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ABSTRACT

The case study is a widely used methodology among qualitative researchers irrespective of their
philosophical orientation. While positivist and interpretive philosophies are the two most popular
research philosophies across diverse research fields, critical realism offers a third alternative.
Critical realism is a research philosophy that assumes the existence of an independent reality but
also accepts that there may be varied interpretations of it due to a difference in context. Mechanisms
are the theoretical building blocks of critical realism and presence, absence, or interaction of certain
mechanisms may result in the presence or absence of certain events. However, limited guidelines are
available on conducting a critical realist case study. This paper fills this gap by providing some practical
guidelines on how a CR-based case study may be planned and executed. Practical guidelines are
offered for framing the research question, data collection, writing a narrative, coding, and explanation
building while following a critical realist philosophy.
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INTRODUCTION

Across research fields, two most prevalent research philosophies are positivist and interpretive
(Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020; Mingers & Standing, 2017). Positivist studies mostly use quantitative
methods (e.g. surveys or experiments) to collect data on variables of interest and to statistically test
the hypotheses. It may also use qualitative methods (e.g. interview), but the central assumption is
that reality can be ‘objectively’ captured in terms of quantitative variables (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).
In contrast, interpretive studies assume that one can understand the social world by capturing the
first-hand experience of the participants and tries to capture the knowledge of participants during
investigation (Burrel & Morgan, 1979). For this reason, interpretive studies often use qualitative
methods (e.g. interviews or focus groups) for data collection. If any quantitative data is collected, it
is used to capture the context rather than being the central focus of a study (Maxwell, 2018).

In contrast to the positivist and interpretive stance, Critical Realism (CR) has been proposed
(Bhaskar, 1975, 1989) as a philosophical alternative. In contrast to the positivist assertion that
reality exists and is completely comprehendible, critical realists acknowledge that it is imperfectly
comprehendible due to our limited cognition and fundamentally complex nature of reality (Burrell &
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Morgan, 1979). However, at the same time, CR also admits that our interpretations are always bound
by the tolerance of an external reality which exists independent of our cognitive processes (Sayer,
2010). In other words, while CR accepts epistemic relativity — that knowledge is always local and
historical, it rejects judgmental relativity — that all viewpoints must be equally valid (Mingers, 2014).

Case study is a widely used methodology among qualitative researchers irrespective of their
philosophical orientation. Yin (2017) defines case study as an empirical inquiry that investigates a
phenomenon in its real-world context using multiple source of evidence. While Yin (2017) remains a
highly reputed sourcebook for cast study research, its focus mainly remains positivist. Alternatively,
guidance is also available on employing case study in interpretive research (Andrade, 2009).
However, except perhaps for Wynn and Williams (2012), not many detailed guidelines are available
on conducting a case study with CR philosophy. This paper fills this gap by providing some practical
suggestions on how a CR-based case study may be planned and executed. The next section provides
a brief introduction to the philosophy and the nature of explanation in a critical realism. Subsequent
section outlines the role of qualitative method and case study in critical realism. This is followed by
guidelines for framing the research question, data collection considerations, writing a narrative, coding
and explanation building while following a critical realist philosophy. Future research directions are
noted before concluding the paper.

BACKGROUND

Bhaskar (1975) initially proposed CR for natural sciences arguing for deeper explanation beyond
statistical generalization espoused by the positivist philosophy. Later, he extended it to social
sciences (Bhaskar, 1989) arguing for the explanation to move beyond the constructivist accounts of
the phenomenon. The critical realist paradigm is ‘realist’ in the sense that it assumes that an external
reality — both social and physical — exists irrespective of our acknowledgement or interpretation
(Johnson & Duberley, 2000). For a critical realist, physical reality (e.g. flow of liquid in a pipeline),
or a social reality (e.g. knowledge flows in an organization) exists irrespective of our understanding of
it. The qualifier ‘critical’ denotes that our claims about reality are to be accepted with the assumption
that there are significant limitations in terms of the objectivity of our knowledge (Mingers, 2014).
At the same time, truth claim in CR is more than the result of social construction. For a critical
realist, knowledge generation entails both the engagement with an independent reality and ongoing
interpretation of it (Johnson & Duberley, 2000). In other words, social construction process is always
bound by an external reality (Sayer, 2010) which exists independently.

Ackroyd and Fleetwood (2000) observe that what prevents critical realists from assuming that
the world is merely socially constructed or is concept dependent, is a commitment to materialism.
As Sayer (2010) puts it — “Social beings live neither on bread alone nor on ideas and symbols alone”
(p- 34-35). For realists, there is always some material substance beneath the concept-dependent
nature of social reality. Mingers (2014) notes that CR accepts the existence of different types of
objects of knowledge (physical, social, and conceptual) which helps in adequately explaining the
phenomena. Social structure and culture are said to be inscribed within the material components
of the physical artefacts in a way that may help sustain these structural and cultural relations. For
instance, our emotional need for connecting with others are inscribed within the social media apps
on our smartphones. Therefore essentially, a CR based explanation presents a complex and dynamic
interaction between material and non-material.

As proposed by Bhaskar (Bhaskar, 1975, 1989; Mingers, 2014; Mingers & Standing, 2017), CR
stratifies reality into three nested domains (Figure 1). The domain of the real exists independent of
human cognition. It includes the entities, the structures and the causal powers inherent to them as they
independently exist. Structure may be defined as “a set of internally related objects and practices”
(Sayer, 2010, p. 92) whose causal power, termed a mechanism in CR, are emergent i.e. “‘cannot be
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