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1. Introduction
Broadly speaking, the study of ideas can be based on assumptions that are in 
line with either the process model of communication or semiotic (or structu­
ral) approaches to communication (Fiske 1990:40; Thompson 2003:12–20; cf. 
Cobley & Schultz 2013:vi).1 The process communication model (or models more 
or less in line with this model) assumes “that communication is the transfer 
of a message from A to B” (Fiske 1990: 39). In this model, it is thus assumed 
that communication contains messages whose meanings can be discovered. 
That means, in turn, that the meaning of ideas – which is one form in which 
messages in communication can manifest themselves – can be discovered and 
then described.2 In contrast, according to semiotic approaches, communication 
is conceptualized in terms of “how messages, or texts, interact with people in 
order to produce meanings” (Fiske 1990: 2). According to this approach, com­
munication is thus a process by which the meaning of messages is the result of 

1	� I am not claiming that this is the only way of distinguishing between different approaches to the study 
of ideas based on different models of communication. For instance, you might prefer to use the ter­
minology of (social) constructionism/constructivism to conceptualize the approach referred to here 
as the semiotic approach to communication. However, I do not think that the terminology is of most 
importance here; rather, my aim is to broadly distinguish between two ways of studying ideas by relat­
ing them to more fundamental views on communication. Also, I believe that such a distinction can be 
made between views that are more or less in line with the process model of communication and views 
that are largely in accordance with semiotic approaches.

2	� It is important to emphasize that I am not only referring to the model developed by Shannon and Weaver 
(1949), but am also referring to models that all have, “in varying degrees, emphasized the process of 
communication” in contrast to other approaches which “emphasize not so much on communication as 
a process, but on communication as the generation of meaning” (Fiske 1990: 39).
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interaction rather than discoveries. Hence, the meaning of ideas is generated 
by the interaction between the message and its reader.

While the literature on methods based on semiotic approaches to com­
munication – most notably discourse analysis – is voluminous and universally 
spread, the literature about qualitative methods aimed at describing ideas based 
on the process model of communication seems to be much more limited.3 More 
specifically, the two most detailed methodological approaches to the qualitative 
study of ideas based on the process model of communication – qualitative 
content analysis and idea(tional) analysis4 – are, to different degrees, quite 
provisional in relation to the broader international community of political 
scientists.5 The former approach, qualitative content analysis (hereafter QCA) 
has a dominant position in Germany but is rarer in the English-speaking world 
(Kuckartz & Rädiker 2023: 20; Prasad 2019).6 Moreover, QCA is very seldom 

3	� The rationale behind this claim is based on comparisons between existing (English) textbooks on dis­
course analysis and textbooks on qualitative textual analysis more generally, including those which 
are based on the process model of communication. More specifically, methodological introductory 
books (such as textbooks) about discourse analysis seem to be much more common than similar 
kinds of books about qualitative text analysis based on the process model of communication (the 
label “text(ual) analysis” is often used in relation to that category). I have identified the following 
textbooks about discourse analysis published since 2000: Wood & Kroger 2000; Wodak & Mayer 
2001; Powers 2001; Hoey 2001; Jørgensen & Phillips 2002; Philips 2002; Fairclough 2003; Gee, 2004; 
Paltridge 2006; Gee, 2010; Jones 2012; Taylor 2013; Bloor & Bloor 2013; Chimombo & Roseberry 
2013; Fairclough & Fairclough 2013; Williams 2014; Coulthard & Condlin 2014; Dunn & Neumann 
2016; Georgakopoulou 2019. During the same time period – i.e. since 2000 – I have only managed 
to identify a few introductory books on qualitative textual analysis based on the process model of 
communication: Kuckartz & Rädiker 2023; Helder 2011; Schreier 2012; Mayring 2014, 2022. While 
I might have missed some books in the latter category (although that might also be the case with 
regard to the former category), I nevertheless believe that it is safe to say that there is a major dif­
ference between the number of introductory methodological books based on the semiotic approach 
(here operationalized as books about discourse analysis) and similar kinds of books based on the 
process model of communication.

4	� I consider the terms “ideational analysis” and “idea analysis” as being synonymous. Both terms are used 
in the literature to refer to the kind of method I will use here, but I will do as Mats Lindberg, one of the 
leading scholars, in this regard and use the term “idea analysis” to signify the method to which I refer 
(Lindberg 2017:95).

5	� While this relationship between qualitative content and idea analysis on the one hand, and the process 
model of communication on the other, is seldom explicated, I nevertheless believe that these methods 
clearly rest on a view of communication in line with this model. As both methods assume that there is 
a meaning in a message to be discovered – which is manifested by the fact that these methods provide 
tools with which such a discovery can be made (see Section 4)– both methods also assume that there 
is a sender from whom the meaning derives. That is, in turn, an assumption in line with the process 
model – or other linear models – of communication.

6	� However, the term “qualitative content analysis” is used in early English-written methodological lit­
erature, such as in Kracauer 1952 (who is claimed to be the originator of the term, see Kuckartz 2019), 
Berelson 1952, and George 1959, but here the term is mainly used as a way of labeling an alternative 
methodological modus operandi compared to the mainstream quantitative approach. Thus, in this early 
literature, qualitative content analysis had not been developed very much as a distinct methodological 
approach on its own terms. That does not mean, however, that later approaches did not learn from these 
early works, see Kuckartz 2019.



	 Addressing the Ideational Turn	 357

applied in the field of political science.7 The provinciality is, however, even more 
obvious with regard to the latter approach, idea(tional) analysis. While this 
method is mainly applied by political scientists, there are very few publications 
in English proclaiming to be idea-analytical. Indeed, one of its most prominent 
proponents, the political scientist Evert Vedung, claims that idea analysis is a 
“Swedish innovation” and is – as a self-proclaimed method – almost exclusively 
written about in Swedish (Vedung 2018: 157).8 Unsurprisingly, nor has there 
been any interaction between scholars of QCA and of idea analysis.

Such a state of affairs is hardly satisfactory. Especially due to the fact that 
political science as well as social sciences in general have experienced an 
“ideational turn,” which of course makes the need for adequate methods to 
describe ideas more urgent (Berman 2013; Gofas & Hay 2010; Béland & Cox 
2010; Campbell 2002; Blyth 1997). In light of this, it is problematic, and indeed 
a waste of resources, if the majority of political scientists are not acquainted 
with some of the most developed methodological approaches to the study of 
ideas that would benefit their scholarly endeavors.

In order to adequately respond to the ideational turn in political science, 
qualitative methodologists need to apply and develop approaches that are 
as good as possible. I will address these concerns by first introducing two 
somewhat less well-known approaches to the study of ideas and thereby 
potentially expanding the toolbox for ideational analysts, and, secondly, by 
suggesting ways in which the comparative advantages of these two approaches 
respectively can be exploited in order to improve the manner in which ideas 
are examined in political science as well as in social sciences in general. The 
overarching aim of my article is to demonstrate the relevance of QCA and idea 
analysis to scholars who study ideas.

As I have already indicated above, the focus here is on descriptive analyses of 
ideas. However, that certainly does not rule out that analyses of ideas – which 
are based on the process model of communication – may have other aims than 
merely description. First, such analyses may be aimed at evaluations rather 
than descriptions of ideas. In that case, the aim is to establish a state of affairs 
“that should be” in some respects, or in all things, considered.9 In contrast, 

7	� The literature here is indeed thin. In my efforts to localize the literature, I only succeeded in identifying 
the following publications using Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) in political science journals: Acar, 
2019; Coşkan 2021 et al.; Real-Dato et al. 2022; Siewert 2021; Heitmayer 2021; Sheikh & Askari 2021; 
Dardanelli 2014; Wierenga 2019; Lounasmeri 2020.

8	� Here are some of the rare exceptions: Lindberg 2017, 2018a, 2018b; Lapidus 2015; Vedung 1982; 
Petersson 1964.

9	� This is certainly a broad category which includes full-fledged normative analyses as well as more limited 
analyses of the coherence or the compatibility of ideas. The former category is voluminous and includes 
works by, and discussions on, philosophers such as Rawls, Nozick, and Habermas while the latter is nar­
rower but still distinct and includes works by, for example, Tingsten 1936, Berlin 1969, Jagers 2007, and 
Friberg-Fernros & Brommesson 2013.
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a descriptive analysis aims to establish a state of affairs “that is” rather than 
“should be”. Now, while descriptions are insufficient to accomplish an evalua­
tive analysis of ideas, they are nevertheless necessary for evaluations – since we 
need to know what something is before it is evaluated. This illustrates, in turn, 
the utility of providing tools for descriptions of ideas, which I aim to do here.

Secondly, studies of ideas based on the process model of communication 
may be aimed at establishing casual relationships rather than merely providing 
descriptions. Here, I believe that it is important to differentiate between, on 
the one hand, the aims of the analysis and, on the other, the overarching aim 
of the study as a whole. By advancing the aims of the analysis – by applying, 
for instance, idea analysis or QCA – answers are generated and used in order 
to fulfill the overarching aim of the study, which, to simplify matters slightly, 
can either be of a descriptive, explorative, or explanatory nature. Thus, while 
I am assuming that the aim of the analysis of ideas is descriptive, the result of 
this descriptive analysis can be used in studies with descriptive, explorative, 
or explanatory (overarching) aims. This also means that the substance of the 
discussion in this paper is potentially relevant for both descriptive as well as 
explorative or explanatory studies.10

2. Varieties of Idea Analyses and Qualitative Content 
Analyses
Like many phenomena in social sciences, there are no settled definitions of 
either QCA or idea analysis. One oft-cited definition of QCA is suggested by 
Philipp Mayring (2000: 2), according to which it is “an approach of empiri­
cal, methodological [sic!] controlled analysis of texts within their context of 
communication, following content analytical rules and step by step models, 
without rash quantification.” In a later publication, he elaborates in the fol­
lowing manner about the “most salient points in the characterization” of QCA:

The qualitative content analysis’ approach (as with the quantita­
tive content analysis) is category-based, that is its distinguishing 
feature. Categories refer to aspects within the text, which put the 
meaning of those aspects in a nutshell (Mayring 2019: 29).

Idea analysts often claim that there is a broad variety of different kinds of 
idea analyses. Evert Vedung proposes four different kinds of idea analyses: 
descriptive, critical, explanatory, and constructive (2018b). Ludvig Beckman 
generally agrees, although he does not include constructive analysis (2005). 
I will defend the stronger claim that idea analysis is essentially a descriptive 

10	� This is indeed very common. See Collier et al. 2008, Table 7.1 for many examples of these kinds of 
studies.
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method by which the content of ideas is described in a systematized way.11 
Consequently, as I see it, idea analysis is neither evaluative nor able to establish 
causal relations by itself.

Starting with the latter, I suggest that what is sometimes called explanatory 
(or functional) idea analysis should instead be considered as a design rather 
than a specific kind of analysis. By the term explanatory, we usually mean “to 
give an explanation about something” 12, but to do that we need to make com­
parisons between variables – either over time or in space – which in turn is 
about the design rather than about the analysis of the study. As the design and 
the analysis of the study belong to two different stages of the research process 
respectively, the concept of “explanatory idea analysis” seems therefore almost 
oxymoronic. Instead, I suggest that we distinguish between the realization of 
the aim of the study as a whole – which is dependent on specific designs – and 
the realization of the aim of the specific analysis, and that idea analysis (or 
QCA) belongs to the latter.

The question about whether idea analysis is essentially descriptive – in 
terms of being non-evaluative – is less clear cut. It is sometimes suggested 
that some version of idea analysis can be evaluative, often labeled as critical 
idea analysis (or idea/ideological criticism).13 While I do not think that there 
are any principal reasons to reject such a claim, I nevertheless believe that, 
from a pragmatic point of view, we should exclude evaluative approaches from 
the method of idea analysis in order to differentiate it from argumentation 
analysis. As I see it, argumentation analysis, which is much more widespread 
and established than idea analysis, already provides tools for evaluative studies 
aimed at determining the soundness or merely the validity of arguments. 
There is therefore no reason to re-conceptualize evaluative analyses in terms 
of versions of idea analyses since such a re-conceptualization would overlap 
significantly with argumentation analysis (Vedung 2018b; Beckman 2005).

Admittedly, there are evaluative analyses that do not address the soundness 
or the validity of arguments. This is the case when comparisons are made in 
relation to other norms than validity or soundness – for instance, deliberative 
norms (Steiner et al. 2005), norms of consistency (Jagers 2007) or efficiency 
norms (Cellini & Kee 2015) – which, in turn, suggests that there are evaluative 

11	� This definition is similar to how so-called content or descriptive idea analysis is usually defined 
(Bergström & Svärd 2018: 140f; Beckman 2005: 49).

12	� https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/explanatory

13	� By evaluative analysis, I here mean an analysis from which you can draw a conclusion about whether 
an entity of analysis is better or worse than other entities in some regard (morally, epistemically, ration­
ally etc.). As the political scientist John Gerring notes (2012: 723), this is the way the concept of evalu­
ative analysis is usually used in philosophy, but, as I note below, this use is also common in other kind 
of research as well. Thus, by evaluative analysis, I am not referring to analyses in which the empirical 
results can be expressed at different levels (for instance, on ordinal or interval scales). For this latter use 
of the term “evaluative analysis”, see Kuckartz & Rädiker 2023, Chapter 6).
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analyses that cannot be accommodated within the category of argumentation 
analysis. Nonetheless, “non-argumentative evaluative analyses” are not 
alternatives to descriptive analyses. Instead, I believe that descriptions of 
ideas constitute the first step in evaluative analyses since it is only once the 
idea is described that comparisons with other norms – such as consistency or 
deliberative ideals – can be made. Non-argumentative evaluative analysis must 
therefore be based on and is added to descriptive (idea) analysis.

My suggestion is therefore that idea analysis should be seen as a merely non-
evaluative method, even though that does not mean, as I have noted above, that 
it can only be used in descriptive studies, but rather also in studies of a causal or 
evaluative nature. While in theory this is also the case with qualitative content 
analysis, to my knowledge, this method has thus far not been applied to stu­
dies of an evaluative nature, but only to studies with either causal or (merely) 
descriptive aims.14 Therefore – since my aim is to address the current practice 
of both qualitative content and idea analysis – I will not consider evaluative 
studies but rather focus on studies with descriptive or causal aims. By studies 
with causal aims, I mean studies with either explanatory or explorative aims.

However, also with this limitation, there are still a variety of ways in which 
QCA and idea analysis can be used in different studies. Most fundamentally, the 
overarching research approach in studies is determined by the extent of know­
ledge about the research problem. If there exists extensive previous research 
and existing theories, then, prima facie, a deductive approach is appropriate, 
while scant previous research and a lack of established theories speak in favor 
of an inductive approach.

Here, it is important to notice that I am not reducing deductive approaches 
to merely explanatory studies in which hypotheses are tested. Even though 
such explanatory studies clearly constitute one (maybe indeed a paradigmatic 
form of) deductive approaches, I operate with a broader meaning according 
to which deductive and inductive approaches are differentiated by the way 
previous research is used generally. In deductive approaches, previous research 
is the point of departure in the design of the study (by using, for instance, 
hypotheses) and/or in the analysis of the study (by using, for instance, theory-
based analytical tools) while this is not the case for inductive approaches.15 
Consequently, according to this meaning, the differences between deductive 
and inductive approaches can be reflected in both the design and/or the 

14	� For instance, neither of the leading textbooks on QCA– by Mayring (2014;2022), Kuckartz & Rädiker 
(2023), or Schreier (2012) – discuss QCA in the context of this kind of evaluative studies. Kuckartz & 
Rädiker (2023) do indeed use the term “evaluative analysis” (see Chapter 6), but with another meaning 
(see footnote 13 above).

15	� However, I do not claim that the difference between inductive and deductive approaches is necessarily 
exhaustive nor binary.
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analysis of the study.16 This is illustrated by the table below in which I also 
provide examples of each kind of study applying either QCA or idea analysis.

Principally, I believe that both qualitative content and ideal analysis can be 
applied in all these kinds of studies, even though some are more common than 
others. For instance, I believe that most idea analysists have, more or less, taken 
a deductive approach in the analysis for granted, which is manifested by the 
fact that researchers working within this tradition mostly apply theoretically 
based analytical tools, such as ideal types.17 In contrast, the implications of 
the distinction between deductive and inductive approaches in the analysis are 
extensively discussed among qualitative content analysists.

3. Varieties of Analytical Tools in Idea Analysis and 
Qualitative Content Analysis
Different kinds of analytical tools can be applied in both deductive and 
inductive studies. Drawing on my differentiation between the aims of the 
studies and of the analysis/analyses respectively, I suggest that we can make a 
distinction between deductively and inductively constructed analytical tools, 
which in turn can be used in studies with either deductive or inductive designs. 
Here, I will not, however, differentiate between studies with different designs 
but only discuss deductively and inductively constructed analytical tools. 
For practical reasons, I will start with, and focus more on, the former since 
discussing the latter rigorously requires the introduction of empirical material. 
Instead, I will here only sketch two principally different approaches to the 

16	� This implies that we can construct analytical tools inductively in studies with deductive designs as well 
as constructing analytical tools deductively in studies with inductive designs, which might sound odd 
unless the difference between the design and the analysis of the study is fully appreciated.

17	� This is illustrated by the fact that inductive approaches are not considered in textbooks that discuss idea 
analysis – such as Bergström 2018 [2000]; Lindberg 2017; and Beckman 2005 – nor in articles about idea 
analysis, e.g. Vedung 2018b.

Table 1. Decisions related to the design and the analysis respectively actualized by the 
distinction between deductive and inductive approaches 

Design of the study 

Deductive approach 
(explanatory)

Inductive approach  
(explorative, descriptive)

Analysis of 
the study

Deductive 
approach

Demker 1997;  
Brommesson & Ekengren 2013.

Brommesson 2010; 
Brommesson & Fernros 2009;  
Laudel & Bielick 2018.

Inductive 
approach

Ekengren 2011. Winkelhage et al. 2013;  
Lin et al. 2013;  
Herrick et al. 2022. 
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empirical material and illustrate how it is possible to proceed in constructing 
analytical tool inductively using a fictitious example of a study.

3.1 Deductively Constructed Analytical Tools
By deductively constructed analytical tools, I simply mean tools that are based 
on material outside the empirical study in question. Within the (Swedish) 
idea analytical tradition, at least three distinct forms of analytical tools can be 
crystallized: ideal types (Bjereld & Demker 2000); classifications (Andersson 
2004;), and dimensions (Strandberg 1998). In contrast, it is harder to differenti­
ate between specific forms of analytical tools in QCA; instead, a single concept, 
such as “categories” (Mayring 2014; 2022; Kuckartz & Rädiker 2023) or “coding 
frame” (Schreier 2012), is commonly used. However, a closer reading reveals 
that within such singular conceptualizations, there are indeed also variations 
within this tradition, even though these variations are not conceptualized in 
a uniform way. I will therefore take my point of departure in the tradition of 
idea analysis, but also add insights derived from scholars working with QCA, 
which are relevant for specifying the features of ideal types, dimensions, and 
classifications respectively.

Moreover, the forms of analytical tools that I will focus on – ideal types, 
classifications, and dimensions – are widely discussed and applied in the field 
of political science far beyond the tradition of idea analysis, and my conceptua­
lizations of these analytical tools might differ in comparison to how they are 
interpreted by other researchers. Most fundamentally, dimensions and clas­
sifications might be seen as aspects or elements of (other) analytical tools rather 
than analytical tools in themselves (Bailey 1994; Collier 2008, see also Schreier 
2012). I certainly do not deny that dimensions and classifications can be used as 
elements of other analytical tools; my claim is simply that they are not merely 
such elements but can also constitute analytical tools in themselves.18 I will 
discuss each of these analytical tools sequentially, starting with dimensions, 
proceeding with idea types, and ending with classifications.

3.1.1 Dimensions
While the concept of dimension originates from mathematics, it is commonly 
applied in social sciences in a metaphorical sense. The educational scholar 
Göran Linde describes the logic behind the application of dimensions in social 
sciences in the following manner:

18	� In relation to my tripartite conceptualization of different forms of analytical tools, I suggest that dimen­
sions could be used as elements in both classification and ideal types, and classifications in ideal types, 
while ideal types are too complex to be used as elements in either dimensions or classifications. Ideal 
types are consequently merely an analytical tool in themselves, while both classifications and dimen­
sions can be used as elements in other kinds of analytical tools as well as constituting analytical tools in 
themselves.
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The use of ‘dimensions’ in social science is a metaphor in which 
social phenomena are placed in positions just as points are in 
mathematics of space. When dimensions are used in social sci­
ence, the end points of the dimensions are usually given designa­
tions that are supposed to be opposites of each other (2003: 38).

Consequently, by applying dimensions as an analytical tool, the aim is to 
describe one aspect of a scalar phenomenon – i.e. something which can be 
conceptualized in degrees, like, for instance, physical phenomena such as 
length and weight, but also psychological phenomena such as intelligence and 
kindness. Consequently, applying Philipp Maying’s distinction between nomi­
nal and ordinal deductively constructed analytical tools (2014: 99), dimensions 
are ordinal deductive tools by nature. That, in turn, implies two requirements 
for the use of dimensions in the study of ideas: first, that the unit of analysis is 
of a scalar nature, and, secondly, that the endpoints are opposites of each other.

In order to illustrate the implications of the application of these require­
ments, consider the differentiation between liberals and conservatives in an 
American context. While the ideological commitments to either liberalism or 
conservatism could principally be viewed in a scalar manner – i.e. that people 
could be more or less committed to liberalism or conservatism respectively 
– the ideological concepts of “liberalism” and “conservatism” are too complex 
to be examined with the use of dimensions. This is illustrated by the fact that 
liberalism and conservatism cannot be considered as “opposites of each other”. 
For instance, if, ideologically speaking, you distance yourself from liberalism, 
that does not necessarily mean that you move ideologically toward the conser­
vative endpoint; instead, you might move closer to socialism. Hence, liberalism 
and conservatism are not exhaustive ideological alternatives.

In contrast, suppose that you are focusing on the view of the moral capa­
city of the human person in liberalism and conservatism, and conclude that 
conservatism takes a more pessimistic position in comparison to liberalism. 
Thus, we assume that conservatives, more than liberals, believe that humans 
are inclined to act morally wrongly. We then have a unit of analysis that ful­
fills the requirements for the use of dimensions. First, the view of the moral 
capacity of humans is a scalar phenomenon, and secondly, the relationship 
between optimism and pessimism can be conceptualized as “opposites of each 
other”, which is illustrated by the fact that if you are becoming less optimistic 
about the moral capacity of the human person, then it is implied that you are 
becoming more pessimistic.

It is important to note that as long as a unit of analysis fulfills these two 
requirements – i.e. it is a scalar phenomenon, and it can be conceptualized in 
terms of opposite endpoints – dimensions can also be combined. For instance, 
in examining liberalism and conservatism, you might not only be interested 
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in their views on the moral capacity of the human person, but also their view 
on the intellectual capacity of the human person, which is arguably also a 
scalar phenomenon. As long as the two dimensions are analytically distinct, 
they can be combined, which means that the analytical tool then becomes 
two-dimensional.

 3.1.2 Ideal Types
The German social scientist Max Weber is commonly viewed as the one who 
launched ideal types as an analytical tool. He describes ideal types in the fol­
lowing manner:

An ideal type is formed by the one-sided accentuation of one or 
more points of view... In its conceptual purity, this mental con­
struct (Gedankenbild) cannot be found empirically anywhere in 
reality (1949: 90).

Based on this description of ideal types, the American sociologist Kenneth 
Bailey concludes that there are two features that are “the heart of the method” 
of ideal types:

1) the ideal type is not found empirically; and (2) the ideal type is 
used to study the degree to which a concrete empirical case dif­
fers from the ideal (1994: 17).

Consequently, following Weber and Bailey, we can conclude that the use of 
ideal types assumes that the units of analysis are scalar phenomena since they 
are used to determine the degree to which “a concrete empirical case” deviates 
from the ideal type. That, in turn, implies that the ideal type is conceptually 
purer than the concrete empirical case. In fact, the aim of constructing ideal 
types is to maximize their conceptual purity in order to determine how close 
concrete empirical cases come to this conceptually pure construct.

When an ideal-type analysis is applied, usually more than one ideal type is 
constructed. That is usually necessary in order achieve exhaustiveness (Bailey 
1994), which in turn means that all empirical material of relevance for the 
research question can be related to the ideal types. Consequently, often two or 
more empirical phenomena are conceptually “purified” as ideal types. While 
these ideal types – like dimensions – may constitute endpoints in terms of 
being “opposites of each other”, they are not necessarily ordinal by nature, but 
can also constitute a nominal scale, which means that the ideal types are not 
necessarily scalarly related, even though they should be mutually exclusive.19 
For instance, it does not necessarily follow that a political party comes closer to 

19	� For the distinction between ordinal and nominal construction of analytical tools in QCA, see Mayring 
2014: 99.
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the conservative ideal type when it develops in a way that increases its distance 
from the liberal ideal type. The party might instead develop in a socialist direc­
tion, which means that the distance from both the liberal and the conservative 
ideal type increases. However, it is also perfectly possible to construct ordinally 
ordered ideal types. For instance, you might construct and differentiate bet­
ween, for example, ideal-typical radical and modest left-wing (i.e. communism 
versus reformed socialism) ideologies respectively. Such ideal types would then 
be ordinarily related in terms of ideological radicalness.

3.1.3 Classifications
Classification can be defined as “the ordering of entities into groups or classes 
on the basis of their similarity” (Bailey 1994:1). Consequently, by using classifi­
cations, you aim at determining whether entities belong to groups. While this 
definition might seem very basic, it nevertheless implies a difference between, 
on the one hand, analyses based on classifications, and analyses based on ideal 
types or dimensions on the other. The results of analyses based on classification 
are conceptualized in binary terms – either entities belong or do not belong to 
groups – whereas the results of analyses based on ideal types or dimensions are 
conceptualized in terms of degrees of deviations from an endpoint (dimension) 
or a theoretically idealized construct (ideal types).

In order to determine whether entities belong to certain groups, necessary 
and sufficient conditions of the belongingness must be defined. By defining 
necessary conditions, you identify what features entities must have in common 
in order to belong to a certain group. By defining sufficient conditions, you 
identify features that are enough for entities to belong to a group. Together, 
necessary and sufficient conditions ensure that the classification is mutually 
exclusive, which means that entities belong to one group. For instance, a per­
son might be classified as a student as long as they are registered for a course at 
a college or university. Being registered for a course at a college or university is 
therefore both a necessary and a sufficient condition for being a student. This 
makes the classification mutually exclusive in the sense that a person cannot 
both be a student and not a student at the same time.

The fact that results of analyses generated through the use of classifications 
are conceptualized in binary terms does not, however, mean that classifications 
cannot contain scalar components. For instance, consider our previous example 
according to which human nature could be described in a two-dimensional 
way: morally and intellectually. These views of the intellectual and moral capa­
city of the human person can certainly vary in degrees, as you can view the 
capabilities in these two respects as being more or less strong (or weak). Now, 
this two-dimensional way of describing humans morally and intellectually can 
also form the basis for a classification as long as you are able to identify a thres­
hold (based on necessary and sufficient conditions) that separates pessimistic 
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from optimistic views. It is necessary to establish such a threshold in order to 
apply classification – otherwise it would not be possible to determine whether 
a certain empirically identified view of the capacity of the human person can 
be classified as being either optimistic or pessimistic.

However, in order to achieve exhaustiveness in this specific example 
– which means that all views on the moral and intellectual capacity of the 
human person are covered by the classification – you would need to add a 
potential group, namely those who view the capacity of the human person as 
equally strong and weak. That means that in this specific case, we end up with 
a trichotomy: 1) views according to which human capacity is more strong than 
weak; 2) views according to which human capacity is more weak than strong; 
and 3) views according to which human capacity is equally strong (or weak). 
Consequently, not only do you have to find thresholds in order to classify 
phenomena, but you also need to ensure that the classification is exhaustive.

3.1.4 Comparing Dimensions, Ideal Types, and Classifications
It goes without saying that none of these analytical tools are inherently better 
than the other; the comparative adequateness of these tools are of course deter­
mined by the aim of the analysis, which is in turn dependent on the research 
problem. However, there are some general features of these tools that might be 
of relevance in deciding which of them to use in an analysis. Here, I will discuss 
different features related to the scope of applicability (of the tools) and to the 
validity as well as reliability (of the analysis).

First, relevant to the scope of applicability, both ideal types and classifica­
tions can be constructed on a nominal or ordinal scale, while dimensions are 
ordinal by nature. In that regard, the two former analytical tools have a greater 
scope of applicability compared to the latter one. Another feature of relevance 
for their scope of applicability is the fact that ideal types, in particular, but also 
– albeit somewhat less obviously – dimensions, are by nature theory-laden 
in a way that classifications are not. The very fact that ideal types are defined 
as conceptually pure constructs that are not found empirically suggests that 
you should not construct ideal types merely on the basis of empirical material. 
While there are some revisionist routes you can take in order to make such an 
analysis possible (see Bailey 1994:22), it is nevertheless safe to say that the use 
of ideal types fits better within a deductive rather than an inductive approach 
to the analysis of ideas.

Dimensions too seem to fit better within a deductive rather than an induc­
tive approach. This is because you need to rely on theory in order to describe 
the value of each endpoint. As these endpoints are supposed to represent the 
maximization of a property (and its negation), such a description can arguably 
not be found in empirically collected material. Rather, such a maximization 
must be guided by theory, which in turn implies that the construction of 
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dimensions must rely on theory. Hence, also the use of dimensions seems to fit 
better within a deductive rather than an inductive approach to the analysis. It is 
therefore possible to conclude that classifications seem to have a broader scope 
of application than both ideal types and dimensions.

Secondly, ideal types and dimensions, on the one hand, and classifications 
on the other, seem to have inverted preconditions for fulfilling requirements 
related to reliability and validity. The fact that the result of analyses based on 
ideal types or dimensions must be conceptualized in terms of deviations from 
the ideal types or dimensional endpoints, necessarily implies a degree of vagu­
eness, as it seems impossible to determine the distance between the empirical 
phenomenon and the ideal type or the dimensional endpoints with precision. 
This, in turn, generates problems with regard to the potential reliability of the 
analysis.

Now, one possible response may certainly be to claim that determining the 
precise distance from ideal types or dimensional endpoints is not generally the 
goal of an analysis; rather, the goal is usually to determine the order (in space) 
or the movement (over time) of empirical phenomena in relation to endpoints 
or ideal types. While that is certainly correct, it nevertheless seems valuable 
to also be able to say something about the extent to which the phenomena in 
question actually exhibit, in a non-relative sense, the features that constitute 
the ideal types or the dimensional endpoints. This, however, seems to be inhe­
rently difficult. In contrast, in analyses that apply classifications, the aim is to 
determine whether or not phenomena merely belong to certain groups, which 
seems much less difficult to accomplish in a reliable manner once sufficient 
and necessary conditions have been identified.

However, precisely due to the fact that you need to identify necessary and 
sufficient conditions when constructing a classification, difficulties related to 
requirements of (theoretical) validity might arise more in relation to this tool 
compared to ideal types and dimensions.

As an illustration, consider the example above, according to which a clas­
sification was made in order to describe views as being either optimistic or 
pessimistic about the moral and intellectual capacity of the human person. In 
order to classify views in this regard, it is important to find the necessary and 
sufficient conditions that demarcate optimistic views from pessimistic ones. 
Such an operationalization seems indeed difficult to achieve in a theoretically 
valid manner.

However, when constructing ideal types or dimensions, such difficulties are 
not as apparent. As the very aim of ideal types and dimensions is to maintain 
theoretical and conceptual purity, such radical operationalization of theoreti­
cal concepts and positions can more or less be avoided, which increases the 
(theoretical) validity of the operationalization. For instance, in constructing 
dimensions or ideal types about moral and/or intellectual capacity, it is not 
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necessary to consider how to demarcate between pessimistic and optimistic 
views respectively on the basis of sufficient and necessary conditions. Instead, 
the endpoints of the dimension or the content of ideal types can be informed 
by theory without such operationalizations.

3.2 To Construct Analytical Tools Inductively
From a general point of view and according to Mayring, it is possible to induc­
tively construct analytical tools either through “summary” or “explication” 
(2022: 73).20 Starting with the former, he suggests that the aim of constructing 
analytical tools through summarization is to gain a more generalized overview 
of the material (ibid). This is achieved by abstracting the content of the analysis, 
which in turn means that information concerning the empirical material is 
reduced or subtracted.

In order to illustrate how summarization might work, let us assume that 
we are interested in peoples’ ideas of artificial intelligence (AI). Let us further 
assume that we do not have strong theoretical expectations about the content 
of these ideas and that we therefore approach this research theme inductively. 
By conducting interviews, we learn that respondents with some professional 
background – such as programmers, actors, journalists – express more concern 
about the development of AI than others. While the ways in which these 
respondents express their concern vary, there is one common denominator: 
they are afraid of losing their jobs. Consequently, with summarization, we 
reduce the specific ways in which these respondents express their concerns 
over AI and construct an analytical tool based on the essence of their concerns 
– which is the fear of losing their jobs.

Constructing analytical tools inductively through summarization 
corresponds nicely to one of two possible overarching aims of inductive 
analyses: First, to seek and collect information in particular cases – for 
example, concerns over the development of AI – that potentially provides a 
basis for other studies which aim at greater generalizations (for example, 
generate hypotheses about some professionals being more concerned about 
the development of AI than others, which then can be tested in other studies). 
The other overarching aim of inductive analysis is to provide a more detailed 
and thicker description of the empirical material in order to gain a better 
understanding of particular cases. In order to achieve that aim, Mayring 
suggests that we construct analytical tools inductively by explicating – i.e. by 
adding information (2022: 73).

20	� Mayring claims that summary and explication together with “structuring” – with which you deductively 
construct the analytical tool – are “three fundamental forms of interpreting” (2022:73). It should be 
noted, however, that he also differentiates and mixes these forms, which means that he ends up with as 
many as nine subcategories (Mayring 2022: 75). For practical reasons, I here focus on the “fundamental 
forms” and more specifically on those related to inductive approaches – i.e. summary and explication.
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Reusing our previous fictitious example of a study of peoples’ ideas about 
AI, we can illustrate how explicating works by assuming that some respondents 
might have viewed AI as representing an independent existential threat against 
humanity (Bostrom 2014). Let us further assume that they did not articulate 
exactly how AI would constitute such a threat, and also that their concerns 
became more understandable once we presupposed that the respondents 
believed that AI could acquire consciousness and superintelligence far beyond 
human capacity. In this context, explication can mean that we add such an 
assumption (about the possibility that AI gains consciousness and superintel­
ligence) to our empirical material in order to make it more understandable. 
Consequently, explicating is precisely the opposite to summarizing, and is 
aimed at increasing the richness of information in the material in order to gain 
a better understanding of particular cases (for example, reasons for peoples’ 
concerns over AI). Explicating is thus appropriate in studies where the aim is to 
provide thick descriptions of phenomena, which is a common modus operandi 
in certain case studies.

These inductive approaches either reduce information from the empirical 
material through summarization or add information to the empirical material 
through explication. What specific kind of analytical tool might we subse­
quently end up with summarization and explication respectively? As noted 
above regarding three deductively-constructed analytical tools, only classifica­
tions are well suited to an inductive analytical approach. That is because both 
ideal types and dimensions, at least according to the standard view, should 
be based on material outside the study – particularly theories. However, I 
believe that not even classifications are necessarily relevant as a possible form 
of inductively constructed analytical tool – at least not for explication. The aim 
of explication is to make the material more comprehensible by adding informa­
tion. In other words, we explicate in order to provide a thicker description of 
the material. I fail to see the relevance of requiring that such an analytical tool 
is formally defined by necessary and sufficient conditions – something which 
classifications should be.

In order to illustrate this point, consider my previous example about a 
fictitious study in which we learned that some respondents viewed AI as 
representing an independent existential threat to humanity. The respondents 
did not exactly articulate how AI would constitute such a threat, but once 
we presupposed that the respondents believed that AI could acquire consci­
ousness and superintelligence, their concerns became more understandable. 
Consequently, through explication, we inductively construct a tool with which 
we can categorize ideas about AI which are motivated by concerns about AI 
gaining consciousness. However, it does not seem generally appropriate – at 
least, it is not a requirement – to provide necessary and sufficient conditions 
for such a categorization – i.e. to construct a classification – in order to sharply 
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differentiate these ideas from other ideas about AI. Why? Because such a clas­
sification would not be based on the empirical material as such, but rather on 
extrapolations based on our interpretation of the empirical material, which in 
turn limits its scope of applicability outside the specific study in question. Since 
such extrapolations are constitutive ingredients of explication – i.e. explication 
by its very nature means that information is added to the empirical material – it 
is reasonable to conclude, I argue, that analytical tools based on explication will 
usually not be used in studies other than the original one. Thus, there seems to 
be comparatively less strong motivation to put an effort into developing such a 
tool by adhering to the formal criteria of a classification.

In contrast, I think that classification as a possible form of inductively 
constructed analytical tool is much more relevant with summarization, where 
information is subtracted rather than added. By constructing an analytical tool 
by subtracting information, the possibilities of obtaining a generalized over­
view of the empirical material are increased (Mayring 2022: 75-81). Thereby, 
the scope of applicability outside the context of the study is increased, which 
in turn adds comparatively more motivation to develop such a tool by adhering 
to the formal criteria of a classification by providing necessary and sufficient 
conditions.

We can again illustrate using the fictious study above on ideas about AI. It 
is not difficult to imagine the usefulness of being able to sharply differentiate 
between various ideas about how AI represents a threat by providing necessary 
and sufficient conditions once we learn that respondents with some profes­
sional background – such as programmers, actors, journalists – express more 
concern about the development than others. For instance, it seems appropriate 
to be able to differentiate sharply between ideas about AI replacing profes­
sionals altogether as a workforce from ideas about AI making some profes­
sions “merely” less stimulating. This could be done by providing sufficient and 
necessary conditions for each view. Here, information about specific ways of 
articulating both kinds of ideas about AI is subtracted – which is the modus 
operandi of summarization – while the essences of the two different ideas 
respectively are maintained. The views are thus decontextualized with sum­
marization, which in turn means that it is easy to see how this classification of 
ideas – about AI replacing professionals all together as a workforce and about 
AI making some professions “merely” less stimulating respectively – can be 
reused in another study. Consequently, it makes more sense to use summariza­
tion instead of explication to categorize the empirical material by constructing 
classifications based on necessary and sufficient conditions.
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4. Expanding the Scope of Applicability by 
Combining QCA and Idea Analysis
I think that both QCA and idea analysis have important contributions to make 
for adequately addressing the ideational turn in political science and social sci­
ences more generally. The comparative strength of the idea analytical tradition 
is its explicit and systematic treatment of deductively constructed analytical 
tools – consisting of, for example, ideal types, classifications, and dimensions 
– for analyses of ideas. Thus, this tradition provides a toolbox that can be useful 
for any qualitative scholar who studies ideas. The comparative strength of the 
tradition of QCA is, in contrast, the way in which it treats inductive studies 
and analysis. First, it does so by conceptualizing the difference between deduc­
tive and inductive approaches in the earlier step in the research process, and 
secondly, by providing an approach for constructing tools inductively either 
through explication or summarization.

What is then the scope of research applicability if you consider the 
complementary comparative strengths of both QCA and idea analysis? More 
specifically: What kind of research about ideas can we address by making both 
QCA and idea analysis more available for ideational scholars? I will illustrate 
how both these approaches may expand the scope of applicability by taking my 
point of departure in the tripartite categorization of empirical research as either 
explanatory, explorative, or (merely) descriptive.

Explanatory research: This kind of research is perhaps mostly associated 
with quantitative research, which in turn might suggest that qualitative idea 
analysis will be of minor relevance. That is, however, incorrect. First, while 
quantitative approaches might dominate explanatory research, there is cer­
tainly room for testing hypotheses without large n-numbers – something 
which is also reflected in research within both QCA and idea analysis (e.g., 
Blatter & Haverland 2012; Schmidt 2008; Brommesson & Ekengren 2013; Dem­
ker 1997). Secondly, it might be relevant to apply qualitative analyses in some 
phases of quantitative research. For instance, in order to determine the value of 
the dependent variable in explanatory research, you might need to make des­
criptions of the units of analysis, which in turn can be done using the tools of 
idea analysis. Here, the tools are commonly deductively constructed as the aim 
is to determine the effects of the independent variable, which means that the 
whole toolbox of analytical tools is available – i.e. ideal types, classifications, or 
dimensions. Consequently, even though the dependent variable will in the end 
be the object of quantification, its value might nevertheless initially have to be 
qualitatively determined, suggestively by the tools of idea analysis.

Explorative research: This line of research is more commonly associated 
with qualitative approaches such as process tracing. Here the explanandum 
is known, which means that the aim is to determine the value of the inde­
pendent variable (the explanans). Moreover, in explorative research, the point 
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of departure is the empirical material (again, the explanandum) and the tool 
of analysis – which will be used to determine the value of the independent 
variable – is usually inductively developed. This actualizes the choice between 
analyses that ultimately aim at subtracting (summarizing) or adding (explica­
ting) information, which in turn is determined by whether the overarching aim 
of a study is merely to suggest possible explanations for a particular case or (at 
least also) to generate hypotheses, which than can be tested in other (explana­
tory) studies. Explication (i.e. adding information) is arguably appropriate if the 
overarching aim is to understand the factors in the particular case in question 
while summarization (i.e. subtracting information) is appropriate if the overar­
ching aim is to generate hypotheses. As discussed above, the analytical tool 
of classification might be relevant in particular to the latter kind of inductive 
studies as their aim is to provide a basis for future explanatory studies, which 
suggests that the analytical tool will be reused. That in turn makes it adequate 
to develop an analytical tool that is defined formally by necessary and sufficient 
conditions.

Descriptive research: In descriptive research, the construction of the tool of 
analysis can be developed either deductively, based on material – for example 
theories – outside the study, or inductively, based on the empirical material. In 
the former case, a tool of analysis is deductively constructed, which means that 
all three kinds of tools – i.e. ideal types, dimensions, or classifications – are 
applicable. In contrast, if the tools of analysis are constructed inductively, they 
are based on the empirical material about ideas, which in turn means – like in 
the case with explorative studies – that we either can add (explication) or sub­
tract (summarization) information in analysis. The rationale for this decision 
in description studies is arguably similar to the one in explorative studies: if the 
overarching aim is mainly to gain understanding about particular cases, then 
explication is prima facie preferable, while summarization is prima facie pre­
ferable if the overarching aim is mainly to provide a basis for future research.

5. Conclusions
The ideational turn in political science makes the question about how we can 
adequately describe ideas urgent. Yet, there is a lack of literature about how to 
conduct descriptions of ideas based on the so-called process model of commu­
nication. According to this model, communication aims to transfer messages, 
which, in turn, implies that messages – in terms of, for example, ideas – have 
a meaning, provided by the sender, that can be discovered. The situation is 
strikingly different when it comes to semiotic approaches to communication, 
which is the main rival view, according to which the meaning of messages is 
not discovered but rather produced. Here, the literature about how to conduct 
such an analysis – generally in the form of discourse analyses – is voluminous. 
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The aim with this article has been to remedy this imbalance by introducing two 
appropriate approaches – QCA and idea analysis – which are both based on the 
process model of communication, and to demonstrate how these approaches 
can adequately address the ideational turn. More specifically, I have demonstra­
ted how these approaches can contribute by providing deductively constructed 
tools as well as ways of constructing tools inductively by either summarization 
or explication. Furthermore, I have also shown how these tools can be used to 
examine ideas in studies with either explanatory, explorative, or descriptive 
designs
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