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Last week (Week 2) we focused on developing theories about political outcomes that have a 
clear causal inference approach. We discussed ten ways of coming up with interesting research 
ideas and four hurdles to developing causal theories. 
 
This week (Week 3) we will read and discuss ways to evaluate causal theories using qualitative 
methods, some of which may be familiar to you (consciously or unconsciously) by using these 
methods in previous classes.  
 
The readings, lecture, and tutorials should help you significantly when trying to refine your 
approach for your first problem statement, which is due on Friday 12 August at 3pm. 
 
My goals for Week 3: 
 

1. Discuss myriad ways that qualitative methods help us answer the sorts of theoretical 
questions we discussed in Week 2. 

2. Reaffirm your knowledge of important terms in this class (e.g., independent variables, 
dependent variables, causality, hypothesis, endogeneity, spuriousness). 

3. Answer any questions about the first problem statement. 
4. Answer any remaining questions you might have about the class substance or 

structure. 
 
The first week of tutorials appears to have gotten off to a good start (except perhaps a wifi issue 
or two, which is par for the course at the ANU). The tutors and I are getting a better idea of 
who you are, what areas of research interest you, and what questions you have about the 
readings, lectures, and tutorial activities. As another way of keeping lines of communication as 
open as possible, I have updated the Poll Everywhere poll (https://PollEv.com/pols) to enable 
you to ask pressing POLS2044-related questions. I can then try and answer them in lecture, 
help tutors answer them in tutorial, or create a quick response video or two. Remember that 
you can write your own question or vote others’ questions up or down. This gives us valuable 
information about what the most common questions may be. 
 

I. Reading notes and questions 
 

There are two readings for this week. It is impossible to cover all approaches to studying 
political outcomes using non-quantitative methods in one semester (let alone one week). Rather 
these two readings discuss two common (overlapping) ways of conducting qualitative research, 
case studies and process tracing. We will discuss myriad additional qualitative approaches in 
lecture and tutorial. 

Collier, David. 2011. “Understanding Process Tracing.” PS: Political Science and Politics 
44(4): 823-830.  
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You need to download this paper from the ANU library’s website (https://anulib.anu.edu.au/). 
I have created a short video how to download all articles for this class from this website. The 
video is under Week 3 on Wattle or at https://youtu.be/Mf6a46uS8Rg.   

Here are some questions and reading notes to consider as you read this article: 

1. Collier defines “process tracing” in the very first paragraph of this article. Is this 
definition clear to you? If not, where does your confusion spring from? Do you notice 
the importance he places on both the description and explanation parts of process 
tracing. While the focus of the POLS2044 assessments is on explanation, keep in mind 
how solid and engaging description can be helpful tools for both the week 6 and week 
12 essays. 

2. Collier (2011:824) argues that process tracing can contribute to four specific research 
objectives. What are they? In this class, consistent with KKV’s approach last week, we 
will focus on the third contribution, but the other three are also overlapping 
contributions that can help strengthen both your main essays for this class. 

3. Collier makes much of the process tracing tests for causal inference described in 
Table 1. I find them very confusing. The main things I want you to take away from this 
discussion is the difference between necessary and sufficient conditions for a particular 
outcome. For those curious for more information on this distinction see 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/necessary-sufficient/.   

Gerring, John. 2011. “The Case Study: What It Is and What It Does.” The Oxford 
Handbook of Political Science, ed. Robert E. Goodin. Oxford: Oxford University Press: 
1,132-1,165.  

This chapter is available on Wattle. You can access the entire handbook on the ANU library’s 
website if you are curious. Oxford and other publishers have handbook on a wide variety of 
topics. There is even an amazingly thorough Oxford Handbook of Political Methodology that 
does double duty as a doorstop. What is so valuable about these handbooks (and the Annual 
Review of Political Science) is that they get top scholars to summarise the current state of entire 
subfields at a moment in time (including ongoing debates and areas for future research).  

Here are some questions and reading notes to consider as you read this article: 

1. What methodological paradox does he highlight on p. 4? How does this 
puzzle/paradox connect to the questions he asks in the next paragraph? Can you see 
how this might be a useful way to also approach your research design/problem 
statement? 

2. Gerring defines a “case study” on p. 5. Does this definition help overcome the 
“definitional morass” (p. 4) he admits is rife in this area? Why or why not?  

3. In Week 2, we talked about how looking either across cases at the same time (a cross-
sectional analysis) or at the same case(s) over time (a cross-temporal or time-series 
analysis) can be a fruitful way to channel our causal questions and theories. Gerring 
talks about how cases are often more clearly defined across spatial boundaries than 
across time (p. 5).  
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4. Note the definitions of terms like observation, dependent variable, independent 
variable, sample, and population. These are terms that we are going to be repeatedly 
using over this semester and across many SPIR classes, so it is worth spending time 
now to really think about these terms, what they mean, and how they might apply to 
your own research. 

5. It is worth spending time understanding the differences between case studies and 
cross-case studies (summarised in Table 51.1) because they really get at the heart of the 
differences between within and between case study analysis. 

6. Why is the ceterus paribus caveat so important to our understanding of causal 
theories and evidence? 

 
II. LECTURE 

 
 Monday 7 August 2022, 1:05-2:55pm  

 
Make sure you are going to the right Robertson lecture theatre. Here is a map with photos of 
the entrances (https://studentvip.com.au/anu/main/maps/145213). My goal is to make in-
person attendance as interesting and rewarding as possible for students who do show up. As 
mentioned above, please make sure to bring a mask. Students without masks will be asked to 
leave. The positive COVID case from last week underscores the importance of being careful. 
 

LECTURE PART 1: Weeks 1 & 2 recap 
 

Overview 
 

What are the elements of the scientific method?  
 
The focus is on the method not the outcome. 
 
How can we develop causal theories about the world? 
 
How can we increase our confidence that we have developed a solid, novel, interesting 
argument? 

 
Why should we care? 
 

“Since politics uses the rest of the sciences, and…it legislates as to what we are to do 
and what we are to abstain from, the end of this science must include those of the others, 
so that this end must be the good for man [or, even finder and more godlike] for a nation 
or for city-states..[P]political science aims at …the highest of all goods achievable by 
action.” 
 
Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, 1094a & b (quoted in Alker, Hayward R. 2011. 
“Political Methodology, Old and New.” In A New Handbook of Political Science: 787). 
Emphasis added. 

 
Today’s motivating questions 
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What are “political science methods”? 
 
What are qualitative methods? 
 
What are their strengths and weaknesses? 
 
How can you apply them to empirically evaluating the implications of your causal 
theory? 

 
Motivating puzzle 
 

Why does (almost) no-one like talking about both the strengths and weaknesses of 
political methods? 
 
Even the Oxford Handbook of Political Science puts political methodology last. 

 
 

LECTURE PART 2: Political science methods 
 
Chris Achen (1983) as described in Alker (1994: 788) 
 

Developing political science methods is like going through other disciplines’ attics or 
garage sales. 

 
What are political science methods? 
 

Political science methodology provides tools for answering questions about how and 
why the world works the way it does.  
 
This involves the analysis of descriptive indicators for causal inference. 
 
The goal is not normative judgement of what is “good” or “bad” or how the world 
should operate. 
 
There is often a U-shaped relationship between the number of cases and the number of 
published studies. (Ragin et al. 1994) 

 
Galtung’s (1977) concept of science as described in Alker (1994: 797) 
 

 
 

The rise of behavioralism 
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A graph of mentions of behavioral terms in the APSR 
 

Source: Brady, Henry E., David Collier, and Janet M. Box-Steffensmeier. 2011. 
“Overview of Political Methodology: Post-Behavioral Movements and Trends.” In the 

Oxford Handbook of Political Science: 1006. 
 
The growth in causal thinking 
 

More graphs from the above source 
 
The growth of causal challenges 
 

Final graph from the above source 
 
Causal challenges 
 

Screenshot of Baker, Monya. 2016. “Is There a Reproducibility Crisis?” Nature 533: 
452. 
 

Robert J. Hanlon’s razor 
 
“Never attribute to malice that which is adequately explained by incompetence.”  
 

Quoted in Reinhart, Alex. 2018. Statistics Done Wrong: The Woefully Complete 
Guide. San Francisco: No Starch Press: 4. 

 
 

 
LECTURE PART 3: Qualitative methods 

 
Gerring’s (2011: 4) paradox/puzzle 
 

“Much of what we know about the empirical world has been generated by case 
studies… [however] the case study method is poorly understood.” 

 
Defining “qualitative methods” 
 

“An interest in presence or absence of specific characteristics or specific 
configurations of characteristics pursued by means of systematic comparison of 
multiple cases,”  
 

Ragin, Charles C., Dirk Berg-Schlosser, and Gisèle de Meur. 1994. “Political 
Methodology: Qualitative Methods.” In A New Handbook of Political 
Science, eds. Robert E. Goodin and Hans-Dieter Klingemann: 749 (emphasis 
added) 

 
Often considered an approach that focuses on one or a few cases using a particular type 
of analysis (e.g., ethnographic, non-experimental, non-survey, observation and field 
research, process tracing, historical, textual). 
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Qualitative study examples 
 

Process tracing/sequencing (Collier 2011) 
Most similar case design (similar cases with different outcomes, MSDO) 
Most different case design (different cases with same outcome, MDSO) 
Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) 
Analytical narratives 
Plausibility probes 
Pilot studies 
Exploratory studies 
Theory-building exercise 
Pattern matching 
Phenomenology (study of consciousness) 
Ethnography 
Grounded theory 
Inductive theorising. 
You want max. heterogeneity with min. # of cases 

 
Various methodological approaches 
 

 
Note: Variables are on the Y axis 
 
  



POLS2044 Week 3 7 

Research design trade-offs 
 
  Dependent variable variation 
  Yes No 

Explanatory variable variation 
Yes A 

Quant. design (ideally) 
B 

Selecting on DV 

No  
C 

Shotgun approach 
D 

A case study 
 
Defining a case 
 

“A spatially delimited phenomenon (unit) observed at a single point in time or over 
some period of time.” (Goodin 2011: 5) 
 
Each case can involve a single observation or multiple observations. 
 
It needs to have identifiable boundaries and be subject to causal theorising. 
 
Across space boundaries are often easier to spot than across time. 

 
Defining a “case study” 

 
“The intensive study of a single case for the purpose of understanding a larger class of 
cases (a population).”  
(Goodin 2011: 6) 

 
How do you define a “hound”? 
 
Photos of Carl Linneaus. 1758. Systema Naturae. 
 
Qualitative methods strengths 
 

Useful when theories are under-developed and concepts are vague. 
 
For example, a clash of civilisations or neo-colonialism 
 
Researchers can ask questions that cannot be addressed with typical quantitative 
methods 
 
For example, looking at rare outcomes (e.g., world wars, revolutions) 

 
Qualitative methods’ weaknesses 
 

Many variables but few cases. 
Loosely framed and non-generalisable theories 
Influential cases drive conclusions. 
Biased case selection 
Subjective conclusions  
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Non-replicability 
Causal determinism 
Article structure 

 
Gerring’s (2011) comparisons 
 

 
 
Turning back to Galtung’s conceptualization of science 
 
Now focusing on critique and constructivism 
 
J. Ann Tickner video 
 
Takeaways? 
 

Important role for personal experience 
-At a young age 
-At a young age in political science years 
Unanticipated nature of research agenda development 
-Students in her class asking questions or not engaging with material. 
Difficulties of understanding strengths and weaknesses of other methodological 
approaches 

 
My questions to you 
 

What are the goals of political science research?  
What should they be? 

 
 

LECTURE PART 4: Problem statements/logistics/questions 
 
Proposal elements 
 

1. Setting the stage (mapping the literature) 
2. Asking a question/highlighting a puzzle 
3. Making an argument 
4. Outlining a research design to evaluate that argument 
 

I will take the rest of class today to answer any questions you may have about this 
assignment.  
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III. WEEK 3 TUTORIALS  

  
  
 
TUTORIAL ACTIVITIES 

 
The focus of today’s tutorials (as most weeks will be) is on applying the readings and lecture 
material to your own research.  
 
Remember, students will only receive credit for completing the questions below on Wattle if 
either (1) the tutors also record of you having attended the tutorial or (2) you have a documented 
medical reason for not being able to attend tutorial this week. 
 
Part 1: Individual work (ten minutes) 
Each student should take ten minutes to write down the answers to the following questions. 
Please keep your answers to a sentence or two each and submit your responses to Wattle/Week 
3/Tutorial before proceeding to Part 2 below. 
 
You are more than welcome to think about and prepare answers to these questions before 
tutorial.  
 
1. What is the outcome you are planning on explaining? 
2. Have you found a decent literature on this topic? 
3. What is your causal mechanism? 
4. Is your causal mechanism a necessary or sufficient condition as Gerring (2011) describes 

it? Why or why not?  
5. Is your qualitative research design a case study or a comparative case study (or 

something else)?  
6. What are/were the selection criteria for your case(s)?  
7. Does it involve process tracing as Collier (2011) describes it? 
8. Why did you choose the approach that you chose? 

  
Part 2: Small group work (10 minutes) 
Each student will now briefly summarize their project to two other students. In a class of 
twenty-four students, this would mean eight groups of three students. If the number of attendees 
is not divisible by three, then one or two groups can have four students in them (as needed). 
 
9. Each student should try and think of one constructive question or comment about each of 

the other two students’ research design. Please write down the best example of your 
questions or comments in Wattle  

 
Part 3: Everyone all together (remaining class time) 
I encourage tutors and students to use the remaining class time to ask questions and discuss 
answers to them that relate to the readings, lecture, or the assignment due this week. Students 
are also encouraged to submit questions to www.pollev.com/pols that you would like my take 
on. I will respond either in my normal Friday email or in a quick video. 
  
 
 


