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Intensifi ed globalization, especially the necessity to 
learn more about how administrative reforms work 
eff ectively in diff erent cultural contexts, requires public 
administration research to embrace comparative 
perspectives. How well is the fi eld advancing in that 
direction? Th is article presents the results of a content 
analysis of 151 comparative public administration 
articles from 2000 to 2009. Results indicate that 
comparative research is building on theory and empirical 
research, making use of purposive samples, and using a 
mix of causal, descriptive, and exploratory methodologies. 
Subject matter varies widely, but most research focuses 
on European, Asian, and North American countries. 
Comparative research is primarily qualitative, making 
extensive use of existing data. Th e authors recommend 
enhanced application of mixed methods, increased 
use of culture as a key concept, and integration of 
a broad range of social sciences to encourage more 
students, practitioners, and scholars to think and work 
comparatively. Th ree senior comparative scholars respond, 
sparking a fascinating and insightful dialogue on this 
seminal topic in public administration.

Public administration has become increas-
ingly international and comparative in four 
respects. First, the inclusion of international 

and comparative perspectives has been of inestimable 
value in the development of public administration 
theory and in our understanding of how and why 
governance diff ers across countries. Second, com-
parative public administration (CPA) research has 
fostered fundamental changes 
in how we teach public admin-
istration. Th ird, international 
comparative public administra-
tion fulfi lls a growing need for 
administrative tools, strategies, 
and processes that can better 
address the policy implementa-
tion challenges that govern-
ments face in an increasingly 
globalized world. A CPA 
perspective on theory, research, 

and teaching has fundamentally altered the practice 
o f public administration by directing it toward “good 
governance” (Argyriades and Pichardo Pagaza 2009).

A better understanding of CPA is essential if govern-
ments are to establish, maintain, or improve their 
administrative capacity (Jreisat 2005). A comparative 
approach can counteract tendencies toward parochial-
ism that are already prevalent in U.S. public admin-
istration theory, research, and teaching (Klingner and 
Washington 2000). Also, it can help scholars and 
practitioners recognize how diff erences in governance 
contexts—institutions, administrative processes, and 
culture—can present opportunities and challenges for 
eff ectively adopting uniform “best practice” solutions. 
In fact, research shows that “smart practices” (Bardach 
2000) are better suited to adapting and sustaining 
exogenous innovations because they are based on 
the assumption that, while we can learn much from 
comparative study, applying what we learn must take 
into account variables specifi c to the context to which 
lessons are to be applied (Jabbra and Dwivedi 2004; 
Robinson 2007; Rogers 2003). Such research can be 
critical for public administrators and policy  makers, 
as without adaptation to contingencies, they will 
make little or no progress (Barzelay 2001; Caiden and 
Sundaram 2004).

Despite recognition of its value, there is little knowl-
edge or synthesis of current CPA literature. Th is essay 
intends to fi ll that gap by presenting the results of a 

study of 151 CPA articles pub-
lished from 2000 to 2009. Our 
research addresses the following 
questions: (1) How is research 
in comparative public admin-
istration framed? (2) What 
are the subjects of focus in 
comparative research? And (3) 
what methodologies are used? 
Exploring these questions allows 
us to discuss trends and patterns 
in CPA research across time and 

A New Look at Comparative Public Administration: Trends 
in Research and an Agenda for the Future
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results of a study of 151 CPA 

articles published from 2000 to 
2009.
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Research Analyzing the State of Comparative 
Administration
Like us, a few other researchers have examined the research litera-
ture in comparative public administration to get a picture of the 
fi eld. Th eir results, although they use diff erent methods, provide 
some means for examining change. Sigelman (1976), in a study of 
articles published in the Journal of Comparative Administration from 
1969 to 1974, found that the largest proportion of articles were 
essays (46 percent), with another 35 percent categorized as empiri-
cal, nonquantitative studies, mostly case studies. Th e articles covered 
a wide array of topics, and 70 percent studied administration in 
only one country. He found the existing literature to be “scattered 
and diff use” (1976, 624) and observed that much of the micro-level 
research on bureaucracy was being conducted by political scientists, 
sociologists, and others not connected with public administration. 
Sigelman saw micro-level studies, across a few countries, as the 
future of comparative public administration research.

Fifteen years later, Van Wart and Cayer (1990) conducted a larger 
study of 253 comparative public administration articles published 
between 1982 and 1986. Like Sigelman, they found that the articles 
addressed a wide array of subjects, noting that comparative public 
administration subject matter “tends to mirror rather than narrow 
the fi eld” (1990, 242). In regard to theory, most of the articles they 
reviewed were categorized as either purely “descriptive” (40 percent) 
or “thesis assertion” (48 percent). Th eir interest was in the propor-
tion of articles that actually were testing theory, in a hypothesis 
testing mode, and they found only 12 percent of the articles they 
reviewed did so. Concerning methodology, they found that the vast 
majority of articles were nonquantitative (79 percent), presumably 
referring to the methods of data analysis that the authors used; 
however, they did not describe the methods of data collection or 
data sources used.

Most recently, Pollitt (2011) added to these reviews with an essay 
on the state of comparative public administration over the last 
three decades. He considered theory, methods, journals, and other 
factors that have infl uenced comparative public administration. 
He concluded that the volume and variety of comparative public 
administration research has increased considerably since 1980 and, 
today, has considerable vitality. But Pollitt expressed concern that 
many comparative public administration works are bereft of theory 
and thoughtful methodological approaches, although he observed 
that many bring theories from their own disciplinary fi elds or the 
subject matter of study.

Our study builds on this literature to describe and analyze research 
in comparative public administration by assessing its current status 
and making recommendations for the future.

Methodology
We defi ned comparative public administration research as including 
articles that compared at least two units (countries, states or prov-
inces, cities) in diff erent countries and addressed public administra-
tion content, defi ned as activities required to deliver public policies. 
Articles that dealt solely with public policy or political science issues 
were excluded. Th e articles covered the period from 2000 to 2009 
and were identifi ed through an extensive search of the literature 
beginning with the 20 journals used by Van Wart and Cayer (1990) 

across journals and to reach fi ndings and recommendations that we 
consider signifi cant.

A Brief History of Comparative Public Administration
Comparative public administration emerged out of post–World 
War II eff orts to fi nd better global development strategies. Its early 
practitioners worked to defi ne the fi eld, develop general theory, set 
a research agenda, and generalize “lessons learned” (Heady 1960; 
Riggs 1954). Ferrel Heady (1966, 3) noted that as long as the study 
of public administration was not comparative, there could not be a 
“science of public administration” in the sense of a body of gener-
alized principles independent of their particular national setting. 
However, this search for generalized principles proved diffi  cult. In 
keeping with the methodological debates of that era in the social 
sciences generally, some emphasized the superiority of quantita-
tive methods (Sigelman 1976), while others focused on how to 
make case studies more replicable through clearer methodology and 
qualitative analysis (Bock 1962, 1970). Th e fi eld grew rapidly in the 
1960s and 1970s, spurred by national governments and interna-
tional fi nancial institutions that saw replication of Western adminis-
trative techniques as the key to third-world development in the face 
of international communism (Kettl 1997, 2002; Klingner 2009). It 
stagnated during the 1980s as market models and mechanisms sup-
planted government-sponsored programs (not only in international 
development but also in public administration generally in Western 
nations), and then revived in the 1990s with the emphasis on regime 
transitions that followed the end of the Cold War (Dwivedi and 
Henderson 1990; Farazmand 2001; Huque and Zafarullah 2005; 
Klingner and Pallavicini Campos 2002; NAPA 2008; Pollitt 2011).

Concerns and Problems in Comparative Administration
Over the years, many scholars have emphasized the importance of 
comparison for building theory and gaining knowledge (e.g., Dahl 
1947; Heady 2001; Peters 1978). Yet despite its evident value, CPA’s 
eff ectiveness has been challenged by four persistent critiques. First, 
consensus is lacking over the defi nition of the fi eld (Jreisat 2002, 
2005; Sigelman 1976; Van Wart and Cayer 1990). Second, many 
scholars consider it insuffi  ciently integrated with public administra-
tion in general (Heady 2001; Jreisat 2005; Pollitt 2011; Van Wart 
and Cayer 1990) and development practice in particular (Faraz-
mand 2009). Jreisat concluded that “[a]n eff ective convergence 
of comparative public administration with the main fi eld has not 
materialized, despite dynamic practical needs and global trends 
necessitating such a development” (2005, 231). Th ird, scholars have 
consistently noted the lack of theory (Heady 1966; Riggs 1962, 
1964; Van Wart and Cayer 1990) and the role culture should play 
in that theory (Eglene and Dawes 2006). Despite persistent eff orts 
to establish a credible overarching CPA theory (e.g., Riggs’s [1964] 
model of structural-functional sociological analysis, Heady’s [1966] 
identifi cation of organizational, cultural, and structural-functional 
variables, and Werlin’s [2003] use of political elasticity theory), 
many authors continue to make comparisons without any reference 
to theory (Pollitt 2011, 119). Fourth, methodological shortcomings 
abound. Some CPA scholars have criticized the research literature 
for the scarcity of empirical data or quantifi cation (Peters 1996; 
Riggs 1962; Sigelman 1976; Van Wart and Cayer 1990). Other 
concerns refl ect the diffi  culty and complexity inherent in conduct-
ing good research across countries (Eglene and Dawes 2006; Peters 
2010; Pollitt 2011).
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For all articles not classifi ed as essays, we 
examined the author’s purpose in conducting 
the research. Like others, we were interested 
in the extent to which comparative public ad-
ministration research was testing hypotheses 
or theory and explored that by both describ-
ing the design or purpose of the article (de-
scriptive, causal, exploratory) and whether the 
author was testing a theory (as research can be 
causal but not test an explicit theory). Most of 
the 125 research and apparent research articles 
were descriptive (47 percent); however, the 
purpose of more than one-third of the articles 
(35 percent) was causal. Th e purpose of the 

remaining 18 percent of articles was exploratory, with authors at-
tempting to gain in-depth knowledge of a few variables to add to 
our understanding of one or more constructs.2 Finally, almost one 
out of four (23 percent) research articles were found to be explicitly 
testing a theory.

We also examined the concepts used by comparative public admin-
istration researchers that are commonly employed in comparative 
research to frame their study. Our categories draw on theories fi rst 
discussed in reference to comparative research by Heady (1966). 
Th ese concepts include institutions, administrative processes, and 
culture. Authors might use one or more concepts, but to be coded 
as using one or more of these concepts, the article needed to include 
it as a central part of the study. Articles were considered as focusing 
on institutions if they centered on the design and role of political 
structures in public administration, governance arrangements, ad-
ministrative agencies, or legal issues found in constitutions, legisla-
tion, executive orders, or regulations (North 1990; Ostrom 1990; 
Shirley 2008). Administrative processes were defi ned as concerning 
the management functions or organizational procedures used to 
implement public policies (Kettl and Fessler 2008). Th ese include 
administrative or managerial functions such as decision making, 
leadership, human resource management, budget and fi nancial man-
agement, information systems, policy or program implementation, 
and oversight and accountability. Given many comparative scholars’ 
emphasis on the importance of including and understanding culture 
in comparative work (Jabbra and Dwivedi 2004; Jreisat 2005; Pol-
litt 2011; Robinson 2007), it was also important to study the extent 
to which authors considered the culture of the countries or other 
units they were studying in the formulation and implementation of 
their research. Culture was considered a central part of the article if 
the researcher addressed the values, views, norms, or attitudes of the 
regions being studied or individuals or groups in the region.

We found that 74 percent of all articles included institutions as a 
key part of the study. Similarly, 74 percent dealt with administrative 
processes as a key concept. More than half (57 percent) of all articles 
addressed both administrative processes and institutions. In con-
trast, culture was a major concept in only 38 percent of articles. Al-
though we do not believe that good research must include all three 
of these concepts, we do think that comparative research should be 
integrative and intensive in order to truly add to our understand-
ing of the interactions of institutions, administrative processes, and 
cultural values in diff erent countries, to permit us to develop valid 
typologies and theories.

and extending through keyword searches of 
public administration topics and review of ab-
stracts to identify articles that fi t our compar-
ative defi nition. Finally, we identifi ed articles 
through a review of reference lists in previ-
ously identifi ed articles. As a consequence, our 
fi nal pool consisted of 151 articles from 28 
journals. (See the appendix for a list of those 
journals.)

Articles were coded for (1) the type of 
research, including (a) the type of article (es-
says, apparent research, and research), (b) the 
purpose of the research (descriptive, causal, 
exploratory), and (c) the comparative frameworks used (institu-
tional, administrative processes, and cultural frameworks); (2) the 
use of theory, including (a) whether the article cited and built on an 
existing theory, and (b) whether theory was tested or extended or 
developed theory; (3) the primary and secondary subjects of study; 
(4) the unit of analysis (continent, country, state or province, city) 
and locations of the research; (5) methodological choices, includ-
ing (a) the method of data collection, (b) the sources of data, (c) 
the means of analysis, (d) the size of the sample, and (e) the logic of 
sample selection.

Th e six-member research team used a three-stage process to achieve 
an inter-rater reliability of 82 percent. Data then were analyzed us-
ing SPSS as well as qualitative methods. (More detail on methodol-
ogy can be obtained from the lead author.)

How Is Comparative Public Administration Research 
Framed?
To describe the framing of current comparative public administra-
tion research, we examined fi ve issues: (1) the types of articles (essay, 
apparent research, and research), (2) the types of research (descrip-
tive, causal, and exploratory), (3) the comparative framework used, 
(4) the use of theory and empirical research, and (5) the subject 
matter and countries studied. We summarize those results here.

Approximately one in fi ve (19 percent) of the articles we reviewed 
were essays, defi ned as articles drawing on existing research, 
theories, and the authors’ own reasoning rather than collecting 
and analyzing new data or reanalyzing existing data. Although this 
proportion is larger than that found by Van Wart and Cayer (7 per-
cent) in the 1980s literature, it is substantively smaller than the 46 
percent found by Sigelman in the 1970s. Th e majority (64 percent) 
of articles we examined, however, were empirical research articles 
in which the authors reported original data collection or original 
analyses of existing data. Th e remaining articles (17 percent) were 
classifi ed as “apparent research,” a category developed after an initial 
review of articles. Unlike an essay, these articles did not rely solely 
on existing research. Th at is, the authors did not cite references 
as they presented what appeared to be fi ndings or conclusions; 
however, unlike the authors of articles that were clearly research, 
they did not allude to any methods or sources of data. Although 
such articles were our smallest category, they constituted almost one 
in fi ve articles and were of concern to us because the authors failed 
to describe their methods or indicate how they had reached their 
conclusions.1 

We defi ned comparative public 
administration research as 

including articles that compared 
at least two units (countries, 

states or provinces, cities) 
in diff erent countries and 

addressed public administration 
content, defi ned as activities 

required to deliver public 
policies.
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not rise above 10 percent. Th ese included continents (5 percent), 
cities or towns (5 percent), and states or provinces (3 percent). 
Th us, while a few authors have expanded comparative to consider 
within or beyond countries, most have remained with a focus on 
countries.4

What, then, were the countries that tended to be studied? Th e 
answer to this question is quite varied. Table 2 presents a list of the 
continents in which the units of analysis were situated in order to 
summarize, at a more general level, the focus of research. As this 
table shows, comparative public administration research is domi-
nated by studies of the countries of Europe, with 77 percent of 
articles including at least one European country. Often European 
countries are compared to non-European countries, including the 
United States, but many studies we reviewed compared only Euro-
pean countries. Further, many diff erent countries in Europe were 
included in the articles. Specifi cally, 31 diff erent European coun-
tries were studied at least once in our sample. In contrast to the 
frequent study of European countries, countries in South America, 
Africa, and Australia/New Zealand were rarely the topic of study, 
with each continent appearing in less than 20 percent of the articles 
reviewed. When we examined the particular countries studied in 
comparative articles, the United States (37 percent) and the United 
Kingdom (primarily England, 24 percent) were the most common 
selections.5

Given that a major stream of comparative research began with 
a focus on studying developing countries, these fi ndings show a 
major shift to European countries, often with a consideration of 
the role of the European Union in diff erent European countries or 
changes in the postcommunist countries. Although development 
topics were included in the top 10 subject matters addressed in 
comparative public administration (see table 1), they constituted 
only 9 percent of the articles. Further, development is not the 
only subject that might be studied in African or South American 
countries.

What Are Common Methodological Choices in 
Comparative Research?
Since quite a few prominent writers and researchers in comparative 
public administration have been critical of the methodologies used, 
we wanted to more thoroughly examine the methodological choices 
that comparative researchers are making.6 As we noted earlier, 

Finally, in describing the foundation for all of the articles, we 
examined how the authors used theory and other empirical re-
search to build the argument for their essays or research. Did they 
describe and build on existing research? Did they cite established 
theories to build arguments in their articles?3 What types of theory 
were used? We found that the vast majority of articles—three out 
of four (77 percent)—built on some theory as a foundation for 
the work. Surprisingly, research and apparent research articles 
(79 percent and 86 percent, respectively) were more likely to use 
theory than essays (57 percent). Th eories cited included New Pub-
lic Management, principal–agent theory, and many other theories 
concerned with the subject matter studied. Further, almost one-
third (29 percent) of all articles were found to be concerned with 
adding to or further developing existing theory. Articles might be 
categorized as showing such purposes because of either discussion 
in their introduction or in their conclusions. A large proportion of 
the articles, 80 percent, cited empirical research in building their 
arguments.

What Subject Matter and Regions Are Studied?
Th e subjects addressed by comparative researchers in the fi rst decade 
of the twenty-fi rst century were many and varied. However, some 
trends do emerge. As table 1 shows, the most common subjects 
dealt with issues concerning reform and accountability, with each 
accounting for more than one in fi ve articles. Although bureaucracy 
and personnel management were used for coding topics, partly 
because they were common areas of study in past comparative 
research, less than 10 percent of articles addressed these topics. (Van 
Wart and Cayer had found personnel administration to be the most 
common topic of study in their sample, at 30 percent, with studies 
of bureaucracy and politics coming in second at 12 percent. Much 
of the early research in comparative public administration con-
cerned bureaucracy.)

Another element of the subject of comparative research concerns 
the unit of analysis examined. Traditionally, comparative public 
administration has considered countries as the comparative unit 
(Heady 2001; Peters 1996), but in its pure defi nition, compara-
tive research can examine states or provinces, cities, regions within 
countries, or even continents. All of these units were used in our 
coding scheme. But, not surprisingly, countries remained the most 
common choice, with 80 percent of authors choosing countries as 
their primary unit of analysis. Other potential units of analysis did 

Table 1 Common Subjects Addressed in Comparative Public Administration 
Research, 2000–2009 (n = 151 articles)*

Subject Number Percentage of Articles

Reform 36 24%
Accountability/performance monitoring/

evaluation
31 21%

New Public Management 18 12%
Ethics/corruption/public sector values 16 11%
Budgeting/public fi nance 16 11%
Decentralization 15 10%
Development 13 9%
Implementation of a program or policy 13 9%
Local government 13 9%

* Each article was coded for up to two topics; therefore, the number of topics 
is larger than the number of articles. The percentage column is based on the 
number of articles treating this topic.

Table 2 Continents and Countries Studied in Recent Comparative Public 
 Administration Research (n = 151)

Continent of Countries Studied Frequency Percentage of Total Articles 

Europe and United Kingdom 117 (24 U.K.) 77%
Asia 75 50%
North America 67 44%
Africa 28 19%
Australia/New Zealand 15 10%
South America 12 8%

Most Frequent Countries Frequency Percent of Total Articles

United States 37 25%
United Kingdom/Great Britain 24 16%
China 12 8%
Netherlands 11 7%
Canada 11 7%
France 10 7%
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have taken advantage of these opportunities. In contrast, only 3 
percent of articles included large sample sizes of 50 or more units 
of analysis.

Finally, three-quarters of the articles, 76 percent, used some sort 
of purposive sampling, most frequently studying units selected 
because they were viewed as similar (39 percent). Convenience 
samples, which accounted for 22 percent of those articles with 
samples, were not identifi ed as such. When authors failed to 
specify the logic for selecting their units of study, we considered 
that the countries or other units were selected because of op-
portunities to study them or greater personal knowledge of these 
countries. As noted above, three-quarters of the articles in our 
study (76 percent) designed and implemented a small-n com-
parison of cases—that is, their sample included six or fewer cases. 
Yet few authors acknowledged a common limitation of small-n 
comparisons, namely, the problem of too few cases and too many 
variables (Goggin 1986). Th e vast majority of authors chose pur-
poseful sampling as a way of addressing the too few cases/too many 
variables problem, but few cited the literature that explained how 
purposeful sampling and the concomitant search for covariation 
can be used as a method of controlling for the eff ects of extrane-
ous variables (Eckstein 1975; Gerring 2007; Lijphart 1971, 1975; 
Przeworski and Teune 1970).

the proportion of articles with causal intents and theory testing 
increased in the fi rst decade of this century. But in describing the 
literature, it is also important to examine how authors collect and 
analyze their data and how they choose their samples. Although we 
prepared a coding instrument to capture the use of a broad range of 
methodologies for the methods and sources of data and the means 
of analysis, comparative public administration research was rela-
tively homogeneous in the methodologies used. More variation is 
exhibited in the logic of sample selection.

Potential means of data collection included the usual array of com-
mon methods: existing or secondary data, interviews, observations, 
surveys, and other methods. Articles using more than one method 
were coded for each method used.7 As shown in table 3, by far the 
most common method of collecting data was to make use of exist-
ing or secondary data, with 74 percent of articles making use of 
such information. Other methods of data collection were rare, with 
just 25 percent of the authors reporting using interviews and 14 
percent using surveys.8

Examining results by the source of data helped us learn more 
about the use of existing or secondary data (see table 3). Th e most 
frequent source of existing data was offi  cial records, with two-thirds 
of articles indicating such records as a source of data. Th ese included 
legislation, speeches by government offi  cials, budgets, and offi  cial re-
ports. Another common source of existing data, used by 45 percent 
of researchers, was existing databases or information from previous 
research. Such sources might include analyzing data from a Euro-
pean Union, United Nations, OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development), or World Bank database or a 
database established or data collected by another researcher. Govern-
ment offi  cials were identifi ed as a source of data for 33 percent of 
the articles.

In regard to methods for analyzing the data, quite a few research 
articles made use of descriptive statistics (35 percent) or correla-
tion (16 percent), but qualitative methods were by far the most 
commonly used analytic method, with two-thirds of the research 
articles (66 percent) using such methods. Th e qualitative methods 
were typically unspecifi ed. Only 15 percent of articles made use of 
multivariate methods, although this incidence represents quite an 
increase from the 5.6 percent found in the 1980s literature (Van 
Wart and Cayer 1990) and 6 percent found in the 1970s (Sigel-
man 1976). While 37 percent of the authors of research articles 
suggested that their purpose was causal, very few authors made use 
of research designs or statistical analyses to establish those causal 
linkages.

Another methodological choice concerned sample sizes and meth-
ods of selecting samples (see table 4). Th e most common choice of 
researchers was to study two countries or other units of analysis in 
those countries (41 percent); another 20 percent compared three 
countries. Th ese common small sample sizes attest to the reliance 
on qualitative analysis of existing government documents and 
research to contrast a relatively small number of countries. Such 
sample sizes provided the opportunity to study the countries or 
other units of analysis in more depth using qualitative informa-
tion, although the relatively rare use of interviews, observations, 
and other means of data collection suggests that authors may not 

Table 3 Methods of Data Collection and Sources of Data (n = 97) 

Methodological Choices Frequency
Percentage of 
 Research Articles

Method of Data Collection
Existing/secondary data 71 74%
Interviews 24 25%
Surveys 14 14%
Observation 8 8%

Source of Data
Offi cial records (legislation, gov. reports, 

speeches, data from gov. agencies, 
historical records)

65 67%

Data or information from previous research 44 45%
Government offi cials 32 33%
Internal organization data 14 14%
Experts 14 14%
Media 6 6%
Citizens 3 3%
Other 8 8%

Table 4 Sampling Sizes and Methods (n = 143)

Sample Sizes Frequency Percent

2 59 41%
3 28 20%
4–6 22 15%
7–9 7 5%
10–20 14 10%
20–50 7 5%
50+ 6 4%
Sampling Methods* 

Purposive: Most similar 59 39%
Convenience 33 22%
Purposive: Most different 31 21%
Purposive: Other 24 16%
Random 4 2%

* Some articles selected more than one sample, so this list of sampling methods 
is larger than all articles with samples because the sampling method is reported 
for each sample in the article.
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research is diffi  cult, and identifying appropriate countries to 
compare can compound those diffi  culties. Still, the countries, or 
other units, to be compared must be identifi ed with consideration 
for the theories or concepts to be tested. Before the research begins, 
researchers must consider whether they want to compare “most 
similar” countries to examine or describe administrative processes 
or institutions, or “most diff erent,” or some combination of the 
two. Sartori recommends a careful mix: “If two entities are similar 
in everything, they are the same entity; if they are dissimilar in 
everything, they are not comparable. Th e comparisons in which we 
should engage lay in between these two extremes whose attributes 
are in part shared (similar) and in part non-shared (incompara-
ble)” (1994, 17). In fact, appropriate sampling is one of the most 
important methodological issues in comparative work. Several 
comparative authors in public administration, business, and other 
social sciences have written carefully on sampling considerations 
(Adler 1983; Peters 2010; Sartori 1994); however, many compara-
tive researchers are either unaware of the works or ignore their 
suggestions.

A diff erent issue in sampling concerns comparative public admin-
istration’s historical reliance on using entire countries as the unit 
of analysis (Heady 2001; Peters 2010; Pollitt 2011; Riggs 1991). 
Similarly, 80 percent of the articles we reviewed used countries 
as their unit of analysis. Th e focus on countries is appropriate for 
studying public administration issues that have a national impact, 
but they hardly provide useful information for practitioners at 
the regional or local levels or permit us to understand more about 
the cultural diff erences between regions of countries. (For exam-
ple, Eglene and Dawes [2006] use Quebec as one of their units 
of analysis and note the strong regional diff erences in Canada 
between Anglophone and Francophone Canada.) Th erefore, we 
encourage defi ning comparative public administration as compara-
tive at many levels. We found interesting examples in the literature 

in De Lancer Julnes and Mixcóatl’s (2006) 
study of governors’ roles as agents of change 
in initiating performance measurement in 
Utah and Campeche, Mexico. Similarly, 
Devas and Grant’s (2003) study of citizen 
participation in local governments in Kenya 
and Uganda provided useful insight into 
the role of culture in citizen participation at 
the local level. Another excellent article by 
Andersson and Van Laerhoven (2007) used 
a large sample of 390 municipalities in four 
South American countries to test the ways in 
which local-level political factors infl uence 
public participation at the municipal level, 
regardless of whether national governments 
are centralized or decentralized. Such studies 

involving subnational units of analysis, like comparative studies on 
countries, provide insights on factors that shape public administra-
tion outcomes—factors that might be overlooked by restricting the 
fi eld to national level comparisons.

In addition to more explicit sampling methods and more diverse 
units of analysis, public administration scholars need to pay closer 
attention to the defi nition of key concepts—one of the fi rst steps 
in ensuring valid research (O’Sullivan, Rassel, and Berner 2003). 

In summary, the methods used in recent comparative public admin-
istration research were largely qualitative, with a heavy reliance on 
existing data from government sources or existing databases. Analy-
ses were primarily qualitative. Sample sizes were typically small, but 
most were purposive, with authors indicating their reasoning for 
selecting these countries or other units of analysis.

Implications of Our Findings
Our fi ndings tell us quite a bit about the nature of comparative 
public administration in recent years. Th e positive aspects of these 
articles include a good mix of essays and research and of descriptive, 
causal, and exploratory research. Th e proportion of articles testing 
theory has risen dramatically since the 1980s (Van Wart and Cayer 
1990) and seems appropriate for the state of the discipline. Further, 
many articles are grounded, at least minimally, in existing theory 
and empirical research. Subject matter studied has broadened from 
a focus on bureaucracy and personnel management to exploring 
subjects of interest in the broader fi eld of public administration. In 
other words, some researchers are thinking comparatively, not paro-
chially, and examining through descriptive and causal studies how 
theories apply in other contexts and cultures. Th at is the essential 
purpose of comparative public administration research—recogniz-
ing that concepts that work in some settings may or may not work 
so well in others and the need to compare across cultures to examine 
the contextual factors that infl uence the success of a variety of 
administrative and institutional practices in public administration. 
Finally, the literature is to be commended for the frequent use of 
purposive sampling. Random sampling in this area would not be ap-
propriate unless one were selecting a sample of employees or citizens 
for a survey. Instead, purposive sampling allows authors to select the 
countries with care.

Because other studies had expressed concern with the methodologi-
cal approach of comparative public administration research, our 
study dug deeper into this issue by examin-
ing more than just theory testing and types 
of analysis. Many diff erent approaches and 
methods are needed to gain real understand-
ing of the interaction between context, inde-
pendent variables, and dependent variables 
and to build theory (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, 
and Worthen 2011; O’Sullivan, Rassel, and 
Berner 2003). Th e results showed an increase 
in studies with a causal intent, while continu-
ing with descriptive and exploratory research 
that often serves as the foundation for later 
causal research and theory building. One 
suggestion for advancement of the fi eld would 
be to increase the proportion of exploratory 
studies.

Our research also points to methodological limitations that pervade 
the fi eld, namely around sampling, the defi nition of key concepts, 
and methods of data collection to achieve validity. Although most 
articles in the broader fi eld of public administration make use of 
convenience sampling—that is, often describing only one city or 
state or comparing two on the implementation of a policy and its 
outcomes—such convenience sampling is particularly inappropri-
ate in comparative public administration research.  Comparative 

Th e results showed an increase 
in studies with a causal 

intent, while continuing with 
descriptive and exploratory 
research that often serves 
as the foundation for later 
causal research and theory 

building. One suggestion for 
advancement of the fi eld would 
be to increase the proportion of 

exploratory studies.
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the methods they have used to arrive at their conclusions and push 
reviewers and journal editors to require such information.

Superior comparative public administration research does not 
consist of one type of study. Good theory building and guidance 
for practitioners comes from a variety of types of research—causal, 
 descriptive, and exploratory; essays and research; studies with large 
and small sample sizes; research using complex multivariate statis-
tics; and research using accepted qualitative methods. But concepts 
must be defi ned and equivalence across cultures considered; meth-
ods must be described; and more and diff erent methods, appropriate 
to the sample size and subject of study, must be used to reach valid, 
useful conclusions for practitioners and researchers.

Recommendations for the Future
In addition to the methodological implications of our study, we 
have some substantive recommendations. Our review of 10 years 
of CPA research found scholars using comparative perspectives to 
address a variety of public administration topics. Such variety is a 
change from the initial comparative focus on bureaucracy (Ab-
erbach, Putnam, and Rockman 1981; Heady 1966; Peters 1978, 
2010) and, later, broad systems such as civil service (Bekke, Perry, 
and Toonen 1996) and personnel management (Van Wart and 
Cayer 1990). Now, we see comparative perspectives in many diff er-
ent areas of public administration, but gaps remain. For example, 
in spite of the prominent attention to networks and governance 
topics today, we found few articles addressing these issues. As we 
will discuss later, we believe that comparative perspectives should be 
incorporated into all topics of public administration. Comparative 
perspectives allow us to move from an ethnocentric, parochial view 
of public administration in the United States and the goal of identi-
fying the single best approach to a problem to recognizing that theo-
ries and solutions must take into account the context and culture in 
which they are introduced and implemented in order to determine 
what outcomes will be achieved (Heady 2001; Pollitt 2011; Riggs 
1976; Sigelman 1976). As a result, public administration research-
ers should apply the comparative approach in each area of concern, 

each area in which theorists, researchers, and 
practitioners are looking for answers.

A second substantive issue for comparative 
public administration concerns the countries 
and locales that we study. Countries from 
Africa and South America were not com-
monly included in the articles we studied. 
Th ese are the only regions in the world that 
will not meet the United Nation’s Millen-
nium Development goals by 2015. Particu-
larly because comparative research provides 
valuable insights into how governments can 
better provide critical services such as health 
care, sanitation, and education, as well as 
foster economic development, comparative 
research should move beyond its focus on 
the United States, Europe, and Asia to study 
countries in these regions. Further, increased 
research in these currently neglected areas is 
critical to theory building. We cannot learn 
how administrative actions and policies work 

Defi ning key concepts can be particularly diffi  cult in comparative 
research because of the problem of conceptual equivalence—mak-
ing sure the constructs and terms used in the research have the same 
meanings across diff erent countries or even in diff erent regions of 
the same country. Jreisat (2002, 2005) points to the diff erent con-
ceptions of what constitutes “corruption” across countries. Eglene 
and Dawes (2006) discuss the quite diff erent meanings of “leader-
ship” and “stakeholders” in English and French as they work toward 
conceptual equivalence in their comparisons of locations in the 
United States and English-speaking Canada with French-speaking 
Quebec. While all researchers struggle to develop good operational 
defi nitions of key concepts and base their choices on previous con-
structs, researchers of comparative public administration must also 
consider how defi nitions of key constructs will work across diff erent 
cultures. However, many scholars conducting a comparative study 
in public administration have primary expertise in the subject mat-
ter they are studying, such as budgeting, accountability, or ethics. 
Quite a few may have little awareness of comparative theories and 
methodological issues.9 Yet comparative scholarship off ers much 
to these researchers to help them make choices about the levels of 
analysis, the problem of equivalence across cultures, and the need to 
examine culture itself as an independent variable (Peters 1996; Riggs 
1991).

Moreover, comparative scholars need to draw more on methods 
other than existing documents in order to validly measure the 
concepts of interest. Comparative research not only requires mixed 
methods to obtain an in-depth understanding of the variables and 
interactions being explored, but also calls out for greater explicit 
use of interviews, observations, and surveys of government offi  cials, 
experts, and citizens. For example, Eglene and Dawes (2006), us-
ing traditional document analysis and interviews, write that their 
interviews provided critical information about cultural diff erences 
that they would not have discovered through document analysis. 
Cheung (2006) compared devolution and budgetary reform in Sin-
gapore and Hong Kong using principal–agent theory and made use 
of existing documents, interviews, and surveys of budgetary offi  cials 
to draw conclusions. Th ese articles illustrate 
the richness that additional methods of data 
collection can bring to interpreting compara-
tive research. For studies in a few countries, 
interviews with government offi  cials provide a 
critical secondary source. Surveys can be used 
as a useful supplement to interviews when the 
number of such offi  cials or other sources are 
large.

It is, of course, possible that researchers 
are using mixed methods and simply not 
being explicit about the methods they are 
using. As our “apparent research” category 
demonstrates, many scholars simply do not 
describe, or even allude to, their methods. In 
order to build knowledge, other researchers 
must know of the methods scholars use in a 
particular study in order to judge the validity 
of the results and conclusions and to consider 
replications in other settings. Th erefore, we 
encourage researchers to clearly articulate 

We cannot learn how 
administrative actions and 

policies work if comparative 
researchers restrict themselves to 
primarily “developed” Western 

and Asian countries. . . . 
[C]ulture must be addressed as 
a signifi cant variable in more 

comparative work, not the one-
third found in our study. . . . 

Obtaining such knowledge and 
understanding is one of the great 
diffi  culties of comparative work, 

but ignoring cultural norms, 
values, and traditions leads to 
misinterpretations of fi ndings.
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administrators should know. Students, practitioners, and scholars 
should be encouraged to learn elements of comparative methodolo-
gy just as they learn epistemology or how to develop surveys or ana-
lyze data. Th e researchers whose articles we reviewed are doing that. 
Th ey are thinking comparatively because they have considered it 
wise to examine how a topic of interest to them is working in other 
settings, often ones with diff erent cultural norms. By breaking these 
boundaries, comparative public administration scholars can prompt 
other researchers and practitioners to think and act comparatively.

Notes
 1. We carefully reviewed articles, including footnotes, for any reference to data 

collection. For example, a footnote might cite interviews. If the article gave 
any evidence of data collection, regardless of how detailed, it was categorized 
as “research.” Th us, articles classifi ed as “apparent research” gave no hint of the 
rationale or foundation for their fi ndings or conclusions. Essays provided such 
evidence by citing references.

 2. Descriptive articles diff ered from exploratory articles in that their purpose was to 
describe something and its relationships with other variables across diff erent coun-
tries. Exploratory studies are more likely to be found in areas in which less theory 
has been developed and there is a need for greater exploration of certain concepts.

 3. Again, all articles were examined carefully to identify any references to other em-
pirical research or theories as the authors built their arguments in the introduc-
tions and literature review sections. Articles then were categorized on both the 
empirical research and theory variables using a yes/no format. For those articles 
that did use empirical research or theory, much variation exists in the extent and 
quality of their use of past research and theory.

 4. Articles that focused only on the European Union as a single unit rather than 
comparing countries, for example, within the European Union were not consid-
ered comparative and thus were excluded from our analyses.

 5. Some bias may be present here because we reviewed only English-language 
journals. Certainly, if we had included journals in Spanish, French, or other 
languages, other countries and some continents (South America) would appear 
more frequently. However, Pollitt (2011) and others have commented that Eng-
lish is used increasingly as the international academic language, with professors 
in countries of other languages typically being fl uent in English and, often, feel-
ing it necessary, because of citation indices judging their performance, to publish 
in English-language journals. Further, English-speaking journals should be 
publishing articles on all continents to increase our knowledge. So, our bias may 
not be severe. In fact, we observed quite a few articles published by researchers 
from non-English-speaking countries.

 6. Th e only other empirical articles examining comparative public administration 
research, Sigelman (1976) and Van Wart and Cayer (1990), used the catego-
ries of essay, empirical nonquantitative, low-level quantitative (percentages or 
counts), and high-level quantitative.

 7. Only articles categorized as research articles could be coded for methods of data 
collection and data sources. Because essays, by defi nition, did not include new 
data, such articles were coded as “not applicable” on methodology. Apparent 
research, by defi nition, did not specify the means of data collection or sources. 
However, such articles could be coded by means of analysis, typically unspecifi ed 
qualitative methods, and sample sizes and the logic of sample selection.

 8. More authors may have used interviews but failed to indicate their use in the 
article. Even articles categorized as research were not particularly, or uniformly, 
thorough in their reporting of methods. We suspect, however, that any author 
using a survey, given the trouble to develop and implement it, would have 
reported that method.

 9. Many of the articles that we reviewed relied much more heavily on references 
in the subject matter of study than on comparative references. Few cited many 
comparative references.

if  comparative researchers restrict themselves to primarily “devel-
oped” Western and Asian countries. One suggestion is to encourage 
researchers to employ alternative sampling methods, as most of the 
articles that we examined used most-similar sampling strategies, but 
a combination of most similar and most diff erent sampling strategies 
can be useful. Werlin (2003) illustrates how more creative sampling 
strategies (e.g., countries similar in size and geography but dissimilar 
in governance) can expand comparative research to a more diverse set 
of countries, and, in his research, develop theory to show how govern-
ance structure helps explain diff erences in the wealth of nations.

Th ird, culture must be addressed as a signifi cant variable in more 
comparative work, not the one-third found in our study. Many 
comparative scholars speak to the importance of considering and 
understanding cultural context when comparing implementation 
and outcomes in diff erent countries (Adler 1983; Przeworski and 
Teune 1970; Riggs 1962, 1991). Obtaining such knowledge and 
understanding is one of the great diffi  culties of comparative work, 
but ignoring cultural norms, values, and traditions leads to misinter-
pretations of fi ndings. Interventions or administrative innovations 
may be viewed as ineff ective because of the nature of the interven-
tion itself, rather than because of cultural norms that infl uence the 
implementation or impact of the innovation. Eglene and Dawes 
(2006) discuss the problems they encountered in their comparative 
research on comparative public management collaborations and 
provide useful suggestions including specifi cally considering how 
culture is to be defi ned in a particular study and how data on it will 
be captured. Th e lack of attention to culture may emerge from the 
many researchers who conduct comparative studies, but, in fact, 
may not be familiar with comparative theories or methodologies.

Th e variety of researchers conducting comparative studies brings us 
to our fourth and fi nal recommendation. CPA scholars have strug-
gled for years with defi ning boundaries for the fi eld and establishing 
its place as a subdiscipline of public administration. Th ey have seen 
the value—in fact, the necessity—of researching outside one’s own 
country to test the eff ectiveness of innovations and to expand theory. 
Th ey have recognized the diffi  culties of conducting such research 
and written of the issues to be considered (i.e., culture, sampling, 
equivalence of concepts across countries, levels and units of study) 
and potential solutions. Th ey periodically have surveyed the litera-
ture or fi eld to see what is happening when researchers compare 
countries (Pollitt 2011; Sigelman 1976; Van Wart and Cayer 1990). 
And each, like us, has found that many scholars outside of compara-
tive fi elds (including other social sciences with comparative subdis-
ciplines, such as comparative political science or sociology) publish 
comparative works. We found that many of the articles that we 
reviewed made use of theory, but, generally, used mid-level theories 
from their own fi eld. Comparative public administration lacks a 
clear identity, we argue, because what it has to off er researchers con-
cerns methodology, not theory. By this, we include considerations of 
culture, sampling issues specifi c to comparative work, considerations 
regarding units and levels of analysis, etc. Comparative scholars also 
have quite persuasive arguments for the importance of comparative 
research, but such arguments are not a theory.

Th erefore, we recommend that comparative scholars dispense with 
defi ning boundaries and, instead, work to tear down those bounda-
ries and expand beyond a subdiscipline to an area that all public 
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Comparative Education 1
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Review of Public Personnel Administration 1

Scandinavian Political Studies 1
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