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L
ike many eager PhD candidates, I set off  for the 

fi eld with a compelling research question, a set 

of carefully adjudicated hypotheses, and a long 

“to get” list of data to obtain (Lieberman 2004). 

My dissertation was to examine why some author-

itarian regimes allow protests to occur, focusing on three coun-

try cases from post-Soviet Eurasia: Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, 

and Belarus. The Azerbaijani government regularly permitted 

demonstrations; in contrast, protests in Belarus and Kazakh-

stan were rarely permitted. This variation would allow me to 

say something important about the diff erent cross-national 

strategies of authoritarian rule. However, as I pursued my fi eld 

research, I realized that the empirics of these cases were much 

diff erent than I expected. Not only was my original hypothesis 

wrong; the data challenged the premise of my entire research 

design. 

Many fi eld researchers confront evidence that contradicts 

their initial hypotheses. In some cases, the alternative expla-

nations turn out to be true. In other cases, data collected in the 

fi eld reveals a causal process that is unexpected and far more 

interesting than the researcher imagined. Such discoveries 

can be unsettling, but often lead to major theoretical insights 

(Kapiszewski, MacLean, and Read 2014; Lynch 2004). 

What I faced was a diff erent—and more fundamental—

problem. A “crisis of research design” occurs when fi eldwork 

questions the appropriateness of the research question, depen-

dent variable, or case selection mechanism. Under these cir-

cumstances, researchers may have no choice but to redesign the 

project while in the fi eld. 

This article examines options for researchers who encounter 

substantive challenges to their research design while conduct-

ing fi eldwork. The article’s premise is that these crises can be 

productively resolved by maintaining the original intent of the 

project, even as the research design evolves. Drawing on my 

experience conducting research on nondemocratic regimes in 

Central Asia, I illustrate the iterative and highly inductive pro-

cess of reformulating a research project while still in the fi eld. 

In some cases, a crisis of research design can be solved by 

narrowing one’s focus (Newsome, this symposium). In my case, 

the empirical realities that I confronted during fi eldwork chal-

lenged me to broaden the scope of my analysis. In the following 

text, I discuss how and when to broaden one’s analysis, as well 

as how to avoid this in the fi rst place. 

CAUSES OF A CRISIS

A common misconception is that crises of research design 

result from insuffi  cient preparatory work. In practice, however, 

graduate students spend years developing their projects. By the 

time they have developed a coherent research project, survived 

the prospectus defense, and secured travel funding, their projects 

have passed several rounds of rigorous review. 

In reality, all empirical research projects run some chance of 

running into crisis. Two fundamental and unavoidable aspects 

of positivist social science create this risk. First, social scientists 

routinely import theories, concepts, and methods developed in 

one context and apply them to another. We identify empirical or 

theoretical puzzles and generate likely answers using informa-

tion gleaned from other people, places, and times. Generating 

and testing hypotheses is at the heart of our work. However, 

caution is necessary. To avoid a crisis of research design, the con-

cepts, tools, or theory must resonate with your specifi c cases and 

refl ect empirics at your specifi c fi eld site. Importing a dependent 

variable is particularly risky. Hypotheses can be tested, modi-

fi ed, and retested in the fi eld. Retooling a dependent variable, 

however, is likely to have major implications for other aspects 

of the research design. 

Second, political scientists tend to study contemporary phe-

nomena; we study moving targets. Major empirical events can 

upend carefully constructed research plans. Unexpected, cata-

clysmic political developments—such as revolutions, economic 

crises, and major policy changes—can happen just as a research-

er is about to embark for the fi eld. As the recent Arab Spring 

illustrates, a case of regime stability quickly can become one of 

regime breakdown.

Some projects entail higher risk. Scholars who study lesser-

known topics or cases are more likely to rely on imported con-

cepts and theories when developing their projects. Studying 

understudied cases is an important enterprise, and one to which 

many scholars are committed. However, the practice also gen-

erates higher levels of uncertainty when developing a research 

design. No established body of literature exists that lays out 

the main theoretical debates for these cases. Nor is there schol-

arly agreement on what constitutes an empirically meaningful 

development. Preliminary data may be more diffi  cult to obtain. 

In addition, dissertation advisors may be general experts on 

the topic or region, but likely are not an expert on your specifi c 

countries. Under these circumstances, a researcher is more likely 

to “import” theories and concepts originally developed in other 

contexts. 

These risks are exacerbated when a long lag exists between 

defending the prospectus and leaving for the fi eld. The problem 

is particularly acute for graduate students who rely on external 

grants to fund their fi eldwork. Polished, well-specifi ed grant 

applications are due in the fall; awards are announced in the 
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spring; and travel may commence in the late summer or early 

fall. Thus, graduate students may wait an additional year before 

heading into the fi eld. This lag increases the likelihood that 

preliminary work can become outdated. 

My project scored high on these risk factors. My dissertation 

focused on understudied cases. More than a year lapsed between 

defending the prospectus and leaving for the fi eld. Crucially, 

I imported the outcome to be explained: state response to protest. 

I wanted to study the interaction between government, opposi-

tion, and average citizens within nondemocratic regimes. These 

interactions usually occur behind the scenes. Mass protests and 

their consequences seemed to be an observable way to study 

these dynamics. I knew that protests had been an important 

phenomenon across the post-Soviet region since perestroika 

(e.g., Beissinger 2002; Ekiert and Kubik 1999). When I defended 

my prospectus in 2006, the “color revolutions” had recently 

toppled governments in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan. 

In Uzbekistan, by contrast, government troops had used force 

to quell an uprising in Andijon, massacring hundreds of pro-

testers. These events exposed important aspects of government-

opposition dynamics in seemingly similar post-Soviet countries. 

I inferred that studying state response to protest would expose 

the underlying dynamics in my case studies as well. 

WARNING SIGNS IN THE FIELD

What does a crisis of research design look like? Four warning 

signs follow.

First, researchers should take heed if data collected in the 

fi eld contradicts their preliminary coding of the dependent vari-

able. As previously discussed, these discrepancies could occur 

if a major political event has transformed the situation on the 

ground or if your preliminary research is outdated when you 

arrive at your fi eld site. Scholars also can be misled by biased 

sources used during preliminary research. For scholars who do 

international research, the sources available in the United States 

rarely refl ect the full range of viewpoints as those on the ground. 

Most user-generated online content—such as Facebook updates, 

YouTube videos, or blog posts—refl ect the opinions of younger, 

urban, upper-class citizens. Offi  cial policy analyses conducted 

by international aid agencies or the local government frequently 

advance a political agenda. Easily accessible research contacts 

often include friends-of-friends, offi  cial spokesmen, or members 

of a diaspora community. These groups are unlikely to be rep-

resentative of the larger population. My preliminary work was 

based on a protest event dataset that I constructed using news 

articles from Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Belarus. These arti-

cles were available through the US Department of State’s FBIS 

reports. However, most of these articles were from opposition-

affi  liated newspapers, which overestimated the importance of 

their activities. 

A second red fl ag involves conceptualization. Fieldwork may 

reveal important dimensions of the dependent variable. A project 

may need reworking if interview data, personal observation, or 

quantitative evidence suggests that the outcome does not capture 

the full story. One interview subject in Kazakhstan, for example, 

told of a major protest that was allowed to proceed. Police stood 

by as thousands marched through the city, but undercover security 

agents hid inside streets and back alleys, arresting participants 

on their way home. Thus, the protest appeared to be tolerated, 

although the participants incurred harsh administrative and 

coercive penalties.1 My conceptualization had not accounted 

for this more complex state response. 

Third, fi eld research may expose unforeseen anomalies in your 

case selection. I faced this problem with the longitudinal aspect 

of my case selection. I had focused my dataset on the years 2002 

to 2004, which allowed for a tidy research design. During this 

time, the governments in Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Kazakhstan 

responded quite diff erently to protests, although they were ruled 

by regimes with nearly equal levels of political openness (Marshall 

and Jaggers 2006) and maintained similar levels of security per-

sonnel (Institute for Strategic Studies 2004). However, my inter-

views in the fi eld revealed that these years were highly unusual, 

especially in Azerbaijan. In the early 2000s in Azerbaijan, the state 

did sanction hundreds of antigovernment protests, as the news 

reports had suggested. However, those years corresponded to a 

time of political transition in Azerbaijan, as power was passed 

from President Heydar Aliyev to his son, Ilham. This contentious 

issue existed both inside and outside of government, so protests 

were more frequent and more tolerated. Today, Ilham Aliyev has 

a solid hold on power. Azerbaijan’s government has tightened 

legal and administrative measures against expressions of public 

dissent. Few political protests have occurred since 2005. 

The fourth, and most serious, signal that a project needs to be 

reworked occurs when respondents attribute diff erent meaning 

to the events under study. In both Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan, 

I heard during interviews that protests were not signifi cant. When 

asked whether protests were important to understanding the 

political process, one expert responded, “In practice and concretely, 

in Kazakhstan they are not important. They don’t play a role in 

politics because no one goes to protests.”2 Another person sum-

marized that “much of politics in Kazakhstan is a performance 

(spektakl’)” designed to impress outsiders.3 In Azerbaijan, many 

protests in the early 2000s were described as “small” and “not 

signifi cant,” despite their heavy coverage in the media.4 These 

comments implied that protests were not the most accurate lens 

to study government-opposition relations in these countries.

A project may need reworking if interview data, personal observation, or quantitative 
evidence suggests that the outcome does not capture the full story. 
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REDESIGN IN THE FIELD AND BEYOND

Researchers need to make a choice when confronted with these 

warning signs. They may proceed with the original research plan 

or choose to shift the design of the research project. Retooling 

in the fi eld is imperative when your original project is premised 

on data or assumptions that were factually incorrect. But the 

decision is rarely so straightforward. Sometimes other miti-

gating factors must be considered. For example, retooling is 

advised if these warning signs are accompanied by a quest for 

data that turns out to be hidden or nonexistent (Chambers-Ju, 

this symposium). 

 Navigating this decision requires close attention to your own 

motivations. What drives your interest in this project? Some 

projects fi nd purpose in making a theoretical contribution–—by 

resolving a theoretical debate, or elucidating an overlooked con-

cept. Other projects are motivated by the potential to make an 

empirical contribution—shedding light on an understudied set of 

cases, or highlighting an underappreciated development. Indeed, 

successful research projects accomplish both. Nonetheless, 

identify the unique contribution of your research and your 

motivation for pursuing it. 

I considered sticking with the original research design. After 

all, my preliminary research was not wrong; it just did not capture 

the whole story of politics in these countries. Doing so, howev-

er, would have left two key problems unsolved. First, given 

the closure of political regimes in these countries since 2004, 

it was diffi  cult to collect high-quality data from my interviews. 

Furthermore, I could not shake the feeling that, across my cases, 

these individual protest events were embedded within larger 

patterns of government-opposition interaction. It seemed less 

accurate to consider a narrow time period or to focus on the 

micro-level analysis of protest events. With great trepidation, 

I abandoned my neatly controlled research design. I broadened 

the scope of the project in ways that I hoped would capture 

some important aspect of politics in these countries. Doing this 

required reworking the design in the fi eld as well as continued 

revisions after I arrived home. 

RETOOLING IN THE FIELD

Here are four steps I took while in the fi eld.

(1) Adjusted the Interview Questions 

I broadened the scope of my interview questions by asking 

my respondents to place these events into context for me. 

What did these protests mean? In Azerbaijan, why had pro-

test activity died down after the mid-2000s? I asked about 

the steps that each government took to preempt contentious 

political activity. I also posed less-structured background 

questions to give my interview subjects a chance to teach me 

about politics in their country. What is the most important 

thing to know about how politics works here? How do people 

express dissent here? Who is the opposition, and what do you 

think about them?

(2) Wrote Memos 

Advisors commonly suggest keeping a fi eldwork journal to 

record your progress and to process your ongoing reactions. In 

the early months of fi eldwork, I recorded my surprising fi ndings 

and panicked reactions. The journal created a paper trail for 

how and why I modifi ed the project and proved crucial for 

later discussions with advisors and funding agencies. As I was 

rebuilding the project, however, I wrote directed memos. Every 

two weeks in the fi eld, I wrote a three- to fi ve-page document 

summarizing what I knew about a single topic in that country. 

I focused these memos on events, processes, or potential causal 

factors that had come up repeatedly in my interviews. These 

memos helped to organize my thoughts, and they ultimately 

provided the analytical framework for my dissertation. 

(3) Revised the Case Selection 

After conducting fi eldwork in Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan, 

I decided that it was not feasible to pursue fi eldwork in Belarus. 

Belarus no longer provided adequate variation within the larger 

research project. Therefore, I developed an alternative plan to 

conduct research in Georgia and Ukraine. Both Georgia and 

Ukraine had experienced electoral revolutions in the mid-2000s, 

when mass protests about fraudulent elections culminated in the 

defection of the security apparatus and the ruler’s resignation. 

The protests provided broader perspective on the interaction 

between government and opposition, including the diff erent 

ways that the state might respond to opposition mobilization. 

By expanding the range of outcomes and cases, I increased varia-

tion in the outcome of interest and created the opportunity for 

a richer, deeper analysis. 

(4) Consulted with Advisors and Funding Agencies 

Discussing these problems with advisors and funding agen-

cies was daunting. It is diffi  cult to admit that things are not 

going well in the fi eld. In addition, advisors may be hard 

to reach, and funding agencies are generally unwilling to 

approve major changes. Regular written communication was 

key. Documents to my dissertation committee detailed what 

I had learned, problems that had arisen, and new directions 

that had opened. My funding organization required me to 

submit periodic written reports, which helped me organize 

my thoughts and communicate how the project was evolving. 

With great trepidation, I abandoned my neatly controlled research design. I broadened the 
scope of the project in ways that I hoped would capture some important aspect of politics 
in these countries.
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In addition, as I neared the end of my stay in Azerbaijan, 

I prepared a detailed memo for the funding organization 

requesting approval to change fi eld sites. The memo outlined 

why conducting fi eldwork in Belarus was not feasible and why 

Ukraine was an appropriate substitute. I explained to whom 

I had consulted in obtaining this information, the specifi c prob-

lems that I anticipated, and an alternative plan that preserved 

the character of the project.

FURTHER REWORKING AT HOME

The process of reconstructing my project continued after I 

returned to the States. I continued to write memos as I processed 

and analyzed the data. For months, I reworked the argument and 

revised the analytical framework before writing the fi rst draft 

chapter. In the end, the overall point of inquiry remained similar 

from my prospectus to the dissertation, and ultimately to the 

book manuscript. The project continues to ask why some non-

democratic regimes give political opponents signifi cant leeway 

to organize, while others enforce strict limits on these activities. 

However, the manuscript uses political opposition groups as 

the unit of analysis, rather than certain activities. I conceptual-

ize political opposition quite broadly—as any organization that 

criticizes the government—a defi nition that refl ects the situa-

tion on the ground. The causal argument is something that I 

would not have predicted before fi eldwork. Based on data col-

lected in the fi eld, I argue that these policies can be traced to 

divergent patterns of state corruption. The Logic of Kleptocracy 

thus contributes to the growing literatures explaining varia-

tion among non-democratic regimes and the sustainability of 

non-democratic rule. 

CONCLUSION

Conducting original research is an iterative process of deduc-

tive and inductive reasoning. Within this process, fi eldwork 

can serve several purposes: revealing exciting new data 

sources, suggesting new hypotheses for exploration, or off er-

ing a fresh perspective on your topic. Fieldwork also may 

lead to more distressing developments, even raising doubts 

that your original research plans are appropriate for the context. 

In conclusion, here is a short list to confronting and resolv-

ing a crisis of research design.

1.   In the fi eld, keep sight of your original motivations. There 

is a distinction between modifying your research design 

versus abandoning a project altogether. 

2.   Consult with advisors as soon as problems arise, and 

apprise funding organizations. 

3.   Write memos summarizing what you have learned. 

Yet, many of these problems can be mitigated by careful 

attention in the preliminary research stage. 

4.   Plan a preliminary trip to your fi eld site. Even a short trip 

can establish feasibility, expose the broader context, and 

fi eld-test the methods of data collection. 

5.   Stay up to date on developments in your case studies. 

Factors that seem external to your project may take on 

relevance later.

6.   Develop a backup plan. Entertain the possibility that your 

question, method, or case selection will prove not feasible.

Discuss this possibility with your advisor before leaving 

for the field, and build flexibility into your research 

plans. 

N O T E S

1. Author Interview, Respondent 4116, Almaty Kazakhstan, May 2008.

2. Author Interview, Respondent 9387, Almaty Kazakhstan, March 2008.

3. Author Interview, Respondent 4815, Almaty Kazakhstan, March 2008. 

4. Author Interview, Respondent 8480, Baku Azerbaijan, November 2008. 

R E F E R E N C E S

Beissinger, Mark. 2002. Nationalist Mobilization and the Collapse of the Soviet 
State. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ekiert, Grzegorz, and Jan Kubik. 1999. Rebellious Civil Society: Popular Protest 
and Democratic Consolidation in Poland, 1989–1993. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press.

Institute for Strategic Studies. 2004. The Military Balance. London: Institute for 
Strategic Studies.

Kapiszewski, Diana, Lauren Morris MacLean, and Benjamin Read. 2014. Field 
Research in Political Science. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Lieberman, Evan. 2004. “Preparing for Field Research,” Qualitative Methods: 
Newsletter of the APSA Organized Section on Qualitative Methods 2 (1): 3–7.

Lynch, Julia. 2004. “Tracking Progress While in the Field,” Qualitative Methods: 
Newsletter of the APSA Organized Section on Qualitative Methods 2 (1): 10–15. 

Marshall, Monty and Keith Jaggers. 2006. Polity IV Dataset. College Park, MD: 
Center for International Development and Confl ict Management, Univ. of 
Maryland. Accessed at www.cidcm.umd.edu/polity

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096514000328 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096514000328

