
POLS 103 A
Comparative Politics

Classes 3 and 4: 
Comparative research



Welcome back!



Recap (mostly)

• Concepts, concept stretching, conceptualization, and Sartori’s 
ladder of abstraction
• Empirical puzzles
• Theories, theses, and hypotheses



What’s the difference between 
theories, theses, 
and hypotheses?



Theories, hypotheses, evidence, and theses

1. THEORY:

Understand 
prevailing 

theory
2. 

HYPOTHESIS:

Form hypothesis 
from theory and 

research 
question3. EVIDENCE

Test hypothesis 
using evidence

4. THESIS

Form thesis from 
evidence

Find implications 
for theory



Recap (mostly)

• Theories and their scope conditions
• Inductive and deductive reasoning
• Levels of analysis
• Operationalization
• Variables
• Qualitative and quantitative evidence
• Case selection:
• Units of analysis
• MSS vs. MDS



Textbook-induced confusion

• Small- and large-N: cases vs. observations:
• Example 1: comparative study of Ghana and Togo, based on 21 

interviews
• Example 2: comparative study of Ghana and Togo, based on a survey 

with 830 responses
• Example 3: comparative study of democracies, based on 21 interviews
• Example 4: comparative study of democracies, based on a survey with 

830 responses
• Correlation vs. association



Association vs. causation



Association vs. causation



Association vs. causation: 
modernization theory



Association vs. causation



Kahoot!
https://kahoot.com/mobile-app/



Causal inference and its challenges



Perfect correlation

• Perfect correlation != falsifiability



Reverse causation



Endogeneity

• Technically: correlation between independent variable and error 
term
• Common usage: multiple endogenous relationships
• (Textbook wrong)



Simultaneity

• Simultaneity != endogeneity



Intervening variables



Confounders / lurking variables

• Confounder != omitted variable



Spuriousness



Measurement 
problems
• Measurement errors
• Measurement bias
• Measurement validity 
à operationalization



Principles of causation

• Association
• Nonconfounding
• Direction (temporal precedence)
• Mechanism: pathway / channel through which an effect is 

produced



Takeaways

• Research design:
• Empirical puzzle
• Research question
• Hypotheses, theses, and theory (with its scope conditions)
• Operationalization and (independent and dependent) variables
• Level and unit(s) of analysis
• Case selection and design type (small- and large-N, MSS or MDS)
• Empirical testing and data collection

• Important considerations:
• Relationship between variables: association vs. causation
• Causal inference challenges and measurement problems


