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Preface

Since the first edition of Research and Writing in International Relations was 
published in 2008, the availability of resources for student research has 
increased substantially. New sources include Google Scholar, online data-
bases created by intergovernmental organizations, non-profits and think 
tanks, and new academic journals. A simple search for the term “terrorism” 
on the academic journal archive, JSTOR, now yields over 80,000 article cita-
tions; entering the term “migration” yields over 400,000 articles. Students 
now have access to hundreds of thousands of YouTube videos – many of 
which document important moments in world affairs. Information access is 
growing exponentially. What we continually hear from our students is that 
they have genuine interest in the world around them and for conducting 
research in international relations (IR) but they often do not know how or 
where to start a research project amid so much information. Figuring out 
how to narrow the scope of discovery and organize the research and writing 
process is an ever-increasing challenge.

The third edition of Research and Writing in International Relations retains 
all of the elements of our first editions that have helped hundreds of students 
in introductory and upper-level international relations courses simplify the 
research and writing process. Using a case-based approach, we offer detailed 
guidance and examples that help student researchers to identify a general 
research interest in international relations, specify a more focused topic, and 
develop a specific research question. We then provide a step-by-step approach 
to navigating the literature review process, offer guidance on how to set up 
a plan for gathering and organizing evidence, and include tips for analyz-
ing information. We also set out section-by-section instructions for writing 
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a comprehensive research paper. Most importantly, however, this text still 
includes the feature that no other international studies text on research and 
writing contains – a set of chapters devoted specifically to areas of study in IR 
that help students to develop interesting case-based research topics. In sum, 
this entire book is designed to help students move efficiently through each 
step of the research process and complete a quality research project while 
learning valuable research skills that can be used for many research projects.

New to This Edition

With Sharon Spray’s retirement, we are glad to have Joel Shelton come on 
board as a new co-author. This third edition has been strengthened signifi-
cantly by a new first chapter by Dr. Shelton that gives an overview of the 
relationship between international relations theory and research in IR, help-
ing students to see how the theoretical frameworks they learn in the class-
room shape the concepts utilized, topics selected, and questions posed in IR 
research. This new chapter will aid students in developing new perspectives 
on topics of interest and will equip student researchers to better integrate the-
ory into every stage of the research process. In addition to the new chapter, all 
of the topics chapters (Chapters 6–10) have been revised and updated; these 
revisions include updates to the scholarly literature and data sources, as well 
as revised descriptions of the areas of study that incorporate new research 
topics (like global inequality) as well as additional perspectives from IR the-
ory. All revisions to this third edition were completed with the goal of keep-
ing the text’s most complimented features: it is concise, easy to use, focused 
on the organizational aspects of research and writing, provides students with 
good examples and resources, and most of all – it helps students develop more 
advanced papers by providing them with step-by-step descriptions, examples, 
and resources at every stage of the paper writing process.

Features of This Text

This book is still designed as a brief supplemental text for international rela-
tions courses at all levels. Part I presents the research process in a series 
of steps appropriate for the completion of a 25-page paper in the field of 
international relations. As in the previous editions, Part I is divided so that 
various parts of paper development can be focused upon independent of  
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one another. The five chapters in Part I are divided as follows. Chapter 1, 
on the relationship between research and theory, links the theoretical para-
digms that students learn about in IR courses to the practice of IR research. 
Here we discuss how IR researchers utilize theory, and we provide guidance 
for how to use theory to build more insightful research projects. Chapter 2,  
on question development, contains information about how to begin 
research and choose a general topic, how to develop an initial question, what 
dependent and independent variables are, and how to refine the question. 
Chapter 3 covers the literature review in international relations, describ-
ing what scholarly sources are, why students should use them, how to find 
them, and how to organize them. Chapter 4 discusses methodology and 
covers how students can operationalize and measure variables. Chapter 5, 
on analysis and writing, discusses how students analyze what they find and 
describes the process of writing. Here we give a breakdown of the research 
paper, with approximate page lengths for each section.

All chapters in Part I have several features that distinguish this text from 
other research and writing texts in the field. The first is that each chapter in 
Part I includes text boxes, tables, and figures that provide students with sim-
ple to understand examples of all of the major concepts we introduce. For 
example, students often have difficulty narrowing a literature review search. 
In Chapter 3, we provide an example that starts with a broad topic and then 
show students how to substantially narrow that topic so that it reduces the 
amount of literature they must sift through, and helps them narrow their 
topic of inquiry to one that is amenable to a comparative case-based project. 
Secondly, to address questions that arise even when all of the examples in 
the text have been followed, we include “frequently asked questions” sec-
tions in these chapters. Our goal for the FAQ sections is to help students learn 
to do their own problem-solving. Therefore, the FAQ sections ask students 
to reflect on the problems they experience and guide them towards finding 
answers rather than just providing a “one-size-fits-all” list for them to fol-
low. And finally, because we understand that some concepts take practice to 
master, we have included assignments and exercises in each chapter in Part 
I that can be used by instructors to enhance students’ research and writing 
skills. These assignments and exercises are specifically geared towards differ-
ent phases of the research process and focus on skills we know from teaching 
our students are helpful in reinforcing simple, but key aspects necessary for 
mastering project development.

In Part II of the book, we provide specific project guidance for students, 
including research questions that can be changed through various case 
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selection methods. Here we identify by topic area specific scholarly literature 
that will assist students in beginning their literature reviews. These chapters 
also have information associated with relevant databases and information 
resources that will aid students in project development. As we indicate 
above, this third edition has updated scholarly literature and data sources 
that students can use to develop their own research project. The key to this 
section and this text, however, is that each chapter in Part II provides multi-
ple ways of looking at each topic, with tangible resources to get any student 
started on a project. Chapter 6, on international conflict and national secu-
rity, describes a variety of ways to approach topics in this area, from the 
study of types of conflict and levels of violence to forms of intervention and 
conflict resolution. Chapter 7 covers US foreign policy and suggests a wide 
range of projects, from looking at foreign policy on a particular issue to more 
textured state-level analysis. Chapter 8, on international political economy, 
incorporates a number of sub-topics students find particularly engaging, 
including project questions associated with international trade, economic 
and human development, and poverty and inequality. International law and 
organization are covered in Chapter 9. Included in this chapter is guidance 
for developing projects on topics such as human rights, war crimes, interna-
tional environmental issues, international treaties, and the European Union. 
The final chapter of this section, Chapter 10, helps students to approach 
research on globalization and global issues. Here students will find assis-
tance in building projects on topics associated with international media and 
digital communications, transnational advocacy, migration, global health, 
and political identity. The chapters that follow in Part III of this text help pull 
student projects together by covering some of the nuts and bolts of writing, 
including information on keeping track of resources (Chapter 11), using cita-
tions (Chapter 12), and following academic style guidelines (Chapter 13).

While this text focuses on systematic investigation and the case-based 
approach to research, it was never designed as a methodology text. We use 
this approach to teach students how to identify questions and variables, to 
study international relations literature beyond the course textbook, to choose 
cases and collect information in a systematic and purposeful way, and to draw 
conclusions based on this careful process. We are not claiming that this is the 
only way to study international relations, but we have chosen to focus on this 
method because it promotes a set of skills that are important and valuable 
for students at all course levels. We have used this text in introductory IR 
courses, upper-level IR courses, and senior seminars. We find that this type 
of research can help students become more critical thinkers, forcing them 
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to explore not only relationships between variables but also the strength of 
those relationships. Throughout the text, students are invited to think reflex-
ively and encouraged to evaluate their own ideas and assumptions in relation 
to the findings of IR scholars. They are taught to consider alternative perspec-
tives, but reminded that all explanations are not of equal weight, given the 
available evidence. Through this process, students are forced to go beyond 
popular explanations to understand the inherent complexity of political pro-
cesses and effects. We think this is crucial to the training of students today.
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PART I

The Research and  
Writing Process

There is nothing simple about the relationships among states in the interna-
tional system. States differ in their structures of government, their levels of 
economic prosperity, their ethnic compositions, and their cultures. No two 
instances of conflict are ever the same, and cooperation among nations is often 
tenuous. Levels of international power shift, domestic political structures 
change, and the wealth of nations fluctuates. Whether it is the democratic 
election of a new president or a military coup, domestic leadership changes 
can transform regional and international dynamics in a single day.

International relations cannot be understood merely as the interactions of 
states or the decisions of world leaders. The power of nonstate actors, such 
as the World Bank, the United Nations, and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), influences the actions of nations. Even events unrelated to individual 
governments – natural disasters, international terrorism, the spread of human 
disease – can alter international relations. To the casual observer of interna-
tional politics, it might seem as though one could never make predictions, 
draw comparisons, or develop theories about international relations. But this 
is not the case.

Political science is the systematic study of politics. Political scientists, 
like other social and natural scientists, have developed numerous meth-
odologies to help us study politics and to better understand the complex 
political world we live in. But unlike people working in the natural sci-
ences, political scientists cannot conduct laboratory experiments to 
isolate which circumstances produce specific outcomes. Every situation 
we study in political science is slightly different from the one we studied 
before. Yet political science research moves well beyond just describing the  
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circumstances of isolated political events or social conditions to answering 
interesting questions about political change and political outcomes.

Most students have written many descriptive papers; in this text we focus 
instead on what we refer to as international relations research projects or 
original research studies at the college level. Descriptive papers (which 
often contain an argument or thesis) are generally explorations of topics 
or events. This type of paper expands personal knowledge but does not 
necessarily expand our general understanding of political phenomena or 
contribute new information. Original research studies at the college level 
increase our knowledge base about politics by examining very specific 
cases, events, and questions about political phenomena. You may think 
about the distinction between descriptive papers and original research stud-
ies as the difference between being well-informed about a topic and being 
a scholar. It is about moving beyond the inquiry stage where you cultivate 
general knowledge about a topic to a stage where you can dissect a complex 
phenomenon, identify what scholars know and do not know about a topic, 
and judge the strength of various explanatory theories.

This may sound complicated, but it is not. You can construct an original 
research project – one that will broaden our understanding of international 
relations. Although this type of research takes time, planning, and patience, 
it can be intellectually stimulating and highly rewarding. The key to conduct-
ing research is to be systematic in your approach to studying an event or 
process and to place the conclusions reached from any individual research 
project within a broader context of what we already understand about poli-
tics. Our knowledge of international relations is based on the assembly of 
multiple pieces of information. Expanding knowledge is like putting together 
a puzzle; the outcomes of multiple studies are the pieces that collectively pro-
vide a larger picture of our political landscape. The ability to place a narrowly 
defined study that answers a specific question within a broader context of 
international relations scholarship is a distinguishing feature of research and a 
skill this book will help you learn.

Here is an example of what we are talking about when we suggest there 
are distinct differences between descriptive papers and original international 
relations research papers.

Topic for a descriptive paper: Neotropical deforestation
Topic for a research paper:  What factors best explain differences in 

deforestation rates among the countries of 
Central America?
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Notice in this example that the descriptive paper topic does not suggest any 
conclusion. It would yield only a topical overview, much like an encyclopedia 
entry. The college research paper requires not only reviewing the topic but 
also, more importantly, answering a question of interest to international rela-
tions scholars, students, and policy makers. To develop the college research 
paper, the researcher must first acquire general knowledge about the topic. 
This is why we often point out that original research at the college level 
begins at the point where most descriptive papers end.

When looking at the question posed in our example, you may ask, “Why 
focus the question so narrowly?” Why not ask, “What factors best explain 
differences in neotropical deforestation?” One reason is that the broader the 
question, the more difficult it is to answer with any specificity or confidence. 
Even though we would likely find some general explanations, conclusions 
from focused studies are often more reliable and, in the long run, more useful 
to understanding political behavior than an overly broad generalization of a 
broader topic that is not carefully and systematically explored. Think about 
how much more precisely you could answer this question if each person in 
your class looked at a different country and then you compared your findings. 
Your ability to draw an overall conclusion would ultimately be more reliable.

On occasion, criticism is lodged at research that is too narrowly focused – 
often suggesting that researchers may be losing track of the big picture by 
looking too closely at single events and phenomena. Granted, a single study is 
merely anecdotal unless it can be placed within a larger context of information. 
But focused studies provide the foundation for our broader understanding 
of politics. Think of it this way: natural scientists often repeat experiments 
over and over before developing theories about behavior. Repetition leads 
to greater confidence in a researcher’s ability to theorize or predict future 
outcomes. Since international relations scholars cannot hold the same elec-
tion over and over, or replicate a war, we must develop our theories and 
hypotheses about politics and political behavior by looking at research that is 
similar or related to our own inquiry. Only then can a single study be used to 
understand politics as a whole. This is why all good political science research 
builds on the work of others and why the research process described in this 
text teaches you how to conduct this type of research.

Whether we start with a narrow research question and explain how it 
fits within our broader understanding of international politics or start with 
a broad understanding of an area of international politics and narrow the 
focus to a single question, our research should augment the research com-
pleted by others. This book teaches you how to begin with a broad topic 
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and then narrow your focus to a manageable level. It will help you develop 
a question of importance that will enhance our understanding in the field of 
international relations.

Every discipline has a distinctive set of conventions and practices that 
guides the structure of research within the field. The field of international 
relations is no different. While there are multiple approaches to research (e.g., 
qualitative, quantitative, case studies, etc.), there are several fundamental com-
ponents to most international relations research papers. These components 
include a question designed to expand knowledge within the field (sometimes 
referred to as an original research question); connections to existing research 
(literature review); a description of the specific research approach used in the 
project (methodology); a section that discusses the systematic analysis of the 
data, evidence, or observations; and usually a summative conclusion.

Learning to conduct question-based research will forever make you think 
about international relations differently. Each time you put together a research 
project, you will better understand the complexity of political phenomena 
and the importance of looking beyond the obvious for causal explanations.

Overview of Part I

Part I of this text explains how to conduct research and write a question-based 
research paper in international relations. It begins with a discussion of the role 
of international relations theory in research, then focuses on how to choose a 
topic and develop an initial research question, and finally moves through each 
step in the research process, including how to write the final paper.

Chapter 1 links the study of international relations theory to the develop-
ment of a research project, and suggests the ways that theory is linked to 
research. This chapter will help you to ground your research in theory, to be 
mindful of your own assumptions about how the world works, and to think 
about international politics in new and unfamiliar ways.

Chapter 2 covers choosing a topic, developing a question, and understand-
ing cause-and-effect relationships in international relations. Questions drive 
new research, and here we explain how to develop your own.

Chapter 3 covers how to place your research within a context. Conducting 
a literature review that covers how international relations scholars have stud-
ied your topic and what they have found is important in this process. This 
chapter explains how to find, read, and understand scholarly research in aca-
demic journals and other publications.
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Chapter 4 sets out a framework or design for your research, explaining 
how a case-based approach works well for many students. The chapter sug-
gests how to pick cases, how to use variables, and how to collect evidence or 
data in a systematic way.

Chapter 5 explains how to present your research in a written form. It gives 
suggestions for paper sections and examples as well.

Overall, Part I will guide you step-by-step in the process of writing an origi-
nal international relations research paper.
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Grounding Research  
in Theory

Whether you are a first time researcher or have written research papers 
before, developing a research project in international relations may at first 
feel like an overwhelming task: It’s a big, messy world out there, and mak-
ing sense of the activities of a range of international actors – nation-states, 
intergovernmental organizations, transnational corporations, nongovern-
mental organizations, terrorist groups, civil society organizations, social 
movements, and flows of goods, investment capital, and people – can seem 
a mind-numbing prospect for even the most experienced scholar. What mat-
ters, and what doesn’t? What do I really want to know? What does it mean? 
And why should anyone care?

What student researchers often overlook is the connection between the 
nearly endless complexity of world politics and the class time that they have 
spent learning about international relations (IR) theory, sometimes called 
international political theory. The good news is that political scientists 
and social theorists working in this area have already developed some use-
ful understandings of international politics – helping you to identify actors, 
processes, and events to focus on as you begin to develop a research topic 
(see Chapter 2). This chapter will help you learn how to draw on IR theory 
as a resource throughout the research process. From the beginning, how-
ever, you will need to keep in mind a big caveat: International relations is 
not a “normal” or unified science (like chemistry or biology) with a settled 
paradigm – or theoretical framework – accepted by almost all researchers in 
the field. Unlike biologists or chemists, who tend to agree on at least the gen-
eral workings of cells and atoms, international relations scholars do not agree 

1
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on a single set of generally accepted, thoroughly tested, prediction-generating 
explanations for the way things work. There is not even complete agreement 
about some of the most basic questions one can ask, such as: What motivates 
nation-states to behave in the ways that they do?

What this means for you as a researcher is that the topic you select and 
the question(s) you ask (see Chapter 2), as well as the variables you choose 
and the hypotheses you test or evaluate (see Chapter 4) will reflect –  
consciously or unconsciously – a particular set of theoretical ideas about how 
international relations work, which actors and processes matter, and which 
can be set aside. Inevitably, the way that you design your research project 
will reflect one or more theoretical perspectives in IR. A question like “What 
are the national interests of the United States in supporting the authoritarian gov-
ernment of Saudi Arabia?” would appeal to realists, who presuppose that the 
United States is a unitary actor (a single entity) that takes action in order 
to achieve a coherent and rational set of interests. An investigation of the 
impact of narrative “framing” in the making of Russian foreign policy, on 
the other hand, would appeal to constructivists, who maintain that the way 
information is presented in international politics can potentially shape events 
and outcomes.

There is a second reason that international relations researchers must 
be mindful of international relations theory: As a researcher, you will be a 
participant, however enthusiastic or reluctant, in testing or evaluating the 
assumptions and explanations put forward by theorists. The conclusions that 
you draw will inevitably support or challenge a particular theoretical perspec-
tive. No matter how empirically grounded your research design, particular 
findings – for example, that U.S. interests in the Middle East are fluctuating 
and incoherent (rather than consistent and rational) – will challenge, but do 
not disprove, well-established paradigms. Of course, your conclusions can also 
affirm and reinforce the claims of a particular theory. Research in interna-
tional relations, then, is inescapably theoretical.

Being mindful of this “bigger picture” will allow you to put your own 
research into a broader context. It will also help you to be intentional about 
your own choices and attentive to the limitations of the theoretical perspec-
tive adopted in your research. The researcher who claims to just see the 
world “how it is” has spent insufficient time reflecting on his or her theoreti-
cal choices. This chapter will help you to understand the relationship between 
IR theory and IR research and will assist you in making conscious connections 
between your research project and the broader theoretical landscape of inter-
national relations scholarship. We will introduce the role of theory in social 
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research, discuss the importance of positioning your research in relation to 
a theoretical framework, and review some of the key ideas and claims that 
ground different paradigms of IR theory. Equipped with these perspectives, 
we will look at different ways of investigating a broad area of research inter-
est, using the topic of “the rise of China” as an example. Finally, we will offer 
some suggestions for further reading. All of this will help you to be aware of 
your own theoretical assumptions and to situate your work within a tradition 
of scholarship. This chapter is not intended to replace what you have learned 
about IR theory in your textbook, but it will make clear the relevance of this 
knowledge for designing and conducting research.

What Is Theory For? Who Is Theory For?

Student researchers are often hesitant to identify as “theorists.” This is not 
surprising, as the political theory curriculum tends to be set apart from 
other courses in academic departments, and the way that theory is taught 
sometimes accentuates the distance between a world of ideas and a world of 
practice. It takes time and effort to learn the conceptual, often abstract vocab-
ulary of theory, and sustained engagement with theory-centered literature 
is often the very last thing of interest to a student intent on investigating an 
urgent, and seemingly entirely practical, topic – for example, nuclear prolifera-
tion in North Korea.

But it is precisely at these moments of urgency that you should look closer: 
For there is more than one way to define and approach a problem – in this 
case, nuclear proliferation. Should we begin by investigating the domes-
tic political and economic factors influencing the Kim regime’s decision to 
develop nuclear capacity? Should we seek to understand the personality 
of the North Korean leader? Or should we focus on the strategic relation-
ship between North Korea and its neighbors? What about the history of the 
North’s diplomatic relations with Great Powers? The illicit trade and finan-
cial transactions required to acquire nuclear materials? Should we study the 
decisions of the North Korean bureaucracy? The impact of international sanc-
tions? Or should we pay more attention to the language of proliferation, i.e. 
to the way that narratives of security are used in diplomacy and by the media? 
Or perhaps our focus should be on the gendered politics of male leaders who 
bluster about the relative size of their “nuclear button”?

Deciding which of these dimensions is important, and which questions are 
of interest to you, is in part determined by your theoretical commitments. 
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IR theory should not be thought of as a set of abstract ideas that have little 
connection to the “real world,” but as a multi-purpose tool. This tool can 
be directed at answering practical questions: Problem-solving theory helps 
make sense of circumstances, processes, and events that appear muddled and 
confused, bringing order to chaos and providing a “framework for action” 
(Cox 1981, 128). But theory can also be used as a wedge or a cudgel: Critical 
theory works to shatter prevailing and comfortable assumptions about the 
world, and calls into question existing understandings, thereby opening the 
possibility of alternatives (Cox 1981, 129). IR theory can offer a variety of 
explanations for nuclear proliferation that are of direct use to policy makers; 
it can also help us to reconsider our most basic presumptions about interna-
tional security.

What both of these types of theory provide is greater understanding of and 
perspective on the social world. While the experience of skimming headlines 
and reading news articles on your smartphone can be quite disorienting – 
different, seemingly unconnected events on display with every click – the 
experience of reading a research paper can, and should, be illuminating. 
While media sources and books from popular commercial presses often offer 
compelling descriptions of international events as they unfold, political science 
research requires systematic investigation (see Chapter 4) that aims not only 
to describe, but also to explain. The creation of and evaluation of these explan-
atory frameworks is the work of theory. Theory simplifies the world: It helps 
the researcher to see particular agents/actors (people, groups, organizations, 
institutions, states, etc.) and activities (trading, war-making, negotiating, 
working, speaking, etc.) as significant, and others as so much “noise.” Theory 
provides a vocabulary that can be used to derive the meaning of particular 
events. It provides a way of seeing.

Research begins and ends with theory (see Figure 1.1). When international 
relations researchers engage in the work of explanation, they draw upon 
existing bodies of international relations theory, as well as related traditions 
in social and political thought. Researchers use the concepts and categories 
of particular theories to build a research design: Theory informs the topics 
researchers identify, the questions they ask, the variables they select and the 
definitions they give to those variables, the hypotheses they test or evaluate, 
and the methods they utilize to collect data and assess findings. (Chapters 2–5 
will walk you through these steps in the research process.)

No matter how you organize your research, theoretical assumptions and 
ideas will impact the way you set up and execute your research project. This 
is true regardless of whether your research begins with a set of observations 
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and then moves to form general conclusions (researchers call this induction), 
or whether you begin with a general theory and then move to test it against 
cases or observations (deduction). You should also keep in mind that no method 
that you utilize is any more or less “theoretical” than any other. Neither the 
ethnographer “taking it all in” in the field (utilizing induction and qualita-
tive methodology), nor the social scientist building statistical models to test a 
hypothesis against “big data” (utilizing deduction and quantitative methodol-
ogy), initiates his or her work in a theoretical vacuum. Academic training, 
general assumptions about the social world, and the specialized vocabularies 
that are needed to describe concepts (like “interests” or “norms”) that signify 
real but “invisible” social phenomena all influence the way that research pro-
jects in IR are planned and executed.

Knowledge of theory will also help you as you analyze and discuss your 
research findings (see Chapter 5). In writing the final sections of your research 
paper, you will want to draw conclusions that establish the significance of 
your research as well as its limitations. One way to accomplish this is to 
reflect on how your findings connect up with some of the “big claims” made 
by IR theorists. No matter the method chosen, the results or conclusions of 
your investigation will engage one or more theoretical perspectives, even 
if this engagement remains unacknowledged. A few examples will reinforce 
this point: A study concluding that shared norms, rather than state interests, are 
the decisive factor driving European Union enlargement into Southeastern 
Europe will almost certainly contend with realist, liberal, and constructiv-
ist theories of international politics. An analysis of the 2007–2009 “Great 
Recession” that fails to consider Marxist assessments of financial crisis, or an 
account of the export garment industry in Bangladesh that overlooks femi-
nist perspectives on the gendered labor of young, unmarried women, will 
be missing vitally important dimensions of these issues. Yet incompleteness 
is not necessarily a shortcoming, so long as it is acknow ledged and a space 
is opened for other researchers to fill in the gaps. Theory, like research more 
generally, can only offer an understanding that is necessarily partial and limited.

Topic

Question

Variables

Theory Theory

Method

Data Collection

Analysis

Figure 1.1 Research Begins and Ends with Theory
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Choosing a Theoretical Frame

We have seen that the choice of theoretical frame is important because 
it informs not only what the researcher is likely to focus on, but also the 
meaning or significance of the research findings. One cannot see the social 
world “as it is” – our view of things is mediated by concepts, catego-
ries, and powerful assumptions about what is important. This does not 
mean, however, that the choice of theoretical frame is arbitrary, or that 
social science research is therefore always “biased” by the investigator’s 
beliefs and opinions. What differentiates good social research from bad is 
not the attainment of a truly “objective” or neutral position, but that the 
researcher’s assumptions are clearly identified, that the choice of theoreti-
cal framework is intentional and well-reasoned (rather than unacknowledged 
or arbitrary), and that the research findings are evaluated against alterna-
tive theoretical explanations.

As an international relations researcher, it is your responsibility to 
acquaint yourself with various theoretical traditions in IR (see below), to 
engage a range of perspectives on a single problem, and above all, to be will-
ing to challenge your own assumptions about how the world works. The 
refusal to consider alternative explanations despite contrary observations and 
conflicting evidence transforms the researcher into an ideologue. The theo-
rist Robert Cox (1981, 128) writes that “theory is always for someone, and for 
some purpose.” That purpose can be to enliven and to illuminate, or it can 
be to limit our understanding in ways that support particular political or ideo-
logical interests. Cox reminds us that theory is not neutral, nor is it innocent. 
In the hands of an unreflective or partisan researcher, it is quite dangerous. 
Here we would note the example of a number of IR scholars who provided 
the intellectual justification for the 2003 Iraq War, a conflict that has led to the 
deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.

When and How to Choose a Frame

While research methods textbooks often set out step-by-step models for 
the various stages of social research (you can see one such simplified model 
in Figure 1.1), the reality is that the choice of a theoretical frame is one 
that is arrived at at different points for different researchers, and then is 
revisited throughout the process of research. Nevertheless, it is possible to 
identify at least two common strategies for choosing a theoretical frame. 
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Each has limitations. These strategies overlap with the discussion of deduc-
tion and induction above.

Many researchers begin the process of selecting a topic with a very spe-
cific framework in mind. They may be drawn to a particular kind of method, 
such as discourse analysis, that presupposes the importance of a particular 
actor or process (in this case, language or narrative), or they may be invested 
in particular concepts, like balance of power, polarity, interdependence, or soft 
power, that are associated with particular theories of international relations 
(see below). These theoretical commitments will shape the way that the 
researcher approaches the topic: He or she may select a topic that can be read-
ily studied via a favored method, frame a question in a way that integrates a 
certain concept, or select a hypothesis on the basis of theoretical conclusions 
drawn from scholarly literature (for example: if all state actions are driven by 
self-interest, then it is reasonable to presume that China’s interests shape its 
trade policy).

There are several problems that can arise when a researcher adopts a par-
ticular way of seeing at the outset of research: First, the unreflective researcher 
may be unaware of the way that his or her own theoretical assumptions are 
shaping the research design, and so the researcher may not offer a robust and 
reasoned defense of these choices, presuming that he or she is approaching 
the problem “objectively.” Student researchers are particularly vulnerable 
to this problem. Second, the unreflective researcher may select cases to fit 
a theory, which leads to confirmation bias – or the tendency to interpret 
information in a way that supports existing assumptions and beliefs. This is 
why learning how to defend your selection of cases, and learning sampling 
methods, is so important. Third, the researcher committed to a particular 
theory may fail to consider alternative ways of posing a question, defining con-
cepts, or interpreting results. The unreflective researcher will therefore tend 
to find what he or she is looking for. Overcoming these limitations requires 
self-awareness and reflexive thinking – a willingness to interrogate your own 
choices, and to consider alternative research designs and explanations, even if 
inconvenient. We all have “favorite” theories, but our obligation as researchers 
is to use theory to understand the world around us, rather than to conceal it.

A second approach to choosing a theoretical frame may seem a more 
desirable one for researchers who are studying a single case, or a few cases, 
rather than analyzing data from hundreds or even thousands of units in a 
sample. Many researchers begin with an idea or an interest, and then develop 
a better understanding of a general topic by reading all the scholarly liter-
ature they can find, before committing to a particular question or specific 
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research design. These researchers may make preliminary observations in the 
field, comb through archival evidence, or begin reviewing existing data, all 
before finalizing variable selection or identifying a specific hypothesis. The 
advantage of this approach is that one remains open to various understand-
ings of the topic – and, ideally, the researcher can allow the evidence to inform 
the choice of useful concepts, relevant variables, and likely explanations. 
The danger of this approach, however, is that it overestimates the degree to 
which the researcher can assume the position of a neutral observer. In taking 
in the world around us, our brains are always seeking out patterns – ways to 
simplify and make sense of a messy reality. We inevitably draw connections 
and inferences between phenomena that are informed by our academic train-
ing, our specialized interests, and even our social status and standing. Our 
minds are not “blank slates” that simply see what is in front of us. Our per-
ceptions and priorities are inevitably shaped by our experiences – particularly 
processes of acculturation and socialization, which may derive from family, 
friends, media, and education, including how we have been taught to think 
about international politics. All this will influence the way we see the evidence, 
and the meanings and significance that we derive from it.

This means that in a practical sense, there is less distance than you might 
think between the researcher who chooses a frame, and the researcher who 
lets the data choose it for them. For example: If I begin with the general idea 
that I want to examine the factors that contribute to civil war in Syria, and I 
then set out to identify a particular question on the basis of this preliminary 
exploration, I do so as a researcher who is already familiar with concepts like 
sectarianism, clientelism, relative deprivation, proxy war, and transnational 
terrorism. I may have been introduced to various theories of international 
conflict, or rival explanations for state failure. And I may not have been 
introduced to other theories, or other concepts, that would have shaped my 
understanding in different ways. While this background will not determine 
what I see, it will certainly influence the way that I make sense of a given 
problem, even if I have yet to consciously select a theoretical frame. Again, 
self-awareness and reflexivity will go a long way to making intentional, well-
reasoned choices.

A World of Theories

Theory is best thought of not as a thing, but as an activity that can be 
learned. Our purpose in this section is to help you to identify the theoretical 
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perspectives at work in your own IR research and that of others. In doing 
so, you will be more aware of the wide range of approaches that can be 
taken to the study of almost any topic related to IR. In turn, you will be 
prepared to begin the process of topic selection and question develop-
ment (see Chapter 2). This analysis can be challenging at first, but like 
any skill, it just takes practice. Learning to identify theoretical frames is 
especially important in IR research, where there are a number of distinct 
theoretical paradigms to draw upon. Adopting a theoretical perspective is 
in many ways like learning a language: As a “native” speaker, you know 
what words to use and how to arrange them, but you might not be aware 
of the grammatical rules that you are following at any given time. Just as 
formal coursework in English makes a better writer, formal study of IR 
theory will help you to know the rules that you had been unaware you 
were following. Learning theory will also make you aware of the limits of 
your own “language” and more open to learning another.

So where should you go to study theory in this way? Most international 
relations courses will introduce you to some of the key theoretical tradi-
tions in IR, and your textbook should provide a good introduction to the 
main tenets of realism, liberalism, constructivism, and Marxism. More 
recently, these texts have done a better job integrating other important the-
oretical perspectives, such as feminist, poststructuralist, and postcolonial 
frameworks. Walt (1998) and Snyder (2004) offer useful general accounts 
of some of the major perspectives. At the end of this chapter, we identify 
a number of scholarly works in each of these traditions; these books and 
articles can help you gain a deeper understanding of theory-centered schol-
arship in IR.

One way to identify your work (or that of others) as part of a theoreti-
cal tradition is to look for particular markers or indicators that distinguish one 
perspective from another: These can be seen in the basic assumptions that 
are made, the agents (or actors) that are prioritized, and the concepts that are 
utilized in a given analysis. Table 1.1 outlines some of the key assumptions, 
actors, and concepts associated with seven different theoretical paradigms 
in IR. You should review this information in detail alongside your textbook, 
which should provide a more in-depth account of each perspective. Not all of 
the terms below will be familiar to you, but your textbook and the readings 
listed at the end of this chapter can help fill in conceptual gaps. For now, focus 
on learning to identify key assumptions, actors, and concepts that will help 
you to link the arguments in a particular book or scholarly article to a specific 
theoretical frame.
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Keep in mind that while grouping IR theory by “traditions” or “para-
digms” helps us to organize our analysis, these groupings are ideal-types: 
They capture the common elements in a whole body of work, but leave out 
the nuances of any single contribution. Theorists and researchers often draw 
from more than one intellectual tradition, and there is a lot of diversity within 
each paradigm. For example, the tradition of realism is divided between 
classical, liberal realist, and neorealist approaches, as well as defensive and 
offensive schools. Liberal perspectives incorporate both the liberal tradition 
of the pre-WWII period, as well as more recent “neoliberal” contributions. 
Post-Marxist perspectives (here grouped with Marxism/critical theory) draw 
on many poststructuralist ideas. Postcolonialism incorporates aspects of fem-
inism and poststructuralism, and feminist IR scholars often share theoretical 
commitments with postcolonial researchers. For our purposes, the point is 
not to memorize these distinctions, but to realize that the work of classifica-
tion is rarely a perfect “fit.”

The sheer range of theoretical approaches to IR – each with its own special-
ized terminology – can confuse even an expert researcher, but getting some 
practice applying these ideas will make the main distinctions clearer. Now 
that you have reviewed many of the key assumptions, claims, and actors/
agents within these different paradigms, it’s time to think about how each of 
these perspectives might approach a single topic of investigation – the type 
of idea that you might begin with in your own research. (You can use this 
exercise again as you think about how to develop the research topic that you 
will identify in Chapter 2.) To illustrate the variety of ways that a broad area 
of research interest can be approached, we will consider an issue that has pre-
occupied many scholars and practitioners of IR for the past decade or more: 
the so-called “Rise of China.” Try to think about how researchers working 
within each paradigm might conceive of this broad topic, and what issues or 
specific topics they might want to investigate. Then, compare your analysis 
with ours, presented below. Keep in mind that you may have some ideas that 
we haven’t considered.

Realism and China: Power, Competition,  
and Conflict

A realist perspective on China’s “rise” would focus on the Chinese state as a 
key actor, as well as on the states that interact with China in the international 
system. Topics of interest to realists might include: China’s changing relative 
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power position in the international system; determinations of the national 
interests of China, as well as of the national interests of states that interact 
with China; the accumulation of power resources by China, particularly military 
power and its defensive or offensive capacities; strategic decisions taken by the 
Chinese state and its leadership; bargaining and negotiation processes involv-
ing China and other state actors; alliance formation in relation to China, either 
by states that are seeking to check China’s “rise” through “balancing,” or part-
ner with China through “bandwagoning”; and China’s aspirations as a regional 
hegemon, as well as the limitations of its reach and influence.

What all of these topics have in common are realist assumptions about the 
central importance of state actors in international relations, where the state is 
understood to be a single entity – rational, oriented to self-help, and interested 
in the accumulation of power. Realists of all varieties understand that states 
are not the only actors in the international system, but they argue that even 
in the 21st century, state interests and state power remain the major factors in 
explaining international order, conflict, and change.

Liberalism and China: Interdependence and the 
Means to Cooperation

A liberal assessment of China’s “rise” would acknowledge the reality of 
competition and the possibility of conflict with other state actors, but 
would prioritize studies of actual and potential cooperation between China 
and other regional and global powers, particularly mutual gains from eco-
nomic cooperation. Topics of interest to liberals might include: the impact 
of China’s authoritarian capitalist regime-type on Chinese foreign policy; the 
consequences of economic interdependence on U.S.–China relations; the insti-
tutional frameworks through which China interacts with other states; the 
relationship between Chinese NGOs/civil society organizations and interna-
tional organizations concerned with the promotion of liberal democracy and 
human rights; and China’s accumulation and use of “soft power” resources in 
its foreign economic and political relations.

What all of these issues share is the liberal assumption that power relations 
between states are not always zero-sum, nor is state power all about military 
capacity: States, particularly states with democratic regimes, can share common 
interests and pursue mutual benefits, like collective security, economic gains, 
and the promotion of liberal values, through cooperation structured by inter-
national institutions.
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Constructivism and China: Narratives, Norms, and 
Interactions on the World Stage

A constructivist perspective on the “rise” of China would seek to understand 
how China’s national interests and identity as an international actor, as well 
as the relations between China and other powers, have been constructed 
through a history of social interactions between states. Subjects of interest 
to constructivists might include: the various narratives that circulate about 
China’s “rise,” and the way that these narratives are integrated into foreign 
policy decisions around the world; the framing of China’s foreign and domes-
tic policies within NGOs and activist networks; the patterns of language and 
speech that are utilized in discussing U.S.–China trade relations, and the pres-
ence or absence of these patterns in official trade negotiations; the interaction 
of China and other states within international institutions (like the WTO), 
and the impact of these interactions on China’s identity, interests, and the 
establishment of norms; the use of slogans and the naming of major domes-
tic and regional initiatives by the CCP, like “the Chinese Dream” and “One 
Belt, One Road”; and the projection of China’s identity and depiction of its 
interests in countries where China has considerable development and finan-
cial commitments.

What all of these topics have in common is an attention to states (and many 
other actors) as social agents who, much like people, consistently interact in 
ways that maintain a particular structure of relationships, but sometimes act 
in ways that disrupt those relationships. For constructivists, the state’s inter-
ests and identity are not determined by the system (as many realists maintain): 
While the structure of the system does constrain states (and other actors), 
interaction between states can also change the system itself. Thus, China’s 
future in the international system depends upon how its interactions are 
structured (for example, within the framework of international institutions 
like the G20), and how it and other states modify that structure through inter-
actions of a cooperative or uncooperative nature.

Marxism/Critical Theory and China: Class Interest and 
Conflict in the Context of Global Capitalism

A Marxist evaluation of “China’s rise” would prioritize China’s integration into 
the global capitalist system. This analysis would focus on the transformation 
of class relations within China, the activities and interests of corporations and 
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investors, the creation of a mass consumer culture in China, and the potential for 
class conflict both within China and internationally, as reflected in ongoing ten-
sions between China and the United States. Researchers writing in the Marxist 
tradition would be particularly concerned with: the proletarianization of work-
ers during the shift to a more market-driven economic system in China, and the 
means by which these workers are exploited; the class interests in China that ben-
efited from this transformation; the interplay between cultural commodification 
and political spectacle in China; the relation between economic transformation 
and foreign capital investment in China, particularly the part played by transna-
tional corporations and banking/finance capital; the issue of inequality and class 
conflict in China, extending to commercial and trade conflicts between China 
and the United States; the relationship between the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) and the new owner class; and the transformation of China’s relations 
with countries in Latin America and Africa now dependent on Chinese invest-
ment and finance capital.

What these topics have in common, and what distinguishes the Marxist 
paradigm from realist, liberal, and constructivist approaches, is the focus on 
class and capital, rather than state action, interests, and identity, as the primary 
unit of analysis. Marxist analysis of IR centers on study of the power dynam-
ics embedded in national and transnational class relations, rather than on the 
power of states.

Feminism and China: Gendered Power and 
Resistance in the Emerging Global Hierarchy

Feminist perspectives on China’s “rise” would investigate the extent to which 
China’s emerging position in hierarchies of global political and economic 
power depends on gendered relations of power operating at various levels of 
analysis – from everyday life and economic divisions of labor to diplomacy, 
nationalism, and foreign relations. From this perspective, a more complete 
examination of China’s economic and political relations with the rest of the 
world would entail thinking about how those relations have been structured 
by assumptions about gender. Many possible research topics emerge from 
this framework, including: the effect of China’s economic transformation 
on culturally specific gender roles and expectations in China; the intersection 
of race, class, and sexuality in shaping gender identity in China; the integra-
tion of gendered language into expressions of Chinese nationalism, particularly 
in relation to ongoing disputes with Japan; the valorization/devalorization 
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of women by the CCP and in popular culture; the gendered division of labor 
in China’s export economy, particularly in textiles and manufacturing, and 
the exploitative/emancipatory potentials for women in this new economy; 
the function of gender hierarchy in the profitability of foreign investment in 
China; the gender dynamics that influence rural-urban migration patterns 
in China; the changing representation of masculinities and femininities in rela-
tion to modernization, commercialization, and international exchange; the 
cooperative/conflictual relations between international organizations, trans-
national feminist organizations, and local feminist activists in China; and the 
gendered politics of the “one child” policy and female infanticide, and their 
representations in international relations.

What holds this range of issues together is an explicit focus on the many 
ways that macro-systems of power and profitability are sustained by innumer-
able micro-practices that function on the basis of gender hierarchies, norms, 
and expectations (from the family and the factory to the boardroom and the 
G20 summit). The feminist paradigm in IR highlights both the use of gen-
dered power to perpetuate international order, as well as the agencies of a 
range of women who challenge the status quo.

Poststructuralism and China: What Are We Doing 
When We Speak of China’s “Rise”?

Poststructuralist perspectives on the “rise” of China share with the femi-
nist tradition a conviction that liberal and realist accounts of state power, 
as well as constructivist theories of state socialization, are ignoring impor-
tant dimensions of how power really works, and how we come to know 
what we claim to be “true” about international politics. Poststructuralist 
approaches to China, as well as many feminist and postcolonial studies, 
are not oriented to “problem-solving,” but rather embody the “critical” 
approach to theory described above – where the aim of theory is to exam-
ine the assumptions that are made about “China” as an object of study, 
and to interrogate and destabilize the discourses (or the prevailing social 
organization of knowledge and meaning that informs speaking and acting) 
that circulate in relation to China. Poststructuralist perspectives would also 
challenge realist, liberal, and constructivist understandings of power and 
agency that underpin narratives of China’s “rise”. Topics of interest to post-
structuralists might include: how IR as a knowledge-producing discipline 
helps to maintain dominant discourses about China’s “rise”; deconstructive 
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or genealogical analysis of cycles of “rise” and “fall” as ways of speaking 
about shifts in imperial or hegemonic power; how different accounts of 
“the problem of China’s rise” have been articulated in official and popu-
lar discourses and integrated into activities of government at the national 
and international level; the disciplinary practices (for example: surveillance) 
through which populations and individuals are governed in China, espe-
cially the biopolitical management of marginalized subjects constituted as 
dangerous or unruly (such as Tibetan dissidents, or citizen activists); inter-
national efforts to normalize China’s activities in the international system; 
the discursive construction of Chinese claims to sovereignty in the South 
China Sea; and the structuring power of ideological fantasy in debates over 
the universality of democracy and human rights in China.

What all poststructuralist approaches to the study of China’s “rise” share 
is a critical attitude towards conventional explanation and understandings, 
and a commitment to explore the ways that language, knowledge, and truth 
are linked to the exercise of power. Rather than examining the interests and 
identities of states or the dominance of hegemonic classes, poststructural-
ists study the ways that decentered practices (habitual ways of speaking and 
acting mediated through signs, symbols, and language) constitute overall 
assemblages of power, authority, and identity – including institutions like 
states, governments, and corporations, systems of knowledge utilized in the 
management of populations, and even the personalities and dispositions of 
individual persons.

Postcolonialism and China: From Colonized  
to Colonizer?

Finally, postcolonial perspectives on the “rise” of China would investigate the 
legacies of imperial-era hierarchies for China’s present-day circumstances. 
While the whole of mainland China was never occupied by European pow-
ers, Britain subjected China to unequal treaties, fought the Opium Wars to 
open Chinese markets, and administered Hong Kong until 1997. Portugal 
controlled Macao until 1999, and Manchuria was occupied by Russia and 
later by imperial Japan. Framing China’s present position in terms of its 
“rise” can overlook the impact of this very recent history of colonization 
and territorial occupation. Postcolonial scholars are interested in both the 
continuity of these relations of domination in postcolonial states, as well as 
shifts in global power asymmetries and forms of resistance to the hierarchies 
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of race, gender, and class established through colonizing practices. Subjects of 
interest to postcolonialists researching China might include: continuities/
differences between colonial-era discourses on international trade with China, 
and the discursive framing of current trade disputes between the U.S. and 
China; the ways that Chinese nationalism has been shaped by the experience 
of European and Japanese imperialism; the legacy of cultural imperialism for 
representations of China and depictions of Chinese persons that circulate in 
contemporary “Western” culture; the impact of historic power asymmetries 
on bargaining and negotiation strategies with “the West”; China’s trans-
formation from colonized to colonizer, with attention to China’s neocolonial 
extraction of resources, strategic use of debt, and growing cultural influence 
in East Africa and Latin America, along with China’s extension of military 
power into the South China Sea; and China’s relations with its colonial subjects 
in Tibet and Xinjiang province, and the construction of Han Chinese national 
identity in relation to these “Others.”

What all of these topics share is an historical and critical orientation to the 
ways that hierarchies of power in the international system were established 
through the varied experience of imperialism, and an attention to how such 
hierarchies are sustained and transformed in the postcolonial era through 
novel and adaptive forms of political, economic, and cultural power.

It is clear, then, that the choice of theoretical frame has a big impact on 
what one thinks about when presented with a broad topic like “the rise of 
China.” IR theory, as we have said, is a multi-purpose tool: Being attentive 
to theory will help you to see familiar issues in unfamiliar ways, to recog-
nize your own assumptions about how the world works, and to connect your 
research conclusions to bigger conversations taking place in the discipline. It 
will help you to be conscious of the limitations in your own work, inviting 
others to fill in the gaps. Grounding your research in IR theory will open up 
many avenues for exploration as you turn to the next chapter, which will help 
you select a research topic and develop a research question.

Resources

Engaging some key theoretical texts across the traditions of IR theory will con-
vey a better understanding of each paradigm than any textbook summary or 
table can provide. Below we list a number of “classic” or representative schol-
arly books and articles that convey the diverse range of IR theory scholarship. 
Some of this material could be placed in more than one category, reflecting 
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the way that actual work in IR often draws on multiple perspectives, escaping 
easy classification. The ability to reference ideas and arguments from these or 
other works of theory as you formulate a topic, assess your findings, and draw 
conclusions will strengthen your research paper.

Realism
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Frequently Asked Questions

“A lot of the words used in IR theory are confusing and unfamiliar. How can I learn 
this specialized vocabulary?”

• Review the definitions associated with each paradigm in your IR textbook.
• Use a research encyclopedia to look up unfamiliar terms listed in Table 1.1. 

One option is The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Social Theory (2017).
• Browse some of the articles or books listed above to get more familiar with the 

typical usages of particular terms, and use context clues to establish your own 
understanding. Remember that developing a working understanding of IR the-
ory does not require perfect comprehension.

“Theory seems very abstract. How can I link IR theory to ‘the real world’?”
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• Talk to a friend about how they view the world of international politics. Do they 
see conflict? Cooperation? What issues do they care about? Then think about 
how their beliefs and ideas correspond or differ from the assumptions about the 
world presented in Table 1.1. Is your friend a realist? A liberal? A feminist?  
A Marxist, etc.?

• Select a problem or issue that is important to you. Then, using Table 1.1, ask 
yourself “What would be important here for a realist?” “For a liberal?” “For a 
constructivist?” etc. Think about how someone adopting each theoretical frame 
might explain the issue that you care about. If you wanted to “fix” this problem, 
what might each perspective recommend?

• Read a recent newspaper article about an international issue. Think about what 
actors are named in the story and which processes or activities are highlighted. 
Then look at Table 1.1. What parts of the story are being told? Which are being 
ignored? Is the author of the story making any assumptions about how the 
world works?

Exercises for Chapter 1

1. Make a list of your own assumptions/ideas about how international politics 
“works,” then compare this list to the theoretical perspectives outlined in 
Table 1.1. Do your assumptions/ideas align with any of these paradigms?

2. Choose a theoretical perspective, and review the section in your textbook that 
discusses that particular theory. Then, using Table 1.1, think about how several 
current issues in the news could be investigated using that frame. What actors/
agents might you focus on? What concepts might you use?

3. Choose a broad topic in IR (such as “international security” or “human rights”), 
and work through how you might use each theoretical paradigm to study  
that topic.

4. Find and read a peer-reviewed IR article about a topic of interest to you, and 
try to identify the theoretical perspective of the author. Then, using Table 1.1, 
write down how the same issue could be approached from a different theoretical 
paradigm.



2Topic Selection and 
Question Development

Recently the New York Times published a number of articles on the Israeli–
Palestinian conflict. Within them were descriptions of the most recent events 
occurring in this area of the world, each article grounded in rich historical 
detail. The journalists writing the articles provided readers with quotes from 
experts on Middle Eastern politics and the personal stories of individuals 
living in the region. They also included information about factors that precip-
itated intense periods of conflict and analysis of different conflict resolution 
scenarios. Although the articles presented by this internationally renowned 
newspaper provided a comprehensive summary of information on the politics 
of this conflict, the journalists who wrote these articles were not conducting 
political science research.

Political scientists ask a different set of questions than journalists and histori-
ans do. They ask questions that extend beyond the anecdotal circumstances of 
individual events, searching for linkages and distinctions among various cases, 
across time, regions, or subject areas. The goal for political scientists is to bet-
ter understand events and political phenomena beyond isolated occurrences, 
thereby strengthening our ability to analyze political outcomes. In Chapter 1, 
we emphasized that the study of politics is messy – no two events, conflicts, 
elections, treaties, or other political phenomena are ever exactly the same, 
making generalization about these occurrences challenging. Political scientists 
must use theory to make sense of this complexity, and they must build on the 
research of others, identifying common variables and anomalies among cases.

Many political scientists spend their entire careers researching and writ-
ing within a single topic area. International relations scholars, for example, 
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study areas such as foreign policy, international trade, war and conflict, inter-
national organizations, and sustainable development. The reason is that the 
depth of knowledge about a topic is directly related to one’s ability to craft 
interesting questions. Developing a substantive knowledge base requires an 
investment of time and energy, but without such a base it is difficult in inter-
national relations to develop a research paper beyond the thick description 
of a single event or circumstance. Therefore, many researchers find a topic 
of considerable interest to them and continue working within that area of 
research for years, thereby minimizing how much time is invested in just 
understanding the basic information needed to develop interesting research 
questions. Most students are used to writing descriptive papers but have little 
exposure to writing question-based research projects that require a substan-
tive knowledge base. Yet this approach (question-based research) is typically 
the basis for college-level research in international relations.

This chapter will give you tips on how to choose and narrow a topic suit-
able for an IR project and how to break down the initial research process into 
a series of steps associated with the preliminary development of a question. 
Subsequent chapters will further describe the process that will ultimately out-
line how to fully develop a project that leads to a high-quality research paper 
in international relations.

Choosing a Topic

Choosing a topic is often the most difficult component of writing a research 
project. In some cases, professors assign topics for students to explore, thus 
minimizing the amount of time spent on this aspect of a project, but often stu-
dents must select their own topics. Let us begin by assuming you can choose 
any general topic you wish for your research. This would leave you with 
nearly endless possibilities – after all, the focus of international relations is 
world affairs. Yet, if you are assigned a research paper early in the course, it is 
likely that you have limited prior knowledge about the course content. How 
do you pick a topic early in the term if this is the case?

Your textbook is your best resource for choosing a topic and building the 
foundational knowledge necessary for designing a research project. Even if 
your professor has not assigned any chapters yet, you can choose a topic by 
reviewing the list of thematic areas presented in your textbook. Important 
general topics such as the following themes in international relations are usu-
ally covered as individual chapters in your text.
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International security International political economy

Theories of power Foreign policy

International conflict Human rights

International trade International law and organization

Globalization/global issues Regional integration

International development North–South divisions

If you are in an upper-level course such as foreign policy or international 
political economy, you can use the same method to choose your topic. Look 
at the chapters for topics that seem particularly interesting to you. You can 
also go back to your introductory text for basic information.

Carefully focus on a single chapter. If you are interested in issues of war 
and the military, for example, read the chapter on international security or 
international conflict. If you are interested in the role of women in interna-
tional relations, you may choose any chapter, but also include any sections 
on feminism and constructivism contained in your textbook. Table 2.1 sets 
out some common areas of interest for students and directs you to the most 
relevant chapters or sections found in many introductory IR texts.

Table 2.1 Matching Areas of Interest with Text Chapters

Area of Interest Focus of Chapter or Section

War in general, specific wars or 
conflicts, the military, terrorism, 
ethnic conflict, nationalism

Military force and/or international 
conflict, nationalism, global violence

International business, international 
trade

International political economy, trade, 
currency, corporate actors

The differences among people’s 
living conditions around the world, 
including issues related to poverty, 
income disparity, housing, education

North–South gap, international 
development, globalization

The role of women in IR Any chapter, plus sections on women 
and IR, feminism, and constructivism

The United Nations or other 
international organizations

International organizations, inter- 
governmental actors
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Once you have read the full chapter, you should narrow your focus to a 
subtopic within the chapter. This will make the research process and question 
development easier in subsequent steps. For example, you may be interested 
in international conflict. A chapter on international conflict will probably 
include a number of different subtopics under the broad subtopic of conflicts 
of ideas, such as ethnic conflict, religious conflict, and ideological conflict. It 
may also include a discussion of competing theories or models that purport 
to explain components of international conflict. We suggest that you choose 
one of these subtopics before conducting any research outside of your text-
book discussion. Figure 2.1 illustrates the process of moving your focus from 
a topic to a subtopic to an even more narrow subtopic.

International agreements International law, international 
organizations, international 
cooperation

Diplomacy Foreign policy, international law

Human rights International law, international 
organizations, international 
norms, nongovernmental actors, 
intergovernmental actors

Foreign policy decision making Foreign policy

Mass media Integration, globalization, foreign 
policy

Environment Global environment

Area of Interest Focus of Chapter or Section

Table 2.1 continued

tcilfnoclanoitanretnIcipotretpahC

saedifostcilfnoCcipotbuS

tcilfnoccinhtEscipotbusdeworraN

Religious con�ict

Ideological con�ict

Figure 2.1 Narrowing Your Topic
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Writing an Initial Subtopic Question

The second step in developing a question-based research paper is to formulate 
a question associated with your subtopic choice. This question will later be 
refined to take into consideration the specific focus of your individual paper, 
but an initial question is needed to guide preliminary, foundation-building 
research. Remember that every topic in IR can be investigated from a variety 
of theoretical perspectives, and you should spend some time thinking about 
the full range of questions that you could ask in relation to your topic. Recall 
from Chapter 1 that your choice of question is connected to a particular set of 
theoretical assumptions about how international relations “works,” and you 
will want to keep this broader context in mind as you move forward.

Avoid questions that would result in projects that simply describe a process, 
an event, or terminology. For example, if your topic was trade and your sub-
topic global markets, you would want to avoid questions such as the following:

• “How do global markets operate?”
• “What is comparative advantage?”
• “Why do states use trade barriers?”
• “Which countries benefit the most from global markets?”

None of these questions would result in research papers that would contrib-
ute much more than would simple descriptive papers.

Interesting question-based research papers are most often those that 
require the researcher to explore variations between similar cases or vari-
ations over time for a single case. Such questions are interesting because, 
although no two cases are ever exactly the same, logic suggests these cases 
would continue to be highly similar, unless something notably different 
occurs or is introduced. After all, something must be different for outcomes 
to be different. When differences are noted among what are otherwise seem-
ingly similar cases, the task of the researcher is to uncover the factors or 
variables that most likely explain the observed differences. In this respect, 
question-based research papers seek to unravel the puzzles associated with not read-
ily apparent cause-and-effect relationships.

Here is an example of unraveling a cause-and-effect puzzle. A researcher 
observes that two countries with similar population levels and similar lev-
els of arable land have vastly different levels of dependency on international 
food aid. One might ask, “What factors best explain variations in food aid 
dependency between these two countries of similar agricultural potential and 
level of population?” Note that the question asks for the best explanations for 
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the observation. It is often outside the scope of a single research project to 
determine all the variables that might have some influence on the observed 
outcome. Therefore, one looks for the strongest explanatory variables, know-
ing (1) that change is complex and can be attributed to the interaction of more 
than one variable, and (2) that while some relationships appear plausible, 
they may indeed be false. The latter condition is referred to as a spurious 
relationship and is often difficult to identify. Yet identifying causal linkages 
and spurious connections is part of the process one goes through in trying to 
understand differences in political phenomena.

We suggest that you begin your research by developing a “what” question 
using your subtopic. Developing a “what” question will help you identify and 
research different variables. This type of question more easily leads you down 
a path of cause-and-effect exploration than do other types of questions that 
lead to descriptive papers. See Table 2.2 for examples.

Note that each appropriate question asks what factors or conditions affect 
some aspect of the subtopic you are studying. Each appropriate question also 
has modifying terminology that reflects the complexity of world affairs and 
the fact that the research a political scientist would conduct to answer the 
question would result in generalizable rather than case-specific conclusions. 
Finally, the questions are crafted so that they focus on cause-and-effect rela-
tionships. The next step is to define variables.

Minimize Bias

At this stage, it is important to remember that high-quality research 
emerges from studies designed to minimize bias. Granted, all research-
ers are to some degree influenced by their personal values, experiences, 
and interests, and in Chapter 1 we discussed how the choice of theo-
retical frame shapes the direction of research. But that is different from 
approaching research to prove a personal point or to convince others to 
believe as we do. You should design your research project to be as neutral 
as possible. In fact, research that uncovers the unpredicted is often the 
most interesting and valuable. More importantly, researchers who design 
a project hoping to get a desired outcome often fail to identify impor-
tant explanatory variables. Do not make the mistake of beginning your 
research project by saying, “I want to prove that . . .” There are many ven-
ues for writing personal opinion pieces and sharing your opinions on poli-
tics, but research papers should seek understanding and new information. 
After all, if you already know the answer, there is no reason to do the study.
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Defining Variables

Because the political world is dynamic and complex and no two political 
situations are ever exactly the same, we assume before beginning to answer 
a research question that multiple factors are likely responsible for shaping 
the circumstances and results we observe. Whether it is the reasons for the 
beginning of a war or the outcome of an election, several factors will be 
at play, some more important than others. It is the job of the researcher 
to figure out what factors shape what we observe and which ones are the 
most important.

Political scientists refer to the circumstances, topics, policies, or other phe-
nomena that they want to understand as dependent variables. For example, 
if a researcher wants to understand why a policy failed, the study’s depend-
ent variable is the failure of the policy. If a researcher wants to understand 
why a particular country has suffered multiple military coups, the dependent 
variable of the research study is the occurrence of the country’s multiple mili-
tary coups. The factors believed to influence the project’s dependent variable 
(i.e., to cause the dependent variable to undergo some form of change) are 
referred to as independent variables. See Figure 2.2 for a simple example 
of the relationship between dependent and independent variables. The pre-
sumed links between the dependent variable and independent variables are 
referred to as hypotheses.

Understanding this research terminology is important. International rela-
tions research is often evaluated and discussed using the terms dependent 
variable, independent variable, and hypotheses. As you put together your research 
paper, you will encounter research that uses this language. Thus we intro-
duce these terms here and use them from this point forward. (Dependent and 

Independent
variable

Dependent
Independent variable

variable

Figure 2.2  Relationship of Two Independent Variables to One Dependent 
Variable
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independent variables and the formation of hypotheses are discussed further 
in upcoming chapters.)

To develop a greater foundation for your research project and obtain a bet-
ter understanding of dependent and independent variables, you should first 
recall that different theoretical perspectives in IR emphasize the importance 
of particular variables – highlighting some relationships and overlooking oth-
ers thought to be less significant (see Figure 1.2). With this in mind, you can 
go back to your textbook once again. Reread the section associated with your 
research topic, but consciously think about your topic (the area of interna-
tional relations that you want to know more about) as a dependent variable. 
Search the chapter for and create a list of what the author has identified as 
factors that shape your dependent variable. Then you can use this list of cause-
and-effect relationships to later develop hypotheses about why chosen cases 
are different from one another or why a case may have changed over time. 
See Table 2.3 for examples of dependent and independent variables related to 
specific research questions.

Table 2.3 Identifying Dependent and Independent Variables

Research Question Dependent 
Variable

Independent Variables (IVs)

“What factors most 
often explain territorial 
disputes among 
states?”

Existence 
of territorial 
disputes

Factors contributing to territorial 
disputes:

IV1: Irredentism

IV2: Forcible alteration of borders 
by militarily strong nation-states

IV3: Ethnic secession efforts

IV4: Lingering historical disputes

IV5: Ill-defined nonland boundaries 
(air and water borders)

“What factors most 
often influence 
differences among 
nations in the exchange 
of goods and services 
in the global market?”

Level of 
trade in 
goods and 
services

Factors contributing to higher rates 
of international trade for some 
states and lower rates for others:

IV1: Resource availability

IV2: Workforce education levels

IV3: Internal market structures

IV4: Trade barriers
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Researching Your Dependent Variable  
Beyond the Textbook

Most of the research associated with a question-based research paper is focused 
on independent variables, but it is extremely important that you fully under-
stand your dependent variable (your topic) before you begin your research 
and discussion of independent variables and hypotheses. Researching your 
dependent variable will likely be the same sort of research you have done in 
the past when writing descriptive papers, and you will likely use many of the 
same types of resources for this aspect of the research project, including ency-
clopedias, books, journals, newspapers, news magazines, and internet and 
data resources. Gather as much general information about your dependent 
variable as possible so that you are familiar with historical trends and major 
areas of change and controversy. When you encounter different perspec-
tives on your dependent variable, try to take note of the broader theoretical 
assumptions made by the authors of these publications and resources. At this 
stage, you are concentrating on general information about your dependent 
variable. One good hint is to make sure that you take notes on how your text-
book and other sources define your area of interest, and then compare these 
definitions to others that you encounter.

The time you spend to understand your dependent variable will be well 
worth your effort as your project evolves. You will know that you are well 
along when you can tell your roommate a good deal about the history, defini-
tions, trends, and major examples of your topic. It may help to think of all the 
information you have gathered about your dependent variable as the material 
you might have used for a descriptive paper.

See the shaded box for examples of the types of background information 
you might gather on the dependent variable at this stage of the research pro-
cess. Keep in mind that this is only a preliminary list of questions you might 
use to begin researching the dependent variables listed.

Suggested Questions for Dependent Variable Research

Dependent Variable: Territorial Disputes

• What is the definition of a territorial dispute?
• Have territorial disputes been increasing or decreasing in the last 

century?
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• Have territorial disputes been occurring in some parts of the world 
more than others?

• Which disputes have lasted the longest during the last century?
• Have any disputes resulted in significant casualties or large-scale wars?
• How might one define a major conflict versus a minor conflict?
• How have countries around the world reacted to territorial disputes?

Dependent Variable: Trade in Goods and Services

• How are the terms “trade,” “goods,” and “services” defined?
• How are the goods and services traded internationally categorized?
• Which countries are large importers of finished goods?
• Which countries are large importers of natural resources?
• Which countries have significant levels of trade in services?
• Which countries purchase services internationally?
• Has the level of trade among states been increasing or decreasing 

over time?
• Do all countries benefit from international trade in goods and services?
• What role do multinational corporations play in international trade?
• What international organizations address issues related to interna-

tional trade?
• What international agreements have shaped international trade?
• What areas of trade affect women differently than men?

Dependent Variable: Natural Resource Conflicts

• What is the definition of natural resource conflicts?
• What natural resources have been objects of conflicts in the last  

50 years?
• Currently, what natural resource conflicts exist and where?
• What international agreements exist to mediate natural resource 

conflicts?
• When have natural resource conflicts become violent?

Dependent Variable: Revolutionary Movements

• What is the definition of a revolutionary movement?
• Where have there been revolutionary movements?
• How long do revolutionary movements generally last?
• What range of outcomes is associated with revolutionary movements?
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For a question-based research paper, you will have to go further with your 
research. After completing your general research on your dependent variable, 
you will be ready to move to the next stage of the research process. In this 
second stage, you will conduct a literature review – a defining feature of college-
level and professional scholarship. You will learn how to do this in Chapter 3.

Frequently Asked Questions

“I have no idea what topic to pick for my research paper. What should I do?”

• Think about what topics or issues are important to you. Then look for a connec-
tion to international relations.

• Think about the perspectives in IR theory that most engage you, and try to link 
these general concepts and ideas to a particular topic.

• Talk to friends or family about what interests them.
• Read the newspaper to get a sense of important and interesting current issues.

“My topic seems too narrow. What should I do?”

• Think about how you would characterize your topic. In what chapter or under 
what section would you place it in your textbook? This will give you an idea 
about how to make your topic broader.

• Think about your topic as a concept (e.g., military conflicts involving superpow-
ers) rather than as a specific event (the Vietnam War) or as something occurring 
within a specific country (the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan).

“My topic seems too broad. What should I do?”

• Think about what aspects of the broader topic interest you. Why do you find the 
topic fascinating? This can lead you to a narrower subtopic.

• Think about the details associated with your broad topic. For example, if you are 
interested in military conflict, are you interested in the onset, the duration, or 
the resolution of the conflict?

Exercises for Chapter 2

1. Choose a broad topic and make a list of potential subtopics.
2. Choose a subtopic and develop a “what” question.
3. Choose a subtopic and make a list of independent variables found in your text 

that may affect your dependent variable.
4. Develop a list of descriptive questions about your dependent variable that can be 

answered through general research.
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This text is designed as an introduction to writing a question-based research 
paper with a format much like research papers published in the field of inter-
national relations. Once you have chosen a topic and developed a question, 
the next stage in developing your question-based research project is to expand 
your research to include international relations scholarship.

International relations scholarship consists of published studies of political 
phenomena by scholars. This form of information is quite different from the 
types of information you obtain from newspapers, encyclopedias, magazines, 
and websites (sources used to learn more general information about your 
dependent variable). These utilize the research of others, but the authors of such 
works do not personally design systematic studies to investigate specific ques-
tions. They provide primarily general, descriptive information that sometimes 
incorporates the findings from IR studies, but they do not conduct the stud-
ies themselves. Much of IR scholarship describes primary research and learned 
conclusions reached by scholars investigating specific research questions.

It is important to incorporate scholarship into research papers for two 
main reasons. First, question-based research projects include many of the ele-
ments and processes used by researchers in the field of international relations. 
Incorporating scholarship into formal research papers is a standard within 
the field. Most scholars who engage in formal research reference the work 
of other scholars when writing up their own findings. They do so because 
the goal is to build knowledge of political phenomena. This is accomplished 
by establishing links between various research projects, thereby creating 
an ongoing accumulation of knowledge established one study at a time. 
Including a section devoted to the findings of other researchers will clearly 
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distinguish your project as one grounded in knowledge of the discipline and 
one with appropriate international relations methodology.

The second reason to include the findings of other researchers is that read-
ing the scholarly literature will assist you in refining your specific project 
and identifying possible independent variables and hypotheses (or tentative 
explanations of the relationship between variables). The scholarly literature 
is much like a conversation among those working in the field. Researchers 
share their work through their publications rather than through spoken con-
versations. Scholars learn from one another by reading each other’s work. 
Researchers carefully document how they conduct their research and reach 
their conclusions. This facilitates the use of their findings by other researchers 
who wish to do similar research on new cases or create studies that expand 
on interesting findings. Thus, researching the scholarly literature will help 
you shape your research question, identify independent variables, formulate 
explanatory hypotheses, and position your own question-based project in 
relation to broader theoretical traditions in IR scholarship.

This chapter will teach you how to identify the types of resources that 
qualify as scholarly publications, how to find them, and how to best use schol-
arship to shape your specific project.

Terminology

Social scientists refer to published scholarship as literature. The process 
of reading and reviewing published scholarship in the field is referred to 
as a review of the literature. This phrase is commonly shortened simply 
to literature review. When academics talk about conducting a litera-
ture review, they are talking about researching (reviewing) the scholarly 
literature. When they talk about writing a literature review, they are 
talking about writing a summary of such research. Because this is the 
most commonly used terminology in the field for this type of research, 
we will use these terms as we discuss this aspect of research and writing 
from this point forward.

Getting Started on Your Literature Review

When you start your literature review, you will be looking for scholarly 
studies by other researchers primarily associated with your project’s depend-
ent variable. This is important because many of the sources you may have 
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used previously for research papers may not be appropriate for a literature 
review. Remember the purpose served by the literature review. You need it 
to ground your study in the field of international relations, and you will use 
it to better understand what other researchers understand. When written up, 
your literature review will describe research, not tell a story.

First and foremost, remember: all resources are not created equal! Today’s 
world of technology has opened up avenues for an unprecedented exchange 
of information. Tens of thousands of publishers around the world are pro-
ducing books, journals, magazines, and newspapers, some of which have 
extremely high standards for accuracy; other companies will publish anything 
for a fee. You need only read the headlines of a tabloid magazine to know that 
just because something is in print does not mean that the information printed 
is reliable or even truthful.

Judging the reliability of sources on the internet can be especially difficult. 
It costs little or nothing to maintain a website, and there is no independent 
review process for judging the quality of various materials on the web or 
for granting a site address. Therefore, you can find websites maintained by 
the world’s leading scientific research organizations as well as websites main-
tained by individuals who still believe that the earth is flat.

Your literature review should focus on scholarly resources – resources 
considered to be highly reliable by academic scholars and research profession-
als in the field of international relations. The types of resources most often 
used for the literature review in IR research papers include printed materials 
such as books, journal articles, and other published studies that have been 
subjected to peer review. These resources can be found in both hard copy and 
electronic forms and are not always easily distinguishable from less reliable 
resources. We discuss types of resources in the following subsections.

Peer Review: All Information Is Not Created Equal

Peer review is the process by which research is reviewed for accuracy by 
other experts prior to publication. The peer-review process is designed 
to ensure that published research meets the highest standards of the 
discipline. To minimize bias, most reviews are blind, which means that 
the reviewers do not know whose work they are reading. Reviewers 
assess the author’s literature review to make sure no important studies 
have been overlooked. Reviewers scrutinize the methodology used for 
the project, often rechecking calculations and evaluating data sources. 
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After review, authors must amend their studies to the satisfaction of the 
journal’s editorial board. Submitted studies that are found by reviewers 
to have too many inaccuracies or that fail to meet the standards of the 
editorial board are refused publication.

Scholarly Journals

Scholarly journals are the most important sources for literature reviews, and 
information from them should comprise the bulk of materials discussed in 
your literature review. These journals are the first place that academics turn 
to find the most topic-specific information available when they begin their 
research projects. Scholarly journals target an audience of academics, profes-
sionals, and students within various fields and professions. Here is a brief list 
of IR journals.

American Journal of International Law International Relations

British Journal of International Studies International Security

Conflict Management and Peace Studies International Studies

Conflict Studies  International Studies 
Quarterly

Cooperation and Conflict Journal of Conflict Resolution

Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics  Journal of International 
Affairs

International Affairs Journal of Peace Research

International Organization World Politics

International Political Science Review  Review of International 
Political Economy

Merely having the word “journal” in the title does not necessarily qualify a 
publication as a scholarly journal. Some magazines and industry publications 
call themselves journals but do not fall into the category of scholarly jour-
nals. This is not to say that the information in these magazines and industry 
publications is inaccurate. To the contrary, many such publications provide 
valuable and reliable information. But these publications target a general 
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or nonacademic audience. Their presentation of material is often one-
dimensional, and they often provide discussion in nontechnical language, 
generally writing about the findings of other researchers rather than pub-
lishing actual research studies.

Reputable Journals of Commentary and Current Affairs

A number of highly respected academic journals publish articles of com-
mentary and analysis of current affairs but do not follow the research 
format of scholarly journal articles. Examples are the widely read journals 
Foreign Affairs and Foreign Policy. Information in these journals is reli-
able but atypical in format compared to research journals. Because jour-
nals of commentary do not follow the approach to research discussed in 
this text, we encourage you to ask your professor whether articles from 
this type of journal are acceptable in your literature reviews.

Today, many college libraries no longer carry as many hard copies of jour-
nals as they once did. Many journal subscriptions are purchased in electronic 
form and can be accessed through large databases along with other materi-
als. The availability of online journals enables several students at one time 
to access the same journal article. Online availability also allows students to 
access articles using their personal computers in their dorm rooms and during 
hours when libraries are closed. But there are drawbacks to relying on online 
journal research.

One drawback is that there may be a blackout period associated with the 
journal online. This means that your online search result may be restricted to 
articles published one year or more ago. A second drawback of online jour-
nal searches is that unless you are familiar with the journal (e.g., it is on the 
list presented earlier or your professor or research librarian has verified its 
classification), it is often difficult to distinguish whether an article you obtain 
electronically is from a scholarly journal. When you use hard copies of jour-
nals, it is much easier to tell. Often search engines group academic journals, 
newspapers, magazines, and industry publications under the heading of 
scholarly resources. Yet generally, political scientists consider only academic 
journals to fall into the category of sources most appropriate for literature 
reviews. If your professor indicates that your literature review should contain 
primarily peer-reviewed sources or scholarly journals, you should not rely 
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on search engines to make the decision about what is and is not a scholarly 
resource. Here are some tips to help you determine whether an online article 
comes from a scholarly journal.

• Level of detail: A scholarly journal should provide you with more detail 
than the general information contained in a newspaper or magazine article.

• Level of discourse: Journal articles are written in technical language. 
Nonscholarly resources are written for a general audience.

• Structure: Most journal articles contain an abstract with the paper’s the-
sis, an introduction, a literature review, and a discussion of the methods 
used to draw conclusions. Sources of information will be cited. In gen-
eral, you will not find an abstract or a literature review (direct references 
to other scholarly studies) in a nonscholarly publication.

• Explanation of methodology: Journal articles explain the methods used 
to analyze evidence and/or data and indicate which resources were used 
to draw conclusions.

• Footnotes and endnotes: Most international relations journal articles 
suitable for literature reviews contain footnotes or endnotes.

• Bibliography: Scholarly journal articles contain a bibliography or refer-
ence list. Magazines and newspapers rarely do. Trade publications sel-
dom contain them.

• Date of publication: Scholarly journals are usually published monthly, 
quarterly, or biannually and usually have a volume or issue number coin-
ciding with the time of year released. Newspapers and magazines are 
usually published daily, weekly, or monthly.

Identifying Scholarly Journals

If you are unsure whether or not a publication in hard copy would be con-
sidered a scholarly journal, look for these features of scholarly publications.

• Most scholarly journals limit advertising to only ads from other 
publishers.

• Near the front of a scholarly publication is a list of editorial board 
advisors (most of whom have university affiliations), along with pub-
lication standards.

• Pagination continues from one issue of a journal to the next issue.
• Volume numbers are used to identify each year of the publication.



Scholarly Literature and the Literature Review 51

Peer-Reviewed Books

Books about politics are some of the most widely purchased nonfiction books 
available in bookstores today. You should be careful, however, about the deci-
sion to include books in the literature review section of your research paper. 
Many of the books you find in popular bookstores are written for a general 
audience and contain interesting information about politics, but because 
they do not discuss specific studies, they often are not suitable for inclusion 
(remember, your task when conducting your literature review is to evalu-
ate research on your topic, not information that builds general knowledge). 
The inclusion of books in your literature review must also be done carefully 
because not all books on political topics go through the process of academic 
peer review. Books subjected to critical peer-reviews before publication are 
appropriate for inclusion in your literature review but figuring out whether a 
book has gone through such a review requires scrutiny.

In general, college and university libraries are careful about the types of 
books selected for their collections, favoring peer-reviewed publications over 
those that are not. Peer-reviewed books can be used in literature reviews, 
but the information in any book must be carefully assessed given most books 
are written with multiple audiences in mind. You can draw some conclu-
sions about whether a book is peer-reviewed by considering who published 
it. University presses, as well as many other reputable commercial publish-
ers, follow academic standards for peer-review. College or university libraries 
often limit their selections to this type of publisher. If in doubt, check with 
your university librarian or your professor to help you assess whether a par-
ticular book would be a suitable resource for your literature review.

Should you decide to use a book in your literature review, you will need 
to determine if the thesis of the book aligns with your dependent variable –  
keeping in mind that you should not be using book information in your lit-
erature review the same way you use book information in your introduction 
or for background information. When including peer-reviewed books in 
your literature review, it is best to choose those that thematically align with 
your dependent variable.

Edited Books

One type of book with which you may not be familiar is the edited book 
composed of work by numerous authors. The same standards for books 
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by a single author apply to these edited books, but edited books are often 
more useful in literature reviews than monographs. One reason is that few 
edited books in international relations are published for a general audience. 
This means that you will not have to sift through the volume to find the 
information relevant to your research project. Secondly, edited books found 
in university and college libraries generally have undergone some form of 
peer-review prior to publication. Finally, edited books are thematic, with an 
interconnection among the chapters. This means you will likely find many 
chapters in a single book that will apply to your project. Do not hesitate 
to reference several or all chapters from an edited book in your literature 
review. (See Chapter 12 for how to cite a chapter within an edited book.)

Electronic Sources

University and college libraries have large databases available online where 
you can access academic resources electronically. These databases pro-
vide resources that are different from information that you access through 
any commercial internet search engine. If you use electronic resources not 
associated with your university library, you should be extremely careful in 
determining the reliability of these resources. Although you will find an abun-
dance of information on the internet that may apply to your research project, 
resources found online are generally not suitable literature review sources. 
Information from organizations should not be included in the literature 
review for your study. This is primarily because most organizations post data 
or research summaries but not the actual studies themselves, and much of 
the research posted on organizations’ websites has not been subjected to the 
peer-review process. Stick to the actual write-ups of studies by other scholars 
for your literature review.

How to Search the Literature

Few scholarly journal articles can be found through the popular, public inter-
net search engines such as Google, Yahoo!, and Bing. You are more likely 
to locate the types of journal articles best suited for a college-level research 
project by using the databases and reference books available through your 
institution’s library, but Google Scholar can also be quite helpful. You can find 
books in a similar way.
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Finding Scholarly Journal Articles

Colleges and university libraries now provide access to indexes in electronic 
form online. Your library will likely have an online research guide that can 
direct you to relevant databases and indexes. If not, the first thing you should 
do when looking for suitable sources is to familiarize yourself with your 
library’s home page and look at the databases or indexes available to you. If 
you cannot find any or don’t know where to look, ask the reference librarian 
for help. Specifically, you want to find those databases that will guide you 
to scholarly articles and information in the social sciences because political 
science and international relations are classified as social sciences. JSTOR is 
a very popular research database that allows you to search by discipline and 
obtain full-text copies of the scholarly articles you find. You can click on a 
box (under advanced searching) to limit your search to only political science 
journals. If you do not have access to JSTOR, you can use another academic 
search database. Examples include EBSCOhost, INFOTRAC, and ProQuest. 
Your reference librarian or professor can suggest alternative databases to 
start your search. Most academic search engines also allow you to limit your 
search to refereed or scholarly journals.

Google Scholar (http://scholar.google.com) can be an excellent tool 
for finding scholarly sources and many students begin their research there. 
Google Scholar is different from a regular Google search because it searches 
mostly scholarly sources. (You will still need to verify whether or not any 
given source fits the definition of scholarly source that your professor is 
using.) The search results on any given topic can be sorted by date or rel-
evance, and you can narrow your search results by date. Google Scholar has a 
number of excellent features that can help you in your research. You can save 
citations, get a citation for the source in a number of different formats, see 
other citations of the source, see related articles, and see other versions of the 
source. Clicking on “Cited by #” will take you to a list of other sources that 
cite the source you have found. This may help you find many more sources 
for your research project. Google Scholar may also give a link on the right to 
the PDF version of the article or will let you know whether you can access the 
source via your library databases. If you cannot access a source that you find, 
many libraries also have interlibrary loan (ILL) services that for little or no 
fee will send you copies of journal articles not available at your institution or 
online. This type of service, however, often takes a couple of weeks. To take 
advantage of ILL services, you must start your literature review long before 
your paper’s due date.

http://scholar.google.com
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Keeping an Online Search Manageable

Search Subtopics, Not Topics

General topics will always return more citations than you could possibly 
want. Before starting your search, identify a number of subtopics related 
to your research interest.

Limit Subtopics by Discipline and Dates

If a subtopic search yields far too many articles, limit your search to that 
subtopic, but modify your search by looking at articles only from interna-
tional relations journals. You can also try limiting your subtopic search to 
a ten-year period and reducing the number of years depending on how 
many articles are found.

Search by Library of Congress Headings

Libraries have reference books listing the Library of Congress subject 
headings. Searching under a subject heading related to your topic is 
crucial to finding useful information.

Use Boolean Operators

Boolean operators are simply words used to modify your topic to make 
your online search more specific to your needs. Most search engines use 

Table 3.1 Google Scholar Symbols and Uses

Symbol Use

Star Save the citation to your own library

Quotation 
mark

Gives you the citation for the source in a number of 
different formats (including MLA, APA, Chicago, Harvard, 
and Vancouver).

NOTE: You must check the formatting because sometimes 
it is not complete.

Cited by # Allows you to see who has cited the source you have found.

Related articles Gives you a list of other scholarly sources that are related.

All # versions Gives you different versions of the source.
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some Boolean operators but not necessarily all of them. Here is a list of 
the major operators.

• AND: When used between search terms, this operator tells the com-
puter that both terms must apply to the articles returned by the search.

• OR: This operator usually increases the number of articles you get 
in a search because it tells the computer you would be happy with 
articles discussing either one of the topic keywords that the OR sits 
between. It can be helpful if a topic is sometimes discussed under 
different titles, such as “global warming” or “climate change.”

• NOT: This helps you narrow a search to a subtopic when one group 
of articles dominates another. For example, most articles you will 
find on campaign finance are associated with campaign finance 
reform. If you want articles on campaign finance but not on reform, 
indicate this with an operator: “campaign finance NOT reform.”

• *: Not all search engines allow the asterisk operator, but if your search 
engine does, it can be very handy. The asterisk operator tells the 
computer to search for articles with any derivative of the word that 
contains the asterisk. For example, using the search word “enviro*,” 
you would find articles containing the words environ, environment, 
environmental, environmentalist, environmentally. As another exam-
ple, you can locate the following terms in articles by using the search 
term “wom*”: woman, women, woman’s, women’s, womanly.

• NEAR: This operator is especially helpful for narrowing your search 
when your topic includes commonly used words such as “climate 
change.” You could search using “climate AND change,” but that 
would not necessarily get you articles on global climate change. 
Rather, you would get articles on climate with a reference somewhere 
in the article to the word “change,” but they could be totally unre-
lated to climate change. By using “climate NEAR change” you will 
get articles where these words are probably used in the same sen-
tence. This is far more likely to give you the type of articles you want.

Literature review searches are nonlinear. There is no specific path for 
finding sources related to your topic. One reason is that many scholarly 
journals have overlapping themes. For example, ethnic conflict could just 
as easily fall within the publishing guidelines of a journal covering interna-
tional law as it could be found in a journal on international organizations or 
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conflict management. Therefore, we cannot give you specific roadmaps that 
can easily take you to all the articles you will need for your literature review. 
But we can give you some tips.

The best advice for conducting research on the scholarly literature is to 
rely on the work of others as your guide. For the literature review, begin by 
conducting a search using standard search techniques, with the initial goal 
of finding a journal article that is very closely related to your broad topic – 
through JSTOR, for example. If you find an article that is closely related, you 
can employ techniques that will help you find additional resources through 
what we call backward mapping and forward mapping.

• Backward mapping: Most journal articles are heavily weighted with 
references to other authors’ works. This practice of giving credit to 
all related studies and carefully documenting the sources of infor-
mation can be used to help you find the information you need. To 
backward map, find one good journal article closely related to your 
study. This article will have its own literature review and a bibliogra-
phy of sources. Use the bibliography from this article as your search 
guide. Follow up on all sources that appear related to your depend-
ent variable. The articles you find using this article can then be used 
for additional backward mapping to find more articles.

• Forward mapping: You can get a good idea of a given article’s 
importance to the field of international relations by using Google 
Scholar. This resource will provide you with a list of scholarly sources 
that cite a particular article. This is important in determining the cur-
rent value of a study or theory that may be fairly old. If scholars 
continue to cite a work many years or even decades after its initial 
publication, it is likely to be a seminal article with valuable informa-
tion that you should include in your literature review. Forward map-
ping will also help you find additional sources by identifying other 
studies related to the same article.

While you can access a good number of journals online in full-text form, in 
some cases an abstract will be available but not the entire article. Citing an 
abstract is insufficient. You will need to obtain a full copy of the article if you 
include it in your research paper and should cite information found in the 
article itself, not just the abstract. Do not limit your literature review to only arti-
cles that can be accessed online. There is also great utility in viewing the entire 
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journal in which you find a valuable article. Many journals have entire issues 
focused on a single topic, which may lead you to related articles that did not 
show up in your original search.

Searching for Scholarly Books

Although the bulk of your literature review will be conducted by reading 
scholarly journal articles, you should also look for scholarly books on your 
topic. The first place to start is your university or college library’s catalog to 
discover which books are available where you are. Second, some libraries 
maintain cooperative agreements with other area libraries so that you may 
be able to order books from these libraries via your library website. Finally, 
as mentioned above, almost all college and university libraries participate in 
broader interlibrary loan (ILL) arrangements. Through ILL you can order 
books that are not in your own library but can be sent to you in a matter 
of days or a few weeks. To find books that you may want to order via ILL, 
you can use WorldCat, which many university libraries have access to online. 
Search via WorldCat, note the citations you are interested in, and order these 
works through ILL if they are unavailable in your own library. Make sure you 
understand any restrictions on ILL at your institution. Sometimes there are 
restrictions on the number of books you can order via ILL, for example.

Using a Review of the Literature to Shape  
Your Project

As you begin your search in the IR literature, you will quickly see whether or 
not you need to narrow your “what” question or broad topic. Some topics in 
international relations have been studied far more than others. For instance, 
the topic of ethnic conflict has been widely studied, and if you plug this topic 
into a search engine, you will get far more articles than you will have time 
to read and far more than necessary for inclusion. In contrast, if your topic is 
women and guerrilla war, you will find fewer related research articles. Your 
course professor will likely establish the number of articles you should include 
in your literature review. If you have a topic on which there is little published 
scholarship available, perhaps only a dozen articles, the decision about which 
articles to choose becomes easy. You discuss them all. But if you have chosen 
a topic on which there is a vast amount of published research (dozens of arti-
cles), you will need to narrow the focus of your topic to a particular aspect. 
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Deciding how to narrow a topic may be a bit overwhelming when there are 
50 articles on your topic and your professor asked you to choose only a dozen.

One way to think about a literature review is to think of it as a description 
of a conversation taking place among scholars – written communication about 
individual research projects. Imagine scholars getting together to discuss their 
work in person. If you invited scholars writing about women and guerilla war 
to attend a meeting, you could probably fit all the scholars in a relatively small 
room for a face-to-face conversation. Yet if everyone writing on the topic of 
ethnic conflict were to attend such a meeting, there would be so many schol-
ars present that you would need a large room, and the conversation likely 
would be so diverse that scholars would self-divide into groups, with scholars 
entering into discussions with other scholars who conduct similar research.

Taking this analogy a bit further, in a room full of scholars who study eth-
nic conflict, you might find a group discussing how conflicts begin. Another 
group may be involved in a lengthy discussion of the factors that explain why 
ethnic conflicts last for a short period of time or a long period of time. A third 
group may be arguing about the conditions under which third-party interven-
tion will increase the likelihood of conflict resolution. A fourth group may be 
discussing particular types of ethnic conflict. A fifth group may be focusing on 
different theoretical perspectives (see Chapter 1) and explanations of ethnic 
conflict. These are all conversations about ethnic conflict, but they are sub-
level conversations about specific aspects of the topic.

Within these sublevel conversations, you would find that scholars study sim-
ilar but seldom the same cases. For instance, of those discussing how conflicts 
begin, some would talk about research they did on the origination of ethnic con-
flicts in Africa, while others might discuss the origination of ethnic conflicts in 
Europe. Others might have conducted studies comparing the origin of conflict 
when groups are of different sizes. In other words, the scholars would discuss 
different cases, but all the studies they discuss would be related in some way.

A literature review for a question-based research paper describes the con-
versation that would take place among scholars who have conducted research 
related to your topic. If you have chosen a topic that has not been studied 
much, the conversation will be small, and you should describe this entire con-
versation in your paper. If you have chosen a topic that is widely studied, 
there will be many, many articles on the topic, representing a conversation 
among scholars in which many sublevel conversations are taking place. To 
make both your project and your literature review manageable, you should 
narrow your research question so that it ties into one of the sublevel conversa-
tions. For instance, if you began with “What factors explain ethnic conflicts?” 
you would need to narrow the focus of your question to reflect a sublevel 
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discussion and then choose resources from your search efforts that are related 
to your new, narrower question. See Figure 3.1 for examples.

Because journal articles will be your most important and useful resource 
for your literature review, we discuss them a bit further in the next section.

How to Read Scholarly Journal Articles

Scholarly journals are written specifically for academics, which means the 
language used in these journals is often more technical than what is typically 
found in newspapers and magazines. Do not be put off by this. Even though 
you may not understand the more sophisticated mathematical equations or 
regression tables sometimes found in scholarly articles, you do have the skills 
to identify the question(s) being asked by the authors, the variables they are 
interested in, the findings they present, and the theoretical frame (or frames) 
that is most associated with their approach. When you sit down with a jour-
nal article, first find the answers to the following questions.

• With what research question did the author(s) start the study?
This may not be clearly stated but will be implied in the abstract or the 

introduction. Sometimes you might need to read the author’s literature 
review to figure this out, but usually you can determine the question in 

Original question:
What factors explain ethnic con�icts?

Sublevel revised questions:

What factors What factors What conditions What factors
explain the explain the facilitate explain the
origins of duration of successful resolution of

ethnic ethnic third-party ethnic
con�icts? con�icts? intervention in con�icts

ending ethnic in emerging
con�icts? democracies?

Figure 3.1 Narrowing a Research Question to Fit the Literature
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the early pages of the publication. We suggest you try and write out the 
study’s question in a “what format:”

What factors affect . . .?
Under what conditions does . . . affect . . .?

• What is the study’s dependent variable?
Once you figure out the research question, you will know the depend-

ent variable. Make sure that you take notes on how the author defines 
the dependent variable. (Remember: the dependent variable is what the 
study seeks to understand.)

Examples:

What factors best explain voter turnout in Iraq?
Dependent variable: voter turnout in Iraq

What factors best explain civil conflict in Chechnya?
Dependent variable: civil conflict in Chechnya

• What independent variables are explored in the study?
You should maintain one list that contains all the independent varia-

bles found in all articles you read. Next to each independent variable, note 
which authors discuss this variable and how they define it. (Remember: 
independent variables are factors that affect the dependent variable.) 
For example, voter turnout could be a study’s dependent variable. 
Independent variables for a study on voter turnout might include 1) type 
of campaign, 2) weather on voting day, and 3) voter registration changes.

• What general conclusions did the researcher(s) reach regarding the connection 
between the study’s dependent and independent variables?

Sometimes researchers find that there is no connection between the 
chosen dependent and independent variables. Such results are equally as 
important as findings that show connections. We suggest that you list 
each independent variable and beside each independent variable, sum-
marize the research finding for that variable.

• What theoretical perspective(s) in IR is most closely associated with the question 
asked, variables selected, and conclusions reached by the author?

You should reflect on the broad assumptions about international rela-
tions made by the author, and how these ideas shape the author’s choice 
of question and variables. Here you should note the concepts empha-
sized in the article, as well as the agents/actors that were highlighted in 
the study. You can also reflect on whether the author’s conclusions sup-
port or challenge a particular theoretical framework.
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To provide some examples of this process, we read three IR journal 
articles and identified our answers to these questions; see the shaded box 
below.

Examining Journal Articles

Example 1

Hemmer, Christopher, and Peter J. Katzenstein. 2002. Why is there no 
NATO in Asia? Collective identity, regionalism, and the origins of multi-
nationalism. International Organization 56 (Summer): 575–607.

• The “what” question: What factors shape the structure of security 
arrangements between the United States and Southeast Asia?

• The dependent and independent variables:

DV:  The U.S. choice of bilateral (rather than multilateral) secu-
rity arrangements

IV1: Great power status

IV2: Desire for efficient responses to threats

IV3: Regional identity

• The conclusion/thesis: The United States saw Southeast Asia as 
part of an alien political community and chose bilateral security 
arrangements because of the United States’ great power status, 
desire for efficient responses to threats, and regional identity in the 
1940s and 1950s.

• The theoretical frame: The use of concepts like construction, shared 
identity, norms, and social factors in analyzing the preferences of 
state actors suggests the influence of the constructivist perspective, 
though the authors’ conclusions also incorporate realist and liberal 
ideas. The authors argue that no single theoretical perspective can 
adequately account for the DV.

Example 2

Liberman, Peter. 2001. The rise and fall of the South African bomb. 
International Security 26 (Fall): 45–87.
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• The “what” question: What factors led to the South African deci-
sion to dismantle its nuclear weapons program in 1990–1991?

• The dependent and independent variables:

DV:  South Africa’s decision to dismantle its nuclear weapons 
program

IV1: Security incentives

IV2: Organizational politics

IV3: International pressure

• The conclusion/thesis: South Africa’s decision to dismantle its 
nuclear weapons program in 1990–1991, after its building of such 
weapons in the 1970s and 1980s, was influenced by security incen-
tives, organizational politics, and international pressure.

• The theoretical frame: The article incorporates both realist and lib-
eral perspectives on security. The author’s examination of the secu-
rity environment, diplomatic relations, and international pressure 
as factors in state decision making reflect the influence of a realist 
frame, but the analysis of organizational politics inside of the state 
incorporates the liberal perspective on the importance of examining 
regimes/domestic politics.

Example 3

Press, Daryl G. 2001. The myth of air power in the Persian Gulf War and 
the future of warfare. International Security 26 (Fall): 5–45.

• The “what” question: What factors explain the U.S. and British vic-
tory in the first Gulf War?

• The dependent and independent variables:

DV: U.S. and British Gulf War victory

IV1: Air power

IV2: Superiority of coalition ground troops

IV3: Iraqi poor timing
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• The conclusion/thesis: Air power was “neither sufficient nor necessary” 
in the U.S. and British victory in the first Gulf War, as the superiority of 
coalition ground troops and poor timing greatly affected the victory.

• The theoretical frame: The author’s focus on the military power of 
state actors and examination of the defensive and offensive capabili-
ties of different instruments of military power reflect the adoption of 
a realist paradigm.

Note how systematically the information from the journal articles exam-
ined in the above examples is documented. For each journal article you need 
to note the full citation, the research question, the dependent variable, each 
independent variable the authors addressed, the study’s findings for these 
variables, and the theoretical perspective(s) incorporated by the author. We 
suggest you place the information from each journal article on separate pieces 
of paper or on separate note cards. This will allow you to group, match, and 
decide how best to discuss various articles when it comes time to write the 
literature review section of your own paper. You should also consider using 
this method for other sources under consideration for your review as well 
(i.e. edited book chapters, peer-reviewed books).

How do you know when you are finished with your research in the schol-
arly literature? Unfortunately, there is no good answer to this question. In 
general, you are well along in your research when you begin to recognize 
the names of authors and can group your sources by subtopics and inde-
pendent variables.

Your course instructor will likely provide you with guidelines for how 
many sources she or he wants you to include in your project. Your profes-
sor may even want you to limit your search to selected journals. Therefore, 
we suggest that you clarify this aspect of your paper with your professor. If 
the number of sources in your literature review is up to you, remember that 
literature research is only one part of your project, so you should budget your 
time wisely. We suggest that approximately one-third of the time you devote 
to your project should be spent developing your literature review. The next 
chapter describes how to choose the case or cases for your paper and how to 
collect evidence about your case(s).
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Frequently Asked Questions

“I am having difficulty finding enough journal articles for my literature review. What 
should I do?”

• Every article you find has the potential to lead you to dozens of other articles. 
Take one of the articles you have found and identify through its citations other 
journal articles.

• Plug your dependent variable into Google Scholar as a search term or search 
phrase.

• Many journals publish volumes by theme. Locate a specific journal that you 
know has published at least one article on your topic. Open volumes within that 
journal and read the titles and/or abstracts from each issue. If you find a title that 
looks like it matches, find the article and use it to backward and forward map.

• Authors often publish in the same area of research for many years. Search for 
other articles by the author of one of the articles you have already found.

“I found too many articles. How do I know which ones to use and which ones not 
to use?”

• Stick to articles that are most closely related to your specific research question.
• Divide your articles into groups according to common variables, common 

methodologies, time period, and so on. Then limit your choice of articles to 
one to three groups, depending on how many articles your professor would like 
you to use.

• Focus on articles that discuss independent variables that you would like to 
explore in your study.

• The number of times an article is cited by other scholars is considered one meas-
ure of an article’s importance to the field. If you have too many articles, use 
Google Scholar to see how many times each article has been cited by others. You 
may then want to select only (or most) of your articles based on the number of 
times the article has been cited by other scholars.

“Some articles contain mathematical equations and tables that I do not understand. 
How should I approach these?”

• Recognize that you can identify and understand the research question, variables, 
and conclusions even if the math is above your level. Authors use words as well 
as numbers.

• Some terms are easy to understand.
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 − Large-n study means that the number of cases is large and suitable for 
quantitative (or statistical) analysis.

 − Models attempt to simplify our understanding of how variables relate to 
each other. Scholars can then use a large number of cases to test the sound-
ness of those models.

 − A significant result in a statistical analysis means that a result is not likely to 
have occurred by chance. Most large-n studies are concerned with the level 
of significance. Common levels are 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent. 
For example, a level of 1 percent means there is a 1 percent possibility that 
the result is due to chance. The lower the significance level, the stronger the 
relationship. You may see such text as “*p < .1, **p < .05, ***p < .01” at the 
bottom of some tables. The asterisks next to numbers in the table designate 
their particular levels of significance.

Exercises for Chapter 3

1. Use the Library of Congress subject heading listings to develop a list of five 
possible search terms for your dependent variable.

2. Find ten scholarly articles on your dependent variable.
3. Choose three scholarly articles, and for each one, identify its “what” question, 

dependent variable, independent variables, and conclusions.
4. Make a list of all the independent variables you find in five scholarly articles 

about your dependent variable.



4Project Definition and 
Systematic Investigation

Chapters 1–3 described how to begin a question-based research project in 
international relations. Chapter 1 examined how to incorporate IR theory 
into your research. Chapter 2 covered choosing and researching a topic (your 
dependent variable) and developing a “what” question to guide your research 
project. This research question guides the exploration of the cause-and-effect 
relationships among a set of factors (independent variables) and your depend-
ent variable. Chapter 3 explained how to conduct a preliminary literature 
review in international relations. A literature review allows you to identify 
potentially important independent variables and to understand the conclu-
sions reached by other scholars.

In this chapter, we’ll talk about the next step, which is to set up a research 
roadmap – called a research design – to guide your specific project. A research 
design sets out how you will systematically organize your research process 
and how you will collect information and analyze it. High-quality research 
includes precise definitions and clear measures for observations. This chapter 
will explain how to set up and conduct research in this way.

There are numerous approaches to IR research. While all are question-
based, there are various ways to go about finding the answer to your question. 
This text teaches you how to use a case-based approach to answering your 
research question. We chose this approach not because it is superior to other 
methodological forms of research but because a case-based approach is one of 
the best approaches for learning conceptual and analytical skills, and because 
many IR scholars use this methodology. Case-based research allows you to 
look at the complexities of specific cases and can yield interesting findings that 
contribute important knowledge to the field of international relations.
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A case is an event, issue, policy, or circumstance that you will study. 
A case-based research approach is based on the systematic gathering and 
comparison of evidence in one or more cases to answer a narrowly defined 
question. Your specific project involves choosing a framework that iden-
tifies one or more cases to incorporate into your research question. You 
will then trace the role of specific independent variables in explaining the 
outcome of your case. This approach favors precision over scope through 
narrowly designed projects that explore a limited number of variables in 
one or more cases.

This chapter describes how to:

• choose appropriate independent variables and hypotheses
• choose a case or cases
• conduct research on (and measure/evaluate) the variables you have chosen

Your research goal now is to answer your “what” question by using a specific 
case or cases to draw conclusions about the relationships among variables. 
Before we talk about how to proceed with these activities of case-based 
research, we briefly discuss two project frameworks researchers can use 
within this approach.

Project Frameworks

Researchers use a variety of approaches when developing their projects. Here 
we focus our attention on two project frameworks applicable to question-
based research papers. These frameworks are meant to give you starting 
points for the development of analytical thinking, research, and writing in 
international relations.

• A single-case-based research project focuses on one case and the rela-
tionship between a dependent variable and a set of independent variables 
and hypotheses identified in the scholarly literature.

Example question: What factors affected the outbreak of  ethnic con-
flict in the former Yugoslavia in 1991–1992?

Dependent variable: Outbreak of  ethnic conflict

Case: Yugoslavia in 1991–1992

• A comparative-case-based research project (comparing cases) focuses 
on two or more cases and the relationship between a single dependent 
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variable and independent variables identified in the scholarly literature 
and in your own hypotheses.

Example question: What factors affected the outbreak of  ethnic con-
flict in the former Yugoslavia in 1991–1992 and the outbreak of  
ethnic conflict in Rwanda in 1994?

Dependent variable: Outbreak of  ethnic conflict

Cases: Yugoslavia in 1991–1992 and Rwanda in 1994

Information about when to choose each framework will be discussed when 
we address how to select cases.

Choosing Independent Variables and Hypotheses

The first step in choosing independent variables is to go back to your notes 
from your review of the scholarly literature and your list of the independ-
ent variables (or factors) that scholars have found to be important to an 
explanation of your topic. (See Chapter 3.) Remember to be mindful of the 
relationship between the factors that you identify and the theoretical perspec-
tives identified in Chapter 1. Your list may be very long, containing ten or 
more different variables. It will be very difficult to do research on all of these 
variables, so you will need to choose a shorter list of variables to explore in 
your study.

Let’s use this “what” question for our example: “What factors affect the 
outbreak of ethnic conflict?” After conducting a review of the scholarly lit-
erature, we came up with the following list of independent variables that are 
thought to affect, influence, or cause the outbreak of ethnic conflict:

• a weak national government
• border/boundary questions
• leadership promotion of ethnic identification
• an economic downturn
• outside political support
• outside economic support
• outside military support

One way to narrow the list is to come up with hypotheses or reasoned poten-
tial explanations. You can develop hypotheses in two main ways. First, you 
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may find hypotheses discussed in the scholarly literature that you would like 
to test in a new case or cases. Second, you may develop hypotheses of your 
own based on variables you believe will most likely answer your research 
question. Keep in mind that the hypothesis that you choose to test, or the 
potential explanation that you decide to evaluate, will position your project 
in relation to one or more IR theories. You want this choice to be intentional 
and well considered. In our example, you might set out the following two 
hypotheses, which are grounded in different theoretical perspectives:

H1  An increase in outside military support for opposing sides and the 
existence of border/boundary disputes will lead to the outbreak of 
ethnic conflict.

H2  A leader’s promotion of ethnic identification, coupled with an eco-
nomic downturn, will lead to ethnic conflict.

The following independent variables are included here:

• outside military support
• existence of border/boundary disputes
• leader’s promotion of ethnic identification
• economic downturn

You now can look for evidence to test whether or not your hypotheses are 
supported in the case(s) you choose. Also note that the hypotheses are set out 
in general terms. That is, you could test these hypotheses across any number 
of cases of ethnic conflict. And that is what political scientists try to do: they 
try to make general characterizations about the relationships among variables 
that can be applied to many cases.

Choosing Cases for Research

Once you have a question with a clear dependent variable and hypotheses that 
set out your tentative explanations, your project will take shape after you 
can choose a case or cases to study. That is, through a decision process, you can  
select one or more events, issues, policies, or circumstances to help you explore 
your research question. We know that no two situations in international 
relations are ever exactly alike. Therefore, you can expand the general under-
standing of political phenomena by exploring how independent variables 
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affect a dependent variable in a new case or across cases. Think of cases as 
units of comparison for your dependent variable. If your “what” question asks 
about the outbreak of ethnic conflict, your cases will be examples of ethnic 
conflict. If your “what” question asks about a type of policy decision, your 
cases will be examples of such policies. Your dependent variable is your first 
guide to choosing a case or cases. These cases can be conflicts, crises, treaties, 
the actions of several decision makers, types of policies, or any other plausible 
comparable entity. It all depends on the question you are asking.

You should know a lot about your dependent variable already, and you 
should define it using information found in the scholarly literature or in your 
textbook. If, for example, your “what” question is “What factors affect the 
outbreak of ethnic conflict?” you need to find a definition for ethnic conflict. 
Here, again, you can rely on the work of scholars. Goldstein, for example, 
defines ethnic conflict as conflict between “large groups of people who share 
ancestral, language, cultural, or religious ties and a common identity” (2003, 
545). If you have identified more than one definition in the scholarly literature, 
you will want to make clear to yourself (and to anyone reading your research) 
which definition you will use, and why. (See the section on operationaliza-
tion, below.) The next step is to make a list of those violent conflicts that 
would fall under your definition. You can use a number of sources, including 
almanacs, yearbooks, reference volumes, and online government resources, 
to help you choose cases.

Where to Look for Potential Cases

Here are some sources that can help you compile a list of potential cases 
to use for your research project.

• Your textbook
• Scholarly literature

− Some scholarly articles contain listings of particular groups of 
cases (e.g., war, conflict, crises, particular negotiations, etc.).

− Some scholarly websites contain databases you can search.

• Websites of reputable international organizations, such as U.N. inter-
governmental organizations and nongovernmental organizations

• Websites of government agencies, such as the U.S. State Department
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• Reference books, such as almanacs and books that contain useful 
listings (of wars, conflicts, etc.)

You can find more specific information, including particular websites and 
print sources, in Part II.

After you have a list of potential cases, you will choose one or more cases 
(see Table 4.1). One option is to choose a critical case with which to test your 
hypotheses. A critical case is one that scholars suggest is historically impor-
tant. If you are studying ethnic conflict, you may choose to study Rwanda 
because scholars have noted the scale of the violence and duration of the con-
flict. The most rigorous single-case analyses test hypotheses of other scholars, 
preferably those hypotheses that focus on different variables or theories. One 
example is a single-case study that tests whether realist or liberal theories offer 
more explanatory power.

Another option is to choose two cases across which you test your hypoth-
eses. Here you have a number of alternatives. One is to choose cases that 
have similar outcomes and to test whether specific independent variables play 
similar roles in producing those outcomes. A second alternative involves com-
parisons of cases before and after an important independent variable changes. 
Finally, you may choose to compare cases with different outcomes to see if 
specific independent variables play a role in determining the outcomes. The 
important point to remember is that you will be comparing the same inde-
pendent variables (as set out in your hypotheses) across both cases.

For example, suppose you are interested in explaining large-scale ethnic 
conflict. You may choose the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda as your cases. 
Both countries have experienced extremely high levels of violence. These cases 
allow you to compare ethnic conflicts during similar time periods but in differ-
ent geographic locations. There is also a considerable amount of data available 
on these two conflicts. If you were interested in conflicts in Africa, you might 
pair Rwanda with Somalia or the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Reminder: Make sure that the combination of cases and independent vari-
ables you choose differs somehow from what you found in the literature you 
have read. (You do not want to redo the exact same research design as some-
one else.) For example, it is okay if you found an article on conflict in Rwanda 
and Somalia, but make sure your research design adds something new by 
focusing on different independent variables or different hypotheses.
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Information Availability

The availability of information you will need for your research is not a 
trivial issue. You must have access to information to complete your pro-
ject. The reliability of the results that emerge from the comparative-case 
analysis approach is directly related to how careful and systematic the 
researcher is in gathering and comparing information and data about 
a case or cases. Many non-industrialized countries lack the resources to 
gather and publish data commonly available from wealthier countries; 
some societies are less open and restrict public access to some informa-
tion. It is wise to select a case or cases for your project about which you’ll 
be likely to find plenty of information. To help you find data, we include 
in Part II a list of sources on international relations.

Table 4.1 Choosing Cases

Option Purpose

Choose one 
case

To assess competing hypotheses from the scholarly literature, 
preferably those that focus on different variables or theories

Choose one 
case

To explore a critical case, i.e., a case that falls outside of 
our theoretical understanding of political phenomena or has 
qualities that look highly different than other similar cases

Choose two 
or more cases

To compare cases with similar outcomes to see if specific 
independent variables play similar roles

Choose two 
or more cases

To compare cases before and after an important 
independent variable changes

Choose two 
or more cases

To compare cases with different outcomes to see if specific 
independent variables play a role in determining the different 
outcomes

This brings us to a final point about choosing cases and your research 
design. You must make sure that you have thought about and specified the 
parameters of your cases. For example, choose specific time periods as well 
as, in our example, specific ethnic conflicts. Suppose your “what” question 
is “What factors affect third-party intervention in civil wars?” You cannot 
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possibly systematically study every intervention. You may choose to focus 
on one or two American interventions within a particular time period, per-
haps in the post-Cold War era, or United Nations interventions in Africa 
during the 1990s. This narrows your question considerably and makes evi-
dence and/or data that much easier to collect, organize, and analyze.

Once you have chosen a case or cases for your project, you have accom-
plished two necessary tasks. First, you have defined parameters that make 
your project original. Second, you have further narrowed the scope of your 
project to a more manageable level. Figure 4.1 presents an overview of our 
example research project after completing these tasks.

Defining and Operationalizing Your Variables

You are now ready to operationalize your variables. Operationalization 
is the process used in the social sciences to define variables in terms of 

Figure 4.1 Research Project Overview
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observable properties. Without the clear definition of terms, readers and 
researchers may not have a common understanding of what is being studied. 
The researcher is responsible for making sure that all aspects of the study are 
clear and replication of the study is possible.

For example, if you look at the list of variables in Figure 4.1, you might 
wonder what the researcher means by “outside military support.” Would the 
presence of outside military advisors count as military support? Or does the 
researcher consider only the transfer of equipment and money to be outside 
military support? How might the researcher define a border dispute? A leader’s 
promotion of ethnic identification? An economic downturn? You need to ask 
and answer these types of questions for all your variables. All operationaliza-
tion decisions should be clear enough for the reader to replicate the study.

Although the operationalization of variables may seem like a fairly straight-
forward task, it actually involves a number of decisions that will have important 
consequences for the study because social scientists often conceptualize and 
measure the same variables differently. In most cases, IR researchers turn 
to the relevant literature for assistance in establishing definitions and meas-
urements among cases, and we encourage you to do the same. A researcher 
would likely find several different definitions of military support and would use 
discretion in deciding which definition to adopt. Moreover, the definitions that 
you consider might derive from different theoretical frameworks: For exam-
ple, the term “hegemony” means one thing to a realist and quite another to a 
Marxist/critical theorist, and poststructuralists and liberals have very different 
concepts in mind when they talk about “power.” Definitional decisions must 
be defended in the final paper, so you should choose a definition with care. We 
encourage you, whenever possible, to use measurements found in your text-
book or in the scholarly literature. (That is one reason we suggested in Chapter 
3 that you take notes on definitions while doing your literature review.)

There are several important things to keep in mind when you operational-
ize your variables. The first is that your measurements can be quantitative 
or qualitative. Quantitative measures involve numbers; for example, the 
number of dollars spent, the gross domestic product, the number of military 
personnel. Qualitative measures involve the assessment of qualities, charac-
teristics, or relations that are not quantified. Examples include assessments 
of narrative, such as the tone of a leader’s speeches over time or the level of 
racist pronouncements. Even when using qualitative measures, you must be 
clear about how you arrive at your measure or assessment.

The second thing to keep in mind is that what you count and how you 
count it matters. Although the use of reliable data will not always yield reli-
able results, the use of unreliable data will always yield unreliable results. 
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Choose your sources for data collection carefully. We recommend that 
you use data from library reference materials or from government sources 
whenever possible. Use extreme caution when acquiring data from non-
governmental sources on the internet.

The third point we wish to make is that even if you use reliable resources 
for your data, you might still err if you are inconsistent and unsystematic in 
your calculations and comparisons. For instance, if you compared the gross 
national product of Canada and the United States but used a Canadian source 
for one figure and a U.S. source for the other, and then failed to convert the 
Canadian currency to the U.S. dollar equivalency (or vice versa), your com-
parison would be incorrect.

Common Consistency Errors

Be careful with your calculations and comparisons so you can avoid the 
following types of errors:

• Collecting some data in hectare measurements, some in acres
• Making some area calculations in square kilometers, others in square 

miles
• Comparing data based on different scales, such as deaths per 1,000 

births compared with deaths per 100,000 births
• Not converting national consumption rates to per capita rates
• Using both Celsius and Fahrenheit measurements in comparisons 

without making conversions
• Comparing the mean average to the median average
• Not including inflation rates in comparisons of income or economic 

data over time

One more example will explain operationalization further. Suppose you 
are interested in the factors that affect whether or not a country joins a 
particular type of international organization. You may find in the scholarly 
literature that some scholars argue that a country’s level of economic devel-
opment will affect this. How would you measure economic development? 
Because the term economic development is discussed in a number of ways within 
the field and lacks a generally accepted definition among political scientists, 
establishing a precise definition is important. We found the following defini-
tion in an IR textbook:
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Economic Development: The use of land, labor, and capital to pro-
duce higher standards of living, typically measured by increases in gross 
national product and more equitable distribution of national income.

(Duncan, Jancar-Webster, and Switky 2001, 656)

This definition suggests that an adequate method for establishing a means of 
comparison of economic development among the cases in this study would be 
to use the country’s gross national product (GNP) or gross domestic product 
(GDP) along with the country’s income distribution, as measured by the Gini 
coefficient. Of course, if you adopt this definition, you’ll want to be mindful 
of what you won’t be including in your definition of “development,” such as 
educational attainment or life expectancy.

Similarly, for our example about the outbreak of ethnic conflict in 
the former Yugoslavia, you should first begin by clearly stating how you 
defined the dependent variable, “outbreak in ethnic conflict.” After defin-
ing the dependent variable you could search the literature to find the best 
ways to define and measure the independent variables chosen for the study. 
Figure 4.2 shows how the complete overview might look after completing 
these tasks.

Collecting Evidence

Once you have established how each variable will be defined and measured, 
you are ready to collect information (sometimes called evidence or data) on 
the particular independent variables in the case(s) you have chosen. We sug-
gest that at this point in your project’s development that you set up a physical 
folder (or a folder on your computer) dedicated to each independent vari-
able. The reason for this type of organizational strategy is related to the next 
step in the process where you will review information associated with each 
variable independently before looking at how variables may associate with 
one another. Sometimes it is difficult to know where to look for information 
on specific cases. We include listings for data collection in Part II. One of 
the most important things to remember when you are collecting information 
about your independent variables is that you must put the values in context. 
For example, if you find measurements for military support in 1991 (when 
the outbreak of ethnic conflict occurred), you must also know how this level 
compares to past levels. Has military support increased, or has the amount 
been the same for a number of years? In other words, has there been a change 
in the value (or assessment) of the variable?
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Figure 4.2  Research Project Overview Including Operationalization of 
Independent Variables

Figure 4.2 continued
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When comparing two cases, the most common mistake students make 
collecting evidence or data is that they fail to collect the same data for all their 
cases. For example, if a student has chosen to study the outbreak of ethnic 
conflict in both the former Yugoslavia, 1991–1992, and in Rwanda, 1994, he 
or she might gather information on military support for the first case but not 
the second. Sometimes this is because not all data are available for each case, 
but sometimes it is because students have failed to identify what they need to 
gather for each case.

There are a number of ways to organize your data and evidence collec-
tion. One system that works for many students is to divide a notebook into 
sections by variable. With each section devoted to a particular variable, cre-
ate a column or row for each case. Gather the same data on each case for 
each variable. Carefully organize the data you gather in a very systematic way. 
Table 4.2 shows a way to organize economic data, and Table 4.3 uses this 
same approach to tabulate the number of speeches a leader presented to par-
liament during a given year (which would make it a quantitative measure).

Table 4.2 Data on Economic Downturn

Operationalized: Level of unemployment, GDP, trade, inflation rate

Country A Unemployment 
(%)

GDP (Billions 
of Dollars)

Trade (Total 
Exports, Millions 
of U.S. Dollars)

Inflation 
Rate 
(%)

1991 17 N/A N/A 2.6

1992 15 N/A N/A 5.5

1993 14 N/A 50 6.2

1994 10 1.9 75 8.3

1995  6 3.5 100 20

Country B

1991 15 1.9 96 19.6

1992 15 1.9 94 18

1993 15 1.9 93 15

1994 13 1.9 92 10

1995 10 1.9 91 10
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Table 4.3 Data on Leader’s Promotion of Ethnic Identification

Operationalized: Major speeches incorporating ethnic rhetoric. Ethnic rhetoric 
includes calls for protection of the ethnic group against “enemies,” calls for 
standing together as an ethnic group, and slogans pointing to and praising 
ethnic identity.

Country 
A

Major Speeches 
Calling for Protection 
Against Enemies

Major Speeches 
Calling for Standing 
Together as an 
Ethnic Group

Major Speeches 
Identity Containing 
Slogans Praising 
Ethnic Identity

1991 January 5 (see notes 
for cite and full notes)

— —

1992 February 8, April 30 
(see notes for cite 
and full notes)

— —

1993 January 15; March 16;  
April 5; May 12; 
August 21;  
October 21; 
November 15; 
December 2

January 15; April 5;  
October 21; 
November 15; 
December 2

October 21; 
November 15; 
December 2

1994 January 3, 24; 
February 2, 12; 
March 20; April 4, 
9, 24; May 1, 14, 
30; June 3; August 
21; October 4; 
November 17; 
December 9

January 24; 
February 12; 
March 20; April 4, 
9, 24; May 1, 14, 
30; June 3, 23; 
July 22; August 
4, 21; October 4; 
November 17, 23; 
December 9

May 1, 14, 30; 
June 3, 23; July 
22; August 4, 
21; October 4; 
November 17, 23; 
December 9

1995 January 16; July 21; 
December 17

January 16; July 21; 
December 17

January 2, 16; 
February 21; 
March 15; April 22;  
May 26; June 4;  
July 21; 
September 12; 
October 21; 
November 22; 
December 17
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Country B

1991 — — —

1992 — — —

1993 — — —

1994 — — —

1995 — — June 2

NOTES: [Keep written notes for citations and full notes, and include information here 
as relevant.]

Data have meaning only when they are viewed within a context, so you 
should also collect data or evidence that will allow for evaluation. For instance, 
if you are exploring the impact of economic conditions on civil unrest, you 
need to know about any positive or negative changes to economic indica-
tors. Therefore, you should collect data for more than just the year of the 
phenomena you are exploring. The question of how far back one needs to 
go is somewhat subjective. For some variables, the comparison to the prior 
year may be enough. For other variables, you might need to view 20 years 
of data. It is important, however, to remain consistent. You should strive to 
collect data (especially for the same variable) using the same time parameters 
throughout your study. For most introductory projects, we encourage stu-
dents to choose either a five-year period or a ten-year period.

Note that there are ways to organize your data collection even if you are 
collecting qualitative data. In the example about leadership promotion of 
ethnic identification, you must still be consistent in defining your terms and 
measuring systematically. Once you have collected the information needed 
to measure each variable, you are ready to analyze your data and write up 
your project. The next chapter discusses tips for analyzing data and writing 
up your project in a journal article format.

Frequently Asked Questions

“I am drowning in information. What can I do?”

• Stay focused on how you operationalized your independent variables. Gather 
only the information that you said you would gather.
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• You may need to limit your study to a smaller time period.
• You may need to change how you operationalize a variable. For instance, if you 

are looking at newspaper coverage, you may wish to limit your search to only 
front-page articles or articles that appear on one or two days of the week.

“I cannot find enough information on my variables. What should I do?”

• Go back to the articles you used in your literature review, and look for where 
they obtained some of their information.

• Reexamine how you operationalized your variables. Explore other ways to  
do so.

“I need data but cannot find a source. Where can I find some data?”

• Use Part II of this book for suggestions.
• Use the footnotes and citations of articles and books on your topic to locate 

where other authors have gotten data.
• Ask your research librarian for guidance in finding electronic and hard copy data 

sources.
• Explore government websites for data sets.
• A number of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) gather data in conjunction 

with governments and institutions that oversee international treaties. Identify 
treaty websites, and look for data sets and lists of NGOs that are assisting in 
data collection. Then go to the websites of these NGOs. Note: We always advise 
students to ask their course professors for approval before using any nongov-
ernmental or nonacademic internet sources of data (i.e., sources whose website 
addresses don’t end in either .gov or .edu).

Exercises for Chapter 4

1. Develop two hypotheses that incorporate four independent variables for your 
research question.

2. Develop a list of potential cases for a chosen (or assigned) “what” research ques-
tion. Make sure you cite your sources.

3. Choose two cases for your chosen (or assigned) research question, and explain 
the reasons you chose these two.

4. Conduct general research, and write up the story of the two cases.
5. Write up a research design like the one shown in Figure 4.2.
6. Develop a grid to organize data collection for your independent variables.
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Researchers generally do not begin the writing process for their research 
projects until they have gathered all of the information necessary to respond 
to their research questions. That means that their writing begins after about 
80 percent of their research project is completed. Writing the final research 
paper is just one step of a complex research process that first involves explor-
ing general interests and ideas; choosing a research topic; formulating an 
original research question; conducting a thorough literature review; creating 
a research design that identifies independent variables, hypotheses, and cases; 
and gathering evidence in a systematic way. If you have taken good notes as 
you worked your way through the research process, carefully operationalized 
your variables for evidence collection, and thought about your individual pro-
ject in relation to the broader explanatory frameworks of IR theory, you will 
be prepared to write a paper that brings together all of these different phases.

After following the steps outlined earlier in this text, what is left to com-
plete your project is to analyze the information you have gathered and write 
up your findings in a final paper. This sounds easy, but for most of us writing 
is difficult. Moving from thoughts to written words often requires several 
drafts before a paper is ready for review by others. This is true for students 
and professors alike. Writing clearly and concisely takes patience, and in most 
cases professional researchers are under the constraints of guidelines issued 
by publishers that require specific formats and page limitations for any paper 
submission. Students face similar constraints, including those related to page 
length, specific citation formats, and structure. This chapter will help prepare 
you to write your research paper in a clear and organized way.
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An Overview of the Writing Process

It is best to obtain specific instructions from your professor before beginning 
to write because there are numerous approaches used to document research. 
In this book we describe how to document an international relations research 
project in a format typically found in IR journals. This format includes seven 
written sections of varying length that together form a paper approximately 
20 to 25 pages long. You will likely find this length necessary to fully describe 
your research project and its findings. Later in this chapter we provide more 
detail about what type of information should be included in each of the seven 
sections; for now, here is a brief description of the sections in the order that 
they will appear in your paper.

• Abstract: Begin your paper with a one-paragraph synopsis of your pro-
ject that includes your research question, the importance of studying this 
question, the variables you addressed in the study, and the conclusions 
reached from the evidence you collected. (Approximate length: one-
quarter page.)

• Introduction: The introduction provides general information about the 
topic, including a brief history. Your introduction may also include an 
overview of how your paper structurally unfolds. (Approximate length: 
two to three pages.)

• Literature review: This section describes the scholarly literature and 
should explain (at the end) how your research question fits within this 
literature. We suggest clearly stating your research question at the end 
of this section and introducing it again in the next. (Approximate length: 
three to five pages.)

• Research design (methodology): This section describes the project 
format, including your choice of cases, the description and operationali-
zation of the dependent and independent variables, and your choice of 
sources and analytical methods. (Approximate length: three to six pages.)

• Case presentation, analysis, and discussion of findings: This section 
is the heart of the paper. A presentation of the case(s) sets out the vari-
ables and the context. This is followed by a discussion of the evidence, 
the strength of relationships, and a response to the research question. 
(Approximate length: ten to 12 pages.)

• Conclusion: Regardless of whether your hypotheses were supported 
by your research, the conclusion section is an opportunity to discuss the 
importance of your findings. One suggestion for writing your conclusion 



Analysis and Writing 85

is to link your findings back to what other similar studies have found. You 
should also try to connect your study to some of the key assumptions 
and claims made in IR theory. This will link your study to broader con-
versations in the field. You might also discuss problems you encountered 
finding information and other factors that may account for your findings. 
This section should also contain a brief discussion of the project’s limita-
tions and what type of studies would further enhance our understanding 
of the topic. (Approximate length: one page.)

• Bibliography or reference list: This section contains the sources you 
used, set out in alphabetical order by author’s last name and in an 
acceptable style or format. The bibliography or reference list is impor-
tant because it shows your readers where you got your information. 
(Approximate length: varies, depending on the number of sources you 
used, which may be based on what your professor requires.)

Perhaps the most important point to remember as you begin the writing and 
analysis phase of your project is that no matter how hard you have worked or 
how extensively you have researched your project, if you fail to communicate 
your findings clearly or present your project professionally, all of your hard 
work will go unrewarded. Students disappointed with grades lower than they 
expected sometimes comment that they believe substance should count far 
more than form. Although we understand this argument, insufficient atten-
tion to form will impact your ability to convey the substance of your work. 
The reader of your paper must believe that you have seriously approached 
your research. Important research sloppily presented – full of typographical 
errors, spelling problems, imperfect citations, and careless sentence structure –  
undermines the credibility of the research. Style is important. Because it is 
often difficult to identify one’s own writing mistakes, we suggest that you 
have someone else proofread your manuscript for errors before submission.

A second important point is that the project paper seldom represents all 
of the research the author completed during the course of the project. When 
writing a question-based research paper, you will inevitably make choices 
about what to include and what not to include. Data gathered early in the 
project’s research phases may have no utility at the completion of the pro-
ject. Before you finalized your project’s research question, you may have read 
some scholarly literature that no longer applies at all. Include in your paper 
only the information that directly relates to your research question.

Another challenge associated with writing research papers is that you must 
describe complex political phenomena as succinctly as possible. The difficulty 
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emerges not from a lack of knowledge of a topic but from overfamiliarity. 
You may find that several of your descriptions sound perfectly clear to you, 
but to someone else the manuscript may lack the level of description nec-
essary to follow your thoughts. The only way to know if you have clearly 
articulated your thoughts is to have an outside reader provide feedback on 
the clarity of your paper.

One of the biggest mistakes you can make is to overstate your findings. 
You must learn to be humble about your project findings. Political scien-
tists never “prove” anything. We may find “support” for our conclusions or 
“evidence to suggest,” but no matter how many times we observe the same 
phenomena, politics takes place in a world of countless variables. No two 
situations are ever exactly alike, and each situation can be analyzed through 
a variety of theoretical frames. We may observe enough similarities among 
related events to form theories and reliable assumptions about different situa-
tions, but we also know that there will almost always be exceptions to general 
trends, practices, and activities.

When writing your paper, remember that you are exploring a research 
question using a single case or a very limited number of cases. You cannot 
be sure that your findings will hold in other similar circumstances. The 
key is to link your findings back to the scholarly literature. You should 
note that your findings either support or do not support what other schol-
ars have found, but do not overstate your findings by indicating that 
your research proves something or that all other research conclusions 
are wrong because you found a case that does not fit with what scholars 
understand about other similar cases. We actually expect that there will be 
situations that do not fit with what generally occurs. Finding an exception 
is interesting and important to our understanding of political phenomena. 
For example, if a researcher finds that one treaty failed when all other 
similar treaties did not, this does not mean that the factors that scholars 
have identified as generally leading to treaty compliance are incorrect. 
The writing of scholars often reflects this type of exception through the 
use of language such as “in most cases,” “in general,” “with limited excep-
tions,” and so on.

Another form of overstatement comes from the use of language that sug-
gests more than can reasonably be claimed. You should avoid using words 
such as “extremely,” “extraordinarily,” “highly,” “never,” and “always” when 
describing your findings. After all, you can only reliably draw conclusions 
about the cases used in your study, not about the entire universe of possible 
cases. It is also unlikely, given your time and resource constraints, that you 
explored all possible variables for your cases.
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When writing up research, it is better to understate your findings than 
overstate them. In the end, your research project is not designed to function 
as a persuasive tool. You entered the project as an open-minded researcher, 
and you should continue that perspective until the project is completed. With 
these points in mind, we now turn to more detailed descriptions and instruc-
tions for how to transform your project into a high-quality research paper.

Writing Each Section of Your Research Paper

Anyone who has ever written a paper has struggled at one time or another 
with getting the first sentence on paper. This agonizing step is often easier 
with a research paper than with a persuasive paper or critique because the 
research paper does not have to be written in a specific order. You are not 
building an argument; you are documenting a research project and its findings. 
In fact, it is often easier and more logical to write the middle of your paper first.

If you are writing your paper in a journal article format, as we mentioned 
earlier, your paper should have seven sections:

• abstract
• introduction
• literature review
• research design (methodology)
• case presentation, analysis, and discussion of findings
• conclusion
• bibliography or reference list

We suggest that you write the abstract and the conclusion last, but you may 
choose to write any of the other sections first. However, you should construct 
a good outline for each section before you begin writing so that you have a 
roadmap that will keep you on the right path if you are writing in a different 
order. In the following subsections, we provide general tips for each section 
to help you pull together the appropriate information for your paper. Just 
remember that even though we describe the sections in the order they will 
appear in your paper, you do not need to write your paper in this order.

The Abstract

The abstract is a short but very important part of your paper. The abstract 
should be no longer than a paragraph, succinctly stating what the project was 
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about, the political context of the study, and the most significant findings or 
conclusion of the study. The order in which you introduce each of these com-
ponents, however, is within your discretion. Here is a suggested outline for 
an abstract.

A. Basis and structure of the study: Transform your research question into 
a project statement.

B. “So what” response: Briefly describe the relationship of this study to 
other IR literature.

C. Methodology: Tell the reader what case(s) you used for your study and 
your method of analysis. If you are using the methodology described in 
this text, you would indicate in your abstract that you used a single-case 
analysis or a comparative-case approach for your method of study. Be 
sure to tell the reader which case(s) you explored in your study, but leave 
the details for later in your paper.

D. Most significant finding(s): Summarize the most important finding(s) 
from your study in no more than one or two sentences.

In Figure 5.1, we have placed letters that correspond to this outline so you can 
see how the authors built each component into their paper’s abstract.

Figure 5.1  Example of an Abstract. Superscript Letters Indicate Elements 
from the Outline Described in This Chapter. (Source of abstract: 
Gelleny and McCoy 2001, 509.)
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The Introduction

The introduction presents the topic of your paper. In this section you should 
include enough general information to draw readers into the project and pro-
vide a context sufficient for them to understand your research goal. Think 
of your introduction as the setup for your paper. An effective way to organ-
ize an introduction is to first discuss the dependent variable associated with 
your research project (as stated without the case details), then briefly discuss 
your case(s), and finally end your introduction by clearly stating your specific 
research question.

For example, suppose your research question is “What domestic fac-
tors best explain the United States’ decisions to use military intervention in 
Somalia’s internal conflict in 1992 but not in Rwanda’s in 1994?” The depend-
ent variable is U.S. military interventions, and your case selections are Somalia 
and Rwanda. If you intend to have a brief introduction, you obviously can-
not discuss every U.S. military intervention that has ever taken place. You 
will need to choose a time frame that provides a reasonable context for your 
specific study. You might limit the discussion to a brief rundown of military 
interventions during the last 25 years or those that occurred in the post-Cold 
War era. Or you might choose to discuss only U.S. interventions related to 
ethnic conflicts. Just remember that the general discussion of your dependent 
variable should establish the context for why the exploration of your research 
question is both interesting and valuable.

Follow your discussion of the dependent variable with a brief discus-
sion of your case selection. Entice the reader into reading your paper by 
stating what is interesting about the case or cases you chose to explore, 
as opposed to other cases you could have selected. Limit your discus-
sion, however, to brief comments, and expand on them in your paper’s 
methodology section. If you were using our example research question, 
you would likely provide a brief summary of what is obviously simi-
lar and different about Rwanda and Somalia. You would want to make 
sure the reader knows that the United States intervened in one case but 
not the other. The following information would be appropriate in your  
introduction:

• the location of each country
• the beginning of each conflict
• the duration of each conflict
• the timing of U.S. interventions
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• references to other countries that intervened
• the human toll related to the conflicts (deaths, refugees, migration)

After you have introduced both the dependent variable and your case selec-
tion, you should then conclude your introduction by clearly stating your 
research question in the form of a statement rather than a question. In our 
example, you could end your introduction by stating, “This study explores 
which domestic factors best explain the United States’ decisions to use mili-
tary intervention in Somalia’s internal conflict in 1992 but not in Rwanda’s 
in 1994.”

The Literature Review

As we discussed earlier in this text, a defining feature of IR research is a 
study’s connection to other research in the field. The literature review sec-
tion provides this link. The literature review describes the findings of other 
researchers who have written on subjects related to your project. Included 
are studies broadly associated with your dependent variable and highly 
similar to your study. You should not write the literature review section 
as if you were writing a story because developing a chronology is not the 
purpose of including a discussion of the scholarly literature. The literature 
review should describe the research of others and highlight the important 
independent variables, theoretical perspectives, and conclusions of scholars 
in the field.

Not all of the literature you reviewed earlier in the research process may 
be appropriate for inclusion in your literature review. You will need to sort 
through your notes and decide what to discuss. Scholars tend to vary in 
how much literature they choose to discuss in their research papers. Some 
research journals encourage significant discussion of the scholarly literature; 
others strictly constrain literature discussions by establishing very tight page 
constraints. We mention this because one professor may give you consid-
erable flexibility in how many pages you may use to write your literature 
review, while another may ask you to be fairly concise in your literature dis-
cussion. Whichever is the case, keep in mind that the easiest way to organize 
a literature review is to start with a discussion of the research that is broadly 
or generally related to your project and then gradually work your way toward 
discussing research that is most closely and specifically related. If you are 
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under tight page constraints, include only the literature most closely related 
to your project. If you have plenty of latitude, you may broaden your lit-
erature review to include articles that are generally but not closely related to 
your specific study.

Organization of the Literature Review

In Chapter 3 we suggested that you collect the information from each schol-
arly resource on a single piece of paper or a note card. Begin organizing 
your scholarly literature research by grouping similar works. We suggest 
that you resist trying to organize these studies in your head and instead 
place your note sheets or note cards with the individual study information 
into physical groupings of similar studies. Try to categorize the studies as 
best you can in terms of how they relate in similarity to the dependent vari-
able of your study. For instance, if you were using our example research 
question, “What domestic factors best explain the United States’ decisions 
to use military intervention in Somalia’s internal conflict in 1992 but not 
in Rwanda’s in 1994?” you may have found research studies that discuss 
factors that precipitate external intervention in internal conflicts by bordering 
states. You may have found studies that explore factors that precipitate inter-
vention by hegemonic states. You may have also found studies specifically 
about outside interventions into the internal affairs of African states. All of these 
are related to the same dependent variable (international intervention) 
but they represent subtopics of this variable. Before you begin writing, 
systematically group the articles you have read according to these subtop-
ics. Then, rather than discuss each article individually, discuss the articles  
by grouping.

Studies most closely related to your dependent variable are gener-
ally discussed last with those more generally associated discussed first. 
Therefore, with our example, the group of studies on border state inter-
ventions would be discussed first because this group of studies would 
be only generally related to our dependent variable. The group of stud-
ies associated with U.S. interventions in Africa would be discussed last 
because these studies are closely related to the dependent variable of U.S. 
intervention into Somalia. Figure 5.2 is an illustration of how to physi-
cally group your articles and then order the groups for discussion in your 
literature review.
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Content of the Literature Review

If you have unlimited pages available for writing your literature review, 
include a summary of all of the article groupings. If your professor limits the 
number of pages you may use for your literature review and it is necessary 
to condense your research, drop the most broadly related articles from your 
discussion and discuss only those that are closely related to your dependent 
variable. The most important thing for you to remember is that you should 
not individually summarize every article that you include in your literature review. 
Rather, you should synthesize the findings of the research. Write summaries 
of each group of studies. Note that it is highly likely that some articles will be 
discussed more than once in your literature review because they will contain 
information related to different categories (this means that you may develop 
groupings with individual articles falling into more than one grouping). For 
instance, large-scale research projects sometimes provide broad findings in 
addition to specific findings. In such a case, you might reference the study 
twice: once when talking about broad results and once when addressing more 
specifically related research findings.

When you begin writing your literature review there is no need for a 
long introduction to this section of your paper. Your paper’s introduction 
will serve as the lead in to the literature review. You should simply jump 
into this section of your paper by stating how the scholarly research on 
your dependent variable is organized. This would roughly be a summary 

Group
#1

Group
#2

Group
#3

Studies Broadly 
Related to the 

Dependent Variable

Studies Related to the Dependent Variable

Studies Most Closely 

Related to the 

Dependent Variable

Figure 5.2 Organizing the Literature Review
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of your initial study groupings. Then start discussing your first group of 
articles. Discussion points could include:

• Which articles reach the same conclusion but use a slightly different case 
or methodology to arrive at that conclusion?

• Which articles were about long-term studies?
• Which are studies of isolated events?
• Which studies had similar results?
• Which studies had contradictory findings?
• Which articles engaged a specific theoretical paradigm?

Important for this type of introductory paper, after completing your dis-
cussion of the major scholarly literature groupings, you should devote a 
section of your literature review to discussing the independent variables 
you incorporated into your specific project. Because your study uses a lim-
ited number of independent variables and cases, it is extremely important 
that your literature review contain a clear discussion of each of these chosen 
variables. In fact, if you must limit your literature review to only a short sec-
tion of your paper, focus on the discussion of your independent variables. 
If you have chosen to test the hypotheses of other scholars, make sure you 
discuss these in the literature review as well. This will link your findings to 
other scholarly research. We suggest that you conclude this section of your 
paper with a sentence or two about your study and then end with your 
research question.

As you can imagine, the literature review is the most highly cited section of 
your paper because it specifically talks about the research of others. Whether 
you use footnotes for your references or parenthetical citations is a matter of 
personal preference (yours or your professor’s). Your citations must be accu-
rate and follow a consistent format.

In Figure 5.3, we provide an abbreviated student literature review from 
a research paper on the factors that affect U.S. intervention in humanitarian 
crises. Look at how the author discusses the scholarly literature. Note how 
studies were grouped and synthesized.

Writing a literature review is often a new skill for students, and as with 
any skill, you need to practice it. Since you have read a number of scholarly 
journal articles, you have read a number of literature reviews. Almost all jour-
nal articles contain them. As you read more journal articles and write more 
literature reviews, your skills will improve.
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Figure 5.3  Example of a Student Literature Review and the Related Reference 
List Entries. (Source of excerpts: McFee 2007.)

Common Errors in Writing a Literature Review

Students may make a number of common mistakes when first learning 
how to write a literature review:

• introducing studies but not discussing their findings
• using information from scholarly resources to write a narrative about 

the topic rather than describing the studies themselves
• discussing one study after another without discussing how they are 

linked to one another
• failing to state common findings among a group of studies
• not carefully identifying independent variables explored in each 

study, which then makes comparison and generalization about how 
articles are related very difficult

• including articles that have only slight or no connection to the 
research study

If you take care to avoid these errors, you will make your research paper 
much stronger.

Figure 5.3 continued
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The Research Design (Methodology)

The methodology section of a research paper is written differently than 
any other section. It is meant to be a technical discussion developed for the 
purpose of peer review and replication. Your methodology section should 
include (1) choice of cases (2) your hypotheses along with justification for 
them, and (3) detailed discussion of how variables were measured and com-
pared (including definitions and scales used in your analysis and the sources 
of your data or information). If you are an advanced student using more 
sophisticated data analysis techniques than simple frequency comparisons, 
you should also discuss the methodological tool(s) used in your analysis.

Discussion of Cases

We suggest that your methodology section begin with a restatement of your 
research question in the first paragraph. After reintroducing your research 
question, inform the reader what case or cases you chose for your study. 
You should write up this section describing the method you used for case 
selection (as described in Chapter 4). For example, if you chose particular 
cases of conflict to explore because they had the most battle deaths on the 
African continent since WWII, then you should say this is why you chose 
these cases rather than those with lower battle deaths. If you chose to look 
at two particular treaties because both were signed by many countries but 
never ratified by a sufficient number to enter into force, you should explain 
this and why it makes these cases important. Make it clear to the reader 
that while your choice of cases was to some degree subjective, selection 
was not arbitrary.

Discussing Hypotheses

Another reason for reintroducing your research question at the beginning 
of the analysis section of your paper is that your question provides a quick 
setup for discussion of your hypotheses. As we also indicated in Chapter 4, 
the difference between simply guessing and formulating a hypothesis is 
that when forming a hypothesis, the researcher uses established knowledge 
to speculate on the relationship between variables. When discussing the 
development of hypotheses for your study, we suggested that you formu-
late hypotheses using variables discussed by other researchers rather than 
trying to divine them autonomously. If you used this method, you will 
need to clearly state not only your hypotheses but also the basis you used 
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to formulate them, taking care to cite the authors you looked to in order to 
formulate these hypotheses.

Note: Even though you will likely formulate your hypotheses based on 
your specific case project, you should state your hypotheses in a general form 
so that they could be tested in other cases as well. Hence, you should not refer 
to your specific case(s) when stating your hypotheses.

For example, let’s take this research question: “What factors explain the 
United States’ support of the Montreal Protocol for the elimination of chloro-
fluorocarbons but not the Kyoto Protocol to limit greenhouse gas emissions?” 
The study’s hypotheses may include the following:

H1:  United States ratification of international environmental agree-
ments will not occur if domestic interest group opposition is strong 
and public opinion is unfavorable.

H2:  Partisan control of Congress is not a deciding factor in the ratifica-
tion of international environmental agreements if there is strong 
public support and international cooperation on the issue.

As you discuss the first hypothesis, be sure to mention which scholars (from 
your literature review) suggest that domestic interest group opposition may 
affect whether or not international agreements are ratified. Do the same for 
public opinion. Then give a brief explanation of why it would make sense to 
you (and the readers) that if domestic interest group opposition is strong and 
public opinion is unfavorable, the United States would not ratify an interna-
tional environmental agreement. This may be as simple as stating that in the 
American political system, interest groups and public opinion have a signifi-
cant effect on the behavior of the Senate, which ratifies treaties.

When discussing the second hypothesis, set out which scholars suggest 
that a particular party’s control of Congress (partisan control) will or won’t 
be important for an explanation of why an international agreement is ratified. 
Do the same for the presence of international cooperation. You have already 
mentioned those who have studied public opinion when discussing the first 
hypothesis, so you do not necessarily have to repeat that information. Then 
explain why it would be plausible that partisan control will not significantly 
affect whether or not an agreement is ratified if there is public and interna-
tional support. The idea in this section is to explain how your hypotheses 
were developed and why they make sense or are plausible.
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Discussing Measurement and Sources of Data or 
Information

Once you have introduced your hypotheses, you need to explain the method 
of comparison or measurement you used to test each hypothesis – but you 
should leave the discussion of findings for the analysis section of your paper. 
This includes measurements for each variable. Again, there is no set style for 
doing this, but the goal must be to describe the methodology clearly enough 
that the study can be replicated. Some researchers write out their methodol-
ogy in paragraph form, while others use bullets, tables, and charts to explain 
their methods. You should consult your course professor for her or his prefer-
ence on style. We generally suggest using a paragraph format if your variables 
are fairly simple and easy to describe. If your variables require several meas-
urements or the use of scales in order to compare the variables over time, 
we suggest that you use other organizational formats. In addition, you must 
include the sources for your data or information. If you are measuring pub-
lic opinion, for example, where did you get the numbers you use in your 
research? Remember that in this section you do not tell us what the numbers 
are; you tell us what you have measured (e.g., public opinion) and where you 
got the numbers that you present in the case study and analysis section that 
follows your discussion of the research design. Figures 5.4 and 5.5 provide 
simple examples for how to approach writing a methodology. Note that in 
these examples, one can see where the author provides definitions for terms, 
descriptions for how variables are measured, and the rationale for methodo-
logical choices.

Figure 5.4  Example of a Methodology Section: Operationalizing the 
Dependent Variable
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The Case Presentation, Analysis, and Discussion  
of Findings

Before beginning the analysis section of your paper, there are a few things 
to remember.

First, using a narrow range of variables and only a few cases makes it diffi-
cult to confidently generalize about your findings. A case study methodology 
allows you to observe which variables are likely to have had an effect on the 
dependent variable, but you will not be able to discern which variable may 
have been more important than another. However, uncertainty is accepta-
ble if the researcher uses analytical skills to make reasonable assessments of 
which variables may have been important.

Second, note that we keep using phrasing such as “likely” and “may have.” 
That is because when analyzing data and evidence, a researcher has no way 
to know with certainty which variables may have been most important in 
explaining a dependent variable unless the researcher is absolutely sure that 

Figure 5.5  Example of a Methodology Section: Operationalizing the 
Independent Variables
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he or she looked at all possible independent variables. (In your research pro-
ject, you will address only a limited number.) In most cases, political scientists 
look at a range of variables but seldom all possible variables. Political scien-
tists must therefore recognize that their analysis is merely the best assessment 
among the variables they chose. That means being humble in both one’s 
assessments and one’s presentation of results. If you have been careful in how 
you have gathered information and you are systematic in how you analyze 
this information, you can draw interesting and valid conclusions. To some 
degree, however, the strength of your arguments will hinge on how well you 
lay out your study’s findings. In this sense, you must translate the evidence 
into a format that is understandable and, if you are using more than one case, 
present evidence that can be compared across cases.

While there is no set formula for how best to write up your analysis, one 
approach is to use the following sequence in your paper.

If using only one case:

1. Provide a general description of the case
2. Lay out the evidence for the first variable
3. Analyze the evidence for the first variable
4. Lay out the evidence for the second variable
5. Analyze the evidence for the second variable
6. Continue this sequence until you have covered all of your variables
7. Discuss the variables in the context of the hypotheses
8. Develop conclusions

If using more than one case:

1. Provide a general description of the cases
2. Lay out the evidence for the first variable for case one and then for 

case two
3. Analyze the evidence for the first variable as it applies to case one and 

then as it applies to case two
4. Lay out the evidence for the second variable for case one and then for 

case two
5. Analyze the evidence for the second variable as it applies to case one and 

then as it applies to case two
6. Continue this sequence until you have covered all of your variables
7. Discuss the variables within the context of the hypotheses
8. Develop conclusions
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Analyzing Data

In Chapter 4 we suggested that you create a folder for each variable in your 
study and then use that folder for the collection of information and evidence 
associated with that variable. We suggested this because your task in the anal-
ysis section of your paper is to distill down all of the information and evidence 
you have collected on each of the variables in your study into summary form 
that can be used to respond to your hypotheses and ultimately to answer your 
research question. Your first task then is to figure out how best to present the 
data or evidence. Your second task is to interpret the data or evidence.

Keep in mind, you may have a folder that is overflowing with information. 
Your task as a researcher and scholar is to process this information for the 
reader. Often a graph, chart, figure, or table may explain a variable better than 
written description. Table 5.1 shows a hypothetical comparison of unemploy-
ment data from two countries. You can see how this table conveys a lot of 
information about this variable (unemployment) over a long period of time 
for two countries in a very succinct manner. (Note: If this table was included 
in a research paper, the table would need to include a source for where the 
data were obtained.) If you use a graphic of this sort, you should resist also 
giving a detailed description. When using graphs, charts, figures, and other 
illustrations to convey information about variables, keep your discussion of 
the variables to issues that need additional clarification or highlighting.

Analysis of variables should entail looking at how the data have changed 
over time and searching for patterns of activity. If you are using more than 
one case, analyze the data from a single variable for each individual case 
before comparing the data across cases. Finally, we suggest that you reflect 
on your hypotheses after you have analyzed the independent variable data. 
In Table 5.1 we illustrate two different scenarios one might encounter when 
collecting data on unemployment levels.

In both cases unemployment was at 20 percent at the onset of ethnic con-
flict in 1994. What assumptions can be made about the data? By U.S. standards, 
both countries had high unemployment rates. So can we assume that unem-
ployment may have been a factor in both cases? To make any assumptions 
about whether or not the high rates of unemployment contributed to the 
onset of ethnic conflict, we need to establish a context for understanding the 
data. Certainly, a 20 percent unemployment rate in the United States would 
be both rare and economically destabilizing since unemployment rates in this 
country have seldom exceeded double digits since the Great Depression. But 
unemployment in many countries around the world has exceeded this level 
for decades. In some cases, this has been highly destabilizing, and in other 



Analysis and Writing 103

cases countries have adapted to such levels. Therefore, we need to rely on 
comparison data so that we have some sense of whether the unemployment 
rates of either country were atypical for those cases. This shows how impor-
tant context is to your analysis.

In the first case, unemployment remained relatively stable at the high rate 
of approximately 20 percent for a decade. Continued high unemployment 
may have contributed to destabilization in country A, but one cannot assume 
with any certainty that this level alone was responsible for the onset of con-
flict; otherwise, why did it not occur the previous year or even three years 
earlier? In country A, it would be safer to assume that unemployment coupled 
with other variables may better explain the onset of the conflict. In the second 
example in Table 5.1, you can see that unemployment levels more than dou-
bled in the four years prior to the onset of the conflict after being relatively 
stable for more than half a decade. It would be reasonable to assume that the 
rapid increase in unemployment in country B contributed to destabilization 
and conflict more so than the high steady rate of unemployment noted in 
country A.

If you developed a single-case-based project, each variable should be 
explained in your final paper in much the same way as the thought process 
you used when analyzing and drawing conclusions about individual variables. 

Table 5.1 Analyzing the Strength of Independent Variables

Research question: What factors contributed to the onset of ethnic conflict in 
countries A and B in 1994?

Dependent variable: Onset of ethnic conflict in country A and country B in 
1994

Independent variable 1 (IV1): Unemployment

IV1, Case 1 (Country A) IV1, Case 2 (Country B)

1984: 20% unemployment 1984: 6% unemployment

1986: 21% unemployment 1986: 4% unemployment

1988: 19% unemployment 1988: 8% unemployment

1990: 20% unemployment 1990: 6% unemployment

1992: 22% unemployment 1992: 14% unemployment

1994: 20% unemployment 1994: 20% unemployment
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If you developed a comparative-case-based project, you should discuss in 
your paper each variable as it applies to each country first, then compare the 
variables to one another. It is likely that by the time you have looked at each 
individual variable, you may have reached some conclusion about what fac-
tors may best explain your dependent variable, or you may have reached the 
conclusion that none of the variables explain it. You should resist discuss-
ing these conclusions, however, until you have discussed your hypotheses. 
Only after you have discussed each individual variable should you discuss 
your hypotheses.

Discussing Hypotheses

When a researcher develops hypotheses, he or she is making educated 
guesses. But until data are gathered and careful observation is made, they 
remain guesses. Therefore, even though hypotheses were based on the best 
available information (such as the results from other studies), political phe-
nomena are not static. No two cases are exactly alike, and even the most 
carefully considered hypotheses can be wrong. Reaching the conclusion that 
your hypotheses were not correct is fine as long as you were careful and sys-
tematic in gathering your data or evidence to explore them. If after looking 
at your data you find that your hypotheses were incorrect, you should not 
go back and change them so that they reflect your conclusions. It is okay to 
refute a hypothesis in your case. In fact, sometimes, finding the unexpected is 
far more interesting than finding the expected.

Because we encouraged you to combine more than one variable in your 
initial hypotheses, it may not be easy in all cases to deduce whether or not 
your hypotheses are supported by the data. Without multiple cases for com-
parison, your analysis will be preliminary. You can discuss only what you see, 
and you should not try to extrapolate beyond what you found. Therefore, 
you need to carefully explain the reasoning you used to draw your conclu-
sions about your initial hypotheses, noting which evidence was weak and 
which appeared strong.

When discussing your hypotheses, do not assume that the data tell you 
more than they do. For instance, if we go back to the example in Table 5.1 
and look at country B, we may assume that unemployment could have 
contributed to civil unrest, but unless we gathered data on public opinion, 
media coverage of unemployment levels, and other related issues, we would 
only be guessing if we were to conclude that citizens were knowledgeable 
or highly concerned about this condition. Our point is that you should stick 
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to analyzing the data that you have and be careful not to make assumptions 
you cannot support.

Once you have discussed individual variables and each of your hypotheses, 
you have finished the analysis section of your paper. Be sure to sum up your 
findings in a single sentence or two that can be used in your abstract. If you 
can do this, all that is left to complete your project is a relatively short conclu-
sion section followed by the bibliography or reference list.

Note: You should always keep in mind that political scientists may dis-
prove something in a case or cases, but we never prove anything. There are 
simply so many variables at work that we cannot explore all of them. We 
cannot know with absolute certainty that what we believe is correct is not 
influenced by other factors as well. Therefore, when writing up your analysis, 
it is acceptable to state, “The data disprove the hypotheses in this case,” but it 
is not acceptable to write, “The data prove the hypotheses.” In the latter case, 
you may say only that the data “support” the hypotheses.

The Conclusion

The conclusion section of a research project is short, but students often find 
it difficult to write a conclusion if the analysis section contained a thorough 
discussion of the data and hypotheses. The concluding section offers you the 
opportunity to bring your work into conversation with broader questions and 
perspectives in IR. It is here that grounding your research in IR theory will 
really pay off, as you will be able to suggest how your conclusions either rein-
force or challenge existing understandings of some broader issue or debate to 
which your project is connected. For example, if you conclude that particular 
gender norms and expectations contribute to the disproportionate number 
of Bangladeshi women working in the export textile industry, you’ll want to 
note how your conclusions reinforce some of the key claims of feminist IR 
theory; if, on the other hand, your hypothesis about gender norms is unsup-
ported by the evidence, you’ll want to present how your research challenges 
(but does not disprove) these key claims.

You should also use the conclusion section of your paper to discuss what 
you were unable to study or were unsure of at the completion of your project. 
For instance, you could discuss any reservations you may have concerning 
the strength of the relationships among your variables. You might also dis-
cuss alternative hypotheses that could be tested later. You might introduce 
additional questions that researchers could explore further or suggest how 
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your study could be expanded to include other variables or other cases. Here 
a knowledge of IR theory will help you to see the limitations of your own per-
spective. You then might suggest how an alternative framework concerned 
with the same topic might test/evaluate different variables or prioritize dif-
ferent actors/agents.

The Bibliography or Reference List

Your research paper should include a reference list or bibliography. 
Bibliographies and reference lists serve the same purpose but use different 
formats. In general, the reference list format is used if the author used paren-
thetical citations (as shown earlier in Figure 5.3), and a bibliography is used if 
the author used footnotes. We provide some examples for citing some of the 
more complicated references in Part III of this text, but you should consult a 
style guide to develop this aspect of your paper.

Frequently Asked Questions

“I have not had a methodology course, so how can I analyze my data?”

• Even if you cannot apply a sophisticated data analysis approach, you can still 
analyze the information you collect. If you have no formal methodological back-
ground, we suggest that you focus more on describing the data you collected 
than on making a hunch sound like a fact.

• The less methodological background you have, the more humble you should 
be in describing connections between variables. Use statements such as, “There 
appears to be . . .” or “The data indicate there may be . . .”

• Never use the word “prove” or “proof” when describing findings, regardless of 
your method of analysis. Remember, you looked at only one or a few cases and 
only a limited number of variables. Again, humility is best.

“My hypothesis was wrong. Is that okay?”

• It’s okay to be wrong as long as your hypothesis was based on variables selected 
with sound reasoning. In fact, showing that a well-developed hypothesis was not 
supported is often an interesting finding because it is surprising. Remember, we 
learn both from discovering that our hypotheses are correct and from finding 
them unsupported.
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Exercises for Chapter 5

1. Choose a journal article abstract. As shown in Figure 5.1, identify the following 
parts:

a. the basis and structure of the study
b. the “so what” response
c. the methodology
d. the most significant finding(s)

2. Choose a literature review within a scholarly article. Make a list of the different 
groupings or categories within it.

3. Choose a scholarly article that uses a case study methodology and print it out. 
With different color highlighters, mark the following sections:

a. abstract
b. introduction
c. literature review
d. research design (methodology)
e. case presentation, analysis, and discussion of findings
f. conclusions
g. bibliography or reference list

Does the article’s structure conform to the outline discussed in this chapter? Why 
or why not?
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PART II

Project Resources

Part I of this text set out the structure of a question-based research project 
using a case-based methodology. Part II is designed to bridge the gap between 
knowing what to do and actually doing it. The chapters in this part provide 
specific guidance for question development, scholarly literature reviews, case 
selection, and data collection, thereby simplifying the process for developing 
a case-based research project.

Chapters 6–10 begin by establishing general questions that correspond to 
five specific topic areas in international relations: international conflict and 
security; U.S. foreign policy; international political economy; international 
law and organization; and globalization/global issues. You will also find sev-
eral ideas for narrowing these general questions to more focused questions 
that can be used to define your unique project. Then we provide suggestions 
for where to begin your broad literature review, which will be vital in linking 
your study to others in the field.

As you read these chapters, keep in mind that while many students might 
choose the same or a similar question, what will make your paper individ-
ual and unique is your choice of case or cases. For example, a whole class 
may start with one question, but each student may develop a research design 
around different cases. To this end, we provide guidance for finding resources 
for case selection that will help you define your project.

In sum, Part II is designed to assist you in constructing the type of project 
outlined in Part I more efficiently. Chapters 6–10 provide ideas for project top-
ics; citations for scholarly books, journal articles, and websites; and resources 
for case selection that will help you complete an interesting research project 
in international relations.
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6International Conflict  
and National Security

International conflict and national security are major themes associated with 
the study of international relations. Scholars and students are often interested 
in why international conflict exists and how it can be alleviated. Some choose 
to focus on the national security of the state while others pay more attention 
to the security of individuals or groups of people around the world. The most 
general question you can ask in relation to this topic is:

What factors affect international conflict and national security?

There are many ways to refine this broad question as you develop more 
specific research interests related to international conflict and national 
security. Examining how different theoretical perspectives in IR engage 
this area of focus will help you to refine your research project.

Scholars concerned with state security, military power, and interstate armed 
conflict often conduct research within a realist frame, emphasizing calculations 
of state interest, assessments of relative power, balancing and bandwagoning 
behaviors, and the strategic use of weaponry and military technology. Studies 
concerned with security cooperation, multilateral organizations, domestic 
factors in state security, and the relationship between conflict and regime-type 
often reflect the ideas and assumptions of liberalism. Constructivist approaches 
to conflict and security investigate the role of identity and state socialization 
in shaping how states think about cooperation and conflict with other states. 
These studies are also concerned with how understandings of “security,” 
or ideas about friendship or enmity, are shaped by prevailing narratives or  
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framing processes. Marxist/critical theory approaches to conflict and security 
shift the perspective from states to class relations and economic conflict, exam-
ining warfare as means of profitability and “security” as a means of ensuring 
accumulation and safety for flows of investment capital.

Feminist scholars emphasize the way that the pursuit of state security 
generates human insecurities for marginalized and vulnerable populations, 
examine the way that the experience of armed conflict is gendered for both 
participants and victims, and explore the way that “security” depends upon 
gendered norms and expectations. Security studies informed by poststruc-
turalism examine the role of new modalities of power in securing some 
populations while managing the insecurity of others, and these studies are 
also concerned with discourses of security and the means by which they cir-
culate and take hold. Postcolonial perspectives on security and conflict invite 
investigations of how global hierarchies of race, gender, and class are main-
tained by practices of security, including warfare, sanctions, and peacekeeping 
operations; the postcolonial frame also emphasizes the way that international 
conflict depends upon cultural representations of the “Other” as enemy.

There are clearly many ways to approach the topic of international con-
flict and national security. One of the first things you might want to do is to 
read a bit about the history of war and conflict. The resources listed here are 
good starting places. Of course, you don’t have to sit down and read refer-
ence works cover to cover. You may want to get an overview and then refer 
back to them for relevant information.

Resources on International Conflict

Brecher, Michael, and Jonathan Wilkenfeld. 1997. A study of crisis. Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press.

Kaldor, Mary. 2007. New and old wars. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Keegan, John. 1993. A history of warfare. New York, NY: Random House.
McManus, Roseanne W. 2017. Statements of resolve: Achieving coercive credibility in inter-

national conflict. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Miskimmon, Alister, Ben O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle. 2014. Strategic narratives: 

Communication power and the new world order. London: Routledge.
Nye, Joseph S. 2007. Understanding international conflicts: An introduction to theory and 

history. 6th ed. Longman Classics Series. New York, NY: Longman.
Valeriano, Brandon, and Ryan C. Maness. 2015. Cyber war versus cyber realities: Cyber 

conflict in the international system. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Once you have a background on conflict and war, you will need to narrow 
your question. In this chapter, we present just a few ways to do this.
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Types of Conflict

One way to narrow your topic is by narrowing the dependent variable – 
international conflict. Your textbook contains a lot of information about 
different types of conflict, different levels of violence, types of forces, and 
conflict resolution. These are areas that fall under the general theme of inter-
national conflict and military force.

One way to study conflict is to study a single type of conflict. You might ask:

What factors affect [type of conflict]?

One text mentions six types of conflict:

• territorial border disputes
• conflicts over control of the government
• economic conflicts
• ethnic conflicts
• religious conflicts
• ideological conflicts (Goldstein 2003, 187)

So, one way to narrow your research question is to focus on one type of 
conflict. You might, for example, analyze under what conditions the inter-
national community gets involved in territorial border disputes by analyzing 
cases in which this has happened. Another example is to study under what 
conditions economic conflict occurs.

Suppose, for example, that you are interested in ethnic conflict. This type of 
conflict has increased greatly in the last decades, and some scholars have sug-
gested that ethnic conflict will increase even more over time. Ethnic conflict 
has shaped many of the conflicts you know about from the news, including 
conflict in the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and Myanmar, for example. You 
may begin with this question:

What factors contribute to ethnic conflict?

The next step is to determine two things:

1. What facet of  ethnic conflict you will study.
2. On which factors you will focus.

Remember that the scholarly literature in the field of international 
relations is the most important resource you will use to determine the 
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specification of your dependent variable (ethnic conflict) and your choice 
of independent variables (factors). For a full description of how to search 
the scholarly literature, see Chapter 3. Here are some citations that may be 
helpful as a starting place.

Resources on Ethnic Conflict

Bailard, Catie Snow. 2015. Ethnic conflict goes mobile: Mobile technology’s effect 
on the opportunities and motivations for violent collective action. Journal of Peace 
Research 52(3): 323–337.

Forsberg, Erika, Jóhanna Kristín Birnir, and Christian Davenport. 2017. State of the 
field of ethnic politics and conflict. Ethnopolitics 16(1): 1–4.

Gurr, Ted Robert, and Barbara Harff. 2003. Ethnic conflict in world politics. 2nd ed. 
Boulder, CO: Westview.

Lobell, Steven. 2004. Ethnic conflict and international politics: Explaining diffusion and 
escalation. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Weisband, Edward. 2018. The macabresque: Human violation and hate in genocide, mass 
atrocity and enemy-making. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wolff, Stefan. 2006. Ethnic conflict: A global perspective. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

As you read about how political scientists have approached the ques-
tion, you should develop a list of independent variables that are important 
in the literature. For example, Gurr and Harff (2003) identify external sup-
port and economic status as two key independent variables that affect the 
level of ethnic conflict. So, external support and economic status would 
go on your list of independent variables. The authors even set out how 
you might define these variables. For example, external support includes 
(1) verbal encouragement and advice, (2) financial support, (3) provision 
of intelligence information, (4) provision of safe havens for exiles and refu-
gees, (5) mercenaries and military advisors, and (6) weaponry and supplies 
(Gurr and Harff 2003, 105). Think about how you would measure these 
characteristics of external support. You might measure financial support by 
the dollar amount of military and other aid, for example. See Chapter 4 for 
further elaboration. The key here is to be explicit about your variables and 
how you measure them.

Once you have completed your literature review (going well beyond the 
list of resources we presented) and have selected your independent variables, 
you must choose a case and develop hypotheses. (See Chapter 4.) Here are 
some sources that may help you develop a list of potential cases of ethnic 
conflict to study and provide you with information about particular cases.
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Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.incore.ulst.ac.uk/ecrd/
The Ethnic Conflict Research Digest publishes peer reviews of books, articles, and 

research papers on ethnic conflict. If you look at the top of this site, you will see a tab 
marked Resources. Under that is the Conflict Data Service. If you click on this, you 
will be able to access country-specific information.

www.mar.umd.edu/
The Minorities at Risk (MAR) Project contains data on 283 politically active ethnic 

groups. It contains information on group histories, risk assessments, and group chro-
nologies for each group in the data set.

Levels of Violence

Another way to narrow the topic of international conflict and war is to study 
the scope of conflict or levels of violence. Here your question could be:

What factors affect [level of violence]?

You may want to look at the levels of violence as defined by Goldstein:

• crisis
• guerrilla war
• terrorism
• coups/civil war
• limited war
• total war
• hegemonic war (Goldstein 2001, 234–235)

You can ask questions about conflicts of a particular violence level, for  
example:

What factors affect civil wars?

You will then have to do two things:

1. Specify exactly what aspect of  civil wars you will study.
2. Identify the independent variables you will study.

The scholarly literature is your key to making these decisions. The resources 
listed here may help you start this process.

http://www.incore.ulst.ac.uk
http://www.mar.umd.edu/


116 International Conflict and National Security

Resources on Civil Wars

Arjona, Ana, Nelson Kasfir, and Zachariah Mampilly, eds. 2015. Rebel governance in 
civil war. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ali, Taisier M., and Robert O. Matthews, eds. 1999. Civil wars in Africa: Roots and reso-
lution. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press.

Brown, Michael E., ed. 1996. The international dimensions of internal conflict. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press.

Collier, Paul and Nicholas Sambanis. 2005. Understanding civil war: Evidence and analy-
sis. Washington, DC: World Bank Publications.

Fortna, Virginia Page. 2015. Do terrorists win? Rebels’ use of terrorism and civil war 
outcomes. International Organization 69(3): 519–556.

Lischer, Sarah Kenyon. 2015. Dangerous sanctuaries: refugee camps, civil war, and the 
dilemmas of humanitarian aid. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Prorok, Alyssa K. 2016. Leader incentives and civil war outcomes. American Journal of 
Political Science 60(1): 70–84.

Zartman, I. William, ed. 1995. Elusive peace: Negotiating an end to civil wars. Washington, 
DC: The Brookings Institution.

Perhaps you are interested in the outbreak of civil war. You might ask:

What factors affect the outbreak of civil war?

As you read the scholarly literature, you will make a list of independent 
variables that may be important. For example, Ali and Matthews sug-
gest that there are at least three important variables you must study to 
understand why civil wars come about: (1) domestic socio-economic 
structures (including differences in ethnic groups, politics, wealth distri-
bution), (2) policies and practices of the ruling elite (failure/mismanage-
ment by government), and (3) forces or events originating outside the 
country (1999, 4). These independent variables would go on your list. 
Brown identifies four sets of factors that would go on your list: struc-
tural factors, political factors, economic/social factors, and cultural/
perceptual factors (1996, 13). He argues that bad leaders and bad neigh-
bors trigger internal conflicts.

After you have developed your list of independent variables (derived 
from the literature), you can choose cases and develop hypotheses. (See 
Chapter 4.) Here are some sources that may help.
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Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.crisisgroup.org/
This is the website of the International Crisis Group (ICG), a private, multinational 

organization that works to prevent and contain conflict. The site includes links to 
information about a certain number of conflicts.

https://ourworldindata.org/civil-wars#
Mohamed Nagdy and Max Roser set out an overview of civil wars over time and 

include sources that may be useful.

http://cow.dss.ucdavis.edu/data-sets/COW-war/cow-war-list
A chronological list of wars identified by type, including intra-state wars.

Types of Intervention

A different way to study conflict is to analyze state responses, or types of 
intervention associated with conflict. You could ask:

What factors affect the type of intervention used by a state?

Intervention refers to actions by one state that affect another state. 
This type of question acknowledges that not all conflict is dealt with by 
using military means. A range of instruments and tools is available to 
states when in conflict. Nye, for example, gives a list of the following 
types of intervention and ranks them as less to more coercive:

• speeches
• broadcasts
• economic aid
• military advisors
• support to opposition
• blockade
• limited military action
• military invasion (2007, 62–63)

If you’re interested in this topic, you will first need to read more generally on 
intervention.

http://www.crisisgroup.org/
https://ourworldindata.org
http://cow.dss.ucdavis.edu
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Resources on Types of Intervention

Binder, Martin. 2015. Paths to intervention: What explains the UN’s selective response 
to humanitarian crises? Journal of Peace Research 52(6): 712–726.

Finnemore, Martha. 2003. The purpose of intervention. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press.

Huth, Paul K. 1998. Major power intervention in international crises, 1918–1988. 
The Journal of Conflict Resolution 42(6): 744–770.

Jing, Chao, William H. Kaempfer, and Anton D. Lowenberg. 2003. Instrument 
choice and the effectiveness of international sanctions: A simultaneous equations 
approach. Journal of Peace Research 40(5): 519–535.

Kreps, Sarah, and Sarah Maxey. 2018. Mechanisms of morality: Sources of support for 
humanitarian intervention. Journal of Conflict Resolution 62(8): 1814–1842.

Lake, David A. 2016. The statebuilder’s dilemma: On the limits of foreign intervention. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Nye, Joseph. 2007. Understanding international conflicts: An introduction to theory and 
history. 6th ed. Longman Classic Series. New York, NY: Longman.

To narrow your topic, you could ask a more specific question, such as:

Under what conditions does a state use economic rather than mili-
tary intervention?

Here you would have to turn to the scholarly literature for some pos-
sible conditions under which economic or military intervention would 
be more likely. Jing, Kaempfer, and Lowenberg (2003), for example, 
argue that military force is less likely when the target state is economi-
cally healthy and politically stable. Military action is more likely when a 
third country is assisting the target state and when the cost of economic 
sanctions is high. You might want to test these hypotheses in a case 
study. Remember that you would have to define and explain how you 
will measure all of the variables.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.k-state.edu/polsci/intervention/
The International Military Intervention (IMI) data set records events involving the 

movement of troops or forces from one country to another. You can download an 
Excel file and see the list of cases.

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42738.pdf
Instances of Use of United States Armed Forces Abroad, 1798–2018 by the U.S. 

Congressional Research Service.

http://www.k-state.edu
https://fas.org
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www.globalpolicy.org/global-taxes/41751-un-sanctions-case-studies.html
Global Policy Forum select list of economic intervention case studies.

www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Pages/default.aspx
The U.S. Department of the Treasury Office of Foreign Assets Control maintains 

information on U.S. economic and trade sanctions, including financial sanctions 
targeting specific individuals.

Actors and Interstate Conflict

Another way to study international conflict is to focus on the actors involved. 
For example, do the characteristics associated with a state affect the likeli-
hood that the state will go to war? These characteristics could include how 
powerful the state is; whether it is democratic or not; whether the state is 
undergoing political, economic, or social transformation; and so on. The 
broad question here becomes:

What factors affect whether a state (or type of state) engages in mili-
tary conflict?

First, you should read some general works in this area. Here are just a 
few resources.

Resources on Interstate Conflict

Diehl, Paul. 2018. Environmental conflict: An anthology. New York, NY: Routledge.
Mansfield, Edward, and Jack Snyder. 2005. Electing to fight: Why emerging democracies go 

to war. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Rousseau, David. 2005. Democracy and war: Institutions, norms, and the evolution of inter-

national conflict. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Russett, Bruce. 2017. The democratic peace. In Conflicts and New Departures in World 

Society, ed. Volker Bornschier, 21–43. New York, NY: Routledge.

After reading, if you are more interested in, for example, focusing on tran-
sitional states, you might ask a question like this:

Under what conditions does a state undergoing political transition 
go to war?

Here you might start with the work of Mansfield and Snyder (2005) and 
test their argument in cases that you develop. They argue, for example, 
that weak institutions will make it more likely that states undergoing 
transition will engage in military conflict. You may choose to focus on 

http://www.globalpolicy.org
http://www.treasury.gov


120 International Conflict and National Security

institutions such as the judicial system (i.e., the rule of law), the media, 
or the electoral system and then test whether and/or how these affected 
the likelihood of conflict in the cases you choose.

For your case studies, you will need to choose states in transition. In addition, 
you will need information on conflict so that you can see when and whether 
states in transition did or did not engage in military conflict.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

https://fragilestatesindex.org
The Fund for Peace constructs a Fragile State Index that may help you systemati-

cally identify states in transition.

www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/?category=us
The Council on Foreign Relations has a global conflict tracker.

Conflict Resolution

Studies of international conflict are not confined to the factors that affect the 
outbreak of particular types of conflict or explanations about specific levels of 
violence. Research on international conflict can also focus on resolution.  
A general question here could be:

What factors facilitate the resolution of conflict?

Many scholars are interested in how wars end after they start, and you 
may be, too. Some students are very interested in looking at under what 
conditions conflicts can actually be resolved, especially when conflict 
in the world seems all too prevalent. The first thing you should do if 
you want to research this area is to read generally about conflict resolu-
tion. Some good places to start (after your textbook and the Journal of 
Conflict Resolution) are listed here. Remember that you don’t have to 
read every page of every book, but you must read enough to under-
stand the important facets that scholars address in this field.

Resources on Conflict Resolution

Anderlini, Sanam. 2007. Women building peace: What they do, why it matters. Boulder, 
CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers.

Autesserre, Séverine. 2014. Peaceland: conflict resolution and the everyday politics of inter-
national intervention. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

https://fragilestatesindex.org
http://www.cfr.org
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Crocker, Chester A., Fen Osler Hampson, and Pamela Aall, eds. 2005. Grasping the 
nettle: Analyzing cases of intractable conflict. Washington, DC: United States Institute 
of Peace Press.

Karim, Sabrina, and Kyle Beardsley. 2017. Equal opportunity peacekeeping: women, peace, 
and security in post-conflict states. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Luckham, Robin. 2017. Whose violence, whose security? Can violence reduction 
and security work for poor, excluded and vulnerable people? Peacebuilding 5(2): 
99–117.

Ohanyan, Anna. 2015. Networked regionalism as conflict management. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press.

Wallensteen, Peter. 2002. Understanding conflict resolution: War, peace and the global 
system. London: Sage.

After you have a basic understanding of conflict resolution, you will have 
to narrow your question. One way to do this is to focus on particular actors’ 
roles in conflict resolution. You might ask:

Under what conditions does [a particular actor] affect the resolution 
of conflict?

These actors may include the following:

• international organizations
• states
• peacekeeping troops
• nongovernmental organizations
• individuals

Let’s take the case of peacekeeping troops. The United Nations has 
expanded peacekeeping in the last two decades, and this has become an inter-
esting area for research. In fact, United Nations (UN) peacekeeping forces 
won the 1988 Nobel Peace Prize for their efforts. Peacekeeping has raised 
a number of issues of importance to international relations, and you might 
want to focus on this facet of conflict resolution. You could ask:

Under what conditions do peacekeeping forces affect the resolution 
of conflict?

You will next have to do two things:

1. Specify exactly what you mean by the resolution of  conflict.
2. Identify the conditions you will study.
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It is time to consult the scholarly literature for help with this. After reread-
ing your textbook, you can turn to a number of recent works for additional 
information.

Resources on Peacekeeping Forces

Articles within the academic journal International Peacekeeping.

De Coning, Cedric, Chiyuki Aoi, and John Karlsrud, eds. 2017. UN peacekeeping doc-
trine in a new era: Adapting to stabilisation, protection and new threats. New York, NY: 
Taylor and Francis.

Diehl, Paul F., Daniel Druckman, and James Wall. 1998. International peacekeeping 
and conflict resolution: A taxonomic analysis with implications. Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 42 (February): 33–55.

Durch, William J., ed. 1993. The evolution of UN peacekeeping: Case studies and compara-
tive analysis. New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press.

Fjelde, Hanne, Lisa Hultman, and Desirée Nilsson. 2019. Protection through presence: 
UN peacekeeping and the costs of targeting civilians. International Organization 
73(1): 103–131.

Howard, Lise Morjé, and Anjali Kaushlesh Dayal. 2018. The use of force in UN peace-
keeping. International Organization 72(1): 71–103.

Jennings, Kathleen M. 2019. Conditional protection? Sex, gender, and discourse in UN 
Peacekeeping. International Studies Quarterly 63(1): 30–42.

Pushkina, Darya. 2006. A recipe for success? Ingredients of a successful peacekeeping 
mission. International Peacekeeping 13(2): 133–149.

As you do your reading on peacekeeping, make sure you look for the 
independent variables (factors) the authors suggest are important to under-
standing the topic. Durch (1993), for example, sets out three important 
variables to study: (1) local consent, (2) the support of the United States and 
Great Powers, and (3) a desire by combatants to salvage something rather 
than to win at all costs. Other scholars will present a perhaps slightly altered 
list of important characteristics.

Once you have a list of independent variables, you can choose cases and 
develop hypotheses. (See Chapter 4.) In the case of peacekeeping, it is very 
easy to get a list of United Nations peacekeeping missions. The UN has an 
elaborate website with very specific information on and documentation of 
peacekeeping missions.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

https://betterworldcampaign.org/un-peacekeeping/
You can find information on UN peacekeeping missions on the website of this 

nonprofit.

https://betterworldcampaign.org
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https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/data
The United Nations Peacekeeping website provides an up-to-date factsheet and 

detailed information on individual missions.

Terrorism

Many students today are interested in the topic of international terrorism, and 
this general topic clearly falls under the rubric of international conflict. There 
are many ways you could develop a question-based research project around 
the general topic of terrorism. Generally, you might ask the following:

What factors affect terrorism?

If you start here, you will need to do two things:

1. Specify the facet of  terrorism you will study.
2. Identify the independent variables you will study.

After reading your textbook, you may want to consult some more refer-
ences on terrorism. Some suggestions are listed here.

Resources on Terrorism

Blomberg, S. B., Engel, R. C., & Sawyer, R. 2010. On the duration and sustainability 
of transnational terrorist organizations. Journal of Conflict Resolution 54(2): 303–330.

Combs, Cynthia C. 2017. Terrorism in the twenty-first century. New York, NY: Routledge.
Crenshaw, Martha. 1991. How terrorism declines. Terrorism and political violence 3(1): 

69–87.
Crenshaw, Martha. 2015. The strategic logic of terrorism. In Conflict after the Cold War: 

Arguments on causes of war and peace. 4th ed., ed. Richard K. Betts, 471–485.
Eager, Paige Whaley. 2016. From freedom fighters to terrorists: Women and political vio-

lence. New York, NY: Routledge.
Hoffman, Bruce. 2017. Inside terrorism. 3rd ed. New York, NY: Columbia University 

Press.
Martin, Susanne, and Leonard B. Weinberg. 2016. Terrorism in an era of unconven-

tional warfare. Terrorism and political violence 28(2): 236–253.
Nacos, Brigitte. 2016. Mass-mediated terrorism: Mainstream and digital media in terrorism 

and counterterrorism. 3rd ed. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.
Nassar, Jamal R. 2005. Globalization and terrorism: The migration of dreams and night-

mares. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Suppose that, after reading about terrorism, you are interested in the fac-
tors that lead to the end of terrorist organizations. Here you might ask:

https://peacekeeping.un.org
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Under what conditions do terrorist organizations disband or cease 
to engage in violence?

Crenshaw (1991) argues that a number of independent variables are 
important to consider, including (1) factors related to the terrorist 
groups themselves and (2) the tools governments use to combat terror-
ism. As you read the scholarly literature, you can look for those inde-
pendent variables that other scholars suggest would explain the end of 
a terrorist organization or its violent actions. Also, make sure that you 
define what you mean by a terrorist group. Remember that definitions 
may vary, and you must be clear about your definition.

Once you have a list of independent variables, it’s time to choose cases and 
develop hypotheses. (See Chapter 4.) A growing number of good websites 
offer information on terrorism and terrorist organizations.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.start.umd.edu/gtd/
The Global Terrorism Database (GTD) includes information on terrorist events 

around the world from 1970 through 2017.

www.dni.gov/nctc/groups.html
U.S. designated terrorist groups are listed here.

http://web.stanford.edu/group/mappingmilitants/cgi-bin/
“The Mapping Militants Project identifies patterns in the evolution of militant 

organizations in specified conflict theatres and provides interactive visual representa-
tions of these relationships.”

General Data Sources for Choosing Cases and 
Gathering Evidence

The following sources will help you gather information on conflict and inter-
national security.

Websites

www.incore.ulst.ac.uk/services/cds/
INCORE: Conflict Data service provides a database on conflict and conflict-related 

issues worldwide, including a database of peace agreements from around the world.

http:// www.start.umd.edu
http://www.dni.gov
http://web.stanford.edu
http://www.incore.ulst.ac.uk
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www.crisisgroup.org/
ICG is a private, multinational organization committed to field research with an 

eye towards improving international capacity to prevent conflict. Scroll down to get 
to their Crisis Watch.

www.sipri.org/
Information from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute.

http://www.crisisgroup.org/
http://www.sipri.org/


U.S. Foreign Policy

Many students are interested in the study of foreign policy and want to do 
research papers on this topic. The study of foreign policy is the study of how 
policy decisions about international relations are made. The broadest ques-
tion you might ask in relation to this general topic is:

What factors affect foreign policy decision making?

There are a number of ways to narrow your approach to the study of 
foreign policy. One way to explore your options as you begin to focus 
your research on this topic is to think about how foreign policy research 
is framed within particular theoretical perspectives in IR.

A realist approach to the study of foreign policy emphasizes the structural 
or systemic constraints on foreign policy decisions made by states and their 
leaders. Realists focus on how foreign policy behavior, including alliance for-
mation and bargaining/negotiation, is shaped by the distribution of power in 
the international system, as well as calculations of national interest defined in 
terms of power. Liberal perspectives on foreign policy invite investigations of 
the shared interests and institutional frameworks that structure foreign policy 
cooperation. This approach also examines the role of soft power and persua-
sion in shaping foreign policy behavior, along with the influence of domestic 
factors, such as regime type. Constructivist scholars study patterns of state-to-
state interactions that influence foreign policy decisions, examine the role of 
norms and state identity in foreign policy behavior, and consider the means 

7
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by which foreign policies converge around shared interests and identities. 
Marxist/critical theory perspectives on foreign policy emphasize the role of 
class and economic interests in driving foreign policy decisions and examine 
the relationship between ideology and foreign policy.

Feminist studies of foreign policy examine the diverse roles of women in 
policy making, the disparate effects of foreign policy decisions on different 
groups of men and women, and the objectification of foreign women as targets 
of policy intervention. Feminist scholars also highlight the gendered power 
relations that support diplomatic relations between states and study the ways 
that ideas about masculinity and femininity are impacted by economic and 
social relations between states and peoples. Poststructuralist examinations of 
foreign policy investigate how specialized, expert knowledge and power are 
linked in the conduct of foreign policy; these studies also examine how foreign 
policy discourses are established and perpetuated, and how the language of 
foreign policy is inserted into the governance of distant populations. The post-
colonial perspective emphasizes the ways that states utilize foreign policy to 
consolidate and expand relations of economic, political, and cultural domina-
tion. Postcolonial scholars are also concerned with the representation of subject 
or “colonized” populations in historical and contemporary foreign policy.

All of this suggests that the study of foreign policy is more multifaceted 
than you might imagine. Before you select a specific topic, you must know 
about foreign policy more generally. After reviewing your textbook, you 
might look at some of the following resources.

Resources on Foreign Policy

Alden, Chris, and Amnon Aran. 2016. Foreign policy analysis: New approaches. London: 
Routledge.

Brummer, Klaus, and Valerie M. Hudson, eds. 2015. Foreign policy analysis: Beyond 
North America. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers.

Cantir, Cristian, and Juliet Kaarbo, eds. 2016. Domestic role contestation, foreign policy, 
and international relations. New York, NY: Routledge.

Hudson, Valerie M. 2013. Foreign policy analysis: Classic and contemporary theory. 
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Hudson, Valerie M., and Patricia Leidl. 2015. The Hillary doctrine: Sex and American 
foreign policy. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

Ikenberry, G. John, ed. 2004. American foreign policy: Theoretical essays. New York, NY: 
Longman.

Kaarbo, Juliet. 2012. Coalition politics and cabinet decision making: A comparative analysis 
of foreign policy choices. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.
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Koch, Michael T., and Sarah A. Fulton. 2011. In the defense of women: Gender, office 
holding, and national security policy in established democracies. Journal of Politics 
73(1): 1–16.

Kubálková, Vendulka. 2001. Foreign policy in a constructed world. New York, NY: 
Routledge.

Mead, Walter Russell. 2002. Special providence: American foreign policy and how it changed 
the world. New York, NY: Routledge.

Nye, Joseph. 2010. Soft power and U.S. foreign policy: Theoretical, historical and contempo-
rary perspectives. New York, NY: Routledge.

Richey, Lisa Ann. 2001. In search of feminist foreign policy: Gender, development, 
and Danish state identity. Cooperation and Conflict 36(2): 177–212.

Schafer, Mark, and Scott Crichlow. 2010. Groupthink vs. high-quality decision making in 
international relations. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

Subotić, Jelena. 2016. Narrative, ontological security, and foreign policy change. 
Foreign policy analysis 12(4): 610–627.

The Feminist Foreign Policy Reading List:
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57cd7cd9d482e9784e4ccc34/t/5c07da341

ae6cf22f47beae7/1544018489923/The+Feminist+Foriegn+Policy+Reading+ 
List+-+December+2018.pdf.

One of the ways to narrow a question about foreign policy is to more nar-
rowly define the dependent variable – in this case, foreign policy decision  
making. For example, you could focus on a particular issue area of foreign policy:

What factors affect foreign policy decision making in the realm of 
[issue]?

Issue areas you might consider include the following:

•	 conflict	(e.g.,	the	decision	to	go	to	war,	how	to	respond	to	a	crisis)
• international economics (e.g., the decision to pursue trade  

agreements)
• environment (e.g., the decision to pursue international environ-

mental agreements)
• human rights (e.g., the decision to link human rights violations in 

other countries to foreign aid)

Even if you narrow the dependent variable, you will need to narrow your 
question further. In this chapter, we discuss two broad ways to do this – by 
focusing on individual characteristics of leaders and by focusing on state-level 
explanations.

https://static1.squarespace.com
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Individual Characteristics

One way to focus your research on foreign policy is to analyze how individuals 
make foreign policy decisions. Some scholars assume rationality on the part 
of leaders; that is, they study foreign policy decisions as if individual leaders 
are interchangeable. Other scholars focus on differences in individual decision 
makers, looking at the motivations, beliefs, values, perceptions, and mispercep-
tions of decision makers. While you may read a lot about this in your textbook, 
it	 is	often	very	difficult	to	research	the	psychological	makeup	of	 individuals.	
Remember that you will need evidence for all of your cases, and it may be hard 
to get that evidence. For example, you may hypothesize that President George 
W. Bush’s foreign policy making was affected by his upbringing. However, 
you may not have the evidence you need to support that argument. If you are 
going to attempt to analyze individual decision makers, you will have to do so 
in a systematic way. Your question then becomes:

What individual factors affect a leader’s foreign policy decision 
making?

You will next turn to the scholarly literature to identify the independent 
variables you will study. Here is a list of concepts followed by impor-
tant citations for resources that may help you to explain foreign policy 
decision making that deviates from what would be expected if leaders 
acted only rationally.

Perception: The decision maker’s images of reality may shape the 
decisions reached.

Jervis, Robert. 1976. Perception and misperception in international politics. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Vertzberger, Yaacov Y. I. 1990. The world in their minds: Information process-
ing, cognition, and perception in foreign policy decision-making. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press.

Leadership Trait Analysis: The personality traits of a leader may 
impact foreign policy behavior.

Dyson, Stephen. 2006. Personality and foreign policy: Tony Blair’s Iraq deci-
sions. Foreign Policy Analysis 2(3): 289–306.

Hermann, Margaret G. 2003. Assessing leadership style: Trait analysis. In The psycho-
logical assessment of political leaders: With profiles of Saddam Hussein and Bill Clinton, 
ed. Jerrold M. Post, 178–212. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.
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Kesgin,	Barış. 2019. Turkey’s Erdoğan: Leadership style and foreign policy audi-
ences. Turkish Studies. doi:10.1080/14683849.2019.1575735.

Operational Code: A set of perceptions and beliefs shapes how leaders 
will respond and act.

George, Alexander L. 2019. The “operational code”: A neglected approach to 
the study of political leaders and decision-making. In Alexander L. George: A 
Pioneer in Political and Social Sciences, ed. Dan Caldwell, 107–131. New York, 
NY: Springer.

Schafer, Mark, and Stephen G. Walker, eds. 2006. Beliefs and leadership in world 
politics: Methods and applications of operational code analysis. New York, NY: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Walker, Stephen G., Mark Schafer, and Michael D. Young. 1998. Systematic 
procedures for operational code analysis: Measuring and modeling Jimmy  
Carter’s operational code. International Studies Quarterly 42 (March): 175–189.

Prospect Theory: Individuals tend to be cautious when they are in a 
good position and more likely to take risks when they are in a bad posi-
tion; therefore, understanding differences in risk propensity is key to 
understanding the outcome of decisions.

Levy, Jack. 1997. Prospect theory, rational choice, and international relations. 
International Studies Quarterly 41 (March): 87–112.

McDermott, Rose. 1998. Risk-taking in international politics: Prospect theory in 
American foreign policy. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

McDermott, Rose. 2004. Prospect theory in political science: Gains and losses 
from the first decade. Political Psychology 25(2): 289–312.

Vis, Barbara, and Dieuwertje Kuijpers. 2018. Prospect theory and foreign policy 
decision-making: Underexposed issues, advancements, and ways forward. 
Contemporary Security Policy 39(4): 575–589.

By considering individual characteristics, you can also narrow your 
question in a slightly different manner:

Under what conditions do [individual characteristics] affect a 
leader’s foreign policy making?

This type of question may focus on one characteristic of the leader and 
ask about the conditions under which this characteristic affects foreign 
policy decision making.

Take,	for	example,	this	more	specific	question:
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Under what conditions does a leader’s understanding of history 
(i.e., historical lessons) affect his or her foreign policy making?

This question addresses how leaders use their own understanding of 
history to inform and shape their present foreign policy choices. Your 
textbook probably talks about historical lessons and foreign policy mak-
ing. It may discuss the Vietnam Syndrome, for example, which suggests 
that foreign policy decisions today are made to avoid the perceived 
problems associated with the American war in Vietnam in the 1960s 
and early 1970s. If you develop this research project, you first need to 
reread what your textbook says about historical lessons and foreign 
policy. Then go beyond your text to read more about the concept from 
some of the good resources available.

Resources on Historical Lessons

Hemmer, Christopher. 1999. Historical analogies and the definition of interests: The 
Iranian hostage crisis and Ronald Reagan’s policy toward the hostages in Lebanon. 
Political Psychology 20(2): 267–289.

Kaarbo, Juliet, and Daniel Kenealy. 2017. Precedents, parliaments, and foreign policy: 
Historical analogy in the House of Commons vote on Syria. West European Politics 
40(1): 62–79.

Khong, Yuen Foong. 1992. Analogies at war: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the 
Vietnam decisions of 1965. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

McDonald, David. 2016. Historical analogies and leadership in Bush administration 
foreign policy. In The Bush leadership, the power of ideas, and the War on Terror, ed. 
Dirk Nabers, 49–66. New York: Routledge.

Neustadt, Richard, and Ernest R. May. 1986. Thinking in time: The uses of history for 
decision makers. New York, NY: Macmillan USA.

Simons, Geoffrey. 1998. Vietnam Syndrome: Impact on U.S. foreign policy. New York, 
NY: St. Martin’s.

Siniver, Asaf, and Jeffrey Collins. 2015. Airpower and quagmire: Historical analogies 
and the Second Lebanon War. Foreign Policy Analysis 11(2): 215–231.

Taylor, Andrew J., and John T. Rourke. 1995. Historical analogies in the congressional 
foreign policy process. Journal of Politics 57 (May): 460–468.

Vertzberger, Yaacov Y. I. 1990. The world in their minds: Information processing, cognition, 
and perception in foreign policy decision-making. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press. [See especially pp. 298–308.]

After you understand something about the concept of historical lessons 
or analogies, you will need to pick your case or cases and develop your 
hypotheses. You may analyze two foreign policy decisions to understand 
the conditions under which a particular leader uses historical lessons, or you 
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may compare different leaders to see if and when they use historical lessons 
differently or similarly. A different project would focus on the varied ways 
historical lessons are used. For example, Vertzberger (1990) argues that lead-
ers can use historical lessons in four ways:

1. to define the situation
2. to circumscribe roles
3. to determine strategy
4. to justify strategy

You might develop hypotheses that suggest under what conditions a leader 
will use historical lessons to justify strategy, for example.

For this type of analysis, you will need a good understanding of the for-
eign policy decisions themselves and then good information (data) about how 
leaders use historical lessons. You will need to analyze leadership speeches, 
interviews, and policy pronouncements in a systematic way. Don’t simply 
pick a few speeches to make an assertion about how the leader uses historical 
lessons. Memoirs are also a good source for information on individual lead-
ers’ perceptions and views, though you should keep in mind that leaders are 
not always candid with the public, and their accounts can be partial and self-
serving. In addition to the following sources, see the related websites listed 
under general sources at the end of this chapter.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.archives.gov/presidential-libraries/research/
This	 website	 gives	 information	 on	 finding	 speeches	 and	writings	 by	 American	

presidents through presidential libraries.

www.archives.gov/
The U.S. National Archives website contains links to information on American 

political leaders.

http://millercenter.org/scripps/archive/speeches
The Miller Center of Public Affairs at the University of Virginia has an online presi-

dential speech archive.

State-Level Analyses

Another way to further narrow the more general question about foreign 
policy making is to focus on state-level independent variables. State-level 

http://www.archives.gov
http://www.archives.gov/
http://millercenter.org
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analyses center on the role of domestic politics and groups in the process of 
making foreign policy. The question here is this:

What state-level factors affect foreign policy?

State-level factors include important domestic political actors such as:

• governmental bureaucracies, including the military
• domestic interest groups
• the public

State-level factors also include the political system (e.g., authoritarian 
versus democratic).

To do research on domestic groups and foreign policy making, you need 
to be able to obtain the information that you need. If you are developing a 
research paper that includes analysis of a certain governmental bureaucracy, 
for example, you will need access to information about how this organiza-
tion operates. (We expand on this point with some specific examples below.) 
If you are doing a paper on comparative foreign policy (i.e., foreign policy 
making in different political systems), you will need information about poli-
cies and the political system in all of the countries you will be comparing. 
Language skills can help significantly in this endeavor.

Bureaucratic Politics

Suppose that you are interested in how governmental bureaucracies affect 
foreign policy:

Under what conditions do governmental bureaucracies affect  
foreign policy decision making?

When you look at the general information on foreign policy, you will 
undoubtedly find some mention of bureaucratic politics. Bureaucratic 
models (sometimes called governmental politics models) suggest that 
foreign policy decisions are the result of bargaining among government 
agencies that usually have different interests. For example, the State 
Department may have different interests than the Defense Department, 
and foreign policy recommendations may reflect bargaining about 
those differences. Some works that discuss this in more detail include 
those listed here.
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Resources on Bureaucratic Politics/Government

Allison, Graham T., and Philip Zelikow. 1999. Essence of decision: Explaining the Cuban 
missile crisis. 2nd ed. New York: Longman.

Arel-Bundock, Vincent, James Atkinson, and Rachel Augustine Potter. 2015. The 
limits of foreign aid diplomacy: How bureaucratic design shapes aid distribution. 
International Studies Quarterly 59(3): 544–556.

Bendor, Jonathan, and Thomas H. Hammond. 1992. Rethinking Allison’s models. 
American Political Science Review 86 (June): 301–322.

Keller, Jonathan W. 2005. Leadership style, regime type, and foreign policy crisis behav-
ior: A contingent monadic peace? International Studies Quarterly 49(2): 205–231.

Kesgin, Baris, and Juliet Kaarbo. 2010. When and how parliaments influence foreign 
policy: The case of Turkey’s Iraq decision. International Studies Perspectives 11(1): 
19–36.

Ozkececi-Taner, Binnur. 2005. The role of ideas in coalition government foreign pol-
icymaking: The case of Turkey between 1991 and 2002. Leiden: Brill/Republic of 
Letters.

Welch, David A. 1992. The organizational process and bureaucratic politics para-
digms: Retrospect and prospect. International Security 17 (Autumn): 112–146.

After reading Allison and Zelikow (1999), for example, you will more fully 
understand the bureaucratic model of foreign policy making. The bureau-
cratic model focuses attention on bargaining among different political players 
over policy outcomes. Here you need to pay attention to (1) who is involved 
in the bargaining, (2) what factors shape perceptions and preferences for each 
of those involved, (3) how different views are presented, and (4) how the final 
decision is made.

The next step in the process is choosing your case or cases and developing 
hypotheses. You can approach this in a number of ways. First, you can do 
what Allison and Zelikow (1999) did – choose one very important crisis and 
analyze the conditions under which bureaucratic politics affected decision 
making during that crisis. Another way to approach this would be to analyze 
different or contradictory foreign policy decisions made in one specific issue 
area during the same administration. Likewise, you may develop a research 
plan that studies similar foreign policy decisions made under different admin-
istrations with different preferences. In order to choose cases, you will have 
to read broadly about different foreign policy decisions. Then you will be able 
to make some choices about which cases to study and hypotheses to develop.

After you choose your cases, you will need to do more research on them. 
To continue with our example, what kind of evidence do you need in order 
to answer questions about bureaucratic politics? For a bureaucratic model, 
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you need to focus on the interaction of various players representing various 
interests. And if you are going to study bureaucratic politics, you will need 
to have access to records that show the interaction of these various play-
ers. Therefore, it is crucial to make sure that you choose a case about which 
there is an ample amount of material; for example, transcripts of meetings 
among top players. Memoirs by participants can be helpful in understanding 
the decision-making process. Be careful, however, that you take memoirs for 
what they are: one participant’s recollection of what occurred. Others may 
have a very different perspective.

Once you have information, you will need to make the connection between 
the information you collect and foreign policy decision making itself. This is 
where you need to be explicit about the connections. For example, you may 
have researched the interests of the CIA but you need to be explicit about how 
these interests were articulated and how they did or did not affect decision 
making. Don’t take for granted that your reader will see and understand the 
connections – make them explicit. Also, you need to remember that a focus 
on bureaucracy may help you understand foreign policy decision making, but 
it will certainly not explain everything about why a particular decision was or 
was not made. This is because other political actors may have some effect on 
foreign policy making. Be careful – don’t make sweeping generalizations that 
you cannot support.

Source for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.usa.gov/federal-agencies
This website provides a list of U.S. federal agencies and departments.

www.loc.gov/rr/news/fedgov.html
This	provides	links	to	official	US	executive	branch	websites.

Public Opinion

Suppose that you are interested not in the bureaucracy but in public opinion:

Under what conditions does public opinion influence foreign policy 
decisions?

The public’s role in foreign policy making may be a research area that 
interests you. Much has been written about the important role of pub-
lic opinion in domestic policy making, but there has been more of a 

http://www.usa.gov
http://www.loc.gov
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debate about whether and when public opinion matters in foreign 
policy making. Here you might look at public opinion survey results 
on specific foreign policy issues to see whether political leaders change 
their own positions on issues before or after a change in public opinion 
or not at all. You will also need evidence to suggest that there is a rela-
tionship if, indeed, you do find that there is a change in policy when 
public opinion changes. You need survey data and a way to measure 
changes in leaders’ positions or policies. Some sources to start with are 
listed here.

Resources on Public Opinion

Baum, Matthew A. 2004. Going private: Public opinion, presidential rhetoric, and the 
domestic politics of audience costs in U.S. foreign policy crises. Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 48(5): 603–631.

Chapman, Terrence L. 2011. Securing approval: Domestic politics and multilateral authori-
zation for war. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Entman, Robert M. 2004. Projections of power: Framing news, public opinion, and U.S. 
foreign policy. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Eshbaugh-Soha, Matthew, and Christopher Linebarger. 2014. Presidential and media 
leadership of public opinion on Iraq. Foreign Policy Analysis 10(4): 313–448.

Graham, Thomas. 1994. Public opinion and U.S. foreign policy decision making. In 
The new politics of American foreign policy, ed. David A. Deese, 190–215. New York, 
NY: St. Martin’s Press.

Holsti, Ole R. 2009. Public opinion and American foreign policy. Rev. ed. Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press.

Kreps, Sarah. 2010. Elite consensus as a determinant of alliance cohesion: Why pub-
lic opinion hardly matters for NATO-led operations in Afghanistan. Foreign Policy 
Analysis 6(3): 191–215.

Mueller, John. 1994. Policy and opinion in the Gulf War. Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press.

Powlick, Philip J., and Andrew Z. Katz. 1998. Defining the American public opinion/
foreign policy nexus. International Studies Quarterly 42 (May): 29–63.

Rothschild, Jacob E., and Richard M. Shafranek. 2017. Advances and opportunities in 
the study of political communication, foreign policy, and public opinion. Political 
Communication 34(4): 634–643.

Shapiro, Robert Y., and Benjamin I. Page. 1994. Foreign policy and public opinion. In 
The new politics of American foreign policy, ed. David A. Deese, 216–235. New York, 
NY: St. Martin’s Press.

Western, Jon W. 2005. Selling intervention and war: the presidency, the media, and the 
American public. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.
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Of course, you will not be conducting public opinion surveys yourself, but 
you can use survey data that has already been compiled and is available to 
students and scholars. Even if you cannot do sophisticated statistical analysis, 
you can look at survey data for trends over time. Holsti (1996: 197), in his final 
chapter, sets out potentially fruitful research paths, suggesting that you look 
at the role of public opinion by (1) the type of issue, (2) the stage of the policy 
process, and/or (3) the decision makers’ beliefs about public opinion. Types 
of issues that may be of interest are trade, the environment, and ethnic, racial, 
religious, and nationalist conflicts and civil wars (Holsti 1996: 193–194). If you 
consider the stage of the policy process, you can study steps in policy making, 
as Graham (1994) did in the case of arms control: agenda setting, negotiation, 
ratification, and implementation. For beginning researchers, the third path 
may be somewhat easier to study. You would need to look at what a particu-
lar leader says he or she believes about public opinion and then compare that 
to actual decisions to see if you can establish a connection or pattern.

As another option, you might want to research the factors that affect pub-
lic opinion itself.

What factors affect public opinion on foreign policy issues?

Note that the dependent variable here has changed from foreign policy 
making to public opinion.

Once you understand something about public opinion and foreign policy 
making and have decided, more specifically, what you would like to study, 
you are ready to choose independent variables and cases and to develop 
hypotheses. If, for example, you want to compare the role of public opin-
ion by type of issue, you may choose to look at a few decisions in one issue 
area, or you may choose to compare decisions across issue areas. You must 
be explicit about why you choose the cases you do. In all likelihood, the data 
you will need will include a measurement of public opinion. Sources for this 
are listed below. You will also need information on foreign policy decisions 
themselves. Then you must take the next step and make a connection, if pos-
sible, between public opinion and decisions made. Remember that you can-
not conclusively show that public opinion had a particular effect on any specific 
decision. However, you can state either that there was no relationship or that 
there may be a relationship. As you continue in your study of IR, you will 
learn more sophisticated ways to determine the likelihood that there is a 
relationship at work.
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Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

http://pewglobal.org/ and www.pewresearch.org/topics/foreign-affairs-and-policy/
The Pew Research Center has a site for international public opinion information 

and for public opinion on foreign policy issues.

https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/blog/foreign-policy-data-american-public-opinion-
and-us-foreign-policy
The Roper Center at Cornell University has information on U.S. public opinion 

and foreign policy.

Public Opinion Quarterly
This scholarly journal is an excellent source for research on public opinion.

Interest Groups

If you are interested in the role of different state-level actors in the foreign 
policy process, you may choose to design a different type of project. For 
example, you might ask this question:

What factors affect the strategies of interest groups?

Many students are interested in how interest groups affect policy 
making, but it is very difficult to ascertain the degree to which inter-
est groups affect policy making. This question basically asks about 
the strategies of different types of interest groups to see if there is 
evidence that suggests a pattern in how interest groups function. Note 
that the dependent variable is not foreign policy making or foreign 
policy. The dependent variable is the strategies of interest groups. A 
good place to start is to read about interest groups and the process 
of foreign policy making. First, reread your textbook, and then go 
beyond that. The following resources may help.

Resources on Interest Groups

Crabb, Cecil V., Jr., Glenn J. Antizzo, and Leila E. Sarieddine. 2000. Congress and the 
foreign policy process: Modes of legislative behavior. Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State 
University Press. [See especially pp. 137–155.]

Glazier, Rebecca A. 2013. Divine direction: How providential religious beliefs shape 
foreign policy attitudes. Foreign Policy Analysis 9(2): 127–147.

Hudson, Valerie M., Susan M. Sims, and John C. Thomas. 1993. The domestic politi-
cal context of foreign policy-making: Explicating a theoretical construct. In The 

http://pewglobal.org/
http://www.pewresearch.org
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu
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limits of state autonomy: societal groups and foreign policy formulation, ed. David 
Skidmore and Valerie M. Hudson, 49–101. Boulder, CO: Westview.

Jentleson, Bruce W. 2004. American foreign policy: The dynamics of choice in the twenty-
first century. New York: W. W. Norton. [See especially pp. 44–47.]

Wittkopf, Eugene, and James McCormick. 2004. The domestic sources of American for-
eign policy: Insights and evidence. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

After doing this background reading, you can focus more closely on the 
types and strategies of interest groups. Jentleson (2004), for example, sets out 
a list of types of interest groups, including economic groups, identity groups 
(religious or ethnic), political issue groups, state and local governments, 
and foreign governments. He also sets out four strategies: (1) influencing 
Congress, (2) influencing the executive branch, (3) influencing public opin-
ion, and (4) corruption (e.g., bribing, giving gifts, etc.). Based on this material, 
you can design your research plan in a number of different ways.

• Study one major foreign policy decision and the factors that shaped 
interest group strategies.

• Study one type of group to see if its strategies changed over time.
• Study foreign policy decisions about the same issue to see how and why 

an interest group’s strategies changed over time.

Once	you	choose	your	cases,	you	will	need	to	find	out	exactly	what	strategies	
the	 interest	group	or	groups	used.	Then	you	will	need	 specific	 information	
about the interest group’s activities, so you can group them by strategy. For 
example,	you	might	consider	mailings	to	the	public	to	be	a	strategy	to	influ-
ence public opinion. Meetings with congressional representatives fall under the 
category	of	influencing	Congress.	You	can	obtain	information	about	interest	
group activities in part from the interest group itself. Don’t rely on this alone, 
however. You’ll need more information from the press and secondary sources.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.opensecrets.org/influence/
The Center for Responsive Politics has a website that contains a database of lobbying 

groups. You can search by category or for a particular group. If you look in the section 
on	ideological	or	single	issues,	you	will	find	a	category	for	foreign	and	defense	policy.

www.opensecrets.org/industries/indus.php?ind=Q04
The Open Secrets website includes information on interest groups in the foreign 

policy sector.

http://www.opensecrets.org
http://www.opensecrets.org
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Terrorism

Research	on	U.S.	foreign	policy	related	to	terrorism	has	increased	significantly	
since September 11, 2001. Many students are interested in foreign policy in 
this area. One way to approach this general topic is to compare changes to 
U.S. counterterrorism policy:

• over time
• under different presidents
• in regard to different foreign countries.

Your general research question would be:

What factors affect U.S. foreign policy on terrorism?

If you are interested in this question, you must first read what scholars 
have written on the general topic.

Resources on Terrorism and U.S. Foreign Policy

Combs, Cynthia C. 2017. Terrorism in the twenty-first century. New York, NY: Routledge.
Entman, Robert. 2004. Projections of power: Framing news, public opinion, and foreign 

policy. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Lynch, Timothy J., and Robert S. Singh. 2008. After Bush: the case for continuity in 

American foreign policy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Nacos, Brigitte. 2016. Mass-mediated terrorism: Mainstream and digital media in terrorism 

and counterterrorism. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.
Pillar, Paul R. 2003. Terrorism and U.S. foreign policy. Washington, DC: Brookings 

Institution Press.

After reading about terrorism and foreign policy in a post-9/11 envi-
ronment, you might want to assess the differences and similarities in U.S. 
foreign policy on terrorism between the presidencies of George Bush and 
Barack Obama. One way to do this would be to take Lynch and Singh’s 
argument that American foreign policy under President Obama would show 
significant continuity with that of President Bush. First you would have to 
determine what specific policies you will study. Second, you must deter-
mine the degree to which this is continuity or change from one presidency 
to another. Finally, you must address the factors that affect that continuity 
or change.
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Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.start.umd.edu/gtd/
The Global Terrorism Database (GTD) includes information on terrorist events 

around the world from 1970 through 2017.

www.dni.gov/nctc/groups.html
U.S. designated terrorist groups are listed here.

http://web.stanford.edu/group/mappingmilitants/cgi-bin/
“The	Mapping	Militants	 Project	 identifies	 patterns	 in	 the	 evolution	 of	militant	

organizations	in	specified	conflict	theatres	and	provides	interactive	visual	representa-
tions of these relationships.”

General Data Sources for Choosing Cases and 
Gathering Evidence

The following sources will help you gather information on foreign policy.

For Domestic and Foreign Policies and the President

Public Papers of the President. Washington, DC: Federal Register Division, 
National Archives and Records Service, General Services Administration.

Each Public Papers volume contains the papers and speeches of the President 
of the United States that were issued by the Office of the Press Secretary 
during the specified time period.

Also available here: www.archives.gov/federal-register/publications/
presidential-papers.html

Websites for Foreign Policy Resources

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments
The Foreign Relations of the United States	 (FRUS)	 series	 presents	 the	 official	 doc-

umentary	 historical	 record	 of	 major	 U.S.	 foreign	 policy	 decisions	 and	 significant	
diplomatic activity.

www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/feros-pg.htm
Professor Vincent Ferraro of Mount Holyoke College has created an excellent site 

that contains a broad range of American foreign policy documents.

http://www.start.umd.edu
http://www.dni.gov
http://web.stanford.edu
http://www.archives.gov
http://www.archives.gov
https://history.state.gov
http://www.mtholyoke.edu


International Political 
Economy

The interdisciplinary subfield of international political economy (IPE) is a rich 
subject-area for research in international relations. Scholars of IPE investigate 
dynamics of wealth and power at work in the contemporary world, bringing 
together the study of economics and political science. IPE combines analysis 
of the global production and exchange of goods, services, and capital with the 
study of the social, political, and moral contexts in which wealth is created 
and power operates. IPE is therefore concerned with value as well as values – 
freedom, equality, justice, and democracy are all at stake at the intersection of 
politics and economics. The central question of political economy might best 
be summed up by the Latin phrase “Cui bono?” – “Who benefits?”

Issues in IPE include international trade and finance, global poverty and 
inequality, North–South relations, national economic power, and the role of 
international financial and development institutions, ranging from the IMF 
and World Bank to the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). Also 
included in this area are issues related to economic integration in regions 
around the world. It comes as no surprise that political scientists examine 
these issues in many different ways, reflecting the wide range of theoretical 
perspectives in IR. Thinking about IPE in relation to these frameworks might 
help you to narrow your research topic.

Realist studies of IPE focus on the strategic use of productive resources and 
economic policy by nation-states to accumulate economic power and influ-
ence in relation to other state actors. From this perspective, economic wealth 
and productive capacity is a reservoir of potential military power, and control 
or influence over particular markets (such as oil) has a strategic (rather than 

8
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simply economic) function. While realists tend to analyze economic coopera-
tion in terms of relative gains (winners and losers), liberals position IPE as the 
dimension of international relations most open to cooperation and mutual 
gains. Liberal perspectives examine the mutual benefits of “free” or open 
trade policy, the international institutional frameworks that structure eco-
nomic integration and extend the reach of global markets, and the domestic 
factors that contribute to economic development, particularly issues pertain-
ing to the rule of law, democracy, and corruption. Constructivist approaches 
to IPE emphasize the potential “deepening” effects of economic interactions, 
examining the influence of norms on economic policy and the impact of 
trade and development on state identity. Constructivists also highlight the 
social processes through which international institutions arrive at agendas for 
development assistance or conditions attached to lending. Marxist/critical 
IPE examines the material conditions and ideological claims that undergird 
the structure of the world economy, focusing attention on the transformative 
and disruptive effects of global capitalism generally, and on the problem of 
crisis in the global economy more specifically. Marxist scholars are interested 
in the unequal economic relations manifested in international trade, finance, 
and development, the role of international institutions and multinational/
transnational corporations in this system, and the resulting power dynamics 
between core and periphery, and worker and capitalist.

Feminist investigations of IPE focus on the gendered dynamics of global 
economic exchange, examining issues like global supply chains and microfi-
nance with attention to the positions of diverse women within these systems, 
as well as to the role of gender norms and expectations in their operation. 
Feminist scholars study the disparate impacts of internationally mandated 
economic reforms on vulnerable populations, and they examine the ways 
that ideas about gender are integrated into the programs of international lend-
ing and development institutions. Poststructuralist IPE is interested in how 
“wealth” and “power” is represented in mainstream economics and political 
economy. Poststructuralist scholars investigate the insertion of economic dis-
courses (like Keynesianism or neoliberalism) into institutional practices – such 
as economic development or industrial policy. This perspective emphasizes 
the interrelationship between knowledge and power in these contexts. The 
poststructuralist frame is also attuned to the symbolic and performative 
dimensions of consumption, as well as to how the disciplinary practices that 
sustain global markets (such as the habits and attitudes of workers assembling 
an iPhone) function or dysfunction in particular contexts. Finally, postcolo-
nial studies of IPE highlight the hierarchies of race, gender, and class that 
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permeate global economic relationships. Postcolonial scholars investigate the 
developmental legacies of colonialism within postcolonial states, the repre-
sentation of “developing countries” in the discourses of the global North, the 
neocolonial practices of international financial institutions, the relationship 
between cultural and economic power, and the de-colonization of economic 
relations between the global North and South.

Given all of these possibilities for focused research, we outline three ways 
to narrow questions about these topics by focusing on:

• international actors/agents in global production, international trade, 
and finance

• economic and human development
• poverty and global inequality

The relationship between international politics and economics is a growing 
and important area of study, but it may at first seem difficult to develop a 
research paper in this area without a substantial academic base in economics. 
However, research in political economy takes many forms, not all quantita-
tive, and once you learn some key concepts and engage some of the resources 
listed below, you will find that there are any number of areas that you can 
investigate using an IPE framework.

IPE and the Role of International Actors

A number of international actors/agents are involved in IPE, and you may 
be interested in doing research on them. These actors include the following:

• states
• individual leaders
• group-level actors organized by socio-economic class, like workers, man-

agement, investors, or owners
• multinational/transnational corporations (MNCs, TNCs)
• international governmental organizations (IGOs)
• nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)

As your textbook probably explains, one of the important issues in IPE is 
to what degree state sovereignty is diminished by growing international 
economic interdependence and with what results. Scholars of IPE are also 
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interested in the role of international actors in international trade, finance, and 
development. The most basic question you might ask about these actors is:

What factors affect the participation of [international actor] in 
international economic processes?

Note that in this question the dependent variable is the participation of 
the international actor – not IPE per se. To develop a more specific 
question related to the behavior of international actors in the global 
economy, you first need to develop a general understanding of some 
of the basic concepts and arguments made in IPE. Your textbook is a 
good place to start, but you’ll also want to turn to peer-reviewed books 
and articles as you refine your topic. Some suggestions are offered here.

Resources on International Political Economy

Abdelal, Rawi, Mark Blyth, and Craig Parsons. 2010. Constructing the international 
economy. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Aliber, Robert, and Charles P. Kindleberger. 2015. Manias, panics, and crashes: A history 
of financial crises. 7th ed. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Barma, Naazneen, and Steven K. Vogel, eds. 2008. The political economy reader: Markets 
as institutions. New York, NY: Routledge.

Blyth, Mark, ed. 2009. Routledge handbook of international political economy (IPE): IPE as 
a global conversation. New York, NY: Routledge.

Caporaso, James A., and David P. Levine. 1993. Theories of political economy. New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Cohn, Theodore. 2003. Global political economy: Theory and practice. New York, NY: 
Longman.

Cox, Robert W. 1987. Production, power and world order: Social forces in the making of 
history. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

Davies, Matt. 2016. Everyday life as critique: Revisiting the everyday in IPE with 
Henri Lefebvre and postcolonialism. International Political Sociology 10: 22–38.

Frieden, Jeffry A. 2006. Global capitalism: Its fall and rise in the twentieth century. New 
York, NY: W.W. Norton and Co.

Gilpin, Robert. 1987. The political economy of international relations. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press.

Gilpin, Robert. 2003. Global political economy: Understanding the international economic 
order. New Delhi: Orient Longman.

Grieco, Joseph, and G. John Ikenberry. 2003. State power and world markets. New York, 
NY: W.W. Norton and Co.

Peterson, V. Spike. 2003. A critical rewriting of global political economy: Integrating repro-
ductive, productive and virtual economies. New York, NY: Routledge.
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Peterson, V. Spike. 2005. How (the meaning of) gender matters in Political Economy. 
New Political Economy 10(4): 499–521.

Rodrick, Dani. 2008. One economics, many recipes: Globalization, institutions, and eco-
nomic growth. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Shields, Stuart, Ian Bruff, and Huw Macartney. 2011. Critical international political 
economy: Dialogue, debate and dissensus. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Strange, Susan. States and markets. 2015 [1994]. London: Bloomsbury.
Weiss, Linda, ed. 2003. States in the global economy: Bringing domestic institutions back in. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Multinational/Transnational Corporations

Suppose that you are interested in multinational or transnational corporations –  
enterprises that operate and have production facilities in more than one coun-
try. First, you should note terminology: “multinational corporation” is an 
older term that refers to companies that are headquartered in one country 
but have some operations and product offerings abroad, while “transna-
tional corporation” is a newer concept that tries to capture the complexity of 
global firms (less attached to a single country) that increasingly decentralize 
supply chains, product development, and operations across a multitude of 
states. Through your preliminary reading, you will find that governments 
often intervene in the rules and regulations governing the conduct of MNCs/
TNCs. You might want to ask this question:

Under what conditions do governments intervene in the rules and 
regulations that govern the conduct of MNCs/TNCs?

To begin this research, you will need to reread your textbook and under-
stand that there are a number of debates about the role of MNCs/TNCs in 
IPE. After that, you should focus your general literature review on MNCs/
TNCs. You may want to turn to the resources listed here for a start.

Resources on MNCs/TNCs

Babic, Milan, Jan Fichtner, and Eelke M. Heemskerk. 2017. States versus corpora-
tions: Rethinking the power of business in international politics. The International 
Spectator 52(4): 20–43.

Doremus, Paul N., William W. Keller, Louis W. Pauly, and Simon Reich. 1998. The 
myth of the global corporation. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Elias, Juanita. 2004. Fashioning inequality: The multinational company and gendered 
employment in a globalizing world. Aldershot: Ashgate.
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Galbraith, John Kenneth. 2007 [1967]. The new industrial state. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Gilpin, Robert. 1975. U.S. power and the multinational corporation. New York, NY: Basic 
Books.

Jensen, Nathan Michael. 2006. Nation-states and the multinational corporation: A political 
economy of foreign direct investment. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Poynter, Thomas A. 1985. Multinational enterprises and government intervention. New 
York: St. Martin’s Press. [See especially Chapter 3, “The basis of intervention.”]

Robinson, William I. 2004. A theory of global capitalism: Production, class, and state in a 
transnational world. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Saari, David J. 1999. Global corporations and sovereign nations: Collision or cooperation? 
Westport, CT: Quorum Books/Greenwood Publishing Group.

Sally, Razeen. 1995. States and firms: Multinational enterprises in institutional competition. 
New York, NY: Routledge.

Sklair, Leslie. 2001. The transnational capitalist class. Oxford: Blackwell.
Vernon, Raymond. 1971. Sovereignty at bay: The multinational spread of U.S. enterprises. 

New York, NY: Longman.

There are a number of ways to study the conditions under which govern-
ments intervene in the practices of MNCs/TNCs. First, you must define 
intervention. Poynter defines intervention as “forced sharing of the ben-
efits (economic mostly) generated by the subsidiary” (1985, 36). You may 
choose to use this definition of intervention, or you can choose another 
that you find in the course of your preliminary research (be sure to give the 
author credit). You must then choose independent variables and case(s) and 
develop hypotheses. For example, you may choose independent variables 
such as the characteristics of the subsidiary within the country or host-
nation characteristics. You could choose cases in a number of ways. One is 
to study a single economic sector (like manufacturing or services) and look 
for differences in how the government deals with individual subsidiaries. 
Another way is to look across business sectors. The following sources give 
you some starting points.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

https://us.kompass.com/
This site allows you to search for companies by region and industry. It contains 

information on 20 million companies worldwide.

www.export.gov/industries
The U.S. Department of Commerce’s International Trade Administration organ-

izes export information by industry.

https://us.kompass.com/
http://www.export.gov
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The World Trade Organization

Another way to narrow a question about international actors is to choose 
a specific organization on which to focus. For example, you may want to 
study the World Trade Organization (WTO). This international governmen-
tal organization (IGO) “promotes, monitors, and adjudicates international 
trade” (Goldstein 2003, 329) and has caused much controversy since its birth 
in 1995 from the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). Even if 
you do not have a strong background in economics, you still can study the 
WTO. One approach is to study media coverage of the WTO. You could also 
study resistance to the WTO by activists and civil society organizations in dif-
ferent countries, or study the politics of multilateral trade negotiations.

If you decide to study WTO protest movements, you could ask:

Under what conditions do groups protest the WTO?

To begin investigating this question, you first need to read more about 
the WTO. Remember that as a political scientist you need to keep an 
open mind. You may already have an opinion about the WTO, but a well-
designed research project may lead to unexpected conclusions. For exam-
ple, if you think that protesters are all a bunch of radical loudmouths, you 
may be surprised by the range of different groups involved and the issues 
on the table. Likewise, you may believe that the governments involved in 
trade negotiations represent wealthy investors and exporters and do not 
have the best interests of their people in mind. However, you may not find 
this to be true. Be open to a complicated set of relationships. As you pursue 
your literature review, you may want to look at the following resources.

Resources on International Trade and the WTO

Baldwin, Richard. 2016. The World Trade Organization and the future of multilater-
alism. Journal of Economic Perspectives 30 (1): 95–116.

Barton, John H., Judith L. Goldstein, Timothy E. Josling, and Richard H. Steinberg. 
2006. The evolution of the trade regime: Politics, law, and economics of the GATT and the 
WTO. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Blustein, Paul. 2009. Misadventures of the most favored nations: Clashing egos, inflated ambi-
tions, and the great shambles of the world trade system. New York, NY: PublicAffairs.

Chang, Ha-Joon. 2008. Bad Samaritans: The myth of free trade and the secret history of 
capitalism. New York, NY: Bloomsburg Press.

Hoekman, Bernard, and Michel Kostecki. 2010. The political economy of the world trad-
ing system: From GATT to WTO. 3rd ed. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
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Irwin, Douglas A. 2015. Free trade under fire. 4th ed. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press.

Jones, Kent. 2010. The Doha blues: Institutional crisis and reform in the WTO. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Robertson, David. 2000. Civil society and the WTO. World Economy 23(9): 1119–1134.
Rodrik, Dani. 2017. Straight talk on trade: Ideas for a sane world economy. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press.
Rodrik, Dani. 2018. What do trade agreements really do? Journal of Economic Perspectives 

32(2): 73–90.
Schott, Jeffrey J., ed. 2000. The WTO after Seattle. Washington, DC: Institute for 

International Economics.
Wilkinson, Rorden and James Scott, eds. 2013. Trade, poverty, development: Getting 

beyond the WTO’s Doha round. New York, NY: Routledge.

After completing your general literature review, you may find that some 
assertions are not necessarily supported or that you want to study some of 
the questions raised. Robertson, for example, says that many NGOs involved 
in the 1999 Seattle, Washington WTO protests had no obvious tie to any 
economic issues associated with the WTO, and he lists “teachers’ unions, 
AIDS groups, church groups, animal rights groups, indigenous and women’s 
groups” (2000, 1132). That is, Robertson argues that economic interests were 
not the only independent variable involved in generating the protest. You 
may find other scholars who argue that economic interests were indeed of 
primary importance. You may want to see if this is true. If Robertson’s asser-
tion is not true, what were the economic issues associated with the groups he 
names? Of course, you will need to look at some other potential independent 
variables as well.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.wto.org/english/res_e/statis_e/statis_e.htm
Trade and tariff data from the World Trade Organization.

http://depts.washington.edu/wtohist/index.htm
The WTO History Project, a joint effort of several programs at the University of 

Washington, makes available a number of resources via this website.

www.law.duke.edu/lib/researchguides/gatt
Duke University School of Law website with information on GATT/WTO.

www.export.gov/Trade-Data-and-Analysis
Trade data and analysis from the U.S. Department of Commerce’s International 

Trade Administration.

http://www.wto.org
http://depts.washington.edu
http://www.law.duke.edu
http://www.export.gov
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Political Leaders

Political leaders are important to IPE because economic policies are inextri-
cably linked to political processes. These leaders could be presidents, prime 
ministers, and cabinet officials, or the leaders of international organizations, 
like the U.N. Secretary General, the president of the World Bank, or the man-
aging director of the IMF. If you are interested in the politics involved, you 
may want to research what affects leaders’ positions on particular interna-
tional economic issues. You might ask:

What factors affect leadership positions on [specific economic issue 
or policy]?

Areas of interest to you might include:

• Trade policy (including policies related to tariffs, subsidies, and 
trade agreements).

• Policies regulating foreign investment and capital mobility (includ-
ing foreign direct investment [FDI], and banking and financial 
regulation).

• Industrial policy (or measures to promote domestic “development,” 
including government promotion of national industry, infrastruc-
ture, education, and research and development [R&D]).

In order to narrow your question to a reasonable project, you should read 
broadly on issues related to economic policy making.

Resources on International Economic Policy Making

Blyth, Mark. 2002. Great transformations: Economic ideas and institutional change in the 
20th century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Carbone, Maurizio. 2007. The European Union and international development: The politics 
of foreign aid. New York, NY: Routledge.

Chorev, Nitsan. 2007. Remaking U.S. trade policy: From protectionism to globalization. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Irwin, Douglas A. 2017. Clashing over commerce: A history of US trade policy. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press.

Kurlantzick, Joshua. 2016. State capitalism: How the return of stateism is transforming the 
world. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Skonieczny, Amy. 2001. Constructing NAFTA: Myth, representation, and the discur-
sive construction of U.S. foreign policy. International Studies Quarterly 45(3): 433–454.

Spero, Joan and Jeffrey Hart. 2009. The politics of international economic relations. 7th ed. 
Florence, KY: Cengage Learning.
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Woods, Ngaire. 2006. The globalizers: The IMF, the World Bank and their borrowers. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

You may choose to focus on the factors that affect how policy is made, but 
there are other interesting questions to ask that are related to political leaders 
and international economic policy. For example, you might study how lead-
ers attempt to legitimize, or gain support for their preferred policies. After 
reading Skonieczny’s (2001) work, you could apply her method of analysis 
to understand the arguments used by political leaders to legitimize other 
international economic agreements. She argues that the discursive construc-
tion of NAFTA by political leaders led to public support for the agreement. 
You might want to test her hypothesis in different cases. If you pursue this 
research project your question might be:

Under what conditions does passage of a regional trade agreement 
become acceptable?

Here the focus is on how the agreement was described and explained, 
i.e. its discursive construction.

Resources on Agreements

www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/region_e.htm
The WTO provides a wealth of information on regional trade agreements.

http://tcc.export.gov/Trade_Agreements/All_Trade_Agreements/index.asp
The Trade Compliance Center (TCC) of the U.S. Department of Commerce’s 

International Trade Administration provides a list of trade agreements.

www.ustr.gov/trade-agreements
Office of the U.S. Trade Representative website for trade agreements.

Economic and Human Development

Two major concepts are used to describe complicated ongoing processes in 
international relations that involve both politics and economics: globaliza-
tion and development. International relations textbooks discuss both of these 
ideas. Globalization is covered in Chapter 10. Development is defined in a 
variety of ways in IR, but is generally conceptualized as an historical pro-
cess (or set of processes) through which states and societies attain higher 
standards of living through economic advances in productivity and GDP 
growth, while also experiencing the social transformations associated with 

http://www.wto.org
http://tcc.export.gov
http://www.ustr.gov
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modernity, such as higher levels of education, achievements in health, and 
advancements in civil and political freedoms.

The issue of “development” is much debated by IPE scholars. One pro-
ductive way to research the topic of development is to ask questions that 
address the complexities involved. First, make sure you understand the rel-
evant dynamics and debates by reading some general information. Then, read 
more. You may want to start with the following resources.

Resources on Development

Acemoglu, Daron, and James Robinson. 2012. Why nations fail. The origins of power, 
prosperity, and poverty. New York, NY: Crown Business.

Barro, Robert J. 1997. Determinants of economic growth: A cross-country empirical study. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Cypher, James M. 2014. The process of economic development. 4th ed. New York, NY: 
Routledge.

Easterly, William. 2001. The elusive quest for growth: Economists’ adventures and misad-
ventures in the tropics. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Escobar, Arturo. 1995. Encountering development: The making and unmaking of the third 
world. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Fukuyama, Francis. 2014. Political order and political decay: From the industrial revolution 
to the globalization of democracy. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Jameson, Kenneth P., and Charles K. Wilber, eds. 1996. The political economy of develop-
ment and underdevelopment. 6th ed. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

Kohli, Atul. 2004. State-directed development: Political power and industrialization in the 
global periphery. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Larrain, Jorge. 1989. Theories of development: Capitalism, colonialism and dependency. 
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Li, Tania Murray. 2007. The will to improve: Governmentality, development, and the prac-
tice of politics. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Martinussen, John. 1997. Society, state and market: A guide to competing theories of develop-
ment. New York, NY: Zed Books.

McEwan, Cheryl. 2009. Postcolonialism and development. New York, NY: Routledge.
Mehrota, Santosh, and Richard Jolly, eds. 1997. Development with a human face: Experiences 

in social achievement and economic growth. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Moyo, Dambisa. 2009. Dead aid: Why aid is not working and how there is a better way for 

Africa. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
Power, Marcus. 2019. Geopolitics and development. New York, NY: Routledge.
Rist, Gilbert. 2014. The history of development: From Western origins to global faith. 4th ed. 

New York, NY: Zed Books.
Seligson, Mitchell A., and John T. Passé-Smith, eds. 2013. Development and underde-

velopment: The political economy of inequality. 5th ed. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.
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Smith, Neil. 2008. Uneven development: Nature, capital, and the production of space. 3rd ed. 
Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press.

Gender and Development

As Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen writes, “Nothing, arguably, is as impor-
tant today in the political economy of development as an adequate recognition 
of political, economic and social participation and leadership of women” 
(1999, 203). You may have read about the importance of women to economic 
development, improved health and welfare, and the alleviation of poverty. If 
not, you may want to learn more about this topic, which is a fascinating and 
important part of understanding development in the world today. There are 
a number of approaches to studying this area. Data are more accessible now 
than in the recent past, and international organizations are paying attention 
to this important issue. First, learn more about the role of gender in economic 
development. If your textbook does not contain much information, do not be 
deterred. You can begin your reading with some of the resources listed here.

Resources on Gender and Development

www.genderanddevelopment.org/
Website for the journal Gender and Development which contains articles on this topic.

Beneria, Lourdes, Günseli Berik, and Maria S. Floro. 2016. Gender, development, and 
globalization: Economics as if all people mattered. 2nd ed. New York, NY: Routledge.

Massiah, Joycelin, ed. 1992. Women in developing economies: Making visible the invisible. 
New York, NY: Berg.

Momsen, Janet Henshall. 2004. Gender and development. London: Routledge.
Nussbaum, Martha C. 2000. Women and human development: The capabilities approach. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [See especially pp. 290–297.]
Parpart, Jane L. 2000. Rethinking participation, empowerment, and development 

from a gender perspective. In Transforming development: Foreign aid for a changing 
world, ed. Jim Freedman. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Scott, Catherine V. 1996. Gender and development: Rethinking modernization and depend-
ency theory. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.

Sen, Amartya. 1999. Development as freedom. New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf. [See 
especially Chapter 8, “Women’s agency and social change.”]

There are a number of ways to study the role of women and gender in 
development. One way is to look at under what conditions particular devel-
opment programs or plans are supported and/or implemented. For example, 
it is now generally accepted that female literacy is correlated with lower 

http://www.genderanddevelopment.org/
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fertility rates. You might study under what conditions political leaders pro-
mote, accept, and/or adopt programs that encourage female literacy, asking:

Under what conditions do [countries/regions/communities] adopt 
literacy programs for women?

In particular, you might look at the role of external and internal inde-
pendent variables to see if there are patterns across cases. External fac-
tors may include the presence of development workers representing 
IGOs or NGOs. Internal factors may include policy entrepreneurs or 
leaders who champion such programs.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

http://genderstats.worldbank.org
This World Bank site offers statistics on gender and development.

http://hdr.undp.org/en/data
Data from the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), which pub-

lishes the Human Development Report annually.

www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/gender-equality.html
The UNDP website on gender equality.

www.icrw.org/
The International Center for Research on Women’s website contains links to work 

on a range of issues that impact women and girls.

Corruption and Development

Another way to study economic and human development is to look at the 
role of corruption in the process of development. There is a debate among 
some scholars about this role with one group of scholars arguing that corrup-
tion hurts economic development while another group’s research suggests 
that some level of corruption “greases the wheels” of economic development. 
You will need to read about corruption and development to get some back-
ground on this complex issue.

Resources on Corruption and Development

Aidt, Toke S. 2009. Corruption, institutions, and economic development. Oxford 
Review of Economic Policy, 25(2), 271–291.

Basu, Kaushik, and Tito Cordella, eds. 2018. Institutions, Governance, and the Control of 
Corruption. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

http://genderstats.worldbank.org
http://hdr.undp.org
http://www.undp.org
http://www.icrw.org/
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Chang, Ha-Joon. 2008. Bad Samaritans: The myth of free trade and the secret history of capi-
talism. New York, NY: Bloomsburg Press. [See Chapter 8, “Zaire vs Indonesia.”]

Egger, Peter, and Hans Winner. 2005. Evidence on corruption as an incentive for for-
eign direct investment. European Journal of Political Economy 21(4), 932–952.

Fisman, Raymond, and Edward Miguel. 2010. Economic gangsters: Corruption, violence, 
and the poverty of nations. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Leff, Nathaniel. 1964. Economic development through bureaucratic corruption. 
American Behavioral Scientist 8(3), 8–14.

Rose-Ackerman, Susan. 1999. Corruption and government, causes, consequences and 
reform. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Smith, B. C. 2007. Good governance and economic development. London: Palgrave.
Treisman, Daniel. 2007. What have we learned about the causes of corruption from 

ten years of cross-national empirical research? Annual Review of Political Science 
10(1): 211–244.

After reading about the relationship between corruption and development, 
you can set out a research question, such as:

Under what conditions does political corruption affect economic 
development?

To answer this question, you would first need to develop a list of 
countries that have low, medium, and high levels of political corrup-
tion and low, medium, and high levels of economic development. One 
measure of corruption levels, Transparency International’s Corruption 
Perceptions Index, can be found at:

www.transparency.org

Treisman (2007, 241) argues that “countries are perceived to be more 
corrupt if they depend on fuel exports, have intrusive business regula-
tions, and suffer from unpredictable inflation.” You may want to ana-
lyze these factors in a few case studies.

Poverty and Global Inequality

The debate over economic and human development is closely linked to the 
study of poverty and global inequality – two of the most urgent issues facing 
scholars of IPE. In recent years, poverty rates in some parts of the world, par-
ticularly East Asia, have fallen, even as more than a billion people continue to 
live in conditions of extreme deprivation and insecurity; much of this poverty 
is concentrated in the countries of Sub-Saharan Africa and Central and South 
Asia. Moreover, even as a “global middle class” has emerged in China, income 

http://www.transparency.org
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inequality has increased within many developed and developing countries, 
including the post-industrial democracies of Western Europe and the United 
States. Researchers in IPE debate the causes of these trends, the means by 
which poverty and inequality might be alleviated, as well as the correct way 
of measuring progress: Do increasing absolute differences in income levels 
across the world matter more or less than the relative gains made in some 
countries and regions? Are poor countries “catching up” or falling behind? 
To further refine your interest in poverty and global inequality, you should 
engage a variety of perspectives on these topics. The resources listed here will 
get you started.

Resources on Poverty and Global Inequality

Banerjee, Abhijit, and Esther Duflo. 2011. Poor economics: A radical rethinking of the way 
to fight global poverty. New York, NY: PublicAffairs.

Blaney, David, and Naeem Inayatullah. 2010. Savage economics: Wealth, poverty, and the 
temporal walls of capitalism. New York, NY: Routledge.

Bourguignon, François. 2015. The globalization of inequality. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Clapp, Jennifer, and Rorden Wilkinson, eds. 2010. Global governance, poverty and ine-
quality. New York, NY: Routledge.

Collier, Paul. 2007. The bottom billion: Why the poorest countries are failing and what can 
be done about it. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Deaton, Angus. 2013. The great escape: health, wealth, and the origins of inequality. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Farmer, Paul. 2001. Infections and inequalities: The modern plagues. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press.

Harvey, David. 2005. A brief history of neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Hickel, Jason. 2018. The divide: Global inequality from conquest to free markets. New York, 

NY: W.W. Norton and Co.
Hulme, David. 2015. Global poverty: Global governance and poor people in the post-2015 era. 

2nd ed. New York, NY: Routledge.
Laderchi, Caterina Ruggeri, Ruhi Saith, and Frances Stewart. 2003. Does it matter that 

we do not agree on the definition of poverty? A comparison of four approaches. 
Oxford Development Studies 31(3): 243–274.

Landes, David S. 1999. The wealth and poverty of nations: Why some are so rich and some 
so poor. New York, NY: W.W. Norton and Co.

Lopez-Claros, Augusto, and Bahiyyih Nakhjavani. 2018. Equality for women=prosperity 
for all: The disastrous global crisis of gender inequality. New York, NY: St. Martin’s 
Press.

Milanovic, Branko. 2016. Global inequality: A new approach for the age of globalization. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Piketty, Thomas. 2014. Capital in the twenty-first century. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press.
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Prashad, Vijay. 2012. The poorer nations: A possible history of the global south. New York, 
NY: Verso.

Sachs, Jeffrey D. 2015 [2005]. The end of poverty: Economic possibilities for our time. New 
York, NY: Penguin Books.

Tilly, Charles. 1998. Durable inequality. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

There are a number of ways to study issues related to poverty and global 
inequality. One way is to investigate the factors that affect levels of poverty 
or inequality. You might ask:

Under what conditions do [countries/regions/communities] expe-
rience reductions in poverty? or What conditions contribute to  
rising/falling inequality in [countries/regions/communities]?

To begin to answer these questions, you’d want to start by accessing 
reliable data on levels of poverty and inequality in various countries.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/home/
This World Bank site offers data on poverty and equity.

https://wid.world
The World Inequality Database is a collaboration of universities, research centers, 

statistics offices, and charitable foundations.

https://inequality.elibrary.imf.org
The IMF’s elibrary resources on “inequality and inclusive growth.”

General Data Sources for Choosing Cases and 
Gathering Evidence

The following sources will help you gather information on global economics.

www.wto.org/english/res_e/statis_e/statis_e.htm
Trade and tariff data from the World Trade Organization.

www.imf.org/en/Data
Data on lending, exchange rates, and other economic data from the International 

Monetary Fund.

https://data.worldbank.org
World Bank development data organized by country or indicator.

http://www.wto.org
http://www.imf.org
https://data.worldbank.org
http://povertydata.worldbank.org
https://wid.world
https://inequality.elibrary.imf.org


International Law and 
Organization

In addition to international security and conflict, U.S. foreign policy, and 
IPE, a fourth major area of study in international relations is international 
law and organization. Scholars of international organization study how 
states and other international actors organize their interactions. They often 
focus on international organizations and international legal frameworks – in 
other words, the institutional structure and formal rules of the international 
system. Your textbook probably provides an overview of the role of inter-
national organizations in IR and may emphasize the United Nations system. 
International law also plays a role in interstate relations and diplomacy, as 
state interactions can be guided by formal treaties, customary principles, and 
decisions of international legal bodies. The study of international law and 
organization can proceed in many different directions, and as in previous 
chapters, a brief examination of contending theoretical perspectives on this 
topic area may help you to narrow the focus of your research.

Realist studies of international law tend to examine the strategic, instru-
mental use of international law and international organizations to further 
individual state interests. Realists emphasize the power dynamics that under-
pin a given state’s willingness to abide by treaties and international legal 
obligations, as well as the circumstances under which states will abandon 
these commitments. The liberal paradigm informs studies that investigate 
the role of international organizations in facilitating state cooperation, as well 
as the relationship between international institutions and domestic politics. 
Liberals are also interested in the moral/philosophical origins and evolution 
of international legal frameworks that establish standards of conduct for war-
fare and the protection of human rights. Constructivist perspectives focus 

9
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on the relationship between formal law and informal norms, the effects of 
institutional interactions on the shaping of state identity and interests, and 
the reasons (instrumental or normative) that states comply with interna-
tional legal obligations. Marxist/critical theory approaches to international 
law examine the role of commercial and financial interests, as well as “core” 
capitalist states, in shaping the policies and operation of international institu-
tions, especially the World Bank and IMF. Studies informed by the Marxist 
paradigm also investigate the degree to which relations of dependency and 
exploitation are perpetuated by international agreements governing trade, 
finance, and capital investment.

A feminist lens on international organizations seeks to capture how ideas 
about gender are incorporated into the operation of global institutions, as 
well as their policies. Feminist perspectives examine the disparate impacts 
of international interventions (UN peacekeeping, NATO, IMF, etc.) on 
diverse groups of men and women. Feminist scholars are also interested in 
the cooperative and contentious relationships between local groups/activists 
and international NGOs. Studies informed by poststructuralism examine the 
transformation of international law as a discourse, as well as investigate how 
legal discourses are inserted into practices of governance “on the ground”; 
this perspective also emphasizes how states and subjects are “disciplined” and 
“normalized” by the activities of international organizations. Finally, postco-
lonial studies are oriented to the study of international law and organization 
in relation to neocolonialism, with emphasis on how legal and institutional 
frameworks either perpetuate or undermine hierarchies of political, eco-
nomic, and cultural power.

There are clearly any number of ways to approach a general interest in the 
study of international law and organization. In the remainder of this chapter, 
we highlight two options that will help you to narrow your selection of topic. 
You can focus on a particular issue, such as the environment, human rights, 
or war crimes, or you can focus on a particular actor within the international 
system, including international governmental organizations, nongovern-
mental organizations, and transnational corporations. Of course, these two 
approaches can be tied together. Here, however, we separate the two areas in 
order to develop some initial research questions you might address.

Issue Areas

One interesting way to study international organization is to look at different 
issues of importance to the international community and the conditions that 
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affect cooperation in those areas. If you adopt this approach, your general 
research question might be:

What factors affect international cooperation in [issue area]?

For example, research about the environment and human rights falls 
into this category. One way to study cooperation in a particular issue 
area is to study the role of norms and regimes in that cooperation. 
Norms are “shared expectations about what behavior is considered 
proper” (Goldstein and Pevehouse 2008, 49–50), and international 
regimes are “a set of rules, norms, and procedures around which the 
expectations of actors converge in a certain international issue area” 
(Goldstein and Pevehouse 2008, 87). After you reread what your text-
book has to say, you may want to start your general literature review 
with some of the works cited here.

Resources on Norms and Regimes

Betsill, Michele M., Kathryn Hochstetler, and Dimitris Stevis, eds. 2006. International 
environmental politics. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Finnemore, Martha, and Kathryn Sikkink. 1998. Norms and international relations 
theory. International Organization 47(4): 565–597.

Hasenclever, Andreas, Peter Mayer, and Volker Rittberger. 1997. Theories of interna-
tional regimes. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Krasner, Stephen D., ed. 1983. International regimes. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press.

Kratochwil, Friedrich W. 1989. Rules, norms, and decisions: On the conditions of practi-
cal and legal reasoning in international relations and domestic affairs. New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press.

McElroy, Robert. 1993. Morality and American foreign policy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Towns, Ann E. 2010. Women and states: Norms and hierarchies in international society. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Environmental Treaties

One of the major topics addressed by international relations scholars is the 
strategies that states use to overcome problems of collective goods under cer-
tain conditions. Collective goods are those goods available to everyone in a 
group regardless of their contribution. The problem comes when too many 
actors lower or withdraw their contribution and the goods are not created or 
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are lost. The classic example is the environment. If too many states do not 
abide by environmental agreements, environmental degradation may affect 
the whole world. If you are interested in this, you might ask the question:

What factors contribute to agreement on international environ-
mental treaties?

After reading your textbook, you should conduct a literature review. 
Some scholarly works on the environment are listed here.

Resources on the Environment

Axelrod, Regina S., and Stacy D. Vandeveer, eds. 2019. The global environment: 
Institutions, law, and policy. 5th ed. Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly 
Press.

Chasek, Pamela S., David L. Downie, and Janet Welsh Brown. 2018. Global environ-
mental politics. 7th ed. New York, NY: Routledge.

Hempel, Lamont C. 1996. Environmental governance: The global challenge. Washington, 
DC: Island Press. [See especially Chapter 5, “The environmental policy-making 
process.”]

Keohane, Robert O., Marc A. Levy, and Peter M. Haas. 1993. Institutions for the 
earth: Sources of effective international environmental protection. Cambridge, MA:  
MIT Press.

Newell, Peter. 2012. Globalization and the environment: Capitalism, ecology, and power. 
Cambridge: Polity.

Park, Susan, and Teresa Kramarz, eds. 2019. Global environmental governance and the 
accountability trap. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Victor, David G., Kal Raustiala, and Eugene B. Skolnikoff. 1998. The implementation 
and effectiveness of international environmental commitments: Theory and practice. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Young, Oran R., ed. 1994. International governance: Protecting the environment in a state-
less society. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Young, Oran R., ed. 1999. The effectiveness of international environmental regimes: Causal 
connections and behavioral mechanisms. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

After reading about international environmental agreements, you will 
need to pick a case or cases and develop hypotheses. You will set out the 
independent variables that you will analyze across your cases. For example, 
Victor, Raustiala, and Skolnikoff (1998) identify the following independent 
variables: (1) the nature of the problem at hand, (2) configurations of power, 
(3) institutions, (4) the nature of commitments, (5) linkages with other issues 
and objectives, (6) exogenous factors, and (7) public concern. You may look at 



162 International Law and Organization

the role of a number of these independent variables across cases or look at a 
number of these factors in one case. Remember that you will have to explain 
how you will measure (or operationalize) the factors you decide to include in 
your conceptual analysis.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.unep.org/
This United Nations Environment Programme site gives information on the work 

of the United Nations in the area of environment and development. This site will 
provide both general and specific information related to the environment and for 
gathering evidence on your dependent and independent variables.

https://treaties.un.org
The Secretary General of the United Nations maintains a database of more than 

560 multilateral treaties, including environmental agreements.

www.nyulawglobal.org/globalex/International_Environmental_Legal_Research.
htm
GlobaLex is a website designed to facilitate high-level research on international, 

foreign, and comparative law. Their guide to international environmental legal 
research is an exceptional resource for finding definitions of key terms and as a por-
tal to other resources valuable for collecting information on environmental treaties. 
Once you have picked a treaty or set of treaties to focus upon for your study, this 
website can assist you in locating specific information regarding your cases.

Barry, John, and Gene Frankland. 2002. International encyclopedia of environmental 
politics. London: Routledge.

Pattberg, Philipp H., and Fariborz Zelli, eds. 2015. Encyclopedia of global environmental 
governance and politics. Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar.

Human Rights

Many students are interested in human rights in the international system. 
One way to study this issue area is to look at how different states implement 
human rights. You might ask:

What accounts for differences in the implementation of human 
rights norms?

First, you should review what your textbook has to say about human 
rights. If you would like additional general information on human rights, 
the United Nations provides a useful research guide that can be found at: 

http://www.unep.org/
https://treaties.un.org
http://www.nyulawglobal.org
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https://research.un.org/en/docs/humanrights. After establishing your 
general foundation of knowledge, you can begin your broad literature 
review with the following resources.

Resources on Human Rights

Donnelly, Jack, and Daniel J. Whelan. 2018. International human rights. 5th ed. New 
York, NY: Routledge.

Forsythe, David. 2018. Human rights in international relations. 4th ed. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Gillies, David. 1996. Between principle and practice: Human rights in North-South relations. 
Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press.

Goodhart, Michael. 2016. Human rights: Politics and practice. 3rd ed. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Ignatieff, Michael. 2001. Human rights as politics and idolatry. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Ishay, Micheline R. 2008. The history of human rights: From ancient times to the globaliza-
tion era. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Moyn, Samuel. 2018. Not enough: Human rights in an unequal world. Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press.

Perry, Michael. 1998. The idea of human rights: Four inquiries. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press.

Risse, Thomas, Stephen C. Ropp, and Kathryn Sikkink, eds. 1999. The power of 
human rights: International norms and domestic change. New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press.

Sikkink, Kathryn. 1993. Human rights, principled issue-networks, and sovereignty in 
Latin America. International Organization 47(3): 411–441.

After you have done your literature review, you will choose independent 
variables, select a case or cases, and develop hypotheses. First, you should 
be clear about what you mean in your question by “implementation of 
human rights norms.” Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink, for example, argue that five 
phases characterize the implementation of human rights norms in different 
countries: (1) repression and activation of network, (2) denial, (3) tactical 
concessions, (4) “prescriptive status,” and (5) rule-consistent behavior (1999: 
22–35). You will need to understand how these phases were identified sys-
tematically across a number of cases. You can then select cases in a number of 
different ways, including the following:

• Choose cases where implementation falls into the same category (e.g., 
denial).

• Choose cases of different phases of implementation.

https://research.un.org
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What independent variables might help to explain the similarities or differ-
ences? Focus on these in your research.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.humanrightsdata.com/p/data-documentation.html
The Cingranelli-Richards (CIRI) Human Rights Data Project contains informa-

tion on government respect for 15 internationally recognized human rights for  
195 countries, annually from 1981–2007.

www.bayefsky.com
This website was developed by Professor A. F. Bayefsky of York University, 

Toronto Canada. It serves as a portal to UN human rights treaty information and also 
provides texts of treaties and specific information on how global human rights treaties 
are implemented. Information is categorized by state, subject matter, and category. 
This website will be valuable for dependent and independent variable information.

www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CoreInstruments.aspx
The United Nations maintains a record of core human rights treaties/instruments 

and information about the bodies that monitor implementation of human rights 
treaty obligations.

www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/
Annual U.S. State Department reports that review the human rights practices in 

foreign countries. Reports are available online from 1999 forward.

War Crimes

Another area of interest for many students is that of international law and the 
conduct of war. Topics here include the law of war, war crimes, the designa-
tion and treatment of prisoners of war, and what constitutes a just war. If, for 
example, you are interested in war crimes, you might ask this question:

What factors affect the prosecution of individuals for war crimes?

First, you will need to read about the underlying issues, principles, and 
history.

Resources on War Crimes

Byers, Michael. 2005. War law: Understanding international law and armed conflict. 
Berkeley, CA: Grove Press.

Falk, Richard, Irene Gendzier, and Robert Jay Lifton. 2006. Crimes of war: Iraq. New 
York, NY: Nation Books.

http://www.humanrightsdata.com
http://www.bayefsky.com
http://www.ohchr.org
http://www.state.gov
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Howard, Michael. 1997. The laws of war: Constraints on warfare in the western world. 
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Kennedy, David. 2006. Of war and law. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Meernik, James. 2003. Victor’s justice or the law? Judging and punishing at the 

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia. Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 47(2): 140–162.

Solis, Gary D. 2016. The law of armed conflict: International humanitarian law in war. 2nd 
ed. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

After reading the piece by Meernik (2003), perhaps you will be inter-
ested in whether his findings about Yugoslavia apply across other cases. His 
research shows that punishment of those tried for war crimes was, for the 
most part, based on the seriousness of the crimes. This disputes those who 
argue that punishment is politically motivated. You could develop a study 
that looks at specific cases across different conflicts and across time periods.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

https://phdn.org/archives/www.ess.uwe.ac.uk/genocide/
Dr. Stuart D. Stein’s website covers resources on genocide, war crimes, and 

mass killing.

https://research.un.org/en/docs/law/courts
The UN’s Dag Hammarskjöld Library maintains a research guide on inter-

national courts and tribunals, including the International Court of Justice, the  
International Criminal Court, and ad hoc criminal tribunals, such as the International 
Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (1993–2017).

www1.umn.edu/humanrts/instree/auox.htm
This is the University of Minnesota’s Human Rights Library website on war 

crimes, crimes against humanity, genocide, and terrorism.

Actors

Another way to study international cooperation, broadly understood, is to 
study how international actors act and under what circumstances they choose 
to either cooperate or not. Your textbook may place the most emphasis on states 
as actors in the international system; however, it will surely mention a number 
of other actors as well. International governmental organizations (IGOs), non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), quasi-nongovernmental organizations 
(QUANGOs; NGOs that receive most of their resources from governments), 
donor-organized NGOs (DONGOs; NGOs that receive most funding from 

https://phdn.org
https://research.un.org
http://www1.umn.edu
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particular donors), and multinational/transnational corporations (MNCs/
TNCs) are international actors that may be of interest to you. You may want 
to research the conditions under which these different types of international 
organizations behave differently or similarly. You may be interested in one par-
ticular international organization. For example, you could focus your research 
on the United Nations, an important international organization covered by 
almost every international relations textbook. You may also be interested in 
international courts, another example of an international organization, or the 
European Union – an expansive international institution of 28 member states 
that has been a vehicle for economic and monetary union, as well as social, cul-
tural, and even political integration. Remember that you will narrow your topic 
considerably once you have chosen your general area of interest.

Joining International Governmental Organizations

Many textbooks explain that the rise in the number of international organiza-
tions is due to a growing interdependence among states in an increasingly 
globalized political world. You may want to explore this question a bit further 
in a research paper of your own:

Under what conditions do states join international governmental 
organizations?

First you will need to reread your textbook and understand what it 
says about international organizations in general. Then you should 
read more, perhaps beginning with the sources listed here. Remember, 
however, that this list provides only a starting point for a more general 
literature review.

Resources on International Organizations

Barnett, Michael, and Martha Finnemore. 2004. Rules for the world: International organi-
zations in global politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Finnemore, Martha. 1996. National interests in international society. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press.

Hawkins, Darren G. 2006. Delegation and agency in international organizations. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Karns, Margaret P., and Karen A. Mingst. 2009. International organizations: The politics 
and processes of global governance. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers.

Keohane, Robert O. 1998. International institutions: Can interdependence work? 
Foreign Policy 110 (Spring): 82–96.



International Law and Organization 167

After conducting a literature review, you will choose independent vari-
ables and a case or cases and then set out hypotheses. One way to approach 
the initial question about the conditions under which states join IGOs 
involves choosing to focus on one particular IGO and assessing whether 
or not particular independent variables were important. Finnemore (1996) 
looks at this when writing about new state bureaucracies, but you might 
want to apply her framework to international organizations. She discusses 
the following points.

• Specific issues: States join because the new organization addresses a par-
ticular issue of importance to the state.

• Development or modernization: As states develop, they require different 
organizations to handle new problems or issues brought about by tech-
nological or economic changes associated with development.

• Security: Military or security concerns prompt membership in the  
organization.

• Supply-driven explanations: States join international organizations 
because of ideas from outside the state about what is right or proper. 
These ideas can be fostered by (1) individuals, (2) international organiza-
tions, (3) NGOs, and (4) other states.

To do this type of analysis, you could choose an international organization 
and study why particular countries join, or you could choose a coun-
try and analyze why it does or does not join a number of international  
organizations.

Source for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

https://guides.library.duke.edu/igo_guide
Duke University’s research guide to IGOs includes a custom search engine and 

links to key documents and statistical databases.

States as UN Members

Another way to look at international organizations is to study how states 
behave as members. There are a number of different potential explanations 
for why states behave the way they do within international organizations, and 
you may want to look at these. Suppose, for example, that you are interested 
in the factors that affect states’ behaviors in the United Nations. You might 
ask this question:

https://guides.library.duke.edu
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What accounts for the voting pattern of a state (or states) in the 
UN Security Council?

If you were to pursue this question, you would begin with a review of 
the UN structure discussed in your textbook. Then you would turn to 
a general review of the literature on the United Nations (including the 
Security Council). Some starting points are listed here.

Resources on the United Nations

Bosco, David L. 2009. Five to rule them all: The UN Security Council and the making of the 
modern world. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hanhimaki, Jussi M. 2015. The United Nations: A very short introduction. 2nd ed. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Kennedy, Paul. 2006. The parliament of man: The past, present, and future of the United 
Nations. New York, NY: Vintage Books.

Mingst, Karen A., Margaret P. Karns, and Alynna J. Lyon. 2017. The United Nations in 
the 21st century. 5th ed. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Sutterlin, James. 2003. The United Nations and the maintenance of international security: 
A challenge to be met. Westport, CT: Praeger.

Voeten, Erik. 2001. Outside options and the logic of Security Council action. The 
American Political Science Review 95 (December): 845–858.

Weiss, Thomas G., David P. Forsythe, Roger A. Coate, and Kelly Kate-Pease. 2017. 
The United Nations and changing world politics. 8th ed. New York, NY: Routledge.

Zanotti, Laura. 2011. Governing disorder: UN peacekeeping operations, international 
security, and democratization in the post-Cold War era. University Park, PA: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press.

Ziring, Lawrence, Robert E. Riggs, and Jack C. Plano. 2005. The United Nations: 
International organization and world politics, 4th ed. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth 
Publishing.

After reading about the United Nations, you will be able to choose inde-
pendent variables and case(s) and develop hypotheses. What is interesting 
about this question is that it combines foreign policy issues with the role of 
international organizations. One way to approach this question would be to 
compare two or more countries. Another option is to focus on one state. For 
example, Voeten (2001) argues that China abstains to express disagreement 
with a particular Security Council action or resolution only when the United 
States has viable options for pursuing that action outside of the UN. You may 
want to study the history of Chinese abstentions. You may find that other 
independent variables are involved, or you may find that the evidence sup-
ports Voeten’s assertion.
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Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/resolutions-0
You can access Security Council resolutions by year through this UN site. Make 

sure to get the number of the resolution if you are planning to search for the vot-
ing record.

http://research.un.org/en/docs/sc/voting
The UN’s Dag Hammarskjöld Library maintains a research guide on voting in the 

Security Council, including a link to a voting record database.

Osmanczyk, Edmund. 2003. Encyclopedia of the United Nations and international agree-
ments. New York, NY: Routledge.

International Courts as an International Actor

For those interested in international law and the bodies that are involved in 
the development of international legal frameworks, another area of research 
could be international organizations such as the World Court (also called the 
International Court of Justice – ICJ), the International Criminal Court (ICC), 
or regional organizations such as the European Court of Justice or the African 
Court of Human and Peoples’ Rights.

Resources on International Courts

Frequently Asked Questions about the ICJ: www.icj-cij.org/en/frequently-asked-
questions.

Arnull, Anthony. 2006. The European Union and its Court of Justice. 2nd ed. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Bosco, David. 2014. Rough justice: The international criminal court in a world of power 
politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Lowe, Vaughan and Malgosia Fitzmaurice. 2007. Fifty Years of the International Court 
of Justice: Essays in Honour of Sir Robert Jennings. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Schiff, Benjamin. 2008. Building the International Criminal Court. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Simmons, Beth and Allison Danner. 2010. Credible commitments and the International 
Criminal Court. International Organization 64(2): 225–256.

After reading about the various international courts, you must narrow 
your research topic. You may, for example, study a relationship among dif-
ferent variables or factors that other scholars have discussed in their work. 
For instance, Simmons and Danner pose an interesting question: why do 

http://www.un.org
http://research.un.org
http://www.icj-cij.org
http://www.icj-cij.org
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states agree to join the International Criminal Court? Put another way, the 
question becomes:

What factors affect why states join the International Criminal Court?

Simmons and Danner find that “the states that are both the least and the 
most vulnerable to the possibility of an ICC case affecting their citizens 
have committed most readily to the ICC, while potentially vulnerable 
states with credible alternative means to hold leaders accountable do 
not.” You may choose to study particular cases that either do or do not 
follow this pattern. Your contribution will be explaining the factors that 
affect a state’s decision to join the ICC.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www9.georgetown.edu/faculty/ev42/ICdata.htm
Georgetown’s international courts data website.

www.pict-pcti.org/index.html
Penn State’s guide to international law contains information on a range of inter-

national courts and tribunals.

http://en.african-court.org
African Court of Human and Peoples’ Rights.

www.icj-cij.org/
International Court of Justice website.

www.icc-cpi.int/Pages/Main.aspx
International Criminal Court website.

The European Union as an International Actor

The European Union is a popular area of research for students who want to 
investigate regional economic and political integration. Scholars are particu-
larly interested in the EU because it seems to defy many of the categories 
that we use to classify international organizations. Some EU institutions, like 
the European Council and the Council of the European Union, are predomi-
nantly intergovernmental, reflecting the interests of individual members states, 
while other EU institutions, like the European Parliament and the European 
Commission, can reflect supranational or independent priorities and powers 
that are distinct from those of national governments. Researchers who study 
the EU are concerned with the evolution of the Union, as well as with the 

http://www9.georgetown.edu
http://www.pict-pcti.org
http://en.african-court.org
http://www.icj-cij.org/
http://www.icc-cpi.int
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processes of deepening economic and political integration that have charac-
terized its development. Also of interest is the widening of the Union – the 
enlargement of the EU into Central, Eastern, and now Southeastern Europe. 
Finally, many researchers are concerned with the tensions and crises that 
have characterized the Union in recent years, such as the eurozone banking 
and debt crisis that began in 2009, as well as the rise of ethnic nationalist and 
Eurosceptic groups critical of EU membership. The influence of these groups 
was made clear in the 2016 “Brexit” referendum, in which UK voters decided 
by a narrow margin that the United Kingdom should leave the EU.

Resources on the European Union

Armstrong, Warwick, and James Anderson, eds. 2007. Geopolitics of European Union 
enlargement: The fortress empire. New York, NY: Routledge.

Copsey, Nathaniel. 2015. Rethinking the European Union. London: Palgrave.
Gilbert, Mark. 2012. European integration: A concise history. Lanham, MD: Rowman 

and Littlefield.
Grabbe, Heather. 2006. The EU’s transformative power: Europeanization through condi-

tionality in Central and Eastern Europe. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.
Habermas, Jürgen. 2012. The crisis of the European Union: A response. Cambridge: Polity 

Press.
Matthijs, Matthias, and Mark Blyth, eds. 2015. The future of the Euro. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.
McCormick, John. 2017. Understanding the European Union: A concise introduction. 7th 

ed. London: Red Globe Press.
Pinder, John, and Simon Usherwood. 2018. The European Union: A very short introduc-

tion. 4th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Pridham, Geoffrey. 2005. Designing democracy: EU enlargement and regime change in post 

Communist Europe. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.
Schimmelfennig, Frank, and Ulrich Sedelmeier, eds. 2005. The politics of European 

Union enlargement: Theoretical approaches. New York, NY: Routledge.
Schimmelfennig, Frank, and Ulrich Sedelmeier, eds. 2005. The Europeanization of 

Central and Eastern Europe. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Shelton, Joel T. 2015. Conditionality and the ambitions of governance: Social transformation 

in Southeastern Europe. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.
Walters, William, and Jens Henrik Haahr. 2005. Governing Europe: Discourse, govern-

mentality and European integration. New York, NY: Routledge.

After reading about various dimensions of the European Union, you must 
narrow your research topic. You might, for example, decide to study the vari-
ables, or factors, that impact a state’s decision to apply for EU membership. 
Here you could ask:
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What factors affect why states apply for EU membership?

Scholars have varied perspectives on this question, some noting the 
rational incentives of EU membership, others the importance of EU 
norms, and still others the dependence of peripheral states on the EU, 
or the aligned interests of EU and member-country elites. You might 
choose to test these existing explanations against a particular case.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/node_en
The European Commission’s website on EU enlargement negotiations and neigh-

borhood policy, including documents and links to the membership status of individual 
candidate countries.

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/countries/package_en
EU enlargement documents, including annual reports on candidate states, strategy 

papers, and information on EU technical and financial assistance for candidate states.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/homepage.html
A searchable database of European Union law, including key EU treaties, accession 

agreements, and other international agreements.

General Data Sources for Choosing Cases and 
Gathering Evidence

The following sources will help you gather information on international 
organizations.

http://libguides.northwestern.edu/unitednations
Northwestern University’s extensive United Nations research guide.

www.uia.org/publications/statistics
The Union of International Associations maintains a website that contains statis-

tics on international organizations and international meetings.

https://library.duke.edu/research/subject/guides/ngo_guide/ngo_database
Duke University has an online resource guide to nongovernmental organizations.

www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law
The International Committee of the Red Cross website maintains detailed data-

bases on the sources of international humanitarian law, including both formal treaty 
law and the customary rules governing the conduct of armed conflict.

https://ec.europa.eu
https://ec.europa.eu
https://eur-lex.europa.eu
http://libguides.northwestern.edu
http://www.uia.org
https://library.duke.edu
http://www.icrc.org


Globalization/Global  
Issues

Globalization is an increasingly important area of investigation within inter-
national relations. Studies of globalization examine the causes and effects of 
rapidly increasing integration across the world. Globalization can be defined 
as an uneven and contested set of processes – a widening and deepening of 
economic, social, cultural, and political relations that intensifies connections 
between states and societies even as the speed of these connections accel-
erates. A revolution in communication and transportation technologies has 
increased the scale and scope of human interaction, linking places and peo-
ple around the world and emphasizing both commonalities and differences. 
All of this has important repercussions for international politics. Knowledge 
of events happening on the other side of the planet is shared via interna-
tional news and the internet; people, goods, and capital travel across state 
borders with implications for economy, security, public health, and identity, 
as people struggle to make sense of place and belonging in an increasingly 
globalized world.

The concept of “globalization” can be a useful analytical tool, but it can 
also be utilized in ways that are imprecise, overgeneralized, and therefore 
unhelpful. Think, for example, of the way that some media commentators 
and politicians attribute nearly every change in the contemporary world to 
the impact of “globalization,” as if mentioning the concept provided a suf-
ficient explanation. Globalization means many things to different people, and 
so narrowing a topic focused on globalization and global issues will require 
you to think about which dimensions of globalization you are most interested 
in knowing more about. As you design your research project, you’ll want to 

10
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be very specific about what you mean by “globalization,” and clearly identify 
those aspects of globalization that you want to better understand. Here IR 
theory can help you to think through various approaches.

Realist assessments of globalization tend to focus on the resilience and 
indispensability of the state as an international actor, even in a globalizing 
world. Realist scholars are generally skeptical of the claim that globalization 
has fundamentally changed international politics, emphasizing the historical 
continuity of the nation-state system. Studies informed by realism examine 
the ways in which the distribution of state power in the international sys-
tem is impacted by processes of globalization (such as the intensification 
of trade), and realists are interested in the ways that states harness globali-
zation processes to pursue individual state interests. Liberal perspectives 
emphasize the conditions of state interdependence that are intensified by 
globalization. Liberal scholars focus on shared state interests that emerge 
from the need to address transnational issues like climate change or migra-
tion, and they examine the international institutional frameworks that might 
be used to address these and other global problems. Studies of globalization 
that adopt a constructivist frame highlight the ways that globalization trans-
forms interactions between states and peoples, and examine the effects of 
these global interactions on the adoption of norms, as well as on the inter-
ests and identity of states. Constructivist scholars are also interested in the 
way that globalization and global issues are framed and narrated by various 
international actors.

Marxists/critical theorists approach “globalization” as a set of social and 
economic processes that emerge in relation to the shifting profit-making 
requirements of capitalism. From this perspective, the study of globalization 
entails examining the ways that the intensification and acceleration of global 
connectedness is linked to capital accumulation, the expansion of markets, 
and the incorporation of peoples and cultures as “commodities” into global 
supply chains. Studies of globalization informed by feminist theory investigate 
the disparate impacts of globalization processes on diverse groups of men and 
women; they also examine the extent to which the “costs” of globalization 
are borne disproportionately by marginalized populations. Feminist scholars 
highlight the connections between ideas and expectations about gender and 
the global division of labor, and they are curious about how globalization 
processes impact gender relations and gendered power structures in particu-
lar countries. Poststructuralist examinations of globalization focus on the 
emergence of “globalization” as a discourse and investigate the ways that 
“globalization” as a phenomenon is constituted by a multitude of practices 
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that bring together power and knowledge. Postcolonial perspectives empha-
size the political and economic hierarchies (North/South divisions) as well as 
the cultural hybridity that results from greater global integration. The post-
colonial approach is particularly skeptical of claims that globalization creates 
a “flat” world or an even playing field, emphasizing the historical continuities 
(as well as differences) between present-day globalization (sometimes theo-
rized as a form of neocolonialism) and the imperial practices that integrated 
the world in the 19th and 20th centuries. Forms of resistance to globalization 
are also explored.

It is evident that the study of globalization could occupy the work of gen-
erations of international relations scholars. To provide a simplified approach 
to narrowing your topic, we discuss three important research areas associated 
with globalization:

• movement of information: communication and the digital revolution
• movement of people: migration and global health
• interconnectedness and political identity

One productive way to research these issues is to ask questions that address 
the complexities involved. First, make sure you understand the dynamics of 
globalization by reading some general information. Then, read more. You 
may want to start with the following resources.

Resources on Globalization

Beck, Ulrich. 2000. What is globalization? Malden, MA: Polity Press.
Bhagwati, Jagdish. 2004. In defense of globalization. New York, NY: Oxford University 

Press.
Brysk, Alison. 2002. Globalization and human rights. Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press.
Held, David. 2002. Globalization/anti-globalization. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Lechner, Frank J., and John Boli. 2015. The globalization reader. 5th ed. Malden, MA: 

Wiley Blackwell.
Mott, William. 2004. Globalization: People, perspectives, and progress. Westport, CT: Praeger.
Nye, Joseph. 2004. Power in the global information age: From realism to globalization. 

London: Routledge.
Rodrik, Dani. 1997. Has globalization gone too far? Washington, DC: Institute for 

International Economics.
Rodrik, Dani. 2011. The globalization paradox: Democracy and the future of the world econ-

omy. New York: W.W. Norton and Co.
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Scholte, Jan Aart. 2005. Globalization: A critical introduction. New York, NY: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Steger, Manfred B. 2008. Globalisms: The great ideological struggle of the 21st century. 3rd 
ed. Lanham, MA: Rowman & Littlefield.

Stiglitz, Joseph E. 2006. Making globalization work. New York, NY: W.W. Norton & Co.
Stiglitz, Joseph E. 2018 [2002]. Globalization and its discontents revisited: Anti-globalization 

in the era of Trump. New York, NY: W.W. Norton and Co.

Movement of Information: International 
Communication and the Digital Revolution

Within the last 100 years or so a communications technology revolution 
has changed how information flows in the international system and this 
has important repercussions for how people, groups, and states inter-
act. Mass media, computerization, and digitalization have increased the 
speed and reach of communication and now news and information can be 
shared instantaneously among people living all over the world. Changes in 
international communication have transformed the way that groups and 
individuals share ideas and organize. There are two ways you may want to 
study changes associated with the movement of information. One approach 
is to examine government policies related to communication technologies 
and the digital revolution, and another option is to investigate how inter-
national non-state actors use these same technologies. First you will need 
an overview of how scholars have studied the information revolution and 
international politics.

Resources on International Communication and Digitalization

Bratton, Benjamin. 2016. The stack: On software and sovereignty. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press.

Choucri, Nazli. 2012. Cyberpolitics in international relations. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Conway, Maura. 2007. Terrorism, the internet, and international relations: The gov-

ernance conundrum. In Power and security in the information age: Investigating the role 
of the state in cyberspace, eds. Myriam Dunn Cavelty, Victor Mauer, and Sai Felicia 
Krishna-Hensel, 95–127. Aldershot: Ashgate.

Deibert, Ronald J., John G. Palfrey, Rafal Rohozinski, and Jonathan Zittrain, eds. 2010. 
Access controlled: The shaping of power, rights and rule in cyberspace. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press.

Hanson, Elizabeth C. 2008. The information revolution and world politics. Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield.
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Mueller, Milton. 2010. Networks and states: The global politics of internet governance. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Wilson, Ernest J. 2006. The information revolution and developing countries. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press.

Zuboff, Shoshana. 2019. The age of surveillance capitalism: The fight for a human future at 
the new frontier of power. New York, NY: PublicAffairs.

Internet policies and digital surveillance

One area of research that may be of interest to you is the study of the role 
of the internet and digital communication in international politics. Some 
researchers suggest that the dramatic increase in information sharing across 
international borders presents political problems for states. Other scholars 
worry about the rise of “digital authoritarianism” as states monitor citizens’ 
use of the internet and track their movements and associations via digital tech-
nology. Additionally, control of internet platforms (like Facebook, Google, 
Baidu, and WeChat), or new digital technology, like 5G, has become essential 
to both corporate profitability and to geopolitics. Commercial and political 
disputes now involve corporate and political leaders that try to assert con-
trol of information flows both within and outside state borders. One research 
question that you might explore in this area is:

What factors affect state policies on the internet/digital technology?

To address this question, you may want to focus on cases within one 
country or across a small number of countries in which a state’s politi-
cal leaders have intervened to shape these policies. China is one coun-
try that has established a variety of controls on the internet and social 
media – a set of policies known as the “Great Firewall” – but other 
countries have done so as well. You may want to study under what con-
ditions states perceive action in this area to be particularly important. 
You will need to gather information on Chinese policies on the internet 
and digital technology. A brief list follows.

Resources on International Policy and China

Lee, Kai-fu. 2018. A-I super-powers: China, Silicon Valley, and the new world order. 
Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Qiang, Christine Zhen-Wei. 2007. China’s information revolution: Managing the economic 
and social transformation. Washington, DC: World Bank Publications.
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Zheng, Yongian, and Guoguang Wu. 2005. Information technology, public sphere, 
and collective action in China. Comparative Political Studies. 38(5): 507–536.

Zhu, Xufeng. 2008. Strategy of Chinese policy entrepreneurs in the third sector: 
Challenges of “technical infeasibility.” Policy Sciences 41(4): 315–334.

Once you have read the work of other scholars, you can design a research 
project that addresses Chinese internet policy in a new way. As discussed in 
Chapter 4, this could mean looking at a new case, time frame, specific policy, 
or it could mean studying a new group of independent variables in a previously 
explored case. Below are some places to look when developing your project.

Source for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2018/china
Freedom House’s “Freedom on the Net Report” for China.

http://cyber.law.harvard.edu/research/surveillance
Berkman Klein Center for Internet and Society, Harvard University.

http://opennet.net/
OpenNet Initiative: “ONI’s mission is to identify and document internet filter-

ing and surveillance, and to promote and inform wider public dialogs about such 
practices.”

Transnational Advocacy

The rapid movement and accessibility of information may affect how groups 
form, organize, and participate in the international system. This includes 
groups called transnational advocacy groups, a type of nongovernmental 
organization (NGO). If access to the internet is available, participation in 
these groups is not limited by state borders or the difficulty and expense of 
travel. In recent years, social media has been used to coordinate online activ-
ism and even street protests, most notably in the 2010–2011 “Arab Spring” 
movements. Hanson suggests a number of different ways that you might 
study the role of information and transnational advocacy organizations. For 
example, you might ask:

What factors affect the communication strategies of transnational 
actors?

First you will need to understand something about transnational advo-
cacy networks more generally. The following resources may be of help.

https://freedomhouse.org
http://cyber.law.harvard.edu
http://opennet.net/
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Resources on Transnational Advocacy Networks

Bennett, W. Lance. 2005. Social movements beyond borders: Understanding two eras 
of transnational activism. In Transnational protest and global activism, eds. Donatella 
Della Porta and Sidney Tarrow. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Bennett, W. Lance. 2003. New media power: The internet and global activism. In 
Contesting media power, eds. Nick Couldry and James Curran. Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield.

Berger, Stefan, and Sean Scalmer, eds. 2018. The transnational activist: Transformations 
and comparisons from the anglo-world since the nineteenth century. New York, NY: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

de Jong, Wilma, Martin Shaw, and Neil Stammers, eds. 2005. Global activism, global 
media. Ann Arbor, MI: Pluto Press.

Doherty, Brian, and Timothy Doyle, eds. 2013. Beyond Borders: Environmental move-
ments and transnational politics. New York, NY: Routledge.

Keck, Margaret, and Kathryn Sikkink. 1998. Activists beyond borders: advocacy networks 
in international politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Tarrow, Sidney. 2005. The new transnational activism. NY: Cambridge University Press.

Once you have read broadly about transnational advocacy organiza-
tions, you will see that many scholars argue that organizational structure 
and technological capabilities affect the communication strategies of these 
organizations. You may want to do a research project that looks at these rela-
tionships. There are a number of ways to choose cases to investigate. You 
may compare organizations with different structures, for example. Another 
way to organize the research would be to look at communication strategies of 
one organization across different issue areas, over time, under different lead-
ers, or in response to different types of events.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

https://library.duke.edu/research/subject/guides/ngo_guide/ngo_database
Duke University’s listing of NGOs.

https://uia.org/ybio/
The Union of International Associations’ Yearbook of International Organizations 

includes information on over 70,000 non-profit organizations operating worldwide.

Movement of People

IR scholars who conduct research on globalization also study the movement 
of people between countries. State and international policies, develop-
ments in transportation technologies such as the airplane, increases in global 

https://library.duke.edu
https://uia.org
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communication, and the expanding scope of personal and professional net-
works have increased the movement of people around the world and this 
has many implications for international politics. Two important areas of 
research related to the movement of people are migration and global health. 
Migration, whether due to conflict, economic pressures, or other issues, has 
important effects on international politics.

Migration

There are a number of important areas to study if you are interested in 
migration. You may be interested in:

• state immigration policies
• the experiences of those who are immigrants or refugees
• how international politics affects migration
• international responses to refugee crises

To begin a research project on this subject, you might ask a broad question 
such as:

What factors best explain population movements in particular 
regions of the world?

Case selection will be very important with this type of question. You 
should first review your textbook for what is generally understood 
about population migration and refugee migration patterns. Be sure 
that you look up the definition of “refugee,” as not all migrants are refu-
gees, and this term has a very particular meaning in international law. 
Second, review the types of projects that we outline in Chapter 4. Then 
we recommend that you look at the migration or refugee data for popu-
lation movements that do not fit with readily understandable patterns of 
activity. In other words, look for anomalies within the data.

Resources on Migration

International Migration Review – scholarly journal

Betts, Alexander, and Paul Collier. 2017. Refuge: Rethinking refugee policy in a changing 
world. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Castles, Stephen, Hein de Hass, and Mark J. Miller. 2014. The age of migration: 
International population movements in the modern world. 5th ed. New York, NY: The 
Guilford Press.
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Collier, Paul. 2013. Exodus: How migration is changing our world. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Dauvergne, Catherine. 2008. Making people illegal: What globalization means for migra-
tion and law. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gold, Steven J., and Stephanie J. Nawyn, eds. 2013. The Routledge international hand-
book of migration studies. New York, NY: Routledge.

Koser, Khalid. 2007. International migration: A very short history. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Mahler, Sarah J., and Patricia R. Pessar. 2006. Gender matters: Ethnographers bring 
gender from the periphery toward the core of migration studies. International 
Migration Review 40(1): 27–63.

Another general approach to studying migration might be to ask:

Under what conditions are states most likely to adopt policies that 
restrict the free movement of populations?

This type of question can be interpreted to be about the factors that lead 
states to adopt extensive border security and/or strict immigration poli-
cies. This may take you into the literature on conflict, health, or even 
international security. Therefore, case selection and time frame will be 
very important. Remember that while case selection is subjective, it 
should never be arbitrary. We again suggest that you refer to Chapter 4 
for ways to choose cases.

Source for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?datasetcode=MIG
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) inter-

national migration database.

www.migrationinformation.org/DataHub/
The Migration Policy Institute’s migration data hub.

www.unhcr.org/en-us/resources-and-publications.html
Resources and publications from the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR).

Global Health

Another important area associated with the movement of people in the world 
is in the area of health. Many students are interested in the study of how 
globalization affects issues related to the health of individuals and groups in 

http://stats.oecd.org
http://www.migrationinformation.org
http://www.unhcr.org
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countries around the world. For example, you might be concerned about 
AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis, and other infectious diseases that impact mil-
lions of people across the globe, and you might want to understand how these 
diseases are distributed; i.e., who gets sick, and who gets treated? You might 
also be interested in the relationship between these diseases and issues like 
poverty and inequality (see Chapter 8). In addition, due to increased travel 
and movement of persons, diseases can spread rapidly within and between 
countries. One example of this is the fear associated with the 2014–2016 
spread of the Ebola virus in West Africa. You may be interested in how 
states and international organizations like the World Health Organization 
coordinate responses to something like the Ebola virus. In addition, you may 
be interested in broader issues associated with human health and interna-
tional relations.

The following research topics may help guide you:

• how international organizations coordinate responses to health crises
• the role of the private sector, including the pharmaceutical industry, in 

international health issues
• the relation between health and poverty, or health and security

Before you can narrow your research topic you will have read more broadly 
about international health issues.

Resources on Global Health

Bollyky, Thomas J. 2018. Plagues and the paradox of progress: Why the world is getting 
healthier in worrisome ways. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Cooper, Andrew F. and John J. Kirton. 2009. Innovation in global health governance. 
Aldershot: Ashgate.

Farmer, Paul, Jim Yong Kim, Arthur Kleinman, and Matthew Basilico. 2013. 
Reimagining global health: An introduction. Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press.

Gunn, S. William A., P.B. Mansourian, Anthony Piel, A. Michael Davies, and 
Bruce Sayers. 2010. Understanding the global dimensions of health. New York, NY: 
Springer.

Koehn, Peter H. 2006. Globalization, migration health, and educational preparation 
for transnational medical encounters. Globalization and Health 2(2). https://doi.
org/10.1186/1744-8603-2-2.

MacLean, Sandra J., Pieter Fourie, and Sherri Brown, eds. 2009. Health for some: The 
political economy of global health governance. New York, NY: Palgrave.

https://doi.org
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An initial project question associated with global health could be:

What factors best explain differences in the international response 
to recognized transnational epidemics?

As you set up your project on global health, avoid developing a ques-
tion that is an epidemiological project study rather than an international 
relations project study. Project design will be most successful if the pro-
ject question concentrates on policy and state responses to health prob-
lems, or the relation between the prevalence of a particular disease and 
broader socio-economic conditions, rather than the biological dimen-
sion of disease alone.

Sources for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.aber.ac.uk/interpol/en/research/CHAIR/chair.html
Aberystwyth University’s Centre for Health and International Relations.

http://hopkinsglobalhealth.org
Johns Hopkins Center for Global Health.

www.unaids.org/
UNAIDS: The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS.

www.who.int/en/
The World Health Organization site contains information on specific health topics 

and particular countries.

www.cartercenter.org/health/index.html
The Carter Center’s health programs.

Identity and Globalization

A final area of research discussed here is the effects of globalization on 
identity. You will not be able to do research on the effects of globalization 
on individuals, but you will be able to study issues related to national and 
transnational identity and culture. One important area of study related to 
globalization involves how people understand their place in the increasingly 
interconnected and globalized world. To what degree do people become 
more cosmopolitan or “global” in outlook and identification, and to what 
degree do people cherish and seek to reinforce local or national identities, 
culture, and language?

http://www.aber.ac.uk
http://hopkinsglobalhealth.org
http://www.unaids.org/
http://www.who.int
http://www.cartercenter.org
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The Decline of National Identity?

One of the arguments about globalization, and particularly about economic 
liberalism, is that it diminishes differences between or among people, and this 
may include the loss of national differences or identity. Others argue that this 
is a complicated process and that globalization may reinforce or even inten-
sify national identity in a number of different ways. You may be interested 
in looking at this dynamic by studying the actions of leaders who reinforce 
national identity even as they make agreements enhancing economic interde-
pendence. You might ask:

As interdependence increases, under what conditions and how do 
political leaders reinforce national identity?

If you are interested in this topic, first reread what your textbook has to 
say about globalization and nationalism. Then you need to focus on the 
more specific scholarly literature. A few resources are listed here.

Resources on National Identity

Anderson, Benedict. 2016 [1983]. Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and 
spread of nationalism. New York, NY: Verso.

Biersteker, T.J., and C. Weber, eds. 1996. State sovereignty as social construct. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Cha, Victor D. 2000. Globalization and the study of international security. Journal of 
Peace Research 37(3): 391–403.

Fukuyama, Francis. 2018. Identity: The demand for dignity and the politics of resentment. 
New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Gellner, Ernest. 2006. Nations and nationalism. 2nd ed. Oxford: Blackwell.
Goff, Patricia. 2000. Invisible borders: Economic liberalization and national identity. 

International Studies Quarterly 44(4): 533–563.
López-Alves, Fernando, and Diane E. Johnson, eds. 2019. Populist nationalism in Europe 

and the Americas. New York, NY: Routledge.

After your general literature review, you must choose a case or cases and 
develop hypotheses around a limited number of independent variables. You 
could approach this in a number of different ways. For example, you could ana-
lyze an economic agreement and study how leaders legitimize or explain this 
agreement to citizens. Is nationalism taken into account, at least in rhetoric? If 
so, under what conditions? Another way is to look, as Goff (2000) does, at the 
entire context of the economic agreement to see whether important national 
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characteristics are protected or included in the agreement. Here you would 
have to choose an economic agreement or set of agreements as case studies. It 
may be interesting to look at the conditions under which individual states try 
to protect national or cultural characteristics or identity and when they do not.

Source for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

www.fletcher.tufts.edu/multilaterals.html
Tufts University maintains a site with links to treaties and research strategies.

Culture – UNESCO Sites

Another way to study the effects of globalization is to study how people 
understand and structure history and culture. For example, while globaliza-
tion may allow people to learn about other cultures and peoples, there is a 
strong countervailing pressure to protect national and ethnic culture, lan-
guage, history, and identity. One interesting area to study would be to look at 
how international organizations address issues related to culture and history. 
First you will have to read broadly about these issues.

Resources on Historical Sites and Culture in a Global World

International Journal of Heritage Studies – scholarly journal

Ashworth, G.J., and Tunbridge, J.E. 1999. Old cities, new pasts: Heritage planning in 
selected cities of Central Europe. GeoJournal 49(1): 105–116.

Hall, C.M. 2001. World heritage and tourism. Tourism Recreation Research 26(1), 1–3.
Chape, Stuart, Mark Spalding, and Martin Jenkins. 2008. The world’s protected areas: 

Status, values and prospects in the 21st century. Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press.

Ryan, Jason, and Sari Silvanto. 2009. The World Heritage list: The making and man-
agement of a brand. Place Branding and Public Diplomacy 5(4): 290–300.

Once you have read about historical sites and culture, you may want to 
narrow your research project by looking at the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). UNESCO’s mission is to 
foster “cultural diversity, intercultural dialogue, and a culture of peace.” 
You may be interested in this mission and want to look into it further. First, 
explore the UNESCO website (www.unesco.org/new/en/unesco/about-
us/who-we-are/introducing-unesco/).

http://www.fletcher.tufts.edu
http://www.unesco.org
http://www.unesco.org
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Perhaps you are particularly interested in World Heritage sites. These 
include monuments, designated ecosystems, and other historical sites that are 
chosen as important to world heritage. You could develop a research question 
such as:

What factors affect which places are chosen by UNESCO as World 
Heritage sites?

One way to study this topic would be to compare sites that have 
been chosen, or compare sites that were chosen with those that were 
not chosen.

Source for Choosing Cases and Gathering Information

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list
The World Heritage List includes over 10,000 properties forming part of the cul-

tural and natural heritage that are considered to have outstanding universal value.

General Data Sources for Choosing Cases and 
Gathering Evidence

The following sources will help you gather information on global economics.

• Global Transformations website maintained by David Held, Anthony 
McGrew, David Goldblatt, and Jonathan Perraton. Provides resources 
for the study of globalization:

 www.polity.co.uk/global/research.asp#political
• Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, entry on “Globalization”:

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/globalization/

http://whc.unesco.org
http://www.polity.co.uk
http://plato.stanford.edu


PART III

Writing Resources

This section contains information that will help you with the research and 
writing process. It covers how to keep track of your resources, cite appro-
priately, and follow some style notes specific to international relations 
research papers.

Chapter 11 discusses how to organize your resources and notes, presenting 
several options for keeping track of research materials. These organizational 
systems include the use of note cards, written or electronic journals, and note 
taking and citation management software.

Chapter 12 covers when and how to cite your sources properly. The 
acknowledgement of others’ works is not only standard in academia but also 
a matter of the ethical treatment of intellectual property. This chapter covers 
the most prominent styles used in international relations: the Turabian and 
American Psychological Association (APA) styles.

Chapter 13 gives you specific academic style notes, including how to use 
gender-neutral terminology, capitalize names, refer to treaties and parties, 
and format foreign words.
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Organizing Sources  
and Notes

Keeping track of your resources and notes is one of the most challenging but 
important skills to develop as you conduct your research. You can spare your-
self countless hours of reorganizing sources or searching for something you 
know you have read somewhere if you start with an organizational system 
that works for you. This chapter walks you through a few ways to organize 
your notes, including using note cards, using a research journal, and using 
note taking and citation management software on a personal computer. Once 
you determine what system you want to use, stick with it and be conscien-
tious about keeping to it.

Using Note Cards

Believe it or not, note cards are still one of the easiest ways to organize your 
research. A good note card system will allow you to organize notes to easily 
follow a written outline and will ensure that you can easily put together your 
reference list or bibliography upon completion of your project. You may even 
find that a note card reference system can be of assistance to you when writ-
ing future papers on a related topic because notes taken for one paper will be 
easily accessible for another, thereby saving you the time and labor of relocat-
ing relevant resources.

Here is how a note card reference system works. Each time you use a book, 
journal, newspaper, website, or other reference source, fill out a 3×5 note card 
with the reference’s citation information written just as it will be written in 
your final paper. This may seem time-consuming because it requires that you 

11
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use your style manual during the research process. (We suggest that you use 
A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, 9th edition, by 
Kate Turabian [2018] for your references; see Chapter 12 for additional infor-
mation on citations.) Create a separate but single note card for each resource 
you use during the course of your research. The actual research notes you 
take for use in your research paper should be placed on additional note cards.

When using a note card system, you will have many note cards – perhaps 
dozens – from each individual resource. That is because a good note card 
system separates out information so that it can easily be sorted for different 
purposes later in your research project’s development. Use separate note 
cards for each quote; use separate cards to remember different theories; use 
separate cards for different conclusions or ideas that you find to be relevant.

Multiple note cards will be easy to keep track of if you link each note card 
to an initial citation card. In most cases, placing the author’s last name and 
first initial in the left-hand corner of the card should be adequate to match 
your notes to your initial citation card (see Figure 11.1). Always include a 

Goldstein, Joshua S. International
Relations. New York: Longman,
1999.

Goldstein, J. p. 513

“Capitalism is a system of private
ownership of capital that relies on
market forces to govern the distri-
bution of goods.”

Figure 11.1  Example of an Initial Citation Note Card (top) and a Linked 
Quotation Card (bottom)
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page number for any notes you take, even if your notes are summary infor-
mation and not a direct quote.

It is wise to get in the habit of always using quotation marks if you are 
directly quoting an author and never using them if you are paraphrasing. 
Then you will never run the risk of thinking weeks down the road that your 
notes represented a summary when you actually had recorded direct quotes.

It is possible that you will use resources that have no named author, such 
as a newspaper article or a website. In these cases, instead of the author’s 
name in the left-hand corner of your research card, place the first few words 
of the title. Sometimes using the date will work, but this can be problematic 
if other resources also have the same date. To be on the safe side, we recom-
mend using the title (newspaper headline, website title) and a date whenever 
there is no clear authorship. The goal is to be able to use a marker that easily 
links notes with citation cards while avoiding writing lengthy citation infor-
mation over and over again. If you use several articles or books by the same 
author, add a letter code to the name or a date so that you can tell which refer-
ence is which. For instance, if you used material from four books written by 
Joshua Goldstein, you might label the first one Goldstein(a), the second one 
Goldstein(b), and so on. If all of Goldstein’s books were published in different 
years, using the name and publication year would also suffice (e.g., Goldstein 
2001 and Goldstein 2003).

The biggest advantage of using a note card system is that when it comes 
time to write your paper, it is extremely easy to organize your notes. You can 
go through your cards and sort them into piles that relate to specific aspects 
of your project. For instance, you can sort your note cards into piles that 
relate to certain variables or to particular theories. You can also segregate 
particular quotes and information that you want to use in specific sections of 
your paper. Or you can group related information, such as all the quotes from 
people who support an issue and all the quotes from people who oppose it. 
This ends up being much easier than riffling through pages of downloaded 
material, over and over again, each time picking out different information. 
Gathering information for your bibliography is extraordinarily easy because 
you can simply place all of the citation cards together for easy documentation.

Using a Written or Electronic Journal

You can also keep track of your research by using a journal. Divide a note-
book into various sections, and place your notes about different articles, 
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theories, and so on in specific sections. You can create a referencing and 
page-numbering system by putting all bibliographic citations in one section 
and recording the information just as you would if you used note cards. The 
downside to this method comes at the writing stage, when you need to com-
bine material from various sections. This method does not lend itself to the 
same ease of mixing, matching, and sorting thoughts and resources as can be 
accomplished with a note card system.

A useful compromise between a journal and a note card system is to type 
your summaries and notes directly into a personal computer. For an elec-
tronic journal, use the same method of recording the bibliographic citations 
that you would use with note cards, and then make a reference to the related 
citation beside any of the information you gather. By using this method, you 
can later arrange your notes by electronically cutting and pasting them into 
groups or in an order that simplifies the writing process.

The bottom line for all of your research gathering is to develop a consist-
ent system of note taking whereby you always record information the same 
way each time you sit down to take notes. In sum, always include the source’s 
page numbers near the entry where you record your note, quote, or sum-
mary information. Always put quotation marks around anything you copy 
directly from another source, even if you plan to paraphrase it later. And if 
you use several sources written by the same author, always use the author’s 
name and the year of the publication to help you keep track of which work 
you are referencing.

Using Software

For students who prefer to take notes on a laptop or desktop computer, 
specialized software may help you manage your resources. This software 
can be divided into three basic groups: software that facilitates note tak-
ing; software that helps keep track of sources and creates bibliographies in 
a number of different formats; and software that does both. Note taking 
software allows you to write notes on your computer and to cut and paste 
from journal articles and other information found online. This type of soft-
ware does not necessarily link notes to bibliographic citations. Bibliographic 
software allows you to keep track of sources but does not necessarily allow 
you to link your notes to the sources. This software can be used to create 
bibliographies. Just make sure that you check to see which formats are avail-
able. Most contain American Psychological Association (APA) and Modern 
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Language Association (MLA) formats, although it is becoming more com-
mon to also find software that includes the formats based on Turabian’s 
book or The Chicago Manual of Style (see Chapter 12 for more about styles). 
Finally, the third type of software, which combines note taking and biblio-
graphic management, contains some nice features, but make sure you find 
a program that does not contain too much detail. Some of these programs 
were created for high-level researchers in certain areas such as science and 
may not be suited to your needs as a student.

One of the nicest features of all of these programs is that if you have your 
notes on your computer, you can use the search feature of these programs to 
find information quickly and efficiently when writing your paper. One draw-
back that comes with note taking programs, however, is that students may 
inadvertently use direct quotations improperly or unethically because it is 
so easy to cut and paste. Your obligation to the proper acknowledgement of 
authors is not diminished, however, so you need to take care to cite appropri-
ately. Another drawback to using software programs is that you need to take 
notes with your computer by your side.

If you are interested in using reference management/citation management 
software, there are many options now available. Among the most popular 
programs are Zotero, EndNote, Mendeley, and RefWorks. Your college or 
university library will likely support one or more of these programs.

More Suggestions for Keeping Track of Resources

Keeping Track of Print Resources

When taking notes from a book, you can substitute a photocopy of the title 
page for your citation note card. The title page contains all of the information 
you will need to write your bibliography or reference list. The only important 
component missing from the title page is the publication date. Thus, if you 
use a photocopy of a title page instead of writing a citation note card, be sure 
to write the year of publication on the photocopy (Figure 11.2).

Edited books require an additional step. An edited volume is generally a 
collection of chapters written by different authors. Citations for an edited 
book require the editor’s name, the book title, the chapter author’s name, the 
chapter title, and the first and last page numbers for the chapter. Therefore, 
to have all the information available that you will later need for your bibli-
ography, make a copy of the title page (with the year of publication written 
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Figure 11.2  Using a Photocopy of a Title Page to Keep Track of Citation 
Information

on the copy) and a copy of the table of contents. On the copy of the contents 
page, circle the chapter(s) you used (Figure 11.3). More information about 
citing this type of resource is included in Chapter 12.

If you have grown accustomed to writing your research papers by organ-
izing photocopies or printouts of articles, books, or downloaded information, 
moving to a note taking system as we suggest will seem far too time-consuming 
and awkward at first. But once you’re used to such a system, you will find 
that it makes the writing process much, much easier for the types of complex 
projects you will soon be exploring in upper-division courses.
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Figure 11.3  Using a Photocopy of the Contents Page to Keep Track of 
Information About a Chapter Within an Edited Book

Keeping Track of Internet Resources

Internet resources are sometimes quite difficult to keep track of for sev-
eral reasons. First, websites change constantly. Material you obtain one day 
may not be there the next. If you take notes from a website, you need to 
record the page address (or URL) along with the date that you took your 
notes (Figure 11.4). Always put the access date on your bibliography card. 
Increasingly, many academic journal articles and electronic books are 
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assigned a DOI – or digital object identifier – which functions as a perma-
nent link to digital copies of materials. You should record the DOI (when 
available) for each of your electronic sources. When you create your refer-
ence list (see Chapter 12), you can include the DOI (rather than a less stable 
URL) in the bibliographic entry.

You will also need to be careful about the path you take to find inter-
net resources; otherwise, your bibliography citation may be incorrect. For 
instance, your school library may offer you a number of different search 
engines that will take you to various electronically published information, 
including journal articles, data sources, and credible websites. But many of 
these resources are not available unless you specifically go through your 
library home page. If this is the case, you must note the path you took to 
access the information. The reason is that your scholarship should be avail-
able for review by your professor and other scholars who may want to check 
the accuracy of quotations, your paraphrasing, and your summarization. 
Remember that it is always better to include too much citation information 
than too little. So when taking notes, record all information you think you 
will need later to retrace your research steps and relocate resources. If  
you can see that the article was also available in hard copy but you read the 
article online, be sure to note this fact as well.

Organizing your research process takes thought and follow-through but is 
well worth the effort. You will be ready when you need to cite your sources. 
Chapter 12 gives you some help on how to do this.

Figure 11.4  Noting a Quote Taken from the World Resources Institute 
Website on July 5, 2001



Citing Sources

A number of different citation styles exist, and many professors and depart-
ments prefer a particular citation style for research papers. You should always 
check with your professors to find out their preference. In this chapter we 
briefly review some general rules about what to cite and two of the most com-
monly used systems in international relations research papers: the Turabian 
and American Psychological Association (APA) styles.

Avoiding Plagiarism

You must take the issue of citations seriously. Citing the work of others is 
extremely important. A paper that lacks citations will have little credibility 
and will raise questions of plagiarism and sloppy research. In general, decid-
ing what needs a citation and what does not is a relatively easy task. Anytime 
you use another author’s work or include statistics and data that are not 
considered to be common knowledge, you must provide a citation. That 
rule holds whether you directly quote, paraphrase, or use an author’s ideas in 
your paper. It is unlikely that you will be criticized for too many citations, 
but you could be accused of ethical violations if you fail to give credit where 
credit is due.

Most college students behave ethically and would never consider taking 
another person’s work and presenting it as their own. All institutions expect 
you to abide by academic honor codes governing writing and research.

12
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General Rules for What to Cite

In general, it is not necessary to provide a citation for data and statistics that 
are common knowledge or for data and statistics that are not considered sub-
ject to change or interpretation. In other words, you do not need to provide 
a reference when you say that the average body temperature is 98.6 degrees. 
Nor do you need to provide a reference for such trivial statistics as mileage 
between cities (or other encyclopedia-type facts). But you do need to provide 
references for data and statistics that are critical to your research, are subject 
to change, are subject to interpretation, or are dependent on research design 
(e.g., sample size, population selection, timing). What gets counted and who 
does the counting matters!

Always provide citations for the following:

• statistical information and data that are not considered common knowledge
• all direct quotes
• references to theories – even those commonly referred to in the interna-

tional relations literature
• any use of an author’s specific arguments or ideas, whether directly 

quoted or paraphrased
• any conclusions reached by other researchers, whether directly quoted 

or paraphrased
• references to information found in newspapers and magazines so your 

readers can verify the information and read the entire article if they wish

Newspaper charts and graphs often use data from a variety of sources. Because 
you will not know which data came from what source, you need to provide 
a reference for the information found in the newspaper. If a newspaper study 
references a specific organization or report where the writer acquired his or 
her data, you should acknowledge that source in your paper while still citing 
the newspaper source.

For example, suppose that you read the article noted here:

Jesdanun, Anick. 2003. TV, radio top sources for breaking news. News and Record 
(Greensboro, NC). August 31.

This Associated Press release begins with the following first paragraph:

In the event of another terror attack, most Americans plan to turn on 
their televisions and radios before going online or contacting govern-
ment agencies for information, according to a survey released Saturday.
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Rather than simply including this quote in your research on terrorism, it 
would be better to read more carefully, noting who exactly conducted the 
survey referred to in the article. Then you could write the following:

A recent report released by the Pew Internet and American Life Project 
and the Federal Computer Week magazine found that “in the event of 
another terror attack, most Americans plan to turn on their televisions 
and radios before going online or contacting government agencies for 
information” (News and Record [Greensboro, NC], August 31, 2003).

Another alternative would be to put additional information on the data in 
a footnote.

Providing the source of the study in addition to the newspaper citation 
is important for two reasons. First, the News and Record did not conduct the 
study, so giving just the newspaper as the source would be misleading to read-
ers. Second, the findings were cited as providing new insight into how peo-
ple will react to a terrorist attack, which means some sources out there may 
contradict (or at least differ from) these findings. If in doubt, provide a citation.

Increasingly, students access and read books and journal articles online. 
If you access a source digitally rather than in print, pay close attention to 
the requirement to include a URL or database name in the reference entry. 
Additionally, many electronic sources now feature a DOI – or digital object 
identifier – which provides a more stable link to scholarly books and articles 
accessed online. If your source includes a DOI, include this rather than the 
URL. If you want to learn more, Walsh College provides a PDF primer on 
utilizing DOIs in APA-style citations (www.walshcollege.edu/upload/docs/
Library/doiexplained.pdf). In the sample bibliography/reference list entries 
below, note where we have included DOI and URL information.

Turabian Style

If your professor does not insist on a particular style, we recommend that 
you use the style guide by Kate Turabian (2018), A Manual for Writers of 
Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, 9th ed. (often simply referred to 
as “Turabian”), which is an adaptation of The Chicago Manual of Style. This 
is one of the American Political Science Association’s preferred guides. 
Students seem to like it because, in addition to a lot of valuable information 
about the proper construction of papers, it contains numerous examples of  

http://www.walshcollege.edu
http://www.walshcollege.edu
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bibliographic citations, footnotes, endnotes, and parenthetical citations (in-
text references). Turabian includes examples for the easiest forms of citations 
as well as really difficult cases (we list a few of these below).

One of the first decisions you will need to make about your written paper is 
whether you will use parenthetical citations with a reference list or footnotes 
with a bibliography. Sometimes your professor will have a preference, and you 
should adhere to that. If you get to choose, it is simply a matter of your prefer-
ence. Some people like parenthetical citations with reference lists because they 
can see the authors’ last names right in the text. Other people prefer footnotes 
and a bibliography because they believe the text flows better when source 
information appears in footnotes instead of in the main text. Reference lists 
serve the same purpose as bibliographies but use a slightly different form. The 
following general examples point out the main differences between the two 
formats. (In our examples in this chapter, First Name and Last Name refer to 
the name of the author.) Remember that parenthetical citations are always 
paired with a reference list, and footnotes with a bibliography.

The Basic Citation for a Book

Parenthetical Citation

(Last Name year, page cited)

Reference List

Last Name, First Name. Year. Title of the Book: Subtitle Too. City of Publication: 
Publisher.

Footnote

1First Name Last Name, Title of the Book: Subtitle Too (City of Publication: 
Publisher, year), page cited.

Bibliography

Last Name, First Name. Title of the Book: Subtitle Too. City of Publication: 
Publisher, year.

Using Parenthetical Citations

Parenthetical referencing is a system used within the text to give readers the 
author’s last name, the year of publication, and the page number(s) from 
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the original work. In your paper, you would place the citation after the 
quoted text, as in this example:

One researcher writes, “In general, bureaucratic rivalry as an influence 
on foreign policy challenges the notion of states as unitary actors in the 
international system” (Goldstein 2003, 168).

If you use parenthetical referencing, you need to include an alphabetical ref-
erence list at the end of your paper. The reference list entry for the citation 
above would look like this:

Goldstein, Joshua S. 2003. International Relations. 5th ed. New York: 
Longman.

Using Footnotes

Using footnotes is another form of citation. Word processing programs will 
automatically number footnotes as you place them in the text. Here’s an 
example of how the footnote marker would look in the text:

One researcher writes, “In general, bureaucratic rivalry as an influence 
on foreign policy challenges the notion of states as unitary actors in the 
international system.”1

The footnote reference, placed at the bottom of the page, would look like 
this:

1Joshua S. Goldstein, International Relations, 5th ed. (New York: 
Longman, 2003), 168.

If you use footnotes, then use a bibliography to compile the list of your 
resources. The bibliography reference for the footnote would look like this:

Goldstein, Joshua S. International Relations. 5th ed. New York: Longman, 
2003.

Some scholars prefer footnotes because this method, in addition to providing 
the reader with complete reference information without making the reader 
turn to a different page, also allows the author to include further material for 
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the reader without having to add every detail to the text. Here’s an example 
of using a footnote this way:

One characteristic of the Cold War was American and Soviet support 
for proxy wars.2

The footnote at the bottom of the page could provide further information:

2Proxy wars were wars in the third world in which the United States 
and the Soviet Union became involved through the supply of weaponry 
and advisors.

Often, by adding a footnote, you can clarify the use of a term or concept or 
avoid text that seems to ramble. Footnotes are also useful for indicating that 
there may be alternative views not covered in your text.

Electronic Books

If you access an electronic (non-print) version of a book, you will format your 
book entry in the same way, but will need to add a URL, DOI, or database 
name at the end of the entry. If using a Kindle version, Turabian advises that 
you should provide section and chapter information if the print page numbers 
are not available. The example below is for a book accessed electronically 
through JSTOR, the academic search database.

Parenthetical Citation

(Kennedy 2006, 10)

Reference List

Kennedy, David. Of War and Law. 2006. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
www.jstor.org.ezproxy.elon.edu/stable/j.ctt7rqc9.

Footnote

1David Kennedy, Of War and Law (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 10,
www.jstor.org.ezproxy.elon.edu/stable/j.ctt7rqc9.

Bibliography

Kennedy, David. Of War and Law. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006. 
https://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.elon.edu/stable/j.ctt7rqc9.

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.elon.edu
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.elon.edu
https://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.elon.edu
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The Basic Citation for a Scholarly Article

The example below will help you to cite scholarly journal articles in Turabian 
style. If you access an article online, rather than in hard copy in the library, 
you will need to include a URL or DOI for each entry in your reference  
list/bibliography.

Parenthetical Citation

(Tickner 1988, 429)

Reference List

Tickner, J. Ann. 1988. Hans Morgenthau’s Principles of Political Realism: 
A Feminist Reformulation. Millennium: Journal of International Studies 
17, no. 3 (December): 429–440. https://doi.org/10.1177/030582988801 
70030801.

Footnote

1J. Ann Tickner, Hans Morgenthau’s Principles of Political Realism: A Feminist 
Reformulation, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 17, no. 3 (December 
1988): 429, https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298880170030801.

Bibliography

Tickner, J. Ann. Hans Morgenthau’s Principles of Political Realism: A Feminist 
Reformulation. Millennium: Journal of International Studies 17, no. 3 (December 
1988): 429–440. https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298880170030801.

Hard Cases

Citing a Chapter from an Edited Book

How should you cite from an edited book in which the author of a chap-
ter is different from the editors of the book? Turabian refers to this as a 
component part by one author in a work by another author. In this case, 
your bibliography should contain a reference for the entire book as well as  
a reference for the specific chapter (the component part) you refer to in 
your paper.

Parenthetical Citation

(Herman 1996, 297)

https://doi.org
https://doi.org
https://doi.org
https://doi.org
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Reference List

Herman, Robert G. 1996. “Identity, Norms, and National Security: The Soviet 
Foreign Policy Revolution and the End of the Cold War.” In The Culture 
of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics, edited by Peter  
J. Katzenstein, 271–316. New York: Columbia University Press.

Footnote

1Robert G. Herman, “Identity, Norms, and National Security: The Soviet 
Foreign Policy Revolution and the End of the Cold War,” in The Culture of 
National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics, ed. Peter J. Katzenstein 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 297.

Bibliography

Herman, Robert G. “Identity, Norms, and National Security: The Soviet Foreign 
Policy Revolution and the End of the Cold War.” In The Culture of National 
Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics, edited by Peter J. Katzenstein, 
271–316. New York: Columbia University Press, 1996.

Here are some things to remember about citing a component part:

• Titles of chapters are contained in quotes.
• Titles of books are italicized.
• If you’re using parenthetical citations in your paper, use the name of the 

author who wrote the chapter, not the name of the editor of the book.

Secondary Sources of Quotations

You’re using a secondary source of a quotation when you repeat a quote you 
found somewhere other than in the original (primary) source. Whenever 
you do this, you must give credit to the original source of the quotation, not just 
where you found it. That means looking in your source’s footnotes and bib-
liography to learn where the author found this quote. Citing this is a little 
tricky. In the example below, you are using an original quote from Hans 
Morgenthau’s Politics Among Nations, but you find this citation in another 
work. Note that the parenthetical citation gives only the name of the original 
author, and the page location for the original reference.

Parenthetical Citation

(Morgenthau 1985, 212)
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Reference List

Morgenthau, Hans. 1985. Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and 
Peace. 6th ed. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. Quoted in Charles W. Kegley, Jr., 
and Gregory A. Raymond, How Nations Make Peace (New York: St. Martin’s, 
1999), 164.

Footnote

1 Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, 6th 
ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985), 212, quoted in Charles W. Kegley, Jr., 
and Gregory A. Raymond, How Nations Make Peace (New York: St. Martin’s, 
1999), 164.

Bibliography

Morgenthau, Hans. Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace. 6th 
ed. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985. Quoted in Charles W. Kegley, Jr., 
and Gregory A. Raymond, How Nations Make Peace (New York: St. Martin’s, 
1999).

APA Style

APA style is another citation style used often in the social sciences. The details 
of this style are contained in the Publication Manual of the American Psychological 
Association, 6th edition, by the American Psychological Association (2010). 
This style uses parenthetical citations within the text and a reference list at 
the end of the paper. We present a few basic examples here. Remember to 
include DOIs (if available) for resources accessed in electronic form. If a DOI 
is not available for an electronic book or article, replace “doi:xxxxx” (see 
examples below) with a reference to the URL by writing “Retrieved from 
www.xxxxx.” If you are using a print copy of the resource, you don’t need to 
include this information.

Book with a Single Author

Last Name, A.A. (year). Title of the book: Subtitle too. City of Publication: 
Publisher. doi:xxxxx.

Example

Drezner, D.W. (2015). Theories of international politics and zombies: Revived  
edition. Princeton: Princeton University Press. doi:10.2307/j.ctt7zvcg0.
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Book with Multiple Authors

Last Name, A.A., Last Name, B.B., & Last Name, C.C. (year). Title of the book: 
Subtitle too. City of Publication: Publisher. doi:xxxxx.

Example

Keck, M., & Sikkink, K. (2006). Activists beyond borders. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press. Retrieved from www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.
ctt5hh13f.

Article in Scholarly Journal

Last Name, A.A., Last Name, B.B., & Last Name, C.C. (year). Title of article. 
Title of Periodical, volume number(issue), pages. doi:xxxxx.

Example

Coyne, C.J. (2006). Reconstructing weak and failed states: Foreign intervention 
and the nirvana fallacy. Foreign Policy Analysis, 2(4), 343–360. doi:10.1111/
j.1743-8594.2006.00035.x.

Essay in a Collected Volume

Last Name, A.A., Last Name, B.B., & Last Name, C.C. (year). Title of essay 
or chapter. In E.E. Editor Name (Ed.), Title of collection (pages). City of 
Publication: Publisher.

Example

Price, R., & Tannenwald, N. (1996). Norms and deterrence: The nuclear and 
chemical weapons taboos. In P.J. Katzenstein (Ed.), The culture of national 
security: Norms and identity in world politics (pp. 114–152). New York: 
Columbia University Press.

Citations for Online Sources

You may be wondering how to cite other material from websites or online 
databases – resources that are not scholarly journal articles or electronic 
books. Citing online sources (such as a website) is a bit different from citing 
other sources because you do not have page numbers, but you do have to 
include the full URL and the date that you accessed the material online. The 
style outlined in The Columbia Guide to Online Style, by Walker and Taylor 
(2006), is often used in social science papers. Here we provide two general 
templates. Note that many websites don’t list the names of the authors who 

http://www.jstor.org
http://www.jstor.org
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wrote site material, so if you can’t find an author name to start the citation, 
use the name of the person or organization that owns the site.

Online Source

Last Name, First Name. Title of the Document or Page. Title of the Site [if dif-
ferent]. Date of publication or last revision [if given]. Complete address, 
including any paths or directories (date of access).

Examples

American Political Science Association. APSA Task Force on Graduate 
Education. 23 March 2004. www.apsanet.org/imgtest/graduateeducation.
pdf (19 June 2007).

U.S. National Archives. A Brief History. Presidential Libraries. www.archives.
gov/presidential-libraries/about/history.html (19 June 2007).

Article from Online Database or Electronic Publication

Last Name, First Name. Title of the Article. Title of Publication [if given]. Any 
identifying information, such as volume number, date, and pages of print 
version. File number [if available]. Name of database [if different from the 
publication]. Name of the online service or internet address (date of access).

Example

Feldstein, Martin. A Self-Help Guide to Emerging Markets. Foreign Affairs 
78:2 (March/April 1999). Columbia International Affairs Online, Columbia 
University Press. wwwc.cc.columbia.edu/sec/dlc/ciao/olj/fa/fa_99fem01.
html (29 March 1999).

In the online database example, we accessed a journal article by Martin 
Feldstein on the Columbia International Affairs Online site. The site con-
tained a link to the preferred citation style shown above.

Unlike general citations for print books and journal articles, standards for 
citing online resources tend to change over time, so we encourage you to 
find the latest information available. In addition to the most recent Turabian 
and APA style guides, you might also consult the American Political Science 
Association’s Style Manual for Political Science (2018), which you can view 
or download in PDF format or purchase a print copy through the associa-
tion’s website (https://connect.apsanet.org/stylemanual/). Additionally, the 
American Psychological Association also publishes the APA Style Guide to 
Electronic References (www.apastyle.org/products/4210512?tab=2).

http://www.apsanet.org
http://www.apsanet.org
http://www.archives.gov
http://www.archives.gov
http://wwwc.cc.columbia.edu
http://wwwc.cc.columbia.edu
https://connect.apsanet.org
http://www.apastyle.org
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Remember the Basics

You can easily construct accurate citations by following Turabian or any 
other assigned or acceptable style guide. Here are a few tips to remember.

• Reference lists and bibliographies should be in alphabetical order.
• Footnotes use commas. Bibliographies and reference lists use periods.
• Book titles are italicized. Titles within a book, magazine, or journal are 

not italicized, but in some styles they are put within quotation marks.
• Reference lists put the year after the author’s name. Bibliographies put 

the year at the end of the citation.
• Footnotes indent the first line. Bibliographies and reference lists use 

hanging indents (all lines but the first are indented).
• It is advisable to always use the year of publication along with your par-

enthetical citation even if you use only one publication from the author.
• In a bibliography or a reference list, the entry begins with the author’s 

last name, followed by a comma and the first name. In a footnote, use 
the first name and then the last name. A parenthetical citation starts 
with the author’s last name but doesn’t use the first name.

• Entries for more than one article or book by the same author should 
be ordered by year, beginning with the most recent. If you cite two 
sources published in the same year by the same author, provide a letter 
beside the year to clarify to which citation you are referring (e.g., 2000, 
2000a, 2000b).



Following Style  
Guidelines

This chapter contains important style notes on writing that will help you 
as you construct your research paper. Here we focus on academic writing 
within the discipline of international relations.

Academic Writing

Your writing should have an academic tone and style. What does that 
mean? Your paper is a scholarly discussion of your topic. To be taken seri-
ously, you must be serious about your writing. Here are a few things to 
remember.

1. Write clear and complete sentences.
2. Avoid slang and jargon.
3. Avoid the use of personal pronouns.
4. Avoid phrases such as “I feel” or “I believe.”
5. Think about the structure of your paragraphs. Does each paragraph 

contain a topic sentence? Does the paragraph stick to that topic?
6. Proofread your paper (don’t simply spellcheck it with a computer) to 

make sure the spelling and grammar are correct.

Gender-Neutral Terminology

The American Political Science Association asks that authors adopt gender-
neutral language. One strategy is to use words that do not suggest gender.

13
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Examples

Gender Distinctive
Citizens elect congressmen to serve in Washington.

Gender Neutral
Citizens elect congressional representatives to serve in Washington.

Gender Distinctive
The number of man-hours needed for implementation will soon exceed 
the personnel and financial capacities of the troubled agency.

Gender Neutral
The number of staff-hours needed for implementation will soon exceed 
the personnel and financial capacities of the troubled agency.

Another strategy is to eliminate pronouns if possible.

Example

Gender Distinctive
If a citizen votes, he does participate in the process.

Gender Neutral
A citizen who votes does participate in the process.

A third strategy is to avoid all reference to gender, replacing the singular “he” 
or “she” with “they,” and “his” or “her” with “their.”

Gender Distinctive
She is your professor. It is a good idea to ask for her preference.

Gender Neutral
They are your professor. It is a good idea to ask for their preference.

General Rules on Capitalization for Leaders’ Titles

Leadership titles are not treated as proper nouns and are not capitalized 
unless referring to specific people. Thus, if you mention a specific political 
leader (e.g., a particular president, chief executive, prime minister, legisla-
tor, judge, etc.), capitalize the title. If you are writing about a type of leader 
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in general, do not capitalize. Note, however, that you should always use a 
capital C in the phrase “member of Congress” because “Congress” itself is  
a proper name.

Examples

That is generally subject to the discretion of the president.

That is generally subject to President Bush’s discretion.

Although the president has the power to make treaties, Congress must 
ratify the treaty.

Even though he knew Congress would disapprove, the President signed 
the treaty.

A senator is not required to respond.

No one knows why Senator Smith did not respond.

In general, prime ministers do not attend the funerals of low-level 
dignitaries.

Soon after his speech, the Prime Minister returned to his seat.

The responsibilities of the chief executive include . . .

There is no response from the Chief Executive at this time.

The first time that you mention a specific person in your paper, use his or her 
full name and title. Subsequently, you may use only the last name. For exam-
ple, at the first instance, write, “Prime Minister Theresa May.” After that, you 
can refer to her as “May.”

Parties, the Constitution, and Treaties

When referring to a political party, you should capitalize the name (e.g., 
Republican, Democratic, Reform, Socialist, Green), but use lowercase letters 
when these terms refer to a philosophy or form of government.

Examples

The republican principles of community participation were encouraged.
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An initiative backed by the Republican Party swept through the  
committee.

He wanted a more democratic process.

The Democrats did not favor the changes.

When referring to the U.S. Constitution, always capitalize it as shown here.

Capitalize when you are referring to a specific treaty but not when discussing 
treaties in general.

Examples

The number of treaties signed has increased.

The United States withdrew from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty effec-
tive in mid-2002.

Proper Nouns and Adjectives

Capitalize proper nouns and adjectives made from these nouns.

Examples

Russia

Russian dignitaries

Also capitalize historical events or calendar dates as well as names of monu-
ments or buildings.

Examples

World War I

September 11, 2001

the Kremlin

Whitehall

the Washington Monument

the Statue of Liberty
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Capitalize the names of international organizations.

Examples

the World Bank

the World Health Organization (WHO)

the United Nations (UN)

Remember to use the full name of an organization before you use the acro-
nym, and do not use acronyms at the beginning of a sentence.

Titles of Newspapers

Italicize newspaper titles in your research paper. When proper syntax calls for 
the use of the word “the” to precede the title, “the” is generally not capitalized 
in the text.

Examples

A recent article in the New York Times reported that . . .

According to the News and Observer, . . .

For additional information on capitalization, see the guidelines available 
at the Online Writing Lab of Purdue University (https://owl.purdue.edu/
writinglab/the_writing_lab_at_purdue.html).

Foreign Words

Italicize any foreign words that you use in your paper.

Examples

glasnost

perestroika

modus operandi

https://owl.purdue.edu
https://owl.purdue.edu
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Recommended Writing and Style Manuals

American Political Science Association. 2018. Style manual for political science. 
American Political Science Association.

Strunk, William, Jr., and E.B. White. 1999. The elements of style: A style guide for writers. 
4th ed. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education.

Turabian, Kate L. 2018. A manual for writers of research papers, theses, and dissertations. 
9th ed. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
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