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WHAT EXACTLY IS 
“RESEARCH TRANSPARENCY”

AND HOW MUCH OF IT 
DO WE WANT?



What is Research Transparency?

Definition:  A norm whereby empirical 
researchers publicize how and why they reach 
conclusions.

≠  BELIEF IN IDEAL “REPLICABILITY”
≠ BELIEF IN “POSITIVIST SOCAL SCIENCE”
≠  BELIEF IN UNIFORM RULES FOR ALL



Transparency as a 
Methodologically Neutral Ideal

“History has this in 
common with every other 
science: that the historian 
is not allowed to claim 
any single piece of 
knowledge, except where 
he can justify his claim by 
exhibiting…the grounds 
upon which it is based 
[and] what the evidence at 
his disposal proves.”

-- R. G. Collingwood
What is History?



Why do we care about transparency NOW?
All Academics:  A crisis of legitimacy.

Political Scientists:  New trends among scholars, funders, 
competitors.

Qualitative Researchers:  A once-in-a-generation opportunity.

a.  Richness:   Reverse the decline in opportunities to publish
detailed, subtle and extensive narratives.

b.  Rigor:    Implement the “qualitative methods revolution” and
refocus debate on questionable claims.

c.  Relevance:  Engage journalists, policy analysts, public officials,
scholars in more policy-relevant disciplines, even cranky
bloggers, who are all now digitally transparent.

d.  Respect:   Enhance the prestige of qualitative researchers, especially  
younger ones, who receive diminishing respect for their
empirical research skills.



Transparency as a 
Methodologically Neutral Ideal

“The idea is to try to 
give all the information 
to help others to judge 
the value of your 
contribution; not just 
the information that 
leads to judgment in 
one particular direction 
or another.”

-- Richard P. Feynman



“I always believed that social science 
was a progressive profession because 
it was the powerful who had the most 
to hide about how the world actually 
worked and if you could show how the 
world actually worked it would always 
have a de-masking and a subversive 
effect on the powerful. I don’t think 
that’s quite true, but it seems to me it’s 
not bad as a point of departure 
anyway.”

-- James C. Scott, Prof of 
Anthropology and Political Science, 

Yale University

Research Transparency as a Politically Progressive Ideal



What is Research Transparency in 
Political Science?

“Research transparency” applies to evidence-based 
knowledge claims.  It has 3 dimensions:

• Data Transparency:  Access to evidence.

• Analytic Transparency:  Explication of link from 
evidence to descriptive/causal/interpretive claims.

• Procedural Transparency:  Revelation of 
processes used to collect, generate or choose 
evidence, theory, and method.



WHAT DOES TRANSPARENCY 
MEAN FOR 

QUALITATIVE/INTERPRETIVE 
RESEARCHERS?

Principle Number One of DA-RT is 
autonomy: every research community 
sets its own rules.



What does research transparency 
mean for qualitative/interpretive 

research?
Distinct research traditions/communities can and should 
define transparency differently, because they have 
distinctive:

1. Epistemological modes of explanation
(Qual: Typically 

a. textual evidence
b. about few cases 
c. arrayed as “causal process observations”)

2.   Practical “real-world” constraints
(Qual: Ethics, IP, logistics, first use, journal practice)



How is the epistemology of 
qualitative/interpretive research distinct?

•MOST qualitative political science is 
narrative:

• Intensive analysis of few “case studies” 

• Textual evidence

• Evidence/data as “causal process observations”



What distinct “real world” research 
concerns face qualitative researchers?

• Ethics (Confidentiality/Human Subject)

• Intellectual Property Rights

• Potential Logistical Burden

• Rights of “First Use”

• Journal Publishing Formats and Practices



WHAT SPECIFIC QT 
STANDARDS HAVE BEEN 

PROPOSED? 

HOW WELL DOES EACH 
BALANCE THESE VALUES?



 CONVENTIONAL CITATION

 HYPERLINKS TO ON-LINE SOURCES

DATA ARCHIVING (AND SOFTWARE 
DATABASES)

 ACTIVE CITATION (AC)

Formats and Modes of QT: 
What are the options?



Conventional Formats: Or, what’s wrong 
with Political Science Today? 

 The richness, rigor, reputation, and relevance of qualitative 
research—and the ability of qualitative scholars to have 
conversations with themselves—is being degraded.

A. Ever-shorter word limits (14K  10K – 6K?)

B. Uninformative citations 
 Many (~20%) vague, no (or too many) page numbers, item unavailable;
 Many (~15%) invalid.
 Too costly to access in practice.

C. No analytic transparency, especially “scientific citations”

 THE RESULT: 

- Relatively little scholarly conversation about or acknowledgement 
of qualitative empirics…no richness, rigor, reputation, relevance…

- Any enhancement must be digital.



Data Archiving (the “Quantitative” Model) is 
not a Viable Default QT Standard

QT DOES NOT mean archiving your documents…

 Archiving “all” the textual evidence is myth.

 Human subject protection, IP law.

 Archiving does not provide analytic transparency.

 Archiving cannot and should not be a default 
transparency format. 

(It should be a voluntary option in the residual cases
with a manageable amount of non-confidential, 
non-copyrighted evidence.) 



 CONVENTIONAL CITATION

 HYPERLINKS TO ON-LINE SOURCES

 QUALITATIVE DATA ARCHIVING AND DATA  
DATABASES

 ACTIVE CITATION (AC):
“Digitally enabled citations” linked to 
annotated source excerpts in an appendix.

4 Potential Formats to Promote
Qualitative Transparency: What’s left?



WHAT EXACTLY IS “ACTIVE” (DIGITALLY 
ENABLED) CITATION?

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY CAN TAKE US 
“BACK TO THE FUTURE” 

TRADITIONAL FORMATS THAT 
ENCOURAGE RICH QUALITATIVE 

NARRATIVES



EXAMPLE:
TEXT:

NOTE:

QUOTE:

ANNOTATION:

CITATION:



MAIN TEXT
Contestable 

Knowledge-based
Claim

CITATION
Footnote, 

Endnote or 
In-Text

WHAT IS AN ACTIVE CITATION (AC)?
BODY OF ARTICLE

(Remains Unchanged)



MAIN TEXT
Contestable 

Knowledge-based
Claim

CITATION
Footnote, 

Endnote or 
In-Text

WHAT IS AN ACTIVE CITATION?
BODY OF ARTICLE            TRANSPARENCY APPENDIX    

(Remains Unchanged)                            (New)



MAIN TEXT
Contestable 

Knowledge-based
Claim

CITATION
Footnote, 

Endnote or 
In-Text

TRANSPARENCY
APPENDIX ENTRY

1. 50-100 Word Excerpt
2. Annotation
3. Full Citation

[ 4. Optional Scan or 
Link to Full Source]

WHAT IS AN ACTIVE CITATION?
BODY OF ARTICLE            TRANSPARENCY APPENDIX    

(Remains Unchanged)                            (New)



Issues: Choices and robustness with regard to 
data selection (“cherry picking”), theory choice 
and specification, analytical methods, weighing 
conflicting evidence, etc.

• No ideal or perfect process transparency, but…

• AC provides a special first “methodological” 
entry in the TRAX. Length is at the author’s 
discretion.

How does AC address Procedural 
Transparency?



Tommy Lee Jones  
Rep. Thaddeus Stevens 

on the Thirteenth 
Amendment

“The greatest measure of the 
nineteenth century was passed by 
corruption, aided and abetted by the 
purest man in America.”

…according to Steven Spielberg, who got it from 
historian Fawn Brodie (1959), who got it from 
popular lecturer James Scovel (1898)…



In Steven Spielberg’s recent film Lincoln, the abolitionist Rep. 
Thaddeus Stevens (played by Tommy Lee Jones) returns 
home after the House of Representatives passed the 
Thirteenth Amendment (banning slavery). He utters the a 
striking phrase to his mulatto common-law wife, Lydia Smith, 
referring to Lincoln’s role in the passage of the amendment:
“The greatest measure of the nineteenth century [was] passed 
by corruption, aided and abetted by the purest man in 
America.” The accuracy of this quotation has been questioned. 
One account, written much later, suggests that Stevens said 
this. Yet, if he did, it seems highly unlikely that he did so at 
home to his companion.

FN: James Scovel, “Thaddeus Stevens,” Lippincott’s Monthly 
Magazine (April 1898), pp. 548-550.

An Example of AC: Main Text and FN 



AC ENTRY    Part 1 of 4: Textual Excerpt
To the writer of this sketch Mr. Stevens told the story of the legislation 
which gave to the black man his right to vote: … [548]

His favorite amusement was…to spend the evening at Hall and 
Pemberton's Faro Bank…and over canvas-back and Veuve Clicquot
champagne woo unmolested the goddess of fortune.…Stevens was 
never a heavy player, although I have seen him win fourteen hundred 
dollars on a twenty-dollar gold-piece as his only stake… [549]

Influence from the White House secured votes against a favorite 
measure of Mr. Stevens for an air-line railway from Washington to New 
York, and…these same votes helped Mr. Lincoln's great amendment for 
emancipation. Of this legislative bargain Stevens said, ‘The greatest 
measure of the nineteenth century was passed by corruption, aided and 
abetted by the purest man in America.’

During the last thirty years of his life its unwritten romance was the 
unselfish and tender devotion with which Stevens was attended by 
Lydia Smith, a mulatto, who in her youth had great beauty of person. 
[550]



AC ENTRY   Part 2 of 4: Annotation

The first published reference to Steven’s “corruption” statement 
appeared in 1898. James M. Scovel, a retired New Jersey politician 
and lawyer, quotes Stevens verbatim and links the reference to 
“corruption” to Lincoln’s willingness to secure support for the 
Thirteenth Amendment by trading votes against a direct NY to 
Washington railway. Is Scovel reliable on this point? On the positive 
side, his account contains specific details, including a story Stevens 
allegedly told him about the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment and 
an anecdote about witnessing Stevens gamble. We know Scovel and 
Stevens were political allies, and Stevens encouraged Scovel to run 
for Congress. A modest correspondence has been preserved. On the 
negative side, Scovel was hardly in Washington during the Lincoln 
Administration, and only published his recollections 33 years later, 
when he was making a living as a lecturer. In any case, Scovel’s 
account does not imply any connection between the quotation and 
Lydia Smith, Stevens’ common-law wife, though she is mentioned.  
Nor is it clear how anyone except Smith herself, who left no memoirs, 
would know if Stevens had said it to her alone.



AC ENTRY
Part 3 of 4: Full Citation

James Scovel, “Thaddeus Stevens,” Lippincott’s 
Monthly Magazine (April 1898), pp. 548-550.



AC ENTRY
Part 4 of 4: Scan or Link (Optional)



Three Dimensions of 
Research Transparency

A transparent assessment of whether Stevens actually 
uttered the quotation rests on:

Data Transparency  The text

Analytic Transparency 
Interpretation of the text in historical context

Process Transparency 
Selection, reliability and robustness of the text 
and analytic methods



An Example: Jack Snyder

https://qdr.syr.edu/discover/projectcontentsnyder



 Reduces the cost of accessing relevant evidence, analysis and 
process information to the “one click” minimum.

 Enhances not only data access but also analytic and procedural 
transparency. 

 Respects the basic epistemology of qualitative research. 

 50-100 word excerpts minimize constraints of intellectual property 
law, human subject protection, logistics, and format. 

 Subsumes most of the advantages of hyperlinking and archiving.

 Can be employed in almost any form of research: unpublished or 
working papers, manuscripts, online or hard-copy journal articles, 
policy reports, and (eventually) e-books. 

Practical Advantages of AC as a default



WHAT’S IN IT FOR 
QUALITATIVE/INTERPRETIVE 

RESEARCHERS? 

A ONCE-IN-A-GENERATION 
OPPORTUNITY!



1st Benefit: Fulfills our Ethical Responsibility

As scholars we have a collegial and 
democratic responsibility not to hide behind 
authority and power, but to be as transparent  
as we can to each other and to the public.



2nd Benefit: Encourages Richer Scholarship
(contra Isaac)

• Enriches narrative. 

- “One touch” access to evidence, interpretation and process information. 
- Abolishes word limits and restores discursive footnotes.

• Deepens scholarly conversation.

- Evidence, interpretation and method become public goods: those who
want to discuss, teach, critique, extend, reanalyze or analogize start with
more material and need make only a marginal contribution.

• Validates interpretive social science.

- Political actors speak directly to readers “in their own voices.”
- Makes explicit that scholars interpret evidence.
- Explicitly concedes that scholars encounter and choose evidence.



3rd Benefit: Encourages Greater Rigor

• Incentivizes focus on qualitative work.  
- The so-called “multi-method” thesis.

• Incentivizes innovation and investment in 
qualitative techniques.
- Local knowledge, humanistic and hermeneutic skills (e.g. 

linguistic ability, area studies, functional knowledge, 
policy expertise, historical knowledge, interpretive 
subtlety) (Contra Isaac)

- “Qualitative methods” (e.g. ethnography, process-tracing, 
interpretive analysis, content analysis, digital 
techniques, field research techniques).



4th Benefit: Encourages Greater Public and 
Policy Relevance (Contra Isaac)

• Converges to standards in history, law, public policy and 
other more policy-relevant disciplines. 
• More transparent disciplines are more policy-relevant.

• Converges to standards in journalism, government, and 
public discourse.

• Answers legitimacy concerns voiced by the public, 
politicians and funders.



5th Benefit: Enhances Reputation and 
Rewards of Qualitative Research

• Incentivizes innovation and investment in humanistic 
skills and qualitative methods. 

• Facilitates broader disciplinary acceptance of 
qualitative merit. (contra Isaac)
• Makes the advantages of qualitative work more explicit: the necessary

precondition for any discourse and recognition of quality.
• Appeals to explicit meta-standards we all accept.

• Empowers gatekeepers (e.g. publishing, evaluation, 
prizes).
• 80-95% of political scientists use qualitative analysis.
• Think about a journal.



The benefits may be large, 
but what about the costs?



 Only “contestable empirical claims” are actively cited.

 A decentralized not centralized system: like footnotes, only form not 
content is mandatory. Authors decide what is contestable, empirical 
and needs to be cited.  (Contra Isaac)

 Modern technology + advance planning lighten the load.

 AC is at once a “best practice” and a conservative “back to the 
future” proposalWe already know we can do it.
 Commonplace in fields like law, history, anthropology and classics.
 Commonplace in books.
 Commonplace in political science until recently.
 Still approximated in best books and qualitative journals (SAPD, IS, etc.).
 Have you ever met a qualitative scholar who didn’t want MORE words?

Not as large as most people imagine.



Best Practices:
Political Science



Qualitative Transparency: It is happening…

 Funding from NSF, SSRC, APSA, IQMR ISPR, 

 5 years of articles/workshops/papers/journal special Issues on 
conceptual and practical issues

 Established a Qualitative Data Repository (QDR)

 Created NSF/QDR On-line Demonstration Portal: 20+ scholars 
retrofitting “classic” and forthcoming research

 Developed Training Materials and Sessions at summer 
institutes and universities

 Revised APSA and QDR Guidelines (Quant and Qual)

 Interdisciplinary cooperation (SSRC, BITSS, etc.)

 Designed New Software



ACE Word Add-in

Active Citation…

Translate…
Look Up

Active Citation…               

Translate…               
Look Up              

OUTPUT:
- Word Document
- Web Document

- Database (Access, Atlas…)



Qualitative Transparency: It is happening NOW!

 Sponsored Articles/Workshops/Special Issues on Conceptual and 
Practical Issues (Funding from IQMR, NSF, APSA, ISPR)

 Developed Active Citation (AC)

 Established a Qualitative Data Repository (QDR)

 Developed Training Materials and Sessions at summer institutes and 
universities

 Revised APSA Norms and Guidelines (Quant and Qual)

 Created NSF/QDR On-line Demonstration Portal: 20+ scholars retrofitting 
“classic” and forthcoming research to AC (e.g. Snyder, Saunders, Boix)

 Designed New Software

 25 journals have signed on to a qual/quant transparency package that 
mentions AC, to be implemented in 2016.



25 Journals have adopted (Oct 2014 – Feb 2016)
 American Political Science Review
 American Journal of Political Science
 Journal of Conflict Resolution
 Comparative Political Studies
 International Security
 Political Analysis
 Research and Politics
 State Politics and Policy Quarterly
 Political Science Research and Methods
 Journal of Theoretical Politics
 Quarterly Journal of Political Science
 Political Behavior
 The Political Methodologist
 Italian Political Science Review / 

Rivista Italiana di Scienza Politica
 Journal of Peace Research
 European Union Politics

 International Interactions
 British Journal of Political Science
 Security Studies
 The Journal of Politics
 European Political Science
 Party Politics
 Cooperation and Conflict
 Conflict Management and Peace 

Science
 European Journal of Political 

Research
 Journal of European Public Policy



Best Practices:
Natural Science

Example: When did 
Polar Bears Evolve?

Article

Supplementary Materials



Best Practices: Policy Analysis



Journalism

“I think the web's norms of linking to sources are 
becoming the world's norms. And the more 
transparent we are, the more trustworthy we will be.”

-- Brian Seltzer, CNN Reliable Sources



Journalism



Journalism



Blogs



Government Reports 

(even Classified Intelligence 
Estimates and Briefings)



Materials available at the QDR: https://qdr.syr.edu/

and the APSA DA-RT: http://www.dartstatement.org/

Materials from this lecture available at: 
www.princeton.edu/~amoravcs
under “DATA AND METHODS”
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