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ABSTRACT

Thecasestudy isawidelyusedmethodologyamongqualitativeresearchers irrespectiveof their
philosophicalorientation.Whilepositivistandinterpretivephilosophiesarethetwomostpopular
research philosophies across diverse research fields, critical realism offers a third alternative.
Criticalrealismisaresearchphilosophythatassumestheexistenceofanindependentrealitybut
alsoacceptsthattheremaybevariedinterpretationsofitduetoadifferenceincontext.Mechanisms
arethetheoreticalbuildingblocksofcriticalrealismandpresence,absence,orinteractionofcertain
mechanismsmayresultinthepresenceorabsenceofcertainevents.However,limitedguidelinesare
availableonconductingacriticalrealistcasestudy.Thispaperfillsthisgapbyprovidingsomepractical
guidelinesonhowaCR-basedcasestudymaybeplannedandexecuted.Practicalguidelinesare
offeredforframingtheresearchquestion,datacollection,writinganarrative,coding,andexplanation
buildingwhilefollowingacriticalrealistphilosophy.

KEywoRdS
Andrew Sayer, Coding, Critical Realism, Explanatory Theory, Mechanism, Narrative, Retroduction, Roy Bhaskar

INTRodUCTIoN

Across research fields, two most prevalent research philosophies are positivist and interpretive
(Alharahsheh&Pius,2020;Mingers&Standing,2017).Positiviststudiesmostlyusequantitative
methods(e.g.surveysorexperiments)tocollectdataonvariablesofinterestandtostatisticallytest
thehypotheses.Itmayalsousequalitativemethods(e.g.interview),butthecentralassumptionis
thatrealitycanbe‘objectively’capturedintermsofquantitativevariables(Guba&Lincoln,1994).
Incontrast,interpretivestudiesassumethatonecanunderstandthesocialworldbycapturingthe
first-handexperienceoftheparticipantsandtriestocapturetheknowledgeofparticipantsduring
investigation(Burrel&Morgan,1979).For this reason, interpretivestudiesoftenusequalitative
methods(e.g.interviewsorfocusgroups)fordatacollection.Ifanyquantitativedataiscollected,it
isusedtocapturethecontextratherthanbeingthecentralfocusofastudy(Maxwell,2018).

Incontrasttothepositivistandinterpretivestance,CriticalRealism(CR)hasbeenproposed
(Bhaskar, 1975, 1989) as a philosophical alternative. In contrast to the positivist assertion that
realityexistsandiscompletelycomprehendible,criticalrealistsacknowledgethatitisimperfectly
comprehendibleduetoourlimitedcognitionandfundamentallycomplexnatureofreality(Burrell&
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Morgan,1979).However,atthesametime,CRalsoadmitsthatourinterpretationsarealwaysbound
bythetoleranceofanexternalrealitywhichexistsindependentofourcognitiveprocesses(Sayer,
2010).Inotherwords,whileCRacceptsepistemicrelativity–thatknowledgeisalwayslocaland
historical,itrejectsjudgmentalrelativity–thatallviewpointsmustbeequallyvalid(Mingers,2014).

Casestudyisawidelyusedmethodologyamongqualitativeresearchersirrespectiveoftheir
philosophicalorientation.Yin(2017)definescasestudyasanempiricalinquirythatinvestigatesa
phenomenoninitsreal-worldcontextusingmultiplesourceofevidence.WhileYin(2017)remainsa
highlyreputedsourcebookforcaststudyresearch,itsfocusmainlyremainspositivist.Alternatively,
guidance is also available on employing case study in interpretive research (Andrade, 2009).
However,exceptperhapsforWynnandWilliams(2012),notmanydetailedguidelinesareavailable
onconductingacasestudywithCRphilosophy.Thispaperfillsthisgapbyprovidingsomepractical
suggestionsonhowaCR-basedcasestudymaybeplannedandexecuted.Thenextsectionprovides
abriefintroductiontothephilosophyandthenatureofexplanationinacriticalrealism.Subsequent
sectionoutlinestheroleofqualitativemethodandcasestudyincriticalrealism.Thisisfollowedby
guidelinesforframingtheresearchquestion,datacollectionconsiderations,writinganarrative,coding
andexplanationbuildingwhilefollowingacriticalrealistphilosophy.Futureresearchdirectionsare
notedbeforeconcludingthepaper.

BACKGRoUNd

Bhaskar(1975)initiallyproposedCRfornaturalsciencesarguingfordeeperexplanationbeyond
statistical generalization espoused by the positivist philosophy. Later, he extended it to social
sciences(Bhaskar,1989)arguingfortheexplanationtomovebeyondtheconstructivistaccountsof
thephenomenon.Thecriticalrealistparadigmis‘realist’inthesensethatitassumesthatanexternal
reality–both socialandphysical–exists irrespectiveofouracknowledgementor interpretation
(Johnson&Duberley,2000).Foracriticalrealist,physicalreality(e.g.flowofliquidinapipeline),
orasocialreality(e.g.knowledgeflowsinanorganization)existsirrespectiveofourunderstandingof
it.Thequalifier‘critical’denotesthatourclaimsaboutrealityaretobeacceptedwiththeassumption
thattherearesignificantlimitationsintermsoftheobjectivityofourknowledge(Mingers,2014).
At thesametime, truthclaiminCRismorethantheresultofsocialconstruction.Foracritical
realist,knowledgegenerationentailsboththeengagementwithanindependentrealityandongoing
interpretationofit(Johnson&Duberley,2000).Inotherwords,socialconstructionprocessisalways
boundbyanexternalreality(Sayer,2010)whichexistsindependently.

AckroydandFleetwood(2000)observethatwhatpreventscriticalrealistsfromassumingthat
theworldismerelysociallyconstructedorisconceptdependent,isacommitmenttomaterialism.
AsSayer(2010)putsit–“Socialbeingsliveneitheronbreadalonenoronideasandsymbolsalone”
(p. 34-35). For realists, there is always some material substance beneath the concept-dependent
natureofsocial reality.Mingers(2014)notes thatCRaccepts theexistenceofdifferent typesof
objectsofknowledge(physical,social,andconceptual)whichhelpsinadequatelyexplainingthe
phenomena.Socialstructureandculturearesaidtobeinscribedwithinthematerialcomponents
ofthephysicalartefactsinawaythatmayhelpsustainthesestructuralandculturalrelations.For
instance,ouremotionalneedforconnectingwithothersareinscribedwithinthesocialmediaapps
onoursmartphones.Thereforeessentially,aCRbasedexplanationpresentsacomplexanddynamic
interactionbetweenmaterialandnon-material.

AsproposedbyBhaskar(Bhaskar,1975,1989;Mingers,2014;Mingers&Standing,2017),CR
stratifiesrealityintothreenesteddomains(Figure1).Thedomainoftherealexistsindependentof
humancognition.Itincludestheentities,thestructuresandthecausalpowersinherenttothemasthey
independentlyexist.Structuremaybedefinedas“asetofinternallyrelatedobjectsandpractices”
(Sayer,2010,p.92)whosecausalpower,termedamechanisminCR,areemergenti.e.“cannotbe
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