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1
Conceptual and Methodological 
Challenges in Comparative  
Public Policy
Isabelle Engeli and Christine Rothmayr Allison

The need for a more integrated methodological perspective 
in comparative public policy

Handbooks and manuals on public policy regularly open with a discus-
sion on whether there is such a thing as a field of policy studies. Some 
point to the fact that the diversity of methodological and theoretical 
approaches, and the more ‘craft-oriented’ than purely science-oriented 
character of policy studies, make the building of grand theory a vain 
endeavour. Others, in order to affirm that we can meaningfully speak of 
a field of policy studies, have assembled and sometimes integrated con-
cepts and theoretical frameworks in order to distinguish policy studies 
from other research programmes in the social sciences as a subdiscipline 
in its own right. This volume does not engage in this type of discussion, 
but takes for granted that there is a research tradition going back to the 
work of Lasswell (1951, 1970) that we can call policy studies. Lasswell 
conceived of the policy sciences as being problem focused, that is, inter-
ested in the substantive societal issues and problems facing governments 
which they need to address through analyzing the processes of policy 
formulation and choices, and by evaluating implementation and policy 
outcomes. He advocated a multidisciplinary, multimethod and theory-
driven approach. In this approach, in order to contribute to problem 
solving, we need theories of the policy process in order to understand 
the mechanisms and factors that shape policy choices and policy out-
comes. The ultimate goal of policy science for Lasswell was to contribute 
to the democratization of society.

This volume incorporates a specific interpretation of the Lasswellian 
approach to the policy sciences, and proposes a more precise focus on 
the central issue of methodological challenges in comparative policy 
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studies. The field of public policy analysis comprises broadly two 
 different, related and equally valuable scholarly enterprises: to provide 
knowledge and policy expertise in and for policy making ( policy 
 sciences, policy analysis), and to develop general theories and frame-
works of the policy process explaining and predicting policy-making 
processes ( policy studies). The latter focuses on how problems are 
defined, agendas set, policies formulated, decided, implemented and 
evaluated (Parsons, 1995: p. XVI). Both research traditions embrace 
comparative research in order to ensure their findings contribute to 
better theories on policy making.

This book is part of the second scholarly endeavour, that of policy 
studies. Comparative policy studies address processes of policy making, 
of problem emergence and definition, of policy formulation, of policy 
implementation and also evaluation. Why governments choose different 
courses of action – or decide not to act at all – is the classical question 
of comparative policy studies, and constitutes a central aspect of the 
discussions in this volume (Heidenheimer et al., 1990: p. 3). Drawing on 
the seminal work of Heidenheimer et al. (1990), this volume places 
comparison at the heart of public policy research. Comparative analysis 
encourages moving beyond the particularities of each case and identify-
ing patterns and regularity across cases, settings and time periods. 
Comparative designs force the researcher not to stop the analysis at 
 particularistic explanations drawn from a single context, but to test 
whether the answers to research questions hold true for a larger number 
of cases and contexts.

For example, the policies designed to regulate the emerging field of 
human biotechnology provide a vivid illustration of the utility of com-
parison. Countries have adopted highly contrasting responses to the 
challenges posed by human biotechnology development and embryonic 
research. For instance, France launched the policy decision-making pro-
cess on human biotechnology early in the 1980s. The proponents of 
early regulation emphasized the problems stemming from the legal void 
regarding human biotechnology at that time. On the contrary, one of 
France’s neighbours, Belgium, formulated a completely different policy 
response to the same legal void and waited for more than 20 years to 
regulate the field. Understanding why, how and to what extent policy 
responses to human biotechnology development diverge requires a 
 comparative research design (Varone et al., 2005; Montpetit et al., 2007; 
Engeli et al., 2012).

In the same vein, a comparative approach helps disentangle the 
morass of competing, and often conflicting, accounts of policy responses 
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to a common event, often conceived of in the literature as an exogenous 
‘shock to the system’. Contemporary examples of such events are the 
emergence of global terror networks or the global economic crisis of 
2008. In both cases, governments scrambled to make policy in a com-
pressed time frame, with limited antecedents or precedents, and in the 
face of great pressure from organized groups and the public for effective 
action. Much has been written from a descriptive perspective, often 
using narrative techniques, that has given insight into the forces at play 
within particular policy-making contexts (that is, the United States); 
however, the limitations of sui generis become clearly evident when cases 
are added and the analysis becomes comparative (Hajer, 2009; Culpepper, 
2011). Comparative analysis widens the understanding of potential 
policy options – thus pushing the researcher to explain not only why 
certain policies were adopted, but also why others were not – and also 
permits the building of classifications and taxonomies of regulations, 
policies and instruments.

Why this book?

Since the seminal work of Heidenheimer et al. (1990), the field of com-
parative public policy has developed tremendously and the research 
community is ever expanding. With this expansion, new questions, new 
theories and new methodological challenges have emerged. In particular 
there has been a growing interest in conducting comparative policy 
studies for various reasons. The digital age together with higher standards 
in terms of government transparency and access to information, have 
increased the availability and accessibility of policy relevant information, 
data and statistics. Globalization and regional processes of economic 
integration, together with processes of decentralization or even federal-
ization, have transformed national and international political institutions 
and pushed policy scholars to integrate concepts of internationaliza-
tion, Europeanization and multilevel governance in their research and 
research designs in order to account, for example, for increasing inter-
dependence. We can also observe a more critical approach to theories 
developed within the US institutional context that have been promi-
nent in policy analysis and that scholars want to test and further develop 
in order to test their generalizability. Last, but not least, in various coun-
tries we can observe a ‘comparative turn’ in the study of national politics 
that has also contributed to strengthen comparative policy research. 
Independent of the reasons for the increased interest in comparative 
policy studies, policy scholars have turned to comparative designs in 
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order to be able to better identify patterns and regularities across cases, 
in order to go beyond the particularities of any single case, irrespective 
of the research tradition they identify with.

Despite a considerably greater emphasis on comparative policy 
research, policy scholars currently have no single text at their disposal 
that takes into account the various research traditions in policy studies 
and provides an overview over various methodological approaches from 
a public policy perspective. This volume is not intended to replace pub-
lications that discuss a specific type of research design, specific traditions 
of analysis or methods of analysis in detail. Similarly, it is not intended 
to provide the reader with fine grained knowledge on the methods of 
data collection and analysis. Rather it provides an overview of the basic 
design choices which researchers conducting comparative policy studies 
have to answer and encourages the more experienced researcher to 
reconsider their own research in the light of other methodological pos-
sibilities for designing comparative research. Hence, while emphasizing 
the importance of comparison in policy studies, from a methodological 
perspective this volume advocates a pluralist view. Each chapter is dedi-
cated to a specify method that often relies on a particular type of data. 
Accordingly, each chapter also discusses the relevant data for the method 
presented. This way of organizing the volume allows for taking into 
account the diversity of data used in comparative policy analysis.

Addressing methodological challenges in comparative 
policy studies

Comparative policy studies face various methodological challenges. 
Researchers first have to conceptualize the object of comparison, public 
policy, and choose the cases that will be compared. The first part of the 
book discusses these two basic methodological challenges facing any 
research project. The second part familiarizes the researcher with the 
most widely used comparative designs, representing different traditions 
within policy studies, reaching from case studies and process tracing, to 
medium-N and large-N studies and addressing interpretivist analysis. The 
third part of the book takes up recent methodological developments in 
comparative policy, namely comparing beyond traditional European and 
North American cases, addressing multilevel governance, integrating 
gender into policy studies and using mixed-methods designs. The chapters 
in all three parts extensively cite examples of comparative policy studies 
in order to provide guidance for concretely designing research projects. 
Finally, it is worth pointing out that the stage of actually conceptualizing 
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public policy and choosing a research design is preceded by a more 
 fundamental reflexion about what public policy studies are and ought to 
be. As the chapters assembled in this volume illustrate, an interpretivist 
approach to comparative public policy ( for example, Chapter 7) would 
have a substantially different take on the conceptualization of public 
policy than would a gender-based approach (for example, Chapter 10) or 
a more classical postpositivist analysis ( for example, Chapter 6).

Part I: Types of comparisons and their methodological challenges

The book starts out with defining the object of comparison, public 
policies, and proposes several conceptual angles to do so. As Howlett and 
Cashore point out in Chapter 2, the various ways in which policies have 
been defined poses a challenge for accumulating knowledge, building 
and testing theories across various comparative policy studies. As the 
authors demonstrate, one of the challenges of comparing public policies 
lies within the object of comparison itself, as ‘. . . public policies are 
 complex entities made up of a number of constituent parts, since they 
exist as combinations of goals and means put together and implemented 
by a variety of authoritative policy actors operating within an environ-
ment of multiple interacting actors and organizations operating over 
both time and space’ (Howlett and Cashore, this volume, p. 20).

Hence, researchers have to make conscious conceptual choices when 
designing a comparative policy study, as studying all phases of the policy 
cycle from agenda setting to policy evaluation – and this across time and 
space – constitutes a great challenge for collecting and analyzing rele-
vant data. In fact, more often then not, theoretical discussions focus on 
specific stages of the policy cycle, that is, trying to explain why policies 
vary across countries in terms of goals and instruments, comparing policy 
agendas in order to understand shifts in attention, looking at processes 
of emulation or policy diffusion across countries or then looking at how 
policy discourse or policy frames structure policy output and implemen-
tation. While the stages approach can be helpful in order to conceptualize 
with more clarity what is being studied, it entails some drawbacks, nota-
bly by artificially separating stages that in reality overlap and are linked 
with each other (as the authors point out) through various feedback 
loops. Nevertheless, thinking along stages also points to how the actor 
constellation varies throughout the policy cycle, drawing our attention 
to the fact that the interaction of policy actors, which is often at the heart 
of understanding public policies, is embedded in a larger institutional 
context and institutions create different constraints and opportunities 
in comparative perspective.
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According to Howlett and Cashore, the currently dominant approach 
addresses the complexity of public policies by focusing on policy 
dynamics, that is, how polices evolve over time. This approach has 
 several implications for designing comparative policy research, as it 
postulates a sufficiently long period for studying change (ten years), to 
conceptually distinguish fundamental (paradigmatic) change from 
incremental changes, to attribute considerable weight to institutions in 
policy reproduction, and to point out mechanisms outside of policy 
subsystems explaining fundamental change.

The question of how to conceptualize public policies is the first ques-
tion addressed in this collection that cuts across all the various research 
designs presented later on. The second issue that any comparative 
design has to address is the question of case selection, which is crucial 
in its consequences for the inferential process. Small- and intermediate-N 
comparative policy research designs, which are widely applied in com-
parative policy research, are particularly confronted with the challenges 
posed by case selection as they are dealing with a limited number of 
cases – due to limited availability in reality or to limited research 
resources – and therefore cannot rely on a randomized sample of cases. 
They are frequently subject to the ‘Too few cases/Too many variables’ 
(Goggin, 1986) problem that policy studies often face. Chapter 3 by 
Jeroen van der Heijden discusses the two strategies of case selection that 
are widely used in comparative policy studies, most similar systems or 
most different ones. These two strategies, however, contain considerable 
limitations because of the over-determination of the dependent variable 
and because of the limited number of cases available. As the number of 
available ‘real’ cases is limited, comparative policy analysis may take 
advantage of combining two or more comparative lines of inquiry in 
order to strengthen the generalization capacity of their explanation: 
cross-country comparison, comparison across policy domains and 
comparison across time. This compound research design method, 
recently proposed by Levi-Faur (2004, 2006) aims at maximizing the 
explanatory capacity of qualitative comparative analysis. Starting with 
the assumption that there are four main levels of comparison in public 
policy analysis – national, sectoral, international and across time – 
Levi-Faur (2004, 2006) proposes to select cases, which must vary on at 
least two of the four levels and then to systematically test causal 
hypotheses iteratively across levels. The richness of qualitative analysis 
is preserved while, simultaneously, the capacity for generalization is 
strengthened.
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Part II: Comparative designs

Part II presents different types of comparative designs, each constituting 
a varying tradition within policy studies. It offers an overview over the 
most widely used designs, starting with the most classical approach of 
single case and small-N studies that occupy a prominent place in com-
parative public policy (Chapter 4). It then moves to more recent method-
ological developments by discussing intermediate-N comparisons using 
configurational comparative methods (QCA) (Chapter 5). The greater 
availability of policy data and the larger number of comparative projects 
replicating research projects across a large number of countries (for 
example, the Policy Agendas Project and the Comparative Agendas 
Project) have spurred interest in large-N comparisons in recent years, 
constituting the third tradition of comparative designs discussed in the 
second part of the book (Chapter 6). The last chapter in Part II addresses 
interpretive policy studies and discusses its epistemological and meth-
odological characteristics (Chapter 7).

Case studies have occupied a prominent place in comparative policy 
studies. More recently process tracing has increasingly gained promi-
nence as a within-case method in public policy analysis. In Chapter 4, 
Joachim Blatter and Markus Haverland first review recent innovations 
proposed in case studies, such as critical cases, and then discuss the 
 contribution of process tracing to causal explanation based on the 
investigation of causal mechanisms. Case studies and process-tracing 
analyses are commonly described as ‘meaning centred’, in the sense 
that they are focused on the thick understanding of a few cases. Instead 
of considering case studies as a ‘by default’ comparison when research 
resources for a large-N are lacking, the authors argue that process tracing 
offers a powerful tool to enhance theory building and, to a certain 
extent, theory testing in policy studies. Comparative case studies pro-
vide in-depth knowledge of each case which can be used, through 
process tracing, to simultaneously confront alternative explanations in 
order to determine which of them survive empirical testing in the most 
robust way. Starting the analysis with competing hypotheses offered in 
the literature, process tracing systematically examines the accuracy of 
rival explanations at each stage of the process being analyzed on the 
basis of triangulated sources of evidence.

From single and small-N comparisons, Chapter 5 moves on to the issue 
of intermediate-N comparison with QCA. Due to limited diversity of 
cases in reality (that is, limited availability of public policies in a given 
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domain) or due to limited research resources (that is, research funding or 
language barrier), comparative policy analysis is frequently confronted 
by the principal challenge associated with intermediate-N comparison: 
How to benefit from the complexity of each case while enhancing the 
generalization across cases? The chapter by Isabelle Engeli, Benoît Rihoux 
and Christine Rothmayr Allison reviews the various QCA techniques 
and addresses the most recent innovations such as fuzzy sets and proba-
bilistic assessment. QCA aims at going beyond methodological disputes 
over quantitative reasoning (attempting to generate generalized expla-
nation) versus qualitative reasoning centred on either one or a small 
number of cases (aimed at understanding the specificities of a particular 
public policy). Specifically conceived for intermediate-sized comparison, 
QCA strengthens the explanatory potential of qualitative analysis by 
systematizing cross-case comparison without limiting the richness of 
within-case analysis. Based on algorithms derived from Boolean algebra, 
QCA simplifies the interaction of explanatory factors in order to identify 
configurations of causality valid across cases. Thus it allows for the devel-
opment of parsimonious qualitative explanations with a strong capacity 
for middle-range generalization. QCA also sheds light on the phenom-
enon of multicausality, a perennial problem for policy studies; public 
policies often represent complex political phenomena, and they may 
not be fully captured by a unique, monotonic explanatory factor.

With the increased availability and accessibility of policy-relevant 
quantitative data, large-N studies are becoming more prominent in 
comparative policy analysis. Chapter 6 presents quantitative compari-
sons, discusses the methodological implications of such approaches, 
and provides a critical discussion of their application to comparative 
policy studies. Quantitative comparison aims at explaining and pre-
dicting patterns of policy-making processes and policy outcomes across 
cases. Christian Breunig and John Ahlquist focus in particular on 
description, theory testing and prediction as the three main goals of 
quantitative comparative policy studies. For each goal, the authors 
present and discuss data and particular procedures from comparative 
welfare state research. Based on a large sample of cases, quantitative 
comparison attempts to broaden the generalization of research findings. 
While quantitative studies suffer less from case selection bias than 
small-N comparison, they nevertheless encounter a series of method-
ological challenges that Breunig and Ahlquist discuss in their chapter. 
Among other challenges, large-N comparison is particularly confronted 
with a high level of heterogeneity within the sample that may result in 
concept stretching. Large-N comparison is also frequently constrained, 
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due to limited research resources, to rely on aggregate data provided by 
external sources (such as national-level statistics), which may endanger 
the comparability of the data. In the particular context of developing 
countries, this aggregation problem may be further compounded by 
issues of reliability.

From a methodological point of view, research designs do not simply 
vary in terms of the number of cases and techniques of analysis and 
comparison they employ, but also in terms of their epistemological 
stance. Since the argumentative turn in policy analysis, critical policy 
studies and interpretative approaches are firmly anchored in the field 
and, equally so, in comparative policy analysis. Following the interpre-
tive turn in the social sciences, a strand of research has emerged to pro-
mote a postpositivist perspective that places values, ideas and social 
meanings at the centre of public policy analysis. Chapter 7 by Dvora 
Yanow introduces the reader to interpretive policy analysis. Going 
beyond a simple debate over analytical techniques, interpretative policy 
scholars call for a radical change in the aims of public policy studies in 
favour of an interpretative understanding of reality based on discursive 
and other modes of analysis. The chapter offers a critical discussion 
about the application of the interpretive turn to empirical analysis in the 
field of comparative policy studies, first reviewing the core assumptions 
of interpretive thought in policy studies more generally. Interpretivist 
methodology emphasizes the central role which social meanings and 
values play in the understanding of social realities and, because language 
is an important source of meanings, interpretive policy analysis engages 
discourses. The chapter discusses the implications of interpretivist meth-
odology for research methods and presents a series of analytic approaches 
used, such as metaphors, categories and frames.

Part III: New challenges in comparative designs

Part III of the book takes up more recent developments in comparative 
policy studies and critically discusses their contributions, but also their 
limitations in terms of feasibility and pay-off. This section invites readers 
to strengthen their research designs by enlarging the regions and coun-
tries commonly compared (Chapter 8), more consciously addressing 
interdependence in multilevel governance (Chapter 9), considering 
gender biases in theory and methodology (Chapter 10) and profiting 
from mixed-method approaches when designing comparative policy 
research (Chapter 11).

Comparative policy studies traditionally focus on Europe, North 
America and Australia/New Zealand. More and more policy scholars are 
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also interested in analyzing how developing countries, countries with 
very different democratic traditions and economies, respond to the 
same policy challenges – or how policies diffuse across the globe and not 
just in Europe and North America. However, there is a lack of systematic 
discussion about the benefits and methodological challenges and poten-
tial of this type of comparison in the current literature. Joe Wong in 
Chapter 8 takes up this challenge and discusses why policy scholars 
should go beyond classical comparisons; he then analyzes the chal-
lenges of such comparisons in terms of the choice of cases (small-N and/
or larger quantitative studies), practical questions of access to data and 
data analysis, and interpretation of results. He argues that there are no 
great conceptual or methodological adjustments required to compare 
unfamiliar cases, as the challenge in comparing beyond the Anglo-
European world is one of unfamiliarity rather than incomparability. The 
chapter first recalls the classical debate in comparative analysis on con-
ceptual rigour and the pitfalls of conceptual stretching, and discusses 
issues of data collection and fieldwork. The argument focuses on the 
ontological gap between the analyst’s expectations and empirical reality 
and invites the policy analyst to consider (i) the implications of contex-
tualized rationality; (ii) the importance of context-specific heuristic 
cues; and (iii) those prevailing theoretical biases which may lead us to 
infer incorrect conclusions. When comparing beyond familiar cases, 
researchers need to be aware of their own ontological predispositions 
and biases.

In an age of globalization and regional economic integration, research-
ers are not only faced with the issue of broadening the traditional spec-
trum of countries and regions compared, but multilevel governance also 
poses particular challenges to comparative policy studies. ‘Cases’ and 
levels are not independent from each other, because relevant actors are 
not limited to state-actors, and because multilevel governance is charac-
terized through overlapping networks. Fabrizio Gilardi, in Chapter 9 
highlights the interest of interdependence as a methodological chal-
lenge to comparative policy studies. He discusses in detail the quantita-
tive and qualitative strategies that researchers can deploy to account for 
interdependence when analyzing policy diffusion, policy transfer and 
policy convergence. Diffusion and transfer share the basic idea that 
 policy choices in one unit are shaped by policy choices in other units, 
while policy convergence, the increased similarity of policies over time, 
is not necessarily related to interdependence. Spatial regression and 
dyadic analysis are quantitative methods that account for interdepen-
dence when studying processes of diffusion. Researchers interested in 



Isabelle Engeli and Christine Rothmayr Allison 11

uncovering evidence on the mechanisms driving processes of diffusion 
and transfer rely on qualitative methods and in particular within-case 
analysis and process tracing. The chapter advocates the combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methods in order to further develop the 
study of policy interdependence.

A quite different type of methodological issue is addressed in Chapter 10 
in the form of gendering comparative policy studies. Amy G. Mazur and 
Season Hoard tackle the growing importance of the gender dimension 
in comparative public policy analysis. Despite the fact that it is often 
hidden behind rationalization, the choice of policy goals and policy 
instruments is based on social representations such as gender roles and 
the definition of women’s and men’s identity. This chapter introduces 
the reader to the contribution and the methodological implications of 
gendering policy analysis. The two authors demonstrate that Feminist 
Comparative Policy (FCP) fills crucial empirical gaps in our knowledge 
about the state and policy in postindustrial democracies and, in doing 
so, places issues of democratic governance and performance to the fore. 
It also argues that non-feminist policy scholars need to better integrate 
FCP study designs, methods and findings in order to make comparative 
policy studies more systematic and, ultimately, to do better science. 
After introducing the core features and most recent methodological con-
tributions and issues of FCP, the chapter addresses its four major streams; 
gendering welfare states, feminist policy formation, women’s move-
ments and policy and state feminism. They then discuss three new and 
recent trends, namely representation, intersectionality and feminist 
institutionalism. These research streams are presented in terms of how 
they gender comparative policy analysis and the added value they bring 
to the conduct of policy research in comparative perspective. 

In recent decades, efforts to bridge the quantitative-qualitative 
divide in political science and the social sciences more generally have 
successfully drawn greater attention to mixed-method designs. Much 
research in comparative policy analysis relies on a single methodology, 
using either qualitative or quantitative tools. Recently a growing num-
ber of studies demonstrate the benefits of combining methods by 
including multiple pathways to knowledge and assessment in order to 
tackle better the complexity of public policy. Adrienne Héritier and 
Sophie Biesenbender (Chapter 11) first present the aims of mixed- 
methods thinking and then map out the various forms of mixed-meth-
ods designs. One may simultaneously combine different methods and 
techniques across the stages of the research and triangulate data to 
ensure validation of the results. Alternatively, one may first conduct a 
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quantitative phase of the study in order to get a systematic overview of 
the policy under study that is then complemented by a qualitative stage 
that provides deeper knowledge of some particular aspect(s) of it. The 
chapter then assesses the advantages and the weaknesses of mixed-
methods designs with the support of  concrete empirical applications. 
Mixed-methods designs lay out several advantages, such as looking at a 
broader set of the aspects of the research question as well as corroborat-
ing evidence; at the same time they are time consuming and require 
solid grounding in both quantitative and qualitative methods.

To summarize, the chapters assembled in this volume address the 
major methodological challenges that today’s scholars of comparative 
policy face. Inevitably, they will encounter others in their research, but 
this volume highlights the most pressing of them that need to be 
addressed in the process of research design. Individual chapters provide 
concise instructions for the identification of and remedies to specific 
obstacles to good research design in comparative policy studies; in addi-
tion, concrete examples are provided, from extant and published works, 
that show how to operationalize these recommendations in a concrete 
manner. Taken together, the chapters provide answers to the major 
methodological challenges, and give a guide to constructing rigorous 
and analytical work in comparative policy studies. Readers will not only 
engage in the more abstract and conceptual debates over research design 
in the study of comparative public policy, but they will also be guided 
through the definition of research design, data gathering and compara-
tive analysis. Ultimately the volume aims at contributing to the improve-
ment of the design and execution of research programmes in comparative 
policy studies; in doing so, it seeks to augment theory building and 
theory testing in the field.
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2
Conceptualizing Public Policy
Michael Howlett and Ben Cashore

Defining public policy and the need for  
comparative research

Policy-making involves both a technical and political process of articu-
lating and matching actors’ goals and means. Policies are thus actions 
which contain goal(s) and the means to achieve them, however well or 
poorly identified, justified, articulated and formulated. Probably the 
best-known, simple and short definition of public policy has been 
offered by Thomas Dye, ‘anything a government chooses to do or not to 
do’ (Dye, 1972: 2).While many organizations and actors create policies 
to which their members must adhere, we focus on ‘public’ policies made 
by governments that affect and influence every member of a nation-state 
or a subnational jurisdiction. The ‘actions’ we are concerned with in this 
case are government decisions to act, or not to act, to change or maintain 
some aspect of the status quo (Birkland, 2001: ch. 1).

Dye’s definition specifies clearly that the primary agent of public policy-
making is a government, rather than private business decisions, deci-
sions by charitable organizations, interest groups, or other social groups. 
Although these might be important actors with some role in governmental 
policy-making processes, governments enjoy a special status in public 
policy-making due to their unique ability to make authoritative decisions 
on behalf of citizens; that is, decisions backed up by the potential for 
sanctions for transgressors in the event of non-compliance. Of course, 
the activities of non-governmental actors may, and very often do, influ-
ence governments’ policy decisions, and governments will sometimes 
leave the implementation or some other aspect of policy-making to 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs). But governments maintain 
control over whether, when and how other actors may be involved. 



18 Comparative Policy Studies

Thus, for example, how the medical profession interprets the causes of 
lung cancer and the solutions it proposes for prevention and cure may 
have a bearing on what a government eventually does about such a prob-
lem in terms of health-care policy. However, the profession’s proposed 
solution to the problem is not itself a public policy; only measures that 
a government actually adopts or endorses – such as a ban on the sale or 
use of tobacco – actually constitute public policy.

Second, as Dye notes, public policy is, at its simplest, a choice made by 
government to undertake some course of action. Dye highlights the fact 
that public policy-making involves a fundamental choice on the part of 
governments to do something or to do nothing with respect to a problem 
and that this decision is made by government officials, be they elected 
or appointed politicians, judges or administrators. Thus a ‘negative’ or 
‘non-decision’,  or a government’s decision to do nothing and simply 
maintain the current course of action or status quo (Crenson, 1971; 
Smith, 1979), is just as much a policy decision as a choice to alter it. 
Such ‘negative’ decisions, however, like more ‘positive’ ones, must be 
deliberate, such as when a government decides not to increase taxes or 
declines to make additional funds available for arts, health care or some 
other policy area. The fact we have the freedom to paint the interiors of 
our homes in colours of our choice, for example, does not mean that 
this is a public policy, because the government never deliberately 
decided not to restrict our options in this area.

Third, and closely related to this, Dye’s definition also highlights 
the fact that a public policy is a conscious choice of a government. 
That is, government actions and decisions very often involve unintended 
consequences, such as when an effort to regulate tobacco consumption 
or some other vice results in the activity ‘going underground’ and 
operating illegally as a ‘black’ market. Unless this subsequent activity 
or consequence was specifically anticipated and intended by government 
(such as occurs when governments increase gasoline taxes to discourage 
automobile use and thus indirectly promote the use of public transit), 
the unintended consequences are not public policy but merely its 
unexpected by-product, which may sometimes be beneficial and 
sometimes not.

While Dye’s three points are central to understanding that public 
policies emerge as the result of governmental decision-making pro-
cesses, it is less clear how such decisions are arrived at or implemented. 
Other more complex definitions, such as that put forward by Jenkins 
(1978), offer a more precise conceptualization of public policy which 
also addresses these aspects of the subject. Here policy is defined as ‘a set 



Michael Howlett and Ben Cashore 19

of interrelated decisions taken by a political actor or group of actors 
concerning the selection of goals and the means of achieving them 
within a specified situation where those decisions should, in principle, 
be within the power of those actors to achieve’. 

This definition is helpful in specifying the content of a policy decision, 
as being composed of the ‘selection of goals and means’ as noted above, 
although this says nothing about the actual selection process. Viewing 
policy as the pursuit of conscious goals nevertheless raises the signifi-
cance for policy-making of the ideas and knowledge held by policy 
actors about policy goals and the tools or techniques used to achieve 
them, since these shape their understanding of policy problems and the 
‘appropriateness’ of potential solutions to them.

Moreover, Jenkins’ definition is also helpful in clarifying some of the 
implicit components of Dye’s definition, which could be construed as 
limiting policy-making to a single choice:  opportunity and result. 
Jenkins’ definition instead presents policy-making as a dynamic process 
and explicitly acknowledges that it is usually the result of ‘a set of inter-
related decisions’ that cumulatively contribute to an outcome rather 
than a single decision. Thus, a health policy, for example, consists of a 
series of decisions – about building health facilities, certifying personnel 
and treatment, and financing health-care provision, among many other 
related items – often taken over a lengthy period of time (Tuohy, 1999). 
This also highlights the complexity of the nature of the actors involved 
in policy-making as these various interrelated decisions are often made 
by different individuals and agencies within government, such as a 
Department of Health as well as Ministries of Finance or Social Welfare, 
and by various divisions and sections within them, and also can involve 
a much larger set of non-state actors than often assumed, resulting in a 
much more complex policy-making process than a quick reading of 
Dye’s definition might at first suggest.

Jenkins also improves upon Dye’s definition by adding the idea that a 
government’s capacity to implement its decisions is a significant compo-
nent of public policy and a major consideration affecting the types of 
action that government will consider. This recognizes the limitations on 
a government’s ability to act that can constrain the range of options 
considered in particular decision-making circumstances and contribute 
to the success or lack of success of their efforts. A government’s choice of 
a policy may be limited, for instance, by the presence or lack of financial, 
personnel or informational resources, by international treaty obligations 
or by domestic resistance to certain options, all affecting what kinds 
of actions are considered ‘effective’, ‘feasible’ and ‘appropriate’ in dealing 
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with an issue (Huitt, 1968; Meltsner, 1972; Majone, 1975; May, 2005). Thus, 
for example, we will not understand health policy in many countries 
without realizing the powerful opposition that the medical profession 
can mount against any government’s effort to control health-care costs 
which might reduce the profession’s income (Alford, 1972) or without 
taking into account the kinds of financial resources governments have 
at their disposal in providing health care and/or paying doctors, nurses 
and other health-care providers for their services. Similarly, understanding 
domestic government actions increasingly requires detailed awareness 
of the limits placed upon them, and the opportunities provided to them, 
by international agreements, treaties, and conventions (Doern et al., 
1996; Milner and Keohane, 1996).

Specifying the constituent elements of public policy

As this definitional discussion suggests, public policies are complex entities 
made up of a number of constituent parts, since they exist as combina-
tions of goals and means put together and implemented by a variety of 
authoritative policy actors interacting within an environment of multiple 
actors and organizations over both time and space.

Understanding how policy-making processes work, and with what 
results, can be undertaken at the domestic or international levels; and 
analyses in the policy sciences are often undertaken in this fashion. 
However, increasingly, comparative studies of processes and outcomes 
across different sectors – such as health policy or environmental or 
industrial policy – as well as across different nations are called for and 
have been undertaken in the effort to generate better descriptions of 
processes and identify the factors which influence them. An example of 
a path-breaking effort to specify exactly what these constituent parts 
entail and how they can be put together in an empirically and conceptu-
ally rich fashion which draws on comparative analysis can be found in 
Peter Halls’ work (1989, 1993) comparing the development of economic 
policies in western countries. This work distinguished between three 
basic elements or components of public polices: more or less abstract or 
general policy goals, the more concrete policy instruments used to imple-
ment them and the even more specific operational settings or calibrations 
used when these instruments are deployed.

Although Hall himself suggested that only these three different com-
ponents existed, the distinction he drew within the three different 
‘ levels’ of specificity of goals and means – from ‘abstract’ to ‘concrete’ 
and ‘specific’ – means it is possible to discern as many as six elements 
that go into making a public policy (see Table 2.1) (Liefferink, 2006).1
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Using this insight, public policies and public policy-making can be 
seen to revolve around the process of articulating and matching policy 
goals with preferred policy means at all three levels: abstract (general or 
conceptual), programme (concrete) and on-the-ground (settings). Thus, 
for example, in an area such as criminal justice policy, policy-making 
involves both consideration of general abstract policy goals (like reducing 
crime) and conceptual means (better policing), as well as programme-
level objectives (such as reducing violent or gun-related crime) and 
mechanisms (by increasing the number of local police stations in high 
crime areas), and also the settings and calibrations of policy tools (such 
as reducing violent crime by 50 per cent over five years and, in doing so, 
doubling the number and frequency of police patrols in affected areas).

Describing how policy is made: The policy cycle model

Comparative studies of policy-making often focus on one or two of 
these elements of policy-making, but accurate depictions of policy pro-
cesses and outcomes require investigation and analysis of all elements 
across these three levels and of the manner in which both goals and 
means are articulated (Bannink and Hoogenboom, 2007; Kuhner, 2007).

Works in this vein have developed several key insights into policy- 
making processes and behaviour which inform contemporary compara-
tive policy studies. One is the finding that policy processes generally 
unfold as a set of interrelated stages through which deliberations con-
cerning some  issue or problem flow in a more or less sequential fashion 
from being an ‘input’ to government deliberations to being an ‘output’ 
or subject of government action. The sequence of stages through which 
this decision-making activity operates is often referred to as the ‘policy 
cycle’ ( Jann and Wegrich, 2007), an idea first broached in the work of 
Harold Lasswell (1956), one of the central pioneers and promoters of 
what he termed ‘the policy science’ (Farr et al., 2006). Lasswell (1971) 
divided the policy process into seven stages, which, in his view, described 
not only how public policies were actually made but also how they 
should be made.

In Lasswell’s construct, the policy process began with intelligence-
gathering, that is, the collection, processing and dissemination of infor-
mation for those who participate in decision-making. It then would 
move to the promotion of particular options for addressing the problem 
by those involved in making the decision. In the third stage, the decision-
makers would prescribe a course of action. In the fourth stage, the prescribed 
course of action would be invoked alongside a set of sanctions to penalize 
those who fail to comply with these prescriptions. The policy would then 



Michael Howlett and Ben Cashore 23

be applied by the courts and the bureaucracy and run its course until it 
was terminated or cancelled. Finally, the results of the policy would be 
appraised or evaluated against the original aims and goals.

This way of thinking about policy-making as a staged process of problem-
solving was highly influential in the development of the policy sciences 
(deLeon, 1999) and formed the basis for further work on the subject 
(Lyden et al., 1968; Brewer, 1974; Simmons et al., 1974; Anderson,1975; 
Jones, 1984). Through comparative studies of policy-making processes in 
many sectors and jurisdictions, a simpler, more parsimonious version of 
the policy cycle emerged which more clearly linked the stages of public 
policy-making with the logic of applied decision-making raised by Dye 
and others (Brewer and deLeon 1983; Hupe and Hill, 2006). The five 
stages in applied problem-solving and the corresponding stages in the 
policy process are depicted in Table 2.2.

In this model, agenda setting refers to the process by which problems 
come to the attention of governments; policy formulation refers to how 
policy options are formulated within government; decision-making is the 
process by which governments adopt a particular course of action or non-
action; policy implementation relates to how governments put policies into 
effect; and policy evaluation refers to the processes by which the results of 
policies are monitored by both state and societal actors, the outcome of 
which may be a re-conceptualization of policy problems and solutions.

Much comparative policy study has focussed on detailing the operation 
of particular stages of the cycle; for example, examining through com-
parative case study techniques the nature of agenda setting dynamics in 
the United States and Europe, or comparing the roles played by specific 
actors – like the media – in each. Other studies examined the manner in 
which different stages interacted – such as feedback-like processes involv-
ing policy evaluation and agenda setting when a negative evaluation 
of a policy leads to its revision in subsequent rounds of policy-making 
(Pierson, 1993). These studies have shed a great deal of light on the nature 
of policy-making processes and highlighted the use of comparative 

Table 2.2 Five stages of the policy cycle and their relationship to applied 
problem-solving

Applied problem-solving Stages in policy cycle 

1. Problem recognition 1. Agenda setting 
2. Proposal of solution 2. Policy formulation 
3. Choice of solution 3. Decision-making 
4. Putting solution into effect 4. Policy implementation 
5. Monitoring results 5. Policy evaluation 
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research as a technique to better understand the kinds of actors and 
dynamics at work in different countries and sectors as policy-making 
processes unfold.

Who makes policy: Policy actors

The cycle or process model of public policy-making is useful not only 
because of the way it separates a series of tasks conducted in the process 
of public policy-making into distinct phenomena which can be studied 
separately. It also helps clarify the different, but interactive, roles played 
at each point in the process by specific kinds of policy actors, the institu-
tions in which they operate and the importance of the ideas they hold 
about both policy content and processes in determining what kinds of 
policy goals and means are considered and implemented (Sobeck, 2003).

Comparative study has helped show, for example, how at the agenda 
setting stage virtually any (and all) policy actors can be involved in 
decrying problems and demanding government action. These policy 
actors – whether all, many or few – can be termed the policy universe. 
At the next stage, formulation, however, research has shown how only a 
subset of the policy universe – the policy subsystem – is typically involved 
in discussing options to deal with problems recognized as requiring some 
government action. This subsystem is composed only of those actors 
with sufficient knowledge of a problem area, or a resource at stake, to 
allow them to participate in the process of developing alternative and 
feasible courses of action to address the issues raised at the agenda setting 
stage. When a decision is being taken to adopt one or more, or none, of 
these options and implement it, the number of actors is reduced even 
further, to only the subset of the policy subsystem composed of authorita-
tive government decision-makers, whether these are elected or appointed 
officials, judges or bureaucrats. Once implementation begins, however, 
the number of actors increases once again to the relevant subsystem and 
then, finally, with the evaluation of the results of that implementation, 
expands once again to encompass the entire policy universe. This public 
policy ‘hourglass’ configuration of actors is set out in Table 2.3 below.

Table 2.3 The policy cycle–actor hourglass

Stages in policy cycle Key actors involved 

1. Agenda setting 1. Policy universe 
2. Policy formulation 2. Policy subsystem 
3. Decision-making 3. Authoritative government decision-makers 
4. Policy implementation 4. Policy subsystem 
5. Policy evaluation 5. Policy universe
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Understanding how these different actors interact in policy processes in 
order to produce specific kinds of policy outcomes has been a major sub-
ject of contemporary comparative policy research. Different patterns of 
policy outcomes have been linked to the patterns of behaviour of  different 
policy actors at each stage of the policy process and these, in turn, have 
been linked to factors such as the kinds of institutional structures found 
in different countries and sectors that condition how policy initiatives 
emerge and how policy advice is generated and deployed (Aberbach and 
Rockman, 1989; Bennett and McPhail, 1992; Bevir and Rhodes, 2001; 
Peled, 2002; Bevir et al., 2003; Howlett and Lindquist, 2004).

Recent comparative studies of policy formulation processes in New 
Zealand, Israel, Canada and Australia, for example, have developed the 
idea that government decision-makers sit at the centre of a complex web 
of policy advisors who are key players in affecting how demands made 
at the agenda setting stage of the policy process are articulated into 
 specific policy options or alternatives for decision-makers to consider 
(Maley, 2000; Peled, 2002; Dobuzinskis et al., 2007; Eichbaum and Shaw, 
2007). These include both ‘traditional’ political advisors in government 
as well as non-governmental actors in NGOs, think tanks and other 
 similar organizations, as well as less formal or professional forms of 
advice from colleagues, relatives and members of the public.

Given its reliance on existing institutional configurations, the exact 
configuration of an advisory system varies not only temporally, but also 
spatially, by jurisdiction, especially by nation-state and, somewhat less 
so, by policy sector. That is, the personal and professional components 
of the policy advice supply system, along with their internal and external 
sourcing, are combined in different ratios in different situations (Prince, 
1983; Wollmann, 1989; Hawke, 1993; Halligan, 1995; Rochet, 2004). 
Discerning the underlying patterns of policy analysis, their influence 
and effectiveness in different analytical contexts involves understanding 
how a policy advice system is structured and operated in different coun-
tries, jurisdictions and sectors of policy activity (Lindquist, 1998; Mayer 
et al., 2004; Verschuere, 2009) and is thus a good example of a subject 
well suited to comparative public policy analytical techniques.

How policies change: The punctuated equilibrium  
model of policy dynamics

These insights into the nature of public policy, policy processes and 
 policy actors have been brought together in recent years by students of 
comparative public policy dynamics; that is, in order to explore and 
explain the manner in which policies change. In this regard, the 
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contemporary study of policy dynamics owes a broad debt to two works 
which appeared 30 years apart: Peter Hall’s above-mentioned study of 
policy paradigms (Hall, 1989) and Charles Lindblom’s earlier work on 
incrementalism (Lindblom, 1959).

Both authors worked in a synthetic fashion, utilizing the insights of 
other scholars into aspects of politico-administrative behaviour – in 
Lindblom’s case Herbert Simon’s insights into the nature of organizational 
behaviour (Simon, 1957), and in Hall’s case Thomas Kuhn’s ideas about 
the history of scientific advance (Kuhn, 1962)  – to propose and refine the 
notion that general patterns of policy development can be identified and 
understood which transcend specific subject areas and content.

Hall’s work served to break the long-term orthodoxy in studies of policy 
dynamics dominated by Lindblom-inspired incrementalism, that is, the 
position that due to constraints on the nature of human cognition which 
lead to most decision-making effectively being political bargaining, a 
single type of policy dynamics – marginal or small increments from the 
status quo – would characterize almost all instances of public policy-
making (Hayes, 1992; Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). Although Hall agreed 
with this basic characterization and finding, he also identified a second 
pattern of change. This was the broad ‘paradigm’ shift which could be 
observed in many policy areas in many countries and sectors over long 
periods of time in which policy goals changed in a non-linear fashion; 
such as when ideas about ‘wellness’ in the health sector took over from 
long-held notions about ‘illness’.

Comparative scholars studying public policy dynamics have been 
involved in a 20-year  effort to better refine the two patterns and assess their 
interrelationship. As this work has developed, a new ‘post-incremental’ 
orthodoxy has emerged as policy scholars have generally accepted the 
idea – borrowed from paleo-biology (Eldredge and Gould, 1972) and first 
put forward in the context of policy dynamics by Baumgartner and 
Jones (1991) – that periods of marginal adaptation and revolutionary 
transformation are typically linked in an overall ‘punctuated equilib-
rium’ pattern of policy change. That is, they are linked in a pattern in 
which periods of relatively long-term stability in policy goals succeed 
each other through shorter unstable transitionary phases. 

The principle elements of the new orthodoxy in comparative studies 
of policy dynamics are that:

• Any analysis of policy development must be historical in nature and 
cover periods of years or even decades or more (Sabatier and Jenkins-
Smith, 1993).2
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• Political institutions and their embedded policy subsystems act as the 
primary mechanisms of policy reproduction (Clemens and Cook, 
1999; Botcheva and Martin, 2001; Howlett and Ramesh, 2003).

• ‘Paradigmatic’ change, a process in which there is a fundamental 
realignment of most aspects of policy development, is generally 
understood to occur rarely, and in the absence of such processes pol-
icy changes are expected to follow ‘incremental’ patterns (Genschel, 
1997; Deeg, 2001); and,

• Paradigmatic transformations or ‘punctuations’ themselves usually 
occur due to the effects of ‘external perturbations’ that cause widespread 
disruptions in existing policy ideas, beliefs, actors, institutions and prac-
tices rather than due to endogenous causes, although this is also possi-
ble through processes such as policy learning (Pierson, 1993, 2000; 
Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993; Mahoney, 2000; Smith, 2000; Thelen, 
2003,  2004; Hacker, 2004;Howlett and Rayner, 2006; Kay, 2006).

More comparative research is required in order to further refine these ideas 
( John and Margetts, 2003). For example, some recent longitudinal studies 
have failed to find evidence of the exogenously- or externally-driven 
change processes typically associated with most contemporary theorizing 
about paradigmatic changes (Coleman et al., 1996; Cashore and Howlett, 
2007). In some cases, researchers have found dramatic policy change to 
involve a more complex pattern of linkages and change among the levels 
or orders of policy than originally contemplated (Mortensen, 2005). 
Uncovering these ‘hidden’ and more complex patterns of policy develop-
ment challenges the way most policy studies measure and classify over-
all policy dynamics as either ‘paradigmatic’ or ‘incremental’ and provide 
another fertile field for contemporary comparative policy research 
(Howlett and Ramesh, 2002; Lindner, 2003; Lindner and Rittberger, 2003).3

Conclusion

The complexity of public policy is considerable, posing analytical diffi-
culties for which students of comparative public policy-making have 
developed useful models or analytical frameworks such as those set out 
above (Yanow, 1992; Danziger, 1995;  Phillips, 1996). The results of such 
comparative efforts have been many and fruitful. These comparative stud-
ies of policy elements, processes, actors and dynamics have shown public 
policy to be a complex phenomenon consisting of numerous decisions 
made by many individuals and organizations inside government at differ-
ent points in policy processes, influenced by others operating within, and 
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outside of, the state and resulting, generally, in long periods of stability of 
outcomes or incremental changes, punctuated by infrequent bursts of 
paradigmatic change. The decisions policy-makers make have been shown 
to be shaped both by the structures within which these actors operate and 
the ideas they hold – forces that have also affected earlier policies in previ-
ous iterations of policy-making  processes and have set policies onto spe-
cific trajectories, sometimes over long periods of time. 

Thanks to these studies, the discipline now has a much stronger under-
standing about factors such as legislative ‘attention spans’, ‘policy win-
dows’ and how alterations in subsystem beliefs and membership can result 
in certain issues coming to the fore on policy agendas, precipitating change 
by shaping what subsystem members deem to be appropriate types and 
modes of policy-making (Hall, 1989; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993, 2002; 
Kingdon, 1995; Leach et al., 2002). It also has a much better understanding 
of the role played by macro-, meso- and micro-institutions which formalize 
issue discourses and routinize political and administrative affairs, shaping 
the mobilization of actors and restraining change in policy agendas and 
processes (Weaver and Rockman, 1993; Thelen, 2003, 2004; Deeg, 2005).

However as pointed out above, this research agenda is by no means 
finished. A large number of significant questions about policy-making and 
policy behaviour continue to exist and define the subjects for further 
comparative research. In addition to the kinds of questions about patterns 
of policy change mentioned above, it is also the case that most studies 
have focussed on a small number of North American and European cases 
and many countries and sectors outside this region have received little 
attention. Whether and to what extent they share the same characteristics 
as oft-studied cases is uncertain. Similarly many studies have focussed on 
only a few well-documented, high profile policy sectors such as finance, 
trade or health. Many others still require detailed examination in order to 
see how well concepts developed in other sectors travel to them. And while 
spatial comparisons are reasonably plentiful, temporal ones lag far behind. 

Thus, while comparative research has greatly enriched our under-
standing of policy-making, more and better comparative studies of policy-
making over both time and space are still required to better inform both 
contemporary policy theorizing and practice.

Notes

1 For similar models based on a similar critique of Hall, see Daugbjerg (1997) 
and Smith (2000). These six categories are inspired from much of the work on 
applied policy analysis that teach students to break policy down into their 
‘goals’, ‘operationalized’ objectives, and specific criteria and who likewise take 
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pains to distinguish policy instruments from ‘on-the-ground’ policy require-
ments (Weimer and Vining, 1999).

2 This observation is explicitly raised by Baumgartner and Jones on punctuated 
equilibrium and in Paul Sabatier and Hank Jenkins-Smith’s work on ‘advocacy 
coalitions’, as well as being implicit in the broad field of historical institution-
alism (Sabatier, 1988; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993; Mahoney, 2000; 
Lindner and Rittberger, 2003).

3 Both incremental and paradigmatic changes generally remain underspecified 
entities (Berry, 1990; Bailey and O’Connor, 1975; Kuhn, 1974; Capano, 2003).
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3
Selecting Cases and Inferential 
Types in Comparative Public  
Policy Research
Jeroen van der Heijden

Introduction1

Although many scholars claim to present comparative public policy 
research (see the various journals and books in this field with the word 
‘comparative’ in their titles), only a few scholars appear to have designed 
a comparative study. My critique here echoes Benoît Rihoux’ observa-
tion that, in practice, comparisons are too often ‘rather loose or not 
formalized’ (Rihoux, 2006: p. 681), and Ahrend Lijphart’s observation 
that the comparative method appears so basic and apparently simple 
that when applied it often ‘indicates the how but does not specify the 
what of the analysis’ (Lijphart, 1971: p. 682). Playing the devil’s advo-
cate, I would like to take these observations a step further and claim that 
much of published comparative public policy research is ex-post facto 
comparative and not a priori comparative in nature. I understand this is 
a bold and sweeping statement, but in reading classic and contemporary 
comparative works, only a handful may be termed comparative by 
design (for example, Verba and Nie, 1972; Skocpol, 1979; Vogel, 1996; 
Levi-Faur, 2006b), whereas many works are comparative by outcome, or 
are studies that present various examples of a phenomenon of interest 
without actually having a rationale for comparatively studying these 
examples. Throughout this book many guidelines will be provided as to 
how to design comparative public policy research. This chapter mainly 
addresses the topics of case selection and the nature of the inferences 
drawn from comparatively analysing different cases.

In designing a comparative public policy research, the first question to 
be addressed is: Why compare at all? The short answer is that in studying 
policy the comparative method is superior to both single-N and large-N 
studies. It is superior to single-N studies in that the comparative method 
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aims to find basic patterns or tendencies in social phenomena that are 
likely to exist in a similar, but not identical, manner in other settings. It 
is superior to large-N studies as it: (i) allows to address combinations of 
explanatory variables in situations where the relevant number of cases is 
often too small for applying statistical tools; (ii) addresses irregularities 
(‘outliers’) as relevant in drawing up inferences; (iii) allows the researcher 
to set the boundaries of the generalizability of findings; and, (iv) forces 
an in-depth understanding of the cases under analysis (Ragin, 1987).

The second question to be answered is: What provides the rationale 
for comparing certain cases? I argue that answering this question starts 
with introducing the particular social phenomena of interest, the topic 
of inquiry – for example, revolutions (for example, Skocpol, 1979), voter 
turnout (for example, Verba and Nie, 1972) or regulatory approaches 
(for example, Jordana and Levi-Faur, 2004) – and ask our cases how we 
may better understand the phenomena of interest. For instance, we wish 
to know how leadership affects revolutions, how nations’ party systems 
affect voter turnout or how economic development affects regulatory 
approaches. Based on existing literature or experiences the researcher 
may be able to draw up working hypothesis on how these potential 
explanatory variables are related to the phenomenon of inquiry. Both 
the presence or absence of the phenomena of interest and the presence 
or absence of these potential explanatory variables provide a rationale to 
select certain cases of others. The strength of the comparative method is 
that it allows the researcher to select her cases. This possibility to select 
cases allows for testing and better understanding hypothesized associa-
tions between dependent and explanatory variables.

This then brings us to the main point of this chapter: it is in carefully 
selecting cases that the researcher allows herself to test and better under-
stand associations between variables. Further, as explained in this chapter, 
the actual choice of the cases to be analysed impacts on the type of infer-
ential technique that may be applied, yet the type of inference impacts on 
the breadth and depth of the conclusions to be drawn. In short, case selec-
tion and selecting the type of inference to be made are integrated steps 
within the comparative research design. Disregarding the careful selection 
of cases and inferential techniques will, as is made clear throughout this 
chapter, negatively impact on the validity of the research’s findings.

Different types of comparative research designs,  
different inferential techniques

Before addressing the topic of case selection, I first wish to address the 
topic of the different inferential techniques that may be pursued in 
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comparative research. There is no single approach to comparative 
research. Different research designs, however, have a different impact on 
the inferential technique to be used. This section discusses the two 
major research designs used: the most-similar-system and the most-
different-system designs. In addition, and based on these two major 
research designs, this presents what are often considered to be the four 
possible inferential techniques in comparative public policy research.

Most-similar-system and most-different-system designs

Many treaties in this field refer to Mill’s (1851 [1843]: Book II, Ch. 8) 
method of difference and method of agreement as starting point of the 
comparative method. Mill’s method of difference argues that a causal asso-
ciation between a dependent (the social phenomenon of study) and 
explanatory variable (those variables that are expected to explain the 
phenomenon, or changes in the phenomenon of study) exists if the 
dependent variable is observed in only one of two settings that are fully 
similar except for the presence of the explanatory variable in one setting 
and the absence of that variable in the other. For instance, if country A 
and country B are fully similar except for a multiparty system in country 
A and a two-party system in country B and there is a strong voter turn-
out during elections in country A and not in country B, we may assume 
a causal association between the number of parties in a political system 
and voter turnout during elections. Then, Mill’s method of agreement 
argues that a causal association between a dependent and explanatory 
variable exists if the dependent variable is observed in two settings that 
are fully different except for the presence of the explanatory variable in 
both settings. For instance, if country A and B both show low voter 
turnout during elections and have a multiparty system, but are fully 
different on all other potential explanatory variables we may assume 
an association between multiparty systems and voter turnout (for more 
sophisticated insights into voter turnout, see Powell, 1982).

In short, in understanding an association between a dependent and 
explanatory variable, Mill challenges us to address both the control (the 
potential explanatory variables) and dependent variables. The variable 
associated with the phenomenon of inquiry is the one that makes the 
difference in the settings under analysis. It goes without saying that in 
political reality one is unlikely to find settings that are indeed fully simi-
lar or different except for a dependent and explanatory variable. Further, 
the designs are subject to severe selection bias as the cases to be studied 
are selected based on the dependent variable. Finally, the methods have 
a focus on identifying a single explanatory variable, whereas in social 
reality we most likely find various variables interacting in causing an 
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event – multiple conjunctural causation (for an extensive critique to 
Mill’s methods, see Lieberson, 1992).2

These critiques are the starting point of an influential work in the 
development of the comparative method: Przeworski and Teune’s Logic 
of Comparative Social Enquiry (1970). The importance of Prezworski and 
Teune’s work lies in the fact that they aim to find a middle way between 
case-oriented and variable-oriented research. Instead of looking at cases 
(or systems) as a whole, the authors distinguish in systems and levels of 
systems. A system may be a sector or a nation; levels within these sys-
tems may be individuals, occupations, local communities or social 
classes. Systems may not only vary as a whole, they also may vary on 
their different levels, referred to as inter-systemic differences. In under-
standing an association between a dependent and explanatory variable 
Przeworski and Teune do not reason from a dependent variable to an 
explanatory variable, but from a potential set of explanatory variables 
(the system and its inter-sytem characteristics) to the dependent vari-
able. Based on this reasoning, the authors introduce what they refer to 
as the most-similar-system and the most-different-system designs.3

The most-similar-system design builds on the logic that the more similar 
the settings being compared, the simpler it should be to trace an associa-
tion between dependent and explanatory variables. Inter-systemic differ-
ences here explain similarities or differences in the phenomenon under 
study. This design helps the researcher to reduce the number of depen-
dent and explanatory variables to study under controlled conditions – 
that is, the cases are selected. The design is often considered an 
adaptation of Mill’s method of difference, but strongly differs from it (for 
an extensive discussion, see Levi-Faur, 2006a). Where Mill’s design 
selects cases based on dependent and explanatory variables, Przeworski 
and Teune’s design selects cases based on explanatory variables only – 
which may overcome the earlier mentioned selection bias related to 
Mill’s method of difference. Yet, the design is prone to similar criticism. 
In reality it will be difficult to find settings that meet this design’s require-
ments (for similarity, see also Przeworski and Teune, 1970; Lijphart, 
1971). Besides this the design suffers from its own selection bias: when 
selecting cases based on similarities one is most likely to find that the 
(small number of) differences between the cases explain potential differ-
ences in the phenomenon of study. Increasing the number of cases does 
not bring in the possibility to test whether other variables may explain 
this variation (see Meckstroth, 1975). Also, the more similar the settings 
under analysis, the less strong the arguments the researcher can make on 
the generalizability, or external validity, of her study.
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The most-different-system design aims to provide an answer to exactly 
these problems. The logic is to compare cases that are as different as 
 possible, demonstrating the robustness of an association between depen-
dent and explanatory variables. Such a design assumes that the argu-
ment of the research is better supported by demonstrating that the 
observed relationship holds despite the wide range of contrasting cases. 
Further, this approach starts with considering within-system character-
istics as relevant variables that may falsify an association between a 
dependent and an explanatory variable. For instance, when addressing 
the question of voter turnout the researcher’s initial focus would not be 
on multi-party systems versus two-party systems (system characteristic) 
but, for instance, on differences in labour organizations, male-female 
ratios and income amongst countries (within-system characteristics). If the 
within-system characteristics are similar (or vary in a similar manner) in 
a set of cases and the phenomenon of interest is similar amongst settings 
(for example, voter turnout), but the system characteristics are different 
(for example, multi-party system versus two-party system) then the 
researcher eliminates these system characteristics as associated with the 
dependent variable. To Przeworski and Teune the advantage of the most-
different-system design is that it enables one to ‘[formulate] statements 
that are valid regardless of the systems within the observation is made’ 
(Przeworski and Teune, 1970: p. 39). The logic of this approach relates to 
what may be termed disconfirming evidence (for example, Creswell and 
Miller, 2000) – instead of providing numerical evidence of an associa-
tion by studying similar cases, the researcher aims to provide evidence 
by studying variance in cases.

Understanding the social phenomenon of study: Different 
inferential techniques

None of the above designs is satisfying in providing a logical and undis-
putable approach to inferring from explanatory variables to the dependent 
variable (the social phenomena that is addressed in the study). Inference 
is a gradual and cumulative process of elimination, falsification, discovery 
and corroboration – though such ‘muddy’ processes are prone to criticism. 
The logic of comparative analysis, however, allows for stating a priori 
assumptions on the inferences drawn. Introducing such assumptions 
may provide more clarity and transparency to the inferential process. 
Combining the designs by Mill (1851 [1843]) and Przeworski and Teune 
(1970) provides four inferential techniques that may help to strengthen 
the process of inference in comparative public policy research (Levi-Faur, 
2006a). Further, these four techniques address the four natural types, or 
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settings, of potential pairwise case comparisons the researcher may face: 
first, most-similar cases with different outcomes; second, most-similar 
cases with similar outcomes; third, most-different cases with different 
outcomes; and, fourth, most-different cases with similar outcomes. 
Table 3.1 provides an overview of the a priori assumptions per inferential 
technique.

The first technique combines the logic of the most-similar-system 
design and Mill’s method of difference. This technique may be applied 
to a setting of two or more cases that show minimal variance in the 
control variables and maximal variance in the dependent variable. The 
few differences in the control variables then are assumed explanatory 
for, or at least associated with, the difference in the dependent variable. 
An (oversimplified) example would be two countries (A and B) that are 
similar on a number of characteristics that are hypothesized as related 
to voter turnout during elections (for example, both have a two-party 
system, flourishing economies, accessible and understandable voting 
processes and so on.), but show significant variance in voter turnout. 
Here the researcher may address other potential explanatory variables 
and may, for instance, find that in country A the weather was warm and 
sunny during elections, but cold and rainy in country B. If, in this hypo-
thetical case, weather conditions were among the few relevant differing 

Table 3.1 A priori assumptions for different inferential techniques (based on 
Levi-Faur, 2004)

Mill’s method  
of difference

Mill’s method  
of agreement

Most-similar-
system design

Technique 1: dealing with 
differences in similar cases.

Technique 2: dealing with 
similarities in similar cases.

Assumption: The few 
differences in explanatory 
variables are associated with 
the differences in the 
dependent variable.

Assumption: It is unlikely that 
the few differences in 
explanatory variables are 
associated with the 
similarities in the dependent 
variable.

Most-different-
system-design

Technique 3: dealing with 
differences in different cases.

Technique 4: dealing with 
similarities in different cases.

Assumption: It is unlikely that 
the few similarities in 
explanatory variables are 
associated with the variance 
in the dependent variable.

Assumption: It is unlikely that 
the differences in explanatory 
variables are associated with 
the similarities in the 
dependent variable.
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explanatory variables, the researcher may assume an association between 
weather on the day of elections and voter turnout.

The second technique combines the logic of the most-similar-system 
design and Mill’s method of agreement. This technique may be applied 
to a setting of two or more cases that show minimal variance in the 
control variables and minimal variance in the dependent variable. The 
few differences in the control variables are then considered as less likely 
related with the similarity in the dependent variable. Using the same 
example, but now with similar patterns in voter turnout, the researcher 
may assume that the difference in weather conditions is not associated 
with voter turnout in countries A and B.

The third technique combines the logic of the most-different-system 
design and Mill’s method of difference. This technique may be applied 
to a setting of two or more cases that show maximal variance in the 
control variables and maximal variance in dependent variables. The few 
similarities in control variables are then considered as less likely related 
with the variance in the dependent variable. An example would be two 
countries (A and B) that are highly different in characteristics that are 
hypothesized as related to voter turnout during elections (for example, 
country A is characterized by a two-party system, a flourishing economy 
and accessible and understandable voting processes; and country B is 
characterized by a multi-party system, a troublesome economy and a 
complex voting process) and show significant variance in voter turnout. 
Here the researcher may address other potential explanatory variables 
and may, for instance, find that in both countries the weather was warm 
and sunny during elections. Would, in this hypothetical case, weather 
conditions be among the few relevant similar explanatory variables; the 
researcher may assume there is no association between weather on the 
day of elections and voter turnout.

The fourth technique combines the logic of the most-different-system 
design and Mill’s method of agreement. This technique may be applied 
to a setting of two or more cases that show maximal variance in the 
control variables and minimal variance in the dependent variables. The 
differences in control variables are then considered as less likely related 
with the similarities in the dependent variable. Using the same example 
as under the third technique, but now with similar patterns in voter 
turnout, the researcher’s hypotheses on the characteristics associated 
with voter turnout are falsified. Note that this technique does not allow 
for statements on a potential association between weather conditions 
and voter turnout – the dependent variables under analysis are kept to a 
minimum.
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To give an example, if the researcher introduces a hypothesis that 
voter turnout is affected by the type of party system in a country she may 
wish to test this hypothesis by either inferential techniques 1, 3 or 4, 
but each technique would allow for different conclusions. Technique 1 
would provide mild evidence to reject her hypothesis (that is, similarity 
in party system and difference in voter turnout would at least bring 
evidence that the level of voter turnout is not likely to be associated 
with that particular type of party system, but this conclusion may not be 
extrapolated to other party systems); technique 3 would provide mild 
evidence to support her hypothesis (that is, difference in party system 
and difference in voter turnout are in line with the hypothesis, but this 
conclusion may not be generalized beyond the cases studied); and, tech-
nique 4 would provide strong evidence to reject her hypothesis (that is, 
difference in party system and similarity in voter turnout fully rejects 
the hypothesis drawn).

Technique 2 is of limited avail in this example as it would provide 
mild evidence that a particular type of party system is likely associated 
with a particular level of voter  turnout, but does not address the hypoth-
esis drawn. Not only does the research design affect the inferences that 
may be drawn, it is in carefully selecting cases that the researcher can 
apply a certain inferential technique.

Selecting cases in comparative public policy research

As has become clear from the previous section, the type of comparative 
research design chosen informs the inferential technique that may be 
used, and this inferential technique impacts on the conclusions the 
researcher may reach. The same holds for case selection: the cases 
selected ultimately set boundaries to the conclusions the researcher may 
draw. Two questions are of relevance in selecting cases. The first ques-
tion, ‘What makes a case?’, relates to the discussion in the previous para-
graph. It is in the cases selected that the researcher finds data to support 
or reject her hypothesis. The second question, ‘How many cases are 
needed?’, relates to the certainty as to which she can draw conclusions. 
A long-standing critique to the comparative method is what Arend 
Lijphart has termed the principal problem of the comparative method: 
‘many variables, small number of cases’ (Lijphart, 1971: p. 685) – ‘many-V/
small-N’. In short, so Lijphart’s argument goes, if one aims to find the 
factor(s) that are associated with the social phenomenon under study 
(an association between dependent and explanatory variables), one 
quickly runs out of cases when the number of potential explanatory 
variables is too large. These two questions are the topic of this section.
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What makes a case?

It is all too easy to surpass this seemingly obvious question when designing 
a comparative public policy research. Looking at the literature, we find 
no easy answer to this question (for example, Ragin and Becker, 1992; 
Yin, 2003; Collier et al., 2004; Levy, 2008; VanWynsberghe and Khan, 
2008). In the still topical edited volume What is a Case? (Ragin and 
Becker, 1992), Charles Ragin concludes that it is of little avail to come to 
a finite answer to this question. Casing, so argues Ragin (Ragin and 
Becker, 1992: p. 218), ‘can bring operational closure to some problem-
atic relationship between ideas and evidence, between theory and data’. 
Following Ragin’s work, we look upon a case as a real-world occurrence 
of a social phenomenon – for example, revolutions (for example, 
Skocpol, 1979), democracy (for example, Verba and Nie, 1972), social 
capital (Putnam et al., 1993) or regulatory approaches (for example, 
Jordana and Levi-Faur, 2004).

To gain insight in the case under analysis its context needs to be studied 
(see VanWynsberghe and Khan, 2008); for instance, the level of democ-
racy in a country; the behaviour of firms in a policy sector; social capital 
in a certain period of time. Here the country, policy sector and time 
period provide the set of potentially explanatory variables. Depending 
on the phenomenon of study, smaller case contexts may be firms, profes-
sional associations or even individuals (this relates to the earlier discussed 
work of Przeworski and Teune, 1970; also, Singer, 1961).4

But where to get cases from? Traditional and contemporary compara-
tive research designs tend to understand cases, and certain social phe-
nomena, by addressing these in specific sets of contexts. Four approaches 
stand out (Levi-Faur, 2004). First, ‘[t]he national patterns approach sug-
gests that national-level characteristics exert a major impact on policy, 
politics, economics and society’ (Levi-Faur, 2004: p. 180, my emphasis). 
Such characteristics may be (Van Waarden, 1995): the national form of 
intermediation between state and society; preferences for action; the 
policies’ extent for integration; flexibility of rule formulation and appli-
cation; state–clientele relations and network social relations. Second, 
somewhat opposing the national patterns approach the policy sector 
approach may be summarized in two propositions: ‘[First] that the style 
of policy making and the nature of policy conflicts will vary signifi-
cantly from sector to sector . . . . [And second] that policy making in a 
particular sector will exhibit strong similarities, whatever its national 
context’ (Freeman, 1985: p. 486). Here explanatory variables may be 
found in particular changes in technology, market structure or regula-
tory approaches in policy sectors (Hollingsworth et al., 1994). Third, a 
different point of view is taken within the international regimes approach. 
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Here it is argued that international regulatory regimes result in regulatory 
reforms. Different international regimes may result in different reforms. 
Explanatory variables may be found in: key actors within an interna-
tional regime, governing principles of the regime and mechanisms of 
globalization (Young, 1999; Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000). Fourth and 
final, the temporal patterns approach looks at old and new states of affairs 
within, for instance, countries, policy sectors or international regimes. 
By treating different ‘eras’ between these states of affairs researchers aim 
to find similarities and differences in these periods of policy or regulatory 
change.

In my opinion hypotheses drawn on assumed associations between 
dependent and explanatory variables should inform the selection of 
case contexts, but researchers following a less deductive paradigm may 
hold other options. Further, the specific approach used will generate a 
certain range of findings, whilst excluding others – a selection bias. For 
instance, when aiming one’s research lens at country patterns only and 
not on potential differences between policy sectors, one is most likely to 
trace an association between variance in country characteristics and 
variance in policy or regulatory outcomes in these countries irrespective 
of the particular policy area studied. Combining the various approaches – 
to the extent possible – may help to overcome the shortcomings of the 
approaches whilst at the same time playing out their strengths – this is 
discussed further below (under the heading ‘compound comparative 
research design’).

How many cases are needed?

Carefully selecting cases may help the researcher to build strong claims 
on the validity of the conclusions drawn. She will however still face 
Lijphart’s ‘many-V/small-N’ problem. In other words, how many cases 
need to be studied in order to understand the strength of the causal 
associations drawn? After all, given the wide range of potential explana-
tory variables, the researcher may perhaps choose a set of cases that 
holds some, but not all, necessary variables that are needed for the social 
phenomena to occur. The more relevant variables that can be eliminated 
as to not be associated with the social phenomena of interest, or the 
more variables that can be evidenced as to be associated, the stronger the 
claims to be made on the validity of the findings.

When reviewing the literature on comparative research designs one 
finds, again, that there is no easy answer to the question of how many 
cases are needed – if there is an answer at all (for example, Lijphart, 
1971; Ragin, 1987; Peters, 1998; Brady and Collier, 2004; Della Porta and 
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Keating, 2008; Hopkin, 2010). It can be argued that when the number of 
cases increases, the researcher is better able to understand and explain: 
(i) the range of explanatory variables that affect the outcome (the spread 
of the causal association); and (ii) the strength or impact of the causal 
association (cf. Franklin, 2008). At the same time, increasing the number 
of cases most likely implies sacrificing the depth of the study (cf. Peters, 
1998), losing exactly the strengths of case-oriented research. To quote 
Gerring (2007: p. 348): ‘Research designs invariably face a choice between 
knowing more about less and knowing less about more.’

It goes without saying that a comparative research design requires 
cases to compare. This makes it relative easy to set a lower limit for a 
research design – at least two cases.5 A ‘good’ upper limit is more difficult 
to define. Yet, from the above discussion on most-similar-system designs 
and most-different-system designs we have learned that the validity of 
research findings largely depends on whether and how extraneous vari-
ance is controlled for. We further learned that a comparative research 
design requests for a careful selection of cases. These two lessons may 
help us in deciding how many cases we wish to study.

First, the comparative method differs from experiments and the 
 statistical method in that it deliberately selects and matches settings to 
be able to detect the presence or absence of such association between 
dependent and explanatory variables (Frendreis, 1983). This need to 
carefully select the cases inevitably brings a selection bias into the study – 
cases will partly be selected on the presence of the dependent variable 
(see Geddes, 1990; King et al., 1994). Being able to study this dependent 
variable in depth partly is the strength of case-oriented research (Bennett 
and Elman, 2006). Theoretically the problems of selection bias can be 
overcome by selecting cases based on explanatory variables and not 
dependent variables (Geddes, 1990; Brady and Collier, 2004). Yet, contrary 
to statistical analysis it is unlikely that a comparative research design 
relies on a random sampling of cases. As such there is no need to increase 
the number of cases to provide evidence that a certain causal association 
between dependent and explanatory variables is (statistically) significant 
or not – there is no random sampling in (most) comparative-oriented 
research designs.

Second, bringing in more cases into the study inevitably implies 
bringing in more extraneous variance into most-similar-system designs, 
and less extraneous variance into most-different-system designs. After 
all, in the hypothetical example of two settings under analysis being 
fully different on all but one explanatory variable, bringing in a third 
setting increases the possibility that it will show some characteristics 
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from either one or both of the initial settings under analysis and thus 
lowers extraneous variance. This reasoning would result in a preference 
for a paired-comparative research design – that is, comparatively studying 
two cases. Yet, as we have seen from the discussion on the most-similar 
and most-different-system designs, these designs fall short exactly in 
their inability to control for the full absence or full presence of extraneous 
variance. The smaller the number of cases under analysis the more likely 
this inability goes unnoticed, which may result in assumed causal asso-
ciations between dependent and explanatory variables where in fact more 
variables explain the occurrence of the dependent variable – a faulty 
interference (also, Geddes, 1990).

Thus, if studying two cases only may very well provide too little external 
validity but adding cases brings in problems of controlling for extraneous 
variance, what is it that the researcher should do? From the above discus-
sion it has become clear that preferably cases are added to the research 
design to increase the external validity, or generalizability, of findings 
without changing the original extraneous variance. This may be done 
not so much by focussing on the actual number of cases, but by focussing 
on the actual types of case environments (cf. Levi-Faur, 2004; Della Porta, 
2008). Phrased differently, instead of aiming to strengthen a research by 
a sheer increase in the number of cases, the researcher may better aim to 
strengthen her research by increasing the number of potential explana-
tory variables.

Compound comparative research design

The number of potentially explanatory variables may very well be 
increased if the researcher chooses to study a similar case in different 
contexts – for instance, revolutions in different countries and revolutions 
in different industries. Various combinations of the four different case 
contexts discussed before can be made. An evident combination is to 
combine the national and the sectoral approach. Vogel’s Freer Markets, 
More Rules (1996) provides an exemplary example by comparatively ana-
lysing (initially) the regulation of telecommunications and financial 
 sectors in Japan and the United Kingdom. In combining the national 
and the sectoral approach the researcher may question whether the 
generic characteristics of a chosen sector and nation-specific character-
istics are associated with a certain outcome – for example, technological, 
economic and political characteristics of the sector and the nation. 
A further question in this particular setup is whether certain specific 
[nation*sector] characteristics affect the phenomenon of study (Levi-Faur, 
2006c). Combining the national and temporal approach is another 
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possible research design. Putnam et al.’s Making Democracy Work (1993) 
provides an intriguing example by comparatively analysing a number 
of regional Italian governments over time. Although Italy is a single 
country Putnam et al. presents a narrative on how inter-country differ-
ences affect development of institutions. In combining the (sub)national 
and temporal patterns approach the researcher may question whether 
generic characteristics of chosen time periods and nation-specific (or in 
Putnam et al.’s case, region-specific) characteristics are associated with a 
certain outcome. A further question in this particular setup is whether 
certain specific [nation*time] characteristics affect the phenomenon of 
study (also, Lynggaard, 2011).

Combining different approaches helps researchers to gain a better 
understanding of the association(s) between independent and explana-
tory variables under study. Further, the compound research designs help 
the researcher to increase the number of possible pairwise comparisons 
by increasing the number of cases or units of analysis. If we, for example, 
look at the outcomes of contemporary regulatory policies in two sectors 
in two countries (for example, sector X and sector Y, country A and 
country B) we are able to conduct six pairwise comparisons: (i) country 
A and country B; (ii) sector X and sector Y; (iii) country A*sector X 
and country B*sector X; (iv) country A*sector Y and country B*sector Y; 
(v) country A*sector X and country B*sector Y; and, (vi) country A*sector 
Y and country B*sector X. A further step would be to include a temporal 
aspect into the analysis by comparing the contemporary regulatory 
policies with former regulatory policies. This provides for 21 different 
pairwise comparisons (Levi-Faur, 2006c: p. 376).

Besides increasing the number of possible pairwise comparisons and 
so increasing the validity of findings, a further advantage of a compound 
research design lies in the fact that adding a case or a unit of analysis 
implies a relatively limited increase of extraneous variance. After all, 
when initially comparing a phenomenon in two countries (A and B) 
and adding a third (C), the extraneous variance of that third country 
may strongly affect the internal validity of the study, whereas only one 
or two extra comparisons are added (A and C; B and C). The extraneous 
variance of that third country needs to be studied to understand its 
impact. Yet, when initially comparing a phenomenon in a sector in 
two countries and enriching the study by addressing that phenomenon 
in another sector in both countries, the internal validity of the study 
may be strengthened as the respective contexts are studied in more 
depth and five extra comparisons are added (see above). Also, here the 
extraneous variance brought in by the sectoral comparison needs to be 
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studied. However, we can assume that studying the same phenomenon 
in different sectoral contexts, but within the same country context, offers a 
better solution to the ‘many-V/small-N’ problem than studying the 
same unit in an ever increasing range of contexts (see Lijphart, 1971: p. 64). 
Phrased differently, the relative increase of extraneous variance by add-
ing units within the larger context of the compound research design is 
smaller than adding units and their contexts to most-similar-system or 
most-different-system designs. In addition, for practical reasons the 
researcher may wish to combine, for example, the national patterns 
approach with the policy sectors approach as the study of another 
country is too costly, or another country is simply not available (for 
example, Frendreis, 1983).

Thus, by applying a compound research design the researcher is able to 
exploit the advantages of comparative research: adding an additional case 
does provide the researcher the opportunity to both question whether an 
assumed association between dependent and explanatory variables holds 
in similar settings (for example, a range of developed countries), and 
whether the association holds in different settings (for example, the 
financial sector and the health and safety sector). The compound research 
design allows for the testing of a wide range of (potential) explanatory 
variables at different systemic levels of different case-contexts. At the same 
time, by keeping the increase in extraneous variance relatively low, the 
researcher is able to present more valid and more generalizable findings 
and partly overcome the selection bias that is inherent to comparative 
research designs.

From ideal type designs to the reality of comparative  
public policy research

The earlier sections have provided insight into an ‘ideal-type’ compara-
tive public policy research design. In practice, however, the researcher 
will face constraints that hamper her to follow this ideal-type design, 
which most likely have to do with limitations to funds or time needed 
to follow this research design. Besides such constraints, other situations 
may obstruct following the ideal-type research design. Cases that allow 
for sufficient testing of a wide range of explanatory variables may not all be 
accessible. For instance, in studying revolutions a researcher may find that 
a country currently at war would constitute a good case to include in the 
research design while the actual undertaking of research in that country 
may be too dangerous. Such constraints impact the validity of the research 
findings, and on the ability to move from in-depth understanding of the 
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cases under analysis to generalizability of findings. This section addresses 
these two specific problems.

How to strengthen the internal and external validity of the study 
when facing limited means?

Internal validity may be understood as ‘the degree to which descriptive or 
causal inferences from a given set of cases are correct for those cases’ 
(Brady and Collier, 2004: p. 292). The strength of the case-study approach 
in comparative analysis is that cases and, related, their contexts can be 
studied in depth, thus helping the researcher to strengthen the internal 
validity of her study. Various treaties on case-study methodology discuss 
the problem of internal validity of case studies, with process tracing, pattern 
matching and causal narratives being dominant and accepted strategies 
to deal with this problem (Mahoney, 2000; Bennett and Elman, 2006; 
Venesson, 2008).

External validity may be understood as ‘the degree to which descriptive or 
causal inferences for a given set of cases can be generalized to other cases’ 
(Brady and Collier, 2004: p. 288). Often it is argued that internal validity 
and external validity are in conflict: the fewer cases or units studied, the 
smaller the external validity of findings as cases are comparable on a small 
number of variables only; the more cases or units studied, the smaller the 
internal validity as the researcher is most likely unable to study all cases or 
units in depth. Yet, is this conflict a problem for the comparative method? 
In understanding the extent to which a comparative research can produce 
generalizable findings I argue it is not a problem.

The researcher applying the comparative method should however be 
aware of the extent to which her findings may be generalized. In other 
words, what is it the comparative method can do, and what is it the 
comparative method cannot do? What the comparative method as dis-
cussed in this chapter cannot produce is empirical generalization. Simply 
for the fact that it is impossible to meet the ceteris paribus condition – 
that is, one cannot control all extraneous variance (cf. Lijphart, 1971; 
Payne and Williams, 2005). As such it is impossible to make statistical 
inferences and calculate probabilistic estimates for a wider universe of 
cases or units. But, there is a distinction between generalizing findings 
to populations and generalizing findings to theoretical propositions 
(Yin, 2003). And the latter is what the comparative method can produce: 
analytical or moderatum generalizations, or, in certain instances, theo-
retical generalizations (cf. Payne and Williams, 2005). Moderatum general-
izations do not attempt to ‘produce sweeping sociological statements 
that hold good over long periods of time, or across ranges of cultures’ but 
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provide bounded ‘claims to basic patterns, or tendencies, so that other 
studies are likely to find something similar but not identical’ (Payne and 
Williams, 2005: p. 297, 306). Theoretical generalizations may be produced if 
the comparative study aims to falsify an existing theory by comparing non-
typical, critical or extreme cases (cf. Yin, 2003; Payne and Williams, 2005).6

Keeping these limitations in mind, our concern as comparativists 
should not be to maximize external validity at the cost of internal validity, 
but to provide a level of external validity that suits the level and type of 
generalization we pursue. A stepwise approach to the comparative study 
by a controlled increasing of cases under analysis may help to do so.

A stepwise approach to comparative public policy research

Taking the attractiveness of the comparative method as point of departure – 
in-depth understanding and generalizability – we can rightfully ques-
tion how to make the move from in-depth knowledge to generalizable 
findings when facing limitations of means. In addition to the earlier 
 discussed approaches (the combining of the most-similar-system and 
most-different-system designs, and the compound research design) an 
additional approach is a stepwise increase of cases under analysis (Vogel, 
1996; Levi-Faur, 2004) – keeping in mind that the case is the phenome-
non of interest, not the context within which it is studied. The immediate 
problem the researcher faces, however, is whether to choose a most-similar-
system or most-different-system approach. Partly this question may be 
answered given the goal of the research. The comparative method can 
be applied for developing and testing hypothesis (cf. Meckstroth, 1975). 
The ‘many-V/small-N’ problem appears most problematic when carrying 
out hypothesis-testing research. After all, when carrying out hypothesis-
developing research one may argue that the more potential explanatory 
variables the cases’ contexts provide the better, since these can be elimi-
nated through falsification.

A hypothesis-testing research may be addressed by using both the 
most-similar-system and the most-different-system designs. I argue that, 
in such research, the researcher should not be hamstrung by the ques-
tion whether to choose a most-similar-system or most-different-system 
approach. The first step in a hypothesis-testing comparative analysis is 
to take the existing literature and theorizing as point of departure: What 
relationships between dependent and explanatory variables are hypoth-
esized, and why? If the researcher’s expectation is that system character-
istics (for example, party system) explain a certain phenomenon (for 
example, voter turnout) either a most-similar-system design or a most-
different-system design can be applied. If the researcher’s expectation is 
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that inter-system characteristics (for example, communities, social class) 
explain a certain outcome (for example, voter turnout) a most-different-
system design appears more suitable (cf. Przeworski and Teune, 1970).

The second step is to select a number of primary cases and study these 
in depth. The selection of the primary cases or units logically follows 
from the hypothesis developed. In studying the primary cases the 
researcher aims to falsify the hypotheses developed. The researcher first 
analyses her cases using either the most-similar-systems or the most-
different-systems approach, and then investigates a different set of cases 
using the contrasting approach. Thus, if the starting point of the research 
was a most-similar-systems design, the researcher now analyses whether 
the cases provide for relevant differences that impact on the phenomenon 
under study. And, if the starting point of the research was a most-different-
systems design, the researcher now analyses whether the cases provide 
for relevant similarities that impact on the phenomenon under study.7 
By combining the two research designs the researcher will not only be 
able to test whether the initial hypotheses can be falsified, she is also 
able to draw up alternative hypotheses. As such this second step com-
bines both abductive and deductive logic (Aliseda, 2004; Paavola, 2004). 
It allows for a structured and inductive testing of hypothesis, whilst 
being open to abductively ‘discovering’ new hypothesis that may be 
tested in a later stage of the research – hence strengthening the study’s 
internal validity.

To give an example, the first step of a hypothetical research design 
comparatively analyses voluntary environmental governance arrange-
ments in a set of countries (Van der Heijden, 2012). In doing so it addresses 
the development of non-mandatory sustainable building certification 
regimes in Germany and Australia and questions whether country char-
acteristics (that is, existing environmental regulation, market conditions, 
government–industry relationships and so on) affect the development 
and performance of such regimes. Note that the researcher studies two 
cases (development and performance) in a range of units (certification 
regimes).

The third step is to select a number of secondary cases within the primary 
case contexts and study these on those variables that had some explana-
tory power in the second step of the analysis. Thus, here the researcher 
can suffice to study these secondary cases in less depth than the primary 
cases. In this step the researcher aims to understand whether the non-
falsified and potentially newly traced association(s) between explanatory 
and dependent variables holds in a larger number of cases, but within 
the primary cases’ contexts. This step helps the researcher to generalize 
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findings beyond the primary cases studied, but within the contexts of 
the initial cases selected. The earlier discussed compound research 
design may help the researcher to strengthen the external validity in 
this stage of the study, and allow her to draw moderatum generaliza-
tions. To continue our example, the researcher now addresses another 
policy area to the hypothetical study. She chooses water management 
and selects a number of units to study her cases, for instance, sustainable 
water management certification regimes. Here we see an example of a 
[country*sector] compound design.

Potential additional steps are to select a number of tertiary, and so on, 
cases outside the primary cases contexts and study these on those variables 
that had some explanatory power in the third step. Again the researcher 
can study these tertiary, and so on, cases in less depth than the primary and 
secondary cases or units as the aim of this step is to understand whether 
earlier non-falsified associations hold in a larger number of cases, by con-
texts outside the primary cases. The advantage of this last step is that it 
enhances the external validity of findings, but it weakens the internal 
validity of the study as the new case contexts bring a new set of extraneous 
variables into the study – that is, potential explanatory variables. In our 
example, the researcher would add other countries to the study (new case 
contexts), and include a temporal aspect to the study by addressing her 
cases in voluntary environmental governance in different time areas, or 
she could even address her cases in different international regime settings.

Conclusion

This chapter addressed the importance of careful selection of cases and 
inferential techniques when carrying out comparative public policy 
research. Between the lines this chapter presented what I think is 
an ideal-type research design for comparative public policy research. 
In summary this ideal-type research design would follow these facets: 
(i) choose a social phenomenon to study; (ii) develop hypotheses on 
how different variables affect this social phenomenon; (iii) choose an 
approach as to how to test these hypotheses and state what assumptions 
may be made from this approach – that is, choose a type of inference; 
(iv) carefully select a pair of cases within similar case contexts that allows 
the application of the relevant inferential techniques – that is, the phe-
nomenon of inquiry in different countries, sectors, eras or interna-
tional regimes; (v) increase the number of potential explanatory variables 
by including cases from different case contexts following a compound 
research approach; (vi) repeat the fifth step until the research findings 
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allow for sufficient validity to draw conclusions; and (vii) report findings, 
be explicit in the research design and approach chosen and discuss the 
limitation to the internal and external validity of findings. I am aware of 
the constraints of real-world comparative public policy research, especially 
as to facets iv, v and vi of this ideal-type research design. To overcome 
such constraints I have discussed a number of hands-on strategies.

In discussing the ideal-type approach to comparative research the 
chapter addressed the oft-heard critique to comparative research – that, 
in practice, comparisons are too often ‘rather loose or not formalized’ 
(Rihoux, 2006: p. 681). I do not, however, claim that the approach pre-
sented here is the only suitable approach for comparative research. My 
aim was to present an a priori defined systematic approach to help the 
researcher in making decisions on her research and to help her in 
explaining and giving account to her readership on what has been done. 
First, the four inferential techniques help to stress why specific conclu-
sions may be drawn from certain types of pairwise comparisons. Second, 
the balancing of internal and external validity helps in understanding 
what level of generalizations may be produced and at what cost. Third, the 
compound research design enables the researcher to find whether 
assumed associations between dependent and explanatory variables hold 
in a wide range of settings. Fourth, the controlled and stepwise increase 
of the number of cases under analysis helps to strengthen the external 
validity of the study without sacrificing its internal validity. Finally, by 
applying an a priori and formalized research design the researcher 
increases the transparency of the inferential process of her study.

Notes

1 I am grateful to David Levi-Faur in commenting on an earlier version of this 
chapter. As the reader will find, the chapter draws heavily on David Levi-Faur’s 
work. This is done with his full permission. I am further grateful for helpful 
comments and advise from the Drafts-R-Us Discussion Group at RegNet and 
the editors of this volume. That said, all errors and omissions in this chapter 
are my responsibility.

2 In teaching this subject I use the illustration of a fruit salad. The method of 
difference applies when we have a salad that fully consists of bananas and one 
that has one strawberry in it. If we find that one of my students does not like 
the latter salad, then, according to Mill, this must be because she does not 
like strawberries – for example the strawberry is the explanatory variable here. 
The method of agreement, then, would argue that we have two fruit salads. 
One is made out of a banana, some strawberries, some raspberries and a pine-
apple; the other is made up out of a mango, a passion fruit, some raspberries 
and some blackberries. If one of my students likes both the fruit salads, then, 
according to Mill, this must be because he is fond of raspberries.
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3 Getting back to the fruit salad example, fruit may be broken down into 
 categories such as ‘fibres’, ‘percentage of sugar’, ‘colour’, ‘freshness’ and so on. 
If in the first example of the banana–strawberry salad one of the bananas hap-
pens to be mouldy, whereas the full-banana salad is fresh, we suddenly have a 
different insight into why my student does not like the banana–strawberry 
salad – that is, it is not the strawberry that explains, but the freshness of the 
fruit. Also, if we find that in the other examples my student is known to have 
a sweet-tooth, his preference for sweet fruit in general may explain why he 
likes both salads – that is, not the raspberries, but the ‘percentage of sugar’ 
explains his preference.

4 Note: a single case – the social phenomenon of interest – may occur in different 
case contexts; whilst a single context may hold different cases – for example 
revolution in a country, democracy in that country, voter turnout in that 
country (further Gerring, 2007).

5 Though, see Tarrow’s (2010) discussion on the strengths of paired-case studies 
compared to case studies consisting of more than two cases; and, see Gerring 
(2007) on the strength of single case studies – but note that these single case 
studies ultimately compare the case under analysis with existing literature or 
theorizing.

6 For an excellent discussion of different types of cases that may be pursued 
when aiming at theoretical generalizations, see the work of Seawright and 
Gerring (2008).

7 Contrary to note 1, this goes against the work of David Levi-Faur, who argues 
for a sequence of a most–similar-systems followed by a most-different-systems 
design. I do not see a theoretical rationale for that particular sequence.
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Case Studies and (Causal-) Process 
Tracing
Joachim Blatter and Markus Haverland

Introduction

Case-study research has been defined by Yin as an in-depth investigation 
of (contemporary) phenomena in a real-life context, particularly equipped 
to answer how and why questions (2009: pp. 8–18). Yin and other 
authors of case studies offer various analytical strategies for studying 
one of a few cases in depth, ranging from theoretically informed pattern 
matching (Yin, 2009) to strongly inductive approaches (Stake, 1995). 
This chapter deals with one specific approach: Causal-Process Tracing 
(CPT). This methodological approach is particularly well suited to answer 
‘why’ and ‘how’ questions because it focuses on the causal conditions, 
configurations and mechanisms which make a specific outcome possible. 
It is outcome (Y)-centred, which means that the researcher is interested 
in the many and complex causes of a specific outcome and not so much 
in the effects of a specific cause (X). In other words, CPT is geared to 
answer questions like ‘why did this (Y) happen?’ Furthermore, its aim is 
to reveal the sequential and situational interplay between causal condi-
tions and mechanisms in order to show in detail how these causal factors 
generate the outcome of interest.

One reason for the interest in process tracing is that it is part of what 
Hall (2003) famously called the attempt to ‘align methodology to ontol-
ogy’. He pointed to the fact that many theories and theoretical frame-
works, like Historical Institutionalism (HI) and Game Theory, emphasize 
the relevance of ‘timing’, ‘interaction effects’ and ‘contexts’. Furthermore, 
Ragin (2008) as well as Goertz and Mahoney (2012) have emphasized the 
role of ‘configurational thinking’ in theory and methodology. CPT is 
uniquely suited to take these aspects into account. In consequence, it has 
more to offer than just enhancing the internal validity of explanations 
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that are generated on the basis of co-variational methods (as implied by 
Gerring, 2007: pp. 173–84).

CPT is a within-case method of analysis that concentrates on the pro-
cesses and/or mechanisms that link the causes and the effects within 
specific cases. In contrast, comparative case studies analyze patterns of 
variation in the scores of the dependent variables with the variation in 
the scores of the independent variables across cases (Blatter and 
Haverland, 2012: ch. 2). The two case-study approaches can be combined 
(Blatter and Haverland, 2012: ch. 5), but as a stand-alone approach, CPT 
has not only distinct research goals and its own techniques of data gen-
eration and data analysis, the logic of case selection and generalization 
also differ substantially from those that are connected to the methods 
that draw causal inferences on the basis of cross-case comparisons (Blatter 
and Haverland, 2012: ch. 3).

This chapter will first illustrate that a method that focuses on the 
temporal unfolding of causality is part of the ongoing trend to align 
methodology to ontology. We will then discuss different understand-
ings of process tracing and defend our approach, which has affinities to 
critical realism as the epistemological base and to two main pillars, that 
is, configurational causation and temporality. Next, we will introduce 
three distinct types of causal process observations, which form the 
empirical bases for drawing causal inferences within a CPT approach. 
The features of the CPT approach will be illustrated by examples from 
different fields of public policy.

The case for process tracing: Aligning methodology  
to ontology

Why is it fruitful to go beyond cross-case comparisons and to focus on 
within-case observations? Tracing evidence of processes within cases 
was always part of comparative case studies in public policy and related 
fields. While cross-case comparative designs, such as the Most Similar 
Systems Design, and their methods of case selection and causal infer-
ence have received a lot of methodological thought (for example, 
Przeworski and Teune, 1970; Lijphart, 1971, 1975) there was not much 
methodological reflection about the analysis of processes within cases. 
In fact, while some ideas about historical processes have been sketched 
in George’s approach of structured focused comparisons (George, 1979), 
it was, to our knowledge, only in 1985 that the term ‘process tracing’ 
was introduced in the methodological debate and briefly elaborated 
upon (George and McKeown, 1985).
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Yet many comparative case studies drew their strength less from the 
way they compared cases but more from the detailed storylines that were 
presented for each case. Take the probably most often discussed work in 
the comparative social sciences: Skocpol’s State and Social Revolutions 
(1979). Many scholars argue that it is less her cross-case comparison that 
makes her study compelling but more her analysis of revolutionary pro-
cesses (Mahoney, 1999: p. 1157; Sewell, 2005: p. 97). That is why she 
focuses on the causal conjunctures and causal chains that have led to the 
revolutions in France, Russia and China (Mahoney, 1999: pp. 1164–8).

More generally, discussing why comparative case studies have been so 
influential in comparative politics, despite the widely acknowledged 
limitation of comparative case-study designs, Hall argues that many 
scholars in comparative politics have not relied heavily on the compara-
tive method, ‘instead the success of the field rests largely on the ways it 
has moved beyond that method’ (2004: p. 2). Scholars moved ‘toward 
the view that explanation consists in identifying the causal process that 
lie behind political outcomes’ (Hall, 2004: p. 3).

In a related but more comprehensive piece, Hall lays out that a 
greater orientation on causal processes is justified given our assump-
tions about the nature of the social world and its underlying causal 
structure (ontology). According to Hall, the ontologies of comparative 
politics ‘have outrun its methodologies’ (Hall, 2003: p. 398) and the 
focus on processes is an attempt to ‘align methodology with ontology’. 
Theories of comparative politics, and we would add comparative public 
policy, specify complex causal structures. These specifications are not 
only ‘incompatible with the assumptions required by regression analy-
sis’ (Hall, 2003: p. 399), but also with the assumption of the comparative 
case-study methods informed by Mill’s method of agreement and differ-
ence that assumes that only one or a few causal variables matter and 
that causal relationships are deterministic (Hall, 2003: pp. 379–80).

In particular, scholars who analyze (long-term) process of policy 
change have often very explicitly emphasized the role of timing and of 
causal mechanisms. Much of their thought has revolved around the 
notion of path dependency. Path dependency points towards the impor-
tance of time, timing and sequences. Early events in a process are more 
decisive than later events. Path dependency denotes positive feedback 
loops or increasing returns that keep the development upon a certain 
path even though alternatives might be preferable. Positive feedback 
loops are usually illustrated with the QWERTY keyboard, which has been 
widely adopted although it might not be the most optimal structure for 
a keyboard. In political science, it was probably Paul Pierson who has 
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most systematically theorized about the mechanisms underlying path 
dependent processes, applying mechanisms identified by economists to 
the nature of the political world. Regarding public policy, Pierson empha-
sizes adaptive expectations, learning effects and coordination effects:

Institutions and policies may encourage individuals and organiza-
tions to invest in specialized skills, deepen relationships with other 
individuals and organizations, and develop particular political and 
social identities. These activities increase the attractiveness of existing 
institutional arrangements relative to hypothetical alternatives. As 
social actors make commitments based on existing institutions and 
policies, their cost of exit from established arrangements generally 
rises dramatically.

(Pierson, 2000: p. 259)

An important example includes public pension schemes, where 
 contributors have strong expectations regarding income maintenance 
after retirement and have adapted their financial planning accordingly. 
Mature pension schemes embody a tremendous implicit public commit-
ment to scheme members. As a result, changes in public pension schemes 
are electorally very costly, and therefore, politicians have stayed on the 
path and have proposed rather incremental changes (see Myles and 
Pierson, 2000).

Another important concept within HI is the notion of critical junctures. 
A critical juncture is a combination of permissive conditions – conditions 
that ease the constraints and hence allow for change, and productive 
conditions – conditions that produce the new outcomes or range of 
outcomes after the permissive conditions disappear (Soifer, 2010). These 
conditions come together at a specific point in time and are individually 
necessary and jointly sufficient to produce change.

Path dependency and critical junctures are theoretical concepts from 
HI that highlight the relevance of timing in causal explanations. The 
former points to the insight that causal processes at a certain point in 
time can be influenced by earlier processes, and the latter highlights 
the importance of causal combinations at a specific point in time. In 
order to develop more general notions that are not connected with HI, 
we talk about ‘causal chains’ when we trace the sequential combination 
of causal factors over time and introduce the term ‘causal conjunctions’ 
when we want to indicate that two or more factors interact at a specific 
point in time for producing a specific outcome. These two concepts high-
light the importance of timing in causal explanations, and they are based 
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on the logic of ‘configurational thinking’ (see below). In consequence, 
they are more useful than notoriously fuzzy terms like ‘complexity’ or 
‘context’ that we find often in the literature on case-study method or process 
tracing. This leads us to the next point – the danger that the term ‘process 
tracing’ is becoming the next excuse or escape clause for methodologi-
cally unreflective research.

Process tracing and causal-process tracing: From a broad 
term to a specified methodological approach

Many studies in comparative public policy and related areas claim to 
involve process tracing. There is however a certain danger that ‘process 
tracing’ is used as a fuzzy catch-all term, employed in the same way as the 
label ‘case study’ has often been used – dropping a name without a full 
reflection on what it is that one is actually doing, what it implies with 
regard to drawing causal inferences and which steps are involved between 
the research question and the conclusion – a verbal shortcut rather than 
a full-fledged design. Until recently, the main problem was that a compre-
hensive treatment of the process-tracing approach was lacking; the prob-
lem nowadays is that there are quite diverse understandings and 
descriptions (George and Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2007; Bennett, 2008, 
2010; Falleti and Lynch, 2009; Collier, 2011; Beach and Pedersen, 2012; 
Blatter and Haverland, 2012; Rohlfing, 2012) of the process-tracing approach.

George and Bennett’s broad description

George and Bennett’s Case Studies and Theory Development (2005) has 
been the start of an ongoing methodological debate about CPT and 
(causal) mechanisms. They introduced process tracing as ‘an operational 
procedure for attempting to identify and verify the observable within-
case implications of causal mechanisms’ and defined ‘causal mechanisms 
as ultimately unobservable physical, social, or psychological processes 
through which agents with causal capacities operate but only in specific 
contexts or conditions, to transfer energy, information, or matter to other 
entities’ (George and Bennett, 2005: pp. 137–8). Furthermore, they stressed 
that explanations via causal mechanisms have affinities to a scientific 
realist epistemology. This basically means that it is assumed that the 
reality exists independent of the observer; that it implies a commitment 
to micro-foundations – fundamental assumptions about the behaviour of 
actors, which form the basis for most basic social science theories; and 
that explanations via causal mechanisms draw on spatial contiguity and 
temporal succession (George and Bennett, 2005: pp. 137–45).
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Towards a more specific understanding

The emerging methodological debate has been characterized by the fact 
that all scholars have emphasized some of these characteristic elements 
and downplayed others. It is not possible to delve very deep into the 
methodological debate here. In the following section, we will present an 
internally consistent and comprehensive approach that we call ‘causal-
process tracing’ and make clear where we depart from alternative under-
standings of ‘process tracing’. In consequence, we use the term ‘process 
tracing’ as an unspecified umbrella term and ‘causal-process tracing 
(CPT)’ as a specified version. We are deep-hearted pluralists and want to 
stress the fact that, very often, the differences are a matter of emphasis 
and that the ‘correct’ approach depends very much on the specific 
research goals and the ontological and epistemological perspectives that 
dominate in a field of research. Therefore, the first basic message for 
students and scholars who want to apply CPT is: be explicit about your 
understanding of this approach and precise with respect to the method-
ological source to which you refer to!

Configurational thinking

The CPT approach is based on configurational thinking (Ragin, 2008: 
pp. 109–46). This means that we connect the CPT strongly to the set-
theoretical approaches and methods (Qualitative Comparative Analysis 
or QCA in its divergent variants) that have made strong inroads into the 
way we conceptualize cross-case comparisons in medium-N studies 
(Rihoux and Ragin, 2009). Configurational thinking implies that we 
start our analysis with the following assumptions: (i) social outcomes are 
the result of a combination of causal factors; (ii) there are divergent 
pathways to similar outcomes (equifinality); and (iii) the effects of the 
same causal factor can be different in different contexts and combinations 
(causal heterogeneity). In consequence, within a CPT approach, we talk 
about ‘causal conditions’ and not about ‘variables’ as in co-variational 
approaches. Furthermore, a CPT approach means that we search for the 
individually ‘necessary’ and jointly ‘sufficient’ conditions for the specific 
outcome in the case(s) under investigation. Finally, it implies that we do not 
generalize the findings to a population of similar cases, but we contribute 
to the debate on which causal pathways and configurations make a certain 
kind of outcome possible.

A configurational approach strikes a balance between the universalist 
way of thinking that characterizes co-variational methods (which assume 
that the causal power of ‘independent variables’ is autonomous and always 
and everywhere the same) and the particularistic way of thinking that 
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is implied with the term ‘context’. In other words, it takes ‘contingency’ 
into account but forces the researcher to reflect on the specific status that 
‘context factors’ have in the explanation of an outcome.

Causal mechanisms

Configurational thinking leads to a specific understanding of ‘causal 
mechanisms’ as a specific kind of causal configuration. We connect our 
understanding of causal mechanism to the macro-micro-macro-model 
of social explanation that is favoured by those scholars who want to 
link empirical research to basic social theory. In consequence, a causal 
mechanism is defined as a configurative entity that combines three 
 different types of social mechanisms: ‘situational mechanisms’, ‘action-
formation mechanisms’ and ‘transformational mechanisms’ (Esser, 
1993, 1999–2001; Elster, 1998; Hedstroem and Swedberg, 1998: p. 22; 
Hedstroem and Ylikoski, 2010). Please note that this conceptualization 
of causal mechanisms does not imply a commitment to strong versions 
of methodological individualism, nor does it exclude structural factors 
as explanations as some critics assume (Hedstroem and Ylikoski, 2010: 
pp. 59–60).

Such a configurational understanding of causal mechanism differs 
from the understanding of those who assert that mechanisms are noth-
ing but intervening variables (King et al., 1994); it is also distinct from a 
‘mechanismic’ definition that is applied by Beach and Pedersen (2012). 
Some core elements of a mechanismic definition are fully consistent 
with our configurational understanding, for example, if a mechanism is 
defined as ‘a set of interacting parts – an assembly of elements produc-
ing an effect not inherent in any of them’ (Hernes, 1998: p. 78, according 
to Beach and Pedersen, 2012: p. 44). But neither the machine analogy 
that is used in order to illustrate such an understanding nor the overly 
general notion that ‘each of the parts of a causal mechanism can be 
conceptualized as composed of entities that undertake activities’ (Beach 
and Pedersen, 2012: p. 45, with further references) is in any way helpful 
for connecting the method of CPT to an accumulative process of social 
theory building as it is the case with the three kinds of social mecha-
nisms that we propose to be the configurational elements of a causal 
mechanism.

Temporality

Our emphasis on temporality takes up George and Bennett’s insight 
that spatial contiguity and temporal succession are important episte-
mological foundations for drawing causal inferences (George and 
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Bennett, 2005: p. 140). These aspects have been elements of Hume’s 
approach to prove causality, but they have been almost totally neglected 
in comparison to his third element: the regular association/co-variation 
among variables across cases. Unfortunately, in recent treatments of 
process tracing, Bennett (2008, 2010) and Collier (2011) do not high-
light these ‘naturalist/realist’ foundations anymore – instead, they 
focus on tests for deductively derived hypotheses and on the logic of 
Bayesian updating when they describe process tracing. There is nothing 
wrong with a deductive, theory-guided approach to case studies and 
with introducing Bayesianism to case-study research; we have done 
the same under the heading of an approach that we call ‘congruence 
analysis’ (Blatter and Haverland, 2012: ch. 4). Nevertheless, if we take 
terminology seriously, (causal-) process tracing should be a method in 
which time and temporality play a major role (an emphasis that is 
shared by Rohlfing, 2012: p. 164). Of course, spatial contiguity and 
 temporal continuity should not be applied in a naïve way but in combi-
nation with theoretical concepts, which have flourished in recent years 
(for example, Mahoney, 2000, 2006; Pierson, 2000, 2004; Büthe, 2002; 
Grzymala-Busse, 2011). This means, for example, that ‘spatial contiguity’ 
can also be translated into ‘close ties’ within a network- analytic theoretical 
framework. Only an understanding of CPT that accepts these ‘realist’ 
foundations as necessary (but not sufficient)  conditions for drawing 
causal inferences can be a helpful complement to more deductive 
approaches to case-study research (Blatter, 2012). Finally, an approach 
that combines ‘configurational thinking’ with temporality is especially 
suited to complement QCA. It starts with  similar ontological assumptions 
and adds a temporal dimension to this rather static method of cross-case 
analysis – only knowledge about  timing makes a list of  necessary and 
sufficient ingredients a full-fledged ‘recipe’!

Causal-process observations as empirical bases  
for drawing inferences

We start this section by presenting two different definitions of causal-
process observations. These definitions mirror nicely the differences 
between an unspecified understanding of process tracing and our CPT 
approach. This comparison represents a kind of summary of the last 
 section and as a bridge to the following section where we present three 
kinds of causal-process observations. These observations form the 
empirical basis for drawing inferences about the status of causal factors 
and about the kind of dynamics that take place in a causal process.
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Different definitions of causal-process observations

Causal-process observations have been defined in the following ways:

An insight or piece of data that provides information about context, 
process, or mechanism, and that contributes distinctive leverage in 
causal inference. A causal-process observation sometimes resembles a 
smoking gun that confirms a causal inference in qualitative research, 
and is frequently viewed as an indispensable supplement to correlation-
based inference in quantitative research as well. 

(Seawright and Collier, 2004: p. 283)

A cluster of empirical information that is used (a) to determine the tem-
poral order in which causal factors work together to produce the out-
come of interest; (b) to determine the status of these causal factors as 
individually necessary and jointly sufficient for the outcome in the cases 
under investigation; and/or (c) to identify and to specify the social 
mechanisms that form the basis for mechanism-based explanations. 

(Blatter and Haverland, 2012: p. 23)

Three types of causal-process observations

In our book we have specified three types of causal-process observa-
tions, which are helpful to fulfil the three goals that are contained in 
our definition: comprehensive storylines, smoking-gun observations 
and confessions (Blatter and Haverland, 2012: pp. 110–19).

  (i)  A small-N study based on CPT should provide a ‘comprehensive 
storyline’ in which the development of potentially relevant causal 
conditions is presented in a narrative style. A major goal of these 
comprehensive storylines is to differentiate the major sequences of 
the overall process and identify the critical moments that further 
shape the process.

 (ii)  The study should also provide more detailed insight into the causal 
processes that occur at critical moments. The most important goal 
is to find empirical evidence that provides a high level of certainty 
that a causal factor or a combination of causal factors actually led 
to the next step in the causal pathway or to the final outcome of 
interest. In other words, we attempt to find smoking-gun observa-
tions embedded in a dense net of observations that show the tem-
poral and spatial proximity of causes and effects. Note that, in 
contrast to authors such as van Evera and Bennett, we argue that a 
smoking-gun observation does not stand alone and is not used as a 
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test of a specific hypothesis (van Evera, 1997; Bennett, 2010). In our 
conceptualization, a smoking-gun observation is connected to other 
observations, and together, the full cluster of observations can be 
used inductively to make strong causal claims. Hence, a smoking-
gun observation receives its strength for making causal inferences 
by its dense temporal and spatial connection to other empirical 
observations and not by its connection to a specific theory or 
hypothesis. A gun is an especially important piece of evidence if 
we observe it when it is still smoking following its use with a sig-
nificant consequence (for example, killing somebody). In other 
words, the metaphor refers to temporal contiguity between the 
observation that points to a specific cause and other observations 
that provide evidence about the consequence(s) of that cause.

(iii)  In order to gain ‘deeper’ insights into the perceptions, motivations 
and anticipations of major actors, we need further observations that 
we call ‘confessions’ because we want to highlight the complemen-
tary role of these ‘observations’ to the smoking-gun observations 
and we want to indicate that scholars applying a CPT approach 
should think like attorneys, who have to convince juries, and not so 
much like statisticians. Please note that confessions are important 
pieces of evidence, but as in judicial trials, we should not take them 
at face value without critical reflection. We should carefully examine 
the contexts in which actors provide information about their percep-
tions, motivations and anticipations. For example, when actors are 
interviewed by journalists or scholars, processes of ex-post rational-
ization often occur: actors justify their decisions by arguing that they 
pursued a specific goal, but in reality, the behaviour was much less 
reflective and strategically oriented, or it was driven by other goals. 
On the other hand, statements that actors make within the social or 
political processes often serve strategic purposes: they attempt to 
send signals to other actors to enhance their bargaining power or to 
strengthen their legitimacy to a wider audience. In other words, we 
should be aware of typical biases with respect to motivations when 
we interpret the statements of actors in specific contexts.

Confessions are important complements to smoking guns because 
they reduce the problem of drawing causal inferences on the basis of 
temporal succession. Actors can anticipate certain developments or 
actions and react to these anticipated developments in advance. This 
undermines the logic of drawing causal inference on the basis of 
 temporal succession because the ‘cause’ lies ahead of the ‘consequence’. 
Nevertheless, with respect to logic, the problem can easily be solved 
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because the ‘real’ sequence is as follows: (i) stimulus, which triggered 
the anticipation; (ii) action in accordance with the anticipation; and 
(iii) adjustment to or avoidance of the anticipated situation. The real 
challenge lies at the empirical level, especially when the anticipated 
situation does not occur because of earlier adjustments. Nevertheless, 
in principle, it is possible to identify the first ‘critical moment’ at which 
the actor began to change his behaviour in anticipation of a situation 
that he perceived to be possible or probable.

These three types of causal-process observations build the empirical 
basis for a thorough reflection on the question of whether certain causes 
or configurations should be viewed as necessary or sufficient causal condi-
tions for the outcome in the case under investigation. Furthermore, they 
provide the necessary empirical information for drawing conclusions 
with respect to the kind of process dynamics that play an increasing role 
in recent theorizing. We will provide some examples in the following sec-
tion, but first we have to make clear that empirical observations alone are 
never sufficient for drawing inferences. They have to be complemented 
by and interpreted with the help of further logical and theoretical tools.

Conclusions for the status of causal factors as necessary  
and sufficient conditions

How can we bolster the claim that a causal factor should be assigned the 
status of a necessary condition or the claim that a causal factor or a 
causal configuration has been sufficient for an outcome through within-
case analysis? Different kinds of empirical observations and different 
techniques and theoretical concepts are necessary for these tasks.

The quest for necessary conditions is much more X-centric than the 
search for sufficient conditions. As Goertz and Levy (2007: p. 15) explain: 
‘To say that X is necessary for Y means simultaneously the counterfac-
tual that without X, Y would not have occurred’. In consequence, if we 
want to make the claim that a factor has been a necessary condition, we 
have to apply counterfactual reasoning. Counterfactual thought experi-
ments have been described mostly within a co-variational logic of causal 
inference (for example, Tetlock and Belkin, 1996; Blatter and Haverland, 
2012: pp. 76–8), but they are not restricted to independent variables. 
Within a CPT approach, they can be applied to all major steps within a 
causal chain. Crucially important is the insight that counterfactual 
 reasoning requires a solid and comprehensive knowledge of the historical 
process that we want to ‘rewrite’ in our thought experiment.

In contrast, if we want to bolster the claim that a causal factor (or a 
configuration of causal factors) has been sufficient for an outcome 
(or  for the next step in a causal chain), we should turn towards coherent 
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theoretical models based on a consistent set of social mechanisms. These 
theory-based multilevel models of causation provide a logically consis-
tent ‘pathway’ from a causal factor to an outcome. Furthermore, each 
element of these models – each social mechanism – is deterministic, but 
overall, the outcome is contingent on the specific configuration of social 
mechanisms. Therefore, we need empirical observations for each step to 
clarify which situational, action-formation and transformational mech-
anisms have been operating. Smoking-gun observations and confessions 
are the most important observations for these kinds of information. 
Together, the multilevel models of causation and the dense and deep 
insights that we achieve through smoking-gun observations and confes-
sions provide the best foundation for making strong claims about suffi-
cient conditions.

Process dynamics

Bennett and Elman (2006) have made us aware that positive feedback 
loops, which form the logical underpinnings of the concept of path-
dependency, are not the only process dynamics that we should take into 
account when we try to explain social outcomes. Negative feedback 
loops and cyclical processes are also very common. Bennett and Elman 
(2006: p. 258) illustrate these alternative dynamics with the balance-
of-power dynamics in the Westphalian State System and with the politics 
of abortion – each success of the proponents of abortion resulted in an 
increased mobilization of the opponents, and vice versa. These alternative 
process dynamics are driven by underlying causal mechanisms that can 
be aligned to basic social theories (see Mahoney, 2000).

We can specify the roles that the different kinds of causal-process 
observations play to put empirical flesh on the logical bones of these 
process dynamics. The comprehensive storylines are necessary to iden-
tify which kind of dynamics has actually occurred. This reveals how 
important it is, within a CPT approach, to justify the period of time that 
we take into account in our empirical study. It is possible that a process 
that exhibits strong features of path dependency, based on mechanisms 
that provide positive feedback loops in a shorter period of time, is much 
more accurately described as a cyclical process if we take a more long-term 
perspective.

Identifying the process dynamics with the help of comprehensive 
 storylines is only the first step in a causal explanation that focuses on 
these dynamics. The next step is to trace the causal mechanisms that 
lead to positive and/or negative feedback loops. For this task, we rely on 
the kind of empirical information that smoking-gun observations and 
confessions represent.
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Examples

In the following section, we provide a few examples to illustrate the 
 elements of the CPT approach that we laid out before. They cover main 
areas of public-policy research – the welfare state and the regulatory 
state, but also environmental policy making. The first two examples are 
introduced to highlight the role of temporality for drawing causal infer-
ences; the second example also covers smoking guns and confessions. 
The next two examples are included in order to show that CPT can con-
centrate on development at the macro level but that a CPT-based study 
can also focus on mechanisms, which means that it combines the macro 
level with the micro level. At the end, we come back to our first example 
and show how CPT can complement QCA studies.

Emmenegger (2010) – The long road to flexicurity: The 
development of job security regulations in Denmark and Sweden

In this comparative case study on job security regulations in Denmark 
and Sweden, Patrick Emmenegger scrutinized the historical develop-
ment of job security regulations from the end of the nineteenth century 
to 1966 in the first section of his article. Then, in two following sections, 
he provided more detailed descriptions of what happened in the two 
countries after 1966. The temporal structuration of his analysis is justified 
because he refers to path dependency, critical junctures and windows of 
opportunity as major elements of his explanatory framework. Before 
1966, the two countries were on the same path, which was characterized 
by a corporatist solution to job security since the beginning of the twen-
tieth century in contrast to Continental Europe, where job security was 
early on regulated by law. He chooses to have a deeper look into the 
cases after 1966 because, at this time, both countries were governed by 
left-wing majorities and had the opportunity to depart from their earlier 
path. Whereas Sweden turned towards legal regulations, Denmark did 
not. Emmenegger explains these divergent developments by describing 
how the strategies of the labour movement developed over time in both 
countries and how the turn towards stronger demands for job security 
regulations in Sweden coincided with the dominance of the Social 
Democrats in Sweden, whereas the Social Democrats in Denmark had 
already lost their powerful position again when the same chance in 
labour strategy happened in Denmark. Here the window of opportunity 
for legal regulations was already closed when the labour unions changed 
their strategy and Denmark stayed on the established track.

The Emmenegger examples show the importance of timing when two 
factors are seen as necessary and jointly sufficient for producing an 
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outcome. The change in job security policy occurred only in that country 
in which the demand from the labour unions and the dominance of the 
Social Democrats in the parliament happened at the same time. In other 
words, the identified causal configuration is situational, and therefore, 
it can be specified as a causal conjunction. The next example shows 
that timing is also important when we want to make the argument that 
specific conditions worked together sequentially in a causal chain.

Blatter (2009) – Performing symbolic politics and international 
environmental regulations: Tracing and theorizing a causal 
mechanism beyond Regime Theory

In his single case study, Blatter combines CPT with more deductive 
case-study methods. First, he shows that all explanatory approaches 
associated with Regime Theory in International Relations (IR)  as well as 
the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), developed for analyzing 
domestic environmental policy making, fail to explain the regulations 
of motorboats at Lake Constance, a regulation that stimulated similar 
regulations by the European Union and Switzerland. The ACF explains 
why the motorboat regulations were always high on the policy agenda 
of political institutions that were created by the national and subna-
tional governments of the riparian states of Germany, Austria and 
Switzerland; the transboundary space had seen the emergence of two 
broad and powerful but antagonistic coalitions, which fought for and 
against these regulations. Blatter argues that the regulatory break-
throughs at the beginning of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1990s 
cannot be explained by IR theories because neither favourable interest 
constellations nor other facilitating factors were given, and he argues 
that the policy-centric ACF is also not able to capture the real momentum 
that made far-reaching regulations possible. In order to bolster his argu-
ment that the regulations have to be understood as a result of political 
attempts to symbolize the emergence of a new polity (the transnational 
Euregio Bodensee), Blatter turns first to timing. He shows that the break-
throughs took place when the European-wide idea of Euro-region building 
washed over the shores of Lake Constance and not during those times 
when the issues of motorboat emission were high on the public agenda 
in the cross-border region. Next, he shows that the Internationale Bodensee 
Konferenz (IBK), an institution that was set up by the subnational gov-
ernments of the neighbouring states for signalling their will to dominate 
the emerging transnational political space, played a major role in the 
negotiations that lead to the breakthroughs. This in contrast to the 
intergovernmental commissions, which were set up by the national 
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governments and which were officially in charge of the regulation of the 
international lake. The close connection between the IBK activities and 
the breakthroughs can be seen as a smoking-gun observation for his 
theoretical claim that transnational region building and not intergov-
ernmental environmental policy making was the decisive trigger for 
the breakthroughs. This is complemented by statements that resemble 
‘confessions’, for example, the claim in the IBK announcement of the 
regulations that this ‘pioneering work indicates that regions are of special 
importance in Europe, they give important impulses and offer solutions’ 
(translations from Blatter, 2009: p. 100). The environmental coalition 
was able to put the issue on the agenda in the 1960s, and again in the 
1980s, but there it was blocked by the user coalition. When the subna-
tional governments were looking for an issue they could use in order 
to show their relevance during the high times of Euro-region building, 
they took up the unsolved motorboat issue and pushed the regulations 
through. Overall, in order to understand how the pioneering regula-
tion was possible, we have to look at the entire causal chain, whereby 
each factor was necessary to push the process further but only together 
were they sufficient for creating innovative cross-border regulations.

Hacker (1998) – The historical logic of national health insurance

Hacker’s analysis of development of health systems in Britain, Canada 
and the United States serves as an example of a process-tracing study 
that operates at the macro level. In line with our emphasis on tempo-
rality and configurational thinking, Hacker stresses that health policy 
outcomes are not the result of a few autonomous independent variables 
and that the timing – in particular the timing of government policies – 
and the sequence of events are of crucial importance. He states that

policy feedback, state building, the timing and sequence of institu-
tional change – these are not ‘values’ of a particular variable but 
rather complex causal processes that unfold historically and involve 
large numbers of interlocking, often inseparable causes. 

(Hacker, 1998: p. 84)

The study first describes the structural causal conditions that may have 
an influence of the development of health policies – medical complexity, 
societal interests and the structure of the political systems. The discussion 
of these conditions serves, on the one hand, to debunk straightforward 
mono-causal explanations of health policy development, and, on the 
other hand,  as an ingredient for Hacker’s more complex explanation. 
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For this more complex explanation, he uses the concepts of ‘path depen-
dence’ and ‘critical junctures’. Critical junctures are produced for 
instance by partisan shifts or significant external shocks. Yet these critical 
junctures are – in our words – only necessary and not sufficient condi-
tions for policy change. Whether policy change does indeed occur 
depends on specific interactions between ‘the incentives and constraints 
created by political institutions, and the inherited legacies of past policies’ 
(Hacker, 1998: p. 127).

Hacker then constructs comprehensive storylines for each of his three 
countries. These storylines span more than a hundred years, and it 
comes as no surprise that his article has the unusual length of 74 pages. 
For each country, he demonstrates how prior policies interact with other 
(changing) conditions to produce new outcomes. The story-lines are 
structured around critical junctures. In the United Kingdom, for 
instance, such a critical juncture was the landslide victory of the Labour 
party in 1945. This victory happened against the end of World War II 
that had increased state capacity vis-à-vis society and nurtured social 
solidarity. This conjunction of factors provided a fertile ground for putting 
the idea voiced in the 1942 Beveridge Report into practice by creating 
the National Health Service. In line with his theoretical argument, the 
detailed and focused discussion of this critical juncture is preceded by an 
analysis of the prior policies, in particular, the 1911 National Insurance 
Act and its legacy.

Hacker identifies policy decisions (or non-decisions) regarding three 
issues that have shaped political struggles in the three countries he had 
studied. It is worthwhile to present them here because they demonstrate 
that these kinds of findings cannot be established with comparative 
public-policy designs – neither large-N nor small-N (comparative case 
studies).

The first policy decision was whether or not private health insurance 
was allowed to develop and the form it took. If the schemes developed 
were ‘physician-friendly’ in which many – middle-class – citizens were 
enrolled, then physicians would subsequently strongly oppose government-
sponsored schemes as would the middle-class citizen who had become 
attached to the initial schemes. Moreover, these schemes would result in 
relatively high costs of medical care while at the same time it would be 
more difficult to enact national health insurance (Hacker, 1998: p. 82).

Second, it matters at which target group public insurance programmes 
were initially aimed. For instance, in the United Kingdom, public insurance 
programmes were set up for the working class, while in the United States, 
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it solely focused on poor citizens, the disabled and the elderly (Medicaid 
and Medicare). Hence, in the United States, the focus was on those 
groups that are difficult and costly to insure. Therefore, a lot of resources 
needed to be committed to those groups making it more difficult to 
expand programmes to other groups. Also, it freed ‘the  private sector to 
focus on those populations for which private insurance is most viable’ 
(Hacker, 1998: p. 82).

The third choice concerns ‘the relative timing of public efforts to 
 bolster the technological sophistication of medicine, on the one hand, 
and to increase access of citizens to health care, on the other’ (Hacker, 
1998: p. 83). In the United States, the government has put a lot of effort 
into improving health technology. This has made health provision quite 
costly. Subsequently, the issue of increasing access to health care has 
resulted in a particularly strong tension between costs and access, which 
has served as an impediment to universal health insurance (Hacker, 
1998: p. 83).

Overall, Hacker’s study illustrates a number of important points about 
CPT. First of all, as already mentioned, the study makes clear that public 
policy outcomes cannot be fully explained by just focusing on indepen-
dent and dependent variables as large-N studies and the comparative 
case-study methods do. Only through within-case analysis, can causal 
processes and feedback mechanisms be identified. The study also shows 
how comprehensive storylines can be constructed, alternating between 
less intensive discussions of longer time periods and more intensive 
 discussions of critical junctures. At the same time, the study remains at 
the macro level. It does not delve much into the mechanisms that work 
at the individual level, or at least, the author does not provide evidence 
that the mechanisms have worked as hypothesized.

Kuran and Sunstein (1999) – Availability cascades  
and risk regulation

In contrast to the previous example, Kuran and Sunstein focus on mech-
anisms linking the macro level with the individual micro level. Theirs is 
a study of public mobilization and risk regulation. It deals with mass 
scares about comparatively minor risks and how they translate into leg-
islation and into the commitment of considerable resources. As stated 
above, this study contrasts nicely with the one by Hacker. Not only is 
this a study in the realm of the regulatory state rather than the welfare 
state, it also focuses on the micro-level mechanisms, rather than the 
macro-level sequences as Hacker’s study does.
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The mechanisms utilized in this study are cognitive and social mecha-
nisms that shape how individuals develop beliefs about certain issues 
that, in turn, shape their risk perception and preferences. More specifi-
cally, the study develops an argument about a number of interacting 
mechanisms that are mediated by what is called the availability heuristic, 
an idea from social psychology that the ‘perceived likelihood of any 
given event is tied to the ease with which the occurrence can be brought 
to mind’ (Kuran and Sunstein, 1999: p. 685).

There are two mechanisms involved in the study and both are con-
cerned with how individuals form judgements and preferences. For both 
mechanisms, the authors assume that choices of individuals are depen-
dent on the choices of other individuals. Moreover, under certain condi-
tions, these choices become self-reinforcing, a positive feedback loop or, 
in the words of the authors, a ‘cascade’ (Kuran and Sunstein, 1999).

Informational cascades occur ‘when people with incomplete personal 
information on a particular matter base their beliefs on the apparent 
beliefs of others’; hence, people may accept a belief ‘simply by the virtue 
of its acceptance by others’ (Kuran and Sunstein, 1999: p. 686). In addi-
tion to the information cascade, they introduce the notion of the repu-
tational cascade. They argue that individuals are not only influenced by 
others because others are more knowledgeable but because they seek to 
gain social approval and avoid social disapproval (Kuran and Sunstein, 
1999: p. 686). Accordingly, they communicate and behave as if they 
share what they think is the dominant belief (Kuran and Sunstein, 1999: 
p. 687). According to the authors, both cascades do not develop in isola-
tion from each other. Rather they interact or reinforce each other typi-
cally triggered by a salient event, resulting in a so-called ‘availability 
cascade’ (687).

The last elements of their theory are ‘availability entrepreneurs’. Avail-
ability entrepreneurs are actors anywhere in the political system who 
understand these dynamics and seek to trigger availability cascades to 
advance their own cause (Kuran and Sunstein, 1999: p. 687). They seek 
to set these cascades into motion by directing the attention of others, 
including the public, to specific problems by interpreting phenomena in 
specific ways and by seeking to increase the salience of certain informa-
tion (Kuran and Sunstein, 1999: p. 687).

Kuran and Sunstein try to trace the working of the mechanisms by a 
number of case studies. Their most detailed study concerns ‘Love 
Canal’. Love Canal is a canal in New York that was filled with chemical 
waste by a company in the 1940s and early 1950s and then covered 
with dirt. Later, the area around the canal was used by the local govern-
ment to build 200 houses. The site of the old canal itself became a 
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school and a playground. Twenty years later, a governmental commission 
found chemicals in fishes in Lake Ontario and identified Love Canal as 
the major source. This served as a triggering event for an availability 
cascade.

In a comprehensive storyline, the study describes the different stages 
through which the availability cascade develops. Inhabitants of the area 
around Love Canal started to get frightened about possible health 
effects. Although there has never been sound scientific evidence that 
there are health effects, the availability cascade unfolded when one of 
the inhabitants in that area acted as an availability entrepreneur. The 
inhabitant directed attention to the issue. She organized a petition drive 
and went door-to-door to mobilize protest. She was also critical in 
debunking scientific evidence. The inhabitants of the area met fre-
quently, formally and informally, and accepted her belief that the situa-
tion was dangerous. This provides evidence for the claim that risk 
perceptions are formed dependently. The whole local community 
became close-knit, indicating that the reputational mechanism would 
‘convince’ those who might still have doubts. The worries of the com-
munity were taken up by the New York State Health Commissioner, the 
Governor and later even President Jimmy Carter. Their actions, aimed at 
precaution, were interpreted by the citizens as proof of the seriousness 
of the problem, and scientific reports to the contrary were criticized and 
mistrusted. The availability entrepreneur was very successful in increas-
ing the salience of the issue. She appeared on national television and 
was invited to Congress and the White House. The availability cascade, 
as such, was not the only cause for far-reaching regulation, but it tipped 
the balance in favour of adopting the Comprehensive Environmental 
Response, Compensation and Liability Act (CERCLA) or the Superfund 
statute which called for 1.6 billion in expenditure to clean potentially 
hazardous abandoned waste sites with many billion more to follow in 
subsequent years (Kuran and Sunstein, 1999: pp. 691–8).

In order to support the claim of the working of causal mechanisms at 
the individual level, the study also includes confessions. Some confes-
sions take the shape of quotes taken from two books written by the 
availability entrepreneur herself. For instance, she revealed how she 
sought to pressure a public official into action:

I jumped up and said to Commission Whalen: ‘If the dump will hurt 
pregnant women and children under two, what for God’s sake, is it 
going to do to the rest of us!? … Now very emotional, I said: ‘You 
can’t do that! That would be murder!’ 

(Kuran and Sunstein, 1999: p. 693)
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These quotes provide for an in-depth insight of her perceptions and 
motivations and, hence, constitute important traces of the causal mech-
anisms at work.

Combining CPT with QCA

Finally, we want to come back to our first example in order to show that 
an understanding of process tracing, which combines configurational 
thinking with an emphasis on temporality, makes a perfect within-case 
complement to medium-N studies, which combine configurational 
thinking with set-theoretical methods of cross-case comparisons (QCA). 
Emmenegger has embedded the case studies on job security regulations 
in Denmark and Sweden (Emmenegger, 2010) within a medium-N study 
applying QCA (Emmenegger, 2011b). He conducted his case studies as a 
follow-up to the QCA analysis and used the results of the QCA analysis 
for selecting the cases for the in-depth study. The outcome in Denmark 
represents a contradictory or non-consistent case with respect to the 
findings of the QCA analysis (Emmenegger, 2011b). According to the 
QCA analysis, which included 19 Western democracies, the existence of 
high levels of non-market coordination, strong labour movements, 
moderately strong religious parties and few institutional veto points 
represent one of three identified causal configurations that led to a high 
level of job security regulations. Denmark displayed all these conditions 
but did not follow the other Nordic countries towards a high level of job 
security regulation. By applying CPT, Emmenegger is able to show that 
timing made the difference. Although Denmark had all the ingredients 
that were sufficient for a high level of job security regulation in other 
countries, they did not come together at the right time.

Emmenegger selected not only the non-consistent case, Denmark, but 
also a consistent one, Sweden, for his timing-centred case study. Thus, 
he followed the advice of Schneider and Rohlfing (2013), who recom-
mend a comparative process tracing study after a QCA study. Using 
Sweden as a comparative case that exhibits the same causal configura-
tion as Denmark and high levels of job security regulations (hence, a 
consistent case for the Nordic path) helps in various ways to focus the 
tracing of the causal process in Denmark. First, the comparison makes it 
possible to identify the time when the regulatory paths of the two coun-
tries diverged, and second, the Swedish case provides a template of nec-
essary and jointly sufficient factors for a successful turn towards higher 
regulations. Emmenegger (2011a: p. 19) contains a figure that nicely 
visualizes the causal chain of necessary and sufficient conditions in the 
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Swedish case. With the help of this template, Emmenegger is able to 
identify the small but crucial differences between the two countries with 
respect to the strength of leftist parties and with respect to time when 
the unions changed their strategy.

Two insights should be stressed when we reflect on how causal infer-
ences are drawn in Emmenegger’s comparative case study. The cross-
case comparison helps not only to exclude many theoretically possible 
explanations for the outcome in Denmark, but also is helpful in identi-
fying causal chains and causal conjunctions, which represent tempo-
ral configurations of necessary and jointly sufficient causal conditions. 
Nevertheless, the basis for drawing causal inferences is located in the 
within-case analysis, and the cogency of Emmenegger’s conclusion 
depends to a large part on a dense description of the temporal unfolding 
of events and on information and reflections about the perceptions and 
anticipations of core actors.

Finally, the examples reveal that CPT is an especially valuable method-
ological tool when we want to solve ‘puzzles’ (Grofman, 2001) or inves-
tigate ‘theoretical anomalies’ (Rogowski, 2004) or search for ‘omitted 
variables’ or ‘scope conditions’ by looking at cases that are ‘deviant’ or 
‘outliers’ in the light of a large-N statistical study or that are ‘contradic-
tory cases’ according to the findings of a medium-N QCA (Gerring, 2007: 
pp. 105–15; Blatter and Haverland, 2012: p. 211). By definition, the 
claim that a specific factor has been necessary and (together with other 
conditions) sufficient to produce the unexpected, deviant or contra-
dictory outcome cannot be based on the comparison of evidence with 
expectations that have been deduced from prior knowledge or theories. 
In consequence, we want to emphasize our conviction that an under-
standing of CPT that has strong affinities to ‘scientific realism’ and that 
draws heavily on the fact that causality plays out in time and space 
makes this method an especially valuable inductive complement to 
more deductively oriented research methods.

Conclusion

Many theoretical developments in public policy analysis explicitly or 
implicitly highlight the importance of timing and temporality. Causal-
process tracing is the most important move in small-N studies to re-align 
methodology to such an ontology. Unfortunately, recent attempts to 
clarify the method of process tracing have downplayed its scientific realist 
foundation and the important role that spatio-temporal proximity plays 
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in providing (inductive) leverage for an explanation. In this chapter, we 
have laid out an understanding of CPT that is based on two pillars: con-
figurational thinking and timing. We introduced the notions of causal 
conjunctions and causal chains as time-focussed specifications of causal 
configurations that help us to overcome broader and therefore more 
fuzzy notions like context, contingency or complexity; and we argued 
for an understanding of causal mechanisms as a configuration of three 
kinds of social mechanisms because such an understanding will facili-
tate the accumulation of knowledge and theory building in the social 
sciences. Furthermore, we showed that comprehensive storylines, smoking-
gun observations and confessions represent different kinds of causal-
process observations that provide the necessary empirical information 
for drawing causal inferences with respect to the necessary and sufficient 
conditions for the outcome of interest in research designs that are based 
on within-case analysis. Such an understanding of CPT allows for com-
plementing large-N studies (based on statistical methods) and medium-
N studies (based on QCA). Our specific understanding makes it also a 
helpful tool for complementing more deductive-oriented small-N meth-
ods, like co-variational analysis – an approach that draws causal infer-
ences on the basis of co-variations among variables across cases; and 
congruence analysis – an approach that draws inferences by comparing 
the congruence between a large set of empirical observations and diverse 
expectations that we can deduce from a plurality of theoretical frame-
works (Blatter and Haverland, 2012).
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5
Intermediate-N Comparison: 
Configurational Comparative 
Methods
Isabelle Engeli, Benoît Rihoux and Christine Rothmayr Allison

Introduction

Configurational Comparative Methods (CCMs), also called ‘set-theoretic’ 
methods, is a broad and encompassing label that embraces crisp-set and 
fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) as well as some alter-
native techniques. All CCM-related techniques conceive cases as configu-
rations of attributes and are geared towards systematic cross-case analysis. 
QCA represents both a distinctive research approach, with its own aims 
and set of assumptions, and an umbrella term for specific techniques 
such as fuzzy-set QCA (fsQCA), which will be the focus of this chapter 
(Ragin, 2000, 2008a; Rihoux and Ragin, 2009; Schneider and Wagemann, 
2012; Thiem and Dusa, 2013). In Ragin’s seminal book (1987), the CCM 
approach was launched by the development of a new technique in which 
investigation was based on grouping dichotomous cases, crisp-set QCA 
(csQCA). It was later developed into fsQCA and other related techniques. 
The comparative essence of QCA stems from the fact that it was initially 
geared towards the analysis of multiple cases in a small- and intermediate-N 
research design (Marx et al., 2013). Ragin’s motivation (1987, 1997) was 
to develop a ‘synthetic strategy’ as a middle way between the case-oriented 
(or ‘qualitative’) and the variable-oriented (or ‘quantitative’) approaches. 
According to Ragin, this middle way would ‘integrate the best features of 
the case-oriented approach with the best features of the variable-oriented 
approach’ (Ragin, 1987: p. 84). On the one hand, QCA aims at contextu-
alizing explanations by gathering in-depth within-case knowledge and 
capturing the complexity of cases. On the other hand, if the ability of 
QCA to approximate ‘the best features’ of  regression analysis approaches 
is contested (see, for instance, Lieberson, 2004; Seawright, 2005; Hug, 
2012), QCA nevertheless provides some systematic tools for comparing 
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an often limited number of policies that are available for investigation. 
QCA concentrates on producing some level of parsimony across cases 
and, thereby, facilitates limited forms of middle-range or ‘contingent’ 
generalization for medium-N analysis in comparative public policy 
(Ragin, 1987; Blatter and Blume, 2008; Blatter and Haverland, 2012).1

On the qualitative side, QCA embodies some key strengths of the case-
oriented approach (Ragin, 1987; Berg-Schlosser et al., 2009). To start 
with, it is a holistic or contextualizing approach and each individual 
case is considered as a complex configuration of causal conditions – the 
explanatory factors – and an outcome – the phenomenon to be explained. 
In addition, QCA is based on a conception of causality that leaves room 
for complexity (Ragin, 1987; Berg-Schlosser et al., 2009). QCA scholars 
often emphasize the idea of multiple conjunctural causation to best describe 
the ontological foundation of the approach. Thinking in terms of multiple 
conjunctural causation implies three key features. First, instead of singling 
out the explanatory power of individual factors, multiple conjunctural 
causation assumes that it is often a combination of causal conditions 
that eventually produces the outcome. Second, it posits that different 
combinations of conditions may lead to a similar outcome. Third, the 
impact of an individual condition may differ according to how it is com-
bined with the presence or absence of other conditions. In other words, 
QCA does not assume any permanent causal direction between a given 
condition and the outcome. Drawing on Mill’s major piece A System of 
Logic (1967 [1843]), Ragin pleads in favour of moving away from mono-
causality and argues instead that causality is context- and conjuncture-
sensitive. While using QCA, the researcher is steered away from 
developing a single causal model that best fits the data and urged to 
‘determine the number and character of the different causal models that exist 
among comparable cases’ (Ragin, 1987).

On the quantitative side, QCA should be better thought of as a ‘comple-
ment’ to regression analysis – and a ‘remedy’ for a medium-N analysis – 
rather than an approximation of or a ‘competitor’ to regression analysis 
(Mello, 2013: pp. 1–2). QCA has been specifically designed to handle 
the analysis of a medium-N in a systematic way, an issue that has been 
somewhat neglected in the past. It offers a middle way between the 
comparative study of a small number of cases and the quantitative treat-
ment of a large number of cases (Moses and Knutsen, 2007). Comparative 
public policy scholars often face challenges regarding the sample of 
observations to include in the analysis: the N is either too small to run 
robust statistical analysis or too large to conduct in-depth qualitative 
studies on a whole set of countries or regions. For instance, in examining 
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the determinants of gender equality policy outputs in Western Europe, 
any analysis is immediately constrained by the number of empirical 
cases available. One option is to select a few representative cases accord-
ing to some of the qualitative case-selection strategies developed in 
Chapter 3 in this volume. However, gender equality policies usually 
consist of a complex set of various regulations addressing several policy 
fields such as reproductive rights, discrimination in the labour market 
and gender roles in the family. As such, selecting only a few cases neces-
sarily obliges the researcher to omit a portion of the variation in the 
dependent variable. The other commonly applied research design strat-
egy is to include all Western European countries in the analysis. One 
would then face some methodological robustness and validity issues in 
running common statistical analyses, such as regression analysis, due to 
the small-N. Relying on QCA-related techniques allows for increasing 
the range of cases included in the analysis while aiming at some middle-
range generalization. Through some minimization algorithms, QCA 
allows for a smoother and more systematic identification of regularities. 
As such, in contrast with classic comparative case studies, it opens up 
the possibility of achieving more parsimonious explanations for quali-
tative comparative research on a larger number of cases. In addition, 
QCA relies on formalized analytical tools and thus requires some forms 
of modelling that can be replicated (Berg-Schlosser et al., 2009). This 
replicability enables further verification of the results of the analysis 
and so places QCA into a more cumulative knowledge research approach.

QCA as a relevant methodological approach for comparative 
public policy

CCMs, and here QCA-related techniques, can be used to achieve two 
different purposes (De Meur and Rihoux, 2002; Berg-Schlosser et al., 
2009). The most basic use is simply to summarize data, to describe cases 
in a synthetic way, and to use QCA as a tool for data exploration and data 
description. In the same manner, it can also be used to check coherence 
within the data: the detection of contradictions (the so-called ‘contra-
dictory configurations’ in QCA terminology) allows one to learn more 
about the individual cases, in a dialogue between QCA and case-based 
knowledge (Rihoux and Lobe, 2009). For instance, McVeigh et al. (2006) 
examine the ways through which social movements and non-profit 
organizations can affect the agenda-setting process on issues related to 
hate crimes in the United States. They use csQCA to classify and map out 
the different channels of influence and the conditions under which 
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these organizations can successfully impact agenda setting. The second 
and more ambitious purpose of QCA is to test competing existing theo-
ries and hypotheses and show how different explanations could actually 
turn out to be more complementary than competing. As QCA relies on 
the assumption of multiple conjunctural causation, it provides some sys-
tematic tools for theory-testing in qualitative research. Drawing on 
fsQCA, McBride and Mazur (2010) have shown that the drivers for pro-
moting women’s rights are multiple and context-sensitive. Failing to 
identify any single factor that could exert a net and systematic effect, 
they instead reveal how different factors – drawn from competing expla-
nations found in the literature – may actually intertwine and better 
explain when and why state-based promotion of gender equality has 
been successful over time. In this perspective, QCA can provide, to a 
certain extent, support for theory refinement. However, QCA is ill-
equipped for analytic induction. If QCA enables discovery through a dia-
logue with the data and allows researchers to build upon case-based 
knowledge, it is not an inductive tool dedicated to generate theoretical 
propositions (Hug, 2012). In short, deep theoretical knowledge should 
drive each step of QCA.

From the late 1990s onwards, an increasing number of comparative 
public policy analyses have started to resort to QCA-related techniques.2 
This choice is based on the need to gather in-depth insight into the 
 different cases and capture their complexity while still attempting to 
produce some level of limited generalization (Ragin, 1987). The preoccu-
pation with within-case complexity is well in line with the growing trend 
towards ‘evidence-based’ policy analysis that, in principle, requires not only 
standard numerical (quantitative) indicators across the units of observa-
tion or ‘cases’, but also qualitative and ‘thick’ knowledge embedded in 
the actual cases (Yin, 2008). The preoccupation with generalization is 
obviously directly compatible with what a lot of public policy analysis 
is about: performing diagnoses across many observations, and deriving 
generalizations – or at least some systemization in the analysis – that 
could lead to the formulation of policy prescriptions (for example, 
the appropriate policy instruments or ‘policy mixes’ to achieve a given 
 policy goal).

This trend towards multiple case studies also coincides, more generally, 
with a renewed interest in rigorous forms of case-oriented research 
(Mahoney and Rueschemeyer, 2003; George and Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 
2007), and with new attempts to engage in a more productive dialogue 
between the ‘quantitative’ and ‘qualitative’ empirical traditions (Sprinz 
and Nahmias-Wolinsky, 2004; Moses et al., 2005; Brady and Collier, 
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2010). Such a strategy is particularly well-adapted for policy-related 
research since many potential objects of study – from the viewpoint of 
both scholars and policy practitioners – are ‘naturally’ limited in number: 
nation-states or regions, different kinds of policies in different states, 
policy outputs and outcomes, policy programmes, policy styles, policy 
sectors. These naturally limited or ‘small-N’ (or ‘intermediate-N’) popula-
tions are often especially relevant from a policy perspective (Rihoux and 
Grimm, 2006). The overall strength of QCA is it offers some systematic 
tools for going beyond loose post hoc comparison of the case study mate-
rial typically gathered in the field of public policy analysis.

QCA-related techniques offer practical added value for comparative 
public policy analysis in any sector in at least three different ways 
(Rihoux and Grimm, 2006). First, these techniques allow for systemati-
cally comparing policy programmes in a small- or intermediate-N 
design, with across countries, regions or sectors. These may be typically 
within or across broad political entities or groups of countries (for exam-
ple, the European Union, the OECD, a given category of countries for a 
regional comparison), but also within-country comparisons (for exam-
ple, across states in the United States, across Länder in Germany) or 
within-region comparisons at more disaggregated levels (for example, 
between economic basins, municipalities). Second, these techniques 
allow for testing ex-post and ex-ante alternative explanatory (policy 
intervention) models leading to a favourable/unfavourable policy out-
put and favourable/unfavourable policy outcomes (Varone et al., 2006). 
This approach allows the identification of more than one unique path to 
a policy outcome; more than one combination of conditions may 
account for a unique result. This is extremely useful in real-life policy 
practice, as experience shows that policy effectiveness is often depen-
dent upon national/regional settings as well as upon sector-specific fea-
tures, and that different cultural, political and administrative traditions 
often call for differentiated implementation schemes (Audretsch et al., 
2005). Third, these techniques enable the policy analyst or policy evalu-
ator to examine under which conditions (or more precisely, under which 
combinations of conditions) a specific policy would be effective or not.

QCA as a set of techniques

In this section, we address some key features and issues related to the 
application of configurational comparative methods to the analysis of 
comparative public policy. To illustrate the discussion, we rely on an 
fsQCA of the regulatory regimes on human biotechnology conducted 
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by Engeli and Rothmayr (2013). Through this empirical illustration, we 
discuss some key stages in conducting fsQCA in comparative public 
policy – along broad lines, similar stages would need to be followed for 
a csQCA or a multi-value QCA (mvQCA).

Why opt for CCMs to study regulatory regimes  
on human biotechnology?

Engeli and Rothmayr’s study (2013) investigates the spatial and temporal 
variation in the regulatory regimes for human biotechnology (embry-
onic stem cell research) in 15 Western European countries. Since the 
early stages in the development of human biotechnology, regulatory 
variations across Western Europe have constituted a puzzle for compara-
tive public policy scholars. Human biotechnology presents some prom-
ising avenues for developing treatments for life-threatening diseases 
such as Huntington’s disease or boosting organ transplant possibilities. 
Given the economic and scientific potential of human biotechnology 
and increased international competition in R&D activities, purely eco-
nomic and interest-driven accounts of policy development over time 
would predict minimal state regulation combined with strong promo-
tional activities. Contrary to this expectation, though, the regulation of 
human biotechnology is highly divergent across Western Europe. Some 
countries such as Belgium or the United Kingdom have adopted minimal 
state regulation and strongly promoted research and development. In 
contrast, other countries such as France, Germany or Italy have opted 
for highly restrictive regulations that severely limit or even fully ban any 
research on embryonic stem cells.

The choice of CCMs – and in particular fsQCA – was driven by two 
main motivations. The first motivation was related to the intermediate 
number of available observations. The regulation of human biotechnol-
ogy constitutes a typical case of medium-N analysis that is frequently 
encountered in comparative public policy research. On one hand, the 
number of Western European countries is invariably small; in addition, 
human biotechnology is a relatively recent field that only took off at the 
end of the 1970s and, consequently, the number of regulations is too 
small to fulfil the minimal requirements for running any robust large-N 
statistical analysis. On the other hand, the range of variation in the regu-
latory regimes is nevertheless relatively broad and several different types 
of regulatory regimes have been put in place to address human biotech-
nology issues. A classic comparative case-study analysis on a few coun-
tries would not have taken into account this regulatory diversity. The 
second motivation was that previous research on human biotechnology 
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policies differed greatly on the determinants of the regulatory variations 
and singled out alternative competing explanations for these regulatory 
variations that have not been tested in a simultaneous way. These con-
tradictory results reveal at best an incomplete account of why and how 
policies diverge over time. Above all, they point at the need to move 
beyond monocausality and to investigate, instead, to what extent differ-
ent configurations of conditions may actually produce a similar out-
come. CCMs (and here fsQCA) represent a viable alternative to qualitative 
case studies for successfully dealing with medium-N. FsQCA allows for a 
better assessment of the multicausal nature of the regulatory regimes for 
human biotechnology by revealing how different causal processes may 
produce similar results without requiring a large number of observations 
that do not exist in the real world.

Crisp set versus fuzzy set? How to select configurational 
comparative techniques

Configurational comparative analysis covers a family of techniques. 
Two of them are increasingly used in comparative policy analysis: csQCA 
that was the initial technique designed by Ragin (1987) and fsQCA that 
was later developed to overcome some weaknesses of csQCA.3 The two 
techniques share an overarching principle that is key to understanding 
how any QCA-related technique works: they all follow a set-theoretic 
approach (Ragin, 2008a; Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). In other 
words, QCA techniques investigate case membership in sets (Schneider 
and Wagemann, 2012). A case or an empirical observation is considered 
as being a member – or not a member – of an overarching qualitative set. 
The researcher has to carefully decide what the set is according to her 
research question. For instance, if one investigates democratic regimes, 
the United Kingdom would be considered as part of the ‘parliamentary 
regime’ set, while the United States – being a presidential system – would 
be considered as not being part of that set.4 Here, the set is dichotomous 
in nature as a regime is or is not part of the ‘parliamentary regime’ set. 
This type of a dichotomous set is called crisp set in QCA terminology: 
cases are either members of the set or not members of the set. Crisp-set 
QCA, more commonly called csQCA, is the appropriate technique to 
deal with crisp sets. An increasing number of studies have successfully 
used csQCA (for a review of public policy analysis drawing on csQCA, 
see Rihoux et al., 2011).

While the advantages of csQCA are not contestable, it is nevertheless 
sometimes difficult to maintain a strict dichotomization while defining 
cases. Considering the parliamentary regime example, the classification of 
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France, Finland or Portugal would be challenging. Their semi-presidential 
system shares characteristics of both parliamentary and presidential 
regimes. One solution would be to leave France out of the analysis. Another 
solution is to move from crisp sets to fuzzy sets. A fuzzy set allows for 
partial membership in a set, and here France, Finland or Portugal would 
be considered as partial members of the ‘parliamentary regime’ set but 
not full members (as the United Kingdom would be). Fuzzy sets allow for 
more fine-tuned qualification of the cases, which is often called for in 
comparative public policy analysis. Take the classic example of evaluat-
ing the impact of a particular policy. As policy analysts well know, a policy 
never eventually achieves all its goals. It sometimes only fulfils part of its 
goals, it sometimes produces unexpected but positive effects, or it may 
also deploy some negative effects. Forcing policy impacts into a dichoto-
mous categorization of ‘impactful’ versus ‘non impactful’ policies would 
distort the complexity of policy impact evaluation. On the contrary, 
adopting a fuzzy-set perspective on case membership allows for defining 
different degrees of policy impact and presenting a more fine-grained 
picture of the complexity in policy implementation.

A similar motivation drives Engeli and Rothmayr’s (2013) choice of 
running fsQCA to analyze regulatory regimes for human biotechnology. 
While qualitatively investigating the various regulatory regimes set up 
across Western Europe, they came to the conclusion that the variety in 
regulatory regimes could not be captured by a simple dichotomy 
 featuring ‘permissive’ regulations versus ‘restrictive’ regulations. Indeed, 
they found several regimes that incorporate some of both permissive 
and restrictive features. For instance, Switzerland has a complete ban on 
any human embryo research, whereas the United Kingdom even permits 
the creation of human embryos for research purposes. Switzerland and 
the United Kingdom can thus be easily classified as being fully out of the 
‘permissive regulation’ set for the former, fully in the ‘permissive regula-
tion’ set for the latter. However, some other countries have adopted a 
more intermediate approach to governing human biotechnology and 
fall in between the ideal types of Switzerland and the United Kingdom. 
The Netherlands, for instance, bans embryo creation for research pur-
poses but nevertheless allows a large spectrum of research on existing 
embryos. If it is obvious that Dutch regulation is very different from the 
Swiss one, it is nevertheless not completely similar to the British one. 
Indeed, a regulation that authorizes a large amount of research on exist-
ing embryos may be permissive, but it still does not equate with a fully 
permissive regulation that would allow for embryo creation. The British 
and Dutch permissive regulations are thus qualitatively different from 
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the restrictive Swiss regulation, while the Dutch and British regulations 
are also quantitatively different from each other in their degree of permis-
siveness. As a result, Engeli and Rothmayr (2013) opted for running 
fsQCA analysis for two main reasons. First, the fuzzy set approach allows 
them to qualitatively distinguish between various levels of permissive-
ness and not only between two opposite qualitative stages (permissive 
vs. restrictive). Second, they collected data that were precise enough to 
support a fine-grained distinction in the degree of permissiveness of the 
regulation, namely restrictiveness. They developed an index for evaluat-
ing the degree in permissiveness of the different regimes that was com-
posed of three different dimensions. The three dimensions were first 
additively aggregated and then calibrated into a QCA fuzzy set, as we 
will explain in the following section.

In sum, choosing between crisp set versus fuzzy is a matter of the 
 particular research question to be addressed as well as the quality and 
precision of the data available. CsQCA and fsQCA are less different in 
nature than in their capacity to apprehend complexity in the cases. If a 
simple dichotomy is sustainable for a particular research question, 
csQCA is the right technique to use. If the observed variation cannot be 
apprehended into just two categories – member of the set versus non-
member of the set – and if there is precise enough data to adopt a more 
fine-grained categorization, fsQCA becomes the appropriate choice.

Tips and tricks in calibrating: Operationalization in fsQCA analysis

Once the decision over crisp sets versus fuzzy sets has been made, the next 
crucial stage is the operationalization of the equivalent of ‘dependent’ 
and ‘independent’ variables in quantitative analysis. In QCA terminology, 
the dependent variable is called the outcome, while the potential explana-
tory factors are called the conditions – note that the latter are not ‘indepen-
dent’ variables as they are expected to operate in combination. The 
process of operationalizing the conditions and outcomes into QCA mem-
bership sets is referred to as the calibration process (Ragin, 2008a, 2008b). 
In other words, calibration implies determining the extent to which a case 
belongs or does not belong to a theoretically defined set of cases and then 
assigning the corresponding membership scores. There are four types of 
calibration: (i) calibration of a dichotomous variable into a crisp set; (ii) 
qualitative or ratio or interval scale variable into a crisp set; (iii) qualitative 
variable into a fuzzy set; and (iv) ratio or interval scale variable into a 
fuzzy set. While the outcome variable has to take the form of a fuzzy set 
for running fsQCA analysis, the condition variables do not necessarily all 
have to be fuzzy sets. A mix of crisp and fuzzy sets in the conditions is 
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perfectly possible and is often a pragmatic way to deal with some data 
unavailability and measurement quality issues. An important preliminary 
decision to be made before calibrating addresses the number of condi-
tions to include in the analysis. QCA was initially developed to handle 
small- and medium-N, and there is no fixed ratio between the number of 
conditions and the number of cases. Some benchmarks have, however, 
been established with regard to the maximum number of conditions that 
can be included, in connection with the number of cases, in order to avoid 
ill-specified csQCA models (Marx, 2010; Marx and Dusa, 2011).5 Reviewing 
published QCA applications in different fields, Rihoux et al. (2013) find 
that most studies rely on an intermediate number of cases (between 10 
and 50 cases) and the usual number of conditions ranges between four 
and six.

Whatever the format of the conditions, all QCA sets share some key 
common characteristics in fixing set-membership values. First, member-
ship set scores range from the starting point of 0 to the end point of 1, 
which constitute qualitative anchors in QCA terminology. These two 
qualitative states represent the full membership of a particular set of 
interests (value 1), and the full non-membership of the same set (value 0). 
Second, along with the starting and ending anchors, there is another 
important qualitative anchor: 0.5, the indifference value or, in other words, 
the cross-over point. Setting a case at the cross-over point means that 
this particular case is neither more a member nor more a non-member 
of the set. All the cases assigned to a value higher than 0.5 are consid-
ered as being at least partial members of the respective set, while all the 
cases assigned to a value lower than 0.5 are considered, at best, partial 
non-members of the same set. If assigning the 0.5 value to any empirical 
case should be avoided in running the analysis, it is nevertheless impor-
tant to theoretically define what the cross-over point is while calibrating 
the fuzzy set. The cross-over point determines the anchor above and 
below which any case is – relative to the other cases included in the 
analysis – more or less of a member of the set than another case. Third, 
a fuzzy set can scale any value greater than 0 but smaller than 1, which 
will represent the relative variation in degree in membership. In a set-
theoretic approach such as fsQCA, a case is not included in a member-
ship set by its own characteristics, but is relatively included in the set in 
relation to the characteristics of the other cases included in the set. For 
instance, assigning the value 0.4 to a case means that this particular case 
is rather not a member of the set in comparison to some other cases but 
is not fully out of the set either. In other words, the case presents some 
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characteristics of the set but not enough to be considered as being a 
member of the set. In the same vein, a value of 0.8 would mean that the 
case tends towards being a member of the set while still not possessing 
enough characteristics to be considered a full member (and thus be 
assigned the value of 1). Labels have been developed to facilitate the 
description of the degree of membership in a fuzzy set (Table 5.1).

Determining the number of values of a fuzzy set may be challenging. 
Theoretically, a fuzzy set could take an infinite number of values between 
0 and 1 as long as the different values represent a substantive and theo-
retically meaningful difference in the degree of membership of a set. What 
constitutes a set, what the starting and end points mean, and what the 
cross-over point represents have to be defined at the theoretical level in 
QCA. There is no ‘ready-to-apply’ formula that could work for any and 
every set regardless of the theoretical justification for the calibration of 
the particular membership set. However, most of the time comparative 
public policy research faces some data unavailability and measurement 
quality issues that prevent the use of a large series of values. Empirically, 
most research tends to calibrate fuzzy sets to four (for instance, 0–0.3–
0.7–1) or to six values (for instance, 0–0.2–0.4–0.6–0.8–1), with 0.5 always 
remaining the cross-over point. A case assigned with a value that is below 
0.5 is partially or entirely not a member of the set, while a case assigned 
with a value above 0.5 is partially or fully a member of the set.

Again, Engeli and Rothmayr’s (2013) study can be used to illustrate the 
fsQCA calibration process. In their investigation of the determinants of 
human biotechnology regulatory permissiveness, Engeli and Rothmayr 
analyze, among other possible causal factors, the impact of left-wing par-
ties. The Social Democrats have been important members of cabinets 
across Western Europe over the last two decades, sometimes in coalition 

Table 5.1 Labelling the degree of membership in a 6-value fuzzy set

Fuzzy Set Value Description of the membership status

1 Full membership of the set
0.8 Partial membership: mostly but not fully in
0.6 Partial membership: more in than out
0.4 Partial non-membership: more out than in
0.3 Partial non-membership: mostly but not fully out
0 Full non-membership of the set

Source: Ragin (2008b)
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governments. As precise and accurate data measuring the strength of 
left-wing parties in government is available, Engeli and Rothmayr were 
able to calibrate a fuzzy membership set. They opted for a four-value set 
in order to qualitatively distinguish to what extent Social Democrats 
were in a strong governmental position at the time of the regulation 
adoption, relying on Armingeon et al. (2011)’s indicator capturing the 
total percentage of cabinet positions held by Social Democratic and 
other leftist parties. The original indicator ran from 0 per cent (none) to 
100 per cent (all) of cabinet positions. More importantly, the original 
variable contained four important gaps – between 0 per cent and 22.25 
per cent, between 32.16 per cent and 50 per cent, 55.56 per cent and 
78.95 per cent, as well as between 79.18 per cent and 100 per cent. 
Calibrating the original interval-scale variable implies a decision about 
what variation is to be captured by the set. One possible choice would 
have been to opt for a direct translation of the original interval-level 
scale into a fuzzy set that would have ranged a high number of values. If 
this direct translation would have yielded a very fine-grained measure, 
the theoretical meaning of these four important quantitative gaps 
described above would have been lost and it would have resulted in a 
potentially meaningless high number of values. The full range of quan-
titative variation would have been captured, but the relevant variation 
for the particular hypothesis of the study would have been disregarded. 
For these reasons, they chose instead to distinguish four qualitative types 
of governmental strengths and classify the cases according to the degree 
of institutional leverage the Social Democrats could rely on to impose their 
policy preferences. Drawing on the literature, it can be inferred that Social 
Democrats would exert weaker impact if they were a minor coalition 
member than if they were a major coalition member or fully in power. 
Accordingly, Engeli and Rothmayr set the cross-over point (0.5) between 
being a minor coalition member and major coalition member while the 
end-point value (1) was assigned to Social Democratic single-party govern-
ment and the starting point (0) to governments with no Social Democratic 
members (Table 5.2).

Calibrating membership scores in QCA represents a necessary step 
towards a methodologically robust and theoretically valid analysis. The 
precise format of the membership set is not as important as the careful 
and transparent justification for the calibration itself. In the same way 
that regression analysis displays descriptive statistics to discuss the vari-
ables entered into the regression model, the calibration stage in QCA is 
a crucial prior stage to run a robust analysis.6
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Running an fsQCA analysis

While the basic analytical procedure of csQCA could, in principle, be 
computed by hand, as is the case for any basic statistics over a small 
number of observations, the analysis becomes increasingly complex as 
the number of cases and conditions increase. To facilitate the analysis 
and make it fully replicable, three main software packages have been 
designed to run csQCA and fsQCA: ‘fs/QCA’ 2.5 (Ragin and Davey, 2012) 
operating on Windows, ‘QCA’ 1.0–4 working in R (Thiem and Dusa, 
2013) and ‘Fuzzy’ st0140_2 (Longest and Vaisey, 2008) for Stata.7 The 
three packages compute the same general procedure with some differing 
features regarding graphics and advanced statistical routines. The study 
under discussion relies on the fs/QCA software, so far the most utilized 
of the three programmes. The description of the procedure is based on 
Ragin (2008a).

Constructing the truth table and minimizing the configurations  
of conditions

FsQCA analysis proceeds in two steps. The first step consists in constructing 
the so-called truth table. In technical terms, a truth table is a multidimen-
sional vector space encompassing all the combinations among the dif-
ferent fuzzy sets modelled in the analysis. More simply, the truth table 
maps out the logically possible combinations of causal conditions that 
lead to the occurrence or non-occurrence of the outcome. To discuss the 
key features of a truth table, we rely on the following adapted version of 
Engeli and Rothmayr’s truth table (2013).

Engeli and Rothmayr’s study investigates the impact of six causal con-
ditions (the ‘configuration of conditions’ columns going from ‘religious 
parties’ to ‘ART’) on the design of permissive regulation for human 

Table 5.2 Calibration of the governmental strength of Social Democrats

Cabinet positions % Fuzzy-set score

0 0 ‘not in power’ (fully out of the set)
22.25 to 32.16 0.33 ‘minor coalition member’ (more out than  

in the set)
50 to 79.18 0.67 ‘major coalition member’ (more in than out  

of the set)
100 1 ‘in full power’ (fully in the set)

Source: Armingeon, et al. (2011)
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biotechnology (the outcome). The full truth table (Table 5.3) displays all 
the logically possible combinations of conditions that would lead to a 
positive outcome − here, permissive regulation. The logical component 
of a QCA truth table should be stressed. A QCA truth table lists all the 
combinations of conditions that would be theoretically possible to pro-
duce the desired outcome. In other words, the truth table contains both 
configurations of conditions that empirically exist and configuration of 
conditions that are not represented by any empirical case but could still 
logically exist. As Engeli and Rothmayr’s analysis  covers six conditions, 
there are 64 logically possible combinations of conditions.9 However, 
not all these combinations are supported by empirical evidence. The 
truth table classifies the membership scores  distribution of their 22 
empirical cases across the whole set of the 64 logical configurations of 
conditions. The 22 empirical cases included in their analysis cover only 
14 of these logically possible combinations (rows 1 to 14). As column ‘N’ 
shows, some configurations of conditions are empirically supported by 
several cases (see, for instance, rows 1 and 2), while others correspond to 
just one case (see, for instance, row 3). As we can see the truth table is 
already a first important analytical step: it groups the cases that follow an 
identical combination of characteristics and thus produces a first synthe-
sis. The truth table also shows the logical combinations that are logically 
possible but not supported by any of the empirical cases included in the 
analysis. In this example, there are 50 such combinations.

Table 5.3 FsQCA truth table8

Row Causal conditions Outcome consistency N

Religious 
Parties

LEFT 
GVT

Abortion Science Church ART

1 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 2
2 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 3
3 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1
4–6 1 1 …
7 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0.88 1
8 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0.52 2
9–13 0 … …
14 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
… ? ? 0
64 ? ? 0

Frequency cut-off: 1.00; Consistency cut-off: 0.88
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The second step of the fsQCA consists of analyzing the truth table and 
reducing the logical complexity by the use of the Quine–McClusky algo-
rithm (Ragin, 2008a) in order to identify necessary and/or sufficient 
causal path(s) leading to the outcome. This second step is called the mini-
mization process in QCA terminology: the stepwise reduction of the long 
list of possible combinations of conditions that are contained in the 
truth table to the shortest possible expression – the minimal solution.

Making sense of the results: How to interpret causal paths

FsQCA computes three types of minimal solutions. The parsimonious 
solution is computed on the basis of both the empirical and logical cases 
(the cases that are logically possible but are not empirically represented 
in the set of cases included in the analysis). The intermediate solution 
keeps all the empirically observed cases and retains only some of the 
logical cases that are selected by the researcher in a theory-informed 
way.10 The last solution is called the complex solution. Its minimization 
retains only the empirical cases and excludes all the logical cases. As 
such, the complex solution often provides less straightforward results to 
interpret. As the relatively small number of cases limits the minimiza-
tion process, it often results in several and rather long causal paths in 
comparison to the parsimonious solution. Nevertheless, the complex 
solution is a ‘safe option’: it only relies on the empirical observations 
and does not imply the use of any unrealistic assumption that cannot be 
sustained at the theoretical level.

Drawing on Engeli and Rothmayr’s analysis of permissive regulatory 
regimes for human biotechnology (here considered as the outcome), 
Table 5.4 illustrates the differences between the parsimonious and the 

Table 5.4 Alternative causal paths leading to the outcome (adapted from Engeli 
and Rothmayr, 2013)

Alternative paths Consistency Unique coverage

Parsimonious solution
ART 0.81 0.93

Complex solution
church*science*ART*LEFT GVT+ 1.00 0.28
church*LEFT GVT*religious parties* ART + 1.00 0.35
church*ABORTION*left gvt*RELIGIOUS 
PARTIES* ART

1.00 0.14

CHURCH*ABORTION*SCIENCE*religious  
parties* ART

0.87 0.38

Solution coverage: 0.70; Solution consistency: 0.93
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complex solutions.11 The parsimonious solution was computed on the 
64 possible logical combinations of conditions, that is, the 14 configura-
tions that were empirically sustained by at least one empirical case and 
the remaining (unobserved) 50 logical combinations. This parsimonious 
solution is extremely simple and straightforward to understand: the 
presence of only one single factor is necessary to produce the outcome 
(here the condition called ‘ART’) – this factor is, in fact, both necessary 
and sufficient for the occurrence of the outcome. On the contrary, the 
complex solution is more complicated: there are four alternate paths 
that are sufficient but not necessary to produce the outcome.12 In addi-
tion, none of these causal paths are ‘short’ (parsimonious) as they all 
contain a conjunction of at least four conditions. This level of complex-
ity frequently occurs when a fairly large number of conditions are mod-
elled for a relatively small number of cases.

There is no rule that is set in stone for choosing one solution over the 
other. It is recommended to examine all three solutions (parsimonious, 
intermediate and complex) and to concentrate on the solution in which 
one has the most methodological confidence. Here, Engeli and Rothmayr 
decided to rely on the complex solution for two reasons. On the one 
hand, their N (=22) remained relatively small for running an fsQCA. 
However, it represents the totality of all existing human biotechnology 
regulations in Western Europe. It thus reduces the need for keeping the 
high number of logical but non-observed cases leading to the parsimo-
nious solution. They thus considered the complex solution as being 
more robust than the parsimonious one, even if it was a more compli-
cated one. On the other hand, their choice was reinforced by the fact 
that the complex solution presented no contradiction to the parsimoni-
ous solution. Indeed, in each of the four alternative paths of the com-
plex solution, one finds the same condition that was singled out in the 
parsimonious solution (ART), combined with some other conditions. In 
other words, the complex solution is a subset of the parsimonious solu-
tion, and the parsimonious solution is a superset of the complex solu-
tion (Ragin and Sonnett, 2004). Besides these two stated reasons, a third 
reason that legitimizes their choice is that the complex solution, 
although still quite ‘long’, does produce some level of parsimony – espe-
cially the first two terms of the solution, and also, to a lesser extent, the 
third and fourth terms (see Table 5.4). In other words, each term of the 
QCA solution enables one to exclude some initial conditions from the 
explanation of the outcome, thereby moving beyond description.

Once the decision over which solution to focus on is made, it is then time 
to interpret the causal paths. As we have seen, Engeli and Rothmayr’s 
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analysis reveals four alternative paths producing the outcome (the 
respective terms of the solution). This means that there is not necessarily 
any  combination of conditions that would lead to the outcome but a 
series of alternative combinations, each of which being sufficient to pro-
duce the outcome ‘1’.13 This series of alternative causal paths is very much 
in line with their theoretical expectation that posits that governing 
human biotechnology is a complex process triggered by different sets of 
factors across Europe. They argue that focusing on a single explanation is 
misleading and emphasize how factors combined in different ways may 
eventually result in similar policy outcomes. Indeed, the presence of four 
alternative paths emphasizes their theoretical argument and stresses one 
of the key features in CCMs: the assumption of equifinality (according to 
which different configuration of conditions may eventually produce a 
similar outcome). All the different paths are alternative sets of causal fac-
tors that deserve a similar level of attention from the researcher.

Causal paths are read as follows in fsQCA software. Capital letters 
mean the condition is present (for instance, ‘LEFT GVT’) in the causal 
path while small letters mean that the condition is absent (‘left gvt’). 
The ‘*’ indicates what is called a ‘logical AND’ in QCA terminology and 
represents the conjunction of two (or more) conditions to form a causal 
path leading to the outcome. As it is not the purpose of this chapter to 
discuss the substance of the results presented in Engeli and Rothmayr 
(2013), let us just spell out how to read the first causal path displayed in 
Table 5.4. In substance, the first causal path indicates that in secular 
countries (‘church’) the presence of a left-wing government (‘LEFT’) 
combined with the existence of permissive policies in related biotech-
nology fields (‘ART’) are likely to result in a permissive regulation over 
human biotechnology even if public opinion is not majoritarian in 
favour of supporting science advance in the field (‘science’).

If the substantive meaning of the causal paths is strongly based on 
theoretical expectation in any QCA analysis, there are nevertheless some 
goodness-of-fit measures that help to assess – to a certain extent – the 
robustness of the analysis.14 At least two measures are important to take 
into account while evaluating the various causal paths (Ragin, 2006, 
2008a): consistency and coverage. Consistency measures the extent to 
which a similar configuration of conditions leads to a similar outcome. 
In other words, the consistency measure assesses the degree to which an 
identical combination of causal factors may actually result in different 
outcomes – the outcome (all the fuzzy set scores of the outcome run-
ning above 0.5) and the negation of this outcome (all the scores ranging 
below 0.5). We use here the consistency measure developed by Ragin 
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(2003, 2006).15 A perfect consistency score takes the value of 1.00, and 
it is generally assumed that consistency scores below 0.75 indicate some 
non-robust and unreliable configurational paths (Ragin, 2000, 2006). In 
the analysis under consideration here, the consistency score of the 
overall complex solution, shown in Table 5.4, is fairly high (0.93), and 
the weakest path’s consistency score is 0.87. Overall, the level of consis-
tency of the solution is, therefore, satisfying and lends confidence to 
the robustness of the results. The second coefficient widely used to 
assess the quality of the QCA solution is the coverage measure. This 
indicates the explanatory range of a causal path. In other words, it mea-
sures the number – or rather the proportion – of cases that display the 
same configurational path and provides some sense of the empirical 
relevance of the explanation. Generally speaking, the greater the pro-
portion of cases that are covered by a particular causal path, the closer 
to 1.00 is the coverage measure of that path. Coverage scores can often 
be smaller than their respective consistency scores when there are sev-
eral alternative paths leading to the outcome (for instance, the third 
path in Table 5.4). It is up to the researcher to decide to what extent 
these frequency considerations tapped by the coverage coefficient are 
important to consider in the interpretation. On the one hand, in 
small- or intermediate-N comparison, the general argument is that 
‘each causal path matters’, regardless of frequency. In other words, 
even a causal path corresponding to one single ‘special’ case makes as 
much sense as another causal path with many cases – as QCA is in 
essence a non-probabilistic approach (Rihoux and Ragin, 2004). On 
the other hand, however, in the field of policy analysis, it could make 
sense to take frequency considerations into account, especially in the 
perspective of formulating policy recommendations for instance.

Conclusion: Intermediate-N analysis and beyond

This chapter introduced the core features of QCA analysis and how QCA 
can be successfully used in comparative public policy research relying on 
small and intermediate numbers of observations. All CCM-related tech-
niques conceive cases as configurations of attributes and constitute a 
‘middle way’ between the comparative study of a small number of cases 
and the quantitative treatment of a large number of cases. This middle 
way, which is often challenged by the number of observations that can 
and should be included in the analysis, fits some of the needs of com-
parative public policy research nicely. In comparative public policy 
research, the N is often too small to run robust large-scale statistical 
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analysis on its own and too large to conduct single-handed in-depth 
qualitative studies on the whole set of observations. Relying on QCA-
related techniques allows for increasing the range of cases included in the 
analysis while aiming at some (limited) middle-range generalization.

There is an increasing trend towards using QCA in combination with 
other methods, either qualitative or quantitative (for a review, see Rihoux 
et al., 2011; Mello, 2013). Recent contributions discuss the advantages 
and limitations of consolidating large-N QCA and regression analysis 
(Amenta and Poulsen, 1996; Grofman and Schneider, 2009; Vis, 2012; 
Fiss et al., 2013). Another contemporary line of research looks at sequenc-
ing QCA and small-N qualitative analysis – such as process tracing 
(Rohlfing and Schneider, 2013) – to concentrate the qualitative investi-
gation on a selection of cases that are identified as typical or deviant. 
Finally, QCA is moving out of its traditional association with cross-
county analysis and is being employed to examine both meso-level 
(such as collective organizations) and micro-level (such as policy players) 
phenomena, once again demonstrating the versatility and utility of the 
technique for comparative policy research.

QCA is currently maturing into a methodological approach with its 
own properties for medium-N analysis in comparative public policy, 
while coexisting with other tools and techniques – qualitative case 
studies or regression analysis. The configurational/set logic that under-
pins QCA is unbounded by either the number of cases included in the 
analysis or the level of comparison. While some important weaknesses 
remain, QCA has gained its place as a distinct but complementary 
research strategy; equally so, comparative policy research has matured 
and prospered in the function of methodological rigor and the analytical 
purchase afforded by QCA.

Notes

1 We are careful not to use the term ‘causal inference’ here as its use has been 
contested for set-theoretic methods (Seawright, 2005).

2 For a recent review of the use of QCA in public policy analysis, see Rihoux 
et al. (2011), Rihoux et al. (2013), Emmenegger et al. (2013) and Mello 
(2013).

3 There is a third technique, mvQCA, which allows for multivalue causal 
 conditions while the outcome has to remain dichotomous (Cronqvist and 
Berg-Schlosser, 2009).

4 This illustration on political system is based on Schneider and Wagemann 
(2012) and Ragin (2008a).

5 See also Marx (2010) and Marx and Dusa (2011) for an in-depth discussion of 
the validity issues raised by an unbalanced ratio between the number of 
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conditions and the number of cases. In particular, Marx and Dusa (2011) 
have developed benchmark tables for checking the probability of ill-specified 
csQCA models.

6 Ragin (2008a) has developed some statistical functions for calibrating quan-
titative variables into fuzzy set membership scores. For a discussion, see 
Ragin (2008a, 2008b), Schneider and Wagemann (2012) and Thiem (2010).

7 In addition, several other software packages are available. For a complete 
presentation and download information for the available software, consult: 
http://www.compasss.org/software.htm.

8 Rows 4–6 and 9–13: Due to length constraints, we only present here a truncated 
version of the truth table. The original truth table can be found in Engeli and 
Rothmayr (2013).

9 A vector space has 2k corners where k is the number of causal conditions. 
In Engeli and Rothmayr’s analysis, the vector space has 64 corners (26), that 
is, 64 logical combinations.

10 Selecting the plausible logical remainders is a key – and often problematic – 
operation in constructing the intermediate solution that can involve theory-
driven and case-driven considerations. For a discussion of the different 
available strategies to deal with limited diversity-related issues, see Schneider 
and Wagemann (2012), Ragin and Sonnett (2004), and Rihoux and Lobe 
(2009).

11 In the set-theoretic approach, patterns of causality are assumed to be asym-
metric (no assumption of causal symmetry), and hence the respective con-
figurations of conditions leading to the outcome and the negation of the 
outcome (where the negated outcome is ~O) can differ. Thus, it is strongly 
recommended to run the analysis for the negation of the outcome as well. 
For reasons of space, the results of the analysis for the negative outcome are 
not discussed in detail in this chapter.

12 A causal path is considered as sufficient if all the cases sharing the same causal 
path experience the same outcome. A causal path is said to be necessary if the 
causal path must be present for the case to experience the outcome.

13 This also means that each condition in those combinations of conditions is 
a so-called ‘INUS’ condition, that is, an Insufficient but Non-redundant part 
of a combination of conditions which is itself Unnecessary but Sufficient to 
produce the outcome (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012).

14 For a discussion of the critical issues related to measurement error, misclas-
sification and variable omission in deterministic causal analysis, see Lieberson 
(2004), Hug (2012), Braumoeller and Goertz (2000), Dion (1998), Maggetti 
and Levi-Faur (2013) and Seawright (2005).

15 Consistency (Xi < Yi) = ∑ (min (Xi,Yi))/∑ (Xi), ‘where “min” indicates the 
selection of the lower of the two values, Xi represents membership scores in 
a combination of conditions and Yi represents membership scores in the 
outcome’ (Ragin, 2006).
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6
Quantitative Methodologies 
in Public Policy
Christian Breunig and John S. Ahlquist

Introduction

In 2012, American debt rose to over 16 trillion dollars; Greek government 
spending reached levels nearly 20 percent lower than 2010; official 
Spanish unemployment crossed the 25 percent mark; French public 
spending rose to over 55 percent of the GDP; and income inequality (as 
measured by the Gini Index) in Italy continued to grow. These estimates 
illustrate the many quantitative measures, descriptions, and analyses in 
our daily lives.

The comparative study of public policies also relies on assigning numbers 
to social, economic, and political phenomena with the goal of examin-
ing their relationships.1 Quantitative analysis provides one avenue for 
understanding policy variations and their political and institutional 
causes.

The volume of quantitative work in comparative public policy has 
grown over the last 50 years. Early studies of public policy were predomi-
nantly qualitative in nature (see Simeon, 1976 for an early review) 
because understanding the entire policy process was seen as the central 
goal in the public policy literature. From early on, researchers were 
astutely aware of the complexity of this process. Starting in the 1970s, 
scholars have broadened their theoretical and empirical inquiries across 
political entities and time and even across policy domains. This expansion 
encouraged political scientists to develop and employ methodological 
tools to summarize, describe, and draw conclusions from large amounts 
of data. Beginning with the 1990s, we have witnessed a marked sophis-
tication in our methodological tools. Hand in hand with these improve-
ments emerged vigorous discussions about the appropriateness and 
utility of the newfound tools.
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With this brief historical evolution in mind, we introduce three basic 
goals of quantitative methodology: description, theory testing, and pre-
diction. These three goals are introduced in more detail in the following 
pages. We illustrate each goal using data and particular quantitative 
 procedures that are frequently employed in the comparative study of 
the welfare state in advanced democracies. This example is especially 
valuable here because the welfare state is one of the most researched 
areas of comparative public policy and one of the most ‘quantified’ areas 
of public policy. We specify the relevant data sets when we explore how 
quantitative methods allow us to describe the welfare state.

Almost all information about the welfare state and its analysis are 
 presented visually. Public policy scholars quantify many political phe-
nomena and collect incredibly detailed data. However, it remains chal-
lenging to present this richness in comprehensible and interesting ways. 
Visualization helps researchers and their consumers to explore, compare, 
and understand data (see Tukey, 1977; Tufte, 1983). We believe that well-
crafted graphical displays allow quantitative scholars to tell their story 
more convincingly and clearly. This is particularly true for describing 
outputs from statistical analysis and simulations. Visual displays enable 
audiences who have no background in the complexities of the model or 
estimation technique to grasp intuitively the main findings of a research 
project.

Given the limited scope of this chapter, several themes in method-
ological debates remain untouched. First, we do not dissect and evaluate 
differences between qualitative and quantitative methodologies in com-
parative public policy. Instead, we simply believe that description and 
inferential leverage are valid and realizable ambitions for both types of 
research. Second, and related, we do not focus on the many important 
and difficult decisions that go into an effective research design; we 
 simply assume that the basic components of a successful design, such as 
comparison and control, are given. Third, this chapter does not touch 
upon other areas of public policy research that often rely on quantita-
tive methodology. Among them are important fields of public adminis-
tration research such as evaluation research and cost-benefit analysis. 
A typical tool of the first area is survey research. Since the 2000s, evalu-
ation research more regularly incorporates clear experimental design. 
We discuss the role of experiments in the section on inference but do 
not explicitly refer to evaluation research. The second area, cost-benefit 
analysis, is often associated with the need to monetize various policy 
alternatives as well as their potential costs and impacts in order to 
develop efficient policy choices. It is also outside the realm of this 
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chapter because comparative public policy research in political science 
is seldom directed at explaining the effectiveness and efficiency of a 
 particular policy. To put it simply, we focus on quantitative analyses of 
comparative policy outcomes.

Measurement and data

Public policy scholars routinely develop concepts that are not directly 
observable. It is, therefore, a fundamental task to develop procedures 
that enable us to assign numbers to events or other empirical objects 
such as institutional structures, control of government, partisan ideology, 
or the welfare state. This process is called measurement (see, for example, 
Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 2008; Jackman, 2008). In this section, 
we introduce two components of measurement: levels of measurement 
and assessments of measurement error (that is, validity and reliability). 
It should be clear that both level and quality of measurement have 
important consequences for our ability to describe and assess relation-
ships among political phenomena. This section also introduces different 
types of data structure as well as the data sets employed in the subse-
quent analysis of welfare states.

A perennial concern of measurement relates to the quality, defined in 
terms of accuracy and consistency, of the measurement. Measurement 
error doesn’t stem from real differences in the properties of an object but 
is a consequence of variations in the measurement procedure itself. The 
two main concerns of measurement are reliability and validity. Reliability 
describes the extent to which a measurement is consistent under the 
same procedures. Validity is the idea that researchers are measuring what 
they intend to measure. In order to validate a measurement, researchers 
need to supply supporting evidence for its appropriateness. Three types 
of validity are important here: content validity assesses to what degree 
the instrument adequately captures all characteristics of a concept; 
empirical validity captures the degree to which concept and measure-
ment are consistently related. Construct validity indicates to what extent 
the measurement connects to a broader theoretical framework.

Questions of measurement feature prominently in welfare state studies. 
In particular, Esping-Andersen’s (1990) path-breaking work as well as 
studies of retrenchment (Pierson, 1996; Korpi and Palme, 2003) high-
light how debates about concept formation, operationalization, and 
measurement can evolve into central concerns of the field. Before 
Esping-Andersen objected that citizens do not struggle for spending 
per se (Esping-Andersen, 1990: p. 21), the most common measure of the 
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welfare state was public social expenditures as a percent of the gross 
domestic product (GDP). Instead, Esping-Andersen stresses the impor-
tance of entitlements for the elderly, sick, and unemployed. His argument 
recasts the welfare state in terms of social insurance and social services. 
Similarly, Pierson argues that expenditure measures barely pick up the 
subtle changes in the welfare state that lead to retrenchment.

The ensuing discussion on the ‘dependent variable problem’ (see also 
Green-Pedersen, 2004) highlights the importance of the three types of 
measurement in quantitative public policy work. First, the retrenchment 
literature challenges the content validity of the public expenditure mea-
sure. In contrast to the narrow focus on total public or social expendi-
tures, programmatic measures that capture the insurance motive of the 
welfare state were missing or incomplete. Instead of simple government 
activity on spending, more recent works rely on more concrete individual 
level benefits (such as unemployment benefit replacement rates) that 
better capture the decommodifying role of the welfare state. Second, 
retrenchment scholars contest the empirical validity of the spending 
measure. They claim that expenditure is a poor instrument for measuring 
outcomes by showing that restrictions on entitlements are not picked 
up by the spending variable. They also argue that much of the inclusive 
evidence with regard to major theoretical expectations, such as partisan 
ideology or trade openness, at least partly, are due to using government 
spending as a dependent variable.

For the purpose of this chapter, we simply acknowledge that there is 
little consensus on how exactly one can capture and operationalize the 
nature of the welfare state and its scope. We therefore rely on two common 
measures. First, we use public social expenditures (as percent of GDP) 
supplied by Busemeyer (2009) as the ‘classic’ measure of government 
welfare state effort. Second, we employ the welfare generosity index con-
structed by Allen and Scruggs as described in Scruggs (2006). The index 
follows Esping-Andersen and measures the generosity of welfare benefits 
at the individual level. It combines replacement and coverage rates for 
three core social insurance programmes: unemployment, sickness, and 
pensions. The index ranges from 0 (no benefits) to 100 (total replace-
ment of income and coverage). Both measures cover the two competing 
conceptualizations of the welfare state.

Our data is structured as time-series cross-section (TSCS). This type of 
data holds repeated observations of a set of units (here countries) over 
a period of time and is common in comparative public policy. One 
advantage of pooling data as a TSCS sample is that researchers can learn 
from both the time as well as the cross-sectional component of the data. 
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This type of analysis is at the heart of comparative politics and public 
policy. However, special care needs to be taken with data of this sort 
because extensive correlation across observations, both longitudinally 
and in space, can prevail. This is especially true when relying on longer 
time series for a dozen or two countries. The sample of this study consists 
of 18 Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
member states over 22 years (1980–2002), which results in 396 cases.

TSCS data are essentially a combination of two other types of data 
structures that public policy scholars regularly encounter. The most basic 
data is a collection of observations at one point in time. This type of data 
is called cross-sectional. Typical examples of cross-sectional data are 
surveys or experiments. Time-series data are measurements of the same 
unit over time. In addition, many policy scholars are interested in policy 
diffusion processes. Diffusion scholars are interested in the spatial nature 
of the data; that is, the units of observation are distributed in space 
either as regions or point processes (see Chapter 9 in this book). Clearly, 
some data are combinations of these structures and require special care 
in accounting for the complex dependencies among observations.

Objectives of quantitative analysis in comparative  
public policy

Quantitative analysis in political science and public policy concerns 
three core objectives. First, description enables researchers to illustrate 
and summarize large amounts of data intuitively and efficiently. Second, 
causal inference and theory testing allows researchers to state and estimate 
relationships among variables. It also provides measures of uncertainty 
for those relationships. The third objective is predicting outcomes based 
on data and models. At the centre of all three objectives lies the regression 
model. It is the workhorse for quantitative analysis and is utilized for all 
three aims.

Description

Both quantitative and qualitative work in comparative public policy 
engage in describing political phenomena using numbers. Descriptions 
of single variables usually summarize key properties of the distribution 
of the interested observations. Typical statistics are measures of central 
tendencies and dispersion such as means and standard deviations. 
Similarly, visual techniques such as histograms or box plots can effectively 
illustrate large amounts of data. For comparative public policy work, 
line plots that display the development of particular policy outcomes 
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across time or space are especially important. Description and descriptive 
statistics summarize data in effective and intuitive ways. Essentially, 
they are a tool for reducing information in order to gain understanding 
of the subject at hand.

Figure 6.1 describes the welfare state data. The top row combines all 
data into a histogram and the bottom row displays country specific 
developments over time. On average, the countries in our sample spend 
21 percent of GDP on public social expenditures. The welfare effort 
ranges from 9 percent of GDP in 1980 Greece to 36 percent in 1993 
Sweden; 50 percent of all observations lie between 17 and 26 percent. 
The generosity index, which is the product of replacement rate and 
coverage rate summed over three basic social insurance programmes, is 
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Figure 6.1 Description of the welfare state
The left side of the plot displays measures of public spending and the right side 
 concentrates on the generosity index. The top row presents histograms. The 
x-axis  provides information about the range, interquartile range, mean (grey dot), 
and median of the variable. The bottom row uses line plots to show how the 
welfare state changes over time in each country.
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a bit harder to interpret. The average score is 28, which corresponds to 
Germany and France’s scores in the late 1990s and ranges between 18 
( Japan 1980) and 45 (Sweden in the late 1980s).

The bottom row of Figure 6.1 displays the development of the welfare 
state across countries and time. The line plots strikingly show clear 
cross-country differences in terms of public spending and generosity. 
They also reveal substantive variation across time in several countries 
such as Finland, Italy, and Switzerland.

The side by side comparison of public spending and the generosity 
index also hint that the two measures of the welfare state do not corre-
late perfectly. A simple tool for examining the association between two 
variables is the scatter plot. Figure 6.2 displays both measures. It appears 
that there is positive relationship between public spending and generos-
ity. Generosity increases jointly with welfare state spending. The plot 
also suggests that, at high levels of generosity, the spread of public spend-
ing is quite large. One reason for this dispersion might be that, despite 
generous benefits, the state does not necessarily have to make huge 
spending commitments. This is probably true for periods of economic 
expansion.

Interesting outcomes in comparative public policy, just like other 
social phenomena, almost always have more than one cause. In order to 
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Figure 6.2 Relationship between two measurements of the welfare state
The scatter plot displays the correlation between public spending and the generosity 
index for 18 OECD countries, 1980–2002.



116 Comparative Policy Studies

isolate and assess the theoretical expectations that are most relevant to 
a research agenda, we need to account and control for alternative factors. 
We use multiple regression in observational studies in order to accomplish 
this task.

Inference and theory testing

The regression model and its extensions can be employed as a descrip-
tive tool for analysing empirical regularities among variables. The more 
important concern in comparative public policy is to identify and assess 
causal relationships. Among the different approaches to causality in the 
social sciences (see Brady, 2008), the idea of counterfactuals are often 
employed in comparative public policy. For example, what would have 
been the environmental standards in Italy had it not been part of the 
European Union? Would education at the high-school level be better if 
the government implemented nation-wide curriculum requirements? 
However, it is impossible to simultaneously observe Italy’s environmental 
standards both with and without the role of the European Union. This 
obstacle is known as the fundamental problem of causal inference. Since 
we cannot rerun history, we need to rely on repeated measures and then 
separate the variable of interest (‘treatment’) for all other confounding 
variables. Doing this allows us to estimate a causal effect.

The most effective method for identifying causal effects is a randomized 
assignment of a treatment to the units. However, random assignments 
and experimental designs as well as natural experiments are rare or 
impossible in comparative public policy. Therefore quantitative scholars 
using observational data need to be cautious about asserting causal rela-
tionships. In recent years, matching models have been employed in 
order to assess causal claims. Matching tools group observations that are 
as similar as possible along all dimensions except for the variable of 
interest and then compute differences in the outcome in order to establish 
causal effects.

The most common approach is to rely on a multiple regression model 
for theory testing. Typically, a researcher develops some theoretical 
expectations about relationships among variables and formulates them 
as distinct and testable hypotheses. Quantitative methods then allow 
describing whether the theoretical expectations are consistent with the 
sample of their data. Based on their analysis, researchers are in a position 
to quantify their uncertainty about the estimated relationships. It is 
important to point out that these statements of uncertainty – often 
expressed in terms of statistical significance or standard errors – are 
derived for statistical assumptions.
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The study of the welfare state has been a recurring subject in the 
scholarly debate about the appropriate use of multiple regression and its 
challenges. We follow Busemeyer’s review on the link between globaliza-
tion and the welfare state. Two competing hypotheses about the rela-
tionship between globalization (that is, economic openness) and the 
welfare state have been proposed. The competition thesis holds that two 
mechanisms force governments to decrease public spending as economic 
globalization increases. First, the exit threat of mobile capital forces 
 governments to lower their taxes and thereby reduce the room for 
expenditures. Second, international financial markets punish countries 
that rely on deficit spending. In short, the relationship between economic 
openness and welfare state spending should be negative. In contrast, the 
compensation thesis posits that government spending increases as 
 economic openness progresses. Governments are asked to cushion the 
effects of globalization on domestic labour and employment. Some 
authors go so far as to argue that increased spending, for example on 
retraining and education, can in fact contribute to the competitiveness 
in international markets.

With this theoretical starting point in mind, we would like to elabo-
rate on two ‘relatively easy’ problems of causal inference in a multiple 
regression framework. The discussion also highlights some common 
 statistical assumptions. The first concern centres on model specification. 
Since the social world is complex and potentially many variables might 
contribute to explaining an interesting empirical regularity in public 
policy, researchers need to settle on a regression model that they would 
like to analyse. By selecting what variables to include or exclude in the 
equation they might run into two issues: inclusion of irrelevant and 
omission of relevant variables. Both have consequences for the quality 
of the estimation.

The problem of ‘too many’ variables is relatively subtle. First, more 
complicated models sacrifice parsimony and, therefore, become harder to 
understand and use. Second, more complicated models make it unlikely 
that all possible specifications can be effectively presented (see Achen, 
2002). Third, on a technical level, adding variables can increase our 
uncertainty about the estimates for the other covariates due to problems 
of highly correlated regressors. Adding too many variables might lead 
researchers to miss some systematic relationships. 

The generally more severe problem occurs when researchers omit 
 relevant variables. In this situation, our model estimates can be biased, 
perhaps badly so. In other words, a researcher might over- or under-
estimate the included variables’ effects (depending on the correlation 
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between the excluded and included variables). Even worse, the downward 
bias of the standard errors implies that one might overstate the influence 
of the included variables. Given this problem, researchers in compara-
tive public policy need to think carefully about rival hypothesis and 
model them. The inability to find a measure for an important  concept 
does not lessen this problem.

For replication and illustration purposes, we follow Busemeyer’s 
model selection. He argues that the compensation thesis contains a 
static and dynamic aspect. The static argument purports that levels of 
globalization are associated with spending and that there is a qualitative 
difference between globalization at its onset in 1980 and in its later state 
in 2000. This argument is essentially based on Katzenstein’s (1985) 
 comparison. Consequently, we estimate the following model, including 
several factors that might shore up the demand for welfare.

Welfareit =  a + b1Opennessit + b2Unemploymentit + b3Incomeit  
+ b4Age Dependencyit + b5Deindustrializationit  
+ b6Female Laborit + e (1)

While equation (1) is estimated as a cross-sectional regression in 1980, 
1990, and 2000, the dynamic feature of globalization suggests that the 
relationship is really between changes in openness and changes in 
spending. This specification attempts to capture the increasing process 
of economic liberalization. In order to test this logic, we analyse the fol-
lowing first-difference model on the TSCS data.

ΔWelfareit =  a + b1Welfareit–1 + b2ΔOpennessit + b3ΔUnemploymentit  
+ b4ΔIncomeit + b5ΔAge Dependencyit + b6ΔInflationit  
+ b7ΔDeindustrializationit + b8Maastrichtit  
+ b9Timeit + e (2)

For our example, we evaluate the compensation thesis by controlling 
for a number of alternative explanations that might affect the demand 
for more welfare. In particular, we consider the following controls. 
Unemployment is captured by the commonly used definition of the 
OECD unemployment rate. Income per capita is measured as current US 
dollar PPP. Age dependency ratio divides the population share of 0–14 
and over 65 years old by the population share of the 15–65 years old. 
Deindustrialization is computed by subtracting the share of agricultural 
and industry employment from 100. The female labour force is measured 
as working women in percentage of population from 15–64 years. 
Economic openness is measured as the average between exports and 
imports as a percentage of GDP. Inflation is measured as the annual 
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changes in consumer price indices. The Maastricht variable indicates EU 
membership after 1992. All data come from Busemeyer (2009).

The second common problem of multiple regression in comparative 
public policy is the need to properly account for complicated data struc-
tures accompanied by relative small sample sizes. In particular, TSCS 
data demands that special care be taken when modelling the longitudi-
nal and the spatial dependencies appropriately. In a typical application, 
researchers observe annual data in a number of advanced democracies. 
For comparative public policy, it is also often the case that the number 
of units is smaller than the number of years in the sample. In an influ-
ential essay (the most cited article in American Political Science Review), 
Beck and Katz (1995) brought modelling issues of TSCS to a large audience. 
The relative ease in implementing their recommendations contributed 
to an explosion of TSCS analyses since the 1990s. In a critical review of 
political science literature on the issue, Wilson and Butler (2007) con-
clude that:

It is more than a little ironic that even though B and K’s analysis 
focused on the danger of using estimators without fully understand-
ing their properties, so many in the profession applied the B and K 
method without paying any attention to the simple textbook issues.

Their review suggests that sufficient methodological knowledge is 
required in order to grasp the complications of TSCS data (Wooldridge, 
2010, is a good start). As a consequence, comparative public policy 
scholars feel the need to not only follow substantive innovations in the 
field but also pay attention to methodological developments. For example, 
TSCS data structures might also be understood as multilevel or spatial 
data (the 2007 special issue in Political Analysis 15 (2) is instructive here) 
and a Bayesian framework might also be utilized (see Western and 
Jackman, 1994 for an early example). For our illustrations, we follow 
Busemeyer and employ panel corrected standard errors in order to abate 
panel heteroskedasticity and contemporaneous correlation (for example, 
induced by common international shocks).

As we mentioned before, interpreting regression results from tables is 
a challenging task for lay readers. Public policy scholars can use simula-
tion and visual aids in order to present their results intuitively and effec-
tively. Following King et al. (2000) (also Williams and Whitten, 2012), 
we use our estimates to produce counterfactual simulations and then 
display their conditional first difference and 90 percent confidence bands 
(Adolph, 2012). In the following graphs, we consider the counterfactual 
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of a 0.5 standard deviation increase in an independent variable. For 
example, we ask what would happen to welfare state spending if we 
increase trade openness from 33 percent of the GDP to 42 percent of the 
GDP. In each plot, the dots are the point estimates for the counterfactual 
and the lines are the 90 percent confidence bands. If a confidence band 
does not cross zero, we are confident that our estimate is different from 
zero (in other words statistically significant).

Figure 6.3 presents the results from the cross-sectional analyses. For 
the years 1980, 1990, and 2000, we estimated the determinants of the 
welfare state. The left plot displays the results for the spending measure 
and the right plot shows the results for the generosity index. The right 
graph shows that trade openness increases public social spending in all 
three cross-sections. For 1980 and 1990, our estimates are clearly different 
from zero (that is, the confidence band does not touch the vertical zero 
line). Moreover, the size of the estimated effect is substantial. A 0.5 stan-
dard deviation increase (about 9 percent of GDP) leads to an increase of 
about 1.5 percent of GDP in public social spending, ceteris paribus. By 2000, 
the effect of trade openness on spending is no longer distinguishable 
from zero. It is also noteworthy that all other covariates in all three cross-
sections are not statistically significant. The spending results are mirrored 
when we measure the welfare state in terms of individual levels of gen-
erosity. As the left plot of Figure 6.3 illustrates, a 0.5 standard deviation 
increase in trade openness leads to a ca. 2 point increase in generosity in 
2000 and at least a 3 point increase in 1980 and 1990, holding everything 
else equal. Roughly speaking, these results translate into the difference 
between the Danish and the French generosity levels during the mid-1980s. 
Taken together, we can posit that we cannot reject the compensation 
hypothesis in the cross-sectional data. Increases in trade openness are 
associated with higher welfare state efforts in 1980, 1990, and 2000.

Figure 6.4 assesses the dynamic logic of the compensation hypothesis 
using data from 18 OECD countries for the period between 1980 and 
2002. The top plot illustrates the estimated effects on changes in public 
social spending and the bottom shows the results for changes in the 
generosity index. Concentrating on spending first, we find that trade 
openness has a substantive and negative effect on changes in public 
social spending. A 0.5 standard deviation increase in the change of trade 
openness (ca. 1 percent of GDP) leads to a 0.7 percent of GDP reduction 
in public social spending ceteris paribus. Since the confidence band does 
not touch the zero line, the estimated effect is statistically different 
from zero. This implies that positive changes in trade openness lead to 
welfare state cutbacks. In addition to trade, changes in unemployment 
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and income also display statistically significant effects. While more 
unemployment leads to spending increases, the growth of personal 
income reduces welfare state spending. In contrast to the spending 
measurement, the results for changes in the generosity index (bottom 
of Figure 6.4) do not display any statistically significant effects. The 
direction of the trade openness variable is negative. Increases in the 
change of trade openness lead to reductions in generosity.

Some possible conclusions from the multiple regressions are: first and 
substantively, the ability of the welfare state to compensate for global-
ization initially existed, but its effect diminished between 1980 and 
2000 as the cross-sectional regressions show. The TSCS analysis indicates 
that increased openness leads to reductions in the welfare state (measured 
in spending) across countries and time. Second, the regressions reveal 

Change in Trade Openness +0.5 sd

Change in Unemployment +0.5 sd

Change in Income per capita +0.5 sd

Change in Income per capita +0.5 sd

Change in Age-dependency ratio +0.5 sd

Change in Age-dependency ratio +0.5 sd

Change in Deindustrialization +0.5 sd

Change in Deindustrialization +0.5 sd

Change in Inflation +0.5 sd

Change in Inflation +0.5 sd

Change in Trade Openness +0.5 sd

E(Change in Public social spending)
(as % of GDP)

–0.2
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Figure 6.4 Time-series cross-sectional analysis of the welfare state
The plots display the estimated effects for change in public social spending (top) 
and change in the generosity index (bottom). In each plot, the counterfactual is 
listed on the left side. The plot displays the point estimate and the confidence band.
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that careful modelling of theoretical logic can provide researchers with 
important and varied insights using the same data set. Third, the differ-
ence in the results between our two measurements of welfare states in 
the TSCS analysis indicate that careful measurement and conceptualiza-
tion remains a crucial task for quantitative public policy research. 
Fourth, visual displays can make the outputs of statistical and simula-
tion results more easily understandable and comparable. For example, 
differences in the cross-sectional results are easily captured in Figure 6.3. 
Given this, visualization and the advancement of their techniques is an 
important task for comparative public policy scholars.

Prediction

Prediction is the third goal of quantitative analysis. In contrast to predic-
tions about electoral outcomes and wars, this tool hasn’t been sufficiently 
exploited in comparative public policy. In the most common form, 
researchers rely on regression models in order to develop their predic-
tions. When we speak of prediction we usually mean forecasting, that is, 
calculating unrealized events into the future. For comparative public 
policy scholars, forecasting can serve as a helpful tool for illustrating 
policy consequences of their theoretical models and for making recom-
mendations about policy alternatives.

One other predictive tool might be equally important. Out-of-sample 
prediction can be employed for assessing how well a model estimated on 
one set of data is able to predict another set of data not used in the estima-
tion. In addition, out-of-sample prediction (or cross-validation) enables 
researchers to assess their results in substantively important terms.

The beauty of this method can be illustrated using our welfare data 
set. We estimate the second model for changes in public social spending. 
Now we can ask ourselves,  ‘Which countries do not fit the model well?’ 
In order to answer this question, we leave one country out of the estima-
tion and then compare the model’s predictions for that country with the 
actual observations. The difference between the ‘forecast’ and the actual 
observations can be quantified in terms of mean absolute forecast error. 
This measure has the same units as our original dependent variable – 
change in public social spending as a percent of GDP.

Figure 6.5 displays the results of this exercise for each country. The 
larger the mean absolute error, the less well our specification fits a coun-
try compared to all the others. For our dynamic TSCS model of changes 
in public social spending, the model seems to work well for liberal 
welfare states such as the United States and Japan. On the other hand, 
Finland and Ireland have the largest ‘forecasting errors’. For example, 
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the mean forecast error for Finland is over 1 percent point change in 
spending (as percent of GDP). This suggests that the Finnish and Irish 
experience of welfare retrenchment since the 1980s is quite different 
from that of the other countries. A qualitative examination of these two 
experiences might explore this divergence.

As a note of caution, the link between ‘accurate’ predictions and a correct 
causal model is not straightforward. While appropriate causal models 
will result in precise predictions, one can also construct models only 
with the purpose of improving predictive ability in mind. Likewise, it is 
possible to remove statistically significant variables from a model without 
degrading the predictive accuracy of the overall model very much.

The Interplay of description and inference: Typology formation 
and classification

We examine the interplay between descriptive and inferential goals of quan-
titative analysis in the context of typology formation and classification 

FIN
IRL
SWE
NOR
NZL
NLD
DEU
ITA
BEL
DNK
FRA
AUT
CAN
GBR
AUS
CHE
JPN
USA

Change in Public social spending
(as % of GDP)

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0

Figure 6.5 Mean absolute error by countries
The results are based on a TSCS regression in the 18 OECD countries, 1980–2002.
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(Elman, 2005; Ahlquist and Breunig, 2012). One of the essential tasks of 
social science research is to define, measure, and then classify objects 
along several dimensions. The classification of objects captures distinct 
‘types’ of a phenomenon of interest. However, it is equally plausible that 
researchers have developed theoretical expectations and then examine 
data in order to identify typologies ‘in the real world’. This task is clearly 
inferential.

Traditional cluster analysis is the typical tool for identifying groups in 
data. The goal of cluster analysis is to minimize differences among objects 
within groups and maximize difference among groups. Traditional clus-
ter models can serve as an exploratory and descriptive tool. In particular, 
there is no foundation in statistical theory on which clustering solution 
in terms of cluster numbers and groupings should be preferred, no mea-
sure of uncertainty about the placement of an object, and only a limited 
number of geometrical arrangements allowed. In short, substantive inter-
pretation of the results is the responsibility of the analyst.

Model-based clustering using mixture models provides researchers 
with an inferential tool (Banfield and Raftery, 1993; Fraley and Raftery, 
1998). It permits evaluation of uncertainty, introduces a statistical yard-
stick for model selection, and provides guidance on which variable to 
use for the analysis. So far, mixture models have received little attention 
in comparative public policy. We use our welfare state data in order to 
demonstrate the potential payoffs.

Esping-Andersen’s (1990) development of three welfare regimes led to a 
subsequent effort in identifying welfare state clustering and adding new 
types – such as the Mediterranean, Latin American, or East Asian welfare 
state. Using different variables, time periods, and methods, welfare state 
scholars are still debating on how many worlds of welfare there are, place-
ments of various countries, and changes in regime types over time. The 
divergent results and findings are at least partly due to the individual 
researcher’s use of exploratory and descriptive methods. It is important 
to stress that country clusters are based on clear theoretical arguments. As 
such, the quantitative analysis should be understood as an inferential task.

Will  we find welfare state clusters if we rely on the presented measure-
ments of welfare state and model-based clustering? Figure 6.6 displays 
the results from model-based clustering using public social spending 
and the generosity index for 18 OECD countries in 1980, 1990, and 2000. 
The model with the best fit for the data, (that is, the highest Bayesian 
Information Criterion or BIC), identifies two components with varying 
variance and ellipsoidal shape. The middle plot displays the estimated den-
sity contours. The typical liberal welfare states such as the United States 
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Figure 6.6 Model-based clustering of welfare states
On the top two plots we used country and year labels. The top plot displays the 
estimated mixture components. The ellipses in the top subfigure are based on 
the estimated mean and variance parameters for the mixture components. The 
middle subplot shows the contours of the estimated density surface. The bottom 
plot guides model selection. It should be the BIC for various models and number 
of components. The broken line represents a BIC value ten less than the BIC of 
the best-fitting model.
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and Australia are clearly grouped together. The second cluster groups 
both continental and Nordic countries together. The model suggests 
that Canada and Ireland moved out of the liberal and into the second 
cluster by 2000. In addition, there is some uncertainty about the place-
ment of Italy. The probability for being in the second cluster with the 
other European countries is 0.89 in 1980 and 0.77 in 1990. Similarly, this 
model indicates that the placement of New Zealand and Great Britain is 
difficult (low probabilities) in 2000. Finally, the bottom plot indicates the 
BIC of various models, their shape, and the number of components. 
While a two cluster solution is the best fitting model, several alternative 
models ranging from one to five components are not substantively 
worse. We would be more confident in the two cluster solution if the 
BIC of all other models were below the broken line (that is, at least ten 
units lower than the best fitting model). Given this uncertainty, we 
would caution analysts from proclaiming clear country grouping based 
on the presented data.

Discussion

We highlighted the three objectives of quantitative analysis in compara-
tive public policy. In order to move from the goal of description to infer-
ence, analysts are required to be well versed in the substantive, theoretical, 
and methodological literature. The welfare state literature is a prime 
example for this connection. As the substantive understanding of welfare 
states and its theoretical development matured, important discussions 
about methodological issues such as measurement, causation, and 
proper modelling of the intricate data structure took centre stage. In 
short, the dialogue between theory and methodology contributes to a 
better understanding of the welfare state and comparative public policy 
more generally.

Second, the development of quantitative methodologies and their 
usage in comparative public policy enables us to expand our knowledge 
and to probe new terrains of research. Given the increasing availability 
and ease of access to quantitative information, analysts need to be mind-
ful of the origin of the data and the incentives of their creators, such as 
international organizations, national governments, or public and private 
interests (see, for example, Soroka et al., 2006; Jerven, 2013). At the same 
time, we need to be cognizant of vast new data sources such as spatial 
information from satellite images or Internet traffic patterns. Using, ana-
lysing, interpreting, and presenting data remains a worthy challenge.
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Finally, we like to close by drawing attention to the closing gap between 
quantitative and qualitative work. Both methodologies serve similar goals. 
Qualitative works often display and rely on numerical data and quantita-
tive analysis requires appropriate substantive interpretation. For example, 
one of the frontiers of quantitative work is the analysis of the written or 
spoken word. The use of qualitative knowledge can also be directly incor-
porated into quantitative analysis especially in a Bayesian setting.

Note

1 This chapter builds on on Ahlquist, 2010.
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7
Interpretive Analysis and 
Comparative Research
Dvora Yanow

Imagine a comparative analysis of primary school breakfast programmes, 
an undertaking of different states’ health agency policies intended to 
make more nutritional food available to young children whose families 
cannot afford it. All schools serve dry cornflakes with milk for breakfast. 
Informed by a model of comparative research that begins with naming 
and defining concepts, operationalizing them as variables, and hypoth-
esizing relationships among dependent and independent variables 
before going to the field to test those hypotheses, you select your cases. 
In keeping with the positivist ontological and epistemological presup-
positions underlying that model, you then assess the number of bowls 
of cereal consumed per day, by school type (public, church-sponsored) 
and/or location (city, town, rural), perhaps with additional independent 
variables thrown in for good measure. Your findings show some correla-
tion between cornflake consumption and, say, children’s height, weight, 
and grades, varying by type of school and rural-urban location, leading 
you to recommend particular courses of action intended to improve pro-
tein intake.

But your findings also show that in one state, school children eat very 
little of the cereal by contrast with other states’ schools, thereby drasti-
cally lowering their nutritional intake. You assess your variables to see 
what might explain this finding, which remains puzzling to you – until 
a colleague whose research is informed by interpretive methodological 
presuppositions asks if you have taken the temperature of the milk into 
account. Having lived in that ‘non-conforming’ state for some time, in 
both city and village, as a participant-observer conducting a different 
research project, your colleague knows something of its eating culture 
and explains that local residents think it entirely inappropriate, not to 
say unhealthy and perhaps even unlucky, to begin the day by eating 
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cold food. Furthermore, warm milk turned the cornflakes mushy, much 
like wet paper, a taste deemed unpalatable. Not having your interpre-
tive colleague’s local knowledge, developed from living among and 
interacting with parents, teachers, children, and community elders and 
other leaders, you were unable to explain the finding, an explanation 
that to your colleague, with first-hand background in the setting, 
seemed self-evident.1

A set of increasingly widely known and cited ‘rules’ for the compara-
tive analysis of social and political phenomena have been elaborated 
and codified in the last decade (for example, Mahoney and Goertz, 2004; 
George and Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2007), as the chapters in this book 
also show. These methods rules have been articulated by scholars working 
within positivist traditions of social science – those that presuppose a 
realist social world and the possibility of knowing that world from a 
position external to the social realities being studied. To decide, for 
example, on a selection of cases that are most similar or most different, 
one needs to stipulate several things in advance of beginning field 
research, from that external position: (i) the concepts that are most 
 relevant to what one wants to study; (ii) what they mean; (iii) how they 
are related; and (iv) how one will test those hypothesized relationships.

These points of departure pose difficulties, however, for researchers 
working within an interpretive scientific tradition that presupposes 
other methodological priors. This tradition presumes collectively, inter-
subjectively constituted social ‘realities’ and the possibility of their 
know-ability only ‘from within’, from the contextualized perspective of 
the situational actor – the situated participant, the researcher herself, or, 
as in most research situations, both, as research-related knowledge 
develops as they interact. Consequently, research rests on requisite flex-
ibility in research processes and unfolding learning over its course 
(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012). For such researchers, central to analysis 
is allowing the meanings of the key concepts and, often, the concepts 
themselves to emerge from the field, as discussed below.2

Such approaches to policy studies have become known as ‘interpretive 
policy analysis’ (Jennings, 1983, 1987; Healy, 1986; Torgerson, 1986; 
Yanow, 2000, 2007; Fischer, 2003). A broadly postpositivist perspective 
that places meanings – values, beliefs, and feelings or sentiments – at the 
centre of inquiry, this approach developed in the context of the wider 
interpretive turn taking place across the social sciences (see, for example, 
Geertz, 1973; Rabinow and Sullivan, 1979/1985; Hiley et al., 1991). 
Moving beyond a debate over analytic techniques, interpretive policy 
scholars call for a reconsideration of the aims of public policy studies 
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in favour of meaning-focused understandings of social and political 
 realities resting primarily on word-based modes of analysis (see also 
Verloo, 2007; Bacchi, 2009). As Homi Bhabha explained with respect to 
the cornflakes, ‘. . . you have to know something about . . . a place and its 
cultural rituals’ in order to understand what is meaningful to situational 
actors – to know, that is, why some might prefer ‘the sturdier Indian 
corn flake’ with warm milk, even though its taste is perhaps inferior to 
‘Mr. Kellogg’s corn flakes’, or might even pass up the cornflakes altogether 
rather than eating them with cold milk (quoted in Schwartz-Shea and 
Yanow, 2012: p. 45).

This is not the place to rehearse methodological or philosophical 
 critiques of positivist social science, which have been expounded else-
where at length (for example, Hawkesworth, 1988, 2013/2006; Chabal 
and Daloz, 2006; Jackson, 2011; Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2013/2006a).3 
Instead, this chapter traces the origins of interpretive policy analysis and 
the methodological grounding for its approach and then turns to the 
question of what it might mean to do comparative research from an 
interpretive perspective.

Interpretive policy analysis and its  
methodological presuppositions

Central to interpretivist methodologies is the role that meanings – 
 values, beliefs, and feelings (sentiments) – play in the understanding of 
social realities. Such an approach argues in favour of thickly contextualized 
renderings of social realities and of recognizing the inescapable subjec-
tivity of the researcher as well as of the researched, along with the inter-
subjective making of situated meaning. As one of the main evidentiary 
sources of policy meanings and their communication is language, inter-
pretive policy analyses have largely engaged discourses, both written and 
oral, as well as non-verbal and other forms of language-based theories 
and methods; but evidentiary sources also include acts and material 
artefacts, and they are also included when they figure in the specific 
policy under consideration. 

Interpretive policy analysis emerged in the United States in the late 
1970s and early 1980s out of perceived limitations of the modes of analysis 
established at the beginning of the policy studies ‘movement’ of the late 
1960s and early 1970s (seen in the founding of new postgraduate degrees 
and key journals, such as Policy Sciences in 1970 and Policy Studies Journal 
in 1972). Their evaluative tools – in particular, various forms of cost-benefit 
analysis, such as Policy-Planning-Budgeting System (PPBS) – rested on 
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the assumption that social values, quite aside from whether they were 
translatable into assessable measures, could be separated out from the 
realm of facts, which were, it was assumed, capable of being easily ascer-
tained. But as the conceptual ground shifted concerning the possibility of 
disengaging values from facts (see, for example, Rein, 1976; Hawkesworth, 
1988), some policy analysts, both academic and practice-based, began to 
see that these tools did not always work well for assessing certain features 
central to policy enactments and related practices. For example, city 
councils in Cambridge, Somerville, Ann Arbor, Santa Cruz, Hayward, 
Oakland, Berkeley, and other US cities adopted policies proclaiming 
themselves ‘nuclear-free zones’ and prohibiting the trans-shipment of 
nuclear waste across their borders. Nuclear material in the United States, 
however, is commonly transported over federally funded highways; and 
federal law, which regulates traffic on those roadways, takes precedence 
over local law, rendering those local policies unimplementable and – from 
the ‘fact-value separation’ perspective – ‘meaningless’. Policy research or 
evaluation seeking to assess these legislative acts by establishing the 
facts of the case in order to determine the feasibility of the policy, 
whether in cost-benefit or other terms – on the assumption that values 
can be separated from facts and, effectively, isolated outside the realm of 
the study – would be of little use here as it would miss the point that 
these policies were all about values. To explain this further, I need first 
to bring in another issue.

A second source of dissatisfaction with a policy analysis built on posi-
tivist presuppositions emerged from tensions between empirical research 
into implementation processes, in particular, and the theoretically 
derived understanding of authority embedded in Weberian bureaucracy 
theory. This theorizing routinizes the power dimensions of policy imple-
mentation, rendering them either, for all intents and purposes, invisible 
or, when undeniable, as aberrations violating bureaucratic organiza-
tional principles. The model of the policy process that emerged, based 
on this separation of politics and power from organizational action, 
was instrumental-rational in character. It treated the policy process as a 
set of stages in a linear, assembly-line fashion marked by a top-down 
decision-making authority, what Shore and Wright (2011) call ‘authori-
tative instrumentalism’. This thinking typically assumed that legislative 
intent is (or should be) capable of being made clear and known; that 
language itself is (or is capable of being made) transparent (with respect 
to its referent) and unambiguous; and that the policy process (from 
policy formulation through implementation) is exclusively rational and 
instrumental in its orientation towards stipulated goals. In this view, for 
governmental  bodies to legislate policies that are incapable of being 
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implemented is irrational. In Dance of Legislation, Eric Redman presented 
such power dimensions, empirically observed and experienced in legis-
lative processes, as an explicit part of policy making. His reflection, 
nearly 30 years after its publication, on readers’ responses to his descrip-
tions captures some of what from today’s vantage point seems the same 
political, organizational, and conceptual innocence and naïve belief in 
Weberian theorizing characteristic of theoretical assumptions about  policy 
implementation at the time:

What strikes many readers of this book most forcefully was some-
thing I hadn’t expected: surprise that bills do not advance strictly on 
their merits, that complex calculations of self-interest – perhaps 
 having nothing to do with the merits, in fact – can be decisive in 
influencing a chairman or chief counsel or sponsor or staffer to aid 
this bill and not that, to choose one and drop others. This apparent 
revelation, the seeming arbitrariness of it all, provoked fascination 
and revulsion, sometimes in the same reader. 

(Redman, 2001/1973: p. 304)

The challenge that empirically grounded research and theorizing in 
 policy implementation studies (for example, Pressman and Wildavsky, 
1984/1973; Fox, 1990; Yanow, 1990) posed to the top-down, instrumental-
rational model of policy making and implementation was joined by 
field-based studies of the work practices of implementers in various 
 settings, including street-level bureaucrats (Prottas, 1979; Weatherley, 
1979; Lipsky, 1980; for second-generation studies see Maynard-Moody 
and Musheno, 2003; Dubois, 2010/1999; see also Stein, 2004). These 
insights led Lipsky (1978) to argue – in a major critique of Weberian 
bureaucracy theory as applied to public policy processes – that the 
understanding of implementation needed to be inverted. As experi-
enced and observed rather than as theorized absent empirical input, 
policies that were supposed to be being implemented in a-political 
administrative fashion were actually subject to local interpretation at 
the hands of street-level bureaucrats (due to particular constraints 
designed into bureaucratic organizational structures). These bureaucrats 
were then being understood by clients as themselves making govern-
mental policy through their acts. The whole conceptual apparatus, in 
other words, needed to be re-thought, including with respect to what 
bureaucracy and other organizational theorists had argued was and 
should be a-political administrative practices.

Let’s return to the nuclear waste shipment case. An evaluation of those 
cities’ policies that insists on the separation of values from facts and that 
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rests on assessing their instrumentally rational goal-attainment would 
miss something central to them. We know that policy making, at what-
ever level of government, takes time and effort. Why would so many 
cities go to such lengths to behave irrationally, adopting policies that 
were irrational? Here is where an interpretive perspective is useful: it 
argues that policies, in general, are not only instrumental-rational acts, 
but are also expressive of human meaning. In this case, an interpretive 
analysis would focus on the meaning-ful character of these ‘nuclear-free 
zone’ policies as expressions of the values, beliefs, and feelings (or senti-
ments) of residents (including policy-makers) of these cities, as embod-
ied in particular political identities; it would seek to articulate what 
those values, beliefs, and/or feelings are, from the perspective of those 
residents (by conversing with them, surely, but also by reading the docu-
mentary record of legislative debates and local newspaper coverage, per-
haps also taking up residence among them and/or otherwise ‘hanging 
out’ on site in order to observe those values, beliefs, and/or feelings in 
everyday practices, so to speak); and it would explore who the audience(s) 
was (were) to whom those residents, through the legislated policies, 
sought to communicate those identities, beliefs, values, and feelings – in 
short, those meanings.4 A meaning-focused approach to policy acts 
unsettles, then, the assumption built in to positivist modes of policy 
analysis that instrumental rationality is the sole, and solely legitimate, 
raison d’être of public policies. Interpretive policy analysis shifts the ana-
lytic focus in policy studies to meaning-making – its expression as well 
as its communication – seeing that policies and policy processes may 
also be avenues or vehicles for human expressiveness (of identity, of 
meaning). From an interpretive point of view, public policies can be 
understood as embodying and expressing the stories each polity tells 
itself and other publics, near and far, about its identity.

To be clear: the expressive dimensions of policies are rarely explicitly 
and intentionally crafted. There is little sitting down (in city council 
meetings, for instance) and saying, ‘Let’s figure out what is meaningful 
to us, what we want to express and how, so that we can adopt a “symbolic” 
policy – one that communicates values, beliefs, and/or feelings through 
their representations in language, objects, and/or acts’. All human action 
is potentially symbolic in that it is representative of embedded, often 
tacitly known, values, beliefs, and feelings. It is rare to have policies that 
are passed, explicitly and intentionally, for symbolic communication 
alone; that is, rational-instrumental action can also be, and at times is, 
symbolic as well. Interpretive analysis makes room at the scientific table 
for the expression and communication of meaning.
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These critiques joined a third which had begun to develop at around 
the same time and from which interpretive policy analysis derives its 
name, the interpretive turn across the social sciences more broadly. This 
third set, critiquing (logical and neo-) positivist thought, drew on a 
range of ideas developing along parallel lines, some in other branches of 
political science, some in anthropology and sociology, others in philoso-
phy, psychology, economics, and literary studies (for example, Edelman, 
1964, 1971, 1977; Taylor, 1971; Geertz, 1973; Fay, 1975; Bernstein, 1976, 
1983; Rabinow and Sullivan, 1979/1985; Gusfield, 1981; Fish, 1983; 
Polkinghorne, 1983, 1988). These included phenomenological and 
 hermeneutic philosophies, joined by critical theory’s focus on power; 
attention to symbols and their meanings within symbolic-cultural 
anthropology, semiotics, and literary studies; and pragmatism, ethno-
methodology, and symbolic interaction’s everyday action-meaning 
links. Interpretive policy analysis has incorporated additional elements 
from various other ‘turns’ that became central to social scientific thinking 
in the latter part of the twentieth century: linguistic, historical, meta-
phoric, practice, pragmatist, and so forth (see, for example, Fraser, 1995; 
McDonald, 1996; Lorenz, 1998; Schatzki et al., 2001; S. K. White, 2004). 
Today, one would also add science studies (the sociology of scientific 
knowledge), activity theory, and actor-network theory to the mix of linked 
turns and influences (see, for example, Brandwein, 2000, 2013/2006; 
Büger and Gadinger, 2007; Latour, 2008; Büger, 2012a; see also Miettinen 
et al., 2009).

‘Interpretation’, in this account, takes from hermeneutics mainly its 
focus on epistemic (or interpretive or discourse) communities, their 
intersubjective meaning-making (of texts and ‘text-analogues’; see 
below) and potentially multiple, conflicting interpretations; the recur-
siveness of the hermeneutic circle; and indeterminacies of meaning 
(see, for example, Dryzek, 1982). Joined with phenomenology’s insistence 
on the role of prior knowledge, including that generated through lived 
experience (acts, practices), in shaping meaning-making/interpretation, 
these ideas have proved generative for the understanding of public poli-
cies, their processes and practices, from affirmative action to whaling. In 
response to Habermasian theorizing and theoretical developments in 
other fields, a significant segment of interpretive policy analysis took a 
discursive, dialogical turn (for example, Fox, 1990; Fischer and Forester, 
1993; Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003) which counters the denial of agency 
to those ‘targets’ on the ‘receiving ends’ of policies (see, for example, 
Sapolsky, 1972; Schneider and Ingram, 1993; by contrast, see Hacking, 
1999). That move has, for several theorists, re-linked policy analysis 
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to forms of governance that are more participative and ‘democratic’, 
especially in their discursive focuses (Dryzek, 1990; Schneider and 
Ingram, 1997; Fischer, 2003, 2009).

In these several approaches, policy enactments (quite aside from their 
legislative record) may be usefully viewed as ‘texts’ (following Taylor’s, 
1971, argument about acts as ‘text analogues’; see also Ricoeur, 1971), 
with implementers, clients, potential clients, and other policy-relevant 
publics, near and far, as ‘readers’ making sense of these ‘texts’ (Yanow, 
1993). Many interpretive policy analysts, then, work to move beyond 
identification and description of communities of interpretation around 
specific policy issues and the understanding of what goes wrong (or 
right) in implementing them, to an exploration of communities of 
‘doing’ and the specific practices that are entailed in the communication 
of policy meanings (Hajer, 1993; Yanow, 1995a; Freeman et al., 2011). In 
other words, at the same time that it ‘tak[es] language seriously’ ( J. D. 
White, 1992) as one of the ways in which policy and implementing 
organizations’ meanings are communicated, interpretive policy analysis 
also treats of acts and objects (material artefacts), such as programmes 
and built spaces, as communicative ‘media’. (Some seek also to establish 
grounds for interventions to improve policy problems, akin to [partici-
patory] action research; on that, see Greenwood and Levin, 2007.) In 
sum, interpretive policy analysts study various policy-relevant manifes-
tations of the three broad categories of human artefacts – language, 
clearly, but also the acts (including non-verbal communication) and 
material objects that language references – which, through symbolic 
representation, give expression to their creators’ meanings.

Interpretive policy analysis potentially draws, then, as much on 
 participant-observer ethnography (useful in the study of acts and the 
material world) as it does on textual and other language-focused meth-
ods (such as discourse, metaphor/metonymy, rhetorical, and category 
analyses; for classic and contemporary examples of the former, see, for 
example, Selznick, 1949; Kaufman, 1960; Blau, 1963/1953; Crozier, 
1964; Yanow, 1996; Soss, 2000, 2005, 2013/2006; Stein, 2004; Walsh, 
2004, 2007; Dubois, 2010/1999; the chapters in Schatz, 2009 and Shore 
et al., 2011; and the essays in Symposium, 2009). In their various 
approaches to the expression and communication of what is situation-
ally meaning-ful, interpretive policy analyses potentially take into 
account the local knowledge of those for whom policies have been 
designed and legislated, not necessarily restricting themselves to that of 
policy-makers and implementers (in both instances, depending on the 
research question). This often includes essaying to make what is 
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known tacitly, in Polanyi’s sense (1966), more explicit. Interpretive policy 
 analysis asks not only what a policy means – a context-specific question 
about a specific policy – but also how policies mean – questions about 
the processes by which meanings are learned, known, and communi-
cated (Yanow, 1993, 1996; see also Torgerson, 1985). Borrowing a term 
from recent developments in cognitive linguistics, we might say that 
this focus on ‘how’ entails a multimodal form of analysis (Müller, 2008), 
looking at various sources and genres of evidence and corresponding 
analytic modes, something further theorized as the ‘mapping’ for expo-
sure and intertextuality that characterizes interpretive methodologies 
and methods more broadly (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012). In addi-
tion, interpretive forms of policy analysis have shifted attention from 
the search for (and belief in the promise of finding) one correct policy 
formulation (correct in its definition of the policy problem, a framing 
that entails the seeds for problem resolution) to focus instead on 
the multiplicities of interpretation across policy-relevant groups. This 
includes perceiving the possibility that conflicts among such groups 
may reflect epistemological differences and not simply contests over 
facts. What is perceived and accepted as a relevant ‘fact’ is often part of 
the contestation, as Rein and Schon (1977) argued in respect of policy 
framing (see also Bacchi, 2009). Language, objects, and acts that are 
symbolic – that is, which represent unarticulated meaning(s) (values, 
beliefs, and/or feelings/sentiments) – enable multiplicities of (possible) 
meaning-making, a demarcation among communities of interpretation 
and of practice, and, hence, conflict (see, for example, Maynard-Moody 
and Stull, 1987).

To take one example, some years ago in a Jewish neighbourhood in 
Jerusalem, young, professional couples with newfound disposable 
income acquired pedigreed dogs as pets, which many of their neigh-
bours, older couples who had survived the Nazi concentration camps, 
began to poison. Seeking to resolve the ensuing unrest and restore 
neighbourhood peace, a community organizer (possessed of what we 
might call an interpretive analytic bent) convened a meeting at which 
she asked one member of each group to talk about what the dogs meant 
to them. The representative of the young couples stood up and explained 
that in a socioeconomic context in which affording pets had been a 
luxury until very recently, owning a pedigreed dog had become a visible 
marker of their newly acquired middle-class status. One of the survivors 
then stood and explained that the ‘German shepherds’ these young cou-
ples had chosen as their pets were the very breed used by the Nazis during 
World War II, attacking relatives, friends, and even themselves, and that 
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seeing them around the neighbourhood brought back bitter memories. 
With each of the two parties to the conflict understanding the meaning 
of the dog for the other, a resolution was achieved: the young couples 
exchanged the German shepherds for another breed; the older residents 
stopped putting out poison (Leah Shinan-Shamir, personal communica-
tion, ca. 1979).

Here we see several characteristics of interpretive analysis: attending 
to meaning and its expression and communication through various 
modes of symbolic representation (objects and other elements in the 
non-human, material world; acts; language); exploring the potential for 
symbols to accommodate multiple meanings; according legitimacy to 
‘local’ knowledge (that ‘locality’ shifting along with the research question); 
taking language and the cognition it voices seriously; and in practice- or 
intervention-oriented research, seeking to enable learning for purposes 
of enhanced communication and ensuing action. Much of the work on 
framing in interpretive policy analysis, discussed further below, explores 
the sorts of miscommunications that can arise from multiple interpreta-
tions of the same symbol (for example, Linder, 1995; Swaffield, 1998; on 
framing theory in policy analysis, see Rein and Schon, 1977; Schön and 
Rein, 1994; van Hulst and Yanow, 2014).

Recognizing the agency of those conceptualized as policy ‘targets’ 
and, perhaps even more importantly, treating their local knowledge as 
itself an important kind of expertise repositions the expertise of both 
practicing policy analysts and policy researchers, from purely subject-
matter knowledge to knowledge of inquiry processes. In this fashion, 
the practice of interpretive policy analysis intertwines its conceptual 
approach with a set of methodological concerns and attendant methods 
that themselves focus on local knowledge. These generate data through 
the close reading (literal and/or figurative) of policy-relevant texts and 
other kinds of physical artefacts, conversational talk and formal inter-
viewing, and participant–observer ethnography. To analyze those data, 
interpretive policy analysts draw on meaning-focused methods appro-
priate to the character of the data (for a list of such methods, see Yanow 
and Schwartz-Shea, 2013/2006a: p. xxiii; for specific treatment of several, 
see Yanow, 2000).

Data in the form of language predominate in interpretive policy analysis, 
in part due to the centrality to policy studies of documentary sources and, 
for interacting with legislators and others, of interviewing. Researchers 
recognize the inherent ambiguity of language – indeed, ambiguity in 
policy matters is often purposeful – and the ensuing multiple possible 
meaning-making of the same term or phrase. One stream of 
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language-focused research investigates the work of metaphors in policy 
language, much of it building on theories from cognitive linguistics 
(Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; Lakoff, 1993; Müller, 2008; in policy and 
political contexts, Edelman, 1977; Schon, 1979; Miller, 1985; Carver and 
Pikalo, 2008; Yanow, 2012/1992; Cienki and Yanow, 2013). Other work 
looks at categories, story-telling or other forms of narrative (Lakoff, 
1987; Forester, 1993; Kaplan, 1993; Roe, 1994; Yanow, 1995b, 1999, 
2003; Keeler, 2007; van Hulst, 2008; Rasmussen, 2011; Yanow and van 
der Haar, 2012). Framing is central to interpretive policy analysis, as 
noted above, building on the work of Rein and Schon (1977; Schön and 
Rein, 1994), whose theorizing pointed to the extent to which ‘intracta-
ble policy controversies’ are often that way not because of failures in 
policy design, but because of the particular way that the policy issue 
itself has been framed (Linder, 1995; Swaffield, 1998; Abolafia, 2004; 
Schmidt, 2013/2006). More recently, interpretive policy analysts have 
taken up discourse theories of various sorts (Howarth, 2000; Epstein, 
2008).

To analyze policy-related acts, such as the act of choosing or declin-
ing to regulate electro-magnetic frequency emissions (Linder, 1995), 
beyond analyzing whatever legislative or other language might be in 
play, researchers might draw on ethnographic or participant–observer 
analysis of the various groups involved (see, for example, Schatz, 2009). 
Furthermore, language and acts also often invoke or use objects in the 
material world. Examples might include the way photographs depict 
welfare recipients in the context of welfare policy reform (Schram, 
2002), the specific design of policy-relevant spaces, or the meaning of 
‘home’, whether ownership or occupancy, in a particular housing pol-
icy that enables either purchase or rental. For such data, analysis might 
focus on the ways in which programmatic activities or built spaces 
communicate policy and/or wider societal meaning(s) and which 
meanings are being communicated and to what audiences, near and far 
(Goodsell, 1988, 1993; Yanow, 1995b, 2013/2006). Interpretive policy 
analysts are also turning to ethnographic observation that, adapted 
from science studies and actor-network theory (Latour and Woolgar, 
1988; Nicolini, 2009), follows the policy, key policy-relevant material 
artefacts or actors.

These and other analytic methods are useful in trying to elicit under-
standings of what specific policies might mean to various issue-relevant 
publics as well as in exploring how those meanings are developed, com-
municated, and (potentially) variously understood (Yanow, 2000, 2007). 
Through them, analysts seek to ‘map the architecture’ (Pal, 1995) of 
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policy arguments (for empirical examples, see Linder, 1995; Swaffield, 
1998; Epstein, 2008). Distinguishing among the three categories of data 
types is useful heuristically even though they are often not, in practice, 
fully distinct: language, acts, and objects are intertwined and mutually 
implicating, and whether one designates a bit of policy evidence as 
belonging in one rather than another category may at times make sense 
only from the perspective of the analysis one is trying to advance.

In these several analytic treatments, the notion of policy, whether 
 legislative document or state intention, as a single, authored text is 
implicitly replaced by the ‘constructed’ texts of multiple ‘readings’ at 
the hands of various policy-relevant publics. The notion of a singular 
(that is, collective) legislative ‘author’ is joined by multiple discourse 
communities in the form of collective ‘readers’. All analyses emphasize 
the context-specificity of meaning. They are specific to events and times – 
the ‘what’ of a policy – and hew closely to the meanings made by policy-
relevant actors, although an analysis may be, and often is, more broadly 
contextualized, whether by reference to multiple evidentiary sources in 
a comparative vein or to the context of some theoretical literature to 
which the research question and analysis speak. Generalization typically 
bears on the ‘how’, and it tends to be more a generalization concerning 
meaning-making processes: legislators, implementers, clients, and other 
publics make policy meanings in thus and such ways, or  discourses play 
out in this case in thus and such ways; some of these interpretations or 
discourses explain how and why conflicts took place (for example, in 
the dog-poisoning case); and here are ways in which analysts might 
make sense of those meanings and conflicts and, perhaps, even suggest 
resolutions to the conflicts or improvements in practices. In showing, 
for example, how agency policy-makers and founders expected the Israel 
Corporation of Community Centres’ buildings and programmes to ‘per-
form’ or enact the values to which residents of the ‘impoverished’ towns 
and neighbourhoods in which they were set up could (and should, in 
the founders’ views) aspire, by contrast with many residents’ other inter-
pretations of those centres, I could explain difficulties (at the time) in 
implementing policy programmes (Yanow, 1996). The analysis showed 
the role that the communication and interpretation of policy and orga-
nizational meanings played in policy settings, a meaning-making pro-
cess that could be generalized beyond that specific setting (along with a 
methodological orientation, a set of methods, and some potentially key 
analytic concepts).5

One final methodological point. Although phenomenology, in partic-
ular, has been critiqued, especially by critical theorists, for being so 
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involved with the individual ‘self’ as to neglect power, this criticism, 
although perhaps holding at the philosophical level, seems not to obtain 
when phenomenological inquiry is directed towards policy matters. In 
such applications, analysts cannot help but include power dimensions, 
including of organizations and other institutions, especially when they 
consider voices that have been silent, by choice, or silenced, by forces 
beyond them. This orientation towards power and the political can be 
seen in the discourse analysis and other empirical research examples 
described and cited throughout this chapter.

Implications for designing interpretive comparative research

There are so many different ways of doing interpretive research that no 
single research design serves them all.6 Consider, for instance, the 
research design implications of positivist-informed approaches to com-
parative research, which stipulate the definition of concepts as a starting 
point. Interpretive research has no such singular starting point. Instead, 
a researcher enters the hermeneutic-interpretive circle-spiral at any starting 
point, with whatever (prior) knowledge she has at that moment. Rather 
than a deductive or inductive rationale, interpretive research follows an 
abductive logic of inquiry: it begins with a puzzle, a surprise or a tension, 
typically arising from the juxtaposition of expectations – themselves 
deriving from a priori knowledge, whether theoretical or experiential – 
with field observations, experiences, and/or readings (for extended dis-
cussion see Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012: ch. 2). In light of this lack 
of singularity, and because research is a practice whose ‘rules’ can only 
be learned and known in the practicing (as Büger, 2012b, makes clear), a 
discussion of interpretive research design can only outline some key 
concerns, making them clear by contrast with the tradition outlined in 
most methods textbooks and referring readers to other sources.

For a methodology that puts situated meaning front and centre, a 
method focused on deriving universally generalizable concepts is prob-
lematic, at best. Comparison, from an interpretive perspective, cannot 
begin by presuming equivalences between or among polities. (Whether 
these are equivalences of similarity or difference is immaterial: both of 
these measures rest on posited identities, a point Miller, 1985, makes clear 
with respect to exchange and other metaphoric relationships that have 
clear analogies in comparative research.) Comparison must work ‘from 
the [researcher’s] ability to make sense of the singularities of each system, 
rather than from the capacity either to slot them into pre-determined 
boxes or to place them on a continuum’ (Chabal and Daloz, 2006: p. 63). 
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Interpretive research refuses to lose the local or historical specificities 
from which concepts emerge.7 I return to the matter of  generalizability 
below.

This leads to one of the central hallmarks of interpretive research 
designs, which has crucial implications for planning comparative 
research: the relative openness of the research process, with the conse-
quent requisite flexibility that is built into the design and execution of 
such research. Researchers need to be able to respond to field situations. 
If an archived document points to another, hitherto unknown archive, 
the researcher needs ‘research design flexibility’ to follow that lead. If an 
organizational, community, or other member invites the researcher to 
join in a particular activity, he needs ‘research design flexibility’ to 
accept (or decline) the invitation. It is not possible to plan for such 
occurrences ahead of time. What one plans for, indeed, is judgement-
making on the spot. Zirakzadeh (2009) could not have anticipated being 
shot at by Spanish police, nor did he anticipate and plan on becoming a 
local celebrity in the bar that evening – resulting in leads to all manner 
of ‘evidentiary sources’ – or on thereby becoming persona non grata 
among other cadres of the Basque separatists he was studying. Such 
openness and flexibility are neither an artefact of poor research design 
nor a failing of the researcher. Interpretive research is, and has to be, 
open to the researcher’s on-the-spot judgements – whether in observa-
tional or archival fields.

Their privileging of ‘local’ or situated meaning leads interpretive 
researchers, including policy analysts, to the methodological insistence 
on ‘allowing concepts to emerge from the field’. This statement is used 
to designate a counter-position to one that begins by defining concepts 
a priori, operationalizing them as variables, and hypothesizing relation-
ships among those variables, in order to test those hypotheses in the 
field, in a deductive logic of inquiry, against social ‘realities’. Comparative 
research in a positivist mode rests on this kind of a priori assumption of 
knowledge: in order to ascertain which cases will be most similar or 
most different, or any other form of equivalence, the researcher needs to 
know enough beforehand in order to stipulate not only what the inde-
pendent and dependent variables will be, but also which ones are most 
likely to serve as points for comparison. This ‘front-loads’ research learning 
in the design process.

Interpretive researchers, by contrast, assume that learning will con-
tinue throughout their research. Rather than being front-loaded, taking 
place before and as the research design is being developed, learning is 
expected to unfold throughout the research process, in encounters 
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during fieldwork with situated members, activities, documents, and so 
forth and continuing through deskwork (analysis) and textwork (writ-
ing) phases (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012: ch. 4). What is being 
learned are the specific, local meanings of the event(s), act(s), interac-
tions, and so on, on which the research focuses and their relationship to 
its theoretical frame. In this sense, comparative research in an interpre-
tive mode could well be understood as crossing semantic borders, regard-
less of whether or not it crosses national ones (Rutgers, 2004: p. 154). 
Researchers expect to learn, for instance, how situated actors see the 
matter under investigation and what they consider meaningful in it. 
This, too, means a limit to what can be presumed and stipulated a priori. 
Moreover, through research designs and their implementation in obser-
vational or archival fields, as well as later during deskwork and textwork, 
interpretive researchers essay to avoid the ‘rush to diagnosis’ that would 
result in the ‘premature closure’ of inquiry. Predetermining the relevant 
axes of comparison would be precisely such a foreclosure in a study that 
is interested more in ‘local knowledge’ and concept definition-in-use 
than in the researcher’s own a priori concept definition.

‘Comparison’ takes on a particular meaning in this methodological 
context. Due to its explicit acknowledgement and incorporation of the 
researcher’s prior knowledge and expectations, interpretive research is 
innately and inherently always, constantly comparative, in a couple of 
respects. The first of these – the comparison of researcher expecta-
tions with field ‘realities’ – has typically not, however, been incorpo-
rated explicitly in research designs. The initial point of comparison – the 
researcher’s a priori knowledge and own political-cultural context – 
 commonly remains unspoken, often being known and appreciated only 
 tacitly. To the extent that interpretive methodologies increasingly call 
for explicit reflection on the researcher’s ‘positionality’ with respect to 
epistemological matters and knowledge claims – whether positioned 
‘geographically’ (for example, being on the processing floor or on the 
quality-control catwalk; Pachirat, 2011), demographically (for example, 
education, class, sex, birthplace, and so on; Shehata, 2013/2006), or 
theoretically (for example, drawing on a social movement frame; 
Zirakzadeh, 2009) – we might expect to see this initial point of compari-
son made increasingly explicit. Abductive logic potentially makes part 
of this explicit by positioning puzzles or surprises front and centre in a 
research project, thereby encouraging researchers to account for the 
sources of their puzzlement. As abduction is more widely taken up to 
explain interpretive methodologies, we should see more explicit atten-
tion to the constant comparison embedded in such juxtapositions.
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The second aspect of interpretive research’s constant comparison is 
internal to the ‘case’ being studied. Interpretive research projects typi-
cally take up only one case at a time because of the extensive immersion 
in a setting required to fathom local meaning-making and because of 
the ensuing degree of detail required to account contextually for that 
setting and what is meaningful there (reflected in the mounds of data 
in field notes recording observational, interview, and/or documentary 
detail, and variances in field procedures from the research design, for 
example, due to the unexpected absence or unanticipated entry of key 
actors). Although the rationale for single cases is self-evident to inter-
pretive researchers, it often becomes a point of difficulty when they are 
asked by those unfamiliar with this logic of inquiry to justify their 
methods.

From other methodological perspectives, such research is commonly 
designated ‘single n’ research: the ‘n’, in language borrowed from exper-
imental research design, designates the number of observations made in 
a research project; the greater the ‘n’ subjected to analysis, the more 
robust the knowledge claims derived from the research – that is, the 
more valid its general principles, as judged on the grounds of statistical 
inferences. That understanding, however, rests on a particular logic of 
scientific inquiry, one that is different from the logic of interpretive sci-
ence; it also betrays a misunderstanding of the character of ‘n’ in inter-
pretive research. Although the research may be conducted in a single 
setting, the ‘n’ entails far more than just a single ‘observation’, as that 
term originally meant in experimentation. Consider a relatively short-
term field research project of six months’ duration (by contrast with a 
more customary year-long immersion or even longer). In that time, a 
researcher may observe for 120 days (five days per week × four weeks per 
month × six months) and, say, 960 hours (at eight hours per day) – 
more, when conducting the more typical observational research project 
‘24/7’. Either of these constitutes far more than a single observational ‘n’ – 
even if the research is being conducted on a single policy, state or other 
case setting. Or, considering observational moments, acts, interactions, 
and movements analyzed, casual conversations and/or interviews con-
ducted, documents read and studied, the ‘n’ is also more than one – 
especially if it refers not to the sum total of interviews or time in talk, 
documents, and practices and objects engaged, but to the number of 
words, acts, and physical artefacts to be analyzed.

Comparison is ongoing across all of these elements, as the interpretive 
researcher ‘maps’ research settings for exposure to a variety of possible 
meanings/interpretations within them concerning the matter of interest. 
In organizational or community studies, where analysis often compares 
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different departments or neighbourhoods, such mapping for exposure 
could be horizontal or vertical across a bureaucratic organization or 
spread geographically within a community (or other polity). Such design 
searches for intertextuality (or its absence). This could be literal as when 
multiple documentary genres use the same or similar language across 
time periods or setting locations (or don’t). Kathy Ferguson (2011) 
 captured the comparative character of this research when voicing her 
exhilaration in the moment of discovery in archival research: ‘Oh, look, 
there’s another one!’ In a more figurative sense, intertextuality is mani-
fested when the researcher encounters ‘cross-referencing’ across data 
genres, for example, identical key words or phrases appearing across talk 
and print sources.

Comparison is inherent and constant, then, not only between the 
researcher’s prior knowledge – of her home setting and its meanings and 
cultural practices, whether national or organizational; of her theoretical 
frame – and the setting under study and its events and circumstances, 
but also across multiple ‘sites’ and various sources and genres of data 
within the one setting, even when engaging ‘only’ a single case. The ‘n’ 
of observations in an experiment has been conflated, mistakenly, with 
the ‘n’ of settings in a field research project (Yanow et al., 2009), with 
consequent erroneous judgement concerning the scientific adequacy of 
a single-site study and of the character of comparison in such a study.

Rather than focusing on ‘case selection,’ then, interpretive research 
design expends considerable attention on questions of access, starting 
with choices of settings, actors, events, archives, and texts in which and 
among whom to pursue the research question (see Schwartz-Shea and 
Yanow, 2012: ch. 4), as well as the most appropriate timing for ade-
quately studying that case and its full roster of ‘n observations’ (persons, 
activities, documents, and so on). Interpretive policy analysts can be as 
interested in understanding what is happening with policies ‘on the 
ground’, ‘studying down’, as they are in looking ‘at the top’, ‘studying 
up’ (as anthropologists put it; Nader, 1974/1969) where legislative deci-
sions are framed and made; implementation studies can entail both. 
Participant-observer, ethnographic research is particularly useful in 
these as it generates a fine-grained evidentiary base that can support 
robust inferences. Shore has argued that policies require not so much 
studying up as studying across and every which way in a network sort of 
fashion. This is what following a policy and its relevant actors, objects, 
acts, and language promises, ‘teasing out connections and observing 
how policies bring together individuals, discourses and institutions . . . 
and the new kinds of networks, relations and subjects this process 
 creates’ (2012: p. 172).
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Following policy ‘components’ in these ways is a particular form of 
ethnographic method. Adapted into interpretive policy and other analy-
ses from science studies – or, perhaps, a new way to talk about an older 
method used in early bureaucracy studies (for example, Kaufman, 1960) – 
it can lead analysts to trace the sites of agenda setting, decision making, 
and other locuses of power and of silent and/or silenced voices without 
constraining the study within the borders of a specific physical setting. 
The policy itself is the site, not some geographically bounded entity, as 
is amply evident in, for instance, Epstein’s (2008) discourse analytic 
study of whaling. Tracing how a policy issue might be framed at one 
moment and reframed at another can transcend both physical boundaries 
and those of time.

Comparative analysis of two or more cases may also unfold through 
sequential studies across the span of a research career. Schaffer’s inquiry 
into the meaning(s) of ‘democracy’ when ‘translated’ from Western 
states to others is an example. In his first study, focused on Senegal 
(Schaffer, 1998), the comparison is rendered explicit in his research 
question. His subsequent research in the Philippines adds another locus 
of comparison to his theorizing concerning the meanings of ‘democ-
racy’ as practiced in different places (Schaffer, Forthcoming).

The need for a comparative research design that stipulates a priori 
points of comparison appears to be driven by the desire to generalize 
findings across cases; and the need to generalize entails establishing 
causal relationships of a particular, mechanistic sort. All of these are 
conceptually and methodologically problematic from the perspective of 
interpretive research. Again, experimentation serves as the model for 
the assumptions that underlie generalizability: that the world being 
studied is or can be rendered stable (achieved through researcher con-
trols over research design, choice of participants and control groups, 
and so on), and that both researchers and ‘subjects’ are interchangeable 
with other researchers and ‘subjects’. Furthermore, that stability also 
presupposes cases that are discrete, such that interactions between them 
with respect to the focus of study will not contaminate findings.

By contrast, interpretive analyses assume a research setting that is 
dynamic and which cannot be subjected to researcher control, and a 
learning process in which knowledge, both researchers’ and participants’, 
is situated – specific to the setting in and from which it has been gener-
ated. This does not rule out the possibility that concepts have travelled – 
for example, that the meanings of ‘democracy’ in Senegal, the Philippines, 
and the United States might have influenced each other (see also Adcock, 
2006, 2011). In fact, following conceptual travel would be of great 
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interest to an interpretive researcher. With respect to causality, where 
positivist comparative research is in search of mechanical  causality – 
akin to a cue hitting a ball on a pool table – interpretive research is after 
constitutive causality: explanations that rest on the ‘interweaving of 
codes [of meaning] in particular situations’ rather than being ‘logically 
derivable from the codes themselves’ (Hammersley, 2008: p. 55; see 
Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012: chs. 3, 6). As Rudolph and Rudolph 
put it in their interpretation of Weber’s methodological position, ‘an 
“understanding” (verstehende) interpretation of human events reaches to 
relationships and regularities but not to necessity; that is, it is governed 
by meaning, not by laws’ (2008/1979: p. 173; quoted in the chapter 
epigraph).

For research done from a methodological perspective animated by a 
concern for situated meaning which intends to compare two (or more) 
cases in equivalent detail, the a priori designation of what is locally 
meaning-ful is a logical contradiction; it provides an inadequate design 
rationale. Instead, pursuing an abductive logic of inquiry, the interpre-
tive comparative policy (or other) analyst would look during the research 
for additional settings relevant to the policy element being tracked which 
might shed further light on the initial ‘surprise’, showing further, even 
unanticipated, dimensions of the subject of study. The question is, where 
else might X – the event, issue, physical artefact, even concept of interest – 
be meaningful in key ways? Where else might the researcher find cases of 
this X which might expand the understanding of its range of meanings 
or rationales for action of particular sorts? In keeping with an abductive 
logic of inquiry, however, the comparative interpretive researcher is open 
to being surprised – even with the surprise that X is not at all operative 
in the new setting. One might even say that interpretive researchers 
assume that a different case setting will, ipso facto, generate different situ-
ated meanings (although the meaning-making processes in different set-
tings might be similar). Whether the differences will be great (most 
different) or small (most similar) cannot be determined a priori.

Concluding thoughts

In sum, interpretive policy analysis is more of an approach than a step-
wise method. An umbrella term from the perspective of analytic methods, 
it encompasses too many of these to lay out a general, step by step 
design (although such detail can be found in literature engaging specific 
methods, for example, semiotics, ethnomethodology, metaphor analysis, 
category analysis, and so on.). Because interpretive methodology insists 
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on researcher learning throughout a research project, requiring an 
 openness and flexibility in its research design and allowing concepts to 
‘emerge from the field’, there is also no step by step process for selecting 
cases; that activity is based on a different logic of inquiry. Moreover, 
these ontological and epistemological differences make it logically 
inconceivable to combine interpretive and positivist methodologies and 
their attendant methods in the same research question (although they 
may be used to address different questions within the same, broad 
research project; on this point, see Jackson 2011: 208-10, Schwartz-Shea 
and Yanow, 2012: ch. 8).

No science is independent of the setting in which it develops, and that 
includes the social, cultural, and political dimensions of that setting, as 
Adcock (2011, 2013/2006; Adcock and Vail, 2012) and Oren (2003) have 
amply demonstrated. The desire to stipulate ahead of time the steps that 
a researcher will undertake harks back to the matter of control that lies 
at the heart of science in its emergence, historically, against the back-
drop of judgements made at the hands of monarchs and others in medi-
eval European feudal and church hierarchies. The eighteenth-century 
Europe out of which positivist philosophies and ‘science’ – initially 
 natural and social ‘philosophy’ – emerged was driving towards the 
‘enlightenment’ project that set science against religion, later juxtapos-
ing scientific ‘testability’ against religious ‘tests’ of faith. Natural and 
social philosophies and their subsequent scientific counterparts shifted 
the locus of judgement and meaning-making to individuals’ powers of 
reason, unmediated by religion-supported authorities and liberated 
from metaphysical explanations.

Part of this development required the separation of facts from values. 
Control, however, did not disappear from the picture. It took up a central 
place in laboratory experimentation and research design, in which 
researchers control the cells in their Petri dishes, the mice in their mazes, 
and later, the human subjects in their pseudo-electric-chairs and mock 
prisons (see Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2008). This telescopic view of 
the development of ‘science’ makes clear that the routinization of scien-
tific procedures, first in experimentation with its ‘controls,’ later in other 
forms, has been a long-term project intended to eliminate, more and 
more, the human hand (so to speak) from those procedures as well as to 
rationalize the power of the scientist through the authority of science.

In interpretive research, however, researchers have little control over the 
places they go to study or the ‘occupants’ of those places: an interpretive 
researcher cannot rearrange a research setting or dismiss a participant who 
is native to that setting, for instance, in the way that an experimentalist 



Dvora Yanow 151

can redesign a laboratory or eliminate a potential subject who does not 
fit the study’s parameters (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012). What per-
haps challenges positivist research most profoundly about interpretive 
research is the latter’s willingness to ‘break through the fourth wall,’ in 
theatre-speak: through involving ‘participants’ and their knowledge 
more centrally in the shared work of knowledge-generation, thereby 
 displacing researchers from centre stage, to call attention to the separa-
tion between researcher power and that of those on or among whom 
research has been, and is being, carried out and to dissolve that separa-
tion, accepting the limits of researcher control and knowledge. Whereas 
positivist-inflected or -influenced methods, in general, disappear ‘the 
political’ and ‘the emotional’ from science, interpretivist-inflected meth-
ods, on the whole, seek through these sorts of processes to make the 
existence and presence of power and emotions more transparent.

Reader-response theory (for example, Iser, 1989), which enables that 
breakdown of the fourth wall in adding readers’ meaning-making to the 
question of where meaning comes from, lays the conceptual ground-
work for seeing that it is, in fact, the whole project of interpretive meth-
odologies and methods that is seeking to break through that wall, which 
occludes matters of power and control. The increasing ‘rule-ification’ of 
comparative analysis, through more different/more similar and other 
design tactics, seeks after a ‘routinization of power’ within comparative 
research. Much as Weber intended with respect to authority in bureau-
cratic organizational structures, rendering comparative method so sys-
tematic disappears the dance of power that is inherent in research.8 As 
Robert Adcock notes (personal communication, 9 April 2011), ‘political 
scientists do political work indirectly through the way they structure 
transatlantic comparisons to tell competing stories about how nations 
“lead” or “lag” one another’. The growing systematization of compara-
tive method similarly achieves political work, in similarly indirect, non-
explicit ways.

These observations speak to some of the political dimensions of science. 
Positivist methodologies and methods write the power issues out, routin-
izing them (in a Weberian sense) in the process of reducing the chaos 
and complexity of the human world to a scientific one subject to human 
controls. Interpretivism seeks to write that human element back in 
(Pachirat, 2013/2006; Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2013/2006c), even, 
in some cases, to the point of making sure that the messiness of the 
human world remains part of the science that seeks to understand and 
explain it (a point emphasized by Law, 2004). From this perspective, 
interpretive comparative research design and analysis will, and must, 
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perforce be carried out in radically different, but no less systematic and 
scientific ways from those prescribed by a comparative method informed 
by positivist presuppositions about social realities and their know-
ability. It is a different systematicity, a different science – and difference 
need not be seen as inferior, nor, as Minow (1991) has argued in a policy 
context, need it be feared.

Notes

1 My thanks to Peri Schwartz-Shea for help in turning Homi Bhabha’s story 
about eating cornflakes in India (quoted in Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012: 
p. 45) into this imaginary comparative research design story.

2 This chapter rests on three nomenclature points. One, methodological refers to 
the ontological and epistemological presuppositions that inform specific 
methods (or ‘tools’). Two, on the use of interpretive rather than qualitative, see 
Yanow (2003a), Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2013/2006b); on other termino-
logical and conceptual differences and their implications for research design, 
see Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2012). Three, I use field in reference both to 
interviewing and observational research (with whatever degree of participa-
tion) and to archival research (considering not only documentary but also 
visual materials such as paintings; see, for example, Bellhouse, 2011).

3 Concerning the historical grounding of comparative analyses, Adcock’s read-
ing of the development of comparative method (2006, 2011) may serve further 
to extend these critiques. See, in particular, his reading of Mills’ methods 
(Adcock 2009), commonly cited as the basis for comparative research.

4 There is nothing to suggest that expressive acts cannot also be instrumental 
(or vice versa). For example, a campaign that included hanging anti-nuclear 
signs on numerous homes, streets, schools, and offices across New Zealand 
influenced then-newly-elected Prime Minister David Lange’s decision to 
change his stance on the matter, with a subsequent change in national policy 
(Raymond Nairn, personal communication, July 1996). Or, US policies estab-
lishing, defining, and using race-ethnic categories enable the polity and mem-
ber groups to tell various kinds of identity stories (national, group, and origins; 
Yanow, 2003) at the same time that they enable very instrumental actions, as 
in the census and various affirmative action-related practices in hospitals, 
police work, and so on.

5 This discussion raises questions concerning interpretive comparative historical 
analysis which I do not have space to explore. See Linch (2011) on the impor-
tance of not treating the past ‘as a laboratory of test cases, without regard for 
the cultural, linguistic and conceptual challenges to its scrutability’.

6 This and the next paragraphs draw on ideas that are more fully developed in 
Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2012).

7 Interestingly, Woodrow Wilson was of the opinion, according to Adcock 
(2006: p. 128), that comparative method in US political science should retain 
the historical context of the subject of study. Then again, this precedes the 
separation of history and political science into independent disciplines.

8 An exchange with Robert Adcock helped me clarify this thought. On Weber’s 
success in this effort (or lack thereof), see Rudolph and Rudolph (2008/1979).
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Introduction

The 1982 publication of Chalmers Johnson’s book, MITI and the Japanese 
Miracle: The Growth of Industrial Policy, 1925 to 1975, was a watershed 
moment in comparative policy studies ( Johnson, 1982). The book intro-
duced Western readers to the Japanese developmental experience, pre-
cisely at the moment when Japan was rivalling the United States in 
terms of global economic dominance. Johnson’s book provided in-depth 
analyses of trade, investment, human capital development and strategic 
industrial policies to grow Japanese enterprises into world-class com-
petitors. His study revealed how Japanese firms were organized and how 
they were linked to the powerful state. The book also explained how policy 
decisions in Japan were made in a hierarchical manner, how power and 
authority over resource allocation decisions were centralized in a meri-
tocratic bureaucracy, and specifically within what Johnson called the 
state’s ‘pilot agency’, the Ministry of International Trade and Industry 
(MITI). Finally, Johnson’s book intimated that a hard or strong state was 
helpful, at least in Japan’s experience, in steering national economic 
development and continual industrial upgrading.

Though MITI and the Japanese Miracle was intended by Chalmers 
Johnson to be a relatively narrow and focused analysis of Japan’s eco-
nomic development during the middle part of the twentieth century – to 
be sure, we now know that he was hesitant all along in writing the con-
cluding chapter on comparative lessons to be learned from the Japanese 
case – the book’s impact was and remains extremely far-reaching in terms 
of comparative analyses of politics and policy ( Johnson, 1999). The 
book’s publication was an analytical benchmark because, on one level, it 
spawned the literature on the Asian developmental state, a purportedly 
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unique and regionally bounded model of economic policy and style of 
industrial policy making which extended to other countries in the 
region. Johnson’s book made Asia relevant in comparative discussions 
about politics and policy. It most certainly made Japan, as a comparative 
case, more familiar to a new academic and policy audience.

On another level, however, the impact of Johnson’s analysis reached 
far beyond just Japan and even Asia. As it turns out, MITI and the Japanese 
Miracle animated key ideological debates by exploding extant (that is, 
the Cold War) understandings of state socialism and liberal capitalism, 
neither of which characterized what Johnson saw in Japan. The book 
revived comparative discussions about state corporatism in Latin America 
and Continental Europe (see, for example, Wiarda, 1996); it reminded 
us of the earlier works of Friedrich List about the nineteenth-century 
German Zollverein, and Alexander Hamilton’s account of early American 
industrial policies; it forced a serious rethink of World Bank policies at 
the global level (World Bank, 1993); and it compelled policy decision-
makers elsewhere to consider new styles of macro-economic manage-
ment, modes of strategic trade, public–private coordination and new 
policies. The book also turned Weber’s cultural essentialist notion of the 
protestant capitalist ethic on its head by invoking Weberian (that is, 
Western) notions of rational bureaucratic decision-making in a Japanese 
context (see Wade, 1991; Evans, 1995). Analysis of the Asian miracle 
launched, on the one hand, critiques of both the dependency and 
 neoliberal conceptions of international political economy, while draw-
ing its own criticisms, on the other hand, from mainstream economists 
such as Paul Krugman and his characterization of the region’s  economic 
dynamos as mere paper tigers (Krugman, 1994). Johnson’s book about 
Japan was, in the end, truly global in scope; it was, implicitly, about 
 comparing beyond.

Inspired by the emergence of Asia’s relevance in global discussions on 
politics and policy, and by the importance of Johnson’s pioneering work 
and others like it, this chapter examines the prospects and processes of 
comparing beyond Europe and North America in the field of policy 
studies. The following section briefly makes the case in favour of com-
paring beyond but with an eye towards facilitating a more global dia-
logue among cases. Comparing beyond, in this respect, is understood to 
be analytically inclusive globally, rather than separatist in its tendencies 
in characterizing the Anglo-European world as distinct from cases 
beyond. The basic thesis of this chapter asserts that the logic of comparing 
beyond is not fundamentally dissimilar to the logic of comparing within the 
Anglo-European world. While the comparative logic remains similar, it is 
nonetheless true that the world beyond is unfamiliar for many researchers 
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of comparative policy studies. The bulk of the chapter, therefore, considers 
how we might go about realizing a more expansive comparative research 
agenda, which encompasses both the familiar and unfamiliar. It does so 
by drawing on existing work featuring Asia and, in turn, highlighting 
important challenges in truly global comparative policy studies. The 
illustrative examples centre on qualitatively oriented research though the 
logic of comparative inquiry and comparing beyond, I suggest, is consis-
tent across both quantitative and qualitative methodologies.

Comparing beyond – Why?

In this day and age, the imperatives for comparing beyond Europe and 
North America are, I should think, rather self-evident. Having moved 
past the postcolonial and Cold War moments – and hence the sort of 
postcolonial curiosity that inspired a comparative political economy of 
development, or at the time, politically useful notions of first, second 
and third worlds – we now live in a much more integrated world, cultur-
ally, economically and politically. The world is simply a much smaller 
place. Hence, expanding the scope of comparable cases to include those 
in the non−Anglo-European world is as much a function of the contem-
porary processes of modern globalization as it is the result of a supply-side 
push in the generation of increasingly comparable data, the profession-
alization (and universalization) of analytical expertise and the transna-
tional appreciation of real world complexities.

However, comparison ought to be purposive. It needs to be structured. 
It has to be controlled, done smartly. And it has to serve an analytical 
objective. As Giovanni Sartori once noted, it is not particularly useful to 
compare rabbits with stones, even if they are, as objects that can be 
described, technically comparable. It is possible to compare them but, in 
the end, pointless (Sartori, 1970). At its core, then, the comparative 
enterprise brings myriad cases and experiences into meaningful dialogue 
with one another. Comparing beyond is important because it facilitates 
new analytical encounters among cases that hitherto were understood to 
be theoretically incomparable or, more practically speaking, difficult to 
compare. Thankfully, we have moved beyond this analytical parochialism 
and intellectual provincialism. As Sartori observes, ‘comparing is “learning” 
from the experience of others’, adding more forcefully that ‘he who 
knows one country only knows none’ (Sartori, 1994: p. 16).

However, the analytical impulse inherent in comparing can, nonethe-
less, manifest in either greater analytical divisiveness or inclusion, diver-
gent consequences as much the fault of those engaged in comparing 
beyond as of those who, for whatever reasons, continue to resist the 



166 Comparative Policy Studies

global trends described earlier. With respect to division, comparing 
beyond has led many to a priori conclude (and even assume) that the 
non−Anglo-European world is unique unto itself, sui generis, and thus 
necessarily outside a more global debate about politics and policy. 
According to this logic, places in Asia, Africa and Latin America are so 
different that they, as cases, are theoretically and practically incompa-
rable with the North American and European experiences. A truly global 
comparative enterprise must, therefore, be intellectually ephemeral, if 
not impossible – interesting but ultimately useless, like comparing rabbits 
with stones.

I find these sorts of scholarly worldviews to be problematic, divisive 
and separatist rather than intellectually inclusive and global. Difference, 
in my mind, does not mean incomparable; indeed, analytically important 
differences – such as the Japanese developmental state that was neither 
capitalist nor state-socialist – can only be surmised by comparing beyond 
those relatively few cases which have informed the canon and main-
stream policy debates.

A more favourable global comparative enterprise in politics, economics, 
societies and policies encourages the inclusion of new cases and national 
experiences into the mix that can expand and build upon the existing 
theoretical canon in comparative politics, or in the specific field of 
 policy studies, innovate beyond the policy status quo. Put another way, 
the difference between division and inclusion in comparative policy 
studies is essentially the schism between rejecting and accommodating 
new experiences within existing policy and theoretical debates. Open-
mindedness to the possibility of new concept formation, empirical 
unfamiliarity, theoretical bias and, in turn, theoretical refinement is a 
pre-requisite for comparing beyond. Chalmers Johnson’s work on Japan, 
for instance, both spoke to and refined existing theories and concepts of 
comparative political economy, policy outputs and policy decision- 
making processes. MITI and the Japanese Miracle expanded our collective 
knowledge about how societies work, in Japan and ultimately elsewhere. 
Japan, in turn, became a model for emulation, as well as a case for  further 
theoretical and conceptual refinement. The Japanese experience, as 
recounted by Johnson, was integrated into a more globally inclusive 
 dialogue about politics and policy.

Comparing beyond is useful, if it is done well. Could we imagine the 
emergence of a ‘varieties of capitalism’ framework – arguably one of the 
most influential turns in comparative studies of modern capitalism and 
economic policy in recent decades – without the insights gained from 
comparing Japan and Germany with the United States and the United 



Joseph Wong 167

Kingdom? (Hall and Soskice, 2003). Can we understand the technological 
rise of Ireland or Israel without reference to the postwar Asian experi-
ence? (Breznitz, 2007). Can we explain judicial activism in public policy, 
what Ran Hirschl refers to as juristocracy, in young democracies such as 
South Africa in the absence of comparative insights from the American 
and Canadian experiences in constitutional reform? (Hirschl, 2004). 
Does it surprise us that scholars of Canadian federalism provide policy 
advice to places such as South Africa, India and Afghanistan? Could we 
fully appreciate the unique governance mechanisms and policy-making 
institutions of the European Union without reference to other forms of 
regionalism in Asia, Africa or Latin America? Can we imagine, moving 
forward, multilateral policy-making processes at the global level without 
some sense of how decisions are made in China, India, Brazil and Russia? 
I think, unlikely.

Comparing beyond – How?

Comparing beyond Europe and North America is really not that compli-
cated. Sartori (1994: p. 16), echoing many others who favour more inclusive 
comparative work, explains concisely that ‘comparing is controlling’, and 
that comparative analysis essentially involves ‘comparative checking’. 
If we understand the comparative enterprise in this way, then, compar-
ing within Europe and North America and comparing beyond effectively 
employ the same logic of causal inference, the same rules of comparative 
research design, the same standards for conceptual clarity, the same 
methods of empirical observation and so on. Whether comparing within 
or beyond, we define core concepts (such as democracy, bureaucracy, 
public policy and so on), operationalize them, control for differences and 
similarities among a spectrum of cases and, in so doing, deductively test 
sensible hypotheses which explain outcomes. And when such compara-
tive checking fails to confirm what we expect, we inductively generate 
plausible alternative explanations and formulate new conceptual cate-
gories such as Johnson’s developmental state. The core logic inherent in 
comparing education policy processes in the United States and Canada, 
therefore, is fundamentally no different than the logic of comparing 
family policy decision-making processes in Japan, Korea, Canada and 
Italy, or industrial technology policy in Taiwan, Israel and Ireland.

Dealing with unfamiliarity

What is different, however, is that doing comparisons among cases 
within Europe and North America is familiar; these cases, for historical 
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and geopolitical reasons, make up the theoretical canon and the public 
policy status quo. They are standard reference points, whether, for 
example, in terms of new public management (the United States) or 
parliamentary policymaking (the United Kingdom) or the welfare state 
(Sweden) or social insurance policies (Germany) or corporatist industrial 
policy arrangements (Austria) and so on. This is not to say that the uni-
verse of comparable cases within Europe and North America are homo-
genous; obviously they are not. But the differences among them are 
nonetheless familiar enough to those working in the Anglo-European or 
Western academy so as to make these cases more easily comparable. In 
short, their apparent comparability is because of their familiarity.

There is, without doubt, a historical familiarity with key Western cases 
such as the United Kingdom, the United States, Germany, Canada, 
France and so on. Histories, for instance, are inextricably tied. Policy dif-
fusion and common democratic politics engender familiarity. Spatial-
geographical contiguity as well as ideological convergence and a shared 
political heritage help blunt or make sense of national differences. 
Moreover, as key cases in the theoretical canon, mainstream social science 
theory and the concepts that are the foundations of this theory, allow us 
to control, explain and ultimately accommodate in our comparative 
work important variations among and within the Anglo-European expe-
riences. For instance, Putnam’s (1994) explanation for regional differ-
ences in civic engagement in northern and southern Italy hinges on the 
familiar concept of social capital; Esping-Andersen’s (1991) ‘three 
worlds’ of welfare capitalism are ultimately shaped and determined by 
generally agreed-upon conceptions of social class, social mobilization 
and democratic-electoral politics just as theories of congressional decision-
making in the United States are shaped by the well-tread concepts of 
principals and agents.

In other words, though the logic of comparing cases within and 
beyond Europe and North America is consistent, I contend, it is also true 
that the historical, geographical and theoretical closeness of Western 
cases seems to make comparisons within (rather than beyond) more 
familiar and thus more plausible than comparing outside what is familiar. 
Comparing beyond may not be as meaningless as comparing rabbits 
with stones, as Sartori warns, but for many, comparing beyond might 
nonetheless seem like comparing apples with oranges, when comparing 
apples with apples is more familiar, more intuitive. Therefore, what 
makes comparing beyond seemingly challenging, is not any inherent 
incomparability of nations and cases beyond the Anglo-European world, 
but rather the unfamiliarity we experience when it comes to comparative 
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policy studies of Asia, Africa and Latin America or for that matter any 
cases that we know less about.

To reiterate: the obstacle to comparing beyond is unfamiliarity, not 
incomparability. To make my point more clearly, let me draw again on 
the notion of comparing apples and oranges. The usage of the axiom  
‘it’s like comparing apples and oranges’ seems to suggest that apples and 
oranges cannot be compared, or in the least, such a comparison would 
not be particularly useful. I disagree. Their comparative encounter, if we 
can think of it in those terms, might be one of unfamiliarity and differ-
ence, but certainly we can still compare apples and oranges and, in so 
doing, draw important conclusions or inferences (important, obviously, 
if one is to choose one to eat). Shape, size, colour, taste, type of fruit, and 
so on, are all potentially meaningful bases upon which to compare 
(depending on what one is interested in concluding). My point is that 
comparing within and beyond – be it different kinds of fruit or different 
countries – is both possible and revealing provided we first generate and 
then employ clear, meaningful and consistent concepts and measures, 
and avoid what Sartori (1970) calls ‘conceptual stretching’. To do so, we 
need to know what it is we are comparing.

As a practical exercise, comparing beyond, to make the unfamiliar 
more familiar, involves many practical obstacles or hurdles that need to 
be cleared. Testing hypotheses and generating alternative explanations 
in non−Anglo-European settings normally require fieldwork – significant 
amounts of time in the specific field site outside the West. Researchers 
thus need to become immersed in new cultures, societies and political 
and economic systems. To engage in field work in places such as Asia, 
Africa and Latin America also requires field researchers to acquire, for 
instance, language skills, which are typically ‘less commonly taught lan-
guages’ (a term used at the University of Toronto) or a part of otherwise 
highly specialized programmes in few universities and colleges in Europe 
and North America. Researchers need to learn about new sociocultural 
settings, which can be vastly different from those in the West, in order 
to effectively carry out fieldwork. Scholarly and professional networks 
have to be established. Sources of funding need to be discovered. Put 
another way, gaining the needed skills and resources to compare beyond 
and to mitigate the unfamiliarity of cases beyond the Anglo-European 
world is a significant investment.

The practical task of collecting data is problematic too. Integrating 
new cases into a more global comparative enterprise requires the genera-
tion of new data, broadly defined, by which I mean both quantitative 
and statistical data as well as more qualitative forms of empirical 
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evidence. Until Johnson’s (1982) publication of MITI and the Japanese 
Miracle, little was actually known about how Japanese decision-makers 
made economic policy because of the dearth of empirical data about 
that particular case. Comparing beyond means making up a data deficit, 
which can be, practically speaking, a daunting task.

And the generation of new data alone is not enough. The field of com-
parative policy studies also requires that data be reliable, that it be repli-
cable and unbiased. Survey research design, for example, is very difficult 
in non-Western settings, in part due to the dearth of professional polling 
agencies but also because of the lack of experience potential respondents 
have with standardized formal surveys and the sort of (impersonal and 
iterated) interactions that accompany such forms of data collection. 
Gaining access to key decision-makers for interviews is also difficult in 
settings where such forms of elite interaction are not encouraged or in 
non-democratic contexts where efforts at political transparency are 
highly suspicious. Finally, collecting data that is easily comparable is 
challenging, particularly when concepts, measurements and indicators 
are not standardized across cases. My research on biotechnology devel-
opment in Asia demonstrates, for example, just how elusive it is to generate 
the most elementary set of comparable indicators of R&D spending in 
the field of biotech, never mind a consistent definition of what even 
constitutes ‘biotech’ in the first place in otherwise relatively similar 
Asian cases (Wong, 2011).

When confronted with the research challenges of comparing beyond 
and comparing with the unfamiliar, practical considerations are very 
important. As a researcher, one must have a much bigger scope of analysis, 
a wide-angle lens through which to see the empirical world. Details are 
thus necessarily lost. Missing data is a perennial problem. Case-study 
work is uneven in terms of empirical depth. Bigger inferential leaps are 
also required. As a researcher, one must be aware of these challenges, 
and where possible, compensate or mitigate their effects. In some of my 
own work, for instance, I have had to present more aggregated quantita-
tive data, when in fact more finely tuned but comparable data would 
have demonstrated more forcefully my argument. I have had to use trans-
lators when interviewing informants in non-English and non-Chinese 
speaking societies (such as in Korea, India and parts of China). I have 
had to rely on more ‘macro’ explanations because my research findings 
have occasionally lacked the micro-level details to offer such an expla-
nation. I have had to make comparative inferences in cases about which 
I am less familiar. These are among the many trade-offs any researcher 
has to make when comparing beyond. Practical issues of comparing 
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beyond are formidable. Yet, with time and the accumulation of research 
experience in cases beyond Europe and North America, the practical 
challenges I have described here can gradually be overcome.

But there are nonetheless deeper concerns, which the rest of this 
chapter focuses on, that ought to be flagged if we look to develop a more 
inclusive, global comparative research enterprise in the field of policy 
studies. These concerns reflect ontological assumptions about how soci-
eties beyond the European and North American mainstream work in 
reality, and how such fundamental differences and unfamiliarity with 
such cases impact comparative research. What we might expect to see in 
countries and cases beyond might not, in the end, jibe with what the researcher 
actually observes. This ontological gap between expectations and reality – 
which I suggest is most evident in conceptions of rationality, heuristic 
biases and the application of mainstream social scientific theory – 
should not preclude or discourage comparing beyond; rather, this onto-
logical gap, I argue in the ensuing sections, can in fact reveal important 
insights in comparative politics and policy studies, provided the 
researcher is willing to see them. Comparing beyond requires that we 
relax some of our extant ontological assumptions about how different 
places work in reality and, in turn, accommodate such experiences into 
our existing social science theories, concepts and comparative analyses 
of public policy.

Contextualized rationality

Policy decision-makers are assumed to behave rationally. End users 
or the targets of public policy instruments and incentives are expected 
to react rationally as well. Policy decisions are thus generally under-
stood to be a function of rational decision-making processes involving 
the acquisition and interpretation of information and the subsequent 
cost-benefit considerations of such information according to relatively 
consistent and known preferences. I have no objection to this broad 
conceptualization of rationality nor to the notion that under most cir-
cumstances, people behave rationally. However, rationality and rational 
decision-making need to be contextualized, particularly when considered 
in unfamiliar cases beyond the European and North American settings.

Peasant life in poor and rural Southeast Asia, the focus of Scott’s (1977) 
study, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in 
Southeast Asia, is an unfamiliar setting. And while Scott’s study does not 
contradict the notion of rationality, his book does highlight the analytical 
paucity that comes with applying non-contextualized or universalist 
assumptions of market-based rationality to explain peasant decisions in 
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precolonial Burma and Vietnam (Scott, 1977). In the book, Scott reveals 
what he calls a ‘subsistence ethic’ shared among Southeast Asian peas-
ants, a value system which mirrors those found in precapitalist agrarian 
societies in Europe. He argues that the chronic ‘fear of food shortages’ 
means that, for peasants, their priority is mere survival amidst precarious 
and seasonal agricultural output. The pursuit of surplus accumulation 
and individual profit, therefore, is not an optimal strategy for poor peas-
ants who are ‘living so close to the margin’. Scott explains that the ‘logic 
of the subsistence ethic’ shapes the ‘choices and values of much of the 
peasantry in Southeast Asia’ (Scott, 1977: p. 2, 55). Thus, contrary to 
market expectations of rational behaviour and individualistic rational 
decision-making, peasants in precolonial Southeast Asia behaved accord-
ing to deeply entrenched norms of community reciprocity and legiti-
macy, and pursued strategies for dealing with short- and long-term risk, 
which together underpin what Scott sees to be the basis of a moral 
economy.

Scott’s observations were not without critics, however. Popkin’s (1979) 
study, The Rational Peasant: The Political Economy of Rural Society in Vietnam, 
critically addresses Scott’s findings. Applying the rational choice model 
of decision-making, Popkin, in contrast to Scott, suggests that peasants 
in Vietnam behaved in individually self-interested ways, the implication 
being that Scott’s moral economy, or what he observed, must be a func-
tion of irrational behaviour on the part of peasants. One interpretation 
of Scott’s work, however, is that peasants are not irrational, even if for 
Popkin their behaviour cannot be explained in any other way. For Scott, 
peasant decisions aimed at mitigating the near-term risks of rural life 
rather than the accumulation of long-term gains potentially accrued 
from surplus agricultural production are in fact perfectly rational when 
considered against the realities experienced in rural peasant settings. 
Rationality, Scott teaches us, is therefore context-specific.

Social science theory does, in some ways, accommodate a more flexible 
application of rationality. Indeed, the notion of ‘bounded rationality’ 
suggests that otherwise rational decision-makers routinely face problems 
of incomplete information, inconsistent preference orders as well as 
individuals’ cognitive limits in processing complex information ( Jones, 
2001). It seems to me, however, that what Scott is describing in The 
Moral Economy of the Peasant is not bounded rationality, as it is under-
stood conventionally, but instead a decision calculus – or as Scott puts it 
himself, a ‘logic’ – that is constituted by the existential realities of poor 
peasant life in rural Southeast Asia. The logic of Scott’s moral economy 
thus reflects fundamentally different ways in which societies might 
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work outside the Anglo-European world, especially societies that are 
very poor and which might hold to different cultural values. These 
 differences need to be accounted for when comparing beyond.

Bringing societies in Asia, Africa and Latin America into the broader 
more global comparative enterprise, for instance, requires analytical 
attention to how rational decision making is shaped by the existential 
realities of the very poor. Economic experiments tell us, for example, 
that farmers in India who rely on seasonal wages are far more inclined 
to save if their earnings are paid out in numerous instalments rather 
than lump sums, regardless of any interest-based inducements which 
are typically used to encourage saving elsewhere (Soman, 2010). Field 
research in China reveals that workplace public health education cam-
paigns are less effective, not because workers are less inclined to partici-
pate in such campaigns but rather because of labour market volatilities 
and thus shorter work tenures in any one place (Qian et al., 2007). 
Cultural differences matter as well in informing rational behaviour. We 
know that male-dominant gender relations in traditional societies tend 
to determine women’s health decisions even more than medical need or 
the cost of care (Shaikh and Hatcher, 2004). We also know that the key 
determinants of health-care utilization in poor countries include not 
only cost and availability but also societal ‘acceptability’, or the extent 
to which health-care interventions meet ‘the social and cultural expecta-
tions of individual users and communities’ (Peters et al., 2008). In other 
words, decision-makers in these non−Anglo-European societies behave 
rationally, but, as these examples suggest, what constitutes rational in Asia 
(and presumably Africa and Latin America) is conditioned by different 
socioeconomic and cultural contexts.

Thus, ‘good value propositions’ from the perspective of the rational 
decision-maker, need to be treated as variables. For example, the conven-
tional wisdom about which factors affect health-seeking behaviour rests 
almost exclusively on the supply of medical care (that is, availability of 
services) and cost (that is, financial capacity of the end user). Demand-
side considerations are essentially a given. After all, it is inconceivable 
that anyone, provided that care is readily available, would reject health 
care services; to do so would be irrational behaviour as a purely deduc-
tive understanding of the problem would tell us. Comparing beyond – or 
more generally comparing with what is unfamiliar – requires us to be 
open to more inductive, and thus potentially alternative, explanations.

My current research in rural India suggests, for example, that health-
care decisions are shaped by the existential realities of poor, rural village 
life, and that rational decisions are context-specific. Take, for example, 
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the use of diagnostic screens in rural health-care clinics. Evidence-based 
research tells us that the early adoption of diagnostic screens is a cheap 
and cost-effective way to diagnose and treat potentially expensive long-
term illnesses. Simply put, early screening not only makes good eco-
nomic sense to the health-care system, but it also makes good medical 
sense to the individual. And yet, utilization rates of diagnostic screens 
among village dwellers in southern India remain relatively low. My 
research reveals that, for very poor villagers, the cost (as minimal as it is) 
of screening is still onerous, particularly given that the outcomes of 
diagnostic screens are uncertain (which is why they are unwilling to 
spend any money on a test to determine that there is nothing wrong 
with them). Moreover, the additional transaction costs of health-care 
utilization – such as the cost of transportation, lost time from work and 
so on – are burdensome for poor villagers, even if the eventual costs for 
the patient would be unequivocally catastrophic if an illness or condi-
tion were to go undetected over a longer period of time. In other words, 
poor villagers in rural Southern India view inexpensive diagnostic 
screens to be a relatively poor value proposition given the perceived 
socio-economic risks, resources and volatilities of peasant life. From the 
perspective of the outside researcher, such decisions might appear irra-
tional, though when put into context, they make undeniable sense from 
the perspective of the poor peasant.

Rationality, understood broadly, is universal in that all decision-makers 
behave rationally, including, as I have argued, Scott’s precolonial peasants 
in Southeast Asia or Indian villagers today. But rationality in practice is 
determined by particular socio-economic and cultural contexts. Being 
very poor, for example, entails a different kind of rationality and involves 
a profoundly different kind of decision calculus. In terms of policy, then, 
recognizing the context-specific bases of rational decision-making ulti-
mately leads to better policy design in settings and cases that are unfa-
miliar beyond Europe and North America. On a more conceptual and 
theoretical level, recognizing rationality to be shaped by context-specific 
realities permits the ontological accommodation that is necessary if we 
are to meaningfully compare beyond.

Heuristic cues

Policy making is about choosing from among a range of policy instru-
ments. Political battles and bureaucratic wrangling in the policy pro-
cess everywhere reflect the contestation of ‘causal stories’ that defines 
 contending policy alternatives (Stone, 1989). Kingdon’s study (1984) 
on the politics of policy agenda setting similarly describes how policy 
entrepreneurs clash over policy problems and the appropriate solutions 
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to those problems. We also know that policy advocates use heuristic 
cues to help make sense of complicated and uncertain policy debates. 
In other words, heuristic cues – such as ideologies, best past practices, 
efficiency goals – simplify the world. They funnel choices in otherwise 
complex decision-making processes. For instance, we are familiar with 
the asserted notions that markets lead to systemic efficiencies; pub-
licly financed social insurance is more effective at re-distribution; 
increased household savings tend to increase domestic investment; 
private for-profit health insurance carriers tend to cream-skim among 
potential enrolees; intellectual property rights protection facilitates 
innovation; the achievement of universal education corresponds with 
industrial upgrading; and so on. These cues, which are subjectively 
generated and biased, nonetheless allow us to navigate complicated 
policy decisions.

By helping us to navigate policy alternatives, these heuristic cues – or 
biases – shape policy debates and policy processes as well as inform policy 
decisions. Awareness of and familiarity with these cues and biases, from 
the perspective of the comparative policy studies researcher, provides 
an important analytical lens through which to understand how policy 
decisions are made both here and beyond. Indeed, heuristic cues and 
biases are context-specific, generated from certain locational, temporal 
and experiential contexts. Put another way, heuristic cues and biases ‘are 
normative frames derived from national experiences and repertoires of 
proven decisions internalized from the past’. (Wong, 2011: p. 177).

For example, my research suggests the heuristic cues and biases 
entrenched in the Asian developmental state model have continued to 
shape current economic policy debates in the region even though policy 
decision-makers claim to have moved beyond the postwar developmental 
strategy of picking and making industrial winners. The story I tell in 
Betting on Biotech: Innovation and the Limits of Asia’s Developmental State 
explains how deeply embedded heuristic biases, generated from the 
experiences of the region’s past, have persisted into the current era of the 
knowledge economy despite both wilful efforts of decision-makers and 
the functional imperatives of science-based industrialization to evolve 
away from an earlier top-down style of policy decision-making of the 
developmental state model. I argue in the book that to make sense of 
and explain policy processes and decisions in East Asia requires prior 
knowledge of the region’s past and its heuristic imprint on contempo-
rary debates. To do so, I had to comb through archives, government 
documents and industry reports and conduct hundreds of stakeholder−
informant interviews in Taiwan, Korea, Singapore, China, Hong Kong 
and the United States.



176 Comparative Policy Studies

Beginning in the 1990s, the governments in Taiwan, South Korea and 
Singapore announced their intentions to steer their already advanced 
economies towards more innovation-driven industrial activities. 
Biotechnology was flagged in all three cases to be a key sector in the new 
economy. Since that time, billions of dollars have been invested in the 
sector. Meanwhile, new R&D institutions have been built, universities 
reoriented and new industrial policies put into place. The basic argu-
ment in Betting on Biotech is that the emergence of the new innovation-
driven economy in Taiwan, Korea and Singapore has consequently 
resulted in the retreat of the developmental state. Increasingly incapable 
of handling the uncertainties of science-based industrialization, regula-
tion and commercialization, the state has, in many significant ways, 
given way to the initiatives of the private sector and industry specifically. 
Private sector R&D spending has increased manifold, now accounting 
for the majority of research funding in all three places. R&D agendas 
and consortia are increasingly organized by firms, rather than from the 
top-down, which had been the case during the 1990s. Technology transfer 
is handled by firms and labs rather than brokered by the state. Similarly, 
regulatory leadership has emerged from outside the state apparatus, 
involving academic researchers, regulatory experts and industry. In other 
words, we have seen over the past 15 years or so the retreat of the develop-
mental state and specifically its role in targeting and making, from the 
top-down, industrial winners. What is more, decision-makers in Taiwan, 
Korea and Singapore have understood this industrial policy turn to be 
pointed in the right direction moving forward.

And yet, despite what I observe in the book to be a general trend away 
from the strategic logic of the developmental state, industrial policy 
decision-makers in Taiwan, Korea and Singapore have continued to 
 pursue a strategy of manufacturing or creating ‘stars’. Though not as 
conspicuous as in the past, the governments in Taiwan, Korea and 
Singapore have, on a much smaller though still significant scale, contin-
ued to over-invest in key targets with the explicit aim of creating a 
 biotechnology star. Government investment in certain Taiwanese life 
sciences firms, over-investment in star scientists such as Korea’s stem 
cell researcher Hwang Woo-Suk, protecting and subsidizing key firms 
such as we see in Singapore – these are all examples of where state-led 
strategies for industrial development of the past have persisted into the 
present, despite a purported shift away from the developmental state 
model. How can we explain this?

Continuity, in these respects, is a function of path dependency. On 
one level, the strategy of manufacturing biotech stars reflects an institu-
tional path dependency whereby key decision-makers and institutional 
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constraints have been held-over from an earlier period. As we know, 
institutional change, regardless of actors’ intentions or efforts to effect 
change, is a slow process. But on an even deeper level, respondents in 
Taiwan, Korea and Singapore recount that, despite an overall strategic 
re-orientation of the state and its role in promoting industrial develop-
ment, the legacies or heuristic imprints of the post war developmental 
state era have persisted and have in turn shaped how decision-makers in 
Asia approach the challenges of industrial upgrading. Past practices and 
proven strategic repertoires in industrial development, as explained to 
me, have been hard to shake. Heuristic biases in favour of heavy-handed 
state leadership continue to make strategic sense to decision-makers even as 
they are aware of the limits of such an approach.

My point is that in order to understand how policy decisions are made 
and why certain policy instruments are chosen over others, we need to 
identify the heuristic cues and biases which inform policy debates and 
contestation, and in so doing help determine policy choices. That decision-
makers in Taiwan, Korea and Singapore have chosen to manufacture 
stars in the biotech sector is not my main point. Rather, it is that to 
understand why and how they have chosen such a strategy at all, despite 
important trends away from such choices, one must appreciate the lega-
cies of the developmental state, as both institutional constraints and as 
ideational path dependency, wherein certain ‘values, beliefs, cognitive 
cues and mental scripts’ historically generated within these particular 
societies continue to inform how decisions are made (Wong, 2011: 
p. 177). Analytically, therefore, comparing beyond Europe and North 
America requires the researcher to account for heuristic bias and differ-
ences in order to explain how decision-makers in settings beyond both 
understand and resolve policy problems and their solutions. In short, 
analyzing policy processes in non−Anglo-European settings needs deep 
knowledge of unfamiliar pasts and also some sense of how they shape 
the present.

Theoretical bias

Just as heuristic cues help decision-makers clarify complex policy problems 
and policy solutions, social science theory aids the researcher in simpli-
fying explanations about otherwise complex policy decision-making 
processes. Theory is the basis of the comparative enterprise. Analysts 
essentially ‘hang’ their empirical evidence on theoretical frameworks 
to generate explanatory power for their findings. Theory is powerful 
because it points our analysis in certain directions, and it shapes the 
conclusions we draw. But theory, similar to those heuristic cues used by 
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decision-makers to help navigate policy conflict described above, is 
biased. Social science theories are derived from national experiences and 
particular contexts. As a result, how we employ theory when comparing 
beyond Europe and North America can either obfuscate or illuminate 
our empirical findings. Bias in itself is not the problem. Rather, aware-
ness of theoretical bias is critical. Gaining familiarity with cases beyond 
ensures that theoretical bias is accounted for.

The theory of the modern welfare state has proven to be extremely 
resilient in the social science mainstream. As a theoretical framework for 
comparatively understanding social policies, the theory of the modern 
welfare state has also ‘travelled’ remarkably well from case to case. The 
pioneering work of Walter Korpi and Gøsta Esping-Andersen, which 
argued that the formation of welfare states was caused by working class 
mobilization, has continued to inform theoretical debates about social 
policy reform in the developed and developing worlds (Korpi, 1983; 
Esping-Andersen, 1991; Haggard and Kaufman, 2008). Comparative 
analysis of the welfare state has developed measures of the redistributive 
effect of social policy and indicators of welfare state commitment; key 
assumptions about the political and economic requisites of welfare state 
formation; and elegant theoretical assertions regarding the political 
mechanisms, such as the power resources available to the organized 
working class, at work in shaping social policy regimes. Indeed, power 
resources theory and the politics of working class mobilization have 
gone a long way in explaining, why, for instance, we see well-developed 
welfare states in parts of continental Europe and why the welfare state 
has failed to take hold in other countries. The works of Korpi, Esping-
Andersen, Huber and Stephens, Pierson and many others have also shed 
light on why we see variations in the political economy of welfare state 
formation, evolution and retrenchment, and thus different kinds of 
social policy regimes around the world (see, for example, Pierson, 1995; 
Huber and Stephens, 2001).

As much as power resources theories of the welfare state have been 
generally accepted as the conventional wisdom in explaining social policy-
making processes, they have also been misleading with respect to some 
of the conclusions that have been drawn about social policy processes in 
other, more unfamiliar cases beyond the European and North American 
canon. Gregory Kasza, for instance, in his powerful study, One World of 
Welfare: Japan in Comparative Perspective, argues that Esping-Andersen’s 
‘three worlds’ framework – and its emphasis on social spending, the 
political strength of the left and the timing of social policy reform – 
leads one to incorrectly characterize Japan as a welfare state laggard, as 
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is often the case in the welfare state literature (Kasza, 2006). Kasza shows 
in his book that, in fact, Japan’s social policy mix is very much in-line 
with Western OECD countries, despite comparatively low levels of social 
spending and a relatively weak left in party politics. He also demonstrates 
how the political evolution of social policy in Japan adhered to similar 
patterns of development in other archetypal Western welfare states, thus 
de-bunking the idea of Japanese ‘welfare society’. Kasza’s work, among 
the most informative of Japanese policy studies, shows how theoretical 
bias can mislead, and that, if one looks to meaningfully compare beyond, 
researchers must be aware of this bias and refine their theoretical toolkits 
to accommodate new cases outside of the European and North American 
mainstream.

The analysis of social policy development in other parts of industrial 
East Asia, such as Taiwan and South Korea, reflects this theoretical bias 
and thus the imperatives of gaining familiarity of cases beyond if we 
intend to learn from globally comparative policy studies. According to 
the power resources theory of the welfare state, the strength of the polit-
ical left – measured by labour union density and the electoral popularity 
of left-leaning or social democratic political parties – is directly related 
to the re-distributive capacity of the welfare state and public social 
spending. The power of the left helps us predict the emergence (or not) 
of the welfare state. In places such as Taiwan and Korea, however, labour 
unions are politically very weak, unionization rates are low and working 
class identity is weak and fragmented. Furthermore, there are no social 
democratic parties; the legacies of the Cold War have made it difficult 
for the emergence of ideologically left-leaning parties in most of Asia. In 
short, there is no identifiable ‘left’ in industrial East Asia, a fact that has 
led many to conclude (incorrectly, in my view) that there cannot be a 
welfare state in places such as Taiwan and Korea. Some have argued that 
social policy in the Asia region is ‘productivist’, intended only to sup-
port economic growth rather than equitable re-distribution (Holliday, 
2000). Others have asserted that social protection and social safety nets 
are provided primarily through family and kinship networks, reflective 
of deep cultural norms supposedly unique to Asian societies (Jones, 1990). 
In the absence of a political left, these explanations are made even more 
compelling. A purely deductive reasoning would bias us to conclude that 
the welfare state does not – because it ‘theoretically’ cannot – exist in 
East Asia. Inductive reflection, as a correction to such theoretical bias, 
potentially tells us something else.

My take on the region, for instance, contends that the inherent biases 
of conventional welfare state theories obscure the realities of social 
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policy development in East Asia. An overly rigid reading of power 
resources theory points us in the wrong direction, contributing to what 
I see to be misleading conclusions about the evolution of social policy 
regimes in the region. It fails to highlight what is actually going on in 
the region. Peng and Wong (2008) argue that publicly managed social 
insurance programmes in health, old-age income security and social 
care in Taiwan and South Korea are re-distributive and that, further-
more, their political evolution has been motivated by increasing their 
re-distributive capacity. We argue that the ‘purpose’ of social insurance 
and continued institutional reform is to enhance socio-economic equity 
and re-distribution; their commitment to the welfare state is deepening.

In my book, Healthy Democracies: Welfare Politics in Taiwan and South 
Korea, I develop an alternative political explanation for the decisions to 
universalize health insurance in Taiwan and Korea during the 1990s, 
thus refining the theoretical conventional wisdom found in power 
resources theory (Wong, 2004a, b). Recognizing the absence of a strong 
political left, particularly in Taiwan’s and Korea’s political party system, 
I argue instead that it was the formation of cross-class coalitions that 
compelled policy decision-makers there to pursue equity-enhancing 
reform. The evidence also suggests that progressive social policy advo-
cates were primarily positioned within civil society, rather than the party 
system, which gave legislators the ideological flexibility to form political−
electoral coalitions without being labelled as leftist parties and politi-
cians. Unlike in Latin America, what we saw in Taiwan and South Korea 
were progressive social forces taking advantage of a weakly institutionalized 
left in order to push, from the bottom-up, re-distributive social policy 
reforms (see also Wong, 2004a, b). The welfare state was thus created 
because of, rather than despite, the absence of a strong political left. 
Theory would predict that there ought to be a stronger political impetus 
for welfare state expansion in Latin America than in East Asia when, in 
reality, this is not the case.

My work on East Asian welfare states does not dismiss the theoretical 
insights of power resources theory nor does it reject the possibility of 
welfare state formation in Taiwan and South Korea. Rather, in compar-
ing beyond, my inductive analysis of social policy decision-making and 
social policies in East Asia accounts for theoretical bias and, in so doing, 
refines rather than rejects conventional social science theory. In short, 
the work I have briefly outlined here shows not only that it is possible to 
integrate cases beyond Europe and North America, but also how such 
analyses can build upon and, in turn, further social science theory aimed 
at explaining policy processes and outcomes when comparing beyond.
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Conclusion

To compare beyond requires the analyst to account for different kinds of 
rationality, heuristic cues shared among decision-makers and theoretical 
biases, which can lead to incorrect conclusions. In the main body of this 
chapter, I have demonstrated how rationality is context-specific and 
that seemingly irrational decisions can in fact be quite sensible given 
different and unfamiliar circumstances. I have also demonstrated how, 
in settings beyond Europe and North America, policy decision-makers 
and policy processes are shaped by enduring heuristic cues that reflect 
different histories, values and cognitive scripts; in short, an appreciation 
of antecedent decisions, pathways and strategic choices is critical for 
explaining subsequent decisions. And finally, I have shown how the 
application of social science theory – though with an awareness of theo-
retical bias – particularly those theories which endeavour to explain policy 
decisions and policy processes, can correct misleading conclusions and, 
in turn, reveal theoretically plausible alternative explanations.

In summary, there are four key points one must consider when com-
paring beyond Europe and North America. First, the researcher needs to 
take care of the many practical obstacles which might emerge when com-
paring cases that are unfamiliar and beyond, including field research in 
order to understand (at least minimally) particular contexts; language 
training, especially if he or she intends to interview native-language 
speaking informants and consult primary materials in the field; the cre-
ation of a network of contacts in the various cases beyond; and the 
resources needed to conduct the research. Second, one must approach 
the comparative study with conceptual clarity (that is, what constitutes a 
democracy, what is a welfare state, how to measure a successful indus-
trial policy, and so on) and thus a consistent basis of comparison. 
Conceptual clarity is imperative for both qualitative and quantitative 
research methodologies. Third, and related to my earlier point, the 
researcher needs to employ a deductive logic of inference to test, either 
implicitly or explicitly, prevailing hypotheses and explanations about 
certain outcomes (this is usually done, minimally, in the research design 
stage). But in order to avoid what I have described in this chapter as 
theoretical bias, he or she should also be prepared to inductively generate 
new concepts and refine existing theories to reflect the empirics of the cases 
being considered. Put another way, comparing beyond and with the 
unfamiliar must avoid what Sartori famously derided as ‘conceptual 
stretching’, the ladder of conceptual abstraction that ultimately runs 
the risk of making conceptual categories into meaningless bases of 
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comparative enquiry. Finally, and this is more of an ontological caution 
for the researcher looking to compare beyond: respect unfamiliarity by 
appreciating real-world complexities beyond the familiar and the (likely) 
fact that places beyond might not work in the ways that he or she 
expects them to.

The four summary points I have outlined earlier are precisely those 
which we would likely consider when doing any comparison. In this 
way, then, the principal argument of this chapter falls very much in-line 
with mainstream ways of doing comparative research on all societies, 
politics and public policies. To be sure, I caution against ontological 
extremes: that analysts, on the one hand, need to avoid being too 
 universalistic or homogenizing when comparing different societies (that 
is, that rationality is narrowly and universally applicable) and, on the 
other hand, must also move away from the sort of ‘other-world’ essen-
tialism that characterizes unfamiliar cases beyond Europe and North 
America as a priori incomparable. Analysts should not assume that non-
Western cultures, societies, polities and thus their policies and policy 
processes are so fundamentally foreign that comparing beyond is 
ephemeral – like comparing rabbits with stones. Both of those perspec-
tives are problematic. The way to cut through either of these two extreme 
ontological positions, I have argued, is to recognize the inherent chal-
lenges of overcoming unfamiliarity, of comparing unfamiliar cases and 
national experiences. Deductive reasoning illuminates the limits of gen-
eral theory, which in turn invites more inductive forms of analyses for 
refining or generating alternative explanations. Put another way, we do 
not need to ‘re-invent the wheel’, because, as I have argued here, con-
ventional social science approaches to comparative analyses already 
allow like-minded scholars to become familiarized with different cases, 
to recognize how differences matter in terms of concepts and theories 
and to bring different experiences into dialogue with one another. 
Comparing beyond, therefore, is to become familiar with what is beyond.
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Introduction

Policy making takes place in a context of interdependence. This state-
ment is uncontroversial and there are many examples of cases in which 
decision-makers in one country (or state, city, and so on) are somehow 
influenced by the choices made in other countries (or states, cities, and 
so on). For instance, consider the following exchange on ‘Big Society’, a 
project by David Cameron, the British Prime Minister, aiming to rein-
vigorate civil society in the context of drastic cuts in public spending:1

Francis Maude (the minister for the Cabinet office) was unconcerned 
about the unevenness of services that Big Society is likely to entail. 
In his view, one of the programme’s key virtues was its potential for 
heterogeneity. ‘People will associate to form a bigger, stronger society 
in many ways which will be random,’ he said. ‘It’ll be fantastically 
different in different places.’ ‘What if it’s fantastically better in some 
places?’ I asked. ‘The advantage of where we are with technology is 
that it becomes much easier for the ones where it isn’t fantastic 
to look at what’s going on where it’s fantastic and draw from it,’ he 
replied.

This argument is remindful of the line  made famous by US Supreme 
Court Justice Louis Brandeis in 1932 in defence of the view that decen-
tralization enables policy innovation and the spread of best practices: 
‘It is one of the happy incidents of the federal system that a single 
 courageous State may, if its citizens choose, serve as a laboratory; and try 
novel social and economic experiments without risk to the rest of the 
country.’2

9
Methods for the Analysis of  
Policy Interdependence 
Fabrizio Gilardi
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Many cases of policy interdependence have received considerable 
 academic attention, and some have even generated their own literatures. 
For instance, the idea of tax competition is premised upon the fact that 
the tax rates set in one jurisdiction are shaped by those of other jurisdic-
tions (Genschel and Schwarz, 2011). Second, following Vogel’s (1995) 
influential work, ‘California effect’ has come to denote configurations in 
which stricter regulations set by important markets (in Vogel’s original 
work, the automobile emission standards set by California) influence 
the behaviour of private actors in exporting countries and, possibly, 
even the policies of the latter. Finally, it is well known that smoking 
bans spread first within the United States (Shipan and Volden, 2006) 
and then across European countries and beyond.

Thus, policy interdependence is ubiquitous. At the same time, the 
methodological consequences of interdependence are seldom taken into 
account systematically, despite the fact that they correspond to the 
famous ‘Galton’s problem’ (Ross and Homer, 1976), which is known to 
affect virtually any comparative analysis. The name derives from a point 
raised by Francis Galton in response to a presentation at an anthropology 
conference in 1889. Galton argued that the customs of different societies 
could originate from a single model, in which case the number of inde-
pendent observations that can be leveraged in a comparison is, in fact, 
just one (Tylor, 1889). Of course, the problem affects most comparisons 
in public policy. For instance, if we analyze the determinants of the 
adoption of smoking bans in Europe, we need to take into account the 
fact that European countries were influenced by the American example. 
In social policy, the fact that researchers categorize welfare states as 
‘Beveridgean’ or ‘Bismarckian’ is an explicit reminder that many coun-
tries constructed their social security systems based on the same model.

In most texts on the comparative method, the fact that units of analy-
sis are not independent from one another is usually mentioned briefly 
as an unavoidable complication, but it is seldom treated in depth. 
Moreover, interdependence is more than a nuisance. It is a phenome-
non that is interesting in itself with significant implications for policy 
making, such as the appropriate degree of centralization or harmoniza-
tion in federal systems, in the European Union, or at the international 
level. Given this importance, it is not surprising that policy interdepen-
dence has been studied from a variety of theoretical perspectives. 
However, the methodological implications and options for comparative 
policy analysts are usually not discussed explicitly. By contrast, the goal 
of this chapter is precisely to show how interdependence can be taken 
into account systematically.
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The chapter is structured as follows. The second section unpacks 
interdependence by distinguishing three related concepts, namely policy 
diffusion, policy transfer, and policy convergence. Both diffusion and 
transfer emphasize interdependence explicitly. They share the basic idea 
that policy choices in one unit are shaped by policy choices in other 
units although they put emphasis on different aspects of this idea. By 
contrast, policy convergence, that is, the increased similarity of policies 
over time can, but need not, be related to interdependence. However, 
convergence is often discussed in this context. The third section discusses 
the quantitative tools that comparative scholars can employ to analyze 
policy interdependence in its various manifestations, while the fourth 
section presents qualitative strategies. On the quantitative side, the 
main methods are spatial regression and dyadic analysis. In the former, 
interdependence is measured through ‘spatial lags’, that is, weighted 
averages of the dependent variable in other units, where weights reflect 
meaningful forms of interdependence. In the latter, units of analysis are 
pairs of countries (or states, cities, and so on), which make it possible to 
integrate directly relational information such as whether two countries 
are neighbours or share the same language. On the qualitative side, case 
selection and, especially, within-case analysis and process tracing, allow 
researchers to uncover detailed evidence on the mechanisms driving 
 diffusion, which is harder to do with quantitative methods. The conclu-
sion of the chapter considers how quantitative and qualitative methods 
can be combined in the study of policy interdependence.

Conceptual issues

Policy interdependence has been studied from three perspectives relying 
on different concepts, namely transfer, diffusion, and convergence. The 
following definitions are commonly accepted. They are very general; 
regardless of the specific formulation, they apply to any type of policy-
making authority.

Policy transfer is ‘the process by which knowledge about policies, admin-
istrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political system (past or 
present) is used in the development of policies, administrative arrange-
ments, institutions and ideas in another political system’ (Dolowitz and 
Marsh, 2000: p. 5). For instance, Jacobs and Barnett (2000) analyzed the 
role of a particular taskforce in importing and adapting health policy pro-
posals from the United States and the United Kingdom in New Zealand.

Policy diffusion occurs ‘when government policy decisions in a given 
country are systematically conditioned by prior policy choices made in 
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other countries’ (Simmons et al., 2006: p. 787). For instance, Gilardi et al. 
(2009) found that countries were more likely to adopt hospital financing 
reforms if other countries appeared to benefit from them.

Policy convergence means that policies become increasingly similar over 
time (Bennett, 1991). For example, based on expenditures data, Starke et al. 
(2008) concluded that OECD welfare states have actually not become 
significantly more similar since the 1980s and, therefore, there has been 
only limited convergence.

Transfer and diffusion are clearly very close. Some authors have high-
lighted their differences (Marsh and Sharman, 2009), but the two concepts 
refer essentially to the same phenomenon despite the fact that the litera-
tures remain distinct, especially with respect to the methodological 
approaches that are used (transfer analyses tend to be qualitative, while 
diffusion analyses are mostly quantitative). By contrast, convergence 
should not be confused with either transfer or diffusion. While the latter 
are concerned with how interdependence shapes the policy-making 
 process, convergence refers to its outcome. Importantly, the increase in 
similarity of policies can, but need not, be a consequence of interdepen-
dence. While it can be that policy-makers adopt similar policies because 
they influence one another, it is entirely possible that convergence is the 
result of common pressures, either in the form of similar problems calling 
for similar solutions or because many units are exposed to the influence 
of powerful organizations or countries. The relationship between the 
European Union and member states, or between a federal state and sub-
national units, or the World Bank or the IMF and countries in need of 
financial support, are all cases in point. Although, strictly speaking, 
these forms of vertical influence are not part of a strict definition of 
policy interdependence, we include them in the discussion because 
many studies consider them an integral part of transfer, diffusion, and/
or convergence.

Table 9.1 compares the three concepts with respect to their focus, the 
dependent variable, and methodology. Convergence is focused on the 
outcomes of interdependence, it takes changes in policy similarity as 

Table 9.1 Policy convergence, transfer, and diffusion (adapted from Holzinger 
et al., 2007)

Convergence Transfer Diffusion

Focus Outcome Process Policy change
Dependent var. Outcome Adoption/process Adoption
Method Quantitative Qualitative Quantitative
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the dependent variable, and it is usually studied quantitatively. Transfer 
is focused on the process of change and can take both the adoption of 
the policy and the process of change as dependent variables. The analysis 
is usually qualitative. Finally, diffusion is focused on policy change, the 
dependent variable is the adoption of the policy, and the methodology 
is mostly quantitative.

A common theme in all three literatures is the quest for mechanisms. 
That is, scholars do not simply ask whether policy interdependence can 
be observed empirically. They are usually concerned with the factors 
that make policies transfer, diffuse, or converge. The terminology varies, 
but the common idea is that interdependence has different shapes and, 
therefore, the transfer, diffusion, and convergence of policies are influ-
enced by different factors. For instance, working within the policy trans-
fer tradition, Bennett (1997) found that different types of logic account 
for the spread of different innovations in bureaucratic accountability. 
The institution of the ombudsman spread through lesson drawing, free-
dom of information legislation as a legitimation instrument for policy-
makers, and data-protection laws as a consequence of harmonization 
within international organizations. Similarly, Shipan and Volden (2008) 
analyzed the diffusion of antismoking policies among US cities and con-
cluded that it was driven by four mechanisms, namely, learning from 
early adopters, competition among cities in the same region, imitation 
of larger cities, and coercion by state governments. Finally, in their study 
of the convergence of environmental policies among 24 OECD coun-
tries, Holzinger et al. (2008) found evidence that these policies became 
significantly more similar especially as a result of international harmo-
nization and transnational communication but not because of regula-
tory competition.

Even this brief overview makes it clear that, while these literatures are 
all concerned with mechanisms, they do not employ a consistent termi-
nology. However, most mechanisms can be usefully grouped under four 
broad headings (Gilardi, 2012).

Learning is the process whereby the experience of other units influ-
ences policy making because it can be used to estimate the likely conse-
quences of policies. For instance, policy-makers may become more 
willing to adopt a policy if they see that it enjoyed high popular support 
in other countries, or if it has proven effective in addressing a given 
problem.

Competition is the fact that policy-makers anticipate or react to the 
policies of other units in order to attract or retain resources such as 
investments. Tax competition is the prototypical example here.
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Emulation emphasizes the socially constructed properties of policies 
such as norms of appropriateness emerging from social interactions. 
In the long run, some policies may be accepted as the normal response 
to given issues. For instance, same-sex marriage has become much more 
accepted in recent years.

Coercion underlines the influence of powerful countries, international 
organizations, and other actors. IMF conditionality or EU conditionality 
are cases in point.

Thus, the conclusion of these literatures is that interdependence 
 matters, but it takes different forms. That is, policies spread in an inter-
dependent process that can be driven by different mechanisms. But the 
question is: How do we know? How can we use empirical information to 
establish whether interdependence matters, and if it does, why? The 
next section considers quantitative options, and the section following 
it, qualitative strategies.

Quantitative approaches

The second section has shown that interdependence is not just a nuisance 
or complication that needs to be fixed. It is an interesting phenomenon 
in its own right. However, interdependence is also a methodological 
issue that, if it is not taken into account, can lead to biased results. Many 
statistical techniques such as regression assume the independence of 
observations. If this is not the case and interdependence is not modelled 
appropriately, then analyses will produce unreliable results (Beck et al., 
2006; Franzese and Hays, 2007). There are two main options to model 
interdependence. The first relies on spatial lags, namely, weighted aver-
ages of the dependent variable, which are included in the analysis as an 
additional variable, while the second reshapes datasets so that units of 
analysis are pairs of countries (or states, cities, and so on) and relational 
variables can be included directly. The analysis of convergence does not 
focus on interdependence itself but, rather, on changing degrees of simi-
larity between units. This can be measured in two ways. First, we can 
look at how the variation of policies changes over time (s -convergence). 
Second, we can examine the relationship between policy levels at the 
beginning of the observation period and policy change during this same 
period (b -convergence).

Interdependence

A first set of methods can be employed to measure the existence and 
nature of interdependence. In principle, these methods are relevant for 
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both the transfer and diffusion literatures, but, because the former is to 
a large extent qualitative, they are found especially in the latter.

The first method is spatial regression (Beck et al., 2006; Franzese and 
Hays, 2007; Ward and Gleditsch, 2008). These models capture interde-
pendence through the so-called spatial lag, which is added to the regres-
sion as an additional variable. As mentioned earlier, a spatial lag is 
simply a weighted average of the dependent variable in other units. If 
the dependent variable is a policy, as is usually the case, then the spatial 
lag measures the average policy in other units. The idea is quite simple 
and, in fact, is often used informally by researchers. To illustrate, sup-
pose that we are interested in the unemployment replacement rates of 
OECD countries (Allan and Scruggs, 2004). Our model will typically 
include a series of political, institutional, and economic variables, such 
as the partisan composition of governments, the number of veto players, 
and economic openness. In this case, the spatial lag would measure, for 
each country, the average value of unemployment replacement rate in 
other countries, weighted following a theoretical criterion.

Figure 9.1 shows a simplified example. The top panel shows the so-called 
connectivity matrix for five countries, which includes information on their 
linkages. In this simple example, two countries are considered  connected if 
they share a border, and not connected if they do not. The bottom panel 
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Figure 9.1 Construction of a spatial lag: Unemployment replacement rates, 2000 
(Allan and Scruggs, 2004)
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shows how the spatial lag is constructed, namely, by multiplying the 
connectivity matrix (after it has been row-standardized) with the dependent 
variable. Taking the example of France, the procedure works as follows:

0 * 63.8 + 0 * 70.8 + 1/3 * 65.6 + 1/3 * 45.2 + 1/3 * 77.2 = 62.7

That is, the value of the spatial lag for France is equal to the average of 
replacement rates of its (in this simplified example) three neighbours, 
Germany, Italy, and Switzerland.

Row-standardization means that each cell is divided by the sum of the 
corresponding row, which makes it possible to interpret the spatial lag 
intuitively as a weighted average.3 Thus, 65.6 is the unemployment 
replacement rate of Denmark’s only neighbour (Germany), 62.7 is the 
average replacement rate of France’s three neighbours (Germany, Italy, 
Switzerland), and so on. The construction of the connectivity matrix is a 
crucial step of the analysis, in which theory plays an important role. The 
connections should be defined such that they can be linked with diffu-
sion mechanisms as clearly as possible. Geography is a useful starting 
point, but it is usually an ambiguous indicator because it cannot be 
clearly linked to a specific mechanism. Moreover, geographic neighbour-
hood may be misleading as some units may be technically neighbours 
but, in reality, are not strongly related to one another. Therefore, although 
the task is not easy, researchers should try to come up with the best pos-
sible indicators for diffusion mechanisms. For instance, in their study of 
the adoption of the flat rate tax, Baturo and Gray (2009) measured learn-
ing by including in the connectivity matrix information on one relevant 
outcome of that policy, namely foreign direct investment. Another 
example is Gilardi and Wasserfallen (2014), which used data on com-
muter flows across jurisdictions to measure tax competition among Swiss 
cantons. Commuter flows are a good indicator because if many people 
work in, say, Zurich but live in Aargau (a neighbouring canton), it means 
that many people could move from the former to the latter canton to 
benefit from lower taxes without disrupting their professional lives. 
Thus, Zurich is likely to be responsive to the tax policy of Aargau. In this 
example, the indicator overlaps with geography, but it is not always the 
case. For instance, Ticino and Valais are technically neighbours but, in 
fact, they are linked only by a mountain road that is closed for the better 
part of the year. Thus, it is unlikely that these two cantons can compete 
for taxpayers. However, this is the assumption if we operationalize com-
petition with simple geographic proximity, as is often done.

As Beck et al. (2006) put it, ‘space is more than geography’, and 
researchers should be creative and find measures that go beyond 
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geographic distance and permit  measurement of interdependence in a 
more theoretically meaningful way.

An alternative method is the dyadic approach, in which units of analysis are 
pairs of countries (or states, cities, and so on). This approach is common in the 
international relations literature because many of the phenomena it stud-
ies are dyadic in nature. Conflict, trade, and treaties, for instance, all occur 
between countries and cannot be measured if one takes countries as observa-
tions. The dyadic approach was adapted to the study of policy interdepen-
dence by Volden (2006), who investigated the diffusion of policies within 
the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) among US states. The 
units of analysis in this study were all logical pairs of states (except same-
state pairs), and the dependent variable was defined as taking the value 
of one if, in a given year, the first state of the dyad (the potential ‘receiver’ 
of the policy) adopts a policy that was already in place in the second state 
of the dyad (the potential ‘sender’). The goal of the analysis, then, is to 
find out how the probability that this occurs varies as a function of char-
acteristics of the first state, of the second state, and of their relationship.

The advantage of the dyadic approach is that it can easily incorporate 
many variables at all three levels (sender, receiver, and the relationship 
between the two), which is much more complicated within a spatial 
regression framework. Moreover, in the dyadic approach, we can take 
into account several dimensions of the dependent variable at the same 
time (for instance, tax rates for different income categories), which is 
much less straightforward with spatial regressions. Conversely, if the 
dependent variable has just one dimension, then some of the added 
value of the dyadic approach is lost.

Using this method, Volden (2006) found evidence of policy learning. 
States were more likely to adopt a policy that another state already had 
if the latter was successful, namely, if it could increase insurance rates 
among poor children, which is one of the main objectives of CHIP. 
Other examples of studies using the dyadic approach applied to policy 
diffusion are Gilardi (2010) and Füglister (2011), both of which, like 
Volden (2006), focus on learning.

There are many methodological issues that one needs to consider 
when using the dyadic approach (for an overview, see Gilardi and 
Füglister, 2008). An especially important point is the construction of the 
dependent variable. Table 9.2 shows a simplified example with four 
units (A, B, C, and D) and two periods. In this example, only D is shown 
as the potential sender, but in reality the dataset would comprise all logi-
cal combinations of units. The example assumes that the policy has two 
dimensions; indeed, the dyadic approach is most useful when policies 
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consist of several dimensions because it can incorporate them more 
 easily than spatial regression can. Handling multidimensional policies 
is one of the added values of the dyadic approach. Thus, the first line 
in the table refers to the dyad AD, where A is the potential receiver and 
D the potential sender. ‘t’ denotes the period, the next four columns 
(DV1 – DV4) four possible dependent variables, and the last four columns 
(Policy1,i – Policy2,j) the values of two policy dimensions for A and D.

Given this setup, there are several ways in which the dependent vari-
able can be constructed.

The first is to code the dependent variable 1 if A moves closer to D on 
at least one policy dimension. Following this rule, DV1 is coded 1 for the 
dyad AD because both Policy1,A and Policy2,A move closer to D. On the 
other hand, DV1 is coded 0 for the dyad CD because C moves away from 
D on both dimensions. The dyad BD is more ambiguous. Policy1,B moves 
closer to Policy1,D, but there is a movement in the opposite direction for 
Policy2. Consistent with the rule, DV1 is coded 1 in this case. However, 
another reasonable coding rule could be that the dependent variable is 
coded 1 if the two units become more similar on one dimension with-
out becoming more dissimilar on another. If we follow this criterion, 
DV2 is again coded 1 for AD and 0 for CD, but now BD must also be 
coded 0. As the number of dimensions increases (for instance, there are 
six in Volden, 2006, and four in Füglister, 2011), coding the dependent 
variable dichotomously following these rules can quickly become 
impractical, and decisions are based on ad hoc thresholds. As an alterna-
tive, we can compute the Euclidean distance between units in a multi-
dimensional policy space as shown in Figure 9.2. The x-axis represents 
the policy position on the first dimension and the y-axis that on the 
second. The Euclidean distance between units is represented by the 
dashed lines  connecting units A, B, and C (both at time 1 and 2) with D, 
and it can be used to code a third dependent variable (DV3). Hence, 0.36 
is the distance between A and D at time 1. Finally, DV4 can be coded as 
the difference between DV3 at time 1 and at time 2. Interestingly, DV2 
was coded 0 for BD because of the inconsistent direction of change in 
the two policy dimensions, but DV4 shows that, on the whole, B has 
moved closer to D between time 1 and time 2. In sum, the construction 
of the dependent variable in a dyadic framework is a crucial analytical 
step for which there is no straightforward solution, but several plausible 
options.

In conclusion, spatial regression and the dyadic approach are two 
alternatives to study policy interdependence quantitatively. The former 
offers a well-understood way to model interdependence in the context 
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of standard time-series cross-section datasets while the other gives more 
flexibility, especially when working with several policy dimensions, at 
the cost of additional methodological complications.

Convergence

There are two standard ways to measure convergence quantitatively, 
which rely on the concepts of s - and b -convergence. The terms are tech-
nical, but the meaning is intuitive. s -convergence means simply that we 
look at the variation of policies across units at different points in time. 
Convergence occurs if variation decreases over time. b -convergence 
means that units that are further away from the eventual convergence 
point have more catching up to do.

The concepts are illustrated in Figures 9.3 and 9.4 using unemployment 
replacement rates (Allan and Scruggs, 2004). Consistent with the idea that 
convergence means that policies become more similar over time, 
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σ-convergence is based on a measure of variation such as the standard 
deviation. Figure 9.3 shows quite clearly that the unemployment replace-
ment rates of OECD countries have become more similar between 1980 
and 2000, and the standard deviations shown on the top of the graph 
clearly demonstrate it. For instance, the spread between the Netherlands 
and Italy is visibly smaller in 2000 than in 1980. At the same time, the 
average (shown by the horizontal lines) remained essentially unchanged, 
so that we have here a good example of convergence to the mean.

b -convergence focuses on another aspect of the phenomenon, namely 
that, if units are to become more similar, those with more extreme val-
ues at the beginning of the observation period must undergo greater 
adjustment. Thus, we should observe a negative relationship between 
the initial level of the policy and its change over time, as shown in 
Figure 9.4. Italy had the lowest replacement rates in 1980 and a greater 
increase between 1980 and 2000, while in countries such as Denmark, 
Sweden, and the Netherlands, replacement rates were above average in 
1980 but have decreased since then. The formal test is a regression of 
change on initial values in which we expect a negative and significant 
coefficient (which, in conventional notation, is called b), which is duti-
fully the case in our example.4

These measures look simple enough, but in fact, there are several com-
plications. Plümper and Schneider (2009) note that convergence can easily 
remain undetected by s -convergence. For example, if convergence occurs 
in clusters and the clusters are sufficiently apart from one another, then 
policy variation in the whole sample can increase even though it decreases 
within the clusters. For instance, it could be argued that, in Figure 9.3, 
the standard deviation underestimates the extent of convergence. In effect 
two clusters are visible: a larger one, in which replacement rates range 
from 60 to 80 per cent in 2000, and a smaller one, where replacement 
rates are lower. Within these clusters, the decrease in variation is probably 
larger than implied by the standard deviation computed for all countries. 
Similarly, when employing b -convergence, researchers should carefully 
look not only at convergence in the whole sample but also within clusters, 
conditional on contextual factors, and at different levels. The point here 
is simply that the methods assume convergence at a global level, but this 
can occur also within subgroups. If this is not recognized, both s - and 
b -convergence can produce misleading results.

Furthermore, Holzinger (2006) argues that convergence analysis is more 
difficult when one considers different levels of details in the measurement 
of policies such as their presence or absence, the types of instruments 
applied, and the settings of these instruments. Therefore, she advocates a 
dyadic approach similar to that discussed earlier. The main difference is 



Fabrizio Gilardi 199

that dyads are undirected, that is, the dependent variable captures 
 similarities but without differentiating between potential senders and 
potential adopters. An example of application is Holzinger et al. (2008), 
which investigated 40 environmental policies and 89  policy items. As 
mentioned earlier, this study found that convergence was driven mainly 
by international harmonization and transnational communications.

Qualitative approaches

Qualitative approaches to policy interdependence have been used espe-
cially in the policy transfer literature, but examples also exist for policy 
diffusion. In contrast to quantitative approaches, there are few distinct 
tools to tackle the specific question of interdependence. However, in a 
recent article, Starke (2013) examined some exemplary works and dis-
cussed how critical steps of qualitative analysis, such as case selection 
(see Chapter 3 in this book) and process tracing (see Chapter 4 in this 
book), can be employed for the study of policy transfer or diffusion.

First, case selection could benefit from a ‘diverse cases’ strategy, which 
‘has as its primary objective the achievement of maximum variance 
along relevant dimensions’ (Gerring, 2007: p. 97). A traditional method 
of difference could in principle be adopted, namely, by selecting cases 
with different outcomes, similar control variables, and different diffusion 
variables. Alternatively, the method of agreement would require that 
cases differ on the outcome and on key diffusion variables, but are similar 
on the control variables. However, it is well known that Mill’s methods 
do not work well in practice because cases never fit cleanly in Mill’s 
schemes. Therefore, it is advisable to strive for good variation on diffu-
sion mechanisms instead of trying hopelessly to find ‘most similar’ or 
‘most different’ cases or to squeeze them acrobatically into these catego-
ries. At any rate, case selection alone gives only limited analytical leverage 
and must always be combined with other strategies.

Second, and most important, qualitative researchers should highlight 
the nature of interdependence by concentrating on the process of diffu-
sion within cases. This step corresponds to what is known as process 
tracing. There is no doubt that a fine-grained focus on process and 
mechanisms is the most important contribution that qualitative work 
can offer to the understanding of diffusion. Thus, qualitative research 
should strive to uncover crucial ‘causal-process observations’, that is, ‘an 
insight or piece of data that provides information about context, pro-
cess, or mechanism, and that contributes distinctive leverage in causal 
inference’ (Brady and Collier, 2004: p. 277). For instance, Weyland 
(2007) showed in detail how pension privatization in Chile played an 
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important role in reforms in other Latin American countries. In Bolivia, 
a crucial event was the Finance Minister’s budget director attending a 
keynote speech by the architect of Chile’s pension privatization; simi-
larly, in El Salvador the Chilean model was put on the agenda through a 
consultant who was involved in the Chilean reform and who was origi-
nally hired to assist with a smaller-scale project (Weyland, 2007: p. 101). 
In contrast, contacts with experts and policy-makers from Argentina 
and Colombia, which had also introduced reforms of the pension system, 
were much more limited (Weyland, 2007: pp. 105–106).

Another example of detailed within-case analysis is Biedenkopf (2011), 
which studied how EU environmental legislation affected policies in the 
United States, both at the federal and at the state level. One of the find-
ings is that the influence of the European Union was quite differenti-
ated. For instance, in Washington State, legislators took inspiration from 
the European Union at the conceptual level rather than for concrete 
details. At the same time, many actors in this state demonstrated a good 
knowledge of EU legislation, which leads the author to conclude that 
learning has taken place, at least to some extent. This was not always the 
case. In California, for instance, policy-makers strived to achieve a lead-
ership role within the United States by following the example of the 
European Union, but they paid less attention to the concrete details of 
EU legislation, which indicates that the emulation mechanism was 
stronger than learning in this case.

In some instances, researchers may even uncover ‘smoking guns’ sup-
plying very strong evidence. For example, in his study of national tax 
blacklists, Sharman (2010) provides examples of countries that literally 
copied and pasted legislation from others. The most striking case is 
Venezuela (Sharman, 2010: p. 625):

[T]he Venezuelan legislation made reference to the wishes of the 
Mexican legislature and the need to be consistent with the Mexican 
constitution. Worse still, the original Mexican list had included 
Venezuela, and thus by copying the Mexican list, Venezuela suc-
ceeded in blacklisting itself.

Such ‘causal-process observations’ are absent from purely quantitative 
studies but are essential for a good understanding of policy interdepen-
dence, and they can also play an important role in theory building. In 
sum, the strength of qualitative approaches is their capacity to identify 
processes and mechanisms in detail. Case selection is important but not 
as central as process tracing for the study of policy interdependence.
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Conclusion

Policy interdependence means that the policies of a given unit (country, 
state, or city) are shaped by those of others. It is a ubiquitous phenomenon 
that has been studied from different perspectives, notably policy transfer, 
policy diffusion, and policy convergence. Conceptually, scholars have 
focused on the nature of interdependence and have formulated different 
mechanisms that characterize it, such as learning, competition, emulation, 
and coercion. Methodologically, the quantitative arsenal is well stocked. 
Convergence can be measured with standard concepts such as s - and 
b -convergence, even though several issues need to be taken into account.

Interdependence can be integrated within standard regression models 
via spatial lags, which are weighted averages of the dependent variable, 
where weights are defined to capture theoretically meaningful relation-
ships among units. Alternatively, the dyadic approach considers each 
unit as a potential sender and a potential receiver of a policy and exam-
ines what factors make it more likely that the receiver adopts a policy 
that the sender already has. This strategy allows for considerable flexibil-
ity to model various types of interdependencies and to take into account 
policies that consist of multiple dimensions but at the cost of additional 
methodological complications. In particular, the construction of the 
dependent variable is not straightforward and the data structure becomes 
more complex. Turning to qualitative approaches, there are fewer stan-
dard procedures for the analysis of policy interdependence but their 
contribution is both crucial and unique. In particular, they allow to 
uncover important ‘causal-process observations’ that demonstrate the 
presence of interdependence and help to interpret its nature on the basis 
of theoretical mechanisms.

It is commonplace to say that research benefits from the integration of 
qualitative and quantitative methods, but it is true. Despite several 
methodological contributions (for example, Lieberman, 2005), how 
exactly this should be done remains unclear. However, the comparative 
advantages of quantitative and qualitative methods for the study of pol-
icy interdependence are obvious. The former offers consolidated proce-
dures to detect interdependence and, to some extent, to uncover some 
clues on the mechanisms behind it. This is not something that qualita-
tive approaches do well. However, only qualitative research can provide 
a detailed account of what interdependence means exactly and of the 
extent to which theoretical mechanisms can be found in reality. The 
most powerful analyses are certainly those that can combine these two 
dimensions, no matter if the combination is a little ad hoc or does not 
fit nicely into a grand methodological scheme.
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Notes

1 Lauren Collins. ‘All Together Now! What’s David Cameron’s Big Society 
about?’, The New Yorker, 25 October 2010.

2 New State Ice Co. v. Liebmann” (http://goo.gl/CZPmi, accessed 28 November 
2012).

3 On the pros and cons of row-standardization, see Plümper and Neumayer 
(2010).

4 Difference 2000 − 1980 = 34.61(8.72) − 0.60 (0.13) × repl. rate. in 1980 (OLS 
regression, standard errors in parentheses).
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Introduction1

Feminist policy scholars in Western Europe first acknowledged the 
empirical gaps and gender biases in theory and methodology used in the 
study of the state and policy in the early 1980s. By the early 1990s, 
researchers in North America and Australia joined their Western 
European counterparts in the new feminist academic enterprise that 
sought to systematically study the interconnections between the social 
construction of men’s and women’s identities, policy and the state; in 
other words to ‘gender’ the study of state action. In the mid 1990s, a 
loose methodological consensus developed within this transnational 
community around conventions for conducting research, developing 
theory and reporting findings; a consensus, which moved the new field, 
Feminist Comparative Policy (FCP), into a stage of vitality and institu-
tionalization. In 2012, with over 400 published pieces, an estimated 
20 million euros in research funding, over 100 active researchers and 
four journals that serve as publication outlets – Social Politics, International 
Journal of Feminist Politics, Politics and Gender and Women, Politics and 
Policy – FCP holds an important place in comparative policy studies and 
political science more broadly speaking.

Given the theoretical and methodological connections to and com-
monalities with comparative policy studies and the continuing political 
relevance of gender policy issues throughout the world, FCP has a great 
deal to offer the comparative study of public policy. Overall, as this 
chapter will show, gendering policy analysis fills crucial empirical gaps 
in our knowledge about the state and policy in postindustrial democra-
cies and, in doing so, places issues of democratic governance and per-
formance to the fore. This process of gendering policy analysis also 
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entails the development of mixed methodological approaches that 
emphasize conceptualization and measurement and their application 
to complex context-sensitive studies that focus on problem-driven 
 analytical puzzles.

One of the most successful efforts of contributing to non-FCP analysis, 
work that has ‘gendered’ the study of the welfare state, illustrates well the 
importance of bringing gender in.2 Beginning with a critique of Esping-
Andersen’s typology of welfare state regimes (1990), feminists asserted 
that crucial dimensions of the comparative taxonomy were missing: 
women’s access to paid work; the nature of women’s and men’s roles 
within the family; and the extent to which the social policies of a given 
country allowed women to combine work and family without being eco-
nomically dependent on men. Subsequent work developed new gendered 
typologies and conducted comparative analysis with them that brought 
gender in as a category of analysis. Today, most comparative scholarship 
incorporates this crucial gendered dimension. Indeed, not taking into 
consideration these gender issues means that critical aspects of social 
rights and inclusion, issues at the core of the welfare state research agenda 
on postindustrial democracies, are excluded from the analysis. Thus, the 
process of gendering welfare state research enhanced knowledge and the-
orizing about the welfare state and social policy more generally speaking.

Unfortunately, the case of comparative welfare state research tends to 
be an exception; scholars in ‘mainstream’ or non-feminist policy studies 
tend to ignore this burgeoning area. The goal of this chapter is to show 
the methodological contributions that FCP scholarship makes to com-
parative policy studies; contributions which, like the gendering welfare 
state example, have the potential to strengthen comparative work on 
public policy from the larger theory-building and research design perspec-
tive of this volume. Thus, a central argument of this chapter is that non-
feminist policy scholars need to better integrate FCP study designs, 
methods and findings in order to make comparative policy studies more 
systematic and, ultimately, to do better science.

The first section of the chapter presents FCP as an area of study since 
it first emerged in the late 1980s, its core features and more recent meth-
odological contributions and issues. The successful gendering welfare 
state case is used as a running example to illustrate these core features. 
Next, the four major streams of FCP research – gendering welfare states, 
feminist policy formation, women’s movements and policy and state 
feminism – as well as three new trends – representation, intersectionality 
and feminist institutionalism – are presented in terms of how they gender 
comparative policy analysis and the added value they bring to conducting 
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policy research from a comparative perspective. The final section provides 
two illustrative examples of research designs in two of the research 
streams – state feminism and feminist policy formation – to further 
show the dynamics and contributions of doing gendered research in 
comparative policy analysis. The chapter concludes with a discussion of 
the methodological lessons learned from FCP research.3

FCP as an area of study

FCP assesses how, why and to what end the contemporary state has 
responded to demands for the advancement of women’s rights, gender 
equality and for striking down gender based inequities in society. 
In other words, to what degree has the state become feminist?

Core features4

Feature 1 – Using Gender as a Category of Analysis: Since the mid 1980s, 
feminist research across different disciplines has shifted its focus from 
sex, a more or less dichotomous variable based on biological differences 
between men and women and/or women alone, to gender; the social 
construction of sexual difference between men and women. As Joan 
Scott first asserted in 1986, the relational concept of gender should be 
the prime ‘category of analysis’ in theoretical frameworks and research 
designs. This holistic approach to the use of gender is intended to push 
analyses beyond the ‘add women and stir’ phase where sex or women is 
added as an analytical afterthought. As many others have pointed out, 
a feminist approach to the study of politics, ‘feminist political science’, 
necessarily places gender at the center of analysis ‘as a relational concept 
and an analytic category . . .’ (Krook and Mackay, 2011: p. 4), within the 
context of the promotion of feminist action and ideas.5

Following this broader trend in feminist studies, FCP work has placed 
gender as a fundamental category of analysis in a variety of ways as the 
analysis of the major streams of research shows below. Indeed, the 
central question of FCP – about whether states are feminist – is inher-
ently gendered. These include: if and how public policy strikes down 
social hierarchies based on the asymmetrical relations between men and 
women and social constructions of those identities and/or patriarchy; if 
and how gender-specific actors, individual women, women’s movements 
and groups, gender experts, men and many others influence or block 
state action; and if and how state structures have incorporated 
approaches that include perspectives and demands that address gender 
relations and asymmetries.
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Gendering Welfare States Example: The complex notion of gender is 
brought into the feminist conceptualization of welfare states. It goes 
beyond a focus on women alone to how the division of labour 
between men’s and women’s roles in the family impacts the very 
nature of the welfare state and how market economies and welfare 
state ‘de-commodify’ women’s work and not men’s. Welfare state 
studies had either completely overlooked any complex consideration 
of gender (for example, Esping-Andersen, 1990) – a ‘gender-blind’ 
approach – or had included sex-based variables, for example, women’s 
labour force participation, as indicators of social policy impact without 
placing that dimension into a larger context of complex gender rela-
tions; in other words, the ‘add women and stir’ approach (for example, 
Schmidt, 1993).

Feature 2 – An Integrative Feminist Empirical Approach: FCP scholars 
have increasingly followed an ‘integrative empirical feminist (Mazur, 
2011)’ approach to studying gender, policy and the state. As Figure 10.1 
shows, more generally in the context of feminist epistemologies, an 
empirical integrative approach combines empirical, postmodern and 
standpoint approaches, the three major feminist epistemologies identi-
fied by philosophers of science (for example, Harding, 1986).

FCP scholars conduct studies of political phenomena to contribute to 
theory that also seeks to solve larger social problems and is method-
ologically pluralist, replete with the ‘creative tensions’ (Siim, 2004) 
found in much feminist political science work. Often, members of the 
FCP community design studies that are ‘problem-driven’ or ‘use-inspired’ 

Postmodern

Empirical

Integrative
Empirical

Standpoint

Figure 10.1 Mapping an integrative empirical feminist approach
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(Stokes, 1997) – a major trend across all social sciences – so that findings 
may be used to help policy practitioners and activists in women’s policy 
agencies, political parties, movements and organizations learn more 
about the causes of gender-based inequities and the complex range of 
solutions, including different ways of designing good practices. Since 
the early 1980s, FCP scholars have been consulted regularly in their expert 
capacity by the European Union – in particular, in the context of the 
Action Plans on gender equality – the Council of Europe, the Nordic 
Council, the United Nations, the World Bank as well as numerous country-
based commissions at national and subnational levels. At the same time 
that FCP researchers have had an eye towards impact evaluation studies, 
they also focus on theory-building issues regarding the major drivers of 
policy dynamics or the ‘ingredients’ for gender policy successes.

Gendering Welfare States Example: Clearly, the gendering welfare state 
scholarship reflects the goal of developing new gendered conceptual-
izations and theoretical frameworks to advance empirical analysis; 
the welfare state regime taxonomies were gendered to allow for more 
accurate analysis of what welfare states were actually doing. The crea-
tive tension has been clear. While the original impulse was to develop 
a feminist critique of the treatment of the welfare state, many of the 
analysts moved quickly to developing new frameworks and taxono-
mies, built from the non-feminist work that had ignored gender as a 
complex dimension.6 The feminist welfare state literature is decidedly 
problem driven. How can welfare states in democracies mediate 
between the need to regulate the market and develop women-friendly 
and gender-sensitive policies that promote gender equality? In this 
area as well, we have seen qualitative approaches applied to recon-
ceptualizing and quantitative large-N analyses of empirical findings, 
often within the same studies, for example, O’Connor et al. (1999). 
Many of the experts of gender and welfare states have become policy 
experts for the European Union and other international organiza-
tions. A noteworthy example is Orloff’s analysis of the gendering 
 welfare state literature for the United Nations (2002).

Feature 3 – Operationalizing Feminist Theory on Democracy: Normative 
political theory has been an integral part of the development of feminist 
studies in general. A major question asked by the large literature on 
feminist theory is whether established Western democracies are as dem-
ocratic as observers think, particularly given the degree to which women 
and women’s issues have been excluded from politics in the context of 
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the formal articulation of universal and gender-blind values of equality, 
freedom and representation.7 Feminist theorists who write on democ-
racy have argued for a better inclusion of women and ideas that favour 
women’s rights in the political process through Pitkin’s (1967) typology 
of representation. Two of Pitkin’s major categories have been adopted 
for analysis: ‘descriptive’ representation, the presence of women in pub-
lic office and ‘substantive’ representation, the inclusion of women’s 
interests in a meaningful manner in public discussions and policy. These 
themes of representation and democracy are crucial to FCP studies in so 
far as they ask the empirical question of whether, how and why demo-
cratic states can be feminist, identifying the presence of women as a 
potential key variable for policy change. The question is less about the 
specific form and design of democracy than its capacity to incorporate 
women’s interests and women’s representatives as a formerly excluded 
group into the political process and, in doing so, to promote gender 
equality and a more complete democratic system.8

Gendering Welfare States Example: While the gendering welfare states 
scholarship did not directly address political representation as much 
as the other areas of FCP that are further examined below, the recon-
ceptualization of the welfare state was rooted in normative feminist 
theories that argue social policies of postindustrial democracies 
should include feminist considerations of gender-based inequities in 
market, family relations and state policy in order to meet the basic 
prerequisites of any democratic system.

Feature 4 –  Bringing the Patriarchal State Back in as a Research Question: – 
As most political scientists agree, particularly since the state was ‘brought 
back in’ in the 1980s (Skocpol, 1985), the concept of the state – govern-
ment structures as opposed to country – is not a simple idea. For many 
feminist theorists, the state is highly problematic given that it is a prod-
uct of systems of power based on male-domination or patriarchy. From 
the assumption of the patriarchal nature of the state, where state actions, 
structures and actors seek to perpetuate systems of gender domination 
that keep women in their inferior positions in the public and private 
spheres and men as key players in maintaining that domination, many 
feminist analysts have dismissed or have been highly critical of the state 
as an arena for positive social change (for example, Mackinnon, 1989). 
Other feminist theorists provide a more malleable view of state patriarchy 
and argue that certain state arenas may be appropriate sites for feminist 
action (for example, Pringle and Watson, 1992). FCP analysts do not 
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entirely dismiss the possibility of a patriarchal state; they see the issue of 
state patriarchy as a question for empirical research. Some parts of the 
state may be patriarchal while other parts may have the potential to be 
quite women-friendly. FCP has placed the state and its institutions and 
the roles men and women play in those processes at its analytical core.

Gendering Welfare States Example: The gendered taxonomies of welfare 
state regimes are based on the assumption that states may eschew 
uniquely patriarchal regimes. The most feminist/women-friendly 
 category of welfare states, usually associated with the Nordic coun-
tries, is seen to have policies that emphasize family models based on 
men and women sharing parenting roles and getting equal access 
to the labour market; lower categories of countries develop policies 
that prop-up more established gender norms about female full-time 
caregivers and male breadwinners with relatively lower levels of full-
time women’s labour force participation.

Feature 5 – Comparative Theory-Building in Western Postindustrial 
Democracies: FCP scholars have used principles of research design and 
methods developed outside of a feminist perspective to pursue a com-
parative theory-building agenda. Up until 2000, FCP work utilized small- 
to medium-N analysis  –  case studies and the comparative method – and 
took a ‘most similar systems approach’, where economic and political 
development in Western postindustrial democracies are the control vari-
ables and variations in nation-based culture, state-society relations, 
women’s movement mobilization, government design and so on are 
examined as they influence gender, state and policy issues. Most FCP 
work assumed that postindustrial countries from the West, unlike other 
countries of the world, shared certain contexts and institutions with 
notable cross-national variations. A part of the common heritage is that 
women’s movements have developed strategies aimed, at least in part, 
to influence the democratic policy process and the development of large 
welfare states. Designing and using concepts, like feminism, that are 
able to ‘travel’ across national boundaries without ‘stretching’ the core 
meaning has also been a key part of the comparative agenda of FCP 
(Sartori, 1970).

Gendering Welfare State Example: The development of new gender 
comparative classification systems of welfare states is based on the 
notion of a most similar systems design, where the contemporary 
postindustrial state has reached common levels of commodification 
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and social policy regulation to manage market economies with large 
service sectors; gender role change was a part of that level of postin-
dustrial development. Indeed, the feminist critique came out of the 
empirical realization that gender norms were changing and that 
women’s movements were indirectly a vector of that change. 
Although Japan has been included in some of the gender welfare state 
analyses, for the most part these analyses have focussed on Western 
postindustrial democracies.

Feature 6 – The Glass Wall between Feminist and Non-Feminist Political 
Science: Many FCP scholars since the mid-1990s have actively sought to 
intersect their work with non-feminist literature. Instead of completely 
rejecting traditional political studies or uncritically using feminist studies, 
FCP work often purposefully develops the strengths and shores up the 
weaknesses of each to advance knowledge in both areas. In general, 
efforts to intersect work with non-feminist political science tend to be 
one-way and appear to confront an ‘opaque glass wall’ that prevents 
feminist research from being used in a meaningful way by scholars who 
do not take a feminist frame (Mazur, 2011).

Gendering Welfare States Example and Feminist Policy Formation as a 
Counterpoint: The gendering welfare states example is the outlier in 
terms of actually changing the study of welfare states. As Pierson’s 
review article in Comparative Political Studies shows, gender has 
become an important dimension of welfare state studies (2000). An 
early example of the glass wall can be found in Outshoorn’s use of 
non-feminist policy literature of the time in her analyses of abortion 
and equal employment policies in the Netherlands (Outshoorn, 
1986, 1991), including Lowi’s policy typology (1964), Bachrach and 
Baratz’s non-decision-making theories (1970), Schattschneider’s 
notion of problem definition (1960) and Cobb and Elder’s work on 
agenda setting (1983). In fact, much of the feminist policy formation 
work in FCP has used these core notions as important launching 
points. In subsequent developments of the rich non-feminist research 
on preadoption (for example, Kingdon, 2003; Baumgartner et al., 
2006), these applications to feminist policy have been rarely, if ever 
mentioned or referenced. A recent special issue of the Revue Française 
de Science Politique on agenda setting, problem definition and femi-
nist policy formation (Boussaguet and Jacquot, 2009) indicates the 
degree to which the comparative policy literature continues to ignore 
insights from feminist work on preadoption issues.
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Recent developments: Methodological contributions and issues

We now turn to the methodological contributions and issues in FCP 
that have emerged more recently through the assessment of nine large-
scale FCP projects carried out since 2000, presented in Table 10.1 (Mazur, 
2009).

In some ways, gender and comparative policy scholarship has not 
changed in recent years. Gender remains a fundamental category for 
analysis; issues of patriarchy, the persistence of gender-biased norms 
and the state are at the center of study designs; feminist and non-
feminist theory continues to be operationalized in studies, and com-
parative theory building based on qualitative analysis is an important 
part of research designs. At the same time, there have been significant 
new developments reflected in these projects, also identified by other 
feminist policy scholars (for example, Squires, 2007). While these 
methodological issues define the shape of current and future policy 
scholarship that takes a gendered perspective, they also resonate with 
the methodological agenda of comparative policy studies covered in 
this book.

Table 10.1 List of FCP research projects

Women’s Movements and Reconfigured States (1997–2003) Banaszak et al. 
(2003)

Gendering Europeanization (1999–2003) Liebert (2003) 

RNGS (1995–2009). Research Network on Gender Politics and the State http://
libarts.wsu.edu/polisci/rngs (for example, McBride and Mazur, 2010)

EGG (2002–2005). Enlargement, Gender and Governance: The Civic and 
Political Participation and Representation of Women in Central and Eastern 
Europe http://www.qub.ac.uk/egg/ (for example, Galligan et al., 2007)

MAGEEQ (2003–2007). Policy Frames and Implementation Problems:  
The Case of Gender Mainstreaming http://www.mageeq.net/ (for example, 
Lombardo et al., 2009)

QUING (2006–2011). Quality in Gender Equality + Policies http://www.quing.
eu/ (for example, Verloo and Walby, 2012)

FEMCIT (2006–2010). Gendered Citizenship in Multi-Cultural Europe: The 
Impact of Contemporary Women’s Movements http://www.femcit.org (Halsaa 
et al., 2012) 

VEIL (2006–2009). Values Equality and Differences in Liberal Democracies 
http://www.univie.ac.at/veil/

Governing Difference (2006–2009). A Challenge for New Democracies in 
Central and South Eastern European Countries



214 Comparative Policy Studies

The norm of international research groups: Towards 
a cosmopolitan scientific community?

FCP practitioners began to develop international research networks in 
the early 1980s and in the 1990s created multinational research projects, 
securing significant funding to maintain formal research groups with 
publications, meetings, websites and newsletters. The networks have 
often met at the conferences of the European Consortium of Political 
Research, the American Political Science Association, the International 
Political Science Association or the International Studies Association.9 
Since 2000, while not a prerequisite, the creation of a large international 
research group has become more of the norm; all but one of the nine 
projects presented in Table 10.1 had formal international research 
groups. The FCP community tends to be quite global and ‘cosmopoli-
tan’, rather than driven by national ‘parochial’ considerations.10 Most 
groups have both European and North American members with the 
leadership not being dominated by a single nationality. The FCP com-
munity more broadly speaking is quite evenly distributed between the 
Western countries, when controlling for population. In 2012, there were 
roughly one hundred scholars who worked regularly on FCP research.

Going global: How big of an ‘N’?

The inclusion of East Central and South Eastern European countries into 
the analytical purview of many of the newer FCP projects opened the 
door for the consideration of countries from outside of the West with 
different levels of economic and political development and cultural con-
texts. Moreover, the analytical perspective of FCP has clearly gone 
beyond the nation-state to include a multilevel approach, where the 
sub-national and extra-national levels are just as, if not more, important 
than the national level. This push to go beyond the West clearly reso-
nates with the calls made by other feminist political scientists for a 
‘Comparative Politics of Gender’ that places the study of gender and 
politics into a systematic cross-national and cross-regional perspective.11 
Indeed, much of the current research in FCP has sought broader and 
more systematic comparison through the inclusion of countries from 
different regions of the world.

From a quantitative perspective these newer studies have the potential 
to increase the number of observations or N, to boost their explanatory 
power and to bring in considerations of most ‘different’ systems. At the 
same time, expanding the number of countries in a given study to 
include countries outside of the postindustrial West raises a new set of 
analytical issues that stem out of the inclusion of radically different 



Amy G. Mazur and Season Hoard 215

cultural and political contexts. Thus, researchers must carefully assess 
whether their concepts can actually ‘travel’ across these divergent settings 
without being ‘stretched’ beyond their original meanings (Sartori, 1970); 
a consideration that has been an integral part of FCP scholarship since 
its beginnings.

Methodological pluralism: Good or bad?

Reflecting FCP’s integrative feminist empirical approach, methodological 
pluralism has become a more pronounced attribute of research in this 
area. To be sure, much work is qualitative, emphasizing the importance 
of expert analyses of country cases, process tracing, elite interviews and 
archival research. Contrary to conventional wisdom about feminist 
studies, FCP researchers also use quantitative large-N analysis, some-
times out of necessity, due to the tendency to include more countries in 
study designs (for example, Kittelson, 2008; Bolzendahl, 2009; Huber et al., 
2009; Htun and Weldon, 2012). In addition, the tools of medium-N 
analysis, Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) (Ragin and Rihoux, 
2008) are being increasingly used in FCP studies (for example, Mazur, 
2009; McBride and Mazur, 2010). Moreover, many studies are seeking to 
follow a mixed methods approach (O’Connor et al., 1999; Htun and 
Weldon, 2010; McBride and Mazur, 2010; Weldon, 2011; Hoard, 2014; 
Montoya, 2013).An emerging part of the feminist approach is to more 
formally conceptualize and to develop specific data collection and anal-
ysis techniques, drawing from both feminist and non-feminist work; 
many make the call for more systematization and formalization of con-
cepts and measurements. Developing valid and reliable concepts for 
empirical analysis has been an important theme in many studies and an 
arena for fruitful collaboration between feminist and non-feminist 
 analysts (for example, Goertz and Mazur, 2008).

More recent feminist research has embraced the European ‘discursive 
turn’ (Kantola, 2006).12 These studies have brought in approaches based 
on feminist standpoint theory and social constructivism with a focus on 
framing, discourse and policy content. The MAGEEQ/QUING projects 
developed a general approach to analyzing the inclusion of gender and 
other areas of inequalities called Critical Frame Analysis (CFA). These 
more interpretivist scholars may reject formalization of concepts and 
measurements and the scientific method more generally speaking; thus 
there is a potential for fundamental epistemological disagreements 
between FCP scholars that may make project completion challenging.

Therefore, the shift towards methodological pluralism is not necessarily 
positive. On one hand, the key issues of whether formal polices are 
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effectively implemented to actually change gender relations in society 
is left relatively unexamined due to the focus on discourse and policy 
content; on the other hand, an absence of clearly articulated hypotheses, 
formal concepts and findings may limit the broader empirical and applied 
messages of the studies. Without this systematic consideration of policy 
implementation and impact, the feminist scholarship that focuses on 
discourse, frames and the ‘positionality’ of researchers in the process and 
the power system, risks to miss the central questions of FCP – whether all 
of this new state activity actually matters in terms of actually achieving 
a more gender equal society. At the same time, the increased emphasis 
on bringing research to public officials and citizens through public meet-
ings, conferences and training, an emphasis brought in by more con-
structivist approaches, potentially outweighs the empirical gaps.

Representation

Normative and empirical questions of democracy are now a focal point 
for FCP studies in terms of including women’s movements, actors and 
interests into the democratic process to make stable democracies more 
democratic and for newer democracies in terms of effective transitions 
to democracies. Women’s movements and women’s policy agencies, and 
not just legislatures, are now identified as potential sites of representa-
tion as well (Weldon, 2002a). This emphasis on representation as a 
means to link issues of women’s presence to policy outcomes in the FCP 
scholarship dovetails with comparative scholarship on women in politics, 
which is also taking a more systematic look at women’s substantive rep-
resentation and policy outcomes (for example, Celis and Childs, 2008; 
Celis and Mazur, 2012).

Big theory to answer big questions

While the ‘critical tensions (Siim, 2004)’ between the different strands 
within the integrative empirical approach of FCP may lead to some dif-
ferences about the appropriate methodological tools for data collection 
and analysis, there seems to be an emerging consensus around the 
development of more macro-level theory to answer the ‘big questions’ 
of democracy, gender equality and representation.13 The inclusion of 
countries from throughout the world, at ‘all levels and in all domains’ in 
study designs, allows for an analytical terrain on which a variety of 
propositions and hypotheses can be tested about what the major drivers 
are for achieving maximum democratic performance and for promoting 
successful and meaningful gender equality policies. The development of 
culturally sensitive analytical concepts that travel across time and space 
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as well as increasing the number of observations also lends itself to the 
eventual pursuit of more macro theory that can apply to a larger number 
of cases. These studies, thus, can provide more informed and more scien-
tific answers to the perennial big questions being asked by FCP, ques-
tions which are at the center of Comparative Policy Studies as well as all 
areas of political science.

What matters the most: The path towards configurational  
analysis and complexity

Big theories do not necessarily mean mono-causal explanations. Indeed, 
research on FCP, often conducted at the mid-range level,14 has posited a 
series of key factors that must be taken into consideration as hypotheses/
potential drivers in producing authoritative policy responses in any 
macro theory of gender, policy and the state. These include ideas (for 
example, Orloff and Palier, 2009; Sauer, 2010), institutions (for example, 
Krook and Mackay, 2011), women’s movements (for example, McBride 
and Mazur, 2010; Outshoorn, 2010; Weldon, 2011; Htun and Weldon, 
2012) and partisan politics (for example, Kittelson, 2008). Increasingly, 
studies have been identifying sectoral differences to be more important 
in explaining policy outcomes than national or regional policy styles 
(for example, Mazur, 2009; McBride and Mazur, 2010; Htun and Weldon, 
2012). While individual studies make claims to the explanatory power 
of specific factors and often give a privileged place for these as drivers 
and objects of analysis, many others show that pathways to feminist 
success in policy are actually quite complex, often being comprised of 
different ‘configurations’ of factors and in some cases with different 
pathways leading to the same outcome (Banaszak et al., 2003; Krook, 2009; 
Mazur, 2009; McBride and Mazur, 2010; Weldon, 2011). This analytical 
logic resonates with qualitative methodologies and with the tenants of 
equifinality and conjunctural causation that are part and parcel of 
Comparative Configurational Analysis as a general methodological 
approach (Rihoux and Ragin, 2008 and their chapter in this volume).

Persistence of the glass wall

One characteristic of FCP which has remained through the years is the 
degree to which non-feminist policy studies and political science con-
tinue to ignore gender and policy research; thus the glass wall persists. 
With the exception of welfare state research, mainstream comparative 
politics and policy studies still do not integrate the findings of feminist 
scholarship in a meaningful way or bring gender, women’s movements 
or women’s representation as an important aspect to be analyzed in 
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comparative studies of democratic politics. To be sure, there has been an 
increase in publications of gender research in non-feminist journals and 
some qualitative methodological discussions have integrated some of 
the lessons learned from FCP studies (for example, Geortz and Mazur, 
2008; Lieberman, 2009), but few non-feminist scholars have seriously 
gendered their own analysis beyond isolated cases or the more expedient 
approach of ‘add women and stir’.

Research streams of FCP: Gendering non-FCP studies

We now turn to identifying the major streams of current FCP research. 
Here, we present some of the most recent work from each stream; given 
the vitality of this area some of the work we cover here has not yet been 
published or is the object of doctoral research.

Gendering Welfare States – As we have already noted, taking the welfare 
state broadly construed as the primary object of analysis, the work in 
this area has arguably had the most success in breaking down the glass 
wall with non-feminist political science. Taking on Esping-Andersen’s 
taxonomy of the welfare states in Western postindustrial democracy, 
feminist analysts asserted that any understanding of the contemporary 
welfare state had to be gendered (1993). In Orloff’s influential critique of 
the non-feminist concept of welfare states, there are two new necessarily 
gendered dimensions:

Thus, the decommodification dimension must be supplemented with 
a new analytic dimension that taps into the extent to which states 
promote or discourage women’s paid employment – the right to be 
commodified. I call this fourth dimension of welfare-state regimes 
access to paid work. If decommodification is important because it 
frees wage earners from the compulsion of participating in the mar-
ket, a parallel dimension is needed to indicate the ability of those 
who do most of the domestic and caring work – almost all women – 
to form and maintain autonomous households, that is, to survive 
and support their children without having to marry to gain access to 
breadwinners’ income. 

(Orloff, 1993: pp. 318–19)

The concepts of welfare regimes and welfare state taxonomies were thus 
gendered and applied to welfare state analyses from both feminist and 
non-feminist perspectives. A recent special issue of Social Politics, edited 
by Palier – a non-feminist political scientist – and Orloff, exemplifies the 
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way feminist and non-feminist research on welfare state has become 
integrated (2009). Feminist analysts recently have begun to ‘gender’ the 
Varieties of Capitalism framework as well (Mandel and Shalev, 2009). 
Another distinctive feature of the welfare state stream is that it takes seri-
ously the analysis of impacts. Indeed, the extent to which gendered 
social policies have actually contributed to changes in women’s status 
often in comparison to men’s is at the center of the cross-national 
(Daley, 2011) and often quantitative analyses (for example, Huber et al., 
2009; Bolzendahl, 2009).15

Value addition: This first stream of research shows clearly how bring-
ing gender into established classification systems and theoretical frame-
works as well as empirical findings can enhance the leverage and 
analytical power of those theories to produce valid results that reflect 
the full range of political and social activity that are actually occurring. 
Without this feminist impulse to gender research in this area, both in 
terms of frameworks and empirical analysis, welfare regime analysis 
would only be presenting a partial picture of the dynamics and determi-
nants of welfare state regimes in post-industrial democracies.

Feminist Policy Formation scholarship scrutinizes the ways in which pub-
lic policy promotes women’s status and strikes down gender hierarchies 
through the study of the obstacles, actors, content and processes of policy 
that is purposefully feminist. Feminist or gender equality policy is con-
ceptualized as a distinct sector of government action that has a range of 
subsectors that promote feminist goals across all the areas of government 
action that have the potential to change gender relations: for example, 
blueprint, political representation, equal employment, reconciling work 
and family, family law, anti-sexuality and violence policy and reproduc-
tive rights policy.16 It is important to note that analyses of feminist policy 
assess the degree to which government action takes a feminist approach 
or not; thus, a normative assumption here, based on feminist theory, is 
that the state needs to promote a feminist agenda in these areas.

The state in this area, as in other streams, is conceptualized as a disag-
gregated entity, where certain parts can pursue feminist activity and 
other arenas can be positively anti-feminist. The task of policy analysts 
is to study whether, how, when and why state action actually follows a 
feminist course whether it is formally articulated in policy documents 
and statements or not. Given the presence of the feminist impulse in the 
public arena since the late 1960s, any systematic understanding of the 
contemporary state, therefore, must take into consideration feminist 
policy as a separate sector, in its full complexity; in other words, how 
state action has been specifically gendered.
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This subarea of scholarship continues to be very active, with a wide 
range of feminist subsectors of policy under scrutiny, from an increas-
ingly cross-regional/national perspective. Anti-sexual violence policy 
has been a recent focus (Weldon, 2002b; Montoya, 2013). A recent special 
issue of Comparative European Politics covers some of the key areas of 
feminist policy (Mazur and Pollock, 2009a). Sauer (2009) examines veil-
ing policy, a relatively new area of feminist policy in South Eastern 
European countries. Morgan (2009) conducts a cross-national analysis 
of the content of reconciliation policies in Western Europe; Engeli 
(2009) on abortion and artificial reproductive technology policies in 
eight Western European countries; Zippel (2009) on sexual harassment 
policy at the EU level; and Haffner-Burton and Pollock (2009) on EU 
gender mainstreaming. French speaking FCP experts have turned to spe-
cifically looking at policies that focus on the private sphere like violence 
and prostitution policies (Engeli et al., 2008). Lombardo and Forest 
(2012) continue the tradition of Liebert (2003) and others to focus on 
the ‘Europeanization’ of feminist policy.

Like much non-feminist policy scholarship, research in this area takes 
a policy stage approach. Problem definition has been a major focus of 
much FCP work, particularly scholarship that takes a discursive/social 
constructivist approach. Inspired by E.E. Schattschneider’s caveat: ‘. . . 
the definition of politics is the supreme instrument of power’, this work 
examines the framing of policy problems and their solutions (for exam-
ple, Lombardo et al., 2009). A recent special issue of Revue Française de 
Science Politique (Boussaguet and Jacquot, 2009) brought together fran-
cophone FCP experts to specifically look at how women’s movements 
contribute to setting the agenda and defining problems on feminist policies 
in Francophone Europe and the EU level.

Another FCP effort in this stream is seeking to ‘gender’ the Comparative 
Agendas Project (CAP) – a large-scale cross-national quantitative project 
that has coded tens of thousands of policy agendas across most Western 
European countries, the United States and Canada in 225 plus areas of 
policy over the past 100 years with the ultimate goal of conducting 
cross-national analyses on agenda setting.17 Gender was virtually ignored 
in the original design of the project – feminist policy was only treated in 
a single residual category combined with civil rights and minority issues, 
and there was little effort to determine whether feminist issues were 
placed on institutional agendas. Annesley et al. (2011) recodes the CAP 
data in the Netherlands, Great Britain, Switzerland, Denmark and Spain 
to analyze agenda setting on gender equality. A current collaborative 
project by the original CAP team and feminist researchers led by Engeli 
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and Mazur is underway to go through the entire CAP database and 
recode all policy cases that have the potential to be gendered (94 out of 
the original 225) for mention of gender and feminist ideas. A pretest 
on 4000 cases in the US congressional hearings dataset indicates that 
2.4 per cent of all gender potential issues actually end up formally men-
tioning gender.

This focus on agenda setting, problem definition and policy framing 
highlights the extent to which FCP work has been centred on content, 
policy adoption processes and outputs rather than outcomes and impact. 
This is an area of weakness of FCP that undermines feminist policy 
research to systematically determine whether the state has successfully 
pursued feminist policy in terms of achieving gender equality in society. 
While calls for more impact and implementation research have been 
made (for example, Mazur and Pollock, 2009b), systematic comparative 
research on the later stages of the policy process is only in its nascent 
stages and still tends to focus on outputs in implementation rather than 
impact (for example, Avdeyeva, 2009; Haffner-Burton and Pollock, 2009).

Value addition: Here we see the importance of refocusing the analysis on 
a broad swathe of policy that had been previously ignored by non-fem-
inist scholarship. The systematic analysis of feminist and gender-specific 
policy formation in terms of the process, outcomes and impacts of that 
policy and the major causal drivers that promote feminist action provide 
a more complete picture of state action that reflects the highly complex, 
variegated and, often, contradictory nature of state action as a whole. 
Moreover, theorizing state action in terms of feminist action and issues 
of inclusion of women’s interests, provides an additional critical test for 
democratic performance on a more normative level: Can the contempo-
rary democratic state respond to demands for social change and justice 
and, if so, to what end and why? As in the case of gendering the CAP, 
research findings have the potential to provide definitive evidence about 
the extent to which states have taken on gendered and feminist issues 
and, hence, provide new data for studying systematically the complex 
causal factors that will allow us to refine our theories about public policy 
and the state more broadly speaking.

Women’s Movements and Policy research is concerned with the interplay 
between women’s movements, the state and policy. A major issue of 
interest here is to evaluate the success of women’s movements in influ-
encing public policy. Researchers of the women’s movement turned to 
the state and public policy in the 1990s given the degree to which women’s 
movements had sought to engage with the state over the past forty years 
at all levels – local, subnational and extranational. For feminist analysts 
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and theorists alike, women’s movements are defined as a major potential 
vector of feminist change and women’s representation.

Banaszak et al. (2003) set the stage for this area of FCP research by 
conducting a comparative study of how women’s movements and orga-
nizations affected and were affected by ‘state reconfigurations’ in the 
1990s. The mixed methods study of Weldon (2011) asserts that move-
ments, women’s and class-based movements, are central to the promo-
tion of democracy, and many other studies have shown that women’s 
movements ‘matter’ in the development of meaningful state action. FCP 
work has gone far in conceptualizing and operationalizing what is 
meant by the women’s movement (McBride and Mazur, 2008; 
Outshoorn, 2010), a crucial step for conducting sound comparative the-
ory-building studies (Mazur et al., forthcoming). Scholars show that 
contemporary women’s movements are significantly different from 
other social movements in terms of their structure and activities. 
Women’s movements include both autonomous protest-oriented groups 
and more formal organizations. Similarly, women’s movements have 
developed close relationships with state actors and have sought to pro-
mote reform as well as take more protest-oriented stances, typically asso-
ciating with ‘new social movements’. Finally, feminist social movement 
researchers have shown that contrary to the conventional wisdom that 
the new era of new social movements has come to a close, women’s 
movements are still alive and active, albeit in different ways.

Value addition: In this third stream, FCP scholars place women’s move-
ments on the research agenda as an important variable, if not a crucial 
determinant in policy formation, that needs to be carefully examined. 
Women’s movement ideas are an important analytical touchstone for 
studying the content of feminist policy as well. The conceptualization of 
women’s movements beyond merely protest and anti-system groups 
also pushes non-feminist analysts to examine women’s movements sep-
arately from other new social movements and suggests that other social 
movements need to be considered in terms of a more institutionalized 
and permanent form.

State Feminism research arguably takes the most direct route to under-
standing how the contemporary state is gendered. It scrutinizes the 
state structures and actors that are formally charged with promoting 
women’s rights and striking down gender hierarchies: women’s policy 
agencies/gender equality machineries and the agents who work for 
them – ‘femocrats’. As McBride and Mazur (2007) assert, the concept of 
state feminism went from a ‘loose notion’ about women’s policy agencies 
to a more precise analytical construct about whether women’s policy 
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agencies worked with women’s movements to promote women’s interests 
in the state through both promoting women’s movement actors partici-
pation and the inclusion of women’s movement ideas in the state policy 
discussions and policy. Thus, women’s policy agencies are potentially 
important vectors of representation and enhanced democratization, 
they can be crucial arenas for both women’s substantive and descriptive 
representation. Examined in further detail in the next section, the 
Research Network on Gender Politics and the State (RNGS), a 40 member 
international research group, has been a major contributor to the research 
agenda on state feminism since its creation in 1995.

Value addition: A focus on state feminism allows researchers to assess 
directly the extent to which the contemporary state has seriously taken 
on demands for social change and justice, in this case, through gender 
equality, thus once again contributing to solving the larger question of 
to what degree are consolidated and stable democracies actually demo-
cratic. Systematic analysis of women’s policy agencies also fills an empir-
ical gap about the state more generally, particularly given all Western 
postindustrial democracies and all countries of the world, for that mat-
ter, have had some form of women’s policy office at various levels of 
governments.

Additional streams or new cross-cutting themes?

The following three areas have more recently become important objects 
of study and research foci for FCP analysts. Given the extent to which 
these issues are being taken-up to varying degrees in all current feminist 
policy work, it is not clear whether each is a discrete stream of research. 
Nonetheless, they provide new and formerly unchartered avenues for 
comparative policy analysis to be gendered.

Representation

Issues of linkages between women’s descriptive and substantive repre-
sentation have become central analytical foci for many FCP scholars 
alongside other political scientists who use Pitkin’s taxonomy of repre-
sentation (Celis and Mazur, 2012). The question of whether women 
make a difference in public policy formation and whether policies are 
representing women’s interests are at the fore of studies on feminist policy 
formation. At the same time, women’s movements and state feminism 
research that focus on representation assert that the ultimate test of 
democratic performance and representation is whether the substantive 
content of public policy is taking on formerly excluded interests (for 
example, Celis and Childs, 2008). A methodologically rich, cross-national 
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and cross-regional literature has emerged on the development and 
impact of quota policies throughout the world as well (Dahelrup, 2006; 
and Krook, 2009). This comparative work combines three out of the four 
FCP streams, given that quota policies are a specific example of political 
representation policies – one of the feminist policy subsectors – and that 
women’s movements and women’s policy agencies are potentially major 
partners in the adoption and implementation of quotas. Also, the new 
scholarship on quotas examines not just the content and diffusion of 
quota policies but also whether they make a difference in enhancing 
women’s substantive and descriptive representation in the crucial 
dynamics of implementation and impact.

Intersectionality

The relatively new concept of intersectionality, the notion that systems 
of gender discrimination are interwoven with other systems of discrimi-
nation and inequality based on ethnicity, race, class, culture, religion 
and sexual orientation, is becoming an essential analytical tool as it 
relates to representation, democracy and gender equality.18 For example, 
working-class Muslim women from North Africa have interests different 
from upper-class white women in European society. Thus, the represen-
tation and the equality policies that are formulated to respond to each 
group’s demands may be quite different (Hankivsky and Cormier, 2011).

Many of the most recent FCP studies address intersectionality in their 
research designs in large part, given that this has been placed on policy 
agendas in European countries and at the EU level in recent years as well 
as on the agendas of certain women’s movements. Many of the major 
international feminist policy research projects have brought in some 
level of intersectionality as well, for example, FEMCIT and QUING. 
Several recent publications have investigated how intersectionality has 
been integrated into genderequality efforts in Western Europe. Verloo 
and Walby (2012) bring together QUING members to reflect upon how 
the European Union and EU member states have pursued policies that 
combine different forms of discrimination. Similarly, Kirzsan et al. (2012) 
conduct a cross-national and regional analysis of government agencies 
that have formally institutionalized intersectional approaches that will 
contribute to state feminism scholarship. Halsaa et al. (2012) examine 
intersectionality in Europe in the context of issues of citizenship. The 
exact contribution and findings of this new body of work remains to be 
seen. However as Hankivsky and Cormier (2011) point out, the precise 
shape and design of the intersectional approach is in flux. Moreover, the 
potential threats of diluting gender equality efforts in the development 
of diversity and intersectional policy must be assessed as well.
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Feminist institutionalism

The ‘new institutionalism’ with its emphasis on formal structures, rules 
and norms is an important touchstone for FCP. Many FCP studies have 
directly dialogued with the various forms of new institutionalism in 
their theory building. An international network , Feminism and 
Institutionalism International Network (FIIN), has been recently created 
‘to explore the interplay between feminist approaches to gendered 
 institutions and new institutional theory’ as its major goal (http://www.
femfiin.com/). The group brings together many FCP members from 
across the globe and has called for and developed a feminist institu-
tional approach to gender analysis.19 New scholarship on ‘gender, poli-
tics and state architecture’ that focuses on the territorial dimensions of 
government that address gender policy issues can also be seen as a part 
of feminist institutionalism (for example, Chappell and Vickers, 2011). 
A broad focus on gender and institutions cuts across many areas of polit-
ical analysis and not just policy or state focused analysis; thus feminist 
institutionalism may not be as much an emerging distinct research 
stream as FCP work on representation and intersectionality.

FCP research designs in action: State feminism  
and feminist policy formation

The following two projects capture a range of FCP studies across the 
 different areas of research. The first is a completed study conducted by a 
large international network with many publications and outputs focused 
on state feminism, and the second is an in-progress study of a new object 
of analysis for the feminist policy formation stream, gender expertise. 
It was originally conducted in the context of a PhD thesis by a single 
researcher. We show these two cases to illustrate the different stages of 
FCP projects and to emphasize the importance of doctoral research in 
the FCP research cycle as well as of large-scale well funded studies con-
ducted by international networks.

RNGS: Gendering theories of policy change, social movements, 
representation and institutions

Following the lead of Scandinavian, Dutch and Australian feminist 
scholars, RNGS was created in 1995 to pursue systematically a cross-
national study of the interface between women’s policy agencies and 
women’s movements in 17 Western postindustrial democracies. Through 
complex mixed-methods design, which ‘chose not to choose’ (Mazur 
and Parry, 1998) between a uniquely qualitative or quantitative approach 
from the start, over 40 researchers conducted research to produce 5 issue 



226 Comparative Policy Studies

books, a data base of 130 policy debates with information on 75 variables 
and a mixed methods analysis of state feminism across five issue areas 
(McBride and Mazur, 2010).20

The RNGS study ‘gendered’ comparative policy analysis by posing the 
question of whether, how and why women’s policy agencies make states 
more democratic through promoting the presence of women’s move-
ments, actors and ideas in the policy process. The analysis assessed 
women’s representation in individual policy debates across five policy 
areas with the potential to shift gender relations significantly – abortion, 
job training, political representation prostitution and an issue of 
national significance centered on state reconfiguration or ‘hot issue’. 
Researchers conducted qualitative analyses in three policy debates for 
each country across all five policy areas through process-tracing to deter-
mine whether the agencies introduced gendered frames into the policy 
debates on these issues, whether they supported women’s movement 
claims, whether women’s movement actors participated in the debate 
and whether the policies that were adopted at the end of the debates 
contained movement demands. The core concepts were formally opera-
tionalized and indicators, both qualitative and quantitative, were devel-
oped to provide valid and reliable comparative analyses. The study 
design also was constructed around three strands of theory, both femi-
nist and non-feminist, on representation, movements, policy framing 
and institution.

Value addition: Thus the multi-methods empirical analysis tested 
hypotheses from these bodies of theory and the final ‘theory of state 
feminism’ produced by that analysis contributed to the cumulative 
knowledge and theory building in the three strands of theory informing 
the study. The final multi-methods capstone book in particular made 
contributions to each area of theory building and, hence, to a more general 
understanding of democratic performance at the center of comparative 
policy studies (McBride and Mazur, 2010).

The politics of expertise in postindustrial democracies: Making 
gender visible and gender expertise matter

Recent non-feminist research has rediscovered the role of expertise in 
democracy as an important theme in policy studies (Maasen and Weingart, 
2005). Yet, this research omits examination of gender expertise. This is a 
significant oversight given the political relevance of gender policies and 
the number of organizations, including both non-governmental and 
governmental, that have sought gender experts to create and inform 
public policy. Feminist research has found that gender expertise can be 
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important to feminist policy success (for example, Elgstrom, 2000; Sauer, 
2010); however, systematic analysis has yet to be developed.

This study seeks to analyze gender policy expertise and contribute to 
literature on democratization and representation by analyzing if, when 
and how women’s interests are being conveyed to political actors 
through gender experts (Hoard,2014). More specifically, it contributes to 
scholarship on women’s substantive representation by analyzing if, how 
and why the advice and recommendations of gender experts are success-
fully translated into public policy. Gender experts are therefore concep-
tualized in terms of their potential to speak for women as a group.

In order to analyze the impact of gender experts, it is necessary to devote 
considerable attention to the conceptualization and operationalization of 
gender expertise. This process involves combing insights from several 
non-feminist policy theories, including Multiple Streams Theory, Advocacy 
Coalitions Framework, Punctuated Equilibrium Theory, the Theory of 
Epistemic Communities and Social Construction Theory and integrating 
this knowledge with current feminist research on gender expertise, gender 
knowledge, feminist policy formation and women’s movements in order 
to create an operational definition of gender expertise.

The study design utilizes a sequential mixed-methods approach. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with gender experts working with 
local, regional, national and supranational organizations. These experts 
come from a variety of backgrounds and performed a variety of activi-
ties. Interview data was used to further conceptualize and operationalize 
the concept of gender expertise as well as to determine factors that bolster 
or hinder gender expert success in the policy process. Following analysis 
of the interview data, a survey was developed in order to increase the 
number and types of experts analyzed. The survey was designed to build 
on the interview data by testing the factors identified by interview par-
ticipants as important to their success. In an effort to develop a more 
macro-level theory, this study also empirically tests the factors that are 
identified by experts and officials in both the interviews and survey as 
important for successful implementation of gender expertise through 
a  multilevel, cross-national analysis, which examines gender expertise 
in public policies of Western postindustrial democracies. QCA is used in 
order to determine the necessary and sufficient conditions that impact 
gender expert’s success in influencing policy design. The mixed-methods, 
multilevel and cross-national analysis allows this research to make con-
tributions in theory building to both feminist and non-feminist policy 
analysis, increasing our understanding of democracy and representa-
tion, which are central to both.



228 Comparative Policy Studies

Value addition: This research makes gender experts and gender expertise 
the exclusive focus of its analysis and places gender experts as an impor-
tant independent variable to be considered when examining public 
policy, helping to contribute to feminist and non-feminist policy theo-
ries through conceptualization and analysis designed to develop better 
theory regarding expertise. A focus on gender experts and gender exper-
tise allows for assessing the extent to which Western postindustrial 
democracies and the international community has seriously pursued 
efforts to achieve gender equality as well as for evaluating the extent 
to which gender experts are influencing public policy, representing 
women’s interests and the long-term development of more democratic 
democracies.

Conclusion

Feminist policy scholars have long lamented the gender bias and empirical 
gaps that exist in non-feminist state and policy research. As this chapter 
has illustrated, feminist researchers have countered some of the limita-
tions of comparative public policy research through the development of 
a transnational community of scholars committed to improving femi-
nist and non-feminist research through innovative methodological 
 contributions that strengthen theory building, research design and com-
parative research in public policy. With an ever-growing international 
presence in academia and more applied policy settings, FCP is proving 
to be an important and meaningful area of study within comparative 
policy studies. As such, there may very well be real scientific ramifica-
tions for being uninformed about its contributions.

FCP provides several methodological lessons that can make compara-
tive policy studies more systematic. First, the development of a large and 
genuinely international research community allows FCP to broaden its 
impact and contributions through research that goes beyond national 
analysis and culminate insights through research that is truly multina-
tional. While the majority of this community is comprised of Western 
scholars, efforts are currently underway to incorporate non-Western 
gender policy experts and research into newer FCP projects, leading to 
an area of study that is increasingly going global and expanding its 
scope beyond postindustrial democracies.

Second, the methodological pluralism and increasing use of mixed meth-
ods design result in research that provides more analytical leverage and 
stronger theories. Third, and especially important to comparative policy 
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studies, is the emerging emphasis on conceptualization, operationalization 
and the creation of concepts that travel, a development that also produces 
more valid and reliable results. Fourth, while tensions exist within FCP 
between different empirical strands, FCP research increasingly incorpo-
rates more comprehensive research designs in order to develop macrolevel 
as well as mid-range theories about policy content, policy formation and, 
more recently, implementation and impact. The pursuit of macro-level 
theory does not mean that FCP scholars are beholden to mono-causal 
explanations of political phenomena; research in this area illustrates that 
the determinants of feminist policy success are complex and quite varied. 
Indeed, the mixed methods designs being used by recent studies provide 
for better ways of fully grasping and theorizing about these highly complex 
processes.

Fifth, FCP scholarship has contributed to public policy research through 
the analysis of new objects of study and variables that have previously 
been ignored in non-feminist literatures such as women’s movements, 
women’s policy agencies, gender expertise, feminist policy, gendering 
policy frames, intersections between race, class, gender,  sexuality and 
so on and the influence of women as actors. Lastly, is the contribution 
that FCP scholarship has made to feminist and non-feminist theory 
building through the integration of both literatures. This has led FCP 
scholars to reconceptualize some of the most central and important 
concepts and theories about the state, democracy and the policy process 
in order to conduct research that adequately incorporates women and 
gender.

In conclusion, FCP scholarship offers several methodological and the-
oretical insights that can improve comparative policy studies; yet much 
non-feminist policy research continues to miss the contributions of this 
important area of study. Given the strong methodological and theoreti-
cal links between FCP and comparative policy studies as well as the 
growing and continued focus on gender policy issues across the globe, 
the glass wall that still appears to be in place needs to be dismantled. 
FCP offers much to both feminist and non-feminist policy scholars alike, 
which, if genuinely incorporated, will lead to a comparative public policy 
field that is more systematic, integrative, inclusive and, ultimately, more 
scientific. In the final analysis, therefore, strengthening comparative 
policy studies through the gendering process will allow this area of political 
science to better contribute to our general understanding of democratic 
performance and its critical processes and in doing so enhance democ-
racy itself.
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Notes

1 We would like to thank the editors for their valuable and insightful com-
ments as well as the following scholars for sharing with us their feedback and 
in-progress scholarship: Mieke Verloo, Judith Squires, Celeste Montoya, 
Andrea Kriszan, Katalin Fabian, Alba Alonso, Emanuela Lombardo, Laurel 
Weldon, Joyce Outshoorn and Birgit Sauer.

2 See, for example, Orloff (1993) and Sainsbury (1994) for an overview of 
scholarship in this area.

3 We use here a broad notion of methodology, which recognizes the connec-
tions between epistemology, theory building, research design, conceptualiza-
tion and tools for data collection and analysis.

4 This analysis is based on a large-scale assessment of over 400 FCP pieces 
(Mazur, 2002).

5 See Lovenduski (1998) for one of the foundational texts on the importance 
of gender as an analytical concept.

6 See the chapter contributions to Sainsbury’s (1994) path-breaking edited 
 volume on ‘gendering welfare states’.

7 See Squires (1999) for an overview of feminist theorizing on democracy, gender 
and the state.

8 For a systematic treatment of the notion ‘women’s interests’ see the ‘Critical 
Perspectives’ on Women’s Interests in Politics and Gender 2011, 7(3).

9 At least 15 FCP books have come out of work carried out at these 
conferences.

10 Norris (1997)and others have been quite critical of European political science 
for being overly concerned by parochial and nationalistic issues that have 
prevented the creation of a unified and systematic European political 
science.

11 For more on the Comparative Politics of Gender, see the special issue of 
Perspectives (March 2010).

12 See, for example, Lombardo et al. (2009), Verloo and Walby (2012), and 
Kantola (2010).

13 A workshop that brought together scholars working on these big comparative 
studies was held at the European Consortium of Political Research joint sessions 
in April 2012.

14 Following from Merton’s (1949) notion of mid-range or meso-theory, mid-
range theory building can take place across categories of countries or sectors 
of policy, for example. Hypotheses from these studies can then be assessed in 
larger, more macro-level studies across different groups of countries or different 
sectors of policy.

15 Many of the pieces in Social Politics are in the welfare state stream as well.
16 This is the taxonomy of feminist policy developed by Mazur (2002) from the 

review of the FCP literature in 2000. Blueprint policy includes any policy that 
seeks to set-up general principles of gender equality like the Equal Rights 
Amendment in the USA or gender mainstreaming policy, often identified 
with the European Union (e.g., Haffner-Burton and Pollock, 2009).

17 For more on the CAP go to http://www.comparativeagendas.org/
18 For more on intersectionality as an analytical concept, see, for example, 

Weldon (2008).
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19 For more on feminist institutionalism, see Krook and MacKay (2011).
20 For more on the RNGS study design, its publication and dataset go to http://

libarts.wsu.edu/pppa/rngs/
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Introduction: The methods of mixing research approaches

Mixed-methods designs have received burgeoning attention in the 
 academic community during the last decade not only in the social 
 sciences but also in public health research and psychological science 
(Giddings, 2006; Doyle et al., 2009). Multimethod approaches and tech-
niques of triangulation have a long tradition in these literatures 
(Campbell and Fiske, 1959; Jick, 1979; Brewer and Hunter, 1989). They 
have however only recently been translated into a ‘unique research 
approach that has philosophical foundations, its own terminology, sys-
tematic research designs, and specific procedures for designing, imple-
menting and reporting research using this approach’ (Plano Clark et al., 
2008: p. 354; see Greene, 2008). Apart from the feature to combine qual-
itative and quantitative approaches, mixed-methods research differs 
from multimethod designs by the interwovenness of the underlying 
research questions that can only be answered through different analyses 
(Johnson et al., 2007; Morse, 2010).

From the single-method perspective, the choice of either a qualitative 
or a quantitative method of approach implies gains and losses. There is 
a trade-off between the gain of more in-depth insights and the loss of an 
overall view of the phenomena of interest in the first case, and vice versa 
in the second case (see Coppedge, 1999; Fearon and Laitin, 2008; 
Caporaso, 2009). Hence, the decision to choose one approach instead of 
the other largely depends on the research question posed and whether it 
may be better grasped by using qualitative or quantitative data (see 
Creswell, 2003).

Choosing a qualitative approach will allow gaining in-depth insights 
into relatively complex political phenomena, but will impose limits on 
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what one can generalize from the empirical cases studied. Choosing a 
quantitative approach, inversely, will allow for generalization across a 
large number of phenomena, but will not allow insights into the specifics 
of a phenomenon and any underlying causal processes between explanans 
and explanandum.

However, the choice between the use of quantitative or qualitative 
data need not be an absolute one. Rather, both approaches can be linked 
in a mutually beneficial way (Lieberman, 2005). Thus, starting from a 
large-N analysis allows a limited number of case analyses to control 
whether all important factors have been included. In the reverse sense, 
single case analysis offers large-N analysis the possibility to control for 
spurious correlations and endogeneity by analyzing the underlying 
causal mechanisms.

In this context, the mixed-methods strategy offers ways to mitigate 
the weaknesses of the two broad research approaches within the social 
sciences (see Coppedge, 1999; Gerring, 2005; Mahoney and Goertz, 
2006; Denscombe, 2008). While quantitative analyses are apt to ensure 
the generalizability of the results, additional qualitative case studies of 
the processes might help to identify the causal mechanism at work for a 
subset of the units of analysis.1

The value addition of mixed-methods over single-method approaches 
lies in the ability to draw more robust conclusions from empirical 
research. At the general level, one can conceive of four different mixed-
methods designs; each of which enhances the credibility of the research 
findings (Table 11.1; see Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2006 for alternative 
classifications of mixed-methods approaches). While two of the four 
constellations eventually lead to more substantiated results (that is, the 
purely exploratory and confirmatory approaches), the remaining two 
set-ups are appropriate when extensively studying, for instance, under-
researched topics (cf. further Morse, 1991, 2010; Hall and Howard, 2008; 
Creswell, 2010).

On the one hand, complementary uses of different methods (either 
confirmatory or exploratory) are most appropriate to enhance the 
validity of findings and therefore to minimize the risks of biased results 
(Coppedge, 1999). On the other hand, the sequential application of 
 different methods is apt to deliver both the development of a theory 
and its subsequent testing. This strategy helps to obtain generalizable 
results by establishing close empirical links in both theory-building and 
testing.2 Ultimately, the decision of whether to choose a mixed-methods 
design at all and whether to focus on complementary or sequential 
designs depends on the researcher’s individual philosophical point of 
departure.3
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While complementary mixed-methods approaches allow for comparing 
results obtained through the application of different research techniques, 
emphasis in sequential methods is put on the validation and explana-
tion of the findings obtained by distinct approaches. First, qualitative 
in-depth studies subsequent to a large-N analysis might validate both 
the constructs underlying the different research methods (Hitchcock 
and, Nastasi, 2011) and the data obtained through distinct analyses 
(Plano Clark et al., 2008). In the context of survey research for instance, 
this strategy allows researchers to scrutinize quantifiable indicators by 
adding qualitative open-end questions. Second, for explanatory purposes 
scientists can choose to complement large-N analyses with in-depth 
qualitative case studies in order to identify the precise mechanisms at 
work – such as through in-depth process-tracing (see Caporaso on ana-
lytical as opposed to descriptive narratives, 2009) or grounded-theory 
approaches (cf., for example, Corbin and Strauss, 1998; Creswell, 2003). 
Similarly, they might also perceive the need to understand why there are 
deviations from certain empirical or theoretically predicted patterns (see 
Gerring, 2007, for different ex-ante and ex-post case study techniques) 
in certain cases. In this situation, follow-up qualitative case studies 
might enhance the findings obtained from large-N analyses. Third, the 
reasons for adding qualitative analyses to a quantitative one might be 
given by the researchers’ objective to identify the underlying micro-macro 
link (Kittel, 2006) in order to enhance the credibility of quantitative 
research results. Fourth, researchers might seek to confirm qualitatively 

Table 11.1 Typology of mixed-methods approaches

Quantitative perspective

Exploratory Confirmatory

Qualitative 
perspective

Exploratory Complementary Sequential
• Extensive theory- 

building (hypothesis 
generation)

• Qualitative 
identification of 
causal mechanisms

• Subsequent 
quantitative testing 
of hypotheses

Confirmatory Sequential Complementary
• Quantitative  

identification of  
causal mechanisms

• Subsequent qualitative 
testing of hypotheses

• Extensive theory-
testing (hypothesis 
testing)
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obtained results based on a broader sample for reasons of generalization 
(see King et al., 1994; Coppedge, 1999; Mahoney and Goertz, 2006; Gerring, 
2007; Mahoney, 2008). A fifth and more research pragmatic reason for 
mixing different methods is the need to find a selection criterion for 
qualitative in-depth analyses. In this context, ex-ante quantitative studies 
are suitable to detect empirical scenarios and types of interesting cases. 
In the literature a number of techniques have emerged to select cases for 
follow-up qualitative analyses (see Seawright and Gerring, 2008).

In short, mixed-methods studies can be motivated by both research-
pragmatic and substantive theoretical reasons. Further, their results are 
more persuasive as potentially they reach a broader group of scholars 
who pertain to different research schools and traditions (see Plano 
Clark et al., 2008). Given the broadened perspective associated with 
mixed-methods designs when compared to single-method approaches, 
it is hard to conceive of any conceptual or analytical reasons against 
these kinds of research designs. Rather, the actual challenge consists in 
the combination of different methods in research practice both by 
exploiting the strengths and by mitigating the weaknesses of different 
approaches.

This chapter discusses individual research steps that are taken when 
conducting comparative public policy research. It starts from the most 
elementary query of what questions that constitute a puzzle in compara-
tive public policy research are worthwhile studying and asks how this 
puzzle is transformed into a systematic research question. Two different 
ways may be chosen to look for answers to the research question: deduc-
ing hypotheses from existing theories in the field of investigation; or 
exploring empirical material and research – in an inductive way – for 
possible new answers to the research question. Once hypotheses have 
been formulated, their independent and dependent variables and the 
underlying causal mechanism are specified. In a further step, the inde-
pendent and dependent variables are operationalized; that is, empirical 
indicators are defined that may be used to measure the presence or 
absence of the variables in our empirical material. Finally, we have to 
describe the quantitative and qualitative data and the sources that we 
are using to collect them, how we systematized and evaluated the data 
and what our empirical findings tell us regarding the validity of our 
hypotheses. To give a practical example, we exemplify all of these steps 
by describing a concrete research project focusing on the dismantling 
of pension policies in Western democracies, and more particularly in 
Italy and Switzerland, and discuss the respective advantage of choosing 
a quantitative or qualitative approach when collecting data and evaluat-
ing them.
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Empirical puzzle and research question: Why adopt  
a mixed-methods research design?

Before engaging in a research project on comparative public policy, the 
researcher clearly states the added value of planned research, anticipating 
the famous ‘so what’ question. The added value may lie in an added 
empirical or theoretical value of the planned research. Has the researcher 
been motivated by some fascinating variation in empirical political out-
comes, a striking empirical inconsistency, or a surprising new empirical 
development? Or does it start from a theoretical puzzle, an on-going 
theoretical controversy or inconsistent arguments in the literature? A 
mixed-methods approach allows one to define a research question from 
two different angles: the qualitative research is based on acquiring in-depth 
knowledge of the empirical phenomena in question. This in-depth 
knowledge may lead to the discovery of new views on the topic in ques-
tion not covered by the existing literature. The qualitative view is not 
restricted by the availability of existing quantitative data or by the need 
to be able to quantitatively measure the phenomenon in question and 
the concomitant need to narrow down the perspective to what is quan-
titatively measurable. It has to generate new data by using the corre-
sponding empirical tools. The advantage of a quantitative approach 
consists in pointing to common limited features across a large number 
of cases, and, therefore, may offer useful insights as to where individual 
qualitatively researched cases are situated with respect to this feature 
compared to other cases. It is for these reasons that we chose two distinct 
analyses, qualitative case comparisons and a quantitative analysis across 
a large number of countries to account for the conditions and modes of 
dismantling pension policies.

Once the puzzle that motivates the research has been described, the 
research question is formulated in a systematic way. In qualitative 
research it usually takes the form of a ‘why’ question: Why has a particular 
phenomenon emerged, or changed over time, and what are the conse-
quences of this change? In other words, we pose causal questions.

In our empirical example we focus on the puzzle of how policies are 
dismantled and why the mode in which they are dismantled varies 
across countries. While the large-N perspective allows assessing and pre-
dicting the overall extent of policy dismantling over a number of cases, 
the qualitative case-study based strategy is useful to study the particular 
dismantling strategies pursued by the policy-makers. Put differently, the 
qualitative search for causal mechanisms is complemented by the quan-
titative assessment of the average changes in the dependent variable for 
the units of analysis over a broad geographical and temporal sample.
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Pension policies constitute an important cost factor for public budgets 
and are opposed by important and powerful constituencies in demo-
graphically aging societies. In view of these features how do various 
states deal with the problem of reducing entitlements to pensions? 
While considerable research has been conducted on growth and innova-
tion in social policy, the study of the conditions and modes of abolish-
ing existing policies was – for a long time – little investigated (Bauer and 
Knill, 2012). We therefore formulate our research question as follows: 
‘To what extent do states reduce pension payments, and under what 
conditions and by which political processes?’ This is not only empiri-
cally important, but also theoretically challenging. Whereas the overall 
pressure from demographic and economic developments is relatively 
straightforward, the question of why states react in different ways politi-
cally to this pressure and opt for specific modes of dismantling is theo-
retically more challenging (Bauer and Knill, 2012).

In the light of the above-discussed types of different mixed-methods 
designs and existing literature on policy change in the field of pension 
politics, we opt for a complementary theory-driven research design. Put 
differently, we rely on both qualitative and quantitative research tech-
niques to evaluate theoretically derived hypotheses on policy disman-
tling in a distinct policy field. These refer to both, the average effects of 
certain possible factors on the governments’ willingness to reduce gen-
erosity and the precise mechanisms at work that account for these deci-
sions. Integrating qualitative and quantitative research methods we are 
able to analyze both the causes and conditions of policy dismantling in 
the field of pension politics.

Concepts and theories: How to elaborate a mixed-methods 
research design

Generating hypotheses

Causal questions call for answers or hypotheses which claim that specific 
factor(s) (independent variable/s) explain a specific outcome (depen-
dent variable). They may be generated in two different ways. They may 
be derived from existing theories and as such offer an answer to the 
research question of interest (deductive procedure). Or hypotheses may 
be gained inductively from prior empirical exploratory research which 
produced interesting new causal insights between classes of phenom-
ena. When proceeding deductively, the theoretical reasoning starts out 
with an explication of the assumptions on which the theoretical argu-
ment is based. The assumptions indicate what is assumed as given, such 
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as actors’ motives of behavior or a multilevel structure of governing. 
In this context, sequential mixed-methods designs constitute powerful 
means to combine inductive exploratory approaches with subsequent 
deductive theory-driven empirical testing (see Introduction).

On the basis of the explicated assumptions, a systematic variation of 
either the explanatory macro variables or the micro variables empha-
sized in the theory produces hypotheses that state a causal claim. The 
researcher opts for a theory, which in her view offers the most explana-
tory power. She may also propose two competing theoretical explana-
tions which predict different outcomes; or different theoretically derived 
explanations may be offered which are complementary in that one the-
ory explains one part of the variance of the dependent variable, and, the 
other theory, the rest of the variance. Finally, two theoretical explana-
tions may also be observationally equivalent or equifinal in that they 
predict the same result but claim that the same outcome may be reached 
through two different processes.

Whether proceeding in a deductive or inductive way, a causal state-
ment should also explicate the causal mechanisms – preferably expressed 
in theoretical terms – linking the explanans to the explanandum. 
Explicating causal mechanisms helps discover spurious relationships in 
the correlation analysis of covariation, which has been critiqued for 
sometimes producing significant correlations between nonsensical phe-
nomena. In that sense, correlations do not really explain an outcome. 
However, the contrast should not be overemphasized. For one thing, a 
causal explanation based on qualitative data and case studies does not 
make sense without the link between an independent and dependent 
variable. Second, correlation analysis may consider the underlying 
causal mechanism as so obvious that it does not warrant explication 
(Gerring, 2005).

Mixed-methods approaches go beyond single-method research in that 
they allow for the integrated analysis of the causes and conditions for 
certain empirical phenomena. Our analysis of policy dismantling follows 
a complementary deductive research design that seeks to combine quali-
tative case studies with quantitative regression analysis in a comple-
mentary way (cf. further Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2006). In addition to 
enhancing the validity of the data and the research results (see 
Introduction), this strategy allows combining different logics of linking 
the independent and dependent concepts (that is, deterministic versus 
probabilistic approaches; see Neuman, 2002; Brady and Collier, 2004; 
Tarrow, 2004; Mahoney, 2008). While the quantitative analysis follows 
the effects-of-causes approach, qualitative studies are deterministic in 
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nature in that they seek to identify necessary and sufficient causes for 
certain empirical phenomena (see Holland, 1986; Ragin, 1989; King et al., 
1994; Sobel, 2000; Mahoney and Goertz, 2006). With regard to our con-
crete example of pension policy dismantling, the integrated mixed-
methods analysis enables us to distinguish between conditions that 
facilitate and those that actually cause the dismantling processes.

In the qualitative analysis of our concrete example of why pension 
policies develop in different ways across different countries, we generate 
hypotheses from rational choice institutionalism and bargaining theory. 
Based on strategic interaction analysis (see Frieden, 1999; Lake and 
Powell, 1999) we distinguish between a micro or actor’s side on the one 
hand and a macro or environment/institutional side of the analysis on 
the other. We systematically vary either micro aspects while controlling 
for macro features in order to predict outcomes, or vary macro features 
while controlling for micro factors on the other, in order to predict the 
outcomes of a strategic bargaining process among the relevant actors in 
a specific macro context.

On the micro side we assume that for relevant political actors, cutting 
back pension payments is politically costly since they may subsequently 
be ‘punished’ by a loss of votes. However, while all actors shun these 
costs, they are also under pressure to decrease budget deficits, reduce 
social contributions and make sure that the younger generations are not 
too heavily burdened with pension payments. Hence, we assume that 
the relevant political decision-makers, while all of them are under pres-
sure to cut pension costs and agree that measures need to be taken, have 
diverse preferences as regards how to proceed to reduce payments. We 
assume that they have a variety of possible strategies at hand, but have 
different preferences over the ranking of these strategies. These outcomes 
or strategies are: (i) a manifest considerable cutback; (ii) a hidden or 
automatic incremental cutback by indexing or non-adjustment to rising 
living costs; (iii) a shifting of the problem solution to another level; and 
(iv) no action at all.

On the macro side we distinguish environmental or macro factors 
which we assume to be relevant for the outcome of actors’ strategic bar-
gaining. It is plausible to assume that the institutional structure of a 
political system, for example, the number of veto players in a political 
system and the number of levels across which decision making extends, 
are the most important political macro variables.

In a first conceptual experiment4 we assume high problem pressure 
and diverse actors’ preferences as regards outcomes. We vary environ-
mental/macro conditions to predict a corresponding outcome of the 



Sophie Biesenbender and Adrienne Héritier 245

strategic bargaining process: ‘The more veto players with diverse preferences 
in the political arena, the more incremental (or hidden) dismantling strategies 
will be.’ (H1)

We argue that given high problem pressure, diverse actors have different 
preferences as regards the strategies of cutting back pensions schemes. 
Whilst left-wing parties are expected to oppose cutbacks in public pen-
sion systems, center-right parties, in order to safeguard the economic 
viability of the public pension system, may be more willing to engage in 
cutbacks urging citizens to rely on private pension schemes. Both parties 
will be under considerable pressure from the respective interested orga-
nizations representing their constituencies to resist or support cutbacks. 
In an institutional set-up formal and de facto veto players have consid-
erable clout in bringing their influence to bear. To put it differently, 
where a veto-player can prevent action from being taken, it is plausible 
to expect that dismantling will be difficult to carry out and can only be 
pursued in an incremental and less noticeable way.

In a second conceptual experiment we vary actors’ preferences while 
controlling for institutional macro conditions and hypothesize: ‘Under 
the condition of a strong economic downturn and financial pressure of public 
budgets, ceteris paribus, political actors will opt for straightforward cutbacks 
in pension payments.’ (H2)

In a situation where problem pressure increases due to a stark economic 
downturn and increasing financial problems in the public budget – and 
assuming the same institutional macro conditions in both cases – we 
may expect that the urgency of the situation will influence actors’ pref-
erences over the desirable outcomes. Situational preferences (if not the 
meta preferences) of actors may change and induce more willingness to 
pursue straightforward cutbacks in pension payments.

Quantitative regression analyses are useful in assessing the mean 
causal effect of one factor on another by approximating the measure-
ment of causes with that of correlations. As such, most quantitative 
studies share the assumption that causes are additive in nature with the 
exception of those approaches that explicitly model the expected inter-
action effects of the different factors. Therefore, the quantitative 
approach requires hypotheses that express the expected average change 
in the dependent variable changes as a reaction to modified indepen-
dent factors. In the context of confirmatory analyses, the theoretically 
identified causes and mechanisms translate into a variety of different 
testable claims. On the one hand, hypotheses might express the expected 
direction of change in the dependent variable as a response to certain 
developments of the independent variables. On the other hand, they 
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can state the relative impact of the different independent factors in 
order to compare the coefficients’ values and levels of significance (given 
comparable metrics of the underlying indicators).

Quantitative analyses include explanatory factors of various natures. 
On the actor-centred side, we expect the actors’ preferences to be of 
 relevance for political decisions. While large-N analyses are an adequate 
means to assess a government’s general willingness to engage in policy 
dismantling, they hardly allow for the distinction between the different 
strategies of policy dismantling (see above Hypothesis 1). From this per-
spective, actors’ preferences with regard to pension policies are a func-
tion of the political ranking of the issue. Therefore, the actors’ decisions 
to reduce generosity of the pension scheme positively correlate with 
their expressed willingness to implement cutbacks (with respect to, for 
example, old-age insurance).

We hypothesize: ‘The stronger the actors’ (legislative branch) average 
 prioritization of cutbacks (in the generosity of the social security scheme), the 
higher the actors’ propensity to engage in policy dismantling’ (H3)

On the environmental/institutional side, we may consider variables 
to measure the degree of problem pressure the decision-makers are 
exposed to. Variables for this theoretical concept include the financial 
pressure for the pension scheme in general. We assume that decisions to 
reduce generosity of the pension scheme are positively related to the 
expenditure of the scheme. Based on this distinction, we may derive the 
following hypotheses to test within a large-N analysis of policy disman-
tling in the field of pension politics: ‘The higher the financial pressure of 
the pension scheme, the higher the actors’ propensity to engage in policy 
 dismantling’ (H4).

Specifying hypotheses and operationalizing concepts

The hypotheses under which both the qualitative and quantitative 
approaches are initially stated in general terms, need to be specified with 
respect to the specific content of their independent and dependent vari-
ables. Empirical indicators are used as measures of the phenomenon to 
be empirically assessed, both on the side of the independent as well as 
dependent variables. An empirical indicator of a phenomenon of a 
political reality constitutes one possible measure of the phenomenon in 
question and does not claim to represent the latter in an exhaustive way. 
Frequently, in order to better grasp an empirical phenomenon, several 
empirical indicators are chosen and aggregated in an index.

In order to specify the hypotheses in the qualitative analysis, ‘The more 
veto players with diverse preferences in the political arena, the more incremental 
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(or hidden) dismantling strategies will be.’ (H1) and ‘Under the condition of a 
strong economic downturn, ceteris paribus, political actors will opt for straight-
forward cutbacks in pension payments.’ (H2), we have to specify how we 
measure veto players with diverse preferences (V ind) and incremental 
and hidden dismantling strategy (V dep). Veto players are defined as 
formal and informal veto players, that is, actors who, owing to their 
formal competencies in the political decision-making process and/or 
due to their economic, social and political power, may block the formal 
adoption of a policy change. Incremental and hidden dismantling strat-
egy is defined as a strategy which implies a small cutback of pension 
provisions and, for example, is linked to an indexation or other form of 
automatic adjustment, instead of a straightforward legislative reduction 
of provisions (H1). Strong economic downturn is defined as zero growth 
of GDP or shrinking of GDP and concomitant financial problem pres-
sure (V ind). Straightforward cutbacks in pension payments are defined 
as a legislative amendment providing for a cutback in pension payments 
and measured in de facto cutbacks over time.

In the quantitative analysis, in order to allow for empirical confirma-
tion or disconfirmation of the hypotheses – ‘The stronger the actors’ (legis-
lative branch) average prioritization of cutbacks (in the generosity of the social 
security scheme), the higher the actors’ propensity to engage in policy disman-
tling’ (H3) and ‘The higher the financial pressure of the pension scheme, the 
higher the actors’ propensity to engage in policy dismantling’ (H4) – the theo-
retical concepts need to be translated into measurable indicators. 
Indicators are the link between the theoretical concepts and the empirical 
measure. The choice of indicators is a fundamental decision with imme-
diate impact on eventual regression results. Therefore, this research 
stage requires particular attention in order to ensure the high-quality 
measurement of the underlying theoretical concepts.

The dependent variable in our empirical example is convincingly 
operationalized by counting the negative changes in the policy output 
over time (Knill et al., 2010; see above). More specifically, policy disman-
tling covers the number of instances in which political decision makers 
engage in generosity-reducing measures over countries and time. Knill 
et al. (2010) propose a classification scheme of policies in order to assess 
the different dimensions of policy dismantling. According to the analyti-
cal framework, activities can, on the one hand, affect the density of the 
policy field by abolishing entire policies or instruments. On the other 
hand, it is possible that policy dismantling targets the intensity of poli-
cies by either lowering the level of generosity (for example, the reduc-
tion of pension payments) or by tightening the scope of regulation 
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(through more stringent eligibility criteria, for instance). Therefore, the 
dependent variable to assess the concept of policy dismantling in public 
pension schemes includes the number of policy dismantling instances 
per year over countries and time. In a more refined analysis, these mea-
sures may be classified according to the two above-mentioned broader 
categories (density and intensity) or the four related subtypes (policy, 
instrument, level, scope). Therefore, the count data for these four catego-
ries of dismantling sophisticatedly mirror the dynamics in the pension 
policy field in 24 OECD countries over time (on a yearly basis spanning 
30 years).

The operationalization of the independent variables is less straightfor-
ward. On the micro side, the actors’ average prioritization of cutbacks 
can be approximated by taking the parties’ average inclination towards 
the reduction of the welfare state and public generosity weighted by 
their respective stake in the decision-making process (that is, their 
degree of representation in parliament). The Comparative Manifestos 
Project (CMP) dataset (Budge et al., 2001; Klingemann et al., 2006; 
Volkens et al., 2011) provides measures on the parties’ willingness to 
reduce social benefits as well as on their role in the legislative branches 
of governments. The sum of the weighted party positions, according to 
the relative number of seats in parliament, yields an aggregate measure 
of the parliament’s endorsement of cutbacks in public spending for 
social policies. On the macro side, financial problem pressure can be 
captured by the development in government expenditure for the public 
pension scheme over time and countries. The indicators for this variable 
comprise measures of the total outlay of public pension schemes over 
time including expenditures for cash benefits and benefits in kind. A 
rather indirect measure of a country’s financial leeway for keeping up its 
generosity in the public pension scheme is approximated by the overall 
growth of the economy (GDP). This general measure of the economy’s 
trend is indicative of a country’s ability to balance adverse demographic 
developments. We expect a positive relationship between the degree of 
policy dismantling of the public pension scheme and the parliament’s 
average inclination towards welfare state retrenchment. Government 
expenditure for the public pension scheme is also predicted to have a 
positive effect on the dependent variable, while general economic 
growth (increase in GDP) is most likely to have a negative impact.

In addition, we included a number of control variables that refer to 
the degree of problem pressure (the share of persons aged 65 years and 
more), electoral opportunity structures (that is, the timing within the 
electoral cycle) as well as the regulatory style of the current legislature 
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(that is, the rolling average of dismantling events observed so far per 
year in the on-going legislature).

Altogether, the research design of our empirical example is centred 
toward the integrated analysis of two micro hypotheses (H1 and H3) 
and two macro hypotheses (H2 and H4) based on the integration of case 
studies and regression analyses. This strategy allows compensating the 
deficits of one method with the strengths of another and helps to 
increase the validity of the empirical data. More specifically, we would 
gain more robust insights into the causes and conditions of policy dis-
mantling in a specific policy field.

Measurement: Data collection in mixed-methods research

Empirical indicators may be expressed in quantitative or qualitative 
terms. Whether to use a large-N quantitative analysis or study a limited 
number of cases based on qualitative data depends on the research ques-
tion we seek to answer.

Qualitative data

There is a variety of tools to be used when collecting qualitative data, 
such as conducting interviews, analyzing documents, or engaging in 
participatory observation. The decision over which methods to use is 
guided by the question: Which data do I need in order to measure the 
value of the independent and dependent variables of my hypotheses? 
Which data do I need in order to measure the causal process leading 
from my independent to my dependent variable? Depending on what 
these values are information will be collected from existing documents, 
or through interviews or participatory observation. If possible several 
instruments should be combined in order to crosscheck the data which 
have been collected.

When confronted with a collection of qualitative data, whether col-
lected in interviews, which were taped and transcribed, or whether 
taken from official documents, researchers face the daunting problem of 
how to process such piles of information (Miles and Huberman, 1994; 
Corbin and Strauss, 1998). Two basic approaches may be chosen to initiate 
this process: a deductive approach in which the data analysis will be 
guided by the conceptual framework, the hypotheses, key variables and 
empirical indicators, which were formulated to answer the research 
question; or by using an inductive approach in which the researcher 
uses a general accounting scheme, with no prior precoding, using only 
elementary notions such as the overall setting and the definition of the 
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situation and strategies used, thereby allowing qualitative codes to ‘emerge’ 
from the field. The objective is to generate entirely new hypotheses sug-
gested by the empirical findings. Here we will focus on the more frequently 
used hypothesis-guided, deductive approach.

The empirical indicators which were formulated when operationalizing 
the variables of the research hypotheses are used to identify the presence 
and absence of data reflecting these indicators in the data material. The 
empirical indicators are the codes used to sort the qualitative data. Codes 
are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning, for example, words, 
sentences and paragraphs, to the data. The codification of the empirical 
material is a condensation of data from the viewpoint of the pre-defined 
empirical indicators in order to identify information confirming and dis-
confirming the expected values on the variables (Miles and Huberman, 
1994; Corbin and Strauss, 1998).

Coding allows the researcher to organize chunks of data so that seg-
ments relating to the research hypotheses can be found, pulled out and 
clustered. When the investigator goes through the transcripts or docu-
ments, units dealing with the same topic/empirical indicator and sub-
topics that recur with some regularity are marked off (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994; Corbin and Strauss, 1998). It is crucial that the empiri-
cal material is searched and classified until all empirical indicators – in 
the sense of a confirmation and disconfirmation – of the research 
hypotheses have been identified and used for validation of the latter. 
The coding or evaluation of the empirical material in the light of the 
empirical indicators of (dis)confirmation, should be conducted by two 
or more researchers working independently of one another.

Quantitative data

Quantitative research needs to rely on less detailed and often times more 
remote indicators for the operationalization of the theoretical concepts. 
This lack of specificity is due to the need to standardize the empirical mea-
sures in order to apply them to a sufficiently broad sample. This require-
ment makes it even more difficult to identify appropriate indicators that 
balance the claim of universal applicability on the one hand and the neces-
sity to accurately reflect the underlying theoretical concept on the other.

The process of data collection is a complex, personnel-intensive and 
time-consuming endeavour that, in most cases, requires the collabora-
tion of a number of researchers. Therefore, single researchers often rely 
on available data records, or in a combination thereof, in order to be able 
to individually conduct large-scale quantitative data analyses. In other 
cases, independently collected data complement existing databases.
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Regardless of the specific origin, the reliance on external data sources 
always bears the risk of inaccuracy or low levels of data quality. This 
might lead to systematically biased estimates in the event that the devi-
ances are not at random. In certain cases, quantitative estimation tech-
niques are apt to handle some of the problems associated with poor data 
quality (for example, missing values). The handling of external data is 
further complicated by the limited information as regards the detailed 
process of data collection and the problems associated with the coding 
of mostly qualitative information into quantitative measures. Moreover, 
external data often reduce the researcher’s flexibility with regard to the 
operationalization of the theoretical concepts.

Empirical data analysis: Pension dismantling  
in Italy and Switzerland

The goal of our study is to explain the occurrence of policy dismantling 
in pension politics by means of an integrated research design that 
addresses two sets of hypotheses (micro and macro) with the help of 
both qualitative and quantitative research techniques. The following 
paragraphs describe the empirical results that have been obtained in the 
course of the complementary case study and regression analyses. It con-
cludes with an integrated discussion of the results and the evaluation of 
the analysis-specific hypotheses in light of findings obtained by the 
alternative method.

In order to gain empirical insights from the qualitative case study, we 
compare two attempts to reform the Italian and Swiss public schemes 
respectively. These precise cases are of particular theoretical and empirical 
interest as the countries have experienced constant reform pressures and 
initiatives over the last two to three decades. Despite considerable insti-
tutional differences between Switzerland and Italy (which implies distinct 
veto-player constellations), policy-makers in both countries have had to 
face strong politicization and social fragmentation over the issue of pen-
sion reform. In the past, this has also led to failed reform initiatives – 
either due to the public vote (in the Swiss case) or social mobilization 
(in the Italian case).

In the qualitative analysis in order to empirically assess H1, ‘The more 
veto players with diverse preferences in the political arena, the more incremental 
(or hidden) dismantling strategies will be.’ (H1), we compare two cases in 
Italy: the Berlusconi reform of 1994 and the Dini reform of 1995 (Schmitt, 
2012). Under pronounced financial pressure on the public pension 
system, the Berlusconi government sought to realize pension cuts to 
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dismantle the seniority pensions (allowing workers to retire after 35 years 
of work). The government – backed by the employers’ organization – 
sought to implement drastic pension cuts and the abolishment of 
seniority pensions. The trade unions as de facto veto players mobilized 
strong political opposition and organized nation-wide strikes, which 
gradually threatened the internal cohesion of the government’s parlia-
mentary support. The government signed an agreement with the unions 
renouncing most of the cutback measures (including the seniority system). 
Shortly afterwards, the Berlusconi government resigned. In other words, 
a straightforward legislative cutback of pension provisions had failed 
(Schmitt, 2012). Under the subsequent technical government of Dini, 
all potential de facto veto players were brought to the table to negotiate 
pension reform – although the employers’ association left the bargain-
ing table at one point. The outcome was a watered down, incremental 
reform of gradually phasing out entitlements, such as seniority pensions. 
A range of local referenda were held which produced majority support for 
the reform proposal (Schmitt, 2012). The comparison of the Berlusconi 
1994 reform and the Dini 1995 reform suggests a confirmation of H1 
that if diverse veto players with diverse preferences negotiate pension 
cutbacks, the outcome will be moderate and incremental.

The Swiss reforms based on consensual decision-making processes 
among all political parties and social forces provide additional empiri-
cal information that net direct dismantling – even under fiscal pressure 
– does not take place. The 1994 reform law, for instance, shows how 
incremental realized dismantling is and how it was embedded in com-
prehensive packages that included elements of additional provisions of 
pension rights (to women), rendering cutback measures less obvious. 
While the reform law mitigated the negative discrimination of women 
(by introducing a contribution splitting system for spouses, for exam-
ple), it also abolished elements of positive discrimination by increasing 
the age of retirement for women from 62 to 64 years (Bonoli, 2007). 
While in the Swiss case, the 1994 reform law entailed dismantling ele-
ments under the disguise of introducing gender equality to the public 
pension scheme, the 2003 reform law was explicitly designed to adjust 
the insurance scheme to meet future financial and demographic chal-
lenges. Nevertheless, the eventual policy package of 2003 was carefully 
balanced between elements of policy dismantling and compensatory 
expansion. Interestingly, the measures of dismantling were more remote 
in character, while the expansion elements had immediate conse-
quences for the retirees. A range of expenditure-decreasing policies 
(such as gradual increases in contribution rates, cutbacks in pension 
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indexation, gradual increase in value added tax rates to provide financial 
backing to the scheme and elimination of privileges for employed retirees) 
were of quite remote character. There was only one particularly evident 
element of dismantling that regarded the full harmonization of female 
and male ages of retirement; hence an increase of one year for women 
was, however, countered by generous and subsidized early retirement 
provisions that actually constituted an incentive to retire before reaching 
the official age. Therefore, the incremental dismantling processes of 
the Swiss 1994 and 2003 reform laws constitute a further confirmation 
for hypothesis H1.

In order to empirically probe H2, ‘Under the condition of a strong 
 economic downturn, ceteris paribus, political actors will opt for straightforward 
cutbacks in pension payments’, we compare the Italian and Swiss cases in 
their entirety. More precisely, the findings suggest that the degree of 
financial problem pressure does not have an immediate effect on the 
content and direction of the eventual policy package itself. While consti-
tuting a necessary condition for the dismantling process to set in, policy-
makers seem to be guided by other motives when selecting the strategies 
of dismantling. In the Italian case, membership in the Economic and 
Monetary Union and the risk of failing to meet the EU convergence 
 criteria by 1998 constituted the eventual (external) incentive for the 
governments in the first half of the 1990s to reduce public spending and 
to economize the welfare protection schemes (Ferrera and Jessoula, 
2007). Even though this situation triggered a series of attempts to reform 
the public pension schemes in Italy (starting in 1992), governments 
have continuously opted for incremental and hidden cutbacks in gener-
osity (with the exception of the failed Berlusconi reform).

The Swiss cases show that internal political developments explain the 
timing of reform laws. The idea of restructuring the pension scheme 
regained attention due to changes in the political administration. Flavio 
Cotti, who became secretary of the interior in 1987, acted as a political 
entrepreneur furthering not only the gender-equality issue that led to 
the 1994 law but also initiating the financial adjustment process that 
accounts for the expenditure-decreasing policies of the 2003 reform law 
(Bonoli, 2007). In spite of the generally perceived need for reform, this 
initiative did not lead the veto players to agree on ambitious disman-
tling policies, which was also due to the risk of defeat by referendum. As 
a consequence, the Swiss dismantling policies have also been of incre-
mental and hidden character in the past.

The Italian and Swiss cases show that a lack of economic growth and 
financial pressure on the public pension systems alone do not lead to 
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up-front cutbacks in the pension system. Rather, financial pressure 
seems to be a necessary condition which, when linked to other factors – 
such as the number of de facto veto players – leads to cutback strategies. 
Hence, H2 is disconfirmed.

The quantitative data on policy dismantling in the public pension 
scheme form part of the European Commission-supported CONSENSUS 
project (see Knill et al., 2010). The development of the dependent vari-
able aggregated over 24 OECD countries is plotted in Figure 11.1. In this 
context, the abolishment of policy instruments or entire policies is 
summed up under the label of policy density. Reductions in levels and 
scope of pension policies are reflected in the policy intensity indicator. 
The comparison between the two indicators illustrates that countries 
tend to scale down expenditure in the public pension scheme by reduc-
ing the generosity of certain policies rather than by restructuring the 
whole pension scheme. The entire abolishment of existing policies or 
instruments constitutes an exception. More precisely, policy-makers 
 prefer to cut back the amounts of old-age pensions or to tighten eligibility 
criteria (for example, by increasing the age of retirement) instead of 
reducing the number of parallel measures. This finding is intuitively 

Figure 11.1 Dismantling in the public pension scheme: Aggregated count data 
for 24 OECD countries
Source: Knill et al., 2010.
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understandable if we assume the underlying blame-avoidance strategies 
of the policy-makers. Given that dismantling of policy density (instru-
ments and policies) implies the simultaneous dismantling of policy 
intensity (levels and scope), the former type of activity constitutes the 
more extensive and also more visible alternative of generosity reduc-
tion. With regard to the calibration of pension policies (that is, the dis-
mantling of levels or scope) the data show strong fluctuations in the 
whole sample of OECD countries over time with strong peaks, especially 
during the decade from 1975 to 1985. In spite of the absolute numbers 
of dismantling having moved within a narrower margin since 1985, the 
aggregated data do not show a clear upward or downward trend.

The empirical picture for Switzerland and Italy roughly confirms the 
evidence drawn from the case studies. Figure 11.2 plots the country-
specific numbers of policy dismantling instances of any type over time. 
Both countries exhibit moderate fluctuation of dismantling activities over 
the period under consideration (1975 to 2005) except for the strong peaks 
of policy dismantling that affected the two countries during the first half 
of the 1990s (see Figure 11.2). The descriptive data illustrate that pressure 
for dismantling the public pension scheme in Italy and Switzerland was 
strongest during the periods covered by the qualitative analysis.

Figure 11.2 Dismantling in the public pension scheme: Count data for Switzerland 
and Italy
Source: Knill et al., 2010.
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This descriptive evidence on policy dismantling cannot be exhaustively 
analyzed without reliance on external data. Quantitative data analysis 
usually requires the use of additional data in order to provide satisfac-
tory grounds for statistical inference. In this context, a number of external 
data sources have been used to gather information on the independent 
and control variables for the subsequent analysis. The actors’ prioritiza-
tion of welfare state retrenchment (Hypothesis 3; see above) can be 
assessed by relying on the relevant indicator of the CMP dataset (Budge 
et al., 2001; Klingemann et al., 2006; Volkens et al., 2011). This indicator 
yields the percentage of (quasi-) sentences expressing the endorsement 
of welfare state limitation in the parties’ electoral manifestos. This mea-
sure constitutes the basis for estimating the development of parliament’s 
prioritization of cutbacks in public generosity (see Measurement section). 
The indicators for the independent variables from hypotheses H4 can 
be gathered with the help of OECD statistics that are available from 1980 
onwards. The databases provide estimates for the development of gov-
ernment expenditure for the public pension scheme in OECD countries 
over time. Moreover, they offer a wide array of GDP estimates based on 
different methods and estimation techniques. Among the control vari-
ables, we included measures for problem pressure (World Bank, 2012), 
the electoral cycle (based on the Democracy Time-series Dataset; Norris, 
2009) and regulatory style (which refers to the rolling annual mean of 
dismantling decisions in the ongoing legislature based on CONSENSUS 
data and the Comparative Political Data Set I; Armingeon et al., 2011).

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to deliver complete and encom-
passing testing of a general theory of policy dismantling. Rather, the 
following regression results serve to explicate ways in which an empirical 
phenomenon can be approached from different methodological perspec-
tives by discussing and testing selected hypotheses. Therefore, emphasis 
is placed instead on comparing the complementary evidence obtained 
with the help of two distinct techniques of analysis (qualitative and 
quantitative).

Table 11.2 provides primary empirical evidence for the above-deduced 
hypotheses. It illustrates the correlations between different operation-
alizations of the dependent variable (policy dismantling of public pen-
sions) and the theoretically identified explanatory factors by means of a 
zero-inflated Poisson regression (with the variable for regulatory style 
approximating the degree of zero inflation). The estimates are reported 
in the incidence rate ratio format, which eases the interpretation of the 
coefficients. More precisely, the rate ratio of the dependent variable 
changes by the estimated factors if the independent variables are to 
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change by one unit. Thus, the estimated value refers to the relative 
change in the rate of occurrence (that is, the number of instances of 
policy dismantling in a given year) that is associated with a one-unit 
change in the explanatory variable of interest holding all other indepen-
dent factors constant. The explanatory factors are lagged by one unit 
(that is, one year), as decisions to dismantle policies as a response to 
socio-economic changes are expected to require a certain period in order 
to be translated into actual dismantling policies.

The dependent variable is operationalized first by taking the overall 
sum of policy dismantling in a country per year. The second model takes 
the sum of intensity dismantling decisions while models three and four 
in Table 11.2 refer to the two subgroups of change – level and scope 
respectively. The different operationalizations of the dependent variable 
(as reported in Table 11.2) allow for the following conclusions. Except 
for the last column (dismantling in scope only), the analyses of the data 
lend confirmation to hypotheses H3 and H4 put forward in the Concepts 
and theories section with respect to the quantitative approach. Due to 
the incidence ratio format of the estimates, coefficients below one are 
indicative of a negative relationship between the independent and 
dependent variables, while values greater than one imply positive cor-
relation. More concretely, the estimates suggest that an average increase 
in the relevant sentences of the party manifestos (as weighted by their 
members’ seats in parliament) by 1 unit leads to a change in the inci-
dence rate of (total) policy dismantling by a factor of 1.0837, hence an 
increase by 8.4 per cent. The values are even stronger from the policy 
intensity perspective (columns four to six) with values up to 1.236 (or 
24%) with respect to the levels of pension payments. As regards the 
expected impact of the development in pension expenditures on the 
actors’ willingness to engage in policy dismantling, the findings are con-
firmative of the hypothesized positive relationship. According to the 
estimates presented in Table 11.2, an increase in the share of  pension 
payments of a country’s GDP by 1 per cent leads to increases in policy 
dismantling by a factor ranging from 1.05 (with respect to the levels of 
pension payments) to 1.41 (regarding the tightening of eligibility crite-
ria or the scope). These values imply increases in the probability of pol-
icy dismantling of 5 to 41 per cent. Altogether, hypotheses H3 and H4 
regarding the impact of political preferences and financial problem pres-
sure, respectively, are confirmed by the results.5

In sum, the qualitative and the quantitative analysis yield results that 
are of complementary value in order to deepen our understanding of the 
processes and factors of policy dismantling in the field of public pen-
sions. Hypotheses H1 (qualitative approach) and H3 (quantitative 
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perspective) make predictions as regards the influence of veto player 
(H1) and actor preference (H3) structures for the likelihood of policy 
dismantling. The findings suggest that a high prioritization of the issue 
of welfare state limitation within the legislative branch (that is, parlia-
ment) constitutes an incentive for policy-makers to engage in disman-
tling the public pension scheme. As a consequence of a fragmented 
veto-player structure (that is very likely in generally welfare-friendly 
environments), proponents of dismantling (that is, policy entrepre-
neurs) appear to prefer incremental or hidden strategies to realize their 
plans to reduce the generosity of the scheme. The results for hypotheses 
H2 (qualitative) and H4 (quantitative perspective) offer a similar com-
plementary interpretation. While the qualitative analysis of the data 
rejects a causal relationship between the general economic pressure or 
downturn and the dismantling of pension policies, the quantitative 
analysis also refutes the systematic correlation of the two variables. As a 
consequence of these findings, it is highly improbable that the eco-
nomic development of a country has a direct and immediate effect on 
the decision-makers’ willingness to dismantle the public pension 
scheme. This factor might, however, still have indirect effects on policy 
dismantling as an interacting or intervening variable. In order to refine 
the theoretical model in this sense, one would certainly have to extend 
the analysis by including and testing a broader range of explanatory fac-
tors. Finally, the testing of hypothesis H4 (quantitative) suggests a posi-
tive relationship between the financial pressure on the pension scheme 
and the likelihood of  policy dismantling. The strong correlation of the 
two variables in the expected direction suggests that policy-makers are 
responsive to these immediate and policy-related indications of problem 
pressure (H4) rather than to the general development of the country’s 
economy (H2). Altogether, the empirical findings of the two distinct 
analyses offer complementary and confirmatory results for the hypoth-
eses and the underlying theoretical model. This way, we have been able 
to enhance the robustness of the conclusions with respect to the dynam-
ics and factors of policy dismantling.

Conclusion: Trade-off between breadth and depth

This paper documents the application of a mixed-methods design in the 
field of comparative public policy research. With the help of concrete 
empirical data, we showed how different – qualitative and quantitative – 
methods can be integrated in a complementary research design in order 
to obtain more robust research results.
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In principle, applied mixed-methods research can be divided into four 
distinct ways to link quantitative and qualitative approaches depending 
on the point of departure of the analysis and the underlying research 
aim (Morse, 1991; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2006; Teddlie and Yu, 2007). 
First, if both research endeavours are of exploratory nature, the scientific 
goal might be to build extensive theoretical frameworks and to derive 
testable hypotheses. Second, in situations in which the small-N analysis 
precedes the large-N study, the qualitative approach might help identify 
causal mechanisms and hypotheses, which are subsequently subject to 
quantitative testing. Third, and more rarely, the two research steps 
might also be reversed with the large-N exploratory study preceding the 
small-N confirmatory analysis. Fourth, both methods might be applied 
simultaneously with the objective to extensively test a previously gener-
ated theory as well as the derived hypotheses from different perspectives. 
In ideal terms, this extensive deductive strategy extends the credibility 
of the results and estimates if the two strands of analysis arrive at similar 
and complementary conclusions.

In this paper, we opted for a confirmatory deductive analysis of policy 
dismantling in pension politics taking a comparative perspective. Given 
the complexity of the research topic we chose a complementary design 
that allows for testing theoretically derived hypotheses with the help of 
different methodological techniques (for example, by combining a 
quantitative Poisson regression with qualitative case studies). More spe-
cifically, we tried to assess two theoretical propositions from different 
angles by identifying causal chains on the one hand and mean causal 
effects on the other. The first set of theoretical propositions was centred 
on the political actors and their preferences (micro side) while the second 
set dealt with economic and financial conditions as factors to determine 
government decisions (macro side). Altogether, the integrated applica-
tion of the two strands of methods helped us to disentangle causes and 
conditions of policy dismantling in the field of pension reform.

Even though mixed-methods designs help to compensate for the defi-
cits of different single methodological approaches, one has to critically 
evaluate – ex-ante and ex-post – if the associated gains exceed the costs 
of such research endeavours. For practical and financial reasons, ambi-
tious mixed-methods designs mostly depend on well-funded large-scale 
research projects. Before engaging in such a design, one has to critically 
ask whether the means (for example, the method) actually match the end 
(that is, the required financial and personnel outlays). Further, choosing 
the ‘appropriate’ mixed-methods is not a trivial exercise. In the light of 
the great variety of different single methods, it is even more challenging 
to select the appropriate combination of two methods taking into 
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account both the state-of-the-art of the research topic and the strengths 
and weaknesses of each method. In short, the designing of efficient 
mixed-methods research designs requires not only considerable expertise 
in the field of study but also deep knowledge of the research methodolo-
gies of different schools.

Notes

1 For useful practical compendia or overview articles for applied mixed-methods 
research see Greene et al. (2005), Bryman (2006), Creswell (2010), Plano et al. 
(2008), Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010).

2 In this context, see, for example, Lieberman (2005) for a useful introduction 
to nested analysis as a subtype of sequential mixed-methods design.

3 For a thorough discussion of the conceptual and philosophical background of 
mixed-methods and research paradigms, see Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 
(2004), Giddings (2006), Mahoney and Goertz (2006), Morgan (2007), 
Denscombe (2008), Denzin (2010).

4 A conceptual experiment in strategic interaction analysis and comparative 
statics prescribes that either the micro side of individual actors’ preferences 
are varied, while holding constant environmental factors, such as institu-
tional rules in order to predict an outcome, or inversely, actors’ preferences are 
held constant and environmental factors are varied in order to predict an 
outcome (Lake and Powell, 1999).

5 In this context, it is important to note that the probability-based approach 
does not imply the testing of the hypotheses as such. Rather, the estimates 
allow for the rejection of the associated null hypotheses that are at the basis 
of the different regression models. This rejection leads to the acceptance of 
the alternative hypothesis for the single coefficient estimates. More con-
cretely, the null hypothesis states that the explanatory variables and the 
dependent variable do not covariate systematically. The levels of significance 
delimit the probability of rejection of this claim. The research hypothesis is 
tentatively accepted in case the associated null hypothesis can be rejected on 
a given level of significance. The regression results give strong evidence for the 
rejection of the nulls of the prioritisation and the financial pressure hypoth-
eses as the coefficients point to the expected direction with estimated levels of 
significance of up to 1 per cent.
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