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The Qualitative Methods newsletter is one year old!  It seems
like only yesterday . . .

Volume 1, Issue No. 1 (Spring 2003) focused on the prac-
tical task of teaching a qualitative methods course.  It featured
retrospective evaluations by a number of instructors and an
extensive canvas of qualmeth syllabi and textbooks.  Volume
1, Issue No. 2 (Fall 2003) focused on interpretivist approaches,
and included contributions from Robert Adcock, David
Dessler, Clifford Geertz, David Laitin, Laura Stoker, Dvora
Yanow, and myself.  (Following protocol, past issues will be
available to non-section members one year after publication.
Thus, Volume 1, Issue No. 1 is now available on-line on the
CQRM web site at http://www.asu.edu/clas/polisci/cqrm/Quali-
tative MethodsAPSA.html.  Volume 1, Issue No. 2 will become
available this Fall.)

The current issue takes on two challenging topics, field
research and content/discourse analysis.  The field research
symposium, with contributions from Marc Howard, Evan
Lieberman and Julia Lynch, is the culmination of a series of
seminars led by the authors at APSA and IQRM meetings
over the past several years.  It commits to print, for the first
time, the practical, hands-on wisdom imparted in these valu-
able sessions.

The second symposium, organized by Yoshiko Herrera
and Bear Braumoeller, addresses comparisons and contrasts
between two research methods directed to the analysis of
textual evidence – content analysis and discourse analysis.
Since the material of politics is often textual in nature, it be-
hooves us to consider these methodological issues carefully.
What does it mean to analyze a text?  What assumptions are
required?  What is the most appropriate method(s)?

Plans for future issues of the newsletter are beginning to
take shape. If all goes as planned, the Fall 2004 issue will
include three symposia.  The first, on Qualitative Comparative
Analysis (QCA), will include contributions from Andrew
Bennett, James Mahoney, Charles Ragin, Benoit Rihoux, and
Jason Seawright.  The second, on the application of economic
models to the study of politics, will include a lead essay by
Sanjay Reddy, along with various responses.  The third, on the
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Symposium: Field Research
Between 2001 and 2004, the three authors of this symposium presented a “short course” on the topic of managing field
research to a variety of audiences, including at the annual meetings of the APSA in 2001, 2002, and 2003, as well as at the
Institute for Qualitative Research Methods in January 2003 and 2004.1 This series of brief articles highlights the “strategies”
we have discussed during those courses. Our contributions are primarily intended to be useful for doctoral students prepar-
ing for field research.  These suggestions are largely based on our own experiences with field research: Howard in Russia and
Germany (1997-99)2; Lieberman in Brazil and South Africa (1997-99)3; and Lynch in Italy and the Netherlands (1998-
2000), as well as conversations with various colleagues, and suggestions and comments from our various short courses.

pitfalls of qualitative methods, will include a lead essay by
Gerardo Munck, together with several commentaries.

The newsletter has been, and will continue to be, respon-
sive to section members’ suggestions and contributions. We
continue to look for suggestions for future symposia topics.
We also welcome short responses to already-published sym-
posia, which will either be printed in the newsletter or posted
on the newsletter’s web site.  The newsletter is also looking
for broad state-of-the-field book reviews to publish in later
issues.  As always, I solicit your suggestions for published
work to include in our annual Book Notes and Article Notes,
which will appear regularly in the Fall issue.

In other news, the third annual Institute for Qualitative
Research Methods (IQRM) was held at Arizona State Univer-
sity from January 5-16.  The 2004 institute hosted 93 attend-
ees  – the largest group to date.  IQRM’s parent, the Consor-
tium for Qualitative Research Methods (CQRM), is now sup-
ported by over 20 subscribing institutions, as well as by a
generous grant from the National Science Foundation.  

The Qualitative Methods section continues to grow.  Mem-
bership has now topped six hundred, qualifying us as the tenth
largest of APSA thirty-five organized sections.  Consonant
with its increasing size, the section will be sponsoring twelve
sections at Chicago this September.  (For a full list of panels
and roundtables, see page 39.)  Please note that our panel
allocation for APSA 2005 will depend in large part on atten-
dance at our panels in Chicago.  So, please come to as many
panels as you can.

By way of conclusion, let me take this opportunity to
thank you for supporting the newsletter with your contribu-
tions and your annual section dues.  I also want to acknowl-
edge the generous support of CQRM and Boston University
in under-writing our production and publication costs.

Please feel free to circulate this issue of the newsletter
among friends and associates. You might also encourage them
to join the Qualitative Methods section!

Introduction: The Promise and
Pitfalls of Field Research

Evan S. Lieberman
Princeton University
esl@princeton.edu

Overseas field research can be an extremely valuable tool for
gathering data and theoretical insights for political science
research, particularly in the sub-fields of comparative politics
and international relations. In addition to making what Brady,
Collier and Seawright (2003: 9) describe as “data-set observa-
tions,” which generate scores on independent and dependent
variables, field researchers may be particularly well suited to
make “causal process observations,” which shed light on “con-
text, process, and mechanism, provid(ing) insight into the rela-
tionships among the explanatory variables, and between these
variables and the dependent variable.” Learning about a par-
ticular society and polity from close range allows scholars to
carry out “reality checks” for various theories through active
engagement of people, places, and contexts. Scholars engaged
in intensive field research may generate new theoretical in-
sights based on fresh views of social and political processes
which have not been previously captured by other social sci-
entists.  They may also use field research as an opportunity to
determine if their research will have any broader relevance for

the societies under investigation.
Along with such promise, field research presents a host

of practical and logistical problems which make it a risky en-
deavor in terms of potential costs of time and money. Because
there are few formal courses in field research for political sci-
ence graduate students, information about how to address
standard and recurring problems is exchanged anecdotally and
unevenly. Our articles for this newsletter are intended to begin
to fill a gap in methods training by focusing on the problem of
self-management in field research-based projects and by of-
fering a set of extremely practical observations and sugges-
tions, with few pretensions of discussing high-level theoreti-
cal issues. Undoubtedly, our suggestions are grounded in our
own views of what constitutes “good” and “doable” social
science research: a middle ground between barefoot empiri-
cism and highly deductive hypothesis-testing. Along these
lines, we view fieldwork as a research strategy that seeks to
accomplish two key objectives: It is both an opportunity to
collect data in order to explore specific hypotheses, and a strat-
egy for inductively deriving new propositions and new under-
standings  about various social and political processes.

In our articles, we discuss how to address the challenges
of gathering the right amount of data, in a usable form, in a
reasonable amount of time, at an affordable cost, and without
losing one’s sanity. There are no panaceas, and field research
is inevitably a highly personal process not amenable to any
cookie-cutter approach. Nonetheless, we believe that through
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conscious self-management, data collection in field research
can be carried out more efficiently and effectively. By high-
lighting potential tradeoffs of various strategies, we hope that
scholars will make informed decisions about logistical and
other concerns that can have far-reaching consequences for
the quality of research that is eventually produced, given time
and financial constraints.

It is important to note that in this series of articles, we do
not discuss specific techniques of research design, causal
inference, survey design, interviewing, historical research meth-
ods, participant observation, ethnography, etc., because much
has been written on this elsewhere.4  Rather, we are concerned
with the issues that may come between such components of a
research design and actual research execution.  Our goal is
largely to raise issues, and to suggest tradeoffs in various
approaches that can help to mitigate or to avoid such practi-
cal problems.  Moreover, we are not the first to write on logis-
tical and practical concerns.  For example, the contributions to
the edited volume by Devereux and Hoddinott (1993) provide
a series of important discussions about local-level field re-
search that may be of interest to political scientists working at
the village level and/or working on household surveys.

Similarly, Barrett and Cason (1997) also discuss many of
the practical and logistical challenges associated with field
research, particularly through the use of anecdotes and tips
from various scholars.  Indeed, many of our suggestions reso-
nate with the advice proffered in these volumes, but our intent
is to present a unified management strategy, updated for cur-
rent trends in political science, and available technological
tools.

It is our conviction that field research-based projects
present significant management dilemmas.  Such projects–
especially when carried out as part of one’s doctoral research–
are typically multi-year, multi-method endeavors that cost tens
of thousands of dollars.  Even if one only spends a few months
in the field, the time span from grant application to the comple-
tion of analysis and writing is rarely less than a year.  In other
fields and professions, related work tends to be supported
with much greater institutional resources.  Social science, how-
ever, emphasizes scholarship carried out by lone individuals–
particularly at the stage of doctoral research–and resources
are more limited.  As a result one is forced to take on the roles
of project manager, administrator, budget comptroller, and data
archivist, in additon to being a researcher/scholar.  In the later
stages of one’s career, this may be less true, as a proven track
record can help one to gain access to greater institutional re-
sources for field research, but especially for graduate students,
and even for most scholars, self-administration is a central part
of field research.

We suggest a set of “ideal” strategies for dealing with
very practical issues that may only be achievable in part, but
we hope that they may be useful for others in managing their
projects.  Lieberman discusses a set of strategies useful for
preparing for field research; Howard discusses strategies as-
sociated with obtaining and recording data; and Lynch dis-
cusses the need to keep track of progress while in the field in
order to ensure that one is gathering the correct data, and

within an acceptable time frame.

Notes
1 In 2002, Lauren Morris McLean and Benjamin Read co-

taught the course with Howard and Lynch.
2 Now published as Marc Morje Howard. 2003.  The Weak-

ness of Civil Society in Post-Communist Europe. Cambridge,
UK; New York: Cambridge University Press.

3 Now published as Evan Lieberman. 2003. Race and Re-
gionalism in the Politics of Taxation in Brazil and South
Africa. Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press.

4 Indeed, other disciplines and sub-disciplines within po-
litical science have had more to say on these topics than schol-
ars in comparative politics and international relations. These
works are far too numerous and extensive to list here.
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Preparations for field research go well beyond the tasks of
obtaining funding and purchasing a plane ticket. In order to
maximize the benefits of one’s time abroad, a great deal of
advance planning is necessary and should be carried out for at
least six months prior to an extended trip. Given personal, pro-
fessional, and diplomatic constraints, time in the field is finite
and valuable, and there are several strategies that can be used
to increase the likelihood of returning home with the desired
data and insights, which were the objective of the journey in
the first place.

Don’t Save for the Field What Can Be Done at Home
Because field research is an iterative process in which new
findings lead to new inquiries, it is impossible to prepare for
everything. But, to the extent possible, all research that can
be done at one’s home institution should be carried out prior
to departure in order to improve the quality of the work that
gets done in the field. For example, extended time searching
internet resources while in the field–often at quite slow dial-
up speeds–is a true waste of precious field time, since such
work obviously could have been completed prior to depar-
ture. Depending on the countries being studied, an enormous
amount of information may be available on the internet, and it
is often easier to gather (relatively recent) newspapers, gov-
ernment documents, official statistics, many survey data sets,
and other information on the internet from an American uni-
versity connection. Similarly, many foreign documents from
the pre-internet era are available in American research librar-
ies. Importantly, the names and contact information of indi-
viduals at various organizations may be available on the
internet, and to the extent possible, it is useful to try to gather
all of this information, and to begin contacting people to ar-
range meetings or to learn how to obtain materials even be-

Preparing for Field Research

Evan S. Lieberman
Princeton University
esl@princeton.edu
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fore arriving at the field destination. Similarly, it may be pos-
sible to conduct electronic searches of foreign libraries while
still at home, which would allow one to arrive at a library or
archive with a prioritized set of requests. There is no special
value in sitting at a computer terminal in a foreign country, if
the same work could be done at home.

As more and more information becomes available to us
through advanced communications technologies, it is useful
to keep a focus on what will be available only through in-
person contact. This may include the specific attitudes and
histories of individuals within a country (to be gathered
through interviews), special primary sources (to be gathered
in libraries or archives), or nuanced information about norms
and language (gathered through everyday contact with indi-
viduals and/or through more deliberate ethnographic ap-
proaches) that may shed light on other sources of data. For
scholars working on areas that have been thinly researched,
and that are “unwired,” it will be necessary to spend more
time in the field, as a much larger proportion of essential data
will not be available from alternative sources.

Timing and Duration of Field Research
In preparing for field research it is important to reflect upon
the ideal duration and timing of travel in conjunction with
one’s stage of research, including the state of theoretical
debate around the question at hand, as well as one’s own
empirical knowledge and local skill-set. Field research trips
may serve various purposes and it is useful to keep these in
mind. One class of field research is the “fishing expedition,”
which involves the search for a specific outcome of interest
or puzzle to explain, or attempts to identify methodologi-
cally and logistically sound sites for research. On such a
trip, the scholar may work to identify professional and per-
sonal contacts, to become familiar with the language and
culture, and/or to develop a researchable project to be ex-
ecuted during a future trip. As is well known, funding agen-
cies tend to be far more amenable to proposals that have
already completed such initial research. Even at this less
structured end of the continuum, preparations for interviews,
meetings, and/or archival visits are critical in order to en-
gage the types of conversations and observations that can
lead to new ideas.

By contrast, a field research trip may be extremely fo-
cused, and the central objective may be to gather very spe-
cific forms of data about well-defined variables and obser-
vational units. At the extreme, one may manage and/or ex-
ecute a closed-ended survey project, which involves the
execution of a tightly formulated survey instrument in a for-
eign location.

In between, many or even most political science field
research trips are neither completely open-ended nor com-
pletely closed-ended. To borrow the phrase from the litera-
ture on interviewing techniques, such field research tends
to be “semi-structured.” The goals of such trips include the
identification of specific data items, through the systematic
execution of a research design, in addition to an open-ended
component of the trip, in which leads developed during early

stages of the research are pursued during later stages.
Particularly in this last instance, scholars must decide

whether to carry out their field research as one long trip, or as
a series of short stays. The benefits of a single, long trip
include the continuity of logistical arrangements, not needing
to finance additional overseas plane trips, greater opportuni-
ties for integration within various communities, and less pres-
sure to make every day “count.” A long stay–which in politi-
cal science tends to be a year or more–may be desirable for all
sorts of personal and long-term professional development
reasons, including developing language skills and contacts.
On the other hand, shorter trips may be less disruptive to
one’s life back home, and may prove more efficient if one
prepares an extremely tight schedule. In the latter case, ad-
vance planning is particularly crucial, because one wants to
walk off the plane with a very clear schedule of meetings and
tasks in order to focus on “content” for the duration of one’s
stay.

It is true that many grants, such as those from the Social
Science Research Council or Fulbright, are offered with the
expectation that scholars will spend 9 or 12 months in a coun-
try, but this does not imply that one should spend every minute
of that time gathering new data. As Lynch discusses, a good
portion of that time needs to be spent on analysis and per-
haps even writing.

For multi-country (or multi-site) studies, it may not be
necessary to spend the same amount of time in each place,
even if each location counts equally as a “case” in one’s
analysis. (In fact, all three contributors to this symposium
carried out research in two different countries for our doctoral
dissertations, and we each spent varying amounts of time in
our respective field sites.) It may make more sense to spend
more time in places with greater logistical challenges, where
one’s own language skills and/or personal contacts are weaker,
where there is a less extensive secondary literature, or where
one hopes to develop lasting contacts for the future. More-
over, one may find during the process of gathering data for
the first country of a multi-country study that many of the
types of “mistakes” and dead-ends that tend to be encoun-
tered during the earlier stages of research can be avoided in
field research trips to additional countries, reducing the total
time needed for executing one’s research design.

Translate a Research Design into a “To Get” List
Field research can be likened to a giant shopping expedition
for various types of data. Like other shopping trips, prepara-
tion can ensure that most of the needed and/or desired items
will be acquired. Of course, exposure to a wider selection of
items when one arrives at the store, or the discovery that
certain items are no longer in stock or are over-priced can
force a complete rethinking of the week’s menu. While the
uncertainties of the market suggest the need to be flexible,
without any forethought about one’s needs, it is all too easy
to return home with many delicious items that looked great at
the store, only to discover that key items went unpurchased
simply because they were forgotten/not anticipated, or be-
cause of lack of time and/or money to purchase them.

 Qualitative Methods, Spring 2004
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If this analogy holds, we think it is extremely useful to
convert one’s research design into a very extensive and highly
operational “to get” or “to do” list. In most cases, a research
design that might have been submitted as a dissertation pro-
spectus or funding proposal says something like “Interview
top 40 business elites” or “Examine 1970s archives.” One
needs to move from such generalities and get very, very spe-
cific, breaking down every component of the research design
into discrete items of data that can be gathered and that can
be stored away in a retrievable “data container” that will be
readily accessible at a later time. This means identifying, to
the extent possible, each person that would be desirable for
an interview or meeting (even if identified only by title, and
not specific name), every place to visit, and when, in order to
begin to organize one’s schedule and travel within a country.
To the extent possible, it is desirable to arrange interviews
and other types of meetings and library visits in such a way
that each day’s activities are confined to a manageable area.

The more specific and more concrete one’s “to get” list is
before leaving for the field, the more successful the time in the
field is likely to be. There is a big difference between a plan to
interview “a mid-level government bureaucrat in capital city,”
and a plan to interview “Mary Rodriquez, director of human
resources, department of finance, in Santiago, Chile on April 7
at 2pm; Call to confirm day before with her assistant.” It can
take weeks and months to track down the names of appropri-
ate people to meet and to confirm appointment dates, and to
the extent that this can be done via electronic mail, regular
mail, or phone prior to departure, one’s daily life in the field
will be much more productively oriented towards content,
rather than more mundane logistical work.

In a similar manner, if the use of archives or libraries is
demanded by one’s research design, it is worth estimating the
amount of time that will be required to carry out the anticipated
research. It may be useful to ask about the extent of the mate-
rials available on a particular subject, and if they are available
on-site or if they will be ordered. In addition, it is worth inquir-
ing about any special rules or regulations about the use of
computers and pens, or the need for letters of introduction or
affiliation. More generally, various “official-looking” letters of
introduction, written on university letterhead, can come in
handy as a passkey to get through bureaucratic snafus.

There are larger psychic rewards to making a thorough
“to get” list: It can help one to envision actual completion of
one’s research. In the absence of a relatively finite list, one’s
research project can become an ever-expanding black hole
that will make it impossible to experience completion. This list
can help one to measure progress during long periods with-
out much feedback (though, as Lynch discusses, soliciting
feedback should be an important component of the field re-
search experience).

Moreover, if the “to get” list appears truly overwhelming
prior to departure for field research given available time and
resources, then one’s research design is clearly in need of
revision, and it is better to learn this sooner rather than later.
Just as problematic as gathering insufficient information is
the threat of data overload. It may be tempting to endlessly
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gather information in a “scorched earth” strategy in the ab-
sence of a plan for what’s actually needed. Careful planning
will facilitate the appropriate acquisition of materials.

Develop an Information Management System
Even relatively short field research expeditions can generate
vast quantities of information, which are likely to arrive in dif-
ferent forms and shapes:

• One may conduct interviews, and wind up with dozens
of cassette tapes and hundreds of pages of notes and tran-
scriptions from the taped interviews.

• One may carry out archival research, and arrive home
with hundreds of pages of handwritten or typed notes, and
perhaps boxes of copies.

• One is likely to stumble upon useful new secondary
sources that were not discovered or available prior to your
departure.

• One may obtain various data sets–either in printed form
or, hopefully, in electronic form. These may be surveys others
have conducted, national accounts data, or other collections
of data that may be useful.

• In the course of casual conversations with people, read-
ing the newspaper, and simply looking around, one  is likely to
make a set of observations that may shed light on one’s analy-
ses of the place/society/polity under investigation. Whether
one is doing rigorous participant observation, or simply taking
note of something that appeared interesting or revealing, such
observations can later be extremely valuable in demonstrating
the validity of one’s more systematice analyses.

• Finally, most field researchers wind up with loads of–for
lack of a better label–miscellaneous documents. These are
brochures, song lyrics, annual reports, and various other printed
matter or ephemera that may be useful that come one’s way
during the course of one’s stay. Some of these may turn out to
be useful as office decorations, but oftentimes, random stuff
helps to capture exactly the point one wants to make in a way
that could not be gleaned from a survey, and such documents
are exactly why field research can be a gold mine of revealing
data.

While it may be exciting to think about these various
sources of field-based data, one should anticipate that by
conducting field research, an enormous volume of physical
and electronic documents will be amassed. As a result, it is
extremely important to develop a thorough information man-
agement system. Frankly, there is no point in going to all the
trouble of finding data, if such data are impossible to retrieve
when needed.

Every time a report is obtained, an interview conducted,
or an archive combed, there should be a clear place for this
information to be stored. There is simply nothing worse than
returning from the field with loads of unorganized boxes
marked “dissertation” or “research project.”  It will take at
least twice as long to sort through those boxes, and much
more likely, one will simply never open most of them, render-
ing the fieldwork itself pointless. In my own case, a great
many documents went un-filed from my doctoral field research,
and even after publishing my dissertation as a book, those
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documents have remained largely unexamined! The point is
not that every item of data gathered needs to be incorporated
into one’s analysis, but that such non-incorporation should
be a willful decision and not simply a product of dis-
organzation.

The development of an information management system
may involve a variety of strategies, but I believe it is useful to:

1. Make parallel electronic and physical filing systems.
That is, develop a logic for sorting all items and documents
that can be applied both to hard copies and objects as well as
to one’s computer hard drive. For example, create main folders
or boxes with the top-level categories of “administration” (for
letters, itineraries, etc.), “data” (for specific observations and
information gathered), “analysis” (for outlines and summa-
ries of the data) and “papers/output” (to store chapters and
conference papers).

2. Keep track of every data item with a master index, pref-
erably by using a bibliographic software package, such as
Endnote.  You will thank yourself later when it comes time to
actually create a biliography if you enter this information reli-
giously along the way.

3. Keep track of contacts in a systematic manner. Most
scholars will contact dozens, if not hundreds, of individuals
while in the field.  While this information may be easily stored
in a notebook, there are several more “high-tech” strategies
that are likely to be more useful. By creating a spreadsheet or
other database, one can quickly search and sort contacts,
helping to manage one’s schedule and keeping track of leads
for interviews. Also, one can back up this very important in-
formation quite easily–the loss of such information would be
devastating. When an interview has been completed, most
word processors contain “mail merge” functions that can fa-
cilitate sending out thank-you notes later. Indeed, this is an
important norm to follow given that many people in foreign
countries spend an inordinate amount of time with American
researchers with no tangible reward.

At a minimum, the following information ought to be gath-
ered and stored:

• Name
•Address
• All relevant phone and fax numbers, email addresses
• Names/numbers of assistants
• Dates when contact was made
• Information about messages exchanged
• Information about when and how to follow up
• Date of interview/meeting
• Anecdotes/comments about the contact
• Information about need for post-interview follow-up
• Whether or not a thank-you letter was sent

The contacts one makes in the field may be useful not just for
this project, but for future work, and it is a good idea to keep
track of as much anecdotal information as possible; for ex-
ample, by systematically recording which items various indi-
viduals promised to send the field researcher or that the field
researcher may have promised to send to them, one can en-
sure that these transactions actually take place. Also, it is nice

to recall, was this person helpful? Friendly? Would you want
to contact them again? Such information can prove quite valu-
able for future research projects. Depending upon the nature
of one’s contacts, and agreed-upon human subjects proto-
cols, it may be necessary to password-protect such informa-
tion in order to maintain confidentiality and/or anonymity.

Use Technology to your Advantage
Given the pace of technological change, any recommenda-
tions for electronic tools are likely to become dated in short
order, but I will make a few suggestions nonetheless.

First off, at this point in time, a laptop is basically essen-
tial for field research, and it goes without saying that there is
no better insurance policy than backing up. It is imperative to
bring some type of backup solution to the field–which may
mean sending files back home electronically, and making CDs
or Zip disks or using USB keys, which can store quite a bit of
information–but don’t pack those in the same bag as the
laptop, so that if the bag is lost or stolen you won’t have lost
everything.

Second, where service is available, a cellular phone is
extremely useful for making and confirming appointments, and
for safety. While international cell phones are available in the
United States, the call rates tend to be geared towards busi-
ness travelers (i.e., extremely expensive), and one winds up
with a U.S. phone number, forcing people to make interna-
tional calls in order to reach you. Instead, it is best to wait
until arriving in the country of destination, and to buy a cell
phone that will allow the use of pre-paid phone cards–which
is increasingly an option in the many countries that use GSM
technology. In recent years, prices have become extremely
reasonable. Again, it is always important to remember that
one’s time is valuable, and any opportunity to confirm meet-
ings before arriving to an empty office–where your contact
forgot about your meeting or was called away at the last minute
–will be critical to productivity and sanity.

To the extent that one’s budget allows, other electronic
items can be very useful and may save you either time or money
in the long run. Personal digital assistants (PDAs) are increas-
ingly inexpensive, and allow for quite a bit of portability with
contact lists and other information that you may want with
you at all times. It is now possible to purchase collapsible
keyboards designed to work with PDAs, which can be quite
useful for going into libraries to take notes rather than taking
around a bulkier laptop, which might be more vulnerable to
being stolen and is likely to have much shorter battery life.
Portable printers and scanners can also be very useful as you
set up a mobile office in libraries and other places.

A good-quality tape recorder or digital voice recorder
may be necessary for recording interviews, but can be very
useful even if you’re not. It’s difficult to write or type when on
the road, and it’s nice to be able to quickly record any ideas or
observations you may have. It is important to test these out
before departing, and to keep checking that they are working
well, because few things are more frustrating than finding out
later that notes and interviews are incomprehensible because
the sound was garbled. A benefit of digital voice recorders is
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that one can easily create backups and duplicate copies of the
recording, including those to be used for transcription.

Budgeting and Prioritizing Time and Resources
Finally, in the area of preparations, it is critical to take one’s
“to get” list, and to start setting priorities for what needs to be
done in the field even before leaving. Given the various per-
sonal and real-world snafus that one is likely to encounter,
chances are that one’s initial “to get” list can turn out to be
overly ambitious, even when one thinks one is being realistic.
As a result, it is important to start out knowing what is top
priority and what is simply “gravy” when it comes to gather-
ing data.

Quite understandably, most funders require a budget as
part of the grant-writing process, and as a result, most schol-
ars will have constructed some type of budget well in ad-
vance of departure for the field. However, such budgets are
generally constructed in very general form, with a dated ex-
change rate and purchasing power. (As someone who regu-
larly conducts research in South Africa, where the purchasing
power of the U.S. has fluctuated wildly in the past four years,
this is quite a significant issue.) As a result, it is very impor-
tant to update one’s budget with more realistic estimates of
spending needs based on a detailed “to get” list. One should
not feel guilty if exchange rate windfalls allow one more spend-
ing power than originally planned (because on the flip side,
most funders will not revise grants upwards for exchange rate
punishments). In the face of hard budgetary constraints, the
question for the researcher involves selection of a life strat-
egy:

• Will you take buses or taxis?
• Will you hire a research assistant?
• Will you pay someone to transcribe your interviews?
• Will you allow time and money for exploratory travel to
consider novel hunches or to gather materials for a future
project?
Each item of the “to get” list implies a budgetary estimate

in terms of time and money. Once tallied up, one may find that
the time and money required is more than you have. If so,
there are two choices:

• Revise the research design to a manageable–i.e.,
completable–project, given your budget constraints
• Revise the budget constraint, either by obtaining addi-
tional resources from funders or by using personal re-
sources.  In most cases, the first option is probably the
better one at least initially!

Obtaining and Recording Data

Marc Morje Howard
Georgetown University

mmh@georgetown.edu
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The main priority of field research—whatever the topic or coun-
try involved—is to acquire data.  In doing so, or in attempting
to do so, researchers are bound to face all kinds of questions,
conundrums, obstacles, and roadblocks that will inevitably
arise and complicate their research.  In this article, I will present
some strategies that can help researchers make informed deci-
sions about how to deal with the difficult challenges and trade-
offs of field research, so that they can obtain and record data
in a way that best suits their particular projects and constraints.
My purpose is not, however, to provide “set” answers that will
apply to everyone, since each person’s project, situation, and
personality will, of course, vary quite widely.  In fact, in order
to be successful, field researchers need to be creative, crafty,
and able to adapt to unforeseen situations—indeed, that is the
very beauty and fun of fieldwork.  In other words, while there
is no simple “formula” for how to obtain data in the field, my
main recommendation is for researchers to think through the
potential problems and trade-offs in advance, and during the
early stages of fieldwork, so that they will make choices that
are wiser, more efficient, and more practical in the long-run.

Set Concrete and Realistic Goals
When conducting fieldwork, any researcher is bound to face
numerous and often quite tempting distractions.  These may
include getting “settled” into domestic and social routines,
becoming acclimated to a new research environment, and try-
ing to figure out how best to implement one’s social scientific
research design within a complex real-world setting. Some ad-
justment period is of course understandable—particularly for
scholars who intend to spend a full year in the field, and who
may be struggling with a foreign language—but upon arriving
in the field, it is important to develop some kind of an orga-
nized research plan from the very beginning.  Of course, all
people have different styles of organization, but the main thing
is to know what is in store for the next day (or week), so that, as
much as possible, one can avoid the scenario of not knowing
what to do next.  This does not mean, of course, that research-
ers should always be working, but when they are working, it is
important to stay focused on the next steps.

In his article, Lieberman presented the idea of a master “to
get” list for any research project.  But, of course, one cannot
work on everything at once on a daily basis.  Rather, research-
ers need to break down their research objectives into smaller,
more concrete, and specific tasks that they will then tackle on
a daily or weekly basis.  For research involving interviews, for
example, one should plan out a schedule for writing letters to
potential interviewees, following up (whether by phone, fax,or
email), scheduling the interviews over a certain period of time,
and of course drafting the questions or questionnaire. These
types of seemingly basic tasks may take days, if not weeks, to
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accomplish.
The best way to keep track of what will soon become very

complicated planning is by maintaining “to do” lists of one’s
schedule and upcoming tasks.  Depending on personal style,
some people may prefer daily, weekly, or biweekly lists.  It does
not necessarily matter if the list is stored in an electronic orga-
nizer or scribbled on a little piece of paper—but a personal
organizer certainly allows for better back-up and safe-keeping,
in case those scraps of paper get misplaced or lost!  Either way,
the main point is that researchers should wake up each day
with a plan for what they are going to do—for that particular
day and for the days ahead.  Given how easy it is to lose track
of things, and to get distracted by a new environment, a “to
do” list will help to provide focus and enhance productivity.

It is also important to allow time for logistics and plan-
ning, something that few people really consider at first when
constructing a schedule.  Even if a researcher has followed all
of Lieberman’s suggestions for preparations before leaving,
there will certainly be a great deal of new, and unpredictable,
logistical hassles on the ground, as well.  These may include
following up with people and institutions upon arrival, adapt-
ing to conditions and situations that were far different from
what one expected, or having to devote much time and energy
to negotiating one’s way into particular data sources.  It is
important to recognize that some logistical frustrations will
arise, and to actually plan this into a daily or weekly sched-
ule—rather than panic later on, when one obstacle or another
inevitably leads to delays.  There will always be set-backs and
problems, but a little bit of foresight and planning can help to
avoid or mitigate major logistical disasters.

Finally, although I am focusing on methodological (not
personal or social) elements of fieldwork, on the topic of time
management, I should also mention the importance of allowing
for some down time and relaxation.  Too many people get burned
out, and stress themselves out, without necessarily being more
efficient.  In many cases, one can actually learn more about
another country by relaxing there a bit, and that “down” time
may even lead to some valuable research insights.  And the
friendships and networks that develop during the fieldwork
experience will probably help to improve any given project,
not to mention other projects down the road.

Anticipate Everyday Trade-Offs
As anybody who has conducted research abroad knows, re-
search money can disappear very quickly.  One should there-
fore think about some trade-offs at the early stages of field-
work.  Although I cannot provide generic answers, here are
some questions to consider:

• For a project that includes some form of archival re-
search, how will information be collected?  Photocopying, scan-
ning, and old-fashioned note-taking all have distinct advan-
tages and disadvantages.  Photocopying is, of course, very
accurate, but it can also be extremely time-consuming and
costly, and the paper produced can be quite heavy (and there-
fore expensive to ship home).  Scanning is also very accurate,
and it is certainly less costly and heavy than copying, but
both of these technologies can lead to “information overload,”

where the researcher just keeps copying or scanning, with the
hope that the information will be useful down the road (or with
the fear that something valuable might be missed).  And of
course note-taking (whether on a computer or with pen and
paper) can be time-consuming at first, but if the person is well-
organized, it can be very efficient.  Either way, researchers
would be well-served by deciding early on which technique
will work best for them, given their personal style and the
nature of their research project.  Moreover, as Lynch discusses
in her article, whatever method is chosen, it is essential to
record one’s initial reactions to the documents, since these
can be just as valuable as the material itself.

• For research that includes interviews, one trade-off to
consider right away is whether or not to tape record them.
Researchers need to weigh their need for completeness and
accuracy against the possibility that a tape recorder will make
a respondent uneasy, too cautious, or speak like a bland pro-
paganda statement.  Tape recording may be more appropriate
for interviews with ordinary citizens—who have much less to
hide or fear—than for elite interviewing, but either way re-
searchers should be forewarned that listening to the tapes can
be quite unwieldy and time-consuming, and transcription costs
are often extremely high.  In my case, for my doctoral research,
I did record and transcribe my interviews (which were with
ordinary citizens), since I drew upon a number of the exact
quotations of my respondents, and this analysis constitutes
an essential part of my book.  But I would suspect that for most
political science dissertations, the costs of recording and tran-
scribing may not be worth the payoff.

• Many researchers consider hiring a research assistant
while in the field.  This may be a strange feeling for graduate
students, who are often RAs themselves, but as the head of a
major research project, it might actually be entirely reasonable
(and cost- and time-efficient) to invest in some help during
fieldwork.  It will obviously depend on the location of the field
research, since in some countries the cost of hiring an assis-
tant may be prohibitive.  But in other locations, it might be a
plausible option that is worth considering, and an RA could
help with a number of possible tasks, such as helping to trans-
late interview questions or archival documents, helping to ar-
range appointments, providing an entrée into a local commu-
nity, or tabulating and coding data for a content analysis.  If
one does decide to hire an RA while in the field (or, for that
matter, as a professor later on in one’s career), it is important to
define the RA’s tasks very clearly, to maintain regular contact
with that person, and to oversee his or her work and progress
closely.  Otherwise, if the results are of poor quality, all of that
work, time, and money may be wasted.   Although I personally
had a very good experience with an RA in Russia, I know of
many others who have had more mixed results.

•Sub-contracting a survey is a relatively high-cost en-
deavor, which most people only do if they have a separate
grant for it, but it may not be prohibitively expensive, espe-
cially for those who would consider buying a question or sev-
eral questions off of a weekly or monthly “Omnibus” survey.
In fact, many survey organizations that conduct polling for
newspapers and businesses actually have special prices for
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academic research.  In my case, thanks to a small grant from the
NSF, I was able to subcontract a series of questions on a sur-
vey (at “negotiated” rates—especially in Russia), the results
of which provided multi-method complementarity, and which
eventually constituted an important part of my book.

Develop a Strategy for Gaining Access to Data Sources
In these articles, we are not focusing on the specifics of inter-
viewing techniques or archival research—for which there are
already larger, well-developed literatures on which to draw—
but I do want to emphasize here the fact that it takes a tremen-
dous amount of work simply to gain access to one’s data
sources.  This applies whether a researcher is trying to sched-
ule and carry out interviews with elites, to make ordinary citi-
zens feel comfortable telling their life stories, to get a librarian
at an archive to grant special access to restricted and sensitive
documents, or to make an arrangement with a survey institute
to ask a question on a survey.

In order to develop specific techniques for any of these
types of tasks, I would strongly recommend talking to other
experienced scholars about their own experiences, in order to
receive advice and tips that will fit with both a particular re-
search project and the location of the fieldwork.  Much of this
can be done before actually leaving for the field, which can
also be helpful over the longer term, as one integrates into a
network of scholars who work on the same countries or region.
But researchers should also seek out other colleagues and
journalists who are on-site, and who may have valuable sug-
gestions and insights.

It is also important to think about appropriate ways to
sequence one’s research in order to get the most out of each
source.  For example, it often makes sense to speak with low-
level bureaucrats before high-level bureaucrats, in order to
avoid asking silly questions of the individuals who possess
information that cannot be gotten elsewhere, and who are likely
to offer researchers only a very limited time to meet.  Moreover,
it is usually a good strategy to plow through printed materials
before interviewing too many people, again, because one may
find that many of one’s questions can be answered ahead of
time, and it is easier to probe more deeply with interview sub-
jects given prior information about background.  Given the
time constraints that interview respondents have, it is best to
avoid wasting their time asking questions that could easily be
answered with other sources.

Overall, a major challenge of field research is showing
people why it is that they ought to be providing their time and
help.  Many people—whether elite or ordinary citizen inter-
view respondents, archivists, or employees of an institute—
are extremely generous and helpful, in ways that often exceed
a researcher’s expectations.  But it is important to remember
that making them want to help takes a fair amount of work and
effort, and it is critical to the success of the overall project.

Consider Interacting with Local Institutions and Scholars
One of the most valuable and rewarding elements of fieldwork
can come from interactions with local scholars and institu-
tions. But there are definitely both advantages and drawbacks

to these interactions, and it is important for each researcher to
think through what will work best in a given context.

If possible, it helps to become affiliated with a local re-
search institute.  This often allows photocopying and printing
privileges, and sometimes office space, but also the opportu-
nity to become part of an organization and intellectual commu-
nity, to discuss and develop one’s ideas and sources with
other scholars, and even perhaps to acquire some added local
status while in the field.  And in most cases, foreign institu-
tions will be very happy to have a visiting researcher come for
a year, especially if it does not cost them anything financially.

There are also some potential downsides, however, such
as the expectation that the researcher will come regularly to the
office, and perhaps also read and comment on the work of
others, which could be distracting and time-consuming.  An-
other potential drawback of an affiliation—which could be rel-
evant in certain contexts—is the risk of losing one’s neutrality
by becoming affiliated with a partisan institute, or one with a
certain reputation.  In other words, researchers should not
automatically rush to become affiliated just for the sake of it,
but rather only if they think it will really help, which it often
does.

Field researchers will also want to consider some other
potentially tempting offers that may come up, and to think
about whether certain opportunities will be useful for them.
They may, for example, be asked to give a formal presentation
about their work, to teach a class, to write an article while in the
field, or even to do some outside consulting.  These can obvi-
ously be tremendous opportunities that are both very flatter-
ing and gratifying, but it is important for researchers to make
sure that they do not get too side-tracked by them.  In some
situations, it could also be problematic for a researcher to broad-
cast her views and analyses too widely, at the risk of future
respondents already forming an opinion about her research,
before she has had a chance to hear their own views.  More-
over, if a researcher makes a presentation, writes an article, or
undertakes some service that is far from his topic and exper-
tise, he may lose valuable time.  In fact, some people get so
wrapped up in these types of activities that they never leave
the field!  In any case, the main point is to know in advance
that these kinds of situations may well come up, and to think
through what is, and is not, worth undertaking.

Be Prepared for Uncomfortable Situations
Fieldwork is usually a positive experience, but many field re-
searchers do encounter some uncomfortable situations at one
point or another, and it is best to be prepared for them, as much
as possible.  A researcher’s gender and race can obviously
influence how people perceive and interact with her, in any
number of ways, depending on the context.  But by thinking
through how such situations might come about—particularly
by talking to other colleagues who have field research experi-
ence in the same or similar countries and contexts—and con-
sidering what would be an appropriate response, one can
help to minimize their effect on one’s research, as well as the
unpleasantness itself. I am not suggesting that researchers
should have a scripted or prepared response, but rather that
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they learn to expect the unexpected in potentially awkward or
difficult situations.

For those who do encounter sexist, racist, or otherwise
offensive behavior while conducting their research, what col-
leagues who have encountered these types of situations sug-
gest is that the most important thing is not to get overwhelmed,
not to get rattled, and certainly not to let it alter one’s self-
worth and self-perception as a professional.  At some point the
researcher will have to make a judgment call.  For example, if a
female researcher experiences some form of sexual harassment,
or is subjected to offensive remarks, should she walk out of
the interview?  Or how much should someone relax his prin-
ciples by keeping quiet (or nodding his head) in an interview
with a neo-fascist?  I cannot tell people how to react if they are
confronted with an uncomfortable situation, but researchers
should know that these things do happen—and, unfortunately,
not infrequently—and they should try to think through their
possible reactions ahead of time, so that they do not later
regret how they responded.

Act Like a Professional Researcher
A final point about obtaining and recording data, which is
particularly important for graduate students, is that field re-
searchers should think of themselves as professionals.  Gradu-
ate students are often used to feeling low on the totem pole,
but while in the field, any field researcher should hold his head
up high, and remember that he is a scholar who is going to
write a potentially important piece of research.

This also means that researchers should dress and act
appropriately.  Attire and inter-personal behavior are often more
formal and reserved in other cultures, and a field researcher
may make a better impression—and probably be more suc-
cessful in getting a repeat interview or access to restricted
archives—by presenting herself more professionally than she
might in the U.S.  Not only will it make other people more
inclined to cooperate, but it will hopefully also remind that
researcher that she is there for a reason, with a job to do.

Even in difficult situations, fieldwork is a challenge that is
extremely rewarding.  The data-gathering stage is probably the
most fun and inspiring part of a research project, and while
much of it requires “rolling with the punches” and “expecting
the unexpected,” a little bit of strategic planning and foresight
can go a long way.

Tracking Progress While in the Field

Julia Lynch
University of Pennsylvania
  jlynch@sas.upenn.edu

tion?  Many field researchers find themselves thinking uncom-
fortable thoughts as their time in the field wears on: Why is it
taking me so long to figure things out?  What if I never get the
information I need?  Am I working hard enough?  Why on
earth did I start this project?  Why on earth would anyone
want to know the answer?  Should I just chuck it all in and write
for a travel magazine?

These uncomfortable questions about one’s place in the
cosmos may be good for the soul, but they can wreak havoc in
the field.  In the name of efficiency, if not personal enlighten-
ment, I offer some strategies for suppressing the internal de-
mons:  (1) have a plan for digesting data as they come in, (2)
periodically assess progress towards the goal of a completed
piece of scholarship, and (3) gather only the data that one
needs.  Digesting data and assessing progress help in the
almost inevitable moment of crisis that occurs when research-
ers become convinced that their research designs and research
questions just aren’t working.  The first part of this contribu-
tion describes some ways to keep track of the status of a re-
search agenda while one is in the thick of field research. The
second part lays out some strategies for retooling on the fly if
necessary, and the final segment offers some thoughts on fig-
uring out how and when to stop collecting data.

Digesting While You Collect
One’s research designs typically tell a lot about the data that
one needs to collect, and some about how one will evaluate
the sum total of the information that one has gathered once
one has it all in hand.  What they don’t do is instruct us how
to evaluate smaller pieces of the puzzle as information trickles
in.  I have found that digesting data as it comes in, rather than
simply collecting it, is a crucial first step that enables us to
evaluate our progress while in the field, and to rework a re-
search agenda on the fly when necessary.

Digesting data helps break down the information one has
gathered into usable “nutrients” that can then be used to build
an argument.  It also aids in condensing data into a more readily
accessible form, just as Readers Digest does with the world’s
great literature (well, maybe that’s not such a compelling anal-
ogy for scholarship, but…).  One can think about digesting
data as a way of justifying every piece of information that one
collects.  For every chunk of data collected, one needs to be
able to answer two questions: Why am I gathering this infor-
mation?  And what is it telling me that I didn’t know before?
There are three main steps involved in thoroughly digesting
data gathered in the field: recording one’s reactions to the
data, placing the information in the context of the overarching
research question, and synthesizing occasionally for an audi-
ence.

Recording your Reactions
Fieldwork involves holding conversations, real or imagined,
with our sources.  Recording our half of these conversations
–our reactions to what our sources are telling us—is the first
step in digesting. Reading notes, interview notes, ethnographic
notes, field journals, and literal recordings of our own voices
are some of the many forms that these recorded observations

Evaluating realistically the progress of research while in the
field can be, from an intellectual and emotional standpoint, one
of the most difficult aspects of managing fieldwork. How does
one know if one is getting the data one needs to answer one’s
questions, especially if one’s understanding of what the right
questions are keeps changing as one gathers more informa-
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may take.  What is important to note here is that what one is
recording is not the data presented by the source in question
(an interview, a document, a slice of daily life), but our own
reactions to these data.

An example may help clarify:  Say I’ve just found a docu-
ment I’ve been trying to get access to for a couple of weeks.
It’s a section from a 1954 Italian government report on poverty.
I don’t have time to read the whole thing right now, but I’ve
made a photocopy of the relevant sections and stuck it in a
folder.   Right there in the archives, I begin the task of digesting
by recalling the task on my list of research priorities that this
document is related to, and scribbling myself a note on the
cover of the folder: “photocopied because I need to know
whether the government was aware of the problem of poverty
among children in the early post-war period.   This is important
for my project because I need to know whether the govern-
ment was consciously directing more welfare dollars towards
the elderly than towards children because they thought the
elderly needed it more.”

That evening, as I am putting my day’s work to bed, I
make a note in my field diary of what this document (or it could
have been a sentence, or a facial expression, or a poster ob-
served on the street) tells me about my research question.  I
note that the government publication “had 3 big sections on
issues related to the problem of poverty among young people,
and only one brief one on poverty among the elderly.”  I record
my reaction to this information.  What does it make me think
about my hypotheses?  What new or unexpected issues does
it bring up?  How does it fit in with information I’ve received
from other sources?  (Just to finish off this example,) I note “I
was really surprised to see this, because I expected that there
was more welfare spending on the elderly because of a per-
ception among policy-makers that the elderly were really worse
off, and younger people could better take care of themselves.”

I have not yet read the document or taken notes on the
actual contents.  None of the notes I’ve made to myself are
particularly profound, and the whole process took less than
five minutes.  But the payoff is large.  When I am at leisure to
read the full document I will remember why I collected it in the
first place, and what I expected to find.  And in the mean time,
I know where I stand with the task on my “to do” list that is
concerned with collecting documents that will allow me to
evaluate government priorities with respect to the impover-
ished elderly and the young.

Placing the Data in Context
I recommend taking time out from data collection periodically–
after each interview, after a day’s work, at the end of each
week, and/or at the completion of each research task on the
to-do list–to record and evaluate what one has have learned
in terms of the overarching goals of the research project.
When a researcher ties the data that he has gathered into the
larger framework of his project, it serves as a reminder of where
he is going, and keeps him abreast of the progress he is mak-
ing.

One needn’t write whole chapters or articles while one is

in the field — though of course that is a tremendously produc-
tive way of synthesizing material, and I encourage the attempt
even when it seems impossible.  Writing to digest can take
many other forms.  It does not have to be for public consump-
tion, and it can take place before one has read or transcribed or
cross-tabulated every datum in the document, interview, dataset,
etc.  When transcribing interview notes from notebook to com-
puter, for example, one might develop a system for recording
how and why statements by respondents fit in to the three
categories of “justificatory schemes” that you expect to dis-
cuss in the three chapters of your book.  Another kind of
writing to digest is making careful notes about the potential
relevance of each source, even if it is impossible to read every
page of photocopies from an archive before it goes into a box
to ship back home.  Notes should serve as a reminder of why
each piece in a growing archive was collected.  For example,
the researcher might record that a particular article from a trade
publication was photocopied because it illustrated how the
industry association’s leadership perceived the government’s
introduction of a new water safety regulation.  She might go on
to remind herself that this is important in the larger framework
of her thesis because it contradicts the lobbying efforts of key
individual textile manufacturers, which in turn is important be-
cause…  Ultimately, notes on each small piece of the research
should be tied logically into the overarching research ques-
tion.

Synthesizing for an Audience
Keeping up with the not-for-public-consumption tasks above
helps us to keep track of and reward data collection as it
occurs in the field.  But without some more sustained syn-
thetic and analytic attention to the information coming in,
fieldwork can stall.  I find particularly helpful the discipline of
periodically producing a somewhat more formal summary of
our intellectual progress on the journey towards a completed
project.

One digesting technique that we’ve found useful is to
write weekly or bi-weekly briefs describing the work we’ve
carried out in that period, and summarizing the conclusions
that we’ve drawn, even if only tentatively, from the informa-
tion we’ve gathered so far.  These briefs might take the form of
an electronic field work journal or an email archive of periodic
messages to a colleague, advisor, or favorite pet.  While the
analysis should be as disciplined as if it were for public con-
sumption, there need not be any actual exchange of informa-
tion with another human being.  Some researchers may find it
more helpful to write up these findings in a more formal way,
for a real audience like a dissertation chair, funding agency, or
colloquium.  Whatever method is chosen, and I suggest ex-
perimenting with a few, writing while in the field is the key to
digesting gathered data.  And digesting is the key to being
able to assess the progress of ongoing work, in order to retool
if necessary.

Assessing Progress Periodically
As the researcher begins to accumulate and digest the pieces
of information on her “to get” list, she may discover that each
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piece fits neatly into her research design, and that every week
she spends in the field brings her one step closer to answering
in a definitive way her major research question.  Alternatively,
she may come to believe that all of her careful work generating
falsifiable hypotheses and testable implications has led her
nowhere, and that she is asking the wrong question entirely.
Regardless of the methodological approach favored by any
particular researcher, the reality of fieldwork usually lies some-
where in between the two extremes of completely predictable
deductive research and completely disorderly induction.  No
one should go into the field without some kind of expectations
about how the research will proceed.  That said, the world is a
messy place, and that messiness is why it is so important that
political scientists continue to do field research as well as use
more formal analytic techniques like game theoretic and econo-
metric modeling.   The messiness of the real world also means
that one of the major challenges of field research is figuring
out how to retool a project on the fly, often without backup
from colleagues or advisors.

How does one know if a research agenda needs retooling
in the field?  Our experience suggests that many dissertation
students, in particular, worry too much about the progress of
their data collection and the state of their research agendas
while they are in the field.  As a general rule, I would suggest
that if a researcher, guided by a “to get” list, is making progress
towards gathering the data needed to make some judgments
about the initial hypotheses or questions posed by the re-
search agenda, chances are good that the project is on track.

Inevitably some tasks on the “to do” list take much longer
than anticipated, just as others that seemed likely to be very
complex turn out to have easy answers.  Fieldwork often fol-
lows the 90/10 rule, where 90 per cent of the time, effort and
other resources are expended gathering 10 per cent of the data.
The feeling of “wasting time” that often occurs as a result can
be discouraging.  I believe that the best insurance against this
feeling is to identify data needs clearly in a “to get” list and
stick with the job of fulfilling these needs.

Respondents, archivists, local experts and the like are of-
ten key sources not only of data, but of much-needed feed-
back on the progress of a research project.  Field researchers
wisely rely on locals for periodic reality-checks.  Unfortunately,
this feedback can be discouraging if local sources convey the
message that the researcher is addressing the problem in the
wrong way, or addressing the wrong problem.  Clearly, field
researchers should not routinely ignore what their respon-
dents are telling them–if that were the case, why bother to go
to the field?  But it’s worth remembering that one’s perspective
as a political scientist is likely to be different from respon-
dents’ perspectives as politicians, policy makers, citizens, etc.
And even local political scientists may, for reasons associated
with the discipline’s intellectual trajectory outside of the United
States, place less emphasis than many American political sci-
entists would on things like the discovery of causal mecha-
nisms, falsifiability, or even empirical research per se.  So dis-
couraging feedback from local sources in the field should not
be taken as proof positive that a research project is in trouble.

Almost all field researchers experience moments of crisis,

when they come to believe that their project is fundamentally
flawed.  In some cases this is because data collection seems to
be taking too long, or because feedback from local sources
suggests a mistaken research strategy.  These moments of
crisis seem to us to be quite natural responses to the problem
of incomplete information.  One cannot know what the an-
swers to one’s research questions are until one has collected
all the data; but one needs to assess the state of the project
periodically in order to make sure that one is still on track.  In
the absence of any real yardstick for measuring progress be-
fore the job is done, many researchers fall back on the only
information they have: that the job of data collection seems
fraught with inefficiency, and that there are people out there
who think that the approach is flawed.  Again, I think that the
best insurance against these moments of crisis is to bring your
own yardstick with you, in the form of detailed “to get” lists.
When incoming data are appropriately digested, so the re-
searcher knows what she has and still needs, then there exists
a solid basis for making decisions about where the research
agenda stands at any given point in time.

Periodic re-evaluation of progress towards a completed
research question may reveal problem areas.  Key data may be
persistently unavailable.  The data that are available may con-
tain surprises, suggesting that a researcher’s original hunches
or hypotheses were wrong.  The researcher may come to be-
lieve that he or she is testing the wrong hypotheses, or even
asking the wrong research question.  All of these contingen-
cies may suggest the need to rethink a research agenda on the
fly.  The question most researchers struggle with is how to
interpret these disturbing revelations.  When is it appropriate
to stay the course, when is it necessary to shift directions,
and when does the situation actually require switching horses
in midstream?

When to Retool
There are no hard-and-fast rules.  (Some general guidelines are
summarized in Table 1.)  As I indicated before, most research-
ers experience moments when they are certain that abandon-
ing ship is the only sensible way to proceed, and in many
cases this is simply not true.  For example, if key pieces of data
seem unavailable, researchers may be able to address the prob-
lem by triangulating with a creative use of multiple sources
and methods.  If this is not possible, a researcher might decide
to plan a return trip to the field to fill remaining data needs, or
find a way to do without a particular piece of information alto-
gether.  It is only when multiple, central hypotheses become
untestable due to unavailable data that it would likely become
necessary to consider radical changes to a research program.

Similarly, even unpleasant surprises emerging out of field-
work need not signal the premature death of a research agenda.
Even if the hypotheses laid out in a research design turn out to
be unsupportable, researchers can often find a way to make
these unexpected results work to their advantage.  Before con-
cluding from surprising data that the original research ques-
tion was so mistaken in its framing that there is nothing to be
gained from pursuing it further, researchers should consider
the many ways in which a surprising result may be useful.
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Table 1: General Guidelines for Field Research

      What seems to be the problem?                  Why is this happening?            Possible fixes               When to jump ship

  I can’t get the data I need to answer my You’ve asked an unanswerable Try multiple sources If multiple, central
  question. question-check for falsifiability  methods. hypotheses are un-

of all key hypotheses before Triangulate. testable given the
you leave for the field. Come back later if you limits of the data you

can. can get your hands
You’ve run into problems with Do without that piece on, you may need to
access to people or documents; of information. consider changing
there are records of what you’re your emphasis or
looking for. your topic.

  I’m surpised by what my data are Your original guesses and Find a way to make If what you’ve learn-
  telling me. hunches are wrong. this into a “good” ed tells you that you

surpise; something were so mistaken in
Your respondents or other that illuminates a your framing of your
sources are not giving you the larger theoretical research question
full story. debate. Is this a case that there’s simply

of someone else’s nothing to be gained
hypotheses holding up from pursuing it
under unexpected further, consider re-
circumstances? Of the tooling.
common wisdom not
prevailing? Of an un-
expected application
of a different literature
from the one you re-
lied on in construct-
ing your project?

  I’m testing the wrong hypotheses. The theoretical literature was out Come up with new This shouldn’t be a
of date, not attuned to the hypotheses and ways deal-breaker unless
realities on the ground in your to test them. you have discovered
corner of the world, or otherwise the problem at the last
inapplicable. possible moment and

there is no way for
you to go back to the
field or get more infor-
mation remotely.

  My research question is the wrong You’re bored of your topic, and Go back to your Better to shift the
  question to be asking. something else looks more research design and emphasis than to

appealing. remind yourself of abandon your project
why you picked this altogether.

Too much time has elapsed be- project: what is its
tween conceiving the project and import for political Major changes only if
getting into the field, and your science theory, what you and your network
issue no longer seems important. attracted you to it of feedback-givers

personally? agree.
Your time in the field has con-
vinced you that life on the Link up to a different
ground does not reflect the theo- theoretical literature
retical issues your question re- that seems more rel-
relates to. evant given what

you’ve learned about
your topic.

Take a historical view.
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Does it illuminate a larger theoretical debate?  Is it a case of
someone else’s hypothesis holding up under unexpected cir-
cumstances?  Of the common wisdom being overturned?  Of
an unexpected application of a literature not considered in the
original research proposal?

Researchers may also become convinced in the course of
fieldwork that they are testing the wrong hypotheses.  The
theoretical literature on which the research proposal was based
may have been out of date, not attuned to realities on the
ground in a particular field site, or otherwise inapplicable.  The
researcher may have made an informed and intelligent but nev-
ertheless wrong guess about a particular political dynamic
under investigation.  Under most circumstances, it is a simple
matter even in the midst of fieldwork to come up with new
hypotheses that seem more reasonable, and with new ways to
test them.  If the problem is discovered at the very last moment
and there is no way to go back to the field or to get more
information remotely, a more radical change in research strat-
egy may be necessary.  But these occurrences are rare when
researchers are diligent about prioritizing their data collection
needs, digesting data as it comes in, and reassessing progress
periodically.

 The most disheartening moment for many field research-
ers is that moment when they fear that the very research ques-
tion motivating their field work is fundamentally misguided.  I
believe that this moment is almost inevitable.  Good field re-
search involves observing the often inexact fit between theo-
ries and facts on the ground.  Theories often reflect ideal types,
while real places are the “cases” that force us to update under-
lying assumptions and think about theory in new ways  as one
interacts with sources and data.  In and of itself, this inexact fit
between theory and data should not be a cause for concern.  If
the research question truly seems to be the wrong question to
be asking under the circumstances, in the most extreme cases
a project may need to be fundamentally rethought.  More of-
ten, relatively minor adjustments to the research question can
restore relevance.

There are other less profound, and probably more com-
mon, reasons why a research topic may come to seem irrel-
evant or misguided.  When funding cycles or qualifying exams
cause a long period of time to elapse between the initial con-
ception of a research agenda and its execution on the ground,
very topical research may come to seem less relevant. It is wise
to consider at an early stage how to protect a research topic
from obsolescence, particularly if it is related to very current
events. In the field, it may be necessary to take a more histori-
cal view, or link up to a different set of theoretical issues if a
topic that was once topical now seems passé.  Researchers
should also expect to confront periods of boredom with a ma-
jor research project — periods when any topic other than the
one at hand seems more compelling.  When this happens, it
may be helpful to go back to the original grant proposal, dis-
sertation prospectus, or the like to remind oneself of the theo-
retical, substantive, and/or normative motivations driving the
project.

Most research projects do evolve over the course of time
spent in the field, in response to data limitations, new informa-

tion, a changing political environment on the ground, and the
iterative process of data collection and re-evaluation of theory
that characterizes life in the field.  Before making any major
changes in a research agenda, though, I suggest soliciting
input from an intellectual support network consisting of col-
leagues, collaborators, and/or advisors.  In the midst of field-
work, when researchers become steeped in on-the-ground un-
derstandings of a problem, it is easy to become overwhelmed
with empirical detail and lose theoretical focus.  An intellectual
support network can often help researchers re-envision the
forest during periods when trees are likely to dominate the
landscape.

Solicit Input
The diminishing cost and increasing ease of staying in contact
with “home base” (via email or phone) while in the field may
make it feasible, depending on where one is working, to main-
tain up-to-the-minute contact with dissertation advisors, col-
laborators, or colleagues.  One of the nicest things about be-
ing in the field, I think, is getting away for a while from the
familiar modes of thinking that dominate our normal day-to-
day circles of colleagues.  Still, there will likely be times when
researchers would like some feedback from advisors or col-
leagues on how to move forward.  How much contact is the
right amount?  What kinds of contact are likely to be most
useful?

I believe that for dissertation-writers, in particular, con-
tact with advisors should foster the independence of the re-
searcher, giving her permission to make her own judgments
about the information she’s uncovering in the field.   A disser-
tation-writer’s contact with her advisors should make her feel
like she is the world’s leading expert on her topic (which she
often is), and should place high value on the information she
has uncovered through her research.  At the same time, both
graduate students and more experienced researchers often
want and need feedback on how to reassess the direction of a
project based on the new information they’ve uncovered. A
researcher can help elicit this kind of useful feedback by sum-
marizing for an audience what he has learned so far, and the
impact that he perceives this information to have on the re-
search agenda as a whole.  When asking for help on what to
do next, his audience then has real data to work with, and a
strong sense of how the researcher thinks his argument will be
impacted by the information gleaned from fieldwork.

Local academics, particularly political scientists, can pro-
vide the perfect mix of country expertise and analytic ability
that scholars at home may lack.  But as we’ve noted, political
science means different things in different places.  As a result,
relying too extensively on local contacts for “external valida-
tion” of the progress of research may be problematic, since
local expectations about what constitutes good scholarship
may differ quite substantially from mainstream American po-
litical science.  Researchers should be wary of automatically
trusting a local expert’s judgment more than their own simply
since the local is local.  Still, informed locals can be an invalu-
able source of advice and support, perfectly positioned to
remind the researcher that there really is a there there. I encour-
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age researchers to seek them out and make them a part of their
intellectual support network.

Avoid Data Overload
The final piece of advice for field workers that we’d like to offer
is how to figure out when to stop collecting data.  Some re-
searchers stop collecting data when a field site becomes dan-
gerous, or when their health fails.  Most call it quits when the
money or the visa runs out.  We’d like to encourage research-
ers to adopt a different rule of thumb: Stop gathering data
when you have what you need.

This seemingly simple piece of advice can be difficult to
follow in practice.  A few concrete suggestions are in order.
First, keep track of data collection priorities, digest incoming
data regularly, and keep an up-to-date “to get” list.  When
sources begin to repeat themselves–when you’ve heard or
read the same thing three times and you believe it to be accu-
rate–it’s time to move on.  (Only if the claim being made is
highly controversial would more supporting evidence be nec-
essary. One additional mitigating circumstance suggests it-
self: if during survey research in the field there is an opportu-
nity to do more than simply attach questions to an omnibus, it
pays to map out and try to fill data requirements for several
research projects at once.)  If you find yourself with extra time
in the field after all of your data needs have been met, resist the
urge to gather more.  Spend the time digesting what you have
more thoroughly, or better yet, begin writing up your results.

The perils of gathering too much data are real, and under-
appreciated by most researchers.  For those on a tight budget,
it pays to remember that getting data back home is expensive,
particularly in paper form.  Thoroughly digested data, on the
other hand, weigh less!  In addition to being expensive, ship-
ping masses of undigested data back home can seriously de-
lay the beginning of the write-up phase, as time must be de-
voted to reading, digesting, and organizing.

Few researchers actually gather every piece of informa-
tion they need in a single trip to the field.  But it can be difficult
to know exactly what is missing until write-up begins.  Re-
searchers whose schedule and budget allow for return trips to
the field will benefit from pausing after an initial round of data
collection to take stock of real persistent data needs.  But all
researchers will be better able to resist the temptation to gather
too much data if they act as if they will be returning to the field.
Most research projects end up requiring less in the way of
actual data than originally planned for.  Even if a return trip
seems necessary but is not possible, careful maintenance of
contact addresses and phone numbers (as well as diligent writ-
ing of thank-you notes to survey respondents, interviewees,
librarians, archivists, etc.) will often make it possible to access
additional information remotely.  Finally, remember that each
individual research project, flawed and incomplete as it may
be, makes up part of a larger research agenda that in its entirety
can reflect a more complete view of the world.
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This symposium grew out of our own interests in content analy-
sis (CA), discourse analysis (DA), and the diverse epistemo-
logical and methodological issues that a comparison of the
two might raise.1  In particular, the similar goals of the two
techniques made us wonder whether some amalgamation of
the two might produce a method that could incorporate the
major strengths of each—or whether, conversely, their super-
ficial similarities might mask an insurmountable ontological
divide.When John Gerring raised the possibility of a sympo-
sium on the subject for this newsletter, therefore, we were in-
trigued by the possibilities.  We took the opportunity to do
what, in our opinion, symposium editors should do: assemble
a group of smart people and give them free rein to write about
whatever they find interesting about their areas of expertise.
We suggested as a starting point the general question of how
discourse and content analysis are similar and how they differ;
as expected, discussions along these lines led our contribu-
tors to a number of interesting additional topics, insights, ques

tions, and (of course) disagreements.
Most of the contributors agree that discourse and con-

tent analysis differ in significant ways.  The real question is
the degree to which they differ—indeed, whether they are
even comparable at all.  We begin the symposium with a con-
tribution by Cynthia Hardy, Bill Harley, and Nelson Phillips,
who very concisely outline the two methods, their differences
and potential for overlap.   The next three contributions—by
Neta Crawford, Will Lowe, and Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes—
discuss discourse analysis (Crawford, Laffey and Weldes)
and content analysis (Lowe) separately and in greater detail.
The final three contributions, by Ted Hopf, Kimberly
Neuendorf, and Karin Fierke, more explicitly contrast the two
methods.  Some of the contributors employ an ideal-typical
analysis in contrasting the differences between the two meth-
ods, but all of the contributors note that both DA and CA can
be done using a variety of techniques, and some of the con-
tributors even go so far as to outline specific techniques and
innovations (e.g. Crawford, Lowe, and Laffey and Weldes).

To some extent the question of whether the methods are
comparable is answered by four contributions that explicitly
do so (Hardy et al., Hopf, Neuendorf, and Fierke).  Hardy et al.,
for example, compare the two techniques across twelve dimen-
sions.  But beyond basic comparability, the question of how
much overlap there actually is between the methods remains
debatable.  After  presenting rather stark differences between




