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PROFESSION SYMPOSIUM

How Annotation for Transparent
Inquiry Can Enhance Research
Transparency in Qualitative
Comparative Analysis

Markus B. Siewert, Bavarian School of Public Policy at the Technical University of Munich

ccording to the American Political Science

Association (APSA 2012, 9) ethics guidelines,

“researchers have an ethical obligation to facili-

tate the evaluation of their evidence-based

knowledge claims through data access, produc-
tion transparency, and analytic transparency so that their
work can be tested or replicated.” Yet, how transparency is
best promoted remains controversial in political science
(Elman, Kapiszewski, and Lupia 2018; Jacobs et al. 2021;
Kapiszewski and Karcher 2021)." This article explores how
Annotation for Transparent Inquiry (ATI) can be used to
enhance the transparency of scholarship that uses Qualitative
Comparative Analysis (QCA). My experiences draw on the
application of ATI in a paper that I presented at the ATI
Challenge Workshop in 2018 organized by the Qualitative
Data Repository. This article demonstrates how ATI repre-
sents a multifunctional approach to augmenting research
transparency.

ABOUT THE RESEARCH PROJECT: CONDITIONS FOR
LEGISLATIVE SUCCESS OF US PRESIDENTS

The research project for which I used ATI examined under
which conditions US presidents are more or less successful in
getting their policy preferences enacted into law. The analysis
examined more than 100 pieces of important domestic legis-
lation during the presidencies of William J. Clinton, George
W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama. Building on previous research
by Rudalevige (2002), Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha (2007), and
Beckmann (2010), I constructed a graded measure of success
ranging from outright successes to complete failures. To assess
gradations of success and failure, I conducted a qualitative
content analysis of various textual sources including news-
paper articles, summaries, and reports from Congressional
Quarterly (CQ) Weekly and CQ Almanac, as well as other
evaluations of each piece of legislation. My analytical frame-
work included four explanatory factors that usually are under-
stood to affect whether a president’s position prevails in the
legislative arena: (1) partisan composition of Congress, (2) pub-
lic approval of a president, (3) going-public activities, and
(4) use of bargaining strategies by the White House. Restated,

the analysis sought to identify the conditions—or combin-
ations thereof—that are necessary and/or sufficient for a presi-
dent’s legislative success and failure.

To answer this question, I applied QCA, which is a highly
formalized approach to case-oriented comparative research.
QCA models relationships of necessity and sufficiency in
terms of set relations and is particularly apt in identifying
patterns that are configurational, equifinal, and asymmetrical
(Mahoney and Goertz 2006; Ragin 2008; Schneider and Wage-
mann 2012). QCA blends qualitative elements such as a strong
focus on concept formation, the conscious construction of
cases, and a focus on different types of case studies, and
quantitative aspects such as the translation of information
into dataset observations, the application of an algorithm to
identify factors that are redundant across cases, and the use of
model parameters to gauge the quality of set relations.

HOW RESEARCH TRANSPARENCY IN QCA BENEFITS
FROM ATI

Table 11is an overview of how ATI can be used throughout the
QCA stages. It illustrates the main added benefits of ATI with
regard to the transparency triad—that is, data access, produc-
tion transparency, and analytical transparency (APSA 2012, 9—
10; Biithe and Jacobs 2015, 51-56; Elman, Kapiszewski, and
Lupia 2018, 32-35). Each stage is described in more detail in
the following discussion.

Concerning research design, in addition to footnotes and
appendices, ATI provides a space to add background informa-
tion that is relevant but not essential—that is, to contextualize
a QCA in the wider context of the field of study. Concretely,
ATI might be used to further describe the construction of the
case sample by pointing out whether cases were added or
eliminated throughout the analysis or to discuss ambivalent
theoretical expectations. These uses of ATI, of course, are not
unique to QCA and can be used in scholarship based on other
methods. In this study, I found ATI to be particularly useful to
explore in greater detail fundamental assumptions underlying
the analysis. Examining the success of a president throughout
the legislative process, for instance, depends on the assump-
tion that it is not possible to uncover the “true” legislative
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Table 1

How Using ATI Can Enhance Research Transparency in QCA

Dimension of Transparency Addressed

Data Production Analytical
Stage in the QCA Protocol Potential Use of ATI Access Transparency Transparency
Research Design - Providing additional information on case selection ++ +
- Discussing alternative theoretical expectations or
ambiguous assumptions
Calibration of Sets - Providing access to original data sources ++ ++ +
- Giving examples to illustrate coding decisions and to
justify the calibration rationale
Analysis of Set Relations - Elaborating on technical details + ++
- Discussing alternative analytical decisions and how they
impact the analysis and results
Interpretation and - Displaying alternative strategies and robustness tests + ++

Presentation of Findings vis-a-vis the original analysis

case narratives

further sources

Linking results back to cases by providing short analytical

Providing additional visualizations or pointing readers to

Source: Author’s compilation.

Notes: ++ refers to the main aspect of transparency addressed through ATI; + indicates that ATl also supports this dimension but only secondarily.

preferences of a president. However, presidents might engage
in strategic behavior: they can publicly undersell their policy
preferences and tailor them toward the feasible. Or, they might
deliberately ask for more than what they want or think they
can achieve and then sign a compromised version of a piece of
legislation with which they are still satisfied. In these scen-
arios, the substantial success of a president would either be

Specifically, annotations allowed me to illustrate my coding
rationale by detailing the empirical evidence found in the
sources. I provided quotes from the original sources to illus-
trate how the relevant issue initially was framed and then used
brief analytical notes to discuss the overall context of the bill
and to provide a more general assessment of my coding
decision. For example, the passage of the Homeland Security

I found ATI to be an effective way to strengthen the concept-measurement linkage at

the set calibration stage.

overrated or underrated, respectively. Annotations provided
the space to discuss this problem in greater detail, to illustrate
the reasoning of the actors with quotes from former White
House officials, and to discuss how existing studies addressed
this issue.

The calibration of sets is a crucial task in QCA. Calibration
concerns the translation of raw data into set data and is best
understood as an interpretation of qualitative and/or quanti-
tative information against the backdrop of a specific analytical
concept (Ragin 2008, 71-84). For instance, because I was
interested in the legislative success of a president, I had to
determine what counts as a full success (i.e., a bill that includes
all of the relevant aspects that are important to a president’s
agenda) and as a clear legislative failure (i.e., a bill that passed
over a president’s veto or strongly contradicts a president’s
policy preferences). Because I applied a graded concept of
success, I also had to define how a compromise bill or other
gradations of success and failure (e.g, bills that were less than
compromise but not an outright failure) appear.

I found ATI to be an effective way to strengthen the
concept-measurement linkage at the set calibration stage.
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Act of 2002 was a major win for President Bush. The
Washington Post on July 21, 2002, called the bill a “near total
victory,” which the Senate “may challenge [...] mainly at its
edges, not its heart.” Additional quotes from other newspapers
and legislative reports echoed this appraisal and stressed that
the Bush administration prevailed on most contested issues.
In the analytical note, I further discussed how the Bush
administration had shifted its position on key aspects of the
legislative draft and how this affected my coding decision.
With a dataset encompassing more than 100 bills, it was
impractical to include annotations discussing every piece of
legislation. However, I referred to the appendix, which
included legislative histories for each bill for which I summar-
ized all quotes from the qualitative content analysis. I used
ATI mainly to present selected examples that I considered
good illustrations of pieces of legislation with a given success
score. The basic idea was to address Ragin’s question: “What is
your case a case of?” What does a complete success (1.0),
complete failure (0.0), or an outcome between those two poles
(e.g., aset score of 0.75 or 0.25) look like? Another best practice
is to discuss in annotations cases that are especially
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ambivalent or borderline, where it is unclear whether or not a
piece of legislation tilts in favor of a president’s position.

In summary, I used ATI mainly in connection with the
calibration of sets to corroborate my coding decisions by
connecting the original sources to their final assessment and
to make my interpretation of evidence more transparent.
Doing so benefited my analysis in two main ways. First, by
providing annotations, I empowered the scientific community
to (re)examine the empirical evidence on which analytical
claims are built and to judge my interpretation of it
(a benefit also noted by Mayka in this symposium). For
instance, by providing direct quotes from different sources
that all point in a similar direction, one of my main objectives
was to strengthen readers’ confidence in my evaluation of
evidence. ATI also allowed me to critically engage with ambi-
guities and contradictory findings and to justify my coding

Annotations also ease potential tradeoffs

discussing why I used a certain consistency threshold rather
than an alternative cutoff point. In another analytical note, I
reviewed in more detail the problem of simultaneous subset
relations, which arises when a configuration is sufficient for
the outcome and the non-outcome at the same time. Finally,
analytical notes allowed me to put the R codes right next to
each analytical step (i.e., the link to the software script) so that
other researchers can understand immediately how I per-
formed my analysis.

In summary, I see ATI as a fruitful way to support the set
analysis in QCA because it provides additional space to sub-
stantiate crucial technical decisions and discuss the effects that
different choices might have on the results. Annotations also
ease potential tradeoffs between following methodological
best practices, on the one hand, and providing a not-too-
technical report of the substantive research on the other.

between following methodological best

practices, on the one hand, and providing a not-too-technical report of the substantive

research on the other hand.

decisions by explaining the weighting of inconsistent
empirical cues.

Second, ATI encouraged or even compelled me to reveal
the thought processes underlying my inferential claims and to
double-check them. In line with experiences highlighted by
both Myrick and Milonopoulos in this symposium, annota-
tions indeed can work as safety mechanisms that force
researchers to engage (even more) thoroughly with underlying
source material, to confront their own potential biases (e.g.,
cherry-picking empirical cues favoring a certain interpret-
ation), and to (more clearly) specify their inferences.

The analysis of set relations involves the search for necessary
and sufficient conditions (Ragin 2008, 2943, 124—45). In
analyzing set relations, a researcher must make a series of
decisions including, inter alia, the appropriate benchmark
criteria with regard to the main parameters used in QCA,
how inconsistent cases should be appraised, which solution
strategy should be applied, and which settings of the computer
algorithm should be used to produce the final results. Justify-
ing all analytical decisions and discussing the underlying
technicalities are considered best practices in the methodo-
logical literature on QCA (instead of many; see Wagemann
and Schneider 2015). However, doing so draws attention away
from the substantive arguments in a study—and even may
confuse readers who are more interested in the content of the
research than the methodological and technical details.

ATI can serve as an effective remedy for this type of
confusion. Authors can use annotations to report the technical
details that are essential for judging the rigor of the analysis
and findings while also keeping the manuscript focused on the
theoretical and substantial arguments (see Myrick’s contribu-
tion and Milonopoulos’s article, which uses the vivid meta-
phor of a “digital exoskeleton” to capture this aspect of
annotations). For instance, I provided an annotation
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ATI also can assist with the interpretation and presen-
tation of findings in QCA. Every QCA accommodates the
use of multiple analytical strategies—for example, the
choice of parameter thresholds, the handling of configur-
ations of conditions for which no empirical cases exist in
the data (ie., so-called logical remainders), or certain
settings concerning the algorithm. Using different strat-
egies, however, can produce different solutions. Annota-
tions allowed me to present multiple solution terms
alongside one another to highlight how the results differed
depending on alternative analytical choices as well as to
discuss what this meant for the relevance of certain con-
ditions and the robustness of findings. On a similar note,
authors also can include visualizations and figures in ATI
annotations to assist with communicating findings. For
instance, I used analytical notes to provide X-Y plots to
illustrate underlying data patterns in combination with a
short description.

Finally, annotations can be used to provide background
information on selected cases that are theoretically interesting
or that have an important analytical role. In QCA, it always is
recommended to link the formalistic solution terms back to
cases and to provide at least one illustrative narrative demon-
strating how the identified conditions played out in a given
case. However, this may not always be feasible in a journal
article and, indeed, was not in my paper discussed in this
article. I therefore focused on typical cases and briefly dis-
cussed in separate analytical notes three bills for which the
QCA model suggested that a president’s position would pre-
vail but that instead turned out to be a compromise bill
(ie., 0.25 in the outcome set of legislative successes) or even
less (i.e., 0.125 or 0.0). In doing so, I could point out important
scope conditions and counteracting mechanisms that were not
part of my explanatory framework.
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ATTS COSTS AND CHALLENGES

Using ATI does not come without costs. The most obvious
price is the sheer amount of additional work that using ATI
requires—a fact that clearly matters in times of “fast science”
and the “publish-or-perish” culture still prevalent in academia
(this also is noted by Mayka and Milonopoulos in this sym-
posium). The paper I presented at the workshop included
approximately 30 annotations, which added almost 10,000
words to a paper of 11,000 words. I also provided standard
supplementary materials including an appendix, datasets, and
a software script.

The additional effort that goes into ATI, however, is only
partly reflected in the word count. The most time-consuming
part of ATI is preparing the empirical information to be
provided in annotations in a format that can be understood
by and useful for other scholars. How to do this depends on the
type of annotation an author hopes to create. Providing details
for why 0.8 and not 0.75 was chosen as a consistency cutoff and
illustrating the consequences of this decision are straightfor-
ward. Conveying my own qualitative assessment of why the
Sarbanes—Oxley bill was a legislative defeat for President Bush
requires walking readers through the process of weighing

will not see the information included in an analytical note.?
Against this backdrop, authors using ATI should think about a
hierarchy reflecting the importance of information that they
could include in their paper (see Mayka’s contribution for
stimulating ideas on this issue). I approached this issue by
repeatedly asking myself, “Is this piece of information essen-
tial or interesting to the reader?” If the answer was “Yes,” I
usually placed the information in a traditional footnote to
ensure that it would be part of the paper. If the answer was a
clear “No,” I completely omitted it. I included in ATI annota-
tions information that a reader who is interested in the
substance of my research might find interesting but not crucial
as well as technical information about methodical aspects of
the analysis. Initially, the thought to annotate my work did not
come naturally. Consequently, as a first step, I marked pas-
sages, claims, and different types of information throughout
the manuscript that seemed to be potential candidates for
annotation. In a second step, I decided whether to include the
information in an annotation, in a traditional footnote, or in
the appendix.

A related question is when in a research project an
author should start thinking about applying ATI (see also

The utj]ity of approaches such as ATI therefore u]timate]y rests on a culture that
welcomes transparency and views annotations as a laudable attempt to make research
more reliable and replicable, not as a sign of weak research.

evidence, which takes time. Yet, I must do this anyway, so
why not do so explicitly?

A different challenge is the temptation to provide too
much information (see also the contributions of both Milo-
nopoulos and Myrick). In annotating my paper, I often felt
pressure to report more evidence to make my analysis as
transparent as possible. However, more details do not always
make for better analyses or arguments. There is a fine line
between being transparent and discussing ambiguous claims
and alternative interpretations, on the one hand, and flood-
ing readers and reviewers with empirical material on the
other.

Despite increasing numbers of scholars who consider
transparency to be a “meta-standard” (Elman and Kapiszewski
2014, 43—44) or a “fundamental norm” (Moravcsik 2014, 665),
highlighting analytical uncertainty and inferential ambigu-
ities in our work and openly discussing alternate or difficult
decisions might still lead others to judge the work to be
inherently flawed and inconclusive. The utility of approaches
such as ATI therefore ultimately rests on a culture that
welcomes transparency and views annotations as a laudable
attempt to make research more reliable and replicable, not as a
sign of weak research (Myrick makes a similar argument in
this symposium).?

A particular challenge for me was deciding what to anno-
tate. Currently, annotations are displayed automatically only
when a paper is read online; reading it offline makes it more
laborious to locate them. It therefore is possible that readers

https://doi.o%ﬂ oD 1 5uk02832 1000597 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Mayka and Milonopoulos in this symposium). Given the
timing of the ATI Challenge vis-a-vis my work, I had to
prepare the annotations for my paper after I completed the
data collection and already had presented different ver-
sions of it at conferences. Doing so required me to review
all of my records to find fitting quotes and passages to
include in the annotations. Sifting through my notes and
pages of secondary materials gave me the opportunity to
again reevaluate and reexamine the evidence, in line with
the iterative nature of qualitative research. Nonetheless, it
is probably useful for authors to decide early in a research
project whether they will use ATI. This way, they can
prepare analytical notes during the data-collection pro-
cess, which is when much inferential reasoning takes
place.

THE FUTURE OF ATI

What are the next steps for ATI? In my opinion, three
frontiers stand out. The first is developing best practice
strategies for integrating ATI into the workflow of research.
Future users of ATI would profit from more in-depth dis-
cussions about the role of annotations in the research pro-
cess, how information must be managed so that it can be
easily shared, and other essential aspects related to project
and data management. The second frontier is advancing the
technical implementation of ATI—for instance, with regard
to displaying ATI annotations, developing hands-on tools to
facilitate annotating manuscripts using ATI, among other
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things. The third frontier is alerting the political science
community to ATL This involves raising awareness of the
benefits and costs of ATI—for instance, among journal
editors and methodology institutes—and more generally pro-
viding (more) training opportunities for scholars in all career
stages on strategies and tools to improve research transpar-
ency.* The ideas, insights, and suggestions in this sympo-
sium advance the cause of ATI on all of these frontiers. It
will be interesting to see how community standards and a
culture of transparency progress in the future—a discussion
to which ATI clearly has much to offer.
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NOTES

1. In addition to cited works, interested readers are referred to the sympo-
sia on “Openness in Political Science” in PS: Political Science & Politics
47 (1); “Transparency in Qualitative and Multi-Method Research” in
Qualitative & Multi-Method Research 13 (1); and “Data Access and
Research Transparency (DA-RT)” in the APSA Comparative Politics
Newsletter 26 (1).

2. Similar arguments concerning accepting, incentivizing, and rewarding trans-
parency are part of the debate about challenges linked to preregistration and
open science more generally. See, for instance, Haven and Grootel (2019) and
Allen and Mehler (2019).

3. The same applies, of course, to footnotes, online appendices, and so forth,
with which only a fraction of readers of an article actively engages. In light of
this, the question is: “Why we should invest the additional time and effort
ATI requires in the first place?,” to which Musgrave and Karcher (2018)
provide a good answer.

4. An unsystematic review of the course listings of five established method
training programs—European Consortium for Political Research methods
school, Essex summer school, Inter-University Consortium for Political
and Social Research (ICPSR) at the University of Michigan, the Inter-
national Political Science Association summer schools, and the Institute
for Qualitative and Multi-Method Research at Syracuse University—
reveals that only ICPSR offers specific short courses related to issues of
research transparency.
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