
Issues in International Relations Research

What? POLI791, University of South Carolina, Fall 2015

Who? Tobias Heinrich, heinrict@mailbox.sc.edu, GAMB333. No official office hour; just
chat me up or email me anytime.

When and where? Thursdays, 6.00-8.45p, GAMB130.

Outline

If you open an article in a top journal nowadays, you’ll encounter discussions about inferential
issues that are quite different from their counterparts a decade ago. The menu of options of how
to tackle such issues has expanded a lot. The implied answer of the question raised by an alumnus
of the estimable London School of Economics,

What can a poor boy do except to sing for a rock ’n’ roll band?,

is not (entirely) satisfying if the goal is to contribute to scientific knowledge. This course aims to
provide some remedial actions. The goal is to think through problems that scholars of political
science in general and of International Relations (IR) in particular routinely face, and what some
of the remedies are. For example, scholars consider what the effects of unobserved heterogeneity
and correlations within the data are; how one should think properly about what the statistical
estimates mean; whether use of limited estimators biases or obscures, important other aspects of
substantive interest; and what the implications for the data analyses are as we increasingly take
theory more seriously. We’ll deal with all these and more.

The class will not and not offer comprehensive treatments of each; rather, you will be intro-
duced to many and via in-class labs will learn how to use several. If you participate actively and
take this course very seriously, you will

• become (more) mindful of inferential issues that are front and center in cutting edge re-
search;

• acquire the skills to perform basic variants of very advanced statistical methods that address
inferential issues;

• become a better consumer of technical aspects of research;

• increase your fluency in R.

Required material

We will focus on original material published in journals; no books necessary per se. However,
access to standard econometrics, R, and statistics books is self-recommending.

The entire course will revolve around R and LaTeX as the pieces of software to carry out
analyses and write up output, respectively. RStudio is the recommended GUI for R.
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Expectations

Lest this is not perfectly clear: Unless you participate actively and take every aspect very seriously,
you will fail to learn to the material, and thus by the end will not have acquired the skills to
conduct the inferential part of modern social science research. It is the expectation that, if you
take this course, that you will immerse yourself in it.

“Immerse yourself”? It means that you carefully read the assigned article. Not skim, but
carefully, and probably twice. Immediately raise points that are not clear, devote numerous hours
to the work and consult with instructor. It ought to go without saying that you should be in class
on time and every time.

The instructor is here to help you learn the material–make use of him. That said, for many,
many, many problems you will encounter (in particular with R and LaTeX), you will trivially find
the answer through a simple search on the internet. Do this, please, before you consult me. After
all, learning efficient self-help on these matters will save many headaches in the future.

Grading, Rules, etc.

There are three graded contributions to your grade. Each will be graded on a 0–100 scale, and the
final grade is simply the weighted average.

First, attendance and participation are crucial. We will spend a third to 40% of our class time
in lab mode working through code and trying to get analyses to work. Collaboration will be
important on this; therefore, the grade receives the non-trivial weight of 2.

Second, by the last day of class, a full-length paper is due. That is, one that has all the proper
ingredients, such as introduction, pitch, literature review, theory, analysis, and conclusion. It
ought to have all of these. It is absolutely okay to use an existing frontend as the bulk of the
grade will stem from the analysis. Whatever your hypothesis is, you have to apply three different
advanced analysis techniques, approaches, or methods that we learned in class to test it. If you
hypothesize that as X goes up, Y goes up, then introduce and justify the use of three approach to
test this. This receives a weight of 5.

Third, you alongside one or two classmates will write a primer on one of the approaches we
cover. This has to cover the history of the approach (from biostats? from geography? how did it
get into poli sci?), give an overview of the basics, and assemble and review ten studies that use
the approach (what are the authors’ justifications? what are variants?). As this is complicated for
sure, this primer will come about in stages. Three weeks before the class covering the approach:
hand in a first draft of the primer in class and meet with me. Two weeks before: hand in the
edited draft of the primer. One week before: hand in the final, edited version of the primer that
then gets circulated among the entire class. This gets a weight of 5.

I will use the following grading scale to map between percentages and letter grades. A 92-
100, B+ 87-91, B 80-86, C+ 77-79, C 70-76, D+ 67-69, D 60-66, and F 0-59. The standard rules of
rounding are applied. The University of South Carolina Honor Code applies.

Reasonable accommodations are available for students with a documented disability. If you
have a disability and may need accommodations to fully participate in this class, contact the
Office of Student Disability Services: 777-6142, TDD 777-6744, email sasds@mailbox.sc.edu,
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or stop by LeConte College Room 112A. All accommodations must be approved through the
Office of Student Disability Services.

Course schedule

This is a rough schedule of the sequence of what will be covered in class. The instructor will most
probably amend things quite a bit. So, always check what will be next.

Week 1: ‘Howdy’ and more.

Read: Arena & Joyce (2015) (PDFs on Blackboard), Clarke (2001), Leamer (1983), Leamer (1985),
and Signorino & Yilmaz (2003).

Weeks 2 through 4: Nuisances or substance?

Read: Erikson, Pinto & Rader (2010), Erikson, Pinto & Rader (2014), Cranmer & Desmarais (2011),
Cranmer, Desmarais & Menninga (2012), Clark & Linzer (2015),1 Cranmer, Desmarais & Kirkland
(2012), Harden (2011), Carter & Signorino (2010), and Traunmüller, Murr & Gill (2015). And read
in this order: Green, Kim & Yoon (2001), King (2001), and Beck & Katz (2001).

Weeks 5 and 6: Proper counterfactuals

Read: Reed & Chiba (2010), Holland (1986), Sekhon (2009), King & Zeng (2006), Eggers & Hain-
mueller (2009), Ho, Imai, King & Stuart (2007), and Iacus, King & Porro (2011).

Weeks 7 and 8: With help from variation from elsewhere

Read: Dunning (2008), Miguel, Satyanath & Sergenti (2004), Sovey & Green (2011), Feyrer & Sac-
erdote (2009), Angrist, Imbens & Rubin (1996), and Conley, Hansen & Rossi (2012).

Weeks 9 and 10: Taking theory seriously

Read: Signorino (1999), Clinton, Jackman & Rivers (2004), Signorino & Yilmaz (2003), Signorino
& Tarar (2006), Randazzo (2008), Whang (2010), and Bas, Signorino & Walker (2008).

Weeks 11 through 13: Rise of the machines

Read: Varian (2014), Beck & Jackman (1998), Imai & Tingley (2012), Hill (2011), Chipman, George
& McCulloch (2010), Hainmueller & Hazlett (2014), Green & Kern (2012), chapter on penalized
regression, and Kenkel & Signorino (2013).

1 Available on Clark’s website, http://bit.ly/1gtfadX.
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Week 14 (maybe): It’s ABC, not DEFGHI ...

Read: TBA.
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