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Version: January 30, 2018 
 

 

SOCIAL RESEARCH AS A CRAFT 
 
PhD course in the Department of Political Science, Aarhus University in spring 2018 (10 ECTS). 
 
Application: Deadline for applications is December 20, 2017. Apply at: https://auws.au.dk/Craft-
kursus. Deadline for sending project description is January 14, 2018. 
 
Instructors: 
Derek Beach, Department of Political Science, Aarhus University (e-mail: derek@ps.au.dk) 
Rune Slothuus, Department of Political Science, Aarhus University (e-mail: slothuus@ps.au.dk) 
 
Time: All sessions are held on Wednesdays (and one Friday) from 10:00 am – 16:00 pm on the 
following dates: January 31, February 7, February 9, February 21, February 28, March 14, and March 
21. Note there are no meetings in week 7 (winter break) and week 10 (winter school in Bamberg). 
 
Place: Meetings will take place at Aarhus University, Bartholins Alle, Building 325, Room 136 (except 
Friday February 9 which will take place in 1325/028). 
 
Language: The course will be held in English. 
 
Grading: All participants are graded passed or not passed. The evaluation is based on active 
participation in the course and the presentation of one’s own project. 
 
Course content:  
This course is an invitation to PhD scholars in political science (and related fields) who want to learn 
more about how to systematically tackle some of the issues pertaining to the craft of designing good 
social science research. Political science is a broad discipline covering a wide range of research 
questions studied across diverse contexts by using a variety of methodological approaches. Even a 
cursory inspection of the research published by major scholarly journals and university presses reveal an 
almost infinite number of themes covered and an abundant variety of research methods and 
approaches. Within different research traditions, there are either established or developing best 
practices, suggesting that good social science is a craft that can be learned. 
 
In this course, we will explore best practices in three core research traditions in the social sciences: 
variance-based, case-based, and interpretivist approaches. This is not a philosophy of science course, 
but some rudimentary understanding of the core building blocks of each approach is required in order 
to make sense of the best practices of the three different research traditions. The aim of the course is to 
present and discuss how to identify puzzles and good research questions, develop theoretical arguments 
and propositions, and craft appropriate research designs within different research traditions. We will 
only pay scant attention to the different techniques of data collection and analysis (interviewing 
techniques, survey measures, etc.). A premise of the course is that scholars, regardless of their own 
methodological approach, will benefit from knowing and reflecting on how alternative research 
traditions approach the craft of social science research. Moreover, the course is intended to provide 
each participant with the opportunity to critically reflect and get feedback on his or her own project. 
The goal of the course is to help fostering more ambitious and cutting-edge PhD projects. 
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Course requirements: 
 
1. Each participant is expected to submit a description of his or her project in advance of the course. 

The deadline for sending the project description (by e-mail to both instructors) is January 14, 2018. 
Each project description must be no longer than five pages (not including references) and include: 

o An account of the research question/problem to be studied and a comment on the 
relevance of the project 

o Definitions of core concepts in your project 
o An account of the theoretical argument(s), specific propositions/hypotheses, and – if 

applicable – the causal model 
o A discussion of the data and sources to be used 
o An account of the research design (e.g., cases and methods) 

 
2. Each participant is expected to read all assigned materials before each class and to be prepared to 

participate actively in discussions of the materials. 
 

3. Each participant is expected to write short one-page memos answering a question and upload at 
Blackboard in due time before Lessons 2 through 6 (see instructions below).  
 

4. Each participant is expected to participate with constructive comments and suggestions on each of 
the projects discussed.  

 
The project descriptions and a discussion scheme will be circulated. 
 
 
About the instructors:  
 
Derek Beach is a professor of Political Science at the University of Aarhus, Denmark. He has 
authored articles, chapters, and books on case study research methodology, international negotiations, 
referendums, and European integration, and co-authored the books Process-tracing Methods: Foundations 
and Guidelines and Causal Case Study Methods (both with University of Michigan Press). He has taught 
qualitative case study methods at ECPR, IPSA and ICPSR summer and winter schools, and numerous 
workshops and seminars on qualitative methods throughout the world. He is also an academic co-
convenor of the ECPR Methods Schools.  
 
Rune Slothuus is a professor of Political Science at Aarhus University. He studies political behavior 
and public opinion with a particular focus on how communications from party elites and news media 
influence opinion formation. His research is published in American Political Science Review, American Journal 
of Political Science, Journal of Politics, and other journals, and he has a co-authored book at Princeton 
University Press. He sits on the editorial boards of American Political Science Review, Political Communication, 
and Advances in Political Psychlogy, and has experience from being a supervisor of 12 PhD projects and 
from dissertation assessment committees in Austria, Canada, Denmark, Italy (EUI), and Spain. 
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Course plan: 
 
There are seven teaching days, each six hours. We will start at 10.00 am. In the first two hours we will 
have lectures and discussions of the general methodological topics of the session. Most afternoons will 
have the following structure (with the exception of the 1st and 7th sessions): discussion of 
methodological ‘homework’ in small groups, followed by presentation and discussion of 3-4 participant 
projects, focusing on key methodological issues. 
 
 
Lesson 1: January 31 
On (Social) Science 

• The triangle of subject-theory-method and problem-driven research 
• What is science and social science? 
• Neopositivism, critical realism, interpretivism/analyticism, constructivism 

 
Schedule:  
10.00-12.00: Discussion of three research ’traditions’ / approaches  
13.00-14.45: Presentation of 3 projects 
15.00-16.00: Guest lecture by Søren Flinch Midtgaard on Methods in Political Theory 
 
Readings: 
 
(Debates about the nature of social science – philosophical foundations and methodological implications) 
 
Patrick Jackson (2016). The conduct of Inquiry in International Relations. 2nd Edition,  Milton Park: 

Routledge, pp. 26-41, 218-222  
 
Gerring, John (2011). Social Science Methodology: A Criterial Framework, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, pp. 1-12, 27-57. (unified framework position) 
 
Goertz and Mahone (2012) A Tale of Two Cultures: Qualitative and Quantitative Research in the Social Sciences. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press,  pp. 1-15. (differentiates between case-oriented and 
variance-based (quantitative) approaches) 

 
Ragin, Charles (2000) Fuzzy-set Social Science. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 21-42. 

(distinguishes between ‘diversity-oriented’ and ‘case-oriented’ approaches) 
 
Yanow, Dvora (2015) ‘Thinking Interpretively.’, in Dvora Yanow and Peregrine Schwartz-Shea (eds) 

Interpretation and Method: Empirical Research Methods and the Interpretive Turn, London: Routledge, pp. 5-
26. (develops the philosophical foundations of interpretivism in more detail) 

 
(Text on methods in political theory) 
 
Singer, Peter (1972). 'Famine, Affluence, and Morality.' Philosophy & Public Affairs 1(3, Spring): 229-243. 
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Lesson 2: February 7 
Causality and theoretical claims  

• Causality (potential outcomes, counterfactual, mechanisms, necessity/sufficiency, constitutive) 
• Complex relationships (INUS, SUIN) 
• Consistency, parsimony 

 
Schedule:  
10.00-12.00: Discussion of types of causal claims in the three traditions 
13.00-14.00: Small group discussions based on project-relevant homework about types of causal 

claims 
14.15-16.00: Presentation of 3-4 projects  
 
Please prepare before class a one-page answer to the following questions and upload to 
Blackboard (upload by February 6 at 12.00): 

• Describe your core theoretical claim in your PhD research project. 
• What type of causal claim are you making? If relevant, depict it as a causal graph/mechanism. 

 
Readings: 
 
Angrist, Joshua A. and Jörn-Steffen Pischke (2009). Mostly Harmless Economitrics: An Empirist’s 

Companion. Princeton University Press. “Questions about Questions” (pp. 3-8). 
 
Angrist, Joshua A. and Jörn-Steffen Pischke (2015). Mastering ‘Metrics: The Path from Cause to Effect. 

Princeton University Press. “Introduction” (pp. xi-xv) + “Chapter 1” (pp. 1-33 top). 
 
Beach & Pedersen (forthcoming). Causal Case Studies Methods: Foundations and Guidelines for Comparing, 

Matching and Tracing. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, pp. 14-94. (distinctions between 
counterfactuals and mechanisms – chapter 2 on causation, chapter 3 on types of causal 
explanations in case-based research) 

 
Schwartz-Shea & Yanow (2012). Interpretive Research Design: Concepts and Processes. London: Routledge, pp. 

45-53. (on constitutive causality and contextuality) 
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Lesson 3: February 9 
Research questions, puzzles and theorizing 

• Theorizing and finding interesting puzzles 
• Cohesion vs. eclecticism 

 
Schedule:  
10.00-12.00: Discussion of how to find interesting puzzles and research questions 
13.00-14.00: Small group discussions based on project-relevant homework about puzzles 
14.15-16.00: Presentation of 3-4 projects  
 
Please prepare before class a one-page answer to the following questions and upload to 
Blackboard (upload by February 8 at 12.00): 

• What is the core ‘puzzle’ in your PhD research project? 
• Why is it interesting? 

 
Readings: 
 
Swedberg, Richard (2012). 'Theorizing in Sociology and Social Science: Turning to the Context of 

Discovery.' Theory and Society 41(2012):1–40. 
 
King, Keohane and Verba (1994) Designing Social Inquiry. Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 14-

23 (sections 1.2.1 + 1.2.2), 28-29 (section 1.3.1), 32-33 (section 1.3.4). 
 
Schwartz-Shea, Peregrine and Dvora Yanow (2012) Interpretive Research Design: Concepts and Processes. 

London: Routledge, pp. 24-44 (how to formulate research questions from an interpretivist 
perspective) 

 
 
(Supplementary examples of 'good puzzles' in different traditions) 
 
Gerber, A. S., & Green, D. P. (2000). 'The effects of canvassing, telephone calls, and direct mail on 

voter turnout: A field experiment.' American Political Science Review, 94(03), 653-663. 
 
O'Mahoney, J. (2017). 'Making the Real: Rhetorical Adduction and the Bangladesh Liberation War.' 

International Organization, 71(2), 317-348. doi:10.1017/S0020818317000054 (Recent mechanism-
focused article) 

 
Geertz, Clifford. (2005). 'Deep play: notes on the Balinese cockfight.', Daedalus, 134(4), 56-86. 

https://doi.org/10.1162/001152605774431563 (Classic interpretivist case study) 
 
  



6 
 

Lesson 4: February 21 
Conceptualization 

• Ladder of abstraction 
• Classical concepts (AND), family resemblance concepts (OR), and radial concepts (AND/OR) 
• Conceptual trees 
• Minimalist and maximalist definitions  
• Conceptual stretching and contextuality 
• Experience-distant and experience-near concepts 

 
Schedule:  
10.00-12.00: Discussion of conceptualization in the three traditions  
13.00-14.00: Small group discussions based on project-relevant homework about conceptualization 
14.15-16.00: Presentation of 3-4 projects  
 
Please prepare before class a one-page answer to the following questions and upload to 
Blackboard (upload by February 20 at 12.00): 

• Discuss how you define one key concept in your research. 
• If relevant, what is the structure of the concept? 
• To what extent does context matter for how you defined your concept? 

 
Readings: 
 
Sartori, Giovanni (1970). “Concept Misinformation in Comparative Politics.” American Political Science 

Review 64(4): 1033-1053. 
 
Collier, David & James E. Mahon, Jr. (1993). “Conceptual ‘Stretching’ Revisited: Adapting Categories 

in Comparative Analysis.” American Political Science Review 87(4): 845-855. 
 
Goertz, Gary (2006): Social Science Concepts – A User’s Guide Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, pp. 27-67. (good discussion of concept structure) 
 
Schaffer, Frederic (2016) Elucidating Social Science Concepts. New York City: NY: Routledge, pp. 4-25.  

(introduction to ‘experience-near’ concepts and interpretivism) 
 

(Supplemental) 
 
Schaffer, Frederic (2014). Thin Description: The limits of survey research of the meaning of democracy, Polity, 46(3), 

303-330.   
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Lesson 5: February 28 
Analyzing Data and Making Inferences 

• Logic of control, potential outcomes, and experiments and statistical research 
• Logics of elimination and invariant analysis (Mill’s methods) 
• Mechanistic evidence in case studies 
• Abductive analysis and qualitative/interpretive methods 

 
Schedule:  
10.00-12.00: Discussion of inferences and learning about the world in the three traditions  
13.00-14.00: Small group discussions based on project-relevant homework about inference-making 
14.15-16.00: Presentation of 3-4 projects  
 
Please prepare before class a one-page answer to the following questions and upload to 
Blackboard (upload by February 27 at 12.00): 

• How will you validate (if relevant) the measurement of key concepts in your research? 
• Describe the design that you plan on using to make inferences about a key theoretical claim in 

your project. 
 
Readings: 
 
Adcock, Robert & David Collier (2001) ”Measurement Validity: A Shared Standard for Qualitative and 

Quantitative Research.” American Political Science Review 95(3): 529-546. 
 
Gerring, John (2011) Social Science Methodology: A Criterial Framework, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, pp. 256-290 (discussion of variance-based causal strategies (randomized designs…)) 
 
Beach & Pedersen (forthcoming) Process-Tracing Methods. 2nd Edition Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 

Press, Chapter 4 (introduction to Bayesian logic and analyzing mechanistic evidence) 
 
Tavory, Iddo and Stefan Timmermans (2014) Abductive Analysis: Theorizing Qualitative Research. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, pp. 1-8, 21-34, 51-66. 
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Lesson 6: March 14 
Case selection and generalization 

• Case selection 
• Nesting and generalization 
• Multi-method research 

 
Schedule :  
10.00-12.00: Discussion of case selection in the three traditions  
13.00-14.00:  Small group discussions based on project-relevant homework about case selection 
14.15-16.00: Presentation of 3-4 projects  
 
Please prepare before class a one-page answer to the following questions and upload to 
Blackboard (upload by March 13 at 12.00): 

• What case(s) do you plan on selecting? Why? (if relevant) 
• What types of generalizations, if any, can you make in your work? If you are not planning on 

generalizations, why? 
 

Readings: 
 
Geddes, Barbara (1990), “How the cases you choose affect the answers you get: selection bias in 

comparative politics”, Political Analysis, vol. 2, no. 1, pp. 131-150. (variance-based critique of case 
selection and case-based approaches) 

 
Collier and Mahoney (1996) ‘Insights and Pitfalls: Selection Bias in Qualitative Research’, World Politics, 

Vol. 49, pp. 56-91. (case-based response to the variance-based critique about case selection) 
 
Gerring & Seawright (2008). Case Selection Techniques in Case Study Research, Political Research 

Quarterly, 61(2), 294-308. (variance-based vocabulary about different types of cases) 
 
Beach & Pedersen (2016). “Selecting Appropriate Cases when Tracing Causal Mechanisms.”, Sociological 

Methods and Research, Online first.  (case-based position for how to select cases and generalize) 
  
Mutz, Diana C. (2011). 'External validity reconsidered.', in Population-Based Survey Experiments. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, pp. 131-154. 
 
Schwartz-Shea & Yanow (2012). Interpretive Research Design: Concepts and Processes. London: Routledge, pp. 

130-139. (discussion of multi-method research from an interpretive perspective) 
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Lesson 7: March 21 
Part I – Research transparency in the different traditions 
Part II – Writing, publishing and professional development 
 
Schedule: 
10.00-11.00: Discussion of research transparency in the three traditions  
11.00-12.00: Groupwork – implications of transparency issue for my own research project 
13.00-15.00: Discussion of good writing, getting published, networking etc… 
15.00-16.00: What have we learned?  
 
Readings: 
 
(research transparency and standards for ‘best practice’ in different research approaches) 
“Data Access and Research Transparency (DA-RT): A Joint Statement by Political Science Journal 

Editors.” Available at: http://www.dartstatement.org/2014-journal-editors-statement-jets  
 
Brian A. Nosek, Jeffrey R. Spies, Matt Motyl (2012). “Scientific Utopia: II. Restructuring Incentives and 

Practices to Promote Truth Over Publishability.” Perspectives on Psychological Science 7 (6): 615-631. 
 
Tim Büthe and Alan M. Jacobs (2015). “Conclusion: Research Transparency for a Diverse Discipline.” 

Qualitative & Multi-Method Research 13 (1): 52-64. 
 
“Interpretive Methods,” Draft Report of QTD Working Group III.2., 27th August, 2017. 
 
“Comparative Methods and Process Tracing,” Draft Report of QTD Working Group III.1., 26th 

August, 2017. 
 
Schwartz-Shea & Yanow (2012) Interpretive Research Design: Concepts and Processes. London: Routledge, pp. 

91-114. (interpretivist position regarding evaluating the ‘trustworthiness’ of interpretive evidence) 
 
(Writing) 
James A. Stimson: “Professional Writing in Political Science: A Highly opinionated Essay.” Available at: 

http://stimson.web.unc.edu/papers/  
 

http://www.dartstatement.org/2014-journal-editors-statement-jets
http://stimson.web.unc.edu/papers/
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