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Generations of political scientists have set out from their home institutions in search of 
fresh sources and insights in the field, studying everything from party machines to géno-
cidaires to coup plotters. Field research inevitably involves twists and turns, is filled with 
obstacles and opportunities, and sparks transformative flashes of inspiration. Drawing 
on such experiences, researchers often make both minor and major adjustments to their 
research designs while conducting fieldwork. Yet such modifications are challenging to 
introduce and can weaken a project’s analytic architecture and theoretical punch as well 
as strengthen it. Moreover, the methodological literature in the discipline offers little 
guidance on making such changes, and some influential voices discourage the practice 
under certain circumstances, as we discuss below. Due in part to these factors, scholars 
rarely acknowledge, describe, or justify their mid-course research design alterations in 
their presentations and publications.

For instance, shortly after arriving in Argentina to study the country’s high court—
as part of a funded comparative project also involving Venezuela—Kapiszewski began 
to see that Venezuela was unsuitable for the analysis. Given new theoretical insights 
leading to a broadening of the project to consider both high courts’ decision-making and 
elected leaders’ responses to their rulings, and unfolding political events in Venezuela 
(including the packing of the Supreme Court), comparing Argentina with Brazil held far 
greater analytical potential. Yet Kapiszewski struggled with the decision. What could be 
salvaged from the pre-field study of Venezuela? How could she prepare to systematically 
collect data in Brazil given that it was largely unfamiliar to her? Would more time in 
the field, or more funding, be necessary? What were the analytic implications of such a 
fundamental change? Whose permission did she need to seek, formally and informally, 
and how would the change be perceived? As neither publications based on fieldwork 
nor the methods literature provided guidance on whether and how to make such a major 
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research design adjustment, Kapiszewski engaged in extended consultation with col-
leagues, exchanging dozens of emails with scholars familiar with the topic or the coun-
tries in question. Ultimately, she made the change, and the project resulted in several 
research publications, two of which earned disciplinary prizes. Yet neither the change to 
the very foundation of the project, nor the profoundly generative period of reflection and 
consultation that underpinned it, were acknowledged in the published work.

This article examines this dynamic updating of a research design in the course of 
conducting a study. We call this process “iteration,” by which we mean modifying, spec-
ifying, or fleshing out key research design parameters based on what one learns while 
confronting new realities and cycling between collecting and analyzing data. Appreci-
ating iteration requires rethinking the nature of field research. Far from representing a 
discrete “data gathering” step in a linear research process, fieldwork involves carrying 
out, and repeatedly pivoting among, a broad array of interacting data collection, analysis, 
and research design tasks. This cycle, and the resulting iterative design recalibrations and 
refinements, are central reasons why fieldwork delivers such strong evidence, encourages 
original conceptualization, and inspires innovative theoretical insights.

A review of the discipline’s methodological literature reveals epistemic disagree-
ment on the place and value of iteration. As we discuss later in the article, in interpretive 
scholarship, research design changes are necessary, expected, and guided by individual 
scholarly reflexivity. Methodological literature in more positivist traditions includes a 
range of views on iteration. The quantitative research methods canon directly and in-
directly discourages iteration. Iterative research design was implicit in, but not central 
to, methodological discussions connected with the renaissance in qualitative methods 
beginning around 2000: that literature acknowledges but neither highlights nor prob-
lematizes the idea that research evolves as it proceeds. Disagreement is more prominent 
in current methodological debates, as some scholars promote the preregistration of re-
search plans, which complicates iteration, and others actively defend updating a proj-
ect’s theoretical and analytic infrastructure as it progresses. Nonetheless, the literature 
includes little guidance on how a scholar can adjust their research design choices in an 
analytic and productive way.

Our understanding of the nature of field research and iteration’s role in it was  
generated through analyzing published accounts based on fieldwork; discussions with 
colleagues; our own fieldwork, teaching, and advising; and studying the experiences of 
other researchers. More than a thousand political scientists shared information on their 
fieldwork with us via an original web-based survey, and more than sixty scholars did so 
through in-depth interviews.

We draw on these sources to address three questions about iterative research design: 
Why is iteration such a core aspect of research based on fieldwork? What challenges 
does iteration present? And how can researchers iterate on their designs in ways that 
address those challenges and strengthen their projects? We illustrate the centrality of 
iteration to inquiry based on field research. Our survey and interview data demonstrate 
that most scholars who conduct fieldwork draw on what they learn as their research 
progresses to develop or refine key aspects of their projects’ design (i.e., to iterate).  
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This is the case, we argue, because studies based on fieldwork often pose questions about 
geographic, substantive, or theoretical terrain that is relatively unexplored in existing 
scholarship; and because fieldwork is commonly shaped by unexpected events and chal-
lenges. Design updates allow scholars to align their projects theoretically and analytically  
with what they are learning (maximizing the validity and relevance of their work) and to 
cope with or capitalize on new circumstances.

While iteration thus holds great intellectual promise, changing core aspects of a 
research project after beginning to collect data also presents significant challenges. 
Multiple factors impinge on such amendments in ever-evolving fieldwork contexts, and 
introducing change poses analytic risks. Moreover, authoritative injunctions against such 
changes lead scholars to doubt their advisability and worry about acknowledging them. 
Given these challenges, scholars who nonetheless iterate on their research designs often 
neglect to mention these changes in their presentations and writing, instead implicitly 
or explicitly outlining a tidier and more linear research process. These omissions pose 
important problems. Scholars’ failing to be open about iteration perpetuates its status as 
taboo despite all that it contributes; inhibits the development of strong methodological 
strategies for fruitful iteration; and prevents other scholars from understanding how we 
conduct our inquiry, and thus from evaluating and learning from it.

We propose a framework to help scholars iterate on their research designs in ways 
that can address iteration’s challenges and help researchers to achieve their intellectual 
goals. We describe how scholars can prepare and plan for iteration, recognize opportu-
nities and problems that might call for iteration, diagnose their causes, and adjudicate 
among possible research design changes. We strongly emphasize the importance of 
scholars carefully documenting iteration so that they can clearly describe and justify 
the process in their presentations and publications. We conclude with a brief discus-
sion of the implications of acknowledging and embracing iterative research design 
for the establishment of shared expectations about research assessment, for graduate 
education, and for the practice of iteration and its profile in political science. Greater 
openness about how research designs evolve during project execution should enhance 
the discipline’s understanding of the analytic nature of field research and give fledg-
ling field researchers a more realistic sense of what to expect when they set off on their 
journeys of inquiry.

What is Iteration?

This article examines iteration—the process of dynamically specifying, fleshing-out, or 
modifying key analytic parameters of a research project in the course of the research 
itself—in field-based inquiry in political science. Ours is not the only discipline in which 
the process of discovery is enhanced through incremental design changes, of course. To 
the contrary, the basic ideas of iteration are well-established in other fields.

For instance, in computer software engineering, iterative and incremental design has 
emerged since the 1970s as an alternative to a previously dominant approach known as 
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the “waterfall model.”1 The waterfall follows a sequential logic, with projects unfolding 
in discrete phases: developers first specify what a new piece of software needs to do (its 
requirements), then design the software (creating the architecture to meet these require-
ments), then implement this design (develop and test the software itself). In its ideal form, 
just a single pass through the stages of the waterfall is required. Yet in practice, complex 
new systems rarely work well after a single development cycle. More fundamentally, the 
very idea of fully specifying requirements before beginning development is chimeric, 
for multiple reasons. A system’s users are rarely aware of or able to articulate what they 
want, details often emerge only in implementation, and most projects undergo change 
due to exogenous factors. These and other realities “may invalidate previous design 
decisions” and require backtracking.2 While iterative approaches were initially seen as 
inelegant deviations from the waterfall, something to be “almost apologetic about,” over 
time they gained acceptance and were codified in a new paradigm.3 Rather than attempt 
a full version of a new system the first time around, programmers “start with a simple 
implementation of a subset of the software requirements.”4 A project’s requirements are 
repeatedly reformulated, design re-envisioned, implementation repeated, and adjustments 
made based on feedback. The very purposes of the project, and all its details, remain 
subject to adaptive modification.

The design and conduct of field-based inquiry in political science similarly departs 
from a clear-cut, step-by-step process of positing hypotheses, collecting data, and then 
testing the former using the latter. Instead, it often involves repeated cycles of project  
development—incorporating into project design learning based on early analysis of 
information and data from participants, stakeholders, and other sources. Iteration may 
extend to rethinking fundamental building blocks of research design (e.g., research ques-
tions, hypotheses, field sites, or techniques for data gathering) as research proceeds. 
Fine-tuning (e.g., adjusting research instruments based on pre-testing) also constitutes 
iteration, but we focus on larger mid-course changes here.

Research projects often unfold over time, from initial inspiration, to publications, to 
follow-up endeavors. In this article, we consider iteration during a subset of that span: 
between the initial specification of essential elements of research design and publication of 
results. Design modifications that occur as a result of pre-dissertation trips or other 
preliminary or pilot forays are widely understood and not our focus here;5 we likewise do not 
consider ways in which researchers might update their ideas or approach between projects.

Iteration might happen “in the field,” during the trips back to one’s home institution 
that often punctuate fieldwork,6 or at other moments as the researcher generates and 
analyzes data and writes up results. Scholars may be more likely to rethink and amend 
some aspect(s) of their research design toward the beginning of a research project; in-
deed, in some types of research certain design aspects must solidify at some point, such 
as question wording in a large survey. Yet in many research projects and settings, most 
aspects of a research design can be analytically, systematically, and openly updated—and 
the risks of such updating effectively mitigated—later in the research process as well. 
Indeed, such iteration could potentially “save” a research project that otherwise seems 
destined to fail.
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Iteration in Research: Perspectives from the Literature

Conceptualization of iteration’s benefits and problems varies across methodological 
traditions and time. Although little of the work we review here focuses directly on 
field-based inquiry, this work is typically covered in graduate methods training and pro-
foundly influences how scholars carry out fieldwork.7 We find that most methodolog-
ical traditions acknowledge that iteration is necessary and constructive under at least 
some circumstances. However, views about its value and implications vary considerably 
among political scientists with different epistemological commitments who use different 
analytic methods: some scholars embrace the idea of revisiting theoretical priors and 
research-design decisions as they gather data, while some dominant voices in the disci-
pline sound discouraging notes. Overall, the literature offers little in the way of guidance 
on how to engage in analytically productive iteration.

Interpretive scholarship embraces iteration but conceptualizes it as part of an over-
arching logic of inquiry or process of sense-making called abductive reasoning. Explain-
ing this process, Schwartz-Shea and Yanow write that the fieldwork, “deskwork,” and 
“textwork” phases of research are all “intertwined”:8 concepts and categories cannot be 
fully formed and “imposed” at the outset of a project prior to fieldwork,9 and hypotheses 
cannot be fully developed prior to immersion in the field and then rigidly tested on site.10 
Instead, scholars begin with a puzzle or a tension, then search for insight and under-
standing by “tack[ing] continually, constantly, back and forth in an iterative-recursive 
fashion between what is puzzling and possible explanations for it …”11 In other words, 
“Interpretivists work out iteratively the precise nature of the empirical focus and what 
that focus means in theoretical terms.”12 In interpretive research, learning can catalyze 
new questions, as it can in many forms of inquiry. However, as an element of abductive 
reasoning, iteration is understood as an ongoing and recurring cycle involving sparks 
and spirals of intellectual discovery, driven by encountering what is not understood, that 
can thrust research in unanticipated directions. Put differently, changing one’s research 
via iteration is the very point in interpretive scholarship, which emphasizes making in-
tellectual pivots through abduction—rather than progressively refining a research design 
using an analytic framework to plan, problematize, weigh, and justify iteration.

There is greater variation in the acceptance of—and overall more skepticism 
about—iteration in positivist research traditions. For instance, among the most influential 
messages in King, Keohane, and Verba’s landmark book (“KKV”)—which reflects the 
zeitgeist of quantitative research methods while asserting that a single logic of inference 
underpins all social science inquiry—is its injunction against mid-course reformulation 
of a project’s theoretical architecture. According to KKV, scholars should choose a 
research question, develop or identify relevant theories, and discern their observable 
implications, early in the execution of a study, and then collect evidence related to as 
many observable implications as possible in order to evaluate the theories.13 The bright 
line between theory development and testing is critical: scholars are discouraged from 
evolving theory or deriving new hypotheses based on the analysis of evidence collect-
ed. KKV acknowledge that “pilot projects” can lead to the alteration of questions or 
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refinement of theory to be investigated further in a subsequent study.14 In the course of 
an inquiry, however, theory should only be modified in ways that expose it more fully to 
falsification by expanding the number of applicable cases; narrowing the scope of theory 
should be avoided unless new data can be collected to evaluate the modified theory.15 For 
Yom, KKV exemplifies the “deductive paradigm” that prominent methodologists com-
monly espouse and that is pervasive in political science.16 Even if some lines in KKV 
complicate their message somewhat, the overall thrust discourages adjusting theories 
after generating data to test them.17

During the renaissance in qualitative research methods that KKV helped to cata-
lyze, a number of scholars who hold generally positivist commitments have commented 
on the utility of iteration. For instance, Collier, Seawright, and Munck write that “the 
refinement of theory and hypotheses through the iterated analysis of a given set of data 
is an essential research tool, and researchers lose other aspects of analytic leverage by 
not employing it.”18 George and Bennett concur that “some iteration is often necessary” 
among the design, execution, and assessment phases of case study research.19 Munck 
likewise observes how data-driven theory reformulation “allows social scientists to learn 
from their research.”20 Others argue that iteration can strengthen discrete aspects of 
research design. For example, Mahoney asserts that scholars’ movement “back and forth  
between ideas and evidence” facilitates refining concepts and measures.21 These selected 
passages notwithstanding, few early contributions to the qualitative methods corpus 
highlighted or elaborated on iteration as integral to the research process. Well-known 
books on research design tend to say little or nothing about it.22

Beginning a decade and a half after KKV’s publication, however, iteration be-
gan to move toward the forefront of methodological debate. An important trigger was 
cross-disciplinary concern about bias resulting from the selective reporting of results and 
ad hoc manipulation of models to create publishable findings (“p-hacking” and the like). 
This unease, particularly within mainstream quantitative research, engendered efforts to 
limit scholars’ latitude for making mid-course adjustments to research design, at least in 
confirmatory, hypothesis-testing analysis.

The research registration movement calls on scholars to publicly specify their hypothe-
ses, or even publish pre-analysis plans outlining the full arc of a research project prior to its 
initiation.23 Jacobs finds evidence of “fishing” practices in qualitative research as well and 
suggests parallel remedies for studies involving certain kinds of data.24 Yet preregistration 
remains controversial even among the quantitative experimentalist community from which 
it emerged. Humphreys, Sanchez de la Sierra, and van der Windt advocate a “non-binding” 
approach to preregistration that permits later deviations (but requires that they be reported); 
they note that postponing design decisions can provide opportunities to “gain new insights 
… collect more measures or access more data …” and allows productive “model changes 
in the analysis phase.”25 Others question preregistration given the “complex and evolving” 
nature of social science hypotheses,26 and worry that it may discourage the “data exploration 
that many researchers report as the basis of their deepest insights.”27

The debate over preregistration and related proposals has recently provoked en-
ergetic defenses of the value of adjusting theoretical or analytic aspects of a research 
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project while carrying it out. Such assertions are underpinned by a belief that it is natural 
and appropriate for inquiry to proceed through an ongoing “dialogue with the data.”28 
Yom forcefully advocates for “inductive iteration,” in which researchers may begin with 
“something less than a fully theorized hypothesis”; reformulate explanations after en-
countering data, “contradictory or null results, competing propositions, [or] unexpected 
inspirations”; and repeatedly move “back and forth between data and theory” to develop 
convincing explanations.29 Yom asserts that this is what political scientists in multiple 
traditions actually do—despite often presenting their work in the trappings of the deduc-
tive paradigm—and suggests that they openly embrace their iterative process and docu-
ment it fully in their publications. This, he argues, will curb problems like data mining 
and strategically selective publication of results while preserving flexibility.30

In a similar vein, Fairfield and Charman defend iterative research in which “prior 
knowledge informs hypotheses and data gathering strategies, evidence inspires new or 
refined hypotheses along the way, and there is continual feedback between theory and 
data.”31 A “logical Bayesian” inferential framework, they write, makes no distinction 
between exploratory and confirmatory research; alternating “between theory develop-
ment, data collection, and data analysis” need not pose problems of confirmation bias or 
ad-hoc theorizing.32 Also following Bayesian lines, Bennett asserts that by making prior 
expectations explicit and updating them over the course of research, scholars can “make 
process tracing more rigorous and transparent.”33

To be sure, injunctions against mid-project changes apply most explicitly to 
hypothesis-testing studies or aspects of a project. Much field-based research also pur-
sues other goals, such as detailed description and interpretation of a phenomenon or 
building new theory. Few if any methodologists would explicitly object to iteration in 
pursuit of these objectives. However, there are rarely clearly delimited descriptive or 
theory-generation phases of field-based inquiry, despite pressure to shape inquiry around 
hypothesis testing or present it as seeking to achieve that end.34 This lack of clearly 
demarcated phases makes it even more difficult to discern when iteration would be 
“acceptable”: given the dominance of the deductive paradigm, even adjusting project 
design in pursuit of these goals may seem to violate disciplinary expectations. Despite 
this lack of clarity, the emerging literature defending theory-data dialogue offers little 
specific advice for how to engage productively in iteration.

As this brief review suggests, political scientists have divergent perspectives on the 
value of iterative research design. Moreover, the discipline is only beginning to come 
to terms with how research projects unfold in practice, how that process is represented 
in published accounts, and how to align the two. While scholars’ views on iteration are 
shaped by their epistemological priors and analytic goals, there is increasing acknowl-
edgment that research projects rarely proceed unmodified from an initially specified 
plan. Still, as we document below, political scientists who modify their research designs 
while doing fieldwork frequently experience anxiety, doubt, or even shame about their 
choices, and rarely discuss or justify iteration in presentations or publications. In the rest 
of this article we scrutinize this gap between iteration’s analytic potential and its schol-
arly profile and consider strategies for bridging it.
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Data and Methods

Our study of iteration in field-based inquiry draws on multiple forms of original 
empirical evidence. As part of a book project, we conducted a web-based survey of 
political scientists at colleges and universities throughout the United States, carried out 
in-depth interviews, and reviewed published scholarship concerning, and based on, field 
research.35 While we conducted our survey and interviews in 2011 and 2012, their results 
remain highly relevant. Our questions solicited data on decades of scholars’ research 
experiences, demonstrating the enduring nature of many fieldwork practices. Moreover, 
several of the discipline’s recent methodological innovations—e.g., the renaissance in 
qualitative and mixed methods research and the rise of experimental work—had already 
begun to emerge by the time we conducted our inquiry and are thus captured in our data.

In the survey, we asked respondents to answer sets of questions about specific field 
research projects they had undertaken. In all, 1,142 respondents reported on 1,468 dis-
crete field research projects. We randomly selected respondents from a list, provided to 
us by the American Political Science Association (APSA), intended to include every 
U.S.-based political science faculty member (not merely APSA members). Qualitative 
and quantitative researchers, and members of all major subfields, were well-represent-
ed in the sample.36 The respondents correspond closely to the sampling frame in most 
observable respects.37 The survey clearly shows response bias toward those who had 
conducted field research (although we urged scholars to participate regardless of field 
experience level), meaning the results are reasonably representative of political science 
faculty who have done fieldwork, though not necessarily of all faculty in the discipline. 
According to AAPOR definitions, the Response Rate 2 was 22.8 percent; the response 
rate just among field researchers is higher but unknown.38

We also carried out sixty-two semi-structured interviews with a diverse set of politi-
cal scientists who have conducted fieldwork. We selected respondents purposively, seek-
ing broad variation on relevant parameters, including type of home institution, academic 
rank, disciplinary subfield, substantive and geographic focus, time spent in the field, and 
data-collection strategies and analytic methods used. We assured respondents we would 
not reveal their identities in hopes of eliciting their candid perspectives on how and why 
they conducted fieldwork as they did, and what challenges they encountered and solu-
tions they devised.

The present study also integrates insights and examples from the growing literature on 
field research in the discipline, and from a wide selection of books and articles written by 
fieldworkers from every subfield employing a diverse range of data-collection techniques. 
We also draw on our own experiences teaching field research in a variety of contexts 
(e.g., sessions at the Institute for Qualitative and Multi-Method Research (IQMR), short 
courses at the annual APSA conference, and workshops in multiple countries). Finally, the 
authors have conducted fieldwork on five continents (Africa, Asia, Europe, North America, 
and South America) in a wide range of locations, from wealthy cities of the industrialized 
world to remote villages of the Global South, collecting and analyzing both quantitative 
and qualitative data.
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Iteration in Field-Based Inquiry: Benefits and Challenges

Scholars are constantly learning as they cycle between data collection and analysis 
during field research. They often acquire information that changes the way they think 
about key aspects of their project and encounter unanticipated circumstances that affect 
the plausibility, costs, and benefits of their research plan. Iteratively updating their 
research designs in the field allows scholars to integrate what they are learning into their 
projects.

Some very recent contributions to the field methods literature reflect how common, 
and how productive, such “dynamic research design” is among fieldworkers from 
diverse epistemological traditions. Krause and Szekely’s collection of essays highlights 
this theme in a section titled “Make a Plan… Then be Ready to Toss It.”39 Posner reflects 
on how he pivoted from his original research question to an ultimately more fruitful one 
in the midst of his dissertation research in Zambia, concluding: “one should go into the 
field prepared, but one should also be prepared to go off script.”40 Michelitch explains 
how a military coup and gender hierarchies in Mali forced her team to make multiple 
design changes, and created new questions and theoretical opportunities.41 Soss explores 
how conceptualization or casing (“What should I treat this as a case of?”) might evolve 
based on learning in the field.42

Yet, because iterating on a research design can pose challenges and raise concerns 
about the rigor of a research project, fieldworkers rarely explicitly or fully acknowledge 
iteration in their presentations or publications.43 Their reticence keeps iteration “in the 
shadows”; limits our ability to learn about the practices, prevalence, benefits, and chal-
lenges of iteration; inhibits understanding (and evaluating) how field-based inquiry is 
conducted; and hampers the generation of methodological strategies for fruitful iteration.

Below, we draw on our survey and interviews, our own experiences, and insights 
from the literature, to illuminate iteration. We demonstrate how common it is for politi-
cal scientists to update their research designs based on what they learn in the field, high-
light how scholars do so and how their work benefits, show how iteration varies across 
different kinds of projects, and discuss the intellectual challenges that iteration poses.

Evidence for Iteration from Our Survey and Interviews In our survey, we asked 
scholars to indicate which of eight analytic tasks their work in the field facilitated (see 
Figure A1 in the online appendix).44 Respondents selected all that applied to a given 
field-based project. Unsurprisingly, in more than 88 percent of reported research proj-
ects, respondents indicated that they gathered data (acquired information or source ma-
terial) in the field. In many projects, fieldwork also facilitated data analysis tasks such 
as hypothesis testing and understanding causal processes. Yet, field research also was 
reported to contribute to six discrete research design tasks (see lighter bars in Figure A1). 
It is particularly striking that fieldwork facilitated “developing or refining the research 
question” in 83 percent of projects, given that other aspects of research design often 
change when the research question does. Fieldwork was also important, in a strong ma-
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jority of projects, for developing concepts, hypotheses, and measures. In just over half, 
it contributed significantly to case selection. In sum, in most cases political scientists 
redesign, rethink, and augment multiple elements of their projects’ research design on 
the basis of fieldwork.

Our in-depth interviews with researchers confirmed that iteration is prevalent—and 
beneficial—in field-based research.45 First-time and veteran fieldworkers alike, from 
diverse subfields and methodological traditions, recounted how amending their research  
design allowed them to integrate knowledge acquired in the field into their ongoing  
research efforts. Far beyond updating interview protocols, survey questionnaires, or  
sampling strategies after pre-testing or piloting,46 scholars described renegotiating central 
aspects of research design throughout their field-based research projects. In one instance, 
a graduate student discovered that his carefully planned single-sector, two-country study 
of the political economy of development no longer seemed “as big and exciting a 
research topic” after conversations with locally based academics. He invested weeks 
rethinking the project, settling on a single-country, multi-sector design that necessitated 
additional weeks of historical inquiry to develop an exhaustive universe of cases from 
which to sample specific sites for in-depth study.47

Respondents often noted how their fieldwork experiences helped them to clarify 
their project’s goals, formulate their research question, select data collection tech-
niques, and more. For instance, one scholar who studied education in the Balkans  
described how carefully debriefing the undergraduate students who conducted interviews  
for her helped her sharpen her research question.48 Another respondent discussed how 
her initial interviews prompted a substantial reframing of the research question, from 
when and why foreign policy decisions are made to how policies organically emerge 
without specific decisions at identifiable points in time.49 A student of informal workers in 
Latin America recounted how she changed course when her initial analysis of responses 
from leaders of street vending organizations revealed that her interviews were producing 
superficial and likely misleading data. She surmised that the cause was the formal protocol of 
questions she was using, derived from the literature and including terms inapplicable to her 
respondents’ reality. Initiating more free-wheeling conversations with vendors—ultimately 
engaging in participant observation—produced more meaningful data.50

Why Do Scholars Who Engage in Field-Based Inquiry Tend to Iterate? Why do 
political scientists who conduct fieldwork so often reconsider and adjust central aspects 
of their projects? Beyond the analytic dividends that iterative research design delivers, 
we argue that particular characteristics of research requiring fieldwork—qualities tied to 
its often-pioneering nature—make iteration especially necessary and beneficial.51 While 
other political scientists also benefit from iterative research design, the analytic challenges 
fieldworkers face more commonly require iteration.

First, the problems, puzzles, and questions that are addressed through fieldwork fre-
quently lack well-developed or context-relevant theoretical literatures.52 Such theoretical 
gaps complicate deductive reasoning, hampering scholars’ efforts to derive meaningful 
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hypotheses and making it more difficult to design other aspects of research prior to field-
work. Consequently, the field sites and cases; concepts, questions, and hypotheses; and 
measurement strategies and data-collection techniques that prove compelling and theo-
retically rich once scholars are in the field often differ from those that seemed promising 
when they initially designed their projects based on extant theory.

Second, research requiring fieldwork often confronts new realities, exploring empir-
ical terrain about which less is known or documented. Consequently, scholars routinely  
find it difficult to gather all the information they need in advance of fieldwork, even with 
the explosion of digital data. Further, essential political facts can easily be misunderstood 
based on scholars’ pre-field consideration of invariably partial data and variably germane 
scholarship. Wood makes this point when she emphasizes the difficulty of understanding 
actors’ “preferences and beliefs” prior to entering the field, particularly when the politi-
cal is repressed or crucial players hide their actions and views.53 Likewise, key political 
processes and practices are often informal—neither officially documented nor formally 
institutionalized—complicating learning about them from afar.54 These dynamics can 
limit scholars’ ability to fully design their research in advance of fieldwork.

Finally, research requiring fieldwork is disproportionately affected by the funda-
mentally unpredictable and ever-evolving nature of politics. As Emerson rightly notes, 
fieldwork is never static, but “highly situational and contextual,” requiring researchers to 
constantly adapt to new challenges as they observe the “ongoing worlds of other people.”55 
Sometimes such changes are quick and dramatic: coups, insurgencies, massive protests, or 
economic crises, for instance, may necessitate project adjustments. Settings of violence or 
conflict, and rapid changes in security, demand improvisation in the field for reasons of 
physical safety, mental health, ethics, and feasibility.56 More subtle contextual changes can 
also complicate research plans and dictate refinements. Key respondents who promised 
interviews can renege; archives can close, flood, or burn down; and would-be partners in 
an experiment can withdraw. Of course, on-the-ground changes can also represent “seren-
dipitous surprises” offering new research opportunities,57 or what Trachtenberg describes 
as “strokes of luck.”58 For example, one interview respondent studying bicameralism in the 
U.S. benefitted from the fortuitous establishment of a Joint Committee on the Organization 
of Congress during his on-site field research;59 another comparing presidential campaigns 
cross-nationally unexpectedly found himself collecting video advertisements that he had 
assumed were unavailable.60 Whether inopportune or fortuitous, the contextual changes 
that scholars confront as they conduct fieldwork require flexibility in research design.

In sum, scholars who conduct field research are often operating in new theoretical  
and/or empirical terrain. They confront unforeseen complexity and variation, particularly 
when working in multiple research sites. As they get “a feel for the context” and fill gaps 
in their knowledge through initial data collection and analysis, and confront changing 
political conditions, they develop new ideas about their research,61 leading them to recon-
sider and adjust their research design. Moreover, as described previously, the operation of 
intellectual feedback loops that inform dynamic research design are inevitable aspects of 
fieldwork that improve scholars’ research. Iterating on their research design makes it more 
likely that scholars will develop valid inferences and interpretations, enhancing internal 
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validity. Conversely, ignoring new knowledge and its research implications—failing to 
correct misconceptions or ill-conceived design decisions, or continuing to pursue theoreti-
cally unpromising questions, cases, or explanations—is unproductive and can stunt knowl-
edge generation and theory development. Taking a less-rigid, more iterative approach to 
project design and execution allows scholars to capitalize on, rather than be capsized by, 
the dynamism of the fieldwork experience. 

Patterns in Iteration in Field-Based Research If the explanation just offered of why 
scholars who conduct fieldwork iteratively update their research designs holds true, we 
should find that the degree to which scholars evolve their designs varies with the causes 
we posit. Exploring patterns in iteration by estimating a set of logit regression models (see 
Table A1 in the online appendix) on data from our survey of U.S.-based political scientists 
suggests that our explanation has merit. First, projects in which scholars confronted unfamil-
iar contexts, that involved more fieldwork, and that relied more heavily on fieldwork, were 
more likely to undergo adjustments to their analytic architecture. For instance, fieldwork 
drove hypothesis development in projects carried out in international settings more than in 
those conducted completely in the U.S. In addition, projects comprising more trips entailed 
more research question refinement, hypothesis development, and case selection than those 
with fewer trips. Projects involving more time in the field were more likely to involve iter-
ation in each aspect of research design about which we inquired than those involving field-
work of shorter duration. Finally, design changes were more likely in projects that depended 
significantly on data collected in the field, versus those mainly drawing on non-field sources. 
Thus, for example, field research was about 43 percent likely to facilitate hypothesis devel-
opment in a two-week project carried out on a single trip within the U.S. that generated only 
a tenth of all data used in the project. By contrast, it was about 85 percent likely in a 
year-long project involving six overseas trips that produced all of a project’s data.62

We also identified a link between iterative research design and a project’s episte-
mological orientation and resultant methodological bases (represented with variables 
for projects involving interpretive analysis, qualitative analysis, and quantitative anal-
ysis). Projects involving interpretive analysis, in keeping with interpretivists’ emphasis 
on abductive reasoning, were highly likely to entail iteration on almost every aspect of 
research design about which we inquired. Field research facilitated developing research 
questions, concepts, measures, and case selection in all types of qualitative projects, and 
aided with developing hypotheses, and especially measures, in projects based on quan-
titative analysis. The techniques that scholars used to generate or gather data are also 
linked to the prevalence of certain design changes. For example, ethnography and par-
ticipant observation facilitated case selection; the use of interviews predicted research 
question refinement; and survey research was particularly conducive to conceptualiza-
tion. In short, scholars of all epistemological and methodological persuasions iterate 
on their research designs in the field in varying, yet partially predictable, ways. These 
findings bolster our claim that scholars who conduct fieldwork, and do so in particular 
ways, are more likely to engage in such iteration.
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Iteration’s Challenges and Their Implications Its potential analytic benefits notwith-
standing, altering the design of a field-based research project—given the fluid contexts in 
which fieldwork often proceeds and the multiple factors that influence such changes—is 
challenging and can pose multiple analytic risks.63 A first set of risks relates to the intri-
cate and inter-connected analytic decisions and arrangements that fieldwork often entails. 
Changing one aspect of a project can set off a cascade of adjustments that may weaken 
rather than strengthen its analytic and inferential foundations. Researchers expend great 
effort carefully striking analytic micro-compromises, for instance, about how to  
sequence data collection, forge agreements with archivists, or partner with non- 
governmental organizations, as they conduct their research. Changing their designs can 
unsettle those arrangements, calling the future of a project into question.

Another set of risks concerns data. When a scholar changes their research design, the 
data that they originally collected may no longer fit their project, requiring a new round of 
data collection that could prolong the project or result in unsatisfactory information. One of 
our interviewees expressed just this concern: “If it’s a grad student embarking on research, 
what I really worry about is their returning without the info they need to write the disser-
tation. So I want them to be hard-nosed about not deviating too far from the prospectus. 
Unless they realize the project is not feasible and they need to go in a different direction.  
I want to avoid their returning with a little bit of information about a lot of things.”64

A third set of risks relates to a project’s cases and concepts. Excessive or careless 
iteration can result in a scholar including cases that seem to confirm their emerging  
understanding and/or cases from which less can be learned. Continually iterating may 
also tie the concepts and measures employed in a research project ever more tightly 
to the specific phenomenon and context of study. In either scenario, a project risks 
becoming increasingly idiosyncratic, reducing the potential generalizability of its findings 
and arguments.

A final set of risks is inference-based and most likely to arise when scholars revise 
their descriptive or causal propositions. For instance, when a scholar discards their initial 
propositions at the first sign of contrary evidence, those propositions are not subjected 
to sufficient scrutiny.65 Also, when a researcher develops new hypotheses based on their 
observations in the field, they may consider those hypotheses confirmed without assess-
ing them using additional observations, possibly leading to false positives. Alternative-
ly, when collecting data to evaluate new propositions, a researcher may “cherry pick”  
evidence or interpret information in a way that confirms those propositions (confirma-
tion bias). The more propositions a scholar generates as a project progresses, the more 
challenging it becomes to carefully evaluate each one.

In recognition of these risks, as discussed previously, important strands of the 
methodology literature feature admonitions against changing the design of a study 
while carrying it out. Such injunctions make departing from what was specified in 
prospectuses and grant applications seem inappropriate, suspect, and at odds with 
neutral scientific inquiry and with the familiar notion of research as a linear progres-
sion (posit–gather–evaluate–write). Moreover, the literature provides little guidance 
on how to iterate productively.
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The challenges that iteration poses have two important implications. First and more 
viscerally, scholars sensing the need to adjust a research design mid-project often worry 
that they have wasted precious time and money, and question whether they have the 
practical or intellectual resources that now seem necessary to carry out the project. Our 
interview respondents conveyed just these reactions. One scholar described how “it was 
one big crisis” when her “beautifully worked out research design” initially foundered 
upon contact with realities in the field, where people she interviewed failed to fit neat-
ly into her pre-conceived conceptual categories.66 Another reported facing one “panic  
issue” after another. Civil unrest, difficulty accessing certain areas, and a natural disaster  
called for wrenching research design adjustments, such as changing the project’s  
geographic scope: “There was a week of crying before I came to that conclusion. I asked 
myself: is my research still valid? I had all these insecurities.”67

A second implication, as noted earlier, is that scholars who iterate on their research 
designs rarely openly acknowledge having done so in their presentations and publica-
tions. As a result, scholarly communities are unable to fully grasp and evaluate how 
field-based inquiry is conducted: they cannot assess how the analytic architecture of 
research projects evolve, whether choices and changes authors made were warranted, or 
whether precautions against bias were adequate. Moreover, scholars implicitly or explic-
itly describing a neater, more linear research process than the one they actually followed 
perpetuates the idea that iteration is “forbidden” (or at least imprudent) and impedes the 
development of analytic strategies for productive iteration.

In short, changing one’s research design mid-course can deliver important intellec-
tual benefits. Yet iteration is not a panacea: overly malleable research designs cannot 
effectively direct or discipline research. Moreover, design changes can generate new 
intellectual problems, create considerable stress, and lead to obfuscation.

A Framework for Analytic Iteration

We believe that iterating on a research design in a careful, structured, and reflexive way 
can strengthen rather than weaken a research project. Below, we present a framework to 
help scholars to plan for, engage in, and document iterative research design. Engaging 
in iteration in the way we discuss is not required to reap iteration’s benefits, nor does it 
guarantee a scholar will do so. However, following the steps and reflecting on the criteria 
we outline should reduce the risks of iteration and increase its likelihood of enhancing 
a research project.

We preface our discussion with an overarching recommendation: scholars should 
not change course hastily. Opportunities and problems can be ephemeral and deceiving 
in content and importance. After discovering an opportunity or problem, scholars should 
wait to act, ideally setting a timeline to carefully examine the contours and causes of the 
development, devise and consider possible research design changes, and identify and 
weigh the implications for their research of different courses of action. For instance, 
Newsome established specific data collection goals for particular points in time, which 
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she shared with colleagues in the field site and advisors from home, before deciding on 
potential research design changes.68

Planning and Preparing for Iteration Adopting a flexible yet disciplined approach to re-
search design and to field research design—articulating contingency in specific terms—facilitates 
productive iteration in field-based research.69 While research designs should be detailed, some 
design decisions are best made with, or require, information that scholars can only acquire on the 
ground. Choices such as which regions to study, what sampling method to use, or how to opera-
tionalize key variables may usefully remain open until information from the field is available.

To address this challenge, scholars can identify in their research designs critical 
choice points, sketch out a logic for making the relevant decisions, list options for con-
sideration and specific criteria for choosing among them, and discuss a plan for obtaining 
the required information. It may be useful to develop one or more alternative strategies 
(addressing different types of contingencies) for key aspects of a project. For example, 
while designing her study of decision-making by supreme courts, Kapiszewski realized 
that identifying which court cases to study required compiling and analyzing specialized 
information that could only be gathered in the field. Her research design, then, detailed 
a process for selecting cases once the requisite information had been gathered. Seeking 
pre-approval from advisors and funders, and the concurrence of collaborators, to contin-
ue refining design as research proceeds may also be advisable.

The more a scholar learns about and engages with their research topic and context in 
advance of conducting fieldwork, the better prepared they will be to design field research 
in this flexible way with key contingencies, and to productively execute and iterate on 
that design while in the field and thereafter. Creating a detailed yet flexible “Data 
Collection Plan” can also assist with these imperatives.70

Iterating on Research Design in Response to Opportunities and Problems Produc-
tively iterating on a research design involves three analytic steps: 1) identifying a spe-
cific opportunity or problem; 2) pinpointing the cause(s) of the opportunity or problem; 
and 3) deciding whether and how to change one’s research design in response. Table 1 
illustrates these steps for several opportunities and problems that field researchers typi-
cally encounter. Possible responses and changes do not align one-to-one with particular 
causes; researchers should evaluate all possibilities.

Recognizing the potential for productive iteration is an analytic process that schol-
ars may undertake at different points in a project. Sometimes scholars anticipate the need 
for iteration when designing their studies, as discussed above. Alternatively, scholars 
identify the potential for productive iteration as they work in the field. Some glimpse 
unanticipated opportunities (e.g., a new way to frame the question, a new hypothesis, or 
a new strategy to measure a key concept). For example, one of our interview respondents 
discovered she could learn much more from government officials by accompanying them 
in their work through a form of participant observation than by interviewing them, as she 
had begun to do.71 Another launched a project to assess which of two policy paradigms 
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governed interviewees’ thinking and was surprised to hear them invoke an unfamiliar 
third perspective.72 Other scholars identify a problem or realize they are stuck. Like 
LaPorte, they may experience a “crisis of research design.”73

How can scholars best position themselves to identify opportunities and problems, 
and to diagnose their causes? One key strategy is engaging with the research environment, 
constantly seeking to learn more about, and critically reflecting on, a study’s political, 
social, and cultural context. For instance, analyzing data in preliminary ways while col-
lecting them—summarizing documents gathered and interview notes, or developing initial 
descriptions of important variables—helps scholars to detect unanticipated complications 
or new ways of thinking about the research question. Triangulating among multiple data 
sources also helps researchers to identify potential conflicts and gaps and diagnose their 
causes. Of course, scholars need to balance analyzing data collected against collecting new 
data; their primary focus while in the field should be on things they can only do in the field.

Once scholars have clarified a specific opportunity or problem, and its causes, they 
should evaluate the significance of the development and the advisability of responding 
to it. How might seizing the opportunity benefit, and how might ignoring the problem 
impair, the fundamentals of the project? Is a change necessary for solid descriptive or 
causal inference, or would a design alteration make the project different yet not better? 
Considering counterfactuals can be useful: will the project remain on solid empirical and 
inferential footing without grasping the opportunity or addressing the problem?

Re-designing an aspect of a project entails analytic steps similar to those taken 
when originally formulating a research design. Scholars should first develop a concrete 
set of potential modifications that could allow them to capitalize on the opportunity or 
address the problem in the context of the research project. Consulting other scholars 
who may have encountered similar problems or opportunities can be beneficial. Next, 
scholars should devise a strategy for adjudicating among these possible research design 
modifications, considering the potential risks, benefits, and trade-offs, and the broader 
implications for the project, of each. We offer four broad criteria against which scholars 
can evaluate changes, considering them holistically.

First, how will each possible change affect the project’s real-world relevance? Ul-
timately, political science is valuable to the degree it produces meaningful and novel 
results and findings that increase our knowledge about important real-world questions 
and problems—that have implications for people, or could be used to make a difference, 
in the places we study. Second, what are the intellectual implications of each possi-
ble research design change? Will the change increase concept validity,74 or strengthen 
measurement? Will it augment the likelihood of achieving internal validity (i.e., of the 
scholar accurately interpreting the dynamics of interest and drawing valid descriptive 
and causal inferences) or of fully exposing descriptive and explanatory propositions and 
hypotheses to falsification? Will it help the researcher make a novel theoretical contribu-
tion? Or might it have the opposite effect?

Third, what are the ethical implications of each potential change? Fieldworkers often 
come to better understand ethical imperatives and boundaries after spending time on the 
ground. Will the design change take a project outside those boundaries or ensure that it stays 
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within them? Will the change help the scholar to engage in active ethics, such as integrat-
ing the voices of the disempowered into a project?75 Might the changes require resubmit-
ting aspects of the project to one or more ethics boards? Finally and fundamentally, which  
(if any) of the possible changes are feasible—able to be introduced with the time, money, 
and expertise that the researcher has? For instance, will instituting any of the changes re-
quire new data, and, if so, what resources are required to collect them? If a change necessi-
tates modifying a project’s theoretical or geographic scope, is doing so realistic?

Documenting Research Design Changes Documenting change is the crucial last 
step in analytically iterating on one’s research design. One of our major contentions is 
that the dynamic process of identifying, considering, and evaluating possible research 
design changes should not remain a “quiet crisis,” hidden from public view. As Yom 
also advocates,76 scholars should carefully document the evaluative process just outlined, 
discussing why some research design changes were considered and discarded during 
project execution, and describing and justifying those that were introduced. Driscoll 
also highlights the importance of documenting change, observing: “We sometimes 
pivot, change questions, and explain why we did what we did—what specifically we 
learned in the field that changed our original point of view.”77 This suggestion is in line 
with those offered in essays written by working groups associated with the Qualitative 
Transparency Deliberations, which note the desirability of documenting design changes that 
so commonly occur in political science research.78

Taking this “lab book” or “field journal” approach to documenting iteration is  
important for several reasons. Doing so helps scholars to be more conscious and self-critical 
about the changes they consider and implement. Also, once a scholar introduces a change 
to their project, the part of the project that was placed aside or amended continues to be 
part of the project. For instance, retaining dropped hypotheses in the project’s “analyt-
ic space” encourages scholars to continue to look for evidence that supports or refutes 
them. Doing so can increase a scholar’s confidence that the change benefited the project—
or, indeed, lead them to question its introduction. Documenting iteration also facilitates  
repeating research processes in additional contexts. Finally, as we discuss in greater depth 
in the conclusion, careful documentation helps scholars to be open about iteration in the 
presentations and publications that stem from their research. Scholars clearly describing and 
explaining how and why they updated their research designs allows them to demonstrate 
how iteration strengthened their project, increasing the credibility of both the research and 
iteration; it also empowers other researchers to understand how the work was carried out, and 
to learn from and assess the robustness and integrity of their research processes.

Conclusion

Field research makes contributions of enduring value to the discipline of political sci-
ence. Much of this value, we submit, derives from its iterative nature. As the results of 



20

Comparative Politics July 2022

our survey and interviews of political scientists from varied demographic backgrounds, 
ranks, subfields, areas of specialization, epistemological commitments, and methodologi-
cal preferences demonstrate, political scientists frequently modify their research designs in 
the course of conducting field-based inquiry. Scholars who conduct fieldwork must cope 
with the complexity and mutability of real-world political settings, and frequently work on 
problems for which the theoretical or empirical terrain is uncharted. As field researchers 
collect and interpret data and map it back to theory, they derive novel insights that change 
the way they think about their questions and arguments. Those new ideas lead them to 
dynamically renegotiate, reformulate, or refine core dimensions of their project design 
in order to maximize its analytic potential. This process—and the repeated learning and 
discovery that propel and result from it—are among fieldwork’s core strengths and are 
essential to its contributions to knowledge about politics.

Yet engaging in iteration is challenging. Balancing the multiple factors that influ-
ence amending a research design is complicated, and iteration can entail a range of ana-
lytic risks. Moreover, making mid-course changes to research design seems to interrupt 
the linear, sequential research process portrayed or implied in much of the methodolog-
ical literature. As a result, scholars often question the wisdom of altering their research 
designs and worry that acknowledging doing so could call the rigor of their work into 
question. Consequently, scholars who modify their designs rarely mention that iteration 
in their presentations and publications. Their failure to do so has a range of negative in-
tellectual implications and implicitly reinforces the impression that iteration is verboten.

We argue that scholars can often avoid, minimize, or mitigate the risks that iterating 
on a research design can pose—and maximize its benefits—by engaging in iteration in 
an analytic, structured way. We offered a framework to help scholars to do so and em-
phasized the importance of scholars being open about research design changes (describ-
ing the modifications they considered and introduced, and justifying their choices). To 
conclude, we consider some implications for the assessment of research and for graduate 
training that a greater appreciation of iteration among political scientists might have, and 
then consider what scholars being more open about iteration might imply for fieldwork’s 
profile and place in the discipline.

Establishing Shared Expectations for Designing and Assessing Research Greater 
recognition of the value of iteration should lead to a multi-faceted reconsideration of 
how we assess research. Knowing that a research project will evolve in the field does not 
negate the need to develop a clear and detailed research design. It does, however, condi-
tion how scholars lay analytic groundwork. As noted earlier, anticipating iteration rec-
ommends building contingency and “pivot points” into research designs. It also suggests 
the utility of spending less time up-front making and justifying specific design choices, 
and more time articulating broad logics to guide later design decisions and outlining 
possible options to choose among when the information required to do so is obtained.

The idea that research design is an ongoing process, and that research proce-
dures evolve away from initial plans and intentions, poses a fundamental obstacle for 
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preregistering research designs. Our evidence and analysis underscore this challenge. 
But what about political scientists who both understand research projects to be their own 
idiosyncratic journey of exploration defying pre-specification, and seek to rigorously, 
impartially, and credibly test theories about the empirical world?79 We believe that care-
fully documenting research design changes, and continuing to explore alternative and 
discarded hypotheses even after new hypotheses have been adopted, can help scholars 
show that they are presenting a full and faithful record of findings, not merely select-
ing results that will maximize their work’s potential for publication. Another concrete 
approach, versions of which many researchers already follow, is to specify procedures 
for data collection and analysis once they are tested and the kinks are worked out; one 
might call this “just-in-time registration.” We believe that the emerging guidelines for 
and discussions about preregistering qualitative research80 can and should be reconciled 
with the value of iteration. Lines of dialogue on this point—and the implications for the 
assessment of field-based research—should be opened and sustained.

Given the value we see in iteration, we believe scholars should be discouraged from 
prematurely considering their research to be fully defined, and advisors and granting 
agencies should see flexibility and foresight in proposals as a sign of strength that in-
creases the likelihood a project will be successful. Also, funding models should be flex-
ible, supporting multiple shorter trips as well as one extended field stay.

Further, departments, universities, and professional associations should reconcep-
tualize the model traditionally employed to assess scholarly progress so that it takes 
into account the particular ways in which fieldwork creates knowledge. Most political 
science departments assess productivity largely by the quantity and quality of articles 
and books published within fixed periods of time: they take a snapshot of productivity at 
a particular moment. Field research is rewarded insofar as it results in dissertations and 
publications in what the discipline considers a reasonable timeframe. This traditional 
assessment model is insufficiently sensitive to the intellectual processes through which 
field research produces knowledge.

Capitalizing on fieldwork’s intellectual opportunities, and generating important 
findings in the field, often entails analytic iteration. Analytic iteration requires time, typ-
ically lengthening the time it takes to publish. Scholars who conduct field research—like 
all scholars—should feel confident being open about their research processes, and the 
time-to-publication those processes require should not negatively impact the assessment 
of their scholarly record: they should receive credit proportionate to the value and con-
tributions of their work. Of course, fairly evaluating scholarship based on fieldwork 
vis-à-vis other research does not address the broader and crucial structural inequities—
between tenure-track and non-tenure track faculty, those at private versus public in-
stitutions, or those affiliated in the Global North versus the Global South—that create 
immense gaps in opportunities to conduct field research. 

Developing Graduate Training to Prepare Scholars for Iteration Training in  
political science graduate programs, as well as research methods texts, should be  
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revised to reflect the role that iteration plays in multiple types of inquiry. Iteration is not 
the exclusive domain of interpretive scholars; rather, positivist researchers conducting 
both observational and experimental work also frequently engage in iteration to some  
degree. Consequently, all graduate methods courses that include research design should 
help students to see the dynamism that research design often entails, and appreciate 
that iterative design may be necessary to place research projects on the firmest ana-
lytic footing. Methods texts should forthrightly acknowledge and discuss the analytic 
and operational flexibility and creativity that designing and conducting inquiry in the  
absence of well-developed theory and deep empirical knowledge require. Graduate 
methods coursework should also introduce students to multiple data-collection  
techniques. Gaining this knowledge will help students to anticipate and plan for 
mid-stream revisions to their research designs, and empower them to thoughtfully and 
nimbly shift course when research opportunities and challenges inevitably arise. For 
some graduate students, effectively planning for and engaging in iterative research 
design also requires learning about unfamiliar contexts and cultures through taking 
language and area studies classes.

Surfacing Iteration in Presentations and Publications We have advocated a “lab 
book” or “field journal” approach to documenting field research practices, involving 
scholars recording and justifying their design choices and changes throughout the re-
search process. We believe these insights should be mentioned in scholars’ research 
presentations and appear in the text of, or supplemental material accompanying, their 
published work. Of course, such openness must be pursued ethically, with careful atten-
tion to the protection of human participants. Also, graduate students and untenured fac-
ulty should carefully consider what and how much to disclose until disciplinary norms 
become more accepting of iteration, and the discipline’s different epistemological com-
munities develop norms for openness. Yet, when it is possible, greater openness about it-
eration can produce important benefits for field research and the scholars who conduct it.

Fieldworkers openly acknowledging and discussing how they iterated on their 
research design will lead to the slow chipping away at iteration’s image as taboo. 
Acknowledging iteration will enable honest conversations about fieldwork practices, 
empowering political scientists to share their knowledge about doing field research and 
to learn from each other’s successes and mistakes. It will also propel the development 
of strategies to capitalize on the benefits, and avoid or address the potential pitfalls, 
associated with the iterative nature of field-based inquiry. Scholars demonstrating the 
analytic work that directs their field research will help to correct the misleading notion 
that field researchers depart for the field with fully formed research designs that they  
execute without deviation, and simultaneously debunk the myth that fieldwork is simply  
“rudderless rummaging.” Surfacing and celebrating iteration will thus enable more 
effective and equitable evaluation of scholarship based on field research. The ultimate 
outcome should be more rigorous fieldwork practices and more rewarding and  
productive political science research.
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Figure A1 Tasks and Processes Facilitated by Field Research
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