus uncenviricing or irrelevant.

On the dther hand, quantitative techniques employmg a moderate
number of cases caii successfully address important substantive ques-
tions. This approach merits revitalization in ]1ght of the new statistical
tests suitable to small-N dnalysis and the stccess of such exemplary
efforts as the Lange-Garrett -Jackmari-Hicks-Patterson debate. If scho-
lars use these new techniques in conjunction with good quantitative
analysis, area studles skills, and sensitivity to context, then they may
well succeed in showing that insights derived from case studies and from
more qualitative comparative work can, after all, serve as a stepping-
stone on the path toward statistical analysis.

Both of these intellectual tendencies will persist, and perhaps the
key question js how well they can be linked. The tradition of research
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on Western Europe provides an encouraging model in that the findings
of quantitative comparative scholars (Cameron, Hibbs, Lange and Gar-
rett, Schmitter, Wilensky, and others) are routinely taken seriously and
cited by those who do other kinds of research on Western Europe. In
research on Latin America, by contrast, quantitative comparative work
often receives considerably less attention from mainstream scholars. Yet
it is precisely the kind of two-way pressure found in the West European
field that may ultimately produce the best research. With good com-
munication, country specialists and experts in qualitative small-N com-
parison will push the comparative quantifiers toward more carefully
contextualized analysis; and the comparative quantifiers will push the
country specialists and experts in qualitative comparison toward more
systematic measurement and hypothesis testing. A central goal in the
field of comparative method must be to sustain such communication.

" The implications for graduate training are clear. New Ph.D.s in the
field of comparative politics should have enough training in statistical
methods to evaluate quantitative studies that employ old—and new—
methods of statistical analysis and to use such analysis when appropri-
ate. Those more oriented toward statistical analysis should have enough
background in other methods of small-N comparison to understand not
only these methods but-also the reasoned critique of statistical studies
contained within that tradition of research. Compared to current grad-
uate training, both groups should have more exposure to basic writings
on the philosophy of science and logic of inquiry that provide the frame-
work in which choices about methodological alternatives must be made.
In this way, the foundation could be laid for an eclectic practice of com-
parative politics that takes advantage of opportunities that present
themselves on both sides of what could otherwise be a major intellectual
divide.

_ The other major choice faced by comparativists, which again is best
understood in terms of complementarity, is confronted within the set of
scholars who do qualitative analysis of few cases. One alternative, the
case study tradition, has seen a major advance in terms of the
codification of procedures, and the view is widely accepted that case
studies remain the cornerstone of comparative research,

The other alternative, the systematic analysis of relatively few
cases, is of course precisely where Lijphart began the debate twenty
years ago. Lijphart then seemed to suggest that this alternative was sim-
ply a way-station on the route to more sophisticated analysis. In the
intervening years, by contrast, this alternative has been greatly
strengthened, and the systematic comparison of roughly three to ten
cases (or occasionally a few more} is an important and routine form of
analysis in the field of comparative politics. Thus, today the compara-
tive method, in the sense of small-N analysis, plays an important role
within the field, though the viability of this form of analysis is increased
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to the extent that scholars develop the kind of links with other metho-
dologies that have been explored in this paper,

NOTES

Kenneth Paul Erickson provided many valuable suggestions for revising
and improving this article. Other helpful comments were made by Ruth
Berins Collier, James Fearon, Leonardo Morlino, and Deborah L. Nor-
den. Numerous conversations with Christopher Achen and Merrill
Shanks have played a role in shaping my thinking about comparative
method, and Achen also provided helpful comments on this article. This
research has been supported by a Guggenheim Fellowship, the Social
Science Research Council, and the Institute of Governmental Studies at
Berkeley.
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