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Abstract:  

In this paper the author propose a map of research traditions (or paradigms), 
methodological frameworks (or approaches) and methods (techniques) that are used in 
social sciences. The goal of such mapping is to show the possibilities of using different 
methods in the research design to tackle the research problem. The author points out 
that chosen method depend not only on the research goal but also on the research 
tradition and methodological framework which researcher uses. These research 
traditions and approaches constrained researcher to follow certain assumptions and use 
concrete methods, which have both advantages and disadvantages. In the paper author 
explores correlation and interaction between research traditions, methodological 
frameworks and methods; “path dependency” of chosen research tradition that follow by 
framing research design in certain approaches and using concrete methods; how 
chosen methodological optics leads researcher to the biased research results. The 
author pays special attention to positioning actors–centered approach within and vis-à-
vis paradigms, methodological frameworks and methods of social sciences. Actors–
centered approach now is intensively developing within political science sub-discipline - 
Public Policy – and gives multidimensional and interdisciplinary tools to study political 
and policy changes. This interdisciplinary approach was an initial point to position not 
only different methods but also research traditions and approaches vis-à-vis each other 
and challenged researcher to use mixture of traditions, methods and approaches to 
reach not biased research findings. 

Research traditions, Methodological frameworks and Methods of Social 

Sciences: what do we mean by them? 

Better to understand differences between research traditions, methodological 
frameworks and methods of social sciences is not to give them definitions but to show 
what is the function  of those tools in social (or political) research. 

Research tradition  (or paradigm) embeds a certain explanation of social reality  or 
social world (what is and how does social system work). We can say that research 
tradition helps to put forward “disenchantment of the world”1 by the Science. Indeed 
follow by Weber’s tradition different paradigms in social sciences propose their scientific 
explanations of the sociality and society instead of religious unique and dogmatic 
construction – what is the world. The concept “paradigm” developed by T.Kuhn defined 
as “universally recognized scientific achievements that, for a time, provide model 
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problems and solutions for a community of researchers”2 could be misleading here. 
Because it is too abstract and mix: 

� some more general universality (tradition, that even latently answer on the 
question: “what is and how does social system work?”, that not necessarily put 
forward but within which researcher could be); 

� some less general approach (framework, that answer on such “Kun’s questions” 
as what is to be observed and scrutinized?, the kind of questions that are 
supposed to be asked and probed for answers in relation to this subject, how 
these questions are to be structured?) 

� and concrete research techniques to achieve research questions within and 
putted forward by tradition and approach (methods, that answer on such “Kun’s 
questions” as how the results of scientific investigations should be interpreted?, 
how is an experiment to be conducted?, and what equipment is available to 
conduct the experiment?) 

Also, Kuhn’s concept of “paradigm” lead to the discussion. “Some think that social 
science is pre-paradigmatic, still in search of a set of unifying principles and standards; 
others believe that it is post-paradigmatic, having shed a set of scientistic assumptions 
tied to a particular conception of modernity (the post-modern approach). Yet others 
believe that it is non- paradigmatic, in that there can never be one hegemonic approach 
and set of standards, but that the social world is to be understood in multiple ways, each 
of which may be valid for specific purposes; or even that it is multiparadigmatic, with 
different paradigms either struggling against each other or ignoring each other”3. 

The author argue that these discussion is misleading as we as a social science 
researchers have to distinguish between traditions, frameworks and methods, that can 
overlapped with each over, but have some logic of association with each over, that 
allow us to figure out some general “paths” (tradition – framework – method). 

Afterwards, the function of Methodological framework  (or approach) is to find out in 
clear social reality some uncertain lacunas and help to put forward probable research 
questions, research goal and tasks, working hypotheses and propose conceptual 
apparatus to describe all these research design and formulate all these staff. It is close 
to the Lakatos notion “research program” with its “negative heuristic”, “positive 
heuristic”, “hard core”, “auxiliary hypotheses” and “protective belt”. 

Method  (or technique) allows us to solve research question, problem, goal and tasks, 
falsify and verify working theories and hypotheses. They give concrete instruments and 
mechanisms of verification, data collection and analysis. 
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Mapping Methodological approaches 

On the base of given definitions as pointed out above the author propose the map of 
Research traditions, Methodological approaches and Methods (see table 1). Ro read 
properly this Map it is useful to point out some problems with mapping Research 
traditions, Methodological approaches and Methods. 

1. There are now clear boundaries  between Research traditions, Methodological 
approaches and Methods. E.g. Historical or Legal approach genetically connected with 
Idealism but also can be used and usually used by “positivists”. Or another examples, 
general scientific methods as Formal logic, Description, Analysis, Comparison, 
Deduction, Induction are used by the scientists that work in all paradigms (may be with 
the exception of Post-modernists). That is why when we try to map Research traditions, 
Methodological approaches and Methods we are talking not about “belonging to” or 
“affiliation with” but about “connections” and “associations”. For better understanding the 
following metaphor can be used. We are not talking about mapping as chart-making or 
plotting like cartographers do, but mapping as given a spectrum of available “colors” 
that can be close to one another, move from one to another, interblend with one 
another. In this “spectrum-driven framework” to understand mapping Research 
traditions, Methodological approaches and Methods the need to choose paradigm or 
approach is a choice of research optics, that allow us to see one things better than 
other. Of cause each approach has its advantages and disadvantages to study social 
phenomena. 

The following problems sequent from the main pointed out above. 

2. Problem of periodization . Of cause we can’t clear define who and when first start to 
use or invent the paradigm/approach/or method. (In exceptional cases we could, like 
with Marx and Freud). But we always talk about periods when the paradigm/approach/or 
method start influence or dominate for researchers in social sciences. Another point is 
accelerated appearance of new paradigms/approaches/and methods in the last 
decades of 20th century. The picture became more complicated by the fact that the 
paradigms/approaches/and methods “starting from” more early periods of time are not 
disappear but still influence on the minds of social scientists. 

3. Next problem with mapping Research traditions, Methodological approaches and 
Methods – diverse understanding of paradigms/approaches/and e ven methods in 
different (sub-) disciplines . E.g. Actors Centered Approach in political science is differ 
from the similar actors-oriented approach in sociology. If political scientists pay attention 
on indicating influence of political actors, sociologists’ research subject is actors’ 
capability to create and impose social rules on the other actors and create community 
that share this rules. Another example is event analysis. Event analysis for the specialist 
in IR (international relations) aimed at the assessment of level of conflictness in IR (and 
is quantitative technique); for policy researcher event analysis allowed to figure out 
coalitions between actors that share common goals and interests and on these base to 
forecast development of political situation around the concrete political issue (and is 
qualitative technique). 



Table 1. Mapping Research traditions, Methodologica l approaches and Methods 

Paradigms Idealism  Marxism  Freudisme  Positivism  
Post 

positivism  
Neo/Post-
Marxism  

(Post) 
Structuralism  

Post-modernism  

Methodological 
approaches 

Historical, 
Legal, 
Institutional, 
Comparative 

Dialectical 
Materialism 

Psychoanal
ysis 

Behaviorism, 
System 
approach, 
Structural 
functionalism 

Phenomenologi
cal Sociology, 
Ethnomethodol
ogy, Theory of 
rational choice, 
Neo-
institutionalism 

Structural 
constructi
vism, 
Actors 
Centered  

Social 
constructivism, 
Hermeneutic 

Communicational 

Methods 
Formal logic, Description, 
Analysis, Comparison, 
Deduction, Induction 

Interview, 
Experiment 

Survey, 
Formalized 
interviewing, 
Content 
analysis, 
Social 
Experiment, 
Statistics, 
Secondary 
Data 
Analysis 

Not-formalized 
interviewing, 
Focus groups, 
Mathematical 
modeling 

Case 
studies, 
Event 
analysis, 
Situational 
analysis, 
Impact 
Analysis, 
Policy 
Analysis 

Qualitative 
Methods of 
Text analysis, 
Discourse 
analysis 

Network Analysis 

Periods 
(starting 
from…) 

Ancient 
Greece… 

19th century 1920-30ss 
2 waves: 
1920-40ss: 
1950-60ss 

1950-90ss 
1970-90ss 

1980-
2000ss 

1980-2000ss 1980-2000ss 

Disciplines 
Political History, Political 
Philosophy, Comparative 
Politics 

Political 
Psychology 

Political 
Sociology 

Political 
Economics 

Political 
Analysis 

Political 
Linguistics 

Political 
Communications 
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Actors-centered approach: state and further development 

In the multi-dimensioned picture presented above Actors Centered approach becomes 
dominant and gains momentum in the social researches of the last 2-3 decades. These 
connected with the scientific interests’ shift from institutions and institutes towards 
collective actors in recent political and social researches4. 

Actors Centered approach state several main research questions, which can be tackled 
with several methods: Who are political actors and how do their identity is built? How do 
they become consolidated? (Methods to measure identity and level of actors’ 
consolidation); What is the political status of different actors? Why do one actors are 
powerful then another? (Methods to evaluate autonomy and power of political actors); 
How do actors influence on politics and policy and what is the influence of certain actor 
on political situation? (Event & Situational Analysis); How do actors influence on policy 
change? What is the impact of certain actor in the change of certain policy? (Impact 
Analysis). Method of case study is also used to solve all these research questions. 

Evaluation of Autonomy and Power of political actors 

Political actors as participants of political process have a number of qualities: political 
independence or autonomy and political power. Depending on the degree of political 
autonomy and power three types of "actors" in the political fields could be defined: 
“depended agents” (dependent and not-powerful), “autonomous actors” (independent 
and less-powerful) and "strategic actors"5 (independent and powerful) 6. But more fruitful 
and close to the political reality not to talk about dichotomy (agents – actors) or 
trichotomy (depended agents – autonomous actors – strategic actors) but to operate 
with the “degree of actorness” analyzing political status of different political actors. That 
is why it is important to measure actorness that can be done in two main dimensions: 
political autonomy and political power. 

Indicators of the political autonomy 7  are degree of actors’ self-organization, self-
management and self-sufficiency and the ability to set goals independently (strategy 
formulation behavior) and the presence of its own identity. 

The political power of actor could be identify by its resources or capitals. It is possible to 
evaluate political actor’s capitals through analysis of its "portfolio of resources", its 
composition, the amount and degree of diversification. Also political power of political 
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5
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6
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7
 Kakabadze Sh., Zaytsev D., Zviagina N., Karastelev V. Institute of civil participation: test of actors’ activity // Polis, 
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320. 
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actor depends on the degree of activity and diversity applied and used forms of political 
participation8. A separate measure of political power of political actors is their ability to 
transform old and to create new institutions and institutes (“the rules of the game")9. 

It should be borne in mind that at the opposite end of the spectrum (depended agents – 
autonomous actors – strategic actors) there are different kinds of spontaneous not 
institutionalized groups of citizens. They in the political process may be viewed by other 
political actors (agents or actors) as a phenomenon of the "political climate" signals to 
political changes, to political action. Often such spontaneous mass actions are 
indicators of social protest, the signal for the elites, that something is wrong. In this 
case, decision-making and action for political change remain the exclusive competence 
of elites themselves. Spontaneous groups of citizens to political change, except giving a 
signal about their necessity, are not affected. On the contrary, agents, actors, and 
especially strategic actors influence the political changes (agents for the benefit of their 
patrons, the actors themselves in their own interests). Rare cases when spontaneous 
not institutionalized groups of citizens are transformed strategic actors (such as the 
"Solidarity" movement in Poland or "Sąjūdis" in Lithuania). The most common when 
mass protest remain spontaneous expression of discontent of citizens, which is 
suppressed by the old or take dictation of a new political elite (e.g. case of "Arab Spring" 
show us). In theory, there are several strategies of action of spontaneous not 
institutionalized groups of citizens transformed into strategic actors - growing "out of 
itself" the new political elite or the creation of policy coalitions to develop and promote 
alternative policies. 

Also the case of spontaneous not institutionalized groups of citizens interesting as raise 
the question – when we can say that actor is the actor – or to put it differently – what 
makes spontaneous not institutionalized groups of citizens consolidated political actor 
with common interests, goals and values, that raise the question of identity 
measurement. 
Evaluating actors Influence on political change 

Influence evaluation “demand understanding who successfully initiate and implement 
beneficial to them political decisions” 10. In the core of this approach is decisional or 
problem method of power measurement proposed by R.Dahl. “Dahl proceed from the 
point that power emerge in the conflict between subject and object, when subject 
impose to object its will. In political sphere imposing of wills happened in decision 
making process, where sides take opposite positions”11. In that way core concept for 
actors’ influence evaluation is a concept of political process or decision-making process 
(where political actors participated). Political process in political science described by 
this way – see table 2 
                                                           
8
 About measurement of actorness (case of think tanks) see Zaytsev D. Think Tanks in politics: Influence evaluation 

on political process. Saarbrucken, Germany: Lambert Academic Publishing AG& Co KG, 2010. 
9
 How civil associations transformed old and create new institutions if civil participation in contemporary Russia 

see. Kakabadze Sh., Zaytsev D., Zviagina N., Karastelev V. Institute of civil participation: test of actors’ activity // 

Polis, 2011. № 3. P. 88‐108. 
10

 Ledyaev V. Sociology of Power. Theory and Experiment of empiric research of power in local communities. 

Moscow. 2012. P. 196 
11

 Ibid 
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Table 2. Logic and stages of functioning and analys is of political system (PS) and political process ( PP) 

«Objective» Logic of functioning of political 
system and political process (D.Iston and 

G.Almond) 

«Subjective» Logic of 
decision-making 

(J.Anderson) 

Logic of applied policy 
analysis (W.Dunn н) 

General Logic of 
research of political 

processes (J.Manheim, 
R.Rich) 

Politi cal 
System 

Functioning  

Types of 
function 

of PS 

Functioning of 
Political process 

Policy Process  Policy  Analysis  process  Process of political 
research 

Conversion System 
Functions 

Socialization    
Conversion Recruitment    
Conversion Communication    
Input Functions 

of 
Process 

Interests Articulation Policy Agenda Setting  Problem Structuring Conceptualization 
Conversion Interests Aggregation Setting Policy 

Alternatives 
Forecasting (policy 
alternatives identification 
and evaluation) 

Operationalization 

Conversion Rule-making  Policy Making  Recommendations Method selection 
Output Rule application Policy Implementation  Monitoring Data collection 
Output / 
Feed Back 

Rule adjudication Policy Evaluation  Evaluation Data analysis, results 
interpretation 

Output Functions 
of 
political 
course 

Regulation    
Output Extraction    

Output Distribution    

Feed Back  Response    
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There are "objective” and “subjective” logics of functioning of political process and 
decision-making. Following these two logics, political actor can participate at different 
stages of the political process, and can pursue their interests in various stages of 
decision-making. The two logics correspond to the two components of influence of 
political actors on the political process: initiation of policy decisions and implementation 
of favorable to actor policy decisions. Typically, participation and realization of interests 
presuppose each other, but for analytical purposes it is useful to distinguish between 
these two objectives of political actors in the political process. This distinction becomes 
important when introducing the efficiency parameter. Because it turns out that the 
effectiveness of participation does not always lead to the effective realization of actors’ 
interests. But the first and second are the components of actors’ influence on the 
political process. Thus, it is necessary to measure both the first and second: 

Actor’s Influence = Participation in political proc ess + Realization of actor’s 
interests 

Evaluation of actors’ influence on political change could be made with impact analysis 
technique, which presupposed operationalization of two components of actor’s 
influence: as political participation  of political actor in political process (see table 3) 
and realization of the interests of political actor  (see table 4). 

Table 3. Parameters and indicators of political par ticipation 

№ Parameters  Indicators  Stages  of  
Political 
Process 

1 “Prominen
ce” = 
presence in 
the 
discourse 

The permanent presence of the actor in the media 
and the Internet through the creation of information 
on policy problem 

Interests 
Articulation 

2 The presence of the policy statements of the actor 
in the media and the Internet, promoting its own 
program to solve policy problem 

Interests 
Aggregation 

3 Inclusion  The presence of the delegates of the actor in the 
governmental structures that deal with the policy 
problem 

Rule-making 

4 The presence of partners among other civil and 
governmental actors involved in the decision of 
policy problem 

Rule-making 

5 Long-term involvement in policy coalitions with 
other civil and governmental actors (e.g. joint 
participation in long-term projects) involved in the 
decision of policy problem 

Rule-making 

6 Activity  Frequency of participation in the policy 
implementation activities that tackle the policy 
problem (for example, in terms of outsourcing of 
government services available on contract base or 
on their own) 

Rule application 

7 Frequency of participation in monitoring, expert 
and analytical work to evaluate the policy 
implementation 

Rule 
adjudication 
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Table 4. Parameters and indicators of realization o f the interests 

№ Indicators  Stages of Policy 
Process 

1 Problem setting by the actor, its structuring and 
formulation as policy problem relevant to the context 

Policy Agenda 
Setting 

2 Public recognition (by other actor) of policy problem as it 
was formulated by the actor  

3 Inclusion in the policy agenda actor’s proposals to solve 
the policy problem by the governmental actors (decision-
makers) 

4 Taking into account the program documents (of policy 
problem solving) developed by the actor within decision-
making process 

Setting Policy 
Alternatives 

5 Inclusion in the program documents of decision makers 
proposals developed by the actor 

6 Inclusion of the proposals to solve the policy problem 
developed by the actor into governmental decisions 

Policy Making 

7 Allocation of the resources to the actor for problem 
implementation 

Policy 
Implementation 

8 Activities to solve the policy problem implemented by the 
actor 

9 The reduction of the policy problem as a result of actor’s 
activities 

Policy Evaluation 

10 Problem solved as a result of actor’s activities 
 

As we already said, the effectiveness in participation does not always lead to the 
effective realization of actors’ interests and vice versa realization of interests of the actor 
could be achieved without its participation in decision-making process. That is why it 
can be useful for impact analysis to figure out four theoretical situations or models of 
influence of political actors (see table 5). 

Table 5. Models of political actors’ influence  

  Effectiveness of political participation  
  Low  High  

E
ffe

ct
iv

en
es

s 
of

 
in

te
re

st
s 

re
al

iz
at

io
n 

Lo
w

 

No Influence 
Closed governance 

system 

Limited Influence through 
participation and cooperation. 

Governance system with 
consultations regime with 

important actors 

H
ig

h 

Limited Influence through conflict 
and confrontation. 

Building alternative system of 
governance («shadow 

government») 

Full Influence through between 
different actors. 

Building the system of democratic 
governance 
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In that way, the assessment of the actor’s impact on the decision making process and 
solving a particular problem leads to being able to draw a conclusion about the impact 
of the actors on the formation of institutions and, finally, the system of governance. 
Empirical implementation of this method (or technique), of course, depends on the 
accumulation of a variety of cases, diversity and representativeness of actors under 
analysis 

Conclusion remarks 

This paper proves a key role of actors-centered approach in contemporary political 
science and political research  

This happened, first, because of the shift of interests of political scientists from macro-
level analysis (analysis of institutions, political system, political culture, parliaments, and 
party systems etc.) to analysis of “micro-politics” (individuals, groups of citizens, or 
collective actors). This shift also is a challenge that provides new research agenda for 
political and social researchers. Second, because of central position between neo-
institutional (and new institutional) approach (with its special interest in institutions), 
social-constructivism approach (with its focus on discourses), and communicational 
approach (with its focus on communications). All these approach were developed 
approximately in one period of time and now challenge modern political researcher. 

Actors-centered approach gives opportunities for political analysis of policy change. It 
can be developed into several research techniques of evaluation political actors’ status, 
power and influence on decision-making and decision-makers. These applications could 
help unveil mechanisms of political and policy change driven by diverse political actors. 
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