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Research Methods

Week 5: 
Cases and observations



Recap

•Literature
•Research questions
•Theories and hypotheses
•Concepts and variables
•Empirical testing:

•Operationalization
•…



Plan for this week

•Cases and case selection
•Observations
•Qualitative and quantitative research



Cases

•Definition:
•Units or instances of a phenomenon  

of interest
•Units and levels of analysis
•Cases and the universe of cases  

(=population)
•Small-N and large-N



Case selection

•Atheoretical
•The universe of cases
•Pragmatic
•Random
•Purposive

Porteous, Obie. 2020. Research Deserts and Oases: Evidence from 27 Thousand Economics Journal Articles on Africa.



Purposive case selection strategies

•Typical
•Diverse
•Extreme
•Deviant
•Influential
•Most different systems design (=method of  

agreement)
•Most similar systems design (=method of  

difference)



Case selection in practice:  
conflict resolution in Kenya
•Most similar systems design with four cases: 

•Wajir, Tana River, Kerio Valley, and Mandera in Kenya 
•Independent variables:

•Government bias (main variable of interest)
•Also conflict issues and intensity, customary practices,  

legitimacy, ethnoreligious distance, group livelihoods,  
administrative divisions

•Dependent variable:
•Peace agreement

•Observations/data:
•Interviews, government and NGO reports, news stories



Observations

•Units of data collected for research projects



Qualitative and quantitative research

•Number of observations
•Analysis:

•Methods
•Thick vs. thin

•Level of measurement



The journey so far…

•Literature —>
•Research questions —>
•Theories and hypotheses:

•Concepts and variables —>
•Case selection —>
•Observation and data collection —>
•Measurement and description —>
• …


