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THE PRACTICE OF RESEARCH ON DEMOCRACY (4 ECTS)  

P425 Spring 2017 

COURSE OVERVIEW 

This course is practical. You will become familiar with major 

themes and concepts in the field of democracy research, the link 

between theory and empirical research, and some of the challenges 

of doing research on democracy. We will look at topics that 

developed in the last 10-15 years, from both theoretical and 

practical points of view. In addition, while this is not a 

methodology course, we will do a general survey of some 

important methods and how they can be applied to different types 

of research. If you are planning to write your Master’s thesis on a 

topic related to democracy this course will help you gain a better 

understanding of how to approach and reflect on your own 

research 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

In this course you will learn to: 

 identify and critically discuss major themes recently developed in democracy research 

 describe the conceptual evolution of democracy, democratization and democratic 

quality  

 evaluate measurement systems and indexes for different components of democracy, 

and discuss their strengths and weaknesses 

 gain a general understanding of methods used in democracy research and how they 

suit different types of projects 

 reflect on the future of democracy research agenda 

 apply practical skills gained in class to your own research project (final essay) 

 

 

HOW TO TAKE THIS COURSE 

1. Read the material. Before each class there’s a compulsory text for you to read, on which we’ll 

base our group work. I will provide a few guidelines for each text to help you along, and we’ll begin 

each class with an overview of the material and discussion of questions or issues you’ve had while 

reading 

 

 

 

TIME AND PLACE 

18.01-17.02 

Wed. 14-16, Fri. 14-16 

Unioninkatu 40  

U40 Room 9 

INSTRUCTOR 

Laura Sibinescu 

EMAIL 

laura.sibinescu@helsinki.fi 

OFFICE LOCATION 

Unioninkatu 37 

Room 1041 

OFFICE HOURS 

Monday 14-15 

or by appointment 
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2. Participate in class group work. During class we’ll work in small groups to answer questions and 

develop topics that require you to reflect on what you’ve read, as well as contribute with your own 

ideas.  

3. Write your short assignments. At the end of our Friday sessions you will receive a question or 

problem to write a short individual assignment on (500-1,000 words). These will work as a round-up 

of what you’ve learned during the previous week.  

4. Write your final essay. In order to pass the course you must write a final paper (4,000-5,000 

words). This assignment is meant to be flexible: if you’re particularly interested in a topic discussed 

during the course, a country or an event, I encourage you to write your essay about this. If you have 

no ideas about a topic, I will provide some during the course.  

 

 

GRADING AND ATTENDANCE 

In accordance to Helsinki University policy, grading is done on a scale of 0 (Fail) to 5. There are 

three components to grading: 

o Active class participation  

o 5 short assignments (500-1,000 words) based on readings, class discussions and your own 

ideas. Assignment topics will be given every Friday and are due the following Wednesday 

before class starts. The last short assignment is due the week after the course ends. 

o Final essay (4,000 – 5,000 words). The due date for the essay is March 10. You must submit 

an essay in order to pass this course! 

 

Assignment Due date % of final grade 

Active participation Through the course 25 

Short assignments 25 Jan, 1 Feb, 8 Feb, 15 Feb, 22 Feb 25 

Final assignment 10 March 50 

 

 

Attendance 

You are entitled to one absence without compensation. If you are going to miss more than one session 

please contact me so we can arrange for a compensation assignment based on that session’s reading.  
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COURSE SCHEDULE AND READINGS 

WEEK DATE TOPIC READING 

Week 1 

Intro: current themes in 

democracy research 

18 Jan 

 

Current themes in 

democracy research I 

No compulsory reading 

20 Jan 

 

Current themes in 

democracy research II 

Moller, J. and Skaaning, S-E. (2013): Democracy and Democratization in 

Comparative Perspective, Routledge: NY, pp. 13-38 (Available as e-book in Helka) 

Week 2 

Linking the theoretical 

and the empirical 

25 Jan 

 

Linking concepts and 

empirical research: 

definitions 

Schmitter, P. and Karl, T.L. (1991): What Democracy Is... and Is Not, Journal of 

Democracy, vol. 2, no. 3, pp. 75-88 

 

27 Jan 

 

Going empirical: 

studying the quality of 

democracy 

Diamond, L. and Morlino, L. (2004): The Quality of Democracy: An Overview, 

Journal of Democracy, vol. 14, no. 4, pp- 20-31 

 

Week 3 

Varieties of democracy 

 

 

1 Feb 

 

Varieties of democracy I: 

Handling typologies 

Collier, D. and Levitsky, S. (1997): Democracy with Adjectives: Conceptual 

Innovation in Comparative Research, World Politics, vol. 49, no. 3, pp. 430-451 

 

3 Feb Varieties of democracy 

II: ’Good’ and ’bad’ 

democracies? 

Merkel, W. (2004): Embedded and Defective Democracies, Democratization, vol. 

11, no. 5, pp. 33-58 

Week 4 

Methods in democracy 

research 

 

 

8 Feb 

 

Methods in democracy 

research I 

Coppedge, M (2012): Democratization and Research Methods, Cambridge 

University Press, chapter 3 (available as e-book in Helka) 

 

10 Feb 

 

Methods in democracy 

research II 

Coppedge, M (2012): Democratization and Research Methods, Cambridge 

University Press, chapter 10 

 

Week 5 

Looking ahead: 

perspectives for 

democracy research 

15 Feb 

 

Democratization and the 

role of external actors 

Way, L. and Levitsky, S. (2007): Linkage, Leverage and the Post-Communist 

Divide, East European Politics and Societies, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 48-66 

 

17 Feb 

 

Democracy and social 

media 

Boulianne, S. (2015): Social Media Use and Participation: a Meta-Analysis of 

Current Research, Information, Communication & Society, vol. 18, no. 5, pp. 524-

538 
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COURSE POLICIES 

 

Plagiarism 

All written assignments submitted to this course must be your own original work. You must cite 

sources for any information, ideas and quotations that are not your own. Please use standard citation 

methods (Chicago Style or MLA recommended) and consult the university’s plagiarism policy. If I 

find evidence that you have plagiarized any of your written assignments you will automatically fail 

this course.   

 

Accommodation 

If you have a documented disability and you need a reasonable accommodation for this course, please 

contact me before the beginning of our classes so we can come up with a solution that will help you 

benefit from the course fully. 

 

Turning in your assignments 

E-mail me all your written assignments by their due date. Aside from exceptional situations, such as 

illness or family emergencies, late assignments will not be graded. When submitting your papers, use 

the following guidelines: 

 Word or PDF format only 

 Name your files: ‘last name_first name_assignment number’, or ‘last name_first name_final 

essay’ 

 Stick to the recommended word count 

 
 

http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/
http://blogs.helsinki.fi/alakopsaa/for-student/what-is-plagiarism/?lang=en

