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PREFACE

This third edition of Political Science Research Methods was
prompted by our desire to continue to meet the three primary objectives
that guided us in the two earlier editions. The first objective is to demon-
strate that the research methods we describe here have been used by
political scientists to produce worthwhile knowledge about significant po-
litical phenomena. To that end, we have extended our discussion of ex-
amples of research on political unrest and have added two new case stud-
ies of political science research to illustrate important aspects of the
research process: the influence of Western media on print news in non-
Western countries and political control of federal bureaucracies.

Fulfilling our other two objectives—giving readers the tools neces-
sary not only to conduct empirical research projects of their own but also
to evaluate others’ research, and helping students with modest math-
ematical backgrounds to understand statistical calculations that are part
of social science research—required fewer changes, although we have up-
dated examples and added new material in response to requests from
users of the second edition. New exercises also have been added through-
out the book.

Chapter 1 introduces six case studies, which are integrated into our
discussion of the research process in the subsequent chapters. Chapter 2
examines the definition of scientific research and the development of
empirical political science. We discuss the role of theory in the research
process and review some of the debates in modern political science.

In Chapters 3 and 4 we introduce the building blocks: of scientific
research. Chapter 3 explores concepts, hypotheses, variables, units of
analysis, and the relationship between social theories and hypotheses.
Chapter 4 includes some new examples that illustrate a variety of deci-
sions and difficulties about conceptualization and the measurement of
abstract political phenomena, including the measurement of different
meanings of the concept “democracy,” attitudes toward political change
in the former Soviet Union, and attitudes in selected European countries
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toward feminism. Also new to the chapter is a discussion of the use of
factor analysis for exploring dimensionality of measures and for con-
structing multi-item scales.

Chapter 5 addresses research design and alerts readers to some of the
important decisions that should be made before a research project
reaches an advanced stage. This edition includes new examples of re-
search designs and an expanded discussion of the types of non-experi-
mental research designs used by political scientists.

In Chapter 6 we discuss how and why to conduct background re-
search. We have added a section on journals and magazines with a gov-
ernment and policy focus, and have added to our list of compact disk
databases and professional political science journals and abstracts.

Sampling is the topic of Chapter 7. We discuss how a sample is
selected and define the limits to extrapolation; we have also added more
discussion of sample size decisions.

Data collection is discussed in Chapters 8 through 10; our focus is
on the research methods that political scientists frequently employ and
that students are likely to find useful in conducting or evaluating em-
pirical research. To reflect more closely the order of data collection
methods used most frequently by students, as suggested by our review-
ers, we start with a discussion of observation in Chapter 8, move to
document analysis in Chapter 9, and close with survey research and elite
interviewing in Chapter 10. In Chapter 9 we include more sources of
aggregate statistics, particularly for state politics and world environ-
mental information, and encourage students to pursue research topics
using aggregate data.

The subject of Chapters 11, 12, and 13 is data analysis: how to inter-
pret data and present it to others. All three chapters contain updated
examples and discussion.

Finally, in Chapter 14, we evaluate an actual research report, using
an example from the field of international relations, noting how it ad-
dresses each step of the research process. New appendices contain tables
for chi-square values and critical values from t distribution, F distribu-
tion, and Pearson r.

We would like to thank several people who have contributed to this
edition: Ronald Hrebenar of the University of Utah; Munroe Eagles,
SUNY at Buffalo; and one anonymous reviewer who provided insightful
criticism and useful suggestions for improving the second edition; our
editors at CQ Press: Shana Wagger, Brenda Carter, Laura Carter, and
Tracy Villano; University of Delaware reference librarians Margaret G.
Bronner and Caroline Tibbetts, who helped compile data for the litera-
ture review in Chapter 6; and Gini Alvord, Geneva Tabb, Barbara
Molino, and Alicia Jackson of Temple University, who helped prepare
the manuscript.
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We again dedicate this book to our families, especially to Erin, An-
drew, Ross, and Ned, who were too young to appreciate the dedication
the first time around but who are now old enough to help spend the
royalties.

Janet Buttolph Johnson
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Political scientists are interested in acquiring knowledge about and
understanding a variety of important political phenomena. Some of us
are interested, for example, in the conditions that lead to stable and
secure political regimes without civil unrest, rebellion, or governmental
repression. Some are interested in the relationships and interactions be-
tween nations and how some nations exercise power over other nations.
Other political scientists are more interested in the relationship between
the populace and public officials in democratic countries, and in particu-
lar with the question of whether public opinion influences the policy
decisions made by public officials. Still others are more concerned with
how particular political institutions function; they conduct research on
questions such as, Does Congress serve the interests of organized groups
rather than of the general populace? Do judicial decisions depend upon
the personal values of individual judges and the group dynamics of judi-
cial groups or on the relative power of the litigants? To what extent can
American presidents influence the behavior of the members of the federal
bureaucracy? Does the use of nonprofit service organizations to deliver
public services change government control of and accountability for those
services? Do political parties enhance or retard democratic processes?
How much do the policy outputs of states vary and why do they vary?

This book is an introduction to the process and methods of using
empirical research—research based on the actual, “objective” observa-
tion of phenomena—to achieve scientific knowledge about political phe-
nomena. Scientific knowledge, which will be discussed in more detail in
Chapter 2, differs from other types of knowledge, such as intuition, com-
mon sense, superstition, or mystical knowledge. One difference stems
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