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Where does this fit in?

This discussion centers on a method and a tool which is best
utilized in the early stages of research design: immediately
after devising a research question

If the research question demands an explanation of a
phenomenon involving two similar units which differ in some
respect, then the comparative method is a method you should
consider using to answer the question
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What is the Comparative Method?

The comparative method is a research strategy devised to
attain three goals: (1) causal explanation, (2) causal inference
and (3) descriptive inference

Causal Explanation - Roughly, the cause produced the
outcome

Causal Inference - Roughly, the effect of one variable on
another

Descriptive Inference - Roughly, what the observed tells us
about the unobserved
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When is it used?

The comparative method is generally used when:

We want to explain puzzling differences between otherwise
very similar things

Formally, we use the comparative method when we want to
explain variation within or across units
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When is it used?

Variation: Why are some countries more democratic than
others? Why do some militant groups use suicide bombings?
Why are some military units more effective than others?

Units: Countries, Provinces, Districts, People, Battalions,
Schools, Corporations, Governments, Insurgent Groups, etc

Similar Units: Generally a theoretical argument, but some
examples:

Islamic State and the Taliban
Khyber Rifles in 2013 and Khyber Rifles in 2014
Punjab State and Haryana State
Iraq and Syria
Former Soviet States
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Two Common Methods

Mill’s Method of Difference - Compare two or more cases
that are identical in every respect other than the hypothesized
cause (X ) and the observed effect (Y ). The logic is: if the
cases under comparison are identical in every other way other
than the hypothesized cause, then the cause is most likely
responsible for the difference in the effect.

Mill’s Method of Agreement - Compare two or more cases
that are identical in terms of the hypothesized cause (X ) and
the observed effect (Y ), but differ along every other factor
(Z ). The logic is: if two cases under comparison are different
in every way other than the hypothesized cause, then the
cause is most likely responsible for the observed effect.
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Two Common Methods

Mill’s Method of Difference or Most Similar Systems Design:

Case X Z Z Y

A 1 1 0 1

B 0 1 0 0

Table: Mill’s Method of Difference

Mill’s Method of Agreement or Most Different Systems Design:

Case X Z Z Y

A 1 1 0 1

B 1 0 1 1

Table: Mill’s Method of Agreement
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Explaining the Variables

Case X Z Z Y

A 1 1 0 1

B 0 1 0 0

Table: Mill’s Method of Difference

Case is the unit of analysis. It may be a: country, political
party, person, army, coup, etc.

X represents the treatment variable. It is the primary factor
responsible for producing some substantive effect on the
outcome variable.

Z represents control variables. These are factors which we
think are important and are directly related to both the
treatment and outcome variable.

Y represents the outcome variable or the phenomenon we are
seeking to explain
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Mill’s Method of Difference
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Difference

Step 1: Identify an important phenomenon that needs
explaining

This means you have identified at least two cases and the two
cases vary in their dependent variable

In other words:

Yi = 1
Yj = 0
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Difference

Step 2: Develop a tentative explanation for the phenomenon

This means you have identified an independent variable that
also varies across the two cases
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Difference

Step 3: Identify control variables related to the tentative
explanation and outcome

This means you have identified other independent variables,
either rival explanations, or important factors also associated
with explaining your outcome that is either identical or
roughly equivocal

In other words:

Zi = 1
Zj = 1
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Difference

Step 3: Identify control variables related to the tentative
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Difference

Step 4: Create a table and fill out the column headers with
respect to the treatment, control, and outcome variables

Case X Z Z Y

Table: Mill’s Method of Difference
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Difference

Step 5: Identify the first case based on your substantive
knowledge and your tentative explanation

Example: Democratic breakdown and survival in Latin
American states (Mainwaring and Perez-Liñan)

Case Policy Preferences (X) GDP (Z) Political System (Z) Breakdown (Y)

Chile Radical Moderate Presidential Breakdown

Table: Mill’s Method of Difference
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Case Policy Preferences (X) GDP (Z) Political System (Z) Breakdown (Y)

Chile Radical Moderate Presidential Breakdown

Table: Mill’s Method of Difference

RDS-AF Comparative Methods



Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Difference

Step 6: Find at least one other case which differs from the
first case in the treatment and outcome only

Example: Democratic breakdown and survival in Latin
American states (Mainwaring and Perez-Liñan)

Case Policy Preferences (X) GDP (Z) Political System (Z) Breakdown (Y)
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Difference

Step 7: This table now provides the case selection for your
analysis and serves as a graphical representation of your
argument

Case Policy Preferences (X) GDP (Z) Political System (Z) Breakdown (Y)

Chile Radical Moderate Presidential Breakdown

Costa Rica Moderate Moderate Presidential Survival

Table: Mill’s Method of Difference
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Repeating the Process:
Mill’s Method of Agreement
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Agreement

Step 1: Identify an important phenomenon that needs
explaining

This means you have identified at least two cases and the
cases do not vary in their dependent variable

In other words:

Yi = 1
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Agreement

Step 2: Develop a tentative explanation for the phenomenon

This means you have identified an independent variable that
also does not vary across cases

In other words:

Xi = 1
Xj = 1
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Agreement

Step 3: Identify control variables related to the tentative
explanation and outcome

This means you have identified other independent variables,
either rival explanations, or important factors also associated
with explaining your outcome that substantively differ in their
values

In other words:

Zi = 1
Zj = 0
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Agreement

Step 4: Create a table and fill out the column headers with
respect to the treatment, control, and outcome variables

Case X Z Z Y

Table: Mill’s Method of Agreement
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Agreement

Step 5: Identify the first case based on your substantive
knowledge and your tentative explanation

Example: Peasant revolutions (Theda Skocpol)

Case Autonomous peasants (X) Organized elites (Z) Prosperous economy (Z) Peasant Revolt (Y)

France 1789 Yes Yes Yes Revolt

Table: Mill’s Method of Agreement
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Agreement

Step 6: Find at least one other case which differs from the
first case in the control variables only

Case Autonomous peasants (X) Organized elites (Z) Prosperous economy (Z) Peasant Revolt (Y)

France 1789 Yes Yes Yes Revolt

Russia 1917 Yes No No Revolt

Table: Mill’s Method of Agreement
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Practitioner’s Guide: Mill’s Method of Agreement

Step 7: This table now provides the case selection for your
analysis and serves as a graphical representation of your
argument

Case Autonomous peasants (X) Organized elites (Z) Prosperous economy (Z) Peasant Revolt (Y)

France 1789 Yes Yes Yes Revolt

Russia 1917 Yes No No Revolt

Table: Mill’s Method of Agreement

RDS-AF Comparative Methods



Threats to Consider

Unit heterogeneity - When the same value of the treatment
variable produces a different expected value of the dependent
variable across cases

Multicollinearity - When one or more other important factors
under analysis is perfectly correlated with another, making
predictions indeterminate

Omitted Variables - If countries differ on the treatment
variable, then they must differ on the values that caused their
treatment to differ. There is always something else missing

External Validity - The results apply to other cases beyond
the scope of the study
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Conclusion

The comparative method is a useful method to use if:

You are interested in explaining phenomena

You have a small number of cases to evaluate

You want to assess rival explanations

You or your customer want to know more than just what
happened
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Conclusion

State of the field on the comparative method:

No longer used at the academic-level for causal inference or
explanation

Deals poorly with cross-case analysis and generalization

Today, case studies illuminate mechanisms (invariant
processes) which in turn yield regularities and causal
explanation

Statistics are the standard for showcasing the effect of one
variable on another (causal inference)

However, the methods and techniques outlined here are a
great start for beginners and will put you on the right track
toward careful research
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