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Abstract
Empirical comparisons of political systems can hardly avoid shortcomings.
Many political scientists have turned to quantitative analyses of mass data,
because case studies are assumed to have only explorative value.
A variable-oriented design for comparisons with a small N would provide
a basis for bridging the gap between the two empirical efforts. Until now,
scholars who have dealt with this problem have not identified the key
variables for the selection of cases, and for this reason the issue has never
been discussed previously.
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The aim of political science is to
analyse how political decisions are
brought about, and come into force

for people belonging to the same political
systems. Decisions on policies and power
are initiated, prepared, carried through
and implemented in a given polity by a
unique setting shaped by institutional
arrangements and politicians, using
various options and windows of opportu-
nities. Adopting the concept of compar-
ison, researchers of political science hope
to achieve a better understanding of the

functioning of political systems, to obtain
information about inherent problems and
of those that may possibly arise in the
future under specific circumstances.

It could be argued that, despite a recent
increase, the number of nations is rather
limited, while their political systems are
very complex. As a consequence, the
dilemma of too few countries and too
many variables figures prominently in
political science debates, but without a
consensus on a suitable solution to this
problem. Statistical methods rapidly
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reach their limits of usefulness (Dogan
and Kazancigil, 1994: 2). While compar-
isons are common, the question arises
as to why there is so little progress
concerning the problem of how to make
comparisons. At present, there are two
competing methods: the quantitative
method, using data from inquiries and
statistics, and more qualitative ap-
proaches using case studies. The smaller
the number of cases, the less useful are
statistical analyses.

SHORTCOMINGS IN
METHODOLOGICAL
APPROACHES

Quantitative research on the basis of
mass data nowadays is very fashionable.
However, the quantitative analyses of
regional or worldwide surveys (Euroba-
rometer, World Values Survey/European
Values Survey) and statistical material
has problems. The data are often
provided by specific institutions (such as
the United Nations, World Bank, OECD,
European Union), but they do not provide
perhaps a consistently accurate picture
of every country. ’The lower the level
of development, the lower is also the
validity of quantitative data’ (Dogan,
1994: 41). In addition, the data may not
illustrate the problem in the right way for
testing hypotheses because they are not
collected within the framework of the
particular research project. If the latter
is done, the process takes so much time
that social and economic realities may
have changed by the time the data are
ready. This is true above all for worldwide
designs. Another problem is that the links
of the data to their context are absent,
with the result that the significance of
statistical information can vary from
country to country.

Frequently, surveys aim at measuring
political and social attitudes, values and
behaviour. People in different countries
may interpret researchers’ questions in

different ways, for example people may
have different ideas about democratic
political systems. This problem will occur
more frequently in data that stem from
countries with political cultures different
from each other. The same phenomenon,
for example political participation, is seen
in Islamic countries in a different light
than in the western world, as the role of
men and women concerning public mat-
ters differs strongly (Norris and Inglehart,
2004). Considering this, mass data may
have ‘lured some researchers into a false
sense of security’ (Dogan, 1994: 36) and
may have prevented them from seeing
the real problems. Dogan (1994: 37)
stresses the problem of an ‘imbalance of
quantitative data and the technological
capacity of statistical treatment’. It fol-
lows that it would be appropriate to make
comparisons with data only of the same
background, for example affluent liberal
democracies of the first world, countries
in transformation from communist rule,
countries of the Islamic world and pre-
modern states. There is a wide consensus
among political scientists on the question
as to which countries belong to the core of
each category. The debate concentrates
mainly on those countries that are in
transformation. Nevertheless, worldwide
comparisons have become fashionable in
the past two decades.

Finally, political researchers using mass
data have to be aware that data can only

‘The lower the level of
development, the lower

is also the validity of
quantitative data’.

‘mass data may have
‘‘lured some researchers

into a false sense of
security’’’.
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reproduce facts that are easy to quantify,
for example expenditure figures. How-
ever these data never provide informa-
tion as to how they came about.
Furthermore, for many research ques-
tions, suitable and comparable data
are not available for different political
systems. As a consequence, the collec-
tion of data is usually limited to sub-
systems for a small number of countries
(e.g. political parties, such as the party
research of Katz and Mair, 1992, 1994) or
even party programmes (as done by
Klingemann et al, 1994) in a worldwide
approach (Klingemann and Hofferbert,
2000).

An alternative to the quantitative
approach is the case-study approach. For
some scholars the case-study approach
means that only one entity is analysed:
‘Case studies are based on the sample of
one’ (Hague et al, 1993: 37). However,
results from analysing a single case are
seen to be of limited value. The scientific
community holds the method in low
regard. This view persists even though
many single case studies have become
classic works (see Gerring, 2004: 341;
Walton, 1992: 125). Case studies are
only estimated as explorative, preparing
the ground for quantitative analyses
(Lijphart, 1975: 160). They are not seen
as suitable for generalisation of the
results, but only ‘as useful to disconfirm
a regularity to a limited degree’ (Sartori,
1994: 23).

Yet, the aim of empirical comparative
research must be to formulate rules that
apply to all similar cases or those of a
particular type. As a consequence, for
decades, a tendency has taken hold in the
discipline to analyse and compare more
than one case in research. This is often
seen as a stepping stone for general-
isation to a larger set of units. The effort
of Gerring to reach this goal on the basis
of a single unit, defining case studies as
‘an intensive study of a single unit for the
purpose of understanding a larger class of

(similar) units’, seems to be a setback
(Gerring, 2004: 342). Furthermore, it
only provides a partial solution to the
problem of how to create an adequate
research setting, in order to meet the
above-formulated demands. Yet, many
who do not think case studies are parti-
cularly valuable even regard comparisons
on the basis of small N’s as being deter-
ministic because, it is argued, it is
impossible to examine interaction effects
(Lieberson, 1992: 109, 111) and there
are doubts that a representative sample
can actually be achieved. A genuine
debate among scholars of political science
about these problems has not yet been
set in train. Moreover, in methodological
matters political scientists still make use
of the common methodological instru-
ments of social science, which have been
provided by sociologists and are not
adapted to special research problems that
need to be mastered for the needs of
political science.

In short, both strategies (using survey
data for quantitative analysis as well as
case studies, using a mix of qualitative
and quantitative methods) bear impon-
derables. We shall now explore a way out
of this dilemma.

STEPS TO OVERCOME THE
DILEMMA

In the first place, at least two nations
or sub-systems have to be analysed. In
case studies, it is usual to collect data
using different methods according to the
hypotheses being tested, which is
always time-consuming. In cross-na-
tional designs, it is common to use the
expertise of scholars close to the cases, to
review data from different sources before
analysing data sets. Therefore, most
research will end up with a small number
of cases under study. In most investiga-
tions, more than that would not be
practicable, as financial resources are
usually limited. In addition, ‘the problems
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of reliability and validity are smaller’, if
the researcher analyses a ‘smaller num-
ber of cases more thoroughly, and he is
less dependent on data that he cannot
properly evaluate’ (Lijphart, 1975: 170).

Nevertheless, many researchers hope
that findings from a large number of case
studies, carried out by numerous scholars
across different projects, might one day
contribute to theory building. This is
especially true for those who have been
active in the different policy fields for
years,1 where an atomisation of research
is often noticeable (e.g. Hofferbert, 1990:
135). The selection of these cases is often
done ‘in a haphazard manner’ (Peters,
1998: 56), for example the research is
conducted in the neighbourhood of the
university of the researchers, in their own
country, the political party to which scho-
lars are affiliated, etc. An explanation as
to why these cases are selected is often
not given. The results of these case
studies are compared with findings from
other political systems. Most research in
political science is undertaken in an
environment that is easily accessible to
the researcher. At present, the problem
with comparisons of a small number of
case studies is that a well-prepared de-
sign is often missing, and this might be
the major reason why empirical research
using case studies is held in low esteem.

SELECTING THE CASES

The major aim must be to select the right
cases for the design. ‘A case study
method is correctly understood as
a particular way of defining cases, ...’
(Gerring, 2004: 341). As there are only a
limited number of potential cases that
are comparable – for example states of
the world (this limitation also applies to
cities and towns, as will be pointed out
later) – selection at random is not appro-
priate. Only if there are enough potential
cases to choose from will all likely factors
(even those one might not have thought

of) be in the sample. The larger the
sample, the more likely it is that all
characteristics of the ‘whole’ will be con-
tained in the sample and therefore the
sample will be an accurate representation
of the ‘whole’.

As empirical investigations aim at gen-
eralisation of the results, scholars need to
select their cases with care. They should
initially be aware of any consensus on the
major features of the given political
systems (i.e. features that are typical
and essential), for these provide a guide
to the selection of cases. In addition, one
has to bear in mind and make use of what
is already known about the functioning of
political systems. Commencing on the
basis of the current ‘state of the art’ is
indispensable: ‘existing theory is a good
guide’ (Peters, 1998: 34, 109). This helps
to place particular emphasis on specific
variables that are classified as dependent
or independent variables according to the
research question. The assumption,
therefore, that a case study method is
an approach that is not variable-oriented
is wrong.

There is a consensus in the scientific
community of political scientists that the

‘the problems of
reliability and validity

are smaller’, if the
researcher analyses a

‘smaller number of cases
more thoroughly, and

he is less dependent on
data that he cannot
properly evaluate’.

‘A case study method
is correctly understood
as a particular way of

defining casesy’.
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problems of large states are not compar-
able to those of very small ones. Yet,
while every political system has to cope
with, say, tough environmental chal-
lenges, and the smaller even more so
than the larger ones (Katzenstein, 1984,
1985), the value of comparing Liechten-
stein or Luxembourg, on the one hand,
with the US or Canada, on the other, is
questionable. The size of any commu-
nities for comparisons is important:
mega-cities, big cities, middle-sized
cities, small towns, as measured by the
number of inhabitants. The reason is that
communities have to face major pro-
blems that change according to size. Very
large cities are global players, with
specific infrastructures and economic
structures (Sassen, 2000, 2001). They
(as well as big cities) have to deal with
problems caused by foreign immigrants
and the affluent families leaving these
cities to live in the suburbs. Middle-sized
cities are fighting to defend their central
functions against towns in their neigh-
bourhoods, competing for administrative
authorities, providing modern infrastruc-
tures for housing, shopping, etc. A mono-
structured economy, or a town dominated
by one large employer, may produce a
special lobby structure. The struggle
among middle-sized cities and small
towns concerns competition for inhabi-
tants by offering building sites for houses.
Nevertheless, the size of cities, measured
by the number of inhabitants, is not
the only criterion for classification. The
location of the communities has to be
taken into account as well. In a rural area,
a middle-sized town has more central
functions than in an urban region, where
other middle-sized and larger cities in the
neighborhood are competitors for these
functions.

The entities to compare have to be
similar to each other along most variables
(the contextual variables). This intro-
duces the opportunity of looking for
more specific variables according to the

hypotheses that have to be verified or
falsified. Because of the complex struc-
ture of political systems, the inclusion of
all variables would be impossible: the
smaller the sample, the more the
variables can be taken into account. But
how does one identify the important or
key variables that structure political deci-
sion making? There is an absence of
research into this. Lijphart (1971, 1975:
166) came close to it, discussing the
problem of comparing small N’s, but he
never named the key variables to which
the comparison should be restricted, that
is, omitting those of marginal importance
(Lijphart, 1975: 159). This is also true for
Peters (1998: 37ff.) and King et al (1994:
124–49). The latter named some vari-
ables from a behavioural perspective
(1994: 178). Ragin (2000: 316), with
his ‘fuzzy set’ approach, has tried to
bridge the gap between analysing mass
data on the one hand and conducting case
studies on the other. He argues that the
‘great strength of the fuzzy-set approach
is that the key decisions that structure the
analyses must be made explicit by the
investigator and are open to evaluation by
the audiences for the research’, but he
only gives examples of membership
criteria for the cases to select, or for
‘defining and selecting relevant aspects of
the case’. Major variables are also missing
in other recently published considerations
of this issue (Collier et al, 2004: 85–102;
Ragin, 2004: 125, 133). We will now try
to address these gaps in the literature.

HYPOTHESES ABOUT MAJOR
VARIABLES

Hypotheses regarding the interaction of
variables are provided by the results
of different approaches in political science.
Scholars have studied the complexity of
political systems from different perspec-
tives, formulating and testing similar
hypotheses. This has resulted in other
aspects being neglected, despite their
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relevance from other perspectives. Spe-
cific views, while analysing the reality,
end up in specific results that contribute
to our overall knowledge of political
systems. Utilising different approaches,
our knowledge about the complexity
of the phenomena has become more
profound (see also Peters, 1998: 109).
Good research projects, while adopting
different perspectives to earlier research,
nonetheless take into account the find-
ings of that research. To avoid starting
again from scratch, earlier findings
have to be borne in mind (Wieviorka,
1992: 163).

A variable-oriented design for compar-
ison should not only be used in the
quantitative analysis of mass data but
should also be routine in the design of
comparative case studies (Ragin, 1987:
55). As Ragin (2000: 70) notes, the case-
study research strategy should be ‘extra-
ordinarily theory-dependent. Theory is
used to make sense of the case as a
configuration of theoretically relevant
aspects, which cohere as a package’. This
requires a close analysis of the political
system. However, the problem has often
been that interdependences have been
overlooked. For example, researchers
starting from the standpoint of individual
behaviour subsequently accepted that
institutions influence political behaviour.
This awareness should dissuade scholars
from assuming that their approaches or
paradigms are definitive and self-con-
tained. Nevertheless, it remains true
that scholars still, after many decades,
highlight the same sort of factors that
structure activities in political systems.
This should be the basis for shared
standards. Without these shared stan-
dards, comparative political science will
lose its way.

Not all comparisons produce results
from which generalisations can be drawn.
Whether findings in comparative research
are produced that are valid for political
systems beyond those analysed depends

on the selection. The design has to be
rooted in knowledge about political sys-
tems. Adopting correctly the methods
typical of comparative research (the
method of difference and the method of
agreement) means that the variables
representing differences and similarities
have to be able to be identified.

At present, the method is seen as
appropriate only if we are sure that we
have identified all plausible causal fac-
tors.2 However, as innovative research
continues, discussion about the major
variables should not be viewed as ex-
hausted. One never knows whether new
problems will create new approaches in
which new variables are examined.
Therefore, the variables should be identi-
fied by the researcher while constructing
the design for comparison, so that
evaluation of the selection is possible.
Only if we bear this in mind from the start
can the comparison as method be carried
out correctly. This is even true for inves-
tigations that try to include all political
systems in the comparison, as sub-
divisions usually have to be identified
and created.

Although in the political science litera-
ture there are always slight differences
concerning classification and combination
of research paradigms, there is none-
theless a broad consensus on approaches
used in empirical research: institutional-
ism, pluralism, corporatism, behaviour-
ism, cultural perspectives and policy
analyses. Following a renewed interest
in political institutions (dubbed ‘new
institutionalism’), these approaches have
been more or less combined. The ‘new
institutionalism’ emphasises the need to
integrate findings of the various efforts in
order to achieve a better understanding
of how institutions shape, order and
modify individual choices. The various
approaches to political systems have
contributed to building a more complex
picture about political systems and
the major factors that structure their
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complexity. Moreover, these analyses
have provided a foundation for typologies
and classifications, providing guidance for
the selection of political systems for
comparative research. A consensus about
the strategy of selecting cases would be a
suitable basis for comparing the results of
different empirical research projects and
for working on desiderata. Existing trea-
tises on comparative research do not
elaborate on this issue.

GENERATING VARIABLES
FROM COMMON
APPROACHES

At present, scholars have to work on the
basis of tentative typologies, as in many
fields there is a deficit of empirical re-
search and findings. In any case, different
approaches have brought about major
similarities concerning the importance of
certain factors and variables.3 Institution-
alism has highlighted institutions as
independent variables. Polities are shaped
by constitutions, laws, standing orders,
etc. In earlier studies, scholars had
concentrated their attention on formal
rules: ‘Constitutions and formal organisa-
tions of government were examined,
while informal relationships between po-
litical actors remained more or less un-
studied’ (Hague et al, 1993: 31). This was
also true for collective actors. However,
political scientists then focused more on
the impact of the rules. Institutions were
then regarded as structural incentives for
political action. In using the various
opportunities presented to them, actors
interpret their environmental macro and
micro situation. These influence the be-
haviour of actors, while bringing about
‘shared concepts used by humans in
repetitive situations’ (Ostrom, 1999:
37). This means that, for political scien-
tists, the impact of institutions is more
important than written rules.

Owing to the fact that in most estab-
lished democracies the basic institutional

arrangements do not change fundamen-
tally over time, there is considerable
knowledge of democratic institutions and
their performance. Political systems are
frequently analysed by the way in which
the division of power is institutionalised.
For Western democracies, two ideal
types have become standard: the
parliamentary (with a division of power
between the parliamentary majority and
the opposition) and the presidential (with
a separation of power between president
and parliament). Presidential systems
have two counteracting centres of
political legitimacy stemming from the
people’s vote. The president is the effec-
tive head of the government as well as
the head of the nation. He is formally
independent of congress, while the prime
minister in the parliamentary system is
dependent on the support of the majority
in parliament. As all established liberal
Western democracies have adopted the
parliamentary form of government, ex-
cept the United States, this country is
often seen as unique. Much research has
been carried out comparing the different
states within the United States.

In parliamentary systems, there are
factors of minor importance (see Siaroff,
2003; Strøm, 2000: 262–66). Not all of
those highlighted in the articles of Strøm
(2000) and Siaroff (2003) are important
for the selection of cases, since they are
relevant only to focused investigations,
for example the procedure of appoint-
ment of the government (nomination by
the head of state or election by parlia-
ment). A more important factor would
appear to be the relationship of cabinet
government or individual ministerial
responsibility with the majority in parlia-
ment. The impact of the method of
appointment of the head of state (heredi-
tary, or election by the people or by a
special committee) is of less importance
than the relationship between the head of
the state and the government. Cases
such as France, where the head of state
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dominates the political process, are often
seen as hybrids of presidential and
parliamentary systems. Nevertheless,
the French President remains dependent
on the majority in parliament.

This typology (parliamentary versus
presidential system) is less useful at
the local level, as (especially under
federalism) differences in the institutional
arrangements of cities and towns are
common and combinations of elements
of parliamentarism and presidentialism
occur. The elements vary from country
to country as well as between some states
(the Länder of Germany) and towns (in
the USA). The smaller the town, the more
important the informal networks among
the actors. Therefore, the impact of the
written institutional arrangements is of
less importance in small towns for the
selection of cases. In small towns, poli-
tical parties play a minor role in decision
making, even in European countries.

At all levels of the political system,
the party system and the structure of
opposition are of major importance to
the system’s functioning, especially in
relation to stable governments and
governmental turnover. Electoral systems
(different sorts of majority voting
systems versus proportional representa-
tion systems) are widely regarded as the
most important explanation for centripe-
tal or centrifugal parliaments (for presi-
dential systems worldwide see Riggs,
1994: 72ff.). This thesis, that electoral
systems matter, has been recently ver-
ified in Italy and New Zealand. There
seems to be only one other factor to
counteract this common picture: regional
strongholds of parties based on specific
socio-economic structures, for example
ethnic minorities, historical entities (and
often with different languages). As a
consequence, we have to distinguish
between political systems based on
chance majorities and those with safe
working majorities. The index of Laakso
and Taagepera (1979), as applied to

parliamentary seats helps to separate
the cases from each other.

Pluralists have emphasised the unequal
aggregation and articulation of interests
as a result of the freedom to organise
special interests. As noted above, socio-
economic structures bring about differ-
ences in the strongholds of parties and
the strength of interest groups. With
regard to the major interest groups, their
embedding in special decision-making
structures is of importance. This may
range from informal participation in
decision-making to corporatist or conso-
ciational structures. Although different
usages of the term corporatism abound
(Siaroff, 1999: 176ff.), there is a con-
sensus that it constitutes a systematic
management of significant national
policies (e.g. economy, health) by coop-
eration and coordination of public autho-
rities and major interest groups in specific
bodies to the benefit of all actors. The
contrasting way to influence decision-
making is through pressure.4 These at-
tempts to take part in decision-making
seem to be more common in some
countries than in others. Scholars
have therefore tried to list Western
democracies on a continuum, from those
characterised by fragmented pluralism
(Australia, Canada, Great Britain, US,
France and Italy), to integrated pluralism
(Belgium, Germany and Finland), to
corporatism (Netherlands, Norway, Aus-
tria, Sweden) and consociationalism
(Switzerland). The latter countries are
those that prefer consensual decision-
making, with characteristics such as an
oversized coalition government, formal
and informal decision-making in special
bodies and proportionality in political
representation, while most of the frag-
mented and those with integrated plural-
ist structures are representative of
majoritarian democracies. As Siaroff
(1999: 183, 185) argues, there are many
different rankings available, and the most
controversial issue is how to classify
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Switzerland, Japan and France. However,
there is a consensus in the scientific
community that Switzerland has more
consensual behaviour than Japan. In any
case, classifications have to take into
account changes concerning the intensity
of corporatism over time. Corporatism as
a concept has been under attack in
traditional fields and ‘it reappeared under
a different guise in new policy fields’
(Waarden, 2002: 59). Rankings often
depend on informed estimates. For most
countries, the findings of Lijphart and
Crepaz (1991: 235–46) resemble the
above picture.5

For decades, the concept of political
culture has been on the agenda of political
science. Political culture reflects the pre-
vailing political beliefs and values of the
people. The focus is behaviour towards
the political system, arising from beliefs
and values. The important factors are:

� the historical ownership of one’s estate
and the law of succession;

� natural resources and social and
economic development;

� the current social and economic
structure of a region;

� the value system embedded in reli-
gious institutions, with either strong
ties of the people to these or a high
degree of secularisation; and

� strong social democratic parties, with
preferences for a strong state to
promote social equality.

Political culture shapes trust in, and
satisfaction with, the political system. It
also influences decision-making, faction-
alism or cohesion of parties in govern-
ment and opposition, and whether a
system is more competitive/majority-
oriented or characterised by a more
cooperative/consensual style. In order to
understand the role of political actors,
empirical results generated by a multi-
tude of different qualitative findings and
surveys on different aspects of political
culture have to be taken into account.

Research inevitably has to extend far
beyond institutional arrangements.

This is also true with regard to regional
differences that complicate decision-
making in political systems, especially if
they are not traditionally centralised via
institutional arrangements. The theoreti-
cal model of the political system (Easton,
1953) has highlighted interrelations with
the environment as well as the interac-
tions of subsystems within it. Scholars
have realised that variations in institu-
tional arrangements mean that subsys-
tems are more or less powerful according
to their functions and resources (e.g. tax
income). This has entailed analysis of
internal and external communications
with different sub-systems and (collec-
tive) actors on the outside, the formula-
tion of demands and the provision of
support. The more functions subsystems
are entitled to perform, the more impor-
tant they become. This makes decision-
making and governance in the system
as a whole more complicated to analyse.
Certainly, for comparing political sys-
tems, we must consider the factor of
federalism versus centralisation.6

Finally, research in policy fields has
adopted Easton’s model in order to look
more closely at decision-making proce-
dures, introducing the policy cycle as a
new model of interpretation of political
processes.7 Starting with Lowi’s (1972)
categories, which differentiated between
distributive, re-distributive and regulative
policies and the model emphasising
different steps in decision-making, a
considerable amount of research material
has been produced. Analyses of deci-
sion-making include individual networks

‘Electoral systemsyare
widely regarded as
the most important

explanation for
centripetal or centrifugal

parliaments’.
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and arenas and the involvement of col-
lective and single actors in particular
decisions. Furthermore, policy analysis
brought in the administration as an im-
portant actor. This produced findings
concerning typical structures in decision-
making, including the role of the admin-
istration in different policy fields. Policy
strategies and policy outputs in numerous
countries have been compared. National
differences as well as the effects following
implementation of policies have been
highlighted. The findings have formed
the basis for different typologies.

In order to explore the performance of
political systems in specific policy fields,
the research design has to be linked to
the variables highlighted by institutional-
ists and pluralists/corporatists as well as
those identified by research into political
culture. In the meantime, behaviourists,
who started with considerations based on
rational decision-making of actors and
conducting research in specific policy fields,
have recognised that behaviour follows
an individual rationality that is termed
‘bounded rationality’. Individual resources
(like origin, gender, education and milieu)
shape people’s rationality according to
values and information stemming from
the environment. Furthermore, beha-
viourists have identified institutional
arrangements structuring participation in
formal or informal groups and organisa-
tions as well as in elections and decision-
making (e.g. Immergut, 1992). In this
way, they have become the vanguard of
the ‘new institutionalism’. The different
actors in the decision-making process are
either supporters or veto players (Tsebe-
lis, 1999). Which role they play depends
on the institutional arrangements, as well
as the actors’ intellectual or persuasive
power and their political conviction or
affiliation. The number of veto players is
important in determining a change in
policies. In short, analysis of the activities
of the major individual, collective and
corporate actors in any institutional

arrangements has promised to provide
new insights into the political process.
The policy style of the major actors has
become a new focus.

CONCLUSION

This article has highlighted the impor-
tance of different approaches to the
creation of a comparative design for case
studies, and one that will produce results
that do not apply just to the analysed
cases but to others that are similar
according to the identified variables. The
high degree of overlap in the results from
different approaches tends to confirm
that the variables identified are of major
importance to the functioning of the
political system and its performance in
specific policy fields. At present, the
major variables, to which particular
attention should be paid, are:

� institutional arrangements (presiden-
tial, parliamentary) including electoral
systems;

� interest aggregation, articulation and
participation (pressure or corporat-
ism), including the collective actors
involved and other powerful (especially
economic) actors;

� centralisation and decentralisation of
political systems;

� political culture; and
� outstanding individual actors in the

political arena, for example populists,
long-standing and successful office-
holders.

Decision-making structures in political
systems are shaped by various factors:
historical development; socio-economic
bases; the values of actors and the
people; and the functioning of institu-
tional arrangements. People acting within
these arrangements, either as individuals
or collective actors, are shaped by these
arrangements and they can shape them.
Formal structures are more important
in large systems than in small (e.g. small
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towns). In spite of a wide consensus on
the relevance of these variables, re-
searchers need to reveal on what grounds
the classification of cases is made. There
are frequent attempts to establish new
approaches in political science, and these
have to be taken into consideration con-
cerning results and selection of cases. A
close connection is needed between the-
oretical efforts, former empirical findings
and focused investigations. Furthermore,
the ‘key decisions that structure the analy-
sis must be made explicit by the investi-
gator and are open to evaluation by the
audiences for research’ (Ragin, 2000: 316).

Usually, researchers prefer most similar
cases or a most similar system design.
This means that some variables that are
similar may be ignored, while the number
of variables that are different can be
controlled more easily. Consequently,
Sartori’s recommendation is: ‘choose
entities that are similar, if possible, in all
variables, with the exception of the
phenomenon to be investigated’ (Sartori,
1994: 22). It is true that comparisons of
contrasting systems are possible too. Yet,
comparisons of political systems from
different worlds do not seem to be parti-
cularly useful, as everything in the Third
World is different from that in the First
World, starting, of course, with political

culture (Huntington, 1993) and socio-
economic development. However, pro-
ceeding with the research may produce
knowledge about differences and simila-
rities, thus enabling the researcher to find
categories that provide a more precise
understanding of the cases and an ability
to refine them.

After selecting case studies on the basis
of this theoretical background, research-
ers then need to adopt appropriate meth-
ods from the arsenal of quantitative and
qualitative methods available, in order to
work on research questions and try to
verify or falsify hypotheses: ‘There are
not enough countries in the world to allow
theories to be tested precisely’ (Hague
et al, 1993: 30). Comparisons are far
from being perfect from the perspective
of researchers using mass data for quan-
titative analyses. Yet, at least a degree of
consensus on the impact of an increasing
number of variables can be achieved, so
that our overall knowledge of political
systems can progress. The different
research strategies, case studies and
analysis of mass data should reinforce
rather than oppose each other, and the
method or approach chosen should
depend on the research questions to
be answered or the hypotheses that have
to be verified or falsified.

Notes

1 See the critical statement on this by Blomquist (1999: 223).
2 Lieberson (1992: 112, 114, 116), from the perspective of a sociologist, is doubtful about the possibility
of complying with this.
3 The strategy does not start with definitions, as proposed by Collier and Levitsky (1997), but with
empirical findings.
4 The different means of interest intermediation (corporatism versus pressure) was an innovation in the
work of Schmitter (1981).
5 See also Armingeon (2002).
6 An index was developed by Lijphart (1999: 185ff.).
7 Because this model was quickly criticised, the more complex model of the ‘garbage can’, introduced
by Cohen et al (1972), was adopted. ‘It views the policy process as composed of three streams of actors
and processes: a problem stream ..., a policy stream involving the proponents of solutions to policy
problems, and the politics stream...’. These streams normally ‘operate independently of each other,
except when ‘‘a window of opportunity’’ permits policy entrepreneurs to couple the various streams’
(Sabatier, 1999: 9). However, in the eyes of many scholars this model seems to be too complex for
empirical research.
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