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Abstract

This article maps the development and uses of the comparative method in academic
research since the 1970s. It is based on an original database that we constructed for
our review of 12,483 articles extracted from leading journals representing the
disciplines of Social Policy, Political Science and Sociology. We proceed to a
quantitative and qualitative analysis of the reported comparative research effort. We
find that the comparative method became mainstream in the 1990s — following the
publication of the Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism and that JESP is the most
comparative journal of all. In 2020, 66% of articles published in JESP are
comparative. The comparative turn has been stronger in Social Policy than
Sociology and Political Science over the last three decades. We witness a rise in the
use of formal techniques (case studies and comparative historical analysis,
SEM/factorial techniques, cluster analysis, QCA/Fuzzy-set) and mix-methods in
comparison to descriptive analysis, and this is particularly pronounced in Sociology.
Regression analysis is dominant, however the most cited comparative articles are
based on case studies and descriptive statistics. Overall, we argue that the
comparative method is, in essence, ‘a way of thinking’ and not simply the application
of a set of disparate techniques.
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Introduction
As some topics across the social sciences, like the study of gender, became
increasingly ‘mainstream’ (Daly, 2005), important methodological developments are
occurring as well. By methodological developments here we do not simply refer to
the innovations stemming from the use of new techniques (an important fact of
course!), but also to a ‘new’ way of looking at the world largely inspired by the
nineteenth-century classics (for example, Tocqueville, 1960; Weber, 1930) and the
formalization of the comparative method. As Giovanni Sartori (1970: 1033) acutely
observed more than 50 years ago:
‘In a very crucial sense there is no methodology without logos, without thinking
about thinking. And if a firm distinction is drawn — as it should be — between
methodology and technique, the latter is no substitute for the former. One may be
a wonderful researcher and manipulator of data, and yet remain an unconscious
thinker.’
From this point of view, when investigating the uses of methodology in the main
journals in Social Policy, Sociology and Political Science, it appears that the
formalization of the comparative method has assumed the status of ‘a new way of
thinking’ in order to better understand social and institutional change. The
‘comparative turn’ in the 1990s has been more radical in Social Policy than in
Sociology and Political Science. Works like the Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism
and the arrival of the Journal of European Social Policy (JESP) (also Social Politics
(SP) and the European Sociological Review (ESR) to a degree) have deeply

contributed to it. Accordingly, three research questions drive our enquiry:
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(1) To what degree are we seeing a growth in comparative research over time and
are there specific disciplinary trends at play? Did comparative methods really
‘come of age’ in 1990s and become ‘mainstream’?

(2) Are scholars using methods in a more formalized way today and are there
discernible trends by discipline? What are the key trends in techniques and
approaches over the past 50 years?

(3) What are the methodological and substantive characteristics of the most cited

comparative research articles?

To address these questions, we created an original database — ‘The Comparative
Journals Database’ — that allows us to quantitatively and qualitatively map the uses
of the comparative method in research articles published in leading Social Policy,
Sociology and Political Science journals over the past five decades.

The next section discusses the attributes of the newly created database. We then
report our findings based on a quantitative analysis of the database. Finally, we
undertake a qualitative review of the most cited comparative articles — the ‘greatest

hits’.

The comparative journals database
The database contains 12,483 articles appearing in ten leading social science
journals for the period 1970-2015, with an update for JESP in 2016—-2020:
e For Social Policy, we include JESP and SP, the Journal of Social Policy
(JSP), and Social Policy & Administration (SPA).
e For Sociology, we include the American Journal of Sociology (AJS), American

Sociological Review (ASR) and the ESR.
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e For Political Sciences, we include the American Political Science Review

(APSR), Comparative Political Studies (CPS) and World Politics (WP).

With our sample,’ we cannot of course claim to represent the entire field, across the
disciplines. First, by definition our database does not include books, volumes or
research reports in the ‘grey’ literature. Second, our review is restricted to research
articles in the English language. Parsimony is our guiding principle, since we cannot
hope to review all of the scholarly literature. So we decided to focus on a selected
sample of leading journals, striking a balance between the disciplines and research
output from well-established European and American journals. Arguably, this
approach allows us to accurately trace and assess the most important
methodological developments and trends in the comparative field.

Each article in the database was sorted, reviewed manually and cross-checked to
identify and separate the comparative articles from the non-comparative
contributions. Despite the inherently comparative nature of scientific inquiry, Ragin
(2014) pointed to the fact that, while all research methods are comparative in a
broad sense, in the social sciences the idea of comparative inquiry is mostly used to
refer to research involving the use of large macro-social units of analysis.

This definition of comparative research is not universally accepted. Other scholars
have proposed different boundaries to delimit the domain of comparative inquiry. On
the one hand, those more geared toward the use of quantitative and multivariate
techniques have defined the comparative method simply by considering studies that
include comparative data from different societies (Andreski, 1965; Armer, 1973) or

works based on multilevel analysis (Rokkan, 1966; Przeworski and Teune, 1970).
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On the other hand, scholars more versed in qualitative/historical analysis such as
Moore (1966) and Skocpol (1979) tend to distinguish between case-based and
variable-orientated comparative methods (the lineage is of course traced to the
founding fathers of sociology and political science, that is, Tocqueville, Durkheim and
Weber). These views are perhaps too restrictive, and for this reason, we follow
Ragin, defining the comparative method on the basis of its goals — attempting to
understand causal complexity and relations between macro and micro units of
analysis for example — rather than specific methodological orientations. The analysis
of macrosocial unit is a ‘meta-theoretical category’, which basically distinguishes
comparative social scientists from the others, because they use ‘macrosocial units in
explanatory statements’ (Ragin, 2014: 5). Indeed, the vast majority of scholars
working in the field (including the authors of this article!), often do not define the
nature and the role of the macrosocial units, but rather use them implicitly as
‘observation’ and/or ‘explanatory’ units of analysis (Ragin, 2014: 8).

In light of this definition, we found that 14.7% (n=1,834) of research articles in our
sample were comparative in nature and the rest (85.3%) we classified as non-
comparative or theoretical (n=10,649). Relevant details and basic bibliographic
information were extracted from the comparative articles, including the DOI, the year
of publication, the authors, the journal and the discipline, we coded methods into
seven categories: (1) descriptive statistics only (that is, no use of formal methods
beside simple descriptive statistics), (2) case studies and comparative historical
analysis (CHA), (3) qualitative comparative analysis (QCA)/fuzzy-sets, (4) regression
techniques, (5) structural equation modelling (SEM) and factorial analyses, (6)
cluster analysis, and (7) other techniques. The ‘other techniques’ category includes

methodologies that are used infrequently, such as diagonal reference models,
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sequence analysis, scale construction, thematic analysis, propensity score matching
(PSM), optimal matching, Krippendorff’s alpha (KA) and event history. Moreover, we
included the total number of methods used.

The coding process followed four steps, over a period of 36 months:
1. We calibrated the measurement process by coding a random sample of 50 articles
from each journal. Each article was coded by the two authors and a team of research
assistants.
2. We then discussed the results, checking for consistency according to our
definition of comparative method.
3. The research assistants then coded all of the articles in the entire database.
4. Finally, a sample comprising of 50 articles was then independently coded and

checked by the two authors to ensure reliability.

We are also interested in the relative importance of top cited articles in the database.
For this reason, we employed as a proxy measure the number of citation counts
extracted from Google Scholar (19 July 2020). We developed a search command
written in R to capture the citation counts associated with each record contained in
the database. Google Scholar is less than perfect for determining the relative
importance of research articles in the literature, but it does at least provide a reliable
metric on highly cited articles (Jacso, 2012; Martin-Martin et al., 2017). The R
programme included a validation step that enabled us to detect errors. It imported
bibliographic information as well as the citation details, which enabled us to run
cross-checks against our bibliographic records in the database. Thanks to this
device, all the database records were carefully checked, missing citation entries

were entered manually (n=549, 4.4% of the total) and any errors were corrected
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(n=265, 2.1% of the total). The top cited comparative articles included in the

qualitative literature review are extracted using this citation count.

Quantitative trends in comparative analysis

A growing number of comparative articles

The scholarly production of comparative articles starts at relatively low levels in the
1970s, and then progressively increases during the 1990s. The rise in Social Policy
is more marked than in Sociology and Political Science (Figure 1). In 2015,
comparative articles constitute more than a third of all articles published in leading
Social Policy journals, while only around one-fifth are published in the other two
disciplines. In addition, there are considerable differences across journals within the

same discipline.

<Insert Figure 1 near here>

Between the early 1970s and the mid-1980s, less than 10% of all articles published
in Sociology, Political Science and Social Policy were comparative. Some difference
already exists in this early period between Sociology and Political Science on the
one hand and Social Policy on the other. While in Sociology and Political Science,
the trend is rather flat, in Social Policy there is considerable variation. A special issue
of SPA — focused on sub-national units of analysis in England (that is, counties and
regions) — accounts for the spike observed in 1971.

The year 1990 is a ‘watershed moment’, that is, a point in time that marks an
historical change for comparative inquiry. Just 11% of Social Policy articles

published during the period 1970-1990 were comparative studies, compared to 26%
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in the later period. We call this development ‘the Esping-Andersen effect’ suggesting
The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism has helped to transform comparative inquiry
in Social Policy (Esping-Andersen, 1990; see also the subsequent debate: Arts and
Gelissen, 2002; Ferragina and Seeleib-Kaiser 2011; Emmenegger et al., 2015;
Deeming, 2017; Ferragina and Deeming, 2022; Ferragina and Filetti 2022). While we
talk of an ‘effect’, we recognize Esping-Andersen’s (1990) work represents the
zeitgeist of the time more than determining an effect in itself; also evident in Graham
Room’s decision to launch JESP, the first issue appearing in 1991.2 This rise in the
use of the comparative method is also observable — although less pronounced than
in Social Policy — in Sociology (7% before 1990, 14% thereafter) and Political

Science (from 9% to 16%) (Figure 2).

<Insert Figure 2 near here>

The consideration of trends within disciplines shows an interesting variation across
journals. In Social Policy, we witness a strong rise in the number of comparative
articles in all four journals but JESP is the most comparative of all (Figure 3). In
2015, one in two articles published in this journal is comparative. Next comes SP
and SPA, with about a third of comparative articles. Finally, comes the JSP, with only
around 20% of comparative articles. While our database allows us to analyse the
trends up to 2015, we extended our coverage of JESP to 2020 (as it is clearly the
most comparative journal in our sample). We find the trend in the use of the
comparative method has steadily continued (Figure 4). In 2020, two thirds (66%) of

all articles published in JESP report comparative research.
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<Insert Figures 3 and 4 near here>

For some journals, the rise after 1990 is sharp, for example, WP, SPA and JSP
(Figure 5). WP trebles comparative research output, 7% before 1990, 21% after. The
picture is similar for SPA and JSP, 13% to 21% and 9% to 15% respectively.
However, a 15% comparative share is still relatively low compared to most other

journals as well as the total average of 18% (Figure 5).

<Insert Figure 5 near here>

For other journals, the increases in comparative outputs are smaller and only
marginal at times. This is particularly true for flagship American journals in Sociology
and Political Science (ASR and APSR). The low number and increment of
comparative production seem to signal a smaller interest in comparison to European
journals. AJS constitutes a partial exception to this pattern, and although only 11% of
articles published are comparative since the 1990, the percentage has almost
doubled in comparison to the pre-1990 period. CPS is broadly constant over the two
periods, the comparative share of research articles increased from 23% to 25%. In
other words, ‘the Esping-Andersen effect’ is less evident here.

It is not possible to do before- and after-1990 comparisons for the newer journals
like JESP, SP, and the ESR. Together, these journals are leading the comparative
research development and one can reasonably argue that the establishment of these
journals constitutes an effort in itself to spread the comparative approach in Social

Policy and Sociology (Figure 5). From the data it is clear that the comparative effort
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in leading journals has increased in all disciplines and this increase had been

particularly marked in Social Policy, and within the pages of JESP in particular.

The changing landscape in the use of comparative methods

The sharp rise in the use of formal comparative methods stands in contrast to the
steady but lower rise in the use of descriptive analysis. We witness a rise in the use
of formal methods after 1990 and more decisively since 2004. In 1990, for example,
there were eight comparative descriptive articles published and 13 articles employing
a formal comparative method. By 2015, 67 articles employed a formal comparative

method, while only 23 were comparative and descriptive (Figure 6).

<Insert Figure 6 near here>

Overall, 65% of published comparative articles report the use of a formal method.
The preference for the use of a formal method is more marked in Sociology (86% of
the total number of comparative articles) compared to Political Science (57%) and

Social Policy (56%) (Figure 7).

<Insert Figures 7 and 8 near here>

In Figure 8, we witness the dominant position of regression techniques in the
comparative research literature, as scholars exploit the growing number of
comparative datasets such as the Comparative Welfare State Dataset (CWD) and

the Comparative Welfare Entitlements Dataset (CWED/CWED2) as well as the array
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of datasets from the OECD. The regressions trend line in Figure 8 shows a steep
gradient, rising sharply from the early 1990s onwards.

Case study and CHA are also increasingly employed in comparative research,
although to a lower extent than regression techniques. Only two or three studies
were published each year using these approaches during the 1970s and 1980s,
while the annual average throughout the 1990s was ten. A similar rise — although
less steady — is also observable for SEM and factorial techniques. The use of
clustering techniques and QCA/fuzzy-sets has also been increasing, and notably
picking up during the 2000s and 2010s but remains lower than the other techniques
previously described.

Most comparative scholars employ one method of analysis, but we note an
increasing preference for the use of multi-methods designs during the 2000s.
Overall, there are 635 descriptive only comparative studies, 929 comparative studies
are based on one method only and 270 comparative studies employ multi-method

designs (Figure 9).

<Insert Figure 9 near here>

Qualititative analysis of the ‘greatest hits’

For our qualitative analysis of comparative research trends, we identified the most
cited comparative articles in our database and labelled them as the ‘greatest hits’.
Table 1 shows the top 20 ‘greatest hits’ overall, and Table 2 the most cited ‘greatest
hits’ in the Social Policy Journals (Table A2 in the online Appendix shows the most
cited ‘greatest hits’ in the Political Science Journals and Table A3 shows the most

cited comparative articles in the Sociology Journals).
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Among the 20 ‘greatest hits’ (Table 1) we find works from every decade, the
oldest in the early 1970s (Inglehart, 1971) and the most recent in the early 2000s
(Laver et al., 2003; Korpi and Palme, 2003). Five articles were published in the
1970s (Inglehart, 1971; Phillips, 1974; Krasner, 1976; Cameron, 1978; Laakso and
Taagepera, 1979), three in the 1980s (Bingham Powell, 1986; Hamilton and Biggart,
1988; Allmendinger, 1989), eight in the 1990s (Lewis, 1992; Huber et al., 1993;
Macintyre et al., 1993; Pierson, 1996; Ferrera, 1996; Anderson and Guillory, 1997;
Korpi and Palme, 1988; Hellman, 1998), and four in the 2000s (Korpi, 2000; Mishler
and Rose, 2001; Laver et al., 2003; Korpi and Palme, 2003). The pre-eminence of
greatest hits in the 1990s when compared to the earlier period confirms the findings
from our quantitative review, The Three Worlds and the establishment of journals
geared to comparison like JESP, SP and ESR constitutes a watershed for the use of
comparative analysis. Moreover, three of the five most cited articles are directly
related to The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. These works employ Esping-
Andersen (1990) as theoretical framework to discuss welfare state retrenchment and
case selection (Pierson, 1996), to include Mediterranean countries within welfare
regime typology (Ferrera, 1996), and to criticize his male breadwinner orientation
from a feminist perspective (Lewis, 1992) (Table 1). Esping-Andersen’s influence is
clearly evident across the highly cited ‘greatest hits’ in Social Policy seen in Table 2
— where 17 of the top 20 articles® actively engage with his work on welfare regimes
(Esping-Andersen, 1990; 1996; 1999), but also across Political Science and
Sociology journals (Table A2 and A3, online Appendix).

The four top cited articles are all published in journals explicitly geared towards
comparative analysis, that is, WP, CPS and JESP. Other journals with a high share

of comparative articles over the total, that is, SP and the ESR, feature two articles in
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the top 20. The remainder were published in generalist journals with a lower share of
comparative articles, that is, the APSR, AJS, the ASR and the JSP (Table 2).

Looking across disciplines, JESP dominates the Social Policy ranking with 14
articles, followed by SP with five. The JSP and SPA are much less represented
(Table 2). In Political Science, the APSR has published 12 among the 20 most cited
comparative articles, followed by WP with seven and CPS with one (Table A2, online
Appendix). In Sociology, the AJS has the lead with 11, followed by the ASR with six
and the ESR with three (Table A3, online Appendix).

From a methodological point of view, among the top five greatest hits, we find
three studies employing case study as method of analysis (Pierson, 1996; Ferrera,
1996; Lewis, 1992), one based on descriptive statistics (Laakso and Taagepera,
1979) and one using regression analysis (Cameron, 1978). In the top 20 greatest
hits, eleven of them are based on regressions, four use simple descriptive statistics
and no formal methods; four are based on case studies and one uses a word scoring
technique (Table 1). This means that the most cited articles rely heavily on traditional
approaches and techniques and, in particular, case study methodology seems core
in classical comparative empirical work. A clear reflection of the origins of
comparative method, grounded in nineteenth-century classics, based on non-
formalized case study research (for example, Tocqueville, 1961; Weber, 1930).

At the disciplinary level, within Social Policy there is a strong prevalence of
studies based on descriptive statistics (n=10), followed by case studies (n=4) and
articles based on regression techniques (n=4). This confirms a general trend
previously highlighted: within comparative articles published in Social Policy journals
there is a stronger tendency to use descriptive statistics rather than formal methods

in comparison to Political Science and Sociology (Figure 8). We suggest this is a
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reflection of the large prevalence of comparative institutional analysis and a more
inductive way to compare than in Political Science and Sociology journals (Table 2).
In Political Science and Sociology journals, studies based on regression techniques
are prevalent (13 and 10 out of 20 respectively). A difference between the greatest
hits in Political Science and Sociology is that in the latter, there is a slightly larger
array of methods represented in the top 20 greatest hits, for example, QCA and
randomized experiments. This is a reflection of the largest heterogeneity in
Sociology, where more comparative studies on different subnational units of analysis
are also published (Table A4, online Appendix). Interestingly, the methodologies
employed across the greatest hits are also somehow heterogeneous within
disciplines and across journals. For example, in Political Science journals, regression
techniques are prevalent in a generalist journal like the APSR, while case studies are
found only in WP.

Overall, we find a good representation of the methods we quantitatively mapped
out: case studies, QCA, regression techniques, factorial techniques, the simple use
of descriptive statistics, and the use of other less common methodologies in the
comparative field, that is, word scoring techniques, block modelling techniques and
the growing interest in experimental designs.

Case studies are most commonly employed across our greatest hits to investigate
varieties or highlight similar trends across countries more or less explicitly following
prescriptions on the method of agreement and difference from John Stuart Mill. With
the exception of Gastil (1971), these case studies are situated at the cross-national
level of analysis. Several of those employ The Three Worlds as starting point, for
example, Pierson (1996), Ferrera (1996), Lewis (1992; 2001), Bettio et al. (2006),

Knijn and Kremer (1997), Alber (1995), while other works are focused on
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comparative organizational arrangements (Hamilton and Biggart, 1988), the
expansion of the varieties of capitalism framework (NOlke and Vliegenthart, 2009),
the study of public opinion and policy in an international context (Risse-Kappen,
1991), and the explanation of the neoliberal shift in politics across nations
(Fourcade-Gourinchas and Babb, 2002).

QCA occupies an interesting position in the field of comparative methodology, as
it bridges case-based small-N analysis and large-N quantitative work and also the
qualitative and quantitative divide. Among the top cited articles, we found only one
example of QCA (the technique has been first proposed Charles Ragin in 1987
(Ragin, 1987). Cross and Snow (2000) innovatively use QCA to compare the results
gathered using ethnographical methods in eight American cities in their study of
homeless organizations.

The use of regression techniques is well-represented in our greatest hits, with
contributions spanning across four decades (Cameron, 1978; Inglehart, 1971;
Hellman, 1998; Mishler and Rose, 2001; Huber et al., 1993; Korpi and Palme, 1998;
2003; Bingham Powell, 1986; Allmendinger, 1989; Anderson and Guillory, 1997; van
Oorschot, 2006; Albertini et al., 2007; Castles, 2003; Iversen and Soskice, 2001;
Boix, 1999; Bradley et al., 2003; Schraeder et al., 1998; Phillips, 1974; Svallfors,
1997; Alderson and Nielsen, 2002; Wimmer et al., 2009; Scheepers et al., 2002;
Massey and Eggers, 1990; Thoits, 1986; Massey and Denton, 1988). Regression
techniques tend to be used in large-N contexts (although there are examples of
studies using fewer countries) and within our sample, we found a large use of OLS
and logistic regressions, as well as growing interest in multilevel modelling (MLM)
and time series cross-sectional analyses (TSCS). In comparison to other methods,

regressions techniques are used in a more versatile way to support comparative
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analysis at different scales, for example, cross-national, across states, cities, and
more local areas.

Within the greatest hits there are no articles solely based on SEM, factorial
techniques or cluster analysis. However, we found these techniques in mixed-
method research designs (prevalently in conjunction with regression techniques).
Hence, mixed methods are used to provide more accurate — multidimensional —
approaches geared toward the establishment of accurate description, association
and causation. In our qualitative sample, the combination of regressions and
different SEM and factorial techniques is used to explore complex subjects, like the
impact of different welfare regime structures on social capital (van Oorschot and
Arts, 2005), determinants of political trust (Mishler and Rose, 2001), determinants of
social welfare spending (Hicks and Swank, 1992; Iversen and Cusack, 2000), and
trends in residential segregation in US metropolitan areas (Massey and Denton,
1987).

Despite an increasing sophistication and formalization in the use of comparative
methods, many important works in the comparative field employ descriptive statistics
only (Laakso and Taagepera, 1979; Krasner, 1976; Macintyre et al., 1993; Korpi,
2000; Bonoli, 1997; Anttonen and Sipila, 1996; Gornick et al., 1997; Scruggs and
Allan, 2006; Deacon, 2000; Walby, 2004; Daly, 2005; Pavolini and Ranci, 2008;
Alford et al., 2005; Massey et al., 1994; Mann, 1970; Black, 1970; Portes and
Sassen-Koob, 1987). However, the share of research articles based on descriptive
statistics within the greatest hits is decreasing over time.

Finally, there is a small array of articles among our greatest hits employing less
familiar techniques. For instance, word scoring technique has been employed to

extract policy positions from the analysis of political texts in the United Kingdom,
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Ireland and Germany considering discourses as data in the form of words (Laver et
al., 2003). Black modelling techniques have been used in conjunction with
regression techniques to explore world system theory (Wallerstein, 1974) at the
cross-national (Snyder and Kick, 1979) and city level (Alderson and Beckfield, 2004).
Additionally, experimental designs have been used to generate new insights, such
as the relationship between national cultural contexts and levels of trust (Yamagishi
et al., 1998). The work by Yamagishi and colleagues is particularly innovative at this

time drawing comparisons between the United States and Japan.

Conclusion

Comparative scholarship is rapidly growing across disciplines. The upward trend is
strongly pronounced in the field of Social Policy, as reflected in the establishment of
new comparative journals — JESP and SP — and the increasing comparative output
published by older journals like SPA and JSP. This growing comparative trend is
also evident in Sociology and Political Science, particularly in journals such as ESR,
WP and CPS. Interestingly, the AJS, APSR and ASR (flagship American journals)
include significantly less comparative output compared to the European journals in
our sample, and this does not seem to change much over time. JESP is the most
comparative journal in our sample, two thirds (66%) of the articles published here in
2020 are comparative in nature.

The year 1990 appears to be a turning point in comparative inquiry, most evident
in Social Policy. We provocatively call this development ‘the Esping-Andersen effect’,
suggesting The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism symbolizes an important
transformation in the discipline. The debate over welfare regimes has fuelled the

comparative effort. Our qualitative analysis of the greatest hits also shows the
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influence of Esping-Andersen’s work which is cited and debated from different
perspectives. Of course, the influence of The Three Worlds is much stronger in
Social Policy, where among the 20 most cited articles, 17 directly refer to Esping-
Andersen’s work.

We find comparative researchers are increasingly turning to formal comparative
methods and techniques, rather than relying purely on descriptive analysis, prevalent
in the earlier decades. The quest for rigour and formalization in comparative
research may not surprise, as the norms in the social sciences have changed
significantly over the past half-century — the landscape is unrecognizable with the
comparative turn.

The comparative turn is associated with increased formalization in the uses of
method, most evident in Sociology. The methodological toolbox is becoming more
organized, evident in the annual increase in the use of regression techniques, case
studies and CHA, SEM and factorial techniques, QCA and fuzzy-sets and clustering
techniques, and also by the growing number of works employing mixed and multi-
method research designs. Regression techniques dominate. However, among the
top five most cited articles in our sample, case study designs appear three times. So
despite the increased use of regression analysis and the growing trend towards
large-N studies, classical comparisons and small-N case studies continue to have a
strong and lasting influence on today’s research effort.

Such considerations are of course present in Sartori’s original argument (our point
of departure), reflecting our empirical findings. The increasing complexity of methods
and techniques now being employed has contributed to the development and rigour
of social science research. The comparative turn opened up new possibilities and

new directions for research, for example, the increasing N size and the diverse range



Comparative mainstreaming? Mapping the uses of the comparative method in social policy, sociology and political science since the 1970s

of country-level macro-units employed in comparative research designs are
testament to this (see Figure A1 and Table A5, online Appendix). The growing
importance and formalization of the comparative method — largely inspired by
nineteenth-century classics — is clearly evident in our review. Nevertheless, the
comparative turn is not simply related to the growing application of sophisticated
techniques and computing power (important though this is), but rather a growing
appreciation of the way to look at, examine and investigate the world beyond the
analysis of single case studies. Despite notable disciplinary differences, the use(s) of

the comparative method has now become ‘mainstream’.

Notes

1 More detailed information and journal descriptions, as described on their
webpages, can be found in Table A1 of our online Appendix.

2 The idea for JESP is attributed to Rudolf Klein which Graham Room developed
(Graham Room'’s address at the 2021 ESPAnet Annual Conference in Leuven, JESP
Anniversary session, Thursday 2 September 2021).

3 Only three articles do not cite Esping-Andersen: Macintyre et al. (1993), Deacon

(2000), and Daly (2005).
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Figure 1. Comparative articles by discipline (% of total articles published)
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Figure 2. Comparative articles by discipline, pre- and post-1990 (% of total articles published)
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Figure 3. Comparative research trends in leading social science journals (% of total articles
published)
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Figure 4. Comparative research trends in JESP, 1991-2020
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Figure 5. Comparative works published over the two periods (% of total articles)
50%
45%
40%

43%

() 0,

35% 29% 31%

30% 7% 25%

25% 21% 23% 21% Lo

(]

20% - %

15% oo 11%

10% 0 6% 6%8% 7% 8%

3%4%

il 1l | .

P SPA ISP JESP AJS ASR ESR APSR cPs wp Total

m1970-1990 m1991-2015

Source: Comparative Journals Database, 1970-2015.

Figure 6. Trends in the use of comparative method all disciplines (number of published articles)
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Figure 7. Approaches to comparative analysis by discipline (% of articles)
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Figure 8. The use of comparative method (number of published articles)
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Figure 9. Trends in the use of mixed and multi-methods (number of published articles)
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Table 1. ‘Greatest hits’ (most cited comparative articles)

Measured using Google Scholar 19 July 2020

Unit of N of
Rank Journal Authors Year Citations Analysis Units Methods EA
1 | WP Pierson 1996 5097 | Nations 4 | Case Study, descriptive statistics Yes
2 | CPS Laakso and Taagepera 1979 4126 | Nations 15 | Correlation techniques, descriptive statistics
3 | JESP Ferrera 1996 3738 | Nations 4 | Case study, descriptive statistics Yes
4 | JESP Lewis 1992 3098 | Nations 4 | Case Study, descriptive statistics Yes
5 | APSR Cameron 1978 2851 | Nations 18 | Regression techniques
6 | APSR Inglehart 1971 2365 | Nations 6 | Multivariate models
7 | ASR Korpi and Palme 1998 2239 | Nations 18 | Regression techniques, descriptive statistics Yes
8 | WP Hellman 1998 1974 | Nations 19 | Regression techniques, descriptive statistics
9 | WP Krasner 1976 1720 | Nations 10 | Descriptive statistics
10 | CPS Mishler and Rose 2001 1513 | Nations 10 | Regression techniques, factor analysis
11 | APSR Laver et al. 2003 1405 | Nations 3 | Other techniques, word scoring technique
12 | AJS Huber et al. 1993 1390 | Nations 17 | Regression techniques, PTS Yes
13 | APSR Korpi and Palme 2003 1342 | Nations 18 | Regression techniques Yes
14 | AJS Hamilton and Biggart 1988 1298 | Nations 3 | Case Study, descriptive statistics
15 | APSR Bingham Powell 1986 1236 | Nations 9 | Regression techniques
16 | JSP Macintyre et al. 1993 1228 | Local areas 2 | Descriptive statistics
17 | ESR Allmendinger 1989 1214 | Nations 3 | Regression techniques
18 | SP Korpi 2000 1140 | Nations 18 | Descriptive statistics Yes
19 | ASR Phillips 1974 1153 | Nations 2 | Regression techniques
20 | APSR Anderson and Guillory 1997 1112 | Nations 11 | Regression techniques

Abbreviations: EA - Esping-Andersen, 1990, is cited.

Journals abbreviations: AJS - American Journal of Sociology; APSR - American Political Science Review; ASR - American Sociological Review; CPS - Comparative Political Studies; ESR -
European Sociological Review; JESP - Journal of European Social Policy; JSP - Journal of Social Policy; SP - Social Politics; WP - World Politics.
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Table 2. ‘Greatest hits’ in Social Policy (most cited comparative articles)

Measured using Google Scholar 19 July 2020

Unit of N of
Rank Journal Authors Year | Citations Analysis Units Methods EA

1 | JESP Ferrera 1996 3738 | Nations 4 | Case Study, descriptive statistics Yes

2 | JESP Lewis 1992 3098 | Nations 4 | Case Study, descriptive statistics Yes

3 | JSP Macintyre et al. 1993 1228 | Local areas Descriptive statistics

4 | SP Korpi 2000 1140 | Nations 18 | Descriptive statistics Yes

5| JSP Bonoli 1997 1074 | Nations 22 | Descriptive statistics Yes

6 | SP Lewis 2001 1001 | Nations 2 | Case Study, Descriptive statistics [very little] Yes

7 | JESP Anttonen & Sipild 1996 945 | Nations 14 | Descriptive statistics Yes

8 | JESP Gornick et al. 1997 816 | Nations 14 | Descriptive statistics Yes

9 | JESP Van Oorschot 2006 745 | Nations 23 | Regression techniques Yes [1996]
10 | JESP Bettio et al. 2006 728 | Nations 4 | Case Study, descriptive statistics Yes
11 | SP Knijn & Kremer 1997 706 | Nations 3 | Case Study, descriptive statistics Yes
12 | JESP Albertini et al. 2007 593 | Nations 10 | Regression techniques Yes
13 | JESP Scruggs & Allan 2006 545 | Nations 18 | Descriptive statistics Yes
14 | JESP Castles 2003 543 | Nations 21 | Regression techniques Yes [1996, 1999]
15 | JESP Deacon 2000 540 | Nations 8 | Descriptive statistics
16 | JESP Van QOorschot & Arts 2005 503 | Nations 23 | Regression techniques, factor analysis Yes [1999]
17 | SP Walby 2004 482 | Nations 8 | Descriptive statistics [very little] Yes
18 | SP Daly 2005 475 | Nations 8 | Descriptive statistics [very little]
19 | JESP Pavolini & Ranci 2008 426 | Nations 6 | Descriptive statistics Yes [1999]
20 | JESP Alber 1995 395 | Nations 3/12 | Case Study, descriptive statistics Yes

Abbreviations: EA - Esping-Andersen 1990 is cited. We also include Esping-Andersen 1996 and 1999 where cited.

Journals abbreviations: JESP - Journal of European Social Policy; JSP - Journal of Social Policy; SP - Social Politics.
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APPENDIX

Figure A1. N-size trends over time (number of published articles)

25

20

15

10

5
NS NDON0NO ANMLNONWNDNDO 4 NMNIENMONNNDO ANMSENONRNO A N®M S
NNRNNKNNNIRN®O®O QXN NN XNRNDNDNDDNDNDDDDDNNDOO OO0 OO0 OO0 O A o o oAt
A NANDARNADNADNNDNDNNDNDDANANNNO NN NOOOOOOO OO0 0O 0O O O
A A A A A A A A AT A A A A AT A A A A AT A NN N NN NN NNNANNNS S

2 3-4 5-1

o

11-19 ——20+

Source: Comparative Journals Database, 1970-2015, three-year moving average.

34



Comparative mainstreaming? Mapping the uses of the comparative method in social policy, sociology and political science since the 1970s

Table Al. The Journals (as described on their webpages)

American Journal of Sociology (AJS), established in 1895 as the first U.S. scholarly journal in its field, the AJS remains a leading voice for analysis and
research in the social sciences. The journal presents path-breaking work from all areas of sociology, with an emphasis on theory building and innovative
methods. AJS strives to speak to the general sociological reader and is open to sociologically informed contributions from anthropologists, statisticians,
economists, educators, historians, and political scientists. For its entire history, the AJS has been based at the University of Chicago (USA) and published
by the University of Chicago Press.

American Political Science Review (APSR), the APSR is political science’s premier scholarly research journal, providing peer-reviewed articles and review
essays from subfields throughout the discipline. Areas covered include political theory, American politics, public policy, public administration, comparative
politics, and international relations. APSR has published continuously since 1906. Formerly known as Proceedings of the American Political Science
Association until 1914, the current Editors are based at the University of Mannheim (Germany), the London School of Economics and Political Science
(UK), and the University of Cologne (Germany).

American Sociological Review (ASR), the ASA’s flagship journal, was founded in 1936 with the mission to publish original works of interest to the discipline
of sociology in general, new theoretical developments, results of research that advance understanding of fundamental social processes, and important
methodological innovations. Peer-reviewed and published bi-monthly, all areas of sociology are welcome, with emphasis on exceptional quality and general
interest. Current Editors are based at the University of California (USA) and the University of Notre Dame (USA).

Comparative Political Studies (CPS) published fourteen times a year, offers scholarly work on comparative politics at both the cross-national and intra-
national levels (established in 1968). Dedicated to relevant, in-depth analyses, CPS provides the timeliest methodology, theory, and research in the field of
comparative politics. The current Editors are based at the University of Minnesota (USA) and the University of Oxford (UK).

European Sociological Review (ESR) publishes original research articles in all fields of Sociology [launched in 1985]. ESR is the flagship journal of the
European Consortium for Sociological Research and shares in the Consortium’s mission to foster sociological research that combines analytical theory and
stringent empirical analysis to contribute to a cumulative and generalising body of knowledge on the social world.

Journal of European Social Policy (JESP) publishes articles on all aspects of social policy in Europe [launched in 1991]. Papers should make a contribution
to understanding and knowledge in the field, and we particularly welcome scholarly papers which integrate innovative theoretical insights and rigorous
empirical analysis, as well as those which use or develop new methodological approaches. The Journal is interdisciplinary in scope and both social policy
and Europe are conceptualized broadly. Articles may address multi-level policy making in the European Union and elsewhere; provide cross-national
comparative studies; and include comparisons with areas outside Europe. They may deal with a wide range of social policy issues, including: active and
passive labour market policies, ageing, education and training, Europeanisation, family policies, gender, health and social care services, migration, pensions
and social security, poverty and social exclusion, and privatisation. Single country studies which demonstrably address issues of wider theoretical
significance are of interest.

Journal of Social Policy (JSP) is the flagship Journal of the UK Social Policy Association [launched in 1972], it carries high quality articles on all aspects
of social policy in an international context. It places particular emphasis upon articles which seek to contribute to debates on the future direction of social
policy, to present new empirical data, to advance theories, or to analyse issues in the making and implementation of social policies.

Social Policy & Administration (SPA) is the longest established journal in its field [launched in 1967]. Whilst remaining faithful to its tradition in academic
excellence, the journal also seeks to engender debate about topical and controversial issues. Typical numbers contain papers clustered around a theme. The
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journal is international in scope. Quality contributions are received from scholars world-wide and cover social policy issues not only in Europe but in the
USA, Canada, Australia and Asia Pacific.

Social Politics (SP) is a leading feminist journal that publishes original and cutting edge scholarship on gendered politics and policies in a global context
(established in 1994). The journal’s mission is to stimulate and reflect interdisciplinary conversations, intersectional analyses and international approaches.

World Politics (WP), founded in 1948, WP is an internationally renowned quarterly journal of political science published in both print and online versions.

Open to contributions by scholars, World Politics invites submission of research articles that make theoretical and empirical contributions to the literature,
and review articles bearing on problems in international relations and comparative politics.
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Table A2. ‘Greatest hits’ in Political Science (most cited comparative articles)

Measured using Google Scholar 19" July 2020

Unit of N of
Rank Journal Authors Year | Citations Analysis Units Methods EA
1 | WP Pierson 1996 5097 | Nations 4 | Case Study, descriptive statistics Yes
2 | CPS Laakso & Taagepera 1979 4126 | Nations 15 | Correlation techniques, descriptive statistics
3 | APSR Cameron 1978 2851 | Nations 18 | Regression techniques
4 | APSR Inglehart 1971 2365 | Nations 6 | Multivariate models
5| WP Hellman 1998 1974 | Nations 19 | Regression techniques, descriptive statistics
6 | WP Krasner 1976 1720 | Nations 10 | Descriptive statistics
7 | CPS Mishler & Rose 2001 1513 | Nations 10 | Regression techniques, factor analysis
8 | APSR Laver et al. 2003 1405 | Nations 3 | Other techniques, word scoring technique
9 | APSR Korpi & Palme 2003 1342 | Nations 18 | Regression techniques Yes
10 | APSR Bingham Powell 1986 1236 | Nations 9 | Regression techniques
11 | APSR Anderson & Guillory 1997 1112 | Nations 11 | Regression techniques
12 | APSR Alford et al. 2005 1042 | Nations 2 | Polychoric correlation coefficients
13 | APSR Iversen & Soskice 2001 1015 | Nations 11 | Regression techniques Yes
14 | APSR Hicks & Swank 1992 967 | Nations 18 | Regression techniques, factor analysis Yes
15 | APSR Boix 1999 937 | Nations 23 | Regression techniques
16 | WP Iversen & Cusack 2000 919 | Nations 16 | Regression techniques, causal path analysis Yes
17 | WP Nolke & Vliegenthart 2009 873 | Nations 8 | Case Study, descriptive statistics
18 | WP Risse-Kappen 1991 871 | Nations 4 | Case Study, descriptive statistics
19 | WP Bradley et al. 2003 761 | Nations 14 | Regression techniques Yes
20 | WP Schraeder et al. 1998 755 | Nations 4 | Regression techniques

Abbreviations: EA - Esping-Andersen 1990 is cited.
Journals abbreviations: APSR - American Political Science Review; CPS - Comparative Political Studies; WP - World Politics.
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Table A3. ‘Greatest hits’ in Sociology (most cited comparative articles)
Measured using Google Scholar 19" July 2020

N of
Rank Journal Authors Year Citations | Unit of Analysis Units | Methods EA

1 | ASR Korpi & Palme 1998 2239 | Nations 18 | Regression techniques, descriptive statistics Yes
2 | AJS Huber et al. 1993 1390 | Nations 17 | Regression techniques, PTS Yes
3| AJS Hamilton & Biggart 1988 1298 | Nations Case Study, descriptive statistics
4 | ESR Allmendinger 1989 1214 | Nations Regression techniques
5 | ASR Phillips 1974 1153 | Nations Regression techniques
6 | ASR Massey & Denton 1987 984 | Cities 60 | Regression techniques, factor analysis
7 | AJS Massey et al. 1994 972 | Local areas 19 | Descriptive statistics
8 | ESR Svallfors 1997 962 | Nations 8 | Regression techniques Yes
9 | AJS Snyder & Kick 1979 865 | Nations 118 | Regression techniques, Network Blockmodel

10 | AJS Alderson & Nielsen 2002 864 | Nations 16 | Regression techniques Yes

11 | AJS Cress & Snow 2000 844 | Associations 15 | Qualitative Comparative Analysis

12 | ASR Wimmer et al. 2009 842 | Nations 155 | Regression techniques

13 | AJS Fourcade-Gourinchas & Babb 2002 816 | Nations 4 | Case Study, descriptive statistics

14 | ESR Scheepers et al. 2002 813 | Nations 15 | Regression techniques

15| AJS Burawoy 1976 797 | Nations 2 | Case Study

16 | AJS Yamagishi, et al. 1998 790 | Nations 2 | Randomized experiment

17 | ASR Mann 1970 738 | Nations 2 | Descriptive statistics, meta-analysis

18 | ASR Black 1970 715 | Cities 3 | Descriptive statistics

19 | AJS Massey & Eggers 1990 708 | Cities 60 | Regression techniques

20 | AJS Portes & Sassen-Koob 1987 701 | Nations 10 | Descriptive statistics

Abbreviations: EA - Esping-Andersen 1990 is cited.
Journals abbreviations: AJS - American Journal of Sociology; ASR - American Sociological Review; ESR - European Sociological Review.
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Table A4. Most cited comparative articles using sub-national units of analysis
Measured using Google Scholar 19" July 2020

N of
Rank | Journal Authors Year Citations | Unit of Analysis Units Methods
1| JSP Macintyre et al. 1993 1228 | Local areas 2 | Descriptive statistics
2 | ASR Massey & Denton 1987 984 | Cities 60 | Regression techniques, factor analysis
3 | AJS Massey et al. 1994 972 | Local areas 19 | Descriptive statistics
4 | AJS Cress & Snow 2000 844 | Associations 15 | Qualitative Comparative Analysis
5 | ASR Black 1970 715 | Cities 3 | Descriptive statistics
6 | AJS Massey & Eggers 1990 708 | Cities 60 | Regression techniques
7 | ASR Gastil 1971 693 | Aggregation of States 2 | Case Study, Regression techniques
8 | ASR Thoits 1986 668 | Cities 2 | Regression techniques
9| AJS Alderson & Beckfield 2004 560 | Cities 3692 | Regression techniques, Blockmodeling techniques
10 | AJS Massey & Denton 1988 469 | Cities 59 | Regression techniques

Journals abbreviations: AJS - American Journal of Sociology; ASR - American Sociological Review; JSP - Journal of Social Policy.
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Table AS. Country-level macro-units employed in comparative research designs

Frequencies Frequencies
Rank N Rank N
1 UK 868 21 Japan 236
2 France 642 22 Hungary 232
3 Germany 623 23 Czech Republic 193
4 Netherlands 568 24 West Germany(FRG) 195
5 Sweden 561 25 New Zealand 173
6 USA 551 26 Luxembourg 165
7 Denmark 526 27 Slovenia 142
8 Italy 520 28 Slovakia 137
9 Belgium 459 29 Estonia 124
10 Finland 431 30 Bulgaria 121
11 Austria 403 31 Latvia 105
12 Norway 400 32 Lithuania 103
13 Ireland 387 33 Mexico 97
14 Spain 383 34 Romania 85
15 Portugal 279 35 Argentina 84
16 Australia 278 36 Brazil 77
17 Canada 278 37 Republic of Korea 74
18 Switzerland 267 38 Chile 73
19 Greece 251 39 Russian Federation 71
20 Poland 242 40 Israel 67

Note: The 18 capitalist nations included in Esping-Andersen’s seminal 1990 work are shown here in bold.
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