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How to study this module

Research Designs

• The module introduces you to the practice of empirical research and selected research 

designs. Its content is linked to the lecture. Revise theoretical basics if necessary.

• Slides of this module are designed for distance learning. As a consequence slides are text-

heavy whenever a more detailed explanation is needed. It also implies that you will have 

to look up additional examples, explanations, and read further literature on your own!

• The module contains several self-study exercises (highlighted in bold letters). Try to solve 

as many of them as you can. They are developed to help you deepen your understanding. 
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Chapter 1: 

Typology of Designs
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Outline

Research Designs

• Types of research designs and examples

– Survey research design 

– Experimental research design *

– Comparative research design * 

• Research topics

• Types of research questions
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* These topics are discussed in the modules „Experiments“ and „Regression Analysis“ in more detail.



Recall from the lecture
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-> We need a sound research design to make a scientific contribution.



Recall from the lecture

Research Designs

-> And there is a variety of methods to test a theory!
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Types of research designs

Research Designs

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WY9j_t570LY
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Watch this video to learn about the variety of research designs. 



Example: survey research design
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Example: survey and comparative research designs

Research Designs

Source: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0022343319880252
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Example: experimental research design

Research Designs

Source: https://edition.cnn.com/2019/07/09/health/ebola-drc-experimental-treatments-intl/

Source: https://www.nature.com/articles/nature11421
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Choice of research design depends on the context

“In the preliminary phases of research, when the research problem is unclear and the researcher

wants to scope out the nature and extent of a certain research problem, a focus group (for individual

unit of analysis) or a case study (for organizational unit of analysis) is an ideal strategy for exploratory

research. As one delves further into the research domain, but finds that there are no good theories to

explain the phenomenon of interest and wants to build a theory to fill in the unmet gap in that area,

interpretive designs such as case research or ethnography may be useful designs. If competing

theories exist and the researcher wishes to test these different theories or integrate them into a larger

theory, positivist designs such as experimental design, survey research, or secondary data analysis are

more appropriate.”

Research Designs

Source: https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-hccc-research-methods/chapter/chapter-5-research-design/
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Choice of research design depends on validity concerns

Research Designs

-> Your guiding question when choosing a research design should be

“Which approach increases validity (in this context)?“
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Context? Validity? 

• Scientific research is not a process or activity which can be carried out detached from its 

research context. Several factors have to be considered for the choice such as 

– Research topic 

– Research question 

– Research objective

– Data availability and characteristics
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Self-study exercise

The following studies deal with the same research topic: determinants of corruption! Read and 

compare the studies. What is the research context of these studies and how does it influence 

their research designs? 
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Research topic ≠ Research question ≠ Research design

Context matters: 

The previous examples illustrate that two studies about the same research topic do not 

necessarily examine the same research question. Moreover, two studies studying more or less 

the same research question may not follow the same research design. 

Thus, do not use these terms interchangeably! 
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Research topic ≠ Research question ≠ Research design

Maybe a very abstract metaphor illustrates this further: 

If you are going on a vacation to South-East Asia, you need to take other items with you than 

on a vacation to Northern Europe (= research topic). Also, a city sightseeing trip requires 

different equipment than a bikepacking adventure (= research question). Finally, you want to 

consider details (=data characteristics) such as weather. 

Only if all relevant factors are considered, you will end up with the best possible suitcase 

suiting the purpose (= research design). And yes, there are some general guidelines (= travel 

packing lists), which can support your decision but no exhaustive lists suitable for every trip.
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Research topics
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Before you continue: 

please browse newspapers and note down a potential research topic!

(You will need this in the following slides)
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Be aware that some topics differ in their 

potential for scientific contribution 
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• A topic, which interests you, does not mean you have a research project

– Never just decide for a topic (and stick to it no matter what)

• A project is “good” if (and only if) you can sell it to your peers

– Peers are typically other researchers. Yet, start explaining why your topic matters to your 

friends or family. Have an answer to the “So what?”- question.

• A great project consists of three elements

– Topic (including a good research question), theoretical argument, and a contribution 
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What is a “good” research topic? (1/3)

https://phdinahundredsteps.com/2017/08/06/paper-writing-v-answering-the-so-what-question/


Examples: Neumayer and Plümper (2007)
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-8306.2007.00563.x


Examples: Lindberg Bromley (2018)
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0022343317735882


Examples: Duursma (2018)

Research Designs 23

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0022343318800522


Types of contribution

• You want to contribute to previous research. Possibilities: 

– Be the first to analyze a relationship (systematically)

– Introduce a new dataset

– Test an existing theory with a new dataset or in another region

– Write a new theory

– Expand or add to an existing theory

– Fix a methodological shortcoming

• In other words: you need to know what others did before you!  
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Self-study exercise

Return to these studies now. 

Identify their contribution / answer to the “so what?” – question.

Research Designs 25



What is a “good” research topic? (2/3)

• In general, more than one factor can affect your choice of topic

– up-to-date topics and real world implications

– contribution 

– interests of your professor / supervisor and academic peers

– feasibility (time, data availability etc.) 

– own interests

• Browse literature to find out about potential contribution to studies (new theory, expand 

old theory, new findings etc.) 
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What is a “good” research topic? (3/3)

• You may start with a topic of your interest

– Example: coronavirus

• You need to add a 2nd (and maybe a 3rd) factor for improved accuracy

– Example: coronavirus, lockdown, students’ productivity

Research Designs

Now check your potential research topic: 

How accurate is your research topic? Formulate a research question now! 

(Yes, it has to be a real question, which can be answered.)
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What ‘types’ of research questions do you know?

Research Designs

Please take a minute now to note down your thoughts. 
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Research Designs

Compare with your notes!

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oqdItyBSKSs
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Good research starts with a good question

• Example: “What happens after large protests within a country?” 

– Very broad. Try adding more factors to narrow it down.

❖ Focus on a particular movement? Focus on long-term effects? Focus on behavior 

of politicians? On mobilization of movements? 

• A ‘good’ (causal) research question 

– is not too narrow or broad

– is not just descriptive

– allows for generalizability
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A good research question (1/2)

• With two or more factors, you are heading towards a research question: 

– Example: “What is the effect of unemployment on vote share of populist parties?” 

(Focus on why unemployment affects / increases / decreases the vote share.)

• A ‘good’ research question is not too narrow

– “What is the effect of unemployment on populist votes in Jena?”

• A ‘good’ research question is not too broad 

– “What are the effects of unemployment in Germany?”
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A good research question (2/2)

• A ‘good’ research question allows for generalizability

– e.g., similar effects of unemployment on vote shares in other European 

countries?

• A ‘good’ research question is neither subjective nor normative

– Don’t ask: “How can populist voting in Slovakia be reduced?”

• A ‘good’ research question is simple but not too simple

– A bit too descriptive: “How is the Germany addressing unemployment?”

• A ‘good’ research question is somewhat original 
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Self-study exercise: assess your research question now!  

If one of the following situations applies to you, you probably need to revise your question:

– Your research question exceeds one sentence (or it has several sub-questions). 

– Your research question sounds a bit vague to you or your colleague.

– Your research question sounds too complex. It attempts to address several aspects.

– Your research question does not say which factor will be explained by which factor. It 

does not include the main independent and dependent variable. 

– Your question is normative. It includes words like “should” or “better”. 

– You could not provide an unambiguous answer to your question. 

– Your research question identical to the title of your project.  
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What does ‘good’ empirical research mean?

(Note down some criteria before you continue.) 
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Quality criteria

Research Designs 35Source: http://www.lisbdnet.com/criteria-of-good-researc/

• There are no fixed guidelines or no binding 

‘charta’ for scientific quality criteria which 

hold across all disciplines. 

• However, 

− several factors are commonly agreed 

upon or mentioned online. 

− Groups of journals refer to common 

principles of data access and research 

transparency.



Self-study exercise: quality criteria of research articles

Compare your list of criteria with criteria mentioned on webpages of academic journals

(e.g., Data Access and Research Transparency, DA-RT, statement and TOP Guidelines). 
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Source: https://journals.sagepub.com/author-instructions/RAP#TransparencyOpennessReplicationPolicy

Source: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/political-science-research-and-
methods/information/instructions-contributors



Selected quality criteria

• Testable, transparent and replicable (c.f. self-study exercise)

• Ethical, unbiased / objective, and coherent

• A suitable research design allowing for valid inferences

• Relevant 

– It provides an explanation to a situation which is likely to occur

– It explains something which we do not know or falsely believed

– It is an important phenomenon

– It advances scientific knowledge
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Final remarks

Research Designs 38



Which research design is ‘best‘?

• This chapter has introduced you to the variety of research designs, types of

research questions, and most important quality criteria, which scientific research

should adhere to.

• It has emphasized that which one you choose depends on the research question

and context. There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach for one simple reason: when

doing research, you will come across a variety of methodological issues which

need to be addressed on a case-by-case basis.

• Frequently reading empirical research articles, which are published in high-

quality journals, will help you understand design choices better!
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Self-study exercise

Have a look at the variety of research designs!

− Access Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) or Google Scholar

− Search for research articles on, for instance, ‘economic growth’ or ‘state

violence’. (Any other topic of your interest will do for this exercise.)

− Browse through different approaches addressing one and the same topic.
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https://www.wu.ac.at/bibliothek/recherche/datenbanken/info/webofscience

