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Viewpoint: Dealing with trade-offs in comparative urban studies

Abstract

Comparative urban studies (CUS) are a widespread applied research approach across various
disciplines. The increasing importance that has recently been given to this research method goes
hand in hand with the lack of attention paid to various methodological trade-offs surrounding CUS.
These trade-offs are a result of the two contrasting poles that CUS tries to pay attention to: the
universal one that applies to all cities and the specific one that applies to one city at a defined time
and location.

This viewpoint seeks to uncover these trade-offs, discuss strategies about how to deal with them and
explore the corresponding consequences in order to support approaches to a) critically reflect on the
consequences of methodological decisions; and b) incorporate procedures which might help to
resolve some of these difficulties and limitations. The arguments presented here help to sensitise
researchers in their applied and theoretical work for the potential opportunities of CUS. We hope to
foster the debate about CUS and contribute to the development of robust and methodically precise
CUS which balance the intricate coalition between theoretical concepts and the empirical reality.

Keywords: Comparative urban studies, trade-offs, methodological strategies, research design,
conceptual framework

1. Comparative urban studies — an introduction

Comparative urban studies (CUS) are a widespread applied research approach across various
disciplines. The increasing importance that has been given to this research method goes hand in
hand with the lack of attention paid to various methodological trade-offs surrounding CUS (Azarian,
2011; Kantor and Savitch, 2005; Pierre, 2005). This viewpoint seeks to uncover these trade-offs,
discuss strategies about how to deal with them and explore the resulting consequences. The
arguments presented here help to sensitise researchers in their applied and theoretical work for the

potential opportunities of CUS.

The uneven impacts of global processes on cities and the tremendous diversity of empirical
phenomena in cities have stimulated an interest in both studying urban questions and questioning
urban comparisons (Scott and Storper, 2014). The perspective of CUS has increasingly widened to
encompass the global South and has moved away from the dominant focus on a few Western Cities
as the blueprints for all comparisons (Robinson, 2011; Peck, 2015). The call for a comprehensive
approach that emphasizes the relationships between different contexts and cases has become
increasingly pronounced (McMichael, 1990; Robinson, 2011) together with the call for a
strengthened cosmopolitan comparative design (Robinson, 2002; 2011). Hence, attention is now
being paid more to approaches such as relational comparisons (Ward, 2010) or comparative gestures
(Bernt et al., 2014; Robinson, 2016). Cities need to be understood as entities in all their complexity
and as social-spatial constructs of networks spanning spatial scales. In this assemblage (Robinson,
2006), it is difficult to identify the city from wider processes, although it is territorialized, depending
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on different and unbounded networks and activities (Ward, 2010). However, we label the “meso-
level” (Brenner, 2004) on which processes and patterns form relations with several cities ‘context’
(Pierre, 2005; Scott and Stroper, 2014) in line with the context of scale, widely used in multi-level
governance analysis (Ward 2010). In doing so, we do not suggest a strict distinction between the city
and its surrounding environment. But as CUS force us to explicate the subject of comparison
between cities (Nijman, 2007), we use ‘context’ as a construct to analytically unravel the phenomena
that is compared in cities, and their relational placing to a higher respective hierarchical level. For
instance, social, economic and cultural flows to cities might be rooted in a certain policy or a system
on a global, national or regional scale (Massey, 2005; Sellers, 2005; Robinson, 2016; Denters and
Mossberger, 2006).

CUS is an approach which allows a deeper understanding of cities by the exploring similarities and
differences of two or more cases in order to contribute to an inductive discovery of new hypotheses
as well as for testing hypotheses (Azarian, 2011; Collier 1993). CUS have long been the subject of the
theoretical and methodological debate (Pickvance, 1986; Kantor and Savitch, 2005; McFarlane, 2010)
varying considerably in their objective, design and the methodology used (ILS, 2018). Among the
various strategies for comparisons that are suggested in the literature, four have been widely
debated (after Tilly, 1984; see also Pickvance, 2005; Walton, 1990; Brenner, 2001; Robinson, 2011).
First, “individualization” captures the local specific features of one or more cities that represent
examples of a particular phenomenon using hypotheses about causal processes (Pickvance, 2005).
Second, ‘universalization” seeks to understand common rules or commonalities, assuming that each
manifestation of a phenomenon follows the same rules in a sample of cities (Robinson, 2011). Third,
‘variation-finding” attempts to determine the differences, similarities or the intensity of a particular
phenomenon between cases that share characteristics of a particular phenomenon in the same
context (Denters und Mossberger, 2006). Fourth, ‘encompassing’ explains the phenomena as
functions of the different relationships to a larger systemic context such as capitalism or

globalization, which have the same effect everywhere (Robinson, 2011).

While many CUS in applied research illustrate “why something is being compared with something
else, in what respect and with which aim” (Kocka, 1996:197-8), less attention is paid to the merits,
demerits and trade-offs of particular conceptual decisions. These trade-offs are a result of the two
contrasting poles that CUS tries to pay attention to: the universal one that applies to all cities and the
specific one that applies to one city at a time and location (Sjoberg, 1955; Nijman, 2007). Phenomena
emerging in cities are a product of both specific and universal factors - of cultural or demographic
factors embedded in political, institutional or economical systems (de Vaus, 2008). On the one hand,
cities are specific in terms of a place or characteristic features. These features are not necessarily
local in nature. On the other hand, they are the product of relationships that span multiple scales
(Robinson, 2006). These relationships, in turn, can apply to several cities and can therefore be said to
be universal. However, the result of these relationships can vary tremendously. For instance, a
shrinking city’s population loss, commonly used as the central indicator, is driven by relationships to
manifold socio-economic processes on the regional or national scale. The outcome is the way in

which these relationships driving population loss can foster housing vacancies in a particular set of



cities while other shrinking cities remain unaffected by vacancies. CUS seeks to find a balance
between specific dynamics and outcomes and the “broader meso-level transformations” (Brenner,
2004), a balance between reducing complexity and uncovering relations, and allowing for contextual
richness (Pierre 2005), between incommensurability and universalism (Robinson, 2006), in short:
between the specific aspect and the universal one (Grimshaw, 1973). The way in which CUS position
themselves between these two poles always means that different trade-offs have to be taken into
account. An awareness of these trade-offs and a reflection of the corresponding merits and demerits
contribute to the robustness of the CUS’ conceptual framework in which the results are then finally
interpreted (Kantor and Savitch, 2005; Pierre, 2005). This is necessary as many studies that have
made great progress to capture the complexity of urban processes by using explanatory models lack
a theoretical underpinning, whereas theoretical discussions on CUS often disregard the empirical
reality (Nijmann, 2007; Ward, 2008; Beauregard, 2012). In consequence and in spite of the broad and
inter-disciplinary usage, CUS are sometimes used without due care and their results are received

without question (Azarian, 2011).

Against this background, this viewpoint asks which trade-offs are involved when a CUS is designed
and what are the methodological opportunities to deal with them? Therefore, the aim of this paper
is:

1) to discuss in detail three trade-offs which are of primary concern,

2) to explore some selected strategies to deal with these trade-offs,

3) to demonstrate some implications and discuss the benefits of the interrelation of these

strategies.

The paper does not intend to belittle or discredit the validity and meaning of other approaches.
Rather, the overall ambition is to sharpen the view of trade-offs and the uncertainties that come with
them and emerge as a consequence of the complex relationships between CUS, theory and reality
that will be discussed in section 2. Section 3 explores the benefits and shortcomings of two strategies
for each trade-off, whereas the final section 4 outlines the arguments for developing a systematic
understanding of trade-offs. This viewpoint thus supports approaches a) to critically reflect on the
consequences of methodological decisions; and b) to incorporate procedures which might help to
resolve some of these difficulties and limitations. We hope to foster the debate about CUS and to
contribute to the development of robust and methodically precise CUS, which balance the intricate
coalition between theoretical concepts and the empirical reality. The arguments have basically been
drawn from the post-colonial literature on CUS and combined with the research experience from

those CUS projects that the authors have been involved in over the last 20 years.

2. Trade-offs in CUS



As with any scientific comparison, CUS is embedded into a triangle together with the objective that is
under investigation (“the reality”) and the theoretical explanation of this objective (“the theory”,

Figure 1).

First, CUS can be used for testing hypotheses against reality (Azarian, 2011). Thereby, a CUS is in
most cases challenged by the question of selecting a specified number of cases from reality based on
a set of criteria, which can then be described by a set of variables. The criteria that are used for
selecting cases (in contrast to variables used to perform the analysis) can be quantitative (such as
thresholds) or qualitative (such as expert knowledge) in nature. They can refer to the city itself and to
the context. For instance, cities can be selected if they are embedded in a specific political,
demographic or political context. Usually, a CUS seeks to increase the number of criteria in order to
cover more processes; and seeks to increase the number of cases in order to cover a higher
variability and possible explanations. Such an operationalization determines the relation between
the comparison and reality and accelerates in the analysis trade-off: the more criteria that are

applied, the lower the number of cases that can be considered, and vice versa (Figure 2).

Second, CUS contribute to an inductive discovery of new hypothesis and theory-building (Figure 1). In
order to synthesize the knowledge from a CUS, explanations of commonalities and mechanisms of
selected cases are detected and conceptualized against the background of a comparative horizon
(Nohl, 2013). This horizon can refer to the differences between cases and the differences between
cases and context (Sjoberg, 1955). The structures or processes of a city’s context can have an impact
on the patterns and trends of cities (Le Gales, 2002; Pickvance, 2005). Consequently, the context
contributes considerably to understanding processes in cities themselves, even if it can only explain a
particular part or fraction of a local phenomenon (Kantor and Savitch, 2005). Thus, local and
contextual explanations need to be considered to synthesize knowledge. As processes operate on
different spatial scales, resulting in multiple relations (Pickvance, 2005), CUS try to reduce complexity
by generalization against the comparative horizon of the contextual scale, while at the same time
reflecting local specifics (Pierre, 2005). With this relationship between comparison and the synthesis
of knowledge for theory, a synthesis trade-off emerges: the greater the value that is given to local

explanations, the lower the value for contextual explanation and vice versa (Figure 2).

Third, CUS are challenged by the need to develop far reaching, useful and accurate descriptions when
applied to other contexts (Kantor and Savitch 2005). Figure 1 reflects this relationship between
theory and reality for which the synthesized knowledge used for theory building is transferred to a
selected set of cities in other contexts e.g. regions or countries. It should never be assumed that
explanations which hold for one context will automatically hold for others. Thus, a transferability of
theories and concepts is needed in order to fully understand the variety of explanations across
similar and different contexts (Grimshaw, 1973; Sjoberg, 1955). However, most concepts and
theories have been developed within a pre-defined context, thus limiting their transferability to
other contexts (Nijman, 2007; Ward, 2008). Robinson (2005; 2011), for instance, criticizes the
transferability of theories based on a limited sample of cities from the global North to the global
South. Consequently, transferability requires a certain reduction in the explanation power for the

phenomena under investigation in order to construct “useful empirical taxonomies” (Scott and



Stroper, 2014: 11). However, the more general and abstract a concept or a theory is, the more they
will be subjected to different interpretations. As a result, the description trade-off can be described
as follows: the higher the transferability, the lower the explanation power of a theory and vice versa
(Figure 2).

Comparison

Description trade-off

Figure 1: Three trade-offs in CUS between reality, comparison and theory.

3. Strategies for dealing with trade-offs in CUS and their consequences

Based on the three trade-offs this section reflects on strategies for dealing with trade-offs and

discusses their implications.

Analysis trade-off

The analysis trade-off can be balanced by two methodological strategies, which determine the way in
which cities are selected within CUS, namely - sampling and standardization (Sjoberg, 1955),

including the relation between sample size and sample structure (Kantor and Savitch, 2005).

Sampling usually aims to increase the number of cases within a given number of criteria in order to
show a certain variation within a particular phenomenon (Figure 2). Controlling this variation helps to
reveal explanations. Practically, this is done by expanding the available data: the more data that is

available, the greater the number of cases that can be considered.

However, with an increasing number of cases, the number of contexts embedded within the cases
also increase. This in turn means that more diverse contextual explanations have to be considered.
For instance, housing market processes in a post-socialist context are very different from neoliberal
ones. In terms of data, it is imperative to carefully check for comparability. Although the same
information is being compared there might be different methodologies behind it that produces
different results (Kantor and Savitch, 2005). For example, unemployment numbers in different
countries might refer to different groups and thus show a systematic bias. The question of

comparability is even more relevant when more data are considered and the scale for comparison is



smaller e.g. on the municipality scale. Moreover, comparability is different from similarity as criteria

and variables can be similar but are in fact not comparable.

If comparability is guaranteed, then the degree of standardization can be varied in terms of what
defines the extent to which variables are kept similar or contrasting — or any combination of these. In
particular, the comparison of contrasting cases provides additional insights beyond the limits of
comparisons of similar cases (Denters and Mossberger, 2006; Robinson, 2011) as the same
phenomena can have different reasons. This contrasting lens can refer to cases such as the
comparison between shrinking and growing cities, or to the context, such as the juxtaposition of re-

urbanization processes to neoliberal or welfare state contexts (Siedentop, 2015).

However, the increasing incorporation of contrasting cases or contexts requires some
methodological control (Robinson, 2011). The degree of standardization between local and
contextual criteria should not be varied in the same way: the higher the number of contrasting
criteria for cities, the more similarities the corresponding context should show and vice versa. This
means that certain comparable and relatively stable categories need to be implemented (Sjoberg,
1955) e.g. in terms of scale, operationalization or the relationship between local and contextual
explanations. In other words, a certain degree of standardization must be controlled to enable
transferability, embedding and validation. Otherwise, it would become too complicated to
systematically explore the differences between cases ranging from local to contextual explanations

for their relations.

For example, Wolff and Wiechmann (2017) tested a heuristic model of shrinking cities using
sampling, standardization and isolating strategies (see next section). Following a variation-finding
comparative approach, this research analysed population trajectories of more than 7,000 cities in
Europe framed by a strong conceptualization of shrinking cities (Wolff, 2018). The selection of the
population as a central indicator was in line with the heuristic used and emerged as a consequence of
the incomparability of other local socio-demographic data. As the goal was not to uncover patterns
or processes and additional explanations but to detect the variation in shrinking processes in Europe
beyond national specifics (Booth, 2015), the sampling was intended to increase the number of cases.
Standardization was used in such a way to enable local units in different nations to be compared as
cities, allowing for the richness of the actual trajectory and the national context. As a result, five
types of shrinking cities were differentiated, which confirm the heuristic used but also highlighted
deviations from it (Wolff, 2018).

Synthesis trade-off

CUS are constantly challenged by the task of reducing the complexity between local and contextual
explanations to unravel processes that can be done by isolated target variables and functional
embedding (Pickvance, 1986).



Isolating target variables enables processes to be investigated across different contexts. This is done
by concentrating on a well-defined small number of dependent variables or a combination of key
variables (Collier, 1993). Thereby, it is possible to investigate the variation of target variables across
different spatial scales which, most often, represent spatial contexts such as regions or nations. This
is one strategy that is applied among variation-finding approaches. However, the more strict that the
target variables are isolated e.g. by focussing on one variable for which data is available and
comparable, the less opportunities a CUS has for uncovering multiple processes and relationships.
Moreover, this strategy requires the phenomenon under investigation to be sufficiently
conceptualized and operationalized in order to control for the dependent variable (Collier, 1993;
Kantor and Savitch, 2005). For instance, the use of population data in shrinking cities research does
not reflect all aspects of these multi-facetted phenomena, and yet it is commonly used because it is
conceptually well-established within the cause-process-effect chain of shrinkage. However, local
population loss can be driven by various factors operating on and across different spatial scales such
as economic decisions, labour market changes, or failures of national planning. In turn, the
population decline of a city can contribute to the shrinkage of the whole region or nation, having an
impact on its tax policy and financial allocations at the regional or national scale (Pumain et al.,
2006). Isolating variables allows the same hypothesis to be tested on different scales, but has its

limitations when it comes to testing relationships across different scales.

Consequently, the design of a CUS needs to conceptualize both the interaction of processes on
different scales and the embedded understanding of local characteristics and processes (Sellers,
2005). Therefore, a phenomenon or process under investigation is assigned to its function within the
multiple scalar relations using functional embedding. Such an embedded understanding of local
processes focusing on their functions allows the associated scalar interdependencies to be
controlled, which would otherwise substantially increase the complexity of the investigated
phenomenon. A second benefit is that this strategy does not require a pre-defined hierarchy to
investigate the role of interconnections between spatial scales, which would certainly hide several
aspects of inter-scalar functions (Robinson, 2011). In this vein, functional embedding is similar to

encompassing comparisons.

One example is the application of the concept of urban governance modes, originally developed by
Di Gaetano and Strom (2003) to post-socialist shrinking cities (Rink et al., 2009). Although the
concept took various political and economic situations into account, it became apparent that these
types could not be clearly and directly assigned to the empirical realities of post-socialist cases,
preventing sufficient interpretation (Rink et al., 2011). This was because the governance modes were
developed in a different context using a formal embedding that compared the types of interaction of
local actors and institutions that used to perform the same functions (Denters and Rose, 2005).
When applied to other contexts, this model would specifically show up these actors and institutions,
assuming they play the same role within the local governance setting, hiding the diversity of formal
and non-formal urban actors or hybrid forms of governance (Ward, 2008). Instead of comparing
“fixed” institutions, a functional embedding was used, which focuses on similar functions and types

of urban decision making, whereby the actors involved in decision making within the cities are
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assigned to the function or process in a second step (Cox, 1995). The different forms of cooperation
and communication between actors e.g. from the economy, civil society, business representatives,
community groups, local initiatives, housing associations etc. participating in local governance
processes have been described in an open and less-deterministic policy cycle together with their
relationships to higher levels of decision-making. Thus, the local modalities and processes in the
post-socialist cities could be described and compared in terms that are specific to them and their
contexts (Couch et al., 2011; Rink et al., 2011).

Description trade-off

To balance the trade-off between the transferability of a theory and to increase its explanatory

power, a CUS can make use of developing heuristics and theorizing-back strategies.

Heuristics can be used as an explanatory framework which allows concepts and synthesized
knowledge to be carefully transferred to other contexts (Pierre, 2005). Heuristics should not intend
to establish causal generalizations by assuming common rules in any city or context under
investigation. Instead of developing rigorous concepts, they reflect complexity, by defining the
relations between variables (Haase et al., 2016; Abbott, 2004; Beauregard, 2012). The transfer of
explanations using heuristics does not intend to test the relationship between variables in other
contexts or proof causality. Rather, heuristics seek to understand whether dynamics plausibly reflect
the same patterns, processes and relations suggested by the hypothesis within the heuristic (Collier,
1993). Thereby, the range of factors and mitigating processes are detected and conceptualized to
factor chains. This process-tracing allows conclusions to be drawn as to how effectively the heuristic
and their conceptual insights can be applied to other cities and contexts without losing any of its

explanatory power (Booth, 2015).

A heuristic should employ processes and their relation in such a way that a hypothesis can be tested
using rigorous conceptualization and robust operationalization that relates theory to the empirical
reality (Sjoberg, 1955). This goes along with a strong focus on the studied phenomenon and an
emphasis on its causal powers and liabilities (Ward, 2010). This reduction of complexity is a somehow
necessary consequence of developing heuristics as the diverse explanations for a phenomenon are
investigated. This, however, requires a strong link to theoretical concepts and an a priori theoretical
abstraction on the one hand (Scott and Stroper, 2014), as well as a constant reflection of empirical
findings, on the other (Sjoberg, 1955).

An example of this is a heuristic model of shrinking processes in Europe (Haase et al., 2016) which is
the result of an embedded comparison of 10 cities in different national, economic and social
contexts. This analysis, based on a literature analysis and expert knowledge, has been combined with
theoretical concepts and translated into a heuristic explanatory framework that describes urban
shrinkage as a multi-dimensional phenomenon. The model brings together the causes of shrinkage in
cities with population loss as the main indicator, and illustrates local consequences such as the
underutilization of infrastructure and aging. It also captures possible mutual dependencies or

feedback effects and helps explain them as part of a dynamic development. Thus, the consequences



show interactions with further local development as well as with politics and governance, which in

turn react to shrinkage and its consequences.

It is crucial that the conceptual design of CUS is as open as possible in order to meet the needs of a
highly diverse spectrum of urban realities and futures (as enabled by heuristics), in order to obtain
valuable insights beyond their own conceptual limits. Therefore, a theorizing-back is required which
contrasts the processes or patterns detected in other contexts with the theoretical concept applied
(Ward, 2008). Theorizing-back originates from the critique that concepts and theories used for CUS
have been developed within Western-dominated contexts and can only be applied to other contexts
in a limited way (Robinson, 2005; 2011). Cities can be seen as a laboratory for the application of
theories and, at the same time, they represent a source for hypothesis and theory (Robinson, 2011).
Using this dual role of cities for an iterative process within CUS helps existing concepts to be further
developed, adapted and theorized (Beauregard, 2012) and simultaneously re-examines the
understanding of fundamental processes in cities. In this vein, a steady transition between induction
(from the particular to the general concept) and deduction (review of the developed concepts on

new data) can be applied following ideas of the Grounded Theory.

Theorizing-back thus has the potential to uncover limits of the respective theory and shows where
theories and concepts fall short and require additional explanations from other concepts. However,
in line with the critique from Robinson (2011), it is not easy to reflect on the applied theory nor to
consider theoretical or conceptual adaptation that is sensitive to the objective and context under
investigation. Thus, there is a certain danger that, instead of theorizing-back, the results are
interpreted in such a way that they match the concept applied. However, cities may be similar in
terms of all of the independent factors, while differing significantly in other factors, challenging any
conclusion about the relation or even causality between those factors (Steinfiihrer, 2004; Pierre,
2005). Consequently, both similar and different explanations for urban processes need to be
reflected instead of assuming universal cause-effect-chains (Pickvance, 1986). By detecting
deviations from the theory, it is possible to highlight the extent to which other processes play a role
in the phenomenon. Hence, it is possible to detect “new and hitherto unsuspected insights that other
contexts may provide about the logic and inner workings, dynamics and patterns of cities beyond

that what is currently understood in these matters” (Scott and Stroper, 2014: 12).
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Figure 2: Summary of trade-offs, strategies for dealing with them and their implications.

4. Instead of conclusion: An invitation to debate trade-offs in CUS

The twofold ambition in CUS of theoretical construction and methodological conceptualization
reflects the tension between theory and observation (Scott and Stroper, 2014). This viewpoint has
translated this tension into the relationship between universal and specific knowledge where the
three trade-offs of CUS emerge. It was shown that CUS are challenged by limited access to and
comparability with data, a need to incorporate local explanations and the difficult transferability of
concepts to other contexts (ILS, 2018). Instead of providing conclusions, this viewpoint should be an
invitation to systematically discuss in more detail the nexus between theoretical conceptualization

and empirical research in CUS focusing on three key aspects.

Reflecting trade-offs in CUS

In light of the plurality of comparative approaches (Nijman, 2007) scholars need to realize that each
CUS involves certain trade-offs as a result of manifold decisions in operationalising theoretical
concepts into applicable methods. This means that no CUS can ever be comprehensive and that their
results should not be over-interpreted (Kantor and Savitch 2005). However, this also means that each
CUS has its merits that are relative to the research question developed, requiring a critical reflection
of the trade-offs within a conceptual framework. This helps to demonstrate the analytical robustness
of a CUS and to discuss the results sensitive to trade-offs (Kantor and Savitch, 2005). This is also
necessary because a strategy applied to balance a trade-off also has an impact on other trade-offs.

For instance, the way in which the analysis trade-off is balanced has an impact on the synthesis



trade-off, as with an increasing number of cases the need for context-related explanations increases,
while with an increasing number of contrasting variables more diverse local explanations need to be
considered. Consequently, an un-reflected transfer of the corresponding concepts to other contexts
(description trade-off) usually cannot exemplify the full explanatory power and thus only partially
helps to explain the way in which cities really work. Thus, the way in which an analysis is performed
and how results are synthesized affects the suitability to theorize-back complex aspects of urban
development for theory building (Pierre, 2005; Ward, 2008).

The integration of various strategies into a CUS requires a robust conceptual framework (Walton,
1975) which accurately addresses the approach, its application and its trade-offs, methodological
challenges and shortcomings as well as highlighting opportunities to re-question these analytical
issues. Moreover, this framework must not only enable a reproduction but also an iterative
combination, while also attempting to constantly fine-tune the trade-offs involved as well as
minimizing their pitfalls. By addressing these preconditions, it enables us to re-question the

robustness of CUS in a transnational and translocal manner (Bourne, 2008; ILS, 2018).

Linking strategies for developing robust CUS

Strategies and techniques alone cannot resolve the trade-offs (Sjoberg 1955). A methodically less
rigorous or more flexible understanding for performing CUS is needed ("comparative gesture," e.g.
Bernt et al., 2014; Robinson, 2016) which allows for an intelligent, experimental and iterative
combination of strategies in order to find a good balance between reducing complexity, uncovering
causal relations and allowing for contextual richness. Based on the strategies discussed, the following

part exemplifies the benefits of their linkages.

Within a given context in which a phenomenon is observed, sampling is usually the first step of a
CUS. Thereby, a quantitative entry of a comparison forces scholars to “explicitly specify fuzzy
concepts in a rigorous operationalizable manner” (Smith 1991). Following a variation-finding
attempt, sampling is accompanied by the more or less strict isolation of target variables in order to
detect diverse processes, structures and explanations within a sample of cities. The combination of
sampling and isolating strategies is mostly based on the most-similar approaches which have the
power to display the variation of a phenomenon but have limited explanation power of the
underlying processes, patterns and relations. In order to allow this approach to reach its full
potential, a reduced standardization of variables and a greater incorporation of contrasting local and
contextual aspects are promising to avoid average effects (Nijman, 2007). The benefit of combining
the variation-detection with the analysis of contrasting cases and contexts is that new comparative
opportunities are provided that strongly focus on the dissimilarity of cases. The deductive
consideration of both similar and different casual explanations - in other words: hypotheses are
disproved, not proved — can thus be used in a way that both similar and contrasting cases raise

questions both ways.
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A necessary precondition is that a CUS is nested in a robust conceptualization of the phenomenon.
This can be performed by a heuristic which has been developed from individualization approaches.
Thereby, a heuristic a) serves as a collection of a range of smart hypotheses, which can be used for
the selection of cases and thus link operationalization to theory, and b) provide explanations about
dependent and independent variables across different cases (Robinson, 2011). Using heuristics would
also allow different explanations and concepts to be applied to other contexts. In this vein, the
application of a concept via sampling (increasing the number of cases) need to be strongly linked to a
functional embedding strategy which considers the diverse role and interaction of variables in
different contexts and highlights different kinds of multi-scale relations (Scott and Storper 2014).
However, this transferability and the corresponding re-contextualization of explanations provided by
the heuristics needs to challenge existing theories. Accordingly, an iteratively adaptation of the
heuristics is required taking into account empirical findings which may finally lead to the adaptation
of a theory in the sense of theorizing-back (Robinson 2011; Nijman 2007; Denters and Mossberger
2006).

Anchor points to the postcolonial debate

A reflection on the benefits of combining strategies for developing robust CUS is not an approach per
se that can be compared with other attempts suggested in the literature (Tilly, 1984; Pickvance,
2005; Ward, 2010; Robinson, 2011). Still, this viewpoint argues in favour of the post-colonial debate
on CUS (Robinson, 2005; Ward, 2008; McFarlane, 2010). First, our approach does not assume any
given or produced hierarchy of cases, which is a central argument of theorizing-back. Rather, the
strategies presented here are most efficient working without any conceptualization of showcases or
forerunners and the underlying assumptions that successful measures could be applied to other
cases, producing the same results and finally converse development can be expected (Robinson,
2016). Dealing with trade-offs seeks to provide tools for revealing explanations across different
contexts and scales under the given limitations on the terms of data availability, analysis

comparability and concept transferability.

Second, a systematic understanding of trade-offs does not represent a blueprint for every CUS.
Rather, the strategies and a combination of them need to be carefully considered for every
comparison — not all strategies are needed to the same extent for every CUS. This is particularly
relevant as we strongly argue in favour of increasingly incorporate contrasting comparisons or most-
different approaches without assuming a strict a-priori selection of the relevant characteristics in

order to uncover processes and their relations beyond law-like explanations (Robinson, 2006).

Third, this approach does not postulate causal relations or generalizations of explanations or
comparisons against a universal yardstick (Hart, 2002 cited in Ward 2010) because several patterns
and processes would remain undetected (Nijmann, 2007). Therefore, heuristics could serve as a

conceptual skeleton, which highlight the various interrelations of a phenomenon, while at the same



time enable heuristics to be constantly adapted into an iterative process between reality,

comparison and theory.

Our approach could be used to develop CUS that is open to different methods and self-reflected in a
sense that the CUS is constantly re-questioned against the phenomena under investigation and the
theory behind them. Using the analogy of crossing a street, we should be prepared to keep looking
from left to right — to empirics and theory — before crossing, in order to enter a new context. This
viewpoint argues for a “smart coalition” between theoretical aspirations and empirical possibilities in
order to best balance the “nature of the epistemic correlation between concepts and indicators”
(Beauregard, 2012: 475). Instead of clearly positioning an approach in an ideological corner, a
constant dialogue between theoretical scholars and empirical methodologists about trade-offs and
synergies in CUS has the benefit of highlighting interlinkages to other concepts and contrasting
theories with the empirical and conceptual reality and feasibility. As CUS is an ideal method for this,
we ask for a critical reflection of the methods and concepts of past work beyond a pure detection of
failure but in favor of understanding CUS as a method for learning about failure. Therefore, it is
essential to develop a serious and reflective understanding of the trade-offs inherent in CUS in order

to further develop comparative concepts in an appropriate and methodically robust manner.
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