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F O R E W O R D

I have been using the case study for almost twenty years as the main 
research method for all my funded projects, for the case method can 
provide a sound basis for research. Case studies used as a research 
tool should be distinguished from another type of case study that is 
common in teaching, where they are used in a more limited way to 
illustrate a point or highlight a key learning component (Kennedy 
1979; Stake 1994). 

Interestingly enough, it used to be much harder to  disseminate 
the results of case-study-based research within the academic com-
munity. Quantitative research was the dominant paradigm and the 
validity of any fi ndings generated by the case method was questioned. 
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Research based on the case method was viewed with scepticism 
because of what critics saw as poor design and unsystematic proce-
dures (Yin 1981b; Scholz 2001). This is not surprising since the advo-
cates of positivism focused on the development of universal laws, 
whereas the case approach focuses on the specifi c characteristics of 
the phenomena of interest (Altheide and Johnson 1994). At the time, 
a number of researchers in the social fi eld argued that the case study 
was less important than studies producing generalizations for a whole 
population or for many cases (Stake 1994). 

Today, however, the research community has moved almost 
to the opposite end of the spectrum: not only has the case method 
become “scientifi cally correct” but there also seems to be a bias in 
favour of it within the academic community. In addition, many research 
programs that base their activities primarily on the quantitative 
approach often use case studies as a complementary method. This is 
true for most research fi elds (at least in the social sciences), for a 
variety of subjects requiring exploratory research at some level, and 
in many study contexts. This change is, of course, due in part to the 
advent of postmodernism, which has affected all disciplines and given 
new impetus and credibility to the social sciences, arts and philosophy 
(Agger 1990; Lehman 1991; Lyotard 1979; Richardson 1994). After all, 
postmodernism is quintessentially a means of challenging any method, 
theory or discourse that claims sole ownership of the truth or author-
itative knowledge (Richardson 1994). 

That being said, postmodernism does not automatically 
reject conventional methods of knowledge acquisition. What it does 
do is raise questions about such methods and propose other methods 
that must, in their turn, be assessed as well. Thus while I have defended 
the qualitative approach to research, I also believe it must meet the 
same requirements as the quantitative approach. Of course, the qual-
itative approach is based on a different rationale and different tools, 
but the validity and reliability of the evidence underpinning the accu-
racy of the research results must be demonstrated just as clearly and 
convincingly. 

The growing popularity of the case study method has 
spawned many publications on the subject, but they suffer from two 
main weaknesses. First, few of them give a full and practical explana-
tion of how to ensure valid, reliable results. Second, hardly any of 
them provide a structured, integrated and complete guide to conduct-
ing a case study. Yin (2008) has perhaps come closest to doing so. The 
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bottom line is that a guide must be a means not only of ensuring 
a priori but also of verifying a posteriori the rigorousness of the research 
process and providing assurance that the fi ndings are  accurate. 

The purpose of this handbook is, precisely, to give  researchers 
a tool to help them make an informed decision on whether the case 
method is appropriate and, if it is, to provide them with a guide to 
help them conduct the study with the required degree of rigour. The 
handbook covers the appropriateness and usefulness of the case study 
method, ways of ensuring accuracy of results, the required prepara-
tory work, case selection, data collection, data analysis, and dissem-
ination of results. The objective of each of the above stages is outlined, 
along with the main steps to be carried out. 

As one would expect, this handbook is full of practical 
examples with a focus on the various components of the research 
process rather than on the results. One particular example is used 
throughout the guide so that the reader can follow a specifi c case 
study from start to fi nish. It involves a research project that I carried 
out on the behaviour exhibited by executives of medium-sized busi-
nesses during the introduction of new technologies. I chose it because 
it formed the basis of my Ph.D. thesis and the work was closely and 
continuously supervised by a committee of three professors, one of 
whom was inclined towards the quantitative approach in his thinking 
and research activities. The principles and philosophy underpinning 
the quantitative approach were therefore a constant in my thesis 
project. The thesis itself is over 300 pages long and describes in detail 
every stage in the case study, the rationale behind it, the steps in it 
and the results achieved. An entire chapter is devoted to showing 
how, in practical terms, the reliability and validity of the data has 
been ensured. The results have been published in articles in two 
international journals (Gagnon and Toulouse 1993, 1996), which is to 
say the approach has been subject to further peer review and found 
to be sound. 

After completing my thesis, I decided to generalize my 
research results by applying a quantitative approach and, in particu-
lar, developing and administering a questionnaire. Once again, the 
results were reported in two scholarly publications (Gagnon 2001; 
Gagnon, Sicotte and Posada 2000). 

Many other examples are given to illustrate specifi c aspects 
of the case method. They show that the method is applicable to a 
broad range of fi elds in addition to management, the discipline from 
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which my core example is taken. To make this handbook as useful as 
possible as a practical guide, I also provide a step-by-step checklist 
in an appendix. 

Of course, in preparing a practical guide, one has to make 
choices. I wanted to include only points that would help researchers 
carry out case studies, while ensuring that the approach was rigorous. 
Accordingly, this handbook does not include a more philosophical, 
or epistemological, section outlining the various schools of thought 
on, and possible approaches to, planning and executing each stage 
and step. Nor does it revisit the main debates and arguments on the 
case study as a research method or take a position on them. The 
reader should therefore use and judge this handbook with these 
 considerations in mind. 



I N T R O D U C T I O N

Human and social systems are complex. Understanding 
 phenomena related to such systems demands a holistic approach, 
which can produce not only detailed descriptions of situations and 
events but also an in-depth understanding of the actors involved, their 
feelings and the interactions among them. 

Only qualitative research methods can provide a compre-
hensive view of this type (Benbasat, Goldstein and Mead 1983; 
 Eisenhardt 1989; Patton 1982; Worthman and Roberts 1982). A case 
study, in particular, makes it possible to observe and analyze phenom-
ena as a single, integrated whole (Bullock 1986). Quantitative methods, 
though useful, cannot do so, for their main tool, the questionnaire, is 
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based on respondents’ considered answers, and as we know 95% of 
human thoughts are unconscious (Fauconnier 1997; Schank 1998; 
Wegner 2002; Woodside and Wilson 2003; Zaltman 2003) and indi-
viduals have limited awareness of their own thought processes (Van 
Someren, Barnard and Sandberg 1994; Witte 1972; Woodside and 
Wilson 2000).

Before going further, we should clarify what we mean by 
method. We will use Aktouf’s (1987: 20) defi nition of method as “the 
logical procedure employed by a science, i.e. the set of specifi c prac-
tices it uses to render the development of its demonstrations and 
theories clear, understandable and irrefutable.” 

As the case method provides an in-depth understanding of 
phenomena, their constitutive processes and the actors involved, 
some scholars believe it is best suited to theory building (Dyer and 
Wilkins 1991; Eisenhardt 1989; Gersick 1988; Harris and Sutton 1986; 
Woodside and Wilson 2003). But others, including some proponents 
of grounded theory, argue that it is equally appropriate for validating 
a theory (Anderson 1983; Eisenhardt 1989; Glaser and Strauss 1967; 
Pinfi eld 1986; Richards and Richards 1994; Strauss and Corbin 1990). 
Finally, some maintain that it is possible to develop a research design 
that combines theory building and verifi cation. On this view, a case 
study can serve to generate a new theory, which can then be tested 
immediately using measurable constructs and falsifi able hypotheses 
(Eisenhardt 1989; Gladwin 1989; Howard and Morgenroth 1968; 
 Woodside and Wilson 2003). 

More precisely, the case method is said to be appropriate 
for describing, explaining, predicting or controlling processes associ-
ated with a variety of phenomena at the individual, group and orga-
nizational levels (Woodside and Wilson 2003). The combination of 
these four functions is also possible. Describing means answering the 
questions who, what, when, how (Eisenhardt 1989; Kidder 1982); 
explaining means attempting to answer the question why; predicting 
means producing short-term and long-term forecasts of future psy-
chological states, behaviours or events; and controlling means trying 
to infl uence cognition, attitudes and behaviours in an individual case 
(Hersen and Barlow 1976; Woodside and Wilson 2003). 

The main advantages of case research are that it can  produce 
an in-depth analysis of phenomena in context, support the develop-
ment of historical perspectives and guarantee high internal validity, 
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which is to say that the observed phenomena are authentic represen-
tations of reality. In short, the case study is adaptable to both the 
context and the researcher.1 

But when using the case method for research purposes, we 
must always bear in mind that it also suffers from weaknesses. First, 
it is time-consuming for both the researcher and the subjects. Sec-
ondly, the external validity of the results is problematic, for it is dif-
fi cult for another researcher to reproduce a case study. Finally, the 
case method has signifi cant shortcomings when it comes to the gen-
eralizability of the results. There is little chance that comparable stud-
ies will be conducted to generalize the theory inferred from the case 
study or to make the results applicable to an entire population (Lecompte 
and Goetz 1982; Lucas 1974; McMillan and Schumacher 1984; Whyte 
1963; Worthman and Roberts 1982). This is unsurprising, for the spec-
ifi city, diversity and narrow focus of a case study are not readily com-
patible with attempts to achieve a universal scope. For one thing, the 
pursuit of generalizability can distract the researcher from specifi c 
features of the case at hand that could be important for a full under-
standing (Stake 1994). For another, excessive use of empirical data 
with a view to generalization will lead almost inevitably to an overly 
complex theory in which it is diffi cult to distinguish between general 
relationships and those that are particular to the specifi c case. 

It must therefore be accepted that the result of a case study 
is, more often than not, an idiosyncratic theory, which is to say that 
it applies to a particular phenomenon or a specifi c process (Eisenhardt 
1989). For example, in their research on changes in life courses in 
western Nepal and eastern India over the previous 20 years, Bagchi 
et al. (1998) studied the experiences of the inhabitants of 17 villages 
and concluded that it was unclear to what extent the evidence from 
one community was generalizable to the other villages. However, a 
case study can help refi ne a theory by adding details or it can estab-
lish the limits of a generalization. As Stake (1994) notes, we have lost 
confi dence in the general law that holds that children of separated 
parents are better off in their mother’s custody since a single case of 
a child mistreated by his mother was documented. 

This last weakness, the diffi culty of generalization, can 
 however be overcome by complementing the case study with quan-
titative research (Stake 1994; Scholz 2001; Woodside and Wilson 2003). 

1. The singular is generally used in this handbook but it applies equally to research 
teams. 
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For example, the results of the case study can be used to develop 
quantitative data collection methods to be applied to a statistically 
representative sample of the population, as I did in my study of busi-
ness executives and new technologies. The results of the case studies 
were used to develop a questionnaire which, after pretesting, was 
administered to a statistically representative sample of the population 
of executives of medium-sized businesses engaged in the process of 
introducing new technologies. This approach made it possible to con-
struct a well-grounded questionnaire based on conditions at medium-
sized businesses. 

The important point here is that case research must be 
 governed by scientifi c standards and case studies must be conducted 
with at least as much rigour as studies that use quantitative research 
methods (Yin 2003). A case study must be founded on systematic 
procedures through which the validity and reliability of the evidence 
and the results can be demonstrated. As Eisenhardt (1989) observes, 
this depends in large part on the researcher’s rigour in carrying out 
each step in the research process. 

Hence the importance of following a practical guide such as 
this one. We will describe the stages in the process and each step in 
detail. While the steps will be presented in sequential order, they must 
often be conducted iteratively (Eisenhardt 1989). Each chapter of this 
handbook covers one of the stages, explaining and detailing the con-
tent of Table 1 below. The next chapter therefore deals with the fi rst 
stage: assessing the appropriateness of using the case method. 
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Table 1
Case Study Handbook

STAGE 1 – ASSESSING APPROPRIATENESS AND USEFULNESS

Objective: Determine whether the case method is relevant 
and appropriate.

STEP OBJECTIVE

 1.  Defi ne your approach. Consider whether your perspective is 
constructivist.

 2.  Outline the research problem. Determine whether theoretical 
foundations already exist.

 3.  Determine whether the problem is 
of the exploratory or raw empirical 
type.

Make sure the problem lends itself to 
the case method.

 4.  Answer preset questions to 
determine the appropriateness of 
conducting a case study.

Check whether problem characteristics 
are compatible with the case method.

STAGE 2 – ENSURING ACCURACY OF RESULTS

Objective: Show that results are rigorous and representative 
and that they correspond to reality.

Internal Reliability 

OBJECTIVE:  Show that other researchers would arrive at essentially the same 
conclusions if they analyzed and interpreted the same evidence. 

STEP OBJECTIVE

 1.  Use concrete and precise 
descriptors.

Make as few inferences as possible.

 2.  Safeguard the raw data. Make it possible to check the accuracy of 
the interpretations.

 3.  Involve several researchers in the 
study.

Avoid errors of perception or 
interpretation (bias) on the part of the 
researcher.

 4.  Confi rm the collected data. Make sure the data is consistent with the 
observed reality.

 5.  Have the interpretation of the data 
reviewed by peers.

Make sure other researchers interpret 
the data in a similar way. 

External Reliability

OBJECTIVE:  Show that another independent researcher looking at the same cases or 
similar cases would arrive at essentially the same results.

STEP OBJECTIVE

 6.  Establish the researcher’s position. Describe the various facets of the 
observed reality and state the point of 
view from which the observations were 
made.
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 7.  Describe the informant selection 
process and demonstrate its 
soundness.

Specify the groups and sources from 
which the data was obtained.

 8.  Describe the relevant physical, 
social and interpersonal 
characteristics of each research 
setting.

Make it easier to understand the data 
analysis and to replicate the study.

 9.  Clearly defi ne the study’s concepts, 
constructs and units of analysis.

Enable other researchers who want to 
conduct a comparable study to work 
from similar foundations.

10.  Describe the data collection 
strategy. 

Make it possible for other researchers to 
use the research report as a manual to 
replicate the data collection process.

Internal Validity 

OBJECTIVE:  Make sure the description of the phenomenon is an accurate 
representation of the observed reality. 

STEP OBJECTIVE 

11.  Control for the effects of the 
observer’s presence.

Avoid ethnocentrism and perceptual 
bias.

12.  Select a representative sample. Prevent distortions due to sampling.

13.  Develop and maintain a chain of 
meaning and a data defi nition table 
for each case. 

Neutralize the effects of mid-study 
changes.

14.  Identify and exclude alternative 
explanations. 

Support the validity of the conclusions.

External Validity 

OBJECTIVE:  Produce results that can be compared and contrasted with other cases. 

STEP OBJECTIVE

15.  Control for the effects of study site 
specifi cities.

Avoid idiosyncratic results.

16.  Avoid over-studied sites. Improve the representativeness of the 
results.

17.  Choose cases that are replicable 
over time and maintain an up-to-
date history of each.

Avoid history effects.

Construct Validity 

OBJECTIVE:  Show that the abstract terms and meanings are applicable over time and 
across sites and populations.

STEP OBJECTIVE

18.  Select cases with characteristics 
that meet the initial research 
objectives. 

Observe phenomena relevant to the 
constructs of interest.
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19.  Choose or develop appropriate 
measures for purposes of data 
collection, analysis and 
interpretation.

Make sure the indicators accurately 
measure the constructs.

20.  Use as many information sources 
as possible and use triangulation.

Minimize the observer’s effect on the 
phenomenon of interest.

21.  Explain the research protocol and 
present the data honestly. 

Report the results in a transparent 
manner.

STAGE 3 – PREPARATION 

Objective: Have a suffi ciently elaborate and precise research 
framework to ensure rigorous data collection. 

STEP OBJECTIVE

 1.  Frame the research question. Write a clear research question that 
refl ects the researcher’s starting point.

 2.  Choose between a single- or 
multiple-case study. 

Determine the appropriate approach for 
the research question.

 3.  Determine the main data collection 
technique and potential data 
sources. 

Lay the foundations of the data 
collection strategy.

 4.  Identify the target population and 
establish case selection criteria.

Choose a research setting appropriate to 
the research question.

 5.  Develop data coding instruments, 
protocols and schemes.

Determine what data to focus on during 
data collection and establish rules for 
data analysis.

 6.  Become familiar with the 
phenomenon of interest.

Hone and enrich the materials produced 
in the previous steps.

STAGE 4 – SELECTING CASES 

Objective: Find enough cases that meet the criteria and make 
sure the study can be conducted within budget and on 
schedule. 

STEP OBJECTIVE

 1.  Acquire thorough knowledge of the 
workings of the environment under 
study.

Lay the groundwork for identifying 
potential cases and contacting subjects 
to obtain their active participation.

 2.  Make sure you have no other 
professional relationship with the 
subjects.

Ensure impartiality towards each case.

 3.  Consider the geographic 
distribution of cases.

Make sure the study can be conducted 
within budget and on schedule.

 4.  Recruit at least one more than the 
necessary number of cases to 
ensure rigour. 

Guard against the possibility of case 
mortality.
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STAGE 5 – COLLECTING DATA 

Objective: Gather rich, credible raw data, while observing 
rules of ethics. 

STEP OBJECTIVE

 1.  Gain acceptance in the research 
setting.

Establish a relationship of trust with the 
subjects.

 2.  Be observant and practice active 
listening.

Gather as much signifi cant information 
as possible.

 3. Use as many information sources 
as possible. 

Make it possible to calculate measures 
of agreement and bolster the validity of 
the data.

 4.  Fine-tune the data collection 
strategy and adapt it to each case.

Make sure you can gather reliable and 
valid data, while treating your subjects 
with respect.

 5.  Develop and maintain a data 
defi nition table and a chain of 
evidence for the collected data. 

Maintain consistency in the meanings 
ascribed to the data and enable an 
outsider to track the evidence.

 6.  Manage the collected data on each 
case in a structured and orderly 
manner.

Build a reliable, solid database to 
support valid data analysis and 
interpretation.

 7.  Make a smooth exit from the 
research sites.

Avoid disrupting the research setting.

STAGE 6 – ANALYZING DATA

Objective: Perform a systematic and fruitful analysis of the 
collected data. 

STEP OBJECTIVE

 1.  Purge the collected data. Make sure the data is relevant, in an 
appropriate format, and that the source 
and data collection method are known.

 2.  Code the collected data on each 
case.

Organize and sort the data to facilitate 
analysis.

 3.  Analyze the coded data. Make the data speak by uncovering 
patterns.

 4.  Write a description of each case. Organize the information that supports 
the patterns found in the analysis into a 
narrative.
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STAGE 7 – INTERPRETING DATA 

Objective: Produce tested, plausible theoretical explanations 
of the phenomenon of interest. 

STEP OBJECTIVE

 1.  Generate proposed explanations of 
the phenomenon based on the 
results of the data analysis.

Develop a theoretical explanation for 
each case in its local context.

 2.  Check the proposed explanations 
against the data.

Make sure the ideas are fully and 
concretely supported by the data on 
each case.

 3.  Compare the proposed explanations 
that pass the evidence test with the 
existing literature.

Use any divergences as a springboard 
for further refl ection about the proposed 
explanations in order to support the 
theory-building process.

STAGE 8 – REPORTING RESULTS 

Objective: Make a contribution to the body of knowledge on 
the phenomenon and share it with the scientifi c and 
professional communities. 

STEP OBJECTIVE

 1.  Decide on the type of report. Determine the appropriate form for the 
content.

 2.  Determine the requirements of the 
vehicle and characteristics of the 
target audience.

Suit the format and content of the 
message and the register of the 
language to the vehicle.

 3.  Prepare an outline. Determine the main points of the 
message and the structure through 
which it will be conveyed. 

 4.  Write the scientifi c article or paper, 
focusing on clarity, concision and 
the use of appropriate language.

Present the content in a cogent and 
credible manner to make it more likely 
the article or paper will be accepted.





STAGE 1

ASSESSING 
APPROPRIATENESS 
AND USEFULNESS





The purpose of the fi rst stage in conducting a case study is to 
determine whether the case method is appropriate to the subject at 
hand. To do so, the researcher should begin by considering his under-
lying approach, which is to say his intellectual framework, way of 
thinking and philosophical underpinnings (Aktouf 1987).

STEP
1.1 Defi ne your approach 

A researcher who is considering conducting a case study, or using 
any other qualitative research method, should subscribe to the con-
structivist approach, which holds that society is not a given, as it is 
for the positivists, but rather constructed through the relationships 
individuals forge with each other (Hagedorn 1983). Investigators who 
adopt this standpoint strive to understand the behaviour of individu-
als by examining the infl uence of their environment on their actions 
(McMillan and Schumacher 1984). They therefore attempt to probe 
deeper than the information yielded by quantitative research methods, 
which are useful but focus on testing selected variables without fully 
taking into account the context in which they are being measured (Yin 
1981a). The qualitative researcher wants not only to determine the 
correlations among the variables but also to know how and why those 
correlations exist (Eisenhardt 1989; Mintzberg 1979). It can therefore 
be said that deciding to carry out a case study is not just a method-
ological choice but also affects what will be studied (Bardin 1996).

From the constructivist point of view, organizations ( including 
businesses) are complex social systems. To understand them, we need 
detailed descriptions of situations, events, people, interactions and 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
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behaviours. We must understand how things happen before  considering 
why. Only qualitative methods can produce information of this type 
(Patton 1982; Worthman and Roberts 1982). The result “is not a labo-
ratory study of individuals nor even a fi eld study comparing work 
groups, but rather a case study in which the organization is viewed 
as an intact, integrated whole” (Bullock 1986: 33).

Clearly, in this case we will adopt an ideographic rather than 
a nomothetic research strategy. Ideographic research attempts to 
understand a phenomenon in context, while nomothetic research uses 
the procedures of the “exact” sciences to arrive at general laws (Franz 
and Robey 1984; Weick 1984). In ideographic research, the study is 
designed to increase our understanding of a particular phenomenon 
rather than to produce generalizable results (Bardin 1996). 

For example, when I was researching the technology 
 adoption practices of medium-sized business executives, I approached 
the businesses, their nature, and the events and processes occurring 
in them as constructed, in line with the constructivist outlook. There-
fore, it was not enough to interview the owners or managers to learn 
about the operation of their business. We had to investigate all the 
actors, their behaviours, their interactions, and when and in what spe-
cifi c circumstances the behaviours and interactions occur in each busi-
ness. So, in addition to describing, dissecting and explaining the 
behaviour of the medium-sized business executive, we needed to col-
lect precise, detailed data on the dynamics of the technology adoption 
processes. This meant gathering, in context, exhaustive situation 
descriptions of those processes, the related events, the interactions 
among the people involved, and their observable behaviour. I also had 
to fi nd out about these actors’ experiences, beliefs and thoughts with 
respect to the technology adoption process. The constructivist approach 
does not regard technology as deterministic. If we approach the tech-
nology adoption process from this standpoint, we must attend to: 
1) the people involved in the process; 2) the context; 3) the site at which 
the technology is being introduced. In other words, it is not enough 
to study the technology to determine its impact on a business. 

STEP
1.2 Outline the research problem

To determine the appropriateness of the case method, the nature of 
the problem under study must also be considered. It must be borne 
in mind that case studies are best suited to practical issues in which 
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the experience of the subjects is central and the context of the 
 experience is decisive (Benbasat 1984; Benbasat et al. 1987; Bonoma 
1983; Roethlisberger 1977). According to Yin (1981a: 98), “The need 
to use case studies arises whenever: an empirical inquiry must exam-
ine a contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context, especially 
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 
clearly evident.”

We must therefore defi ne the object of study and consider 
the existing theoretical base on the subject. This entails identifying 
the phenomenon we are seeking to understand, its context and the 
main issue it raises. To do so, the researcher is well advised to consider 
why he or she took an interest in the topic. At this stage, the researcher 
should also conduct a preliminary survey of the literature to determine 
what is already known about the phenomenon. However, the research 
question will be precisely defi ned only in the next stage. 

STEP
1.3

Determine whether the problem is 
of the exploratory or raw empirical type

Once the research problem has been roughly defined, we can 
 determine whether the issues it raises belong to one of the two types 
that most readily lend themselves to case studies, namely exploratory 
and raw empirical. Investigators who use the case method seek to 
systematically infer meaning from the events they observe (McMillan 
and Schumacher 1984; Rothe 1982) but this does not necessarily mean 
they have no preliminary ideas and conceptions about the research 
question. If they do, the research can be considered exploratory in 
nature; if not, it can be considered raw empirical research, in which 
the researcher is interested in a subject without having formed any 
preconceived ideas about it (Benbasat et al. 1987; McMillan and 
Schumacher 1984; Whyte 1963). 

An exploratory study deals with a subject that is clearly 
important but has been previously neglected for various reasons. Raw 
empirical research precedes an exploratory study, insofar as the 
research potential of the subject has not yet been established with 
suffi cient certainty to warrant tackling it in earnest (Benbasat et al. 
1987; Gagnon and Landry 1989; McMillan and Schumacher 1984; 
Whyte 1963).
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STEP
1.4

Answer preset questions to determine 
appropriateness

Researchers should consider four points before undertaking a case 
study (based on Benbasat et al. 1987: 372). The research problem is 
compatible with the case study method if each of the following  questions 
can be answered in the affi rmative: 

 1. Can the phenomenon of interest be studied outside its 
natural setting?

 2. Must the study focus on contemporary events?

 3. Is control or manipulation of subjects or events unneces-
sary?

 4. Does the phenomenon of interest enjoy an established 
theoretical base?

In the case of my study of the technology adoption  behaviour 
of medium-sized business executives, the answers to the four ques-
tions confi rmed that the case study approach was appropriate. Regard-
ing Question 1, the executive’s technology adoption behaviour is 
related to the specifi c setting where the technology is being intro-
duced: it cannot be properly understood without taking into account 
corporate culture (which is likely to be quite different at a medium-
sized business than a major corporation) and the existing relationships 
among the people who will be affected, directly or indirectly. Each 
technology adoption setting is different and the business executive’s 
behaviour may be more entrepreneurial or more administrative, 
depending on the context. It was therefore important to understand 
the interaction between the technology and the environment in which 
it was being introduced. 

Regarding Question 2, post hoc examination of the  technology 
adoption process would not have enabled us to identify and understand 
all the concomitant events. Some events may fade in importance over 
time; for example, in one case I observed, an air conditioning failure 
on a swelteringly hot day had a devastating effect on the patience and 
morale of shop-fl oor employees, who were already under pressure 
due to problems with the introduction of a new technology. The upshot 
was a walk-out, sparking second thoughts about the technology. How-
ever, six months later, in the dead of winter, only the technical problems 
were cited to explain the reservations about the project. 
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Question 3 can also be answered in the affi rmative. Not 
only were control or manipulation of the subjects and events unnec-
essary, but they would have altered the phenomenon of interest. 

Finally, with respect to Question 4, there was indeed a solid 
theoretical base for research on technology adoption and on the dif-
ferences between entrepreneurial and administrative behaviour. How-
ever, those two bodies of literature had never been used in  conjunction 
to study business executives’ technology adoption practices. 

Once it has been established that the problem of interest 
meets the criteria for case research, the next stage is to consider how 
to proceed in order to obtain accurate results. 
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ENSURING 
ACCURACY 

OF RESULTS





The accuracy of the results must be a paramount concern for the 
researcher from the beginning to the end of the study. Therefore, the 
steps that will be taken in the course of the project to ensure accuracy 
should be considered at the very outset, as soon as the appropriate-
ness of the case method has been established. The purpose of this 
vital stage, which should inform all the others, is to demonstrate not 
only that the results were obtained through a rigorous process, but 
also that they correspond to reality. 

The value of a scientifi c study depends in large part on the 
investigator’s ability to demonstrate the accuracy of the results. This 
is particularly true for qualitative research methods such as case stud-
ies: since these methods are more fl exible, they can attract sloppy 
researchers who hope to avoid the direct evaluation to which the 
results produced by quantitative and experimental methods are 
 automatically subjected (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b; Kvale 1987).

The concept of accuracy embraces two components:  reliability 
and validity. Reliability relates to the consistency of the observations, 
meaning the replicability of the results: if the same phenomenon were 
investigated by other researchers using the same methodology, they 
should arrive at roughly the same conclusions (Kvale 1987). Validity 
relates to the connection between the results and reality. A study is 
valid if the constructs developed by the researcher are good repre-
sentations or measures of the categories of human experience under 
observation. Reliability is a necessary condition for validity but does 
not guarantee it (Bachelor 1992; Light, Singer and Willett 1990). 

When we conduct a case study for research purposes, we 
are examining the interactions among a number of variables in a 
natural setting, often without any preconceptions. The researcher 
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plays a decisive role at every stage of the process: data collection, 
analysis and interpretation. Therefore, the researcher’s actions and 
personal characteristics can have a signifi cant direct impact on the 
accuracy of the results. There are three classic types of bias that inves-
tigators are liable to introduce: the holistic illusion, which consists in 
ascribing greater connectedness and consistency to events than they 
actually possess (for example, by ignoring facts that do not fi t); the 
elite bias, which consists in attaching greater weight to information 
from informants who express themselves clearly than to reports from 
less articulate informants; and over-assimilation, whereby the researcher 
accepts the facts and perceptions conveyed by local informants whole 
cloth, surrendering his or her own vision and critical faculties.

Personal characteristics that can introduce bias into the 
analysis and interpretation of the evidence include individual differ-
ences, gender, age, theoretical orientation, the investigator’s history 
with the object of study, and level of experience (Hill, O’Grady and 
Price 1988; Landry and Farr 1980). Psychological variables such as 
self-confi dence, level of anxiety and cognitive complexity can also 
come into play (Landry and Farr 1980). The researcher’s history and 
expectations can therefore introduce idiosyncratic elements (Bachelor 
1992; Beutler and Hamblin 1986). 

To ensure the accuracy of the results, the researcher’s fi rst 
task is therefore to detect potential sources of bias or contamination 
and address them. To do so, the researcher may have to apply mea-
sures that can appear contradictory at fi rst glance. It is illusory to think 
that we can obtain results that are entirely reliable and valid. For one 
thing, in qualitative research it is diffi cult if not impossible to demon-
strate reliability and validity in a precise, numerical manner, as one 
can in quantitative research. For another, techniques for enhancing 
reliability and validity operate, more often than not, by reducing the 
impact of the researcher’s subjectivity as far as possible, or by provid-
ing information to enable others to check the process through which 
the results were obtained (Guba 1981). This chapter, which is largely 
based on Lecompte and Goetz (1982), covers the factors that must be 
borne in mind and the steps to be taken in order to increase  reliability 
and validity. 

Reliability can be divided into two components: internal 
reliability and external reliability. Internal reliability means that other 
investigators would arrive at essentially the same fi ndings if they were 
to analyze and interpret the data produced by the study. In other 
words, the conclusions drawn from the evidence by multiple 
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 independent observers and coders would be suffi ciently consistent 
to describe the phenomenon in a similar way and come to the same 
conclusions about each case. External reliability means that an inde-
pendent researcher using the same methodology would obtain essen-
tially the same data if he or she were to observe the same environment 
or a similar environment. 

INTERNAL RELIABILITY
To enhance internal reliability, it is recommended that the researcher 
take the following fi ve steps, inasmuch as it is possible to do so. 

STEP
2.1 Use concrete and precise descriptors

Using the most concrete and precise descriptors possible means 
reporting what people said word for word and describing their behav-
iours or activities in narrative form. Inferences based on sources other 
than direct observation should be kept to a minimum. For every infer-
ence drawn, one must ask whether it is appropriate and whether all 
alternative explanations can legitimately be dismissed (Yin 2003). 

STEP
2.2 Safeguard the raw data

The raw data must always be kept accessible so that other  researchers 
can check and confi rm the accuracy of the interpretations. Whenever 
possible, it is preferable to use electronic recording devices: the tape 
recorder, camcorder and camera should be regarded as standard data 
collection tools. 

Unfortunately, this was impossible to do in my study of 
business executives, as I was researching a situation in which several 
actors were intervening simultaneously, and in any event I was pre-
vented from doing so by confi dentiality agreements with the infor-
mants. However, I did keep copies of written documents or transcribed 
excerpts when I could. Observations were written down immediately 
and all the evidence was promptly labelled and entered in a fi le for 
each observation site. 
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STEP
2.3 Involve several researchers in the study

Time and budget permitting, it is always preferable for several 
researchers to be involved in a study. This is one of the most effective 
ways to ensure internal reliability. To be sure, a single investigator 
can perform an excellent analysis, provided he or she controls for 
potential bias, but having a number of researchers involved can make 
it much easier to ensure the accuracy of the results. If independent 
analysts agree among themselves, it can be assumed that the results 
will not be skewed by their individual characteristics (Andrew 1985; 
Bachelor 1992; Cone and Foster 1982). This also increases the poten-
tial for creativity in the analysis and interpretation of the evidence 
(Bachelor 1992; Eisenhardt 1989; Miles and Huberman 1994; Taylor 
and Bogdan 1984). 

When there are several researchers working on a project, 
they evaluate the evidence individually and then compare notes. Areas 
of disagreement are identifi ed and discussed in order to deepen the 
analysis and interpretation of the data and confront divergences; the 
tension of intersubjectivity can help guarantee a measure of objectiv-
ity (Halling and Leifer 1991). In this case, we can speak of interjudge 
agreement, which does not however necessarily guarantee that the 
results correspond to reality, i.e., that they are valid (Berk 1979; 
 Carmines and Zeller 1979). The evaluators may be very reliable and 
still be detached from the constructs of interest; in other words, the 
judges may all err in the same way. 

In their study of the politics of strategic decision-making in 
high-velocity environments, Eisenhardt and Bourgeois (1988) reported 
that after collecting qualitative and quantitative information, each of 
them independently analyzed one type of evidence. They developed 
their own preliminary hypotheses, traded the results of their analyses, 
and worked to fi nd patterns in the data by consensus. 

STEP
2.4 Confi rm the collected data

At some point, we need to go back to the key informants to confi rm 
what the observer saw and recorded, in order to make sure that those 
observations correspond to reality and have not been unduly affected 
by the investigator’s bias. This can be done during the data collection 
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stage or during data analysis and interpretation. The informants’ points 
of view can also be most useful for arbitrating differing  perceptions 
on the part of the researchers. 

In my research on the behaviour of business executives, 
this confi rmation process was conducted mainly with the developers. 
We met frequently to discuss my observations, which sometimes led 
me to check and clarify other evidence with other sources. 

STEP
2.5

Have the interpretation of the data 
reviewed by peers

It is always preferable to have the researcher’s interpretation of the 
evidence reviewed by peers to see whether they arrive at similar con-
clusions. This is usually done at the reporting stage. It can also be a 
good idea to ask colleagues to review the research report. The point 
here is not to expunge the investigator’s subjective experience from the 
report; on the contrary, the document should be informative regarding 
the researcher’s expectations, infl uences and possible biases. The report 
should be framed in the most concrete and precise terms possible. One 
simple way to do so is to directly quote the informants and/or docu-
ments from which the information in the report was obtained. 

In my study of business executives, I quoted subjects’ 
 comments and the documents I had consulted verbatim wherever 
possible. This technique was used to produce the case descriptions 
in both the appendix and the summary included in the body of the 
report. As a doctoral candidate, I was also able to hold frequent dis-
cussions throughout the research process with a committee of three 
experienced researchers with different fi elds of interest (unfortunately, 
after completing a Ph.D. thesis, a researcher seldom has the oppor-
tunity to benefi t from this type of advice in subsequent work), and I 
discussed my analysis and interpretation of the evidence with fellow 
doctoral candidates who were doing similar research on companies 
with comparable characteristics. 

EXTERNAL RELIABILITY
External reliability is established by demonstrating that independent 
researchers would discover the same phenomenon or develop the 
same constructs if they applied the same methodology in a similar or 
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identical setting. To be sure, this is no easy matter, particularly for a 
case study, which by its nature is unique and often idiosyncratic. How-
ever, external reliability can be signifi cantly enhanced if fi ve major 
threats are addressed through the steps described below. 

STEP
2.6 Establish the researcher’s position

Researchers must always establish to what extent they are part of the 
phenomenon they are studying and defi ne their precise position. They 
must consider how their position may be infl uencing their organiza-
tion of the reality they are observing. The investigator’s role and posi-
tion in the phenomenon he or she is studying must always be stated 
when publishing the research results, so the reader is aware of the 
standpoint from which the reported observations were collected. 

A case study depends, to some extent, on the type of social 
relationship the researcher establishes with informants. Some inves-
tigators confi ne themselves to a professional relationship, while oth-
ers have been known to form friendships with subjects. The latter 
course can yield privileged or private information but may also affect 
the researcher’s critical sense. The researcher must be aware of this 
risk and take care to describe the nature and development of his or 
her relationship with study participants and informants. 

In my study of the behaviour of business executives, I noted 
on several occasions, in the research report and the articles based on 
the results, that the evidence was collected by non-participant obser-
vation, and the relationship with participants and informants was one 
of trust and not purely professional, though neither was it a prelude 
to friendship. 

STEP
2.7 Describe the informant selection process

External reliability requires a careful choice of informants and a full 
description of the process by which they were selected. One must be 
able to provide a list of types informants and their characteristics, for 
in a case study the quality of the collected information largely depends 
on the informants from whom it was obtained. The characteristics in 
question include the relevant personal traits of the researcher, the 
informants and the other participants in the phenomenon. This 
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 description of the study population and the informants must appear 
in all documents in which the research results are reported. It is imper-
ative that the researcher indicate the groups and sources from which 
his or her information and observations were drawn. 

My report on the study of business executives’ behaviour 
included this type of information. Furthermore, an appendix detailing 
the standard structure of the fi les on the 11 observed technology 
adoption processes provided the full data and the sources (name of 
informant, title of document consulted, etc.). 

STEP
2.8

Describe the characteristics 
of each research setting

The situations and social conditions in which the data was collected 
should be described. For example, in his study of education in an 
ethnic neighbourhood in a major city, Ogbu (1974) showed that the 
information provided by parents in a school environment was not the 
same as that provided in a home setting. This can often be the case 
with the evidence obtained from a study participant: for example, the 
information may differ depending on whether the participant is being 
interviewed alone or in a group. Therefore, the specifi c environment 
at each study site – i.e. the physical, social and interpersonal context 
in which the data was collected – must be described as clearly as 
possible. This enhances our understanding of the interpretation of 
the data and also provides points of reference for anyone who might 
wish to replicate the study. 

In my study of business executives, I included an appendix 
to the research report providing a detailed description of the environ-
ment at each business and the specifi c characteristics of each observed 
technology adoption process. The characteristics of each research site 
were also summarized in a data coding diagram in another section 
of the report. 

STEP
2.9

Clearly defi ne the study’s concepts, 
constructs and units of analysis

The investigator’s premises must be clearly stated, since it is virtually 
impossible to replicate a study if the concepts, constructs or units of 
analysis are idiosyncratic, poorly delineated or simply unknown. If we fail 
to carefully defi ne our categories and their theoretical underpinnings, 
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there is a risk that our fi ndings will be idiosyncratic or diffi cult to 
compare. When the hypotheses and constructs are unclear, the results 
may also be diffi cult to understand. 

It is therefore vitally important to explicitly state the hypoth-
eses and metatheories underlying the choice of terminology and of 
data analysis and interpretation techniques. For example, the concept 
of culture is variously defi ned by different researchers, schools of 
thought and disciplines. The constructs used must also be defi ned in 
order to enable any other investigator who wants to conduct a similar 
study to proceed from the same starting point. To be useful, the def-
initions of the constructs and concepts must be clearly and precisely 
stated; i.e. we must clarify the specifi city of the variable as well as 
what distinguishes it from other variables, and explain how it can be 
measured. The defi nitions should not be the researcher’s individual 
or personal concepts. 

This is not to say that researchers cannot develop their own 
conceptual schema, and choose to dismiss or ignore those used by 
other investigators. On the contrary: it would be absurd to use a pre-
viously established classifi cation only because it is known and easy 
to apply, if we know that doing so is liable to result in a premature 
categorization that is ill-suited to the evidence, or in mechanical or 
reductive standardizations that will render the results trivial. However, 
researchers who choose to develop their own conceptual scheme 
must then produce a theoretical analysis of its implicit structure. The 
analytic units must be clearly defi ned, which is to say we must know 
where they begin and end. Finally, the variables on which the data 
collection and analysis operations were based must be described. 

In my study of business executives, the concepts used – 
technology, technology adoption, company size (small, medium, 
large), nature and complexity of the technology – were all explicitly 
defi ned. The defi nitions corresponded to those generally used in the 
literature and therefore were not idiosyncratic. 

STEP
2.10 Describe the data collection strategy

Researchers should explain their methods so that others can easily 
use their publications as a manual to replicate the study, which cannot 
be done unless the data collection strategy is stated and described 
in detail. 
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External reliability is demonstrated by various elements of 
research publications. The investigator must always provide a descrip-
tion of the study population and of the instruments used for data 
collection, analysis and interpretation. Once again, the purpose is to 
make it possible for other researchers to replicate the study. 

In my study of business executives, one section of the 
research report was devoted to a precise description of each of the 
steps I had followed. Among other things, I explained how the evi-
dence was collected and then analyzed, and fi nally the process by 
which it was interpreted. 

Table 2 below summarizes the actions that should be taken 
to establish reliability, and specifi es the stage and step to which each 
action belongs. 

Table 2
Ensuring Reliability
Dimension What it means What to do Stage (Step #)

Internal reliability Data is stable Use concrete 
descriptors

Collecting data (3)

Safeguard raw data Collecting data (3, 6)

Use multiple 
researchers

Analyzing data (3)

Ask key respondents 
to confi rm 
observations and 
evidence

Collecting data (2, 5)
Analyzing data (3)

Have the analysis 
reviewed by peers

Analyzing data (3)
Reporting data (4)

External reliability Results are 
replicable

Establish the 
researcher’s position 

Preparation (3)
Collecting data (3, 4)
Analyzing data (3, 4)
Reporting data (4)

Select informants 
judiciously

Collecting data (4)

Describe data 
collection situations 
and social conditions

Collecting data (3, 6)
Analyzing data (4)

Clearly defi ne the 
study’s premises

Preparation (1)

Describe the data 
collection strategy

Reporting data (3, 4)
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We shall now turn to validity. Validity is established by 
 producing a reasonably well-documented and consistent interpreta-
tion of the evidence so that other researchers can reach a general 
consensus (Kvale 1987). Validity also has two sides: internal and exter-
nal. Internal validity means that the investigator has in fact observed 
and measured the things he or she set out to observe and measure, 
and that the descriptions and explanations of the phenomenon of 
interest are true representations of the observed reality. External valid-
ity refers to the extent to which the identifi cation and description of 
the phenomenon under study are legitimate and comparable; in other 
words, the degree to which the premises and constructs generated, 
refi ned and tested in the course of the study are applicable to other 
cases, i.e., generalizable. Construct validity is therefore part of exter-
nal validity, since it refers to the consistency and comparability of the 
constructs.

INTERNAL VALIDITY 
Internal validity is probably the main strength of the case study. 
Observing informants in their natural environment and collecting data 
over a long period of time makes it possible to continuously analyze 
and compare the evidence in order to refi ne the constructs and make 
sure they correspond to reality. The following four steps can strengthen 
internal validity. 

STEP
2.11

Control for the effects 
of the observer’s presence 

It is entirely possible and indeed probable that the observer’s presence 
will have an impact on the evidence that is collected (Schwartz and 
Schwartz 1955). What the observer sees and reports depends on his 
or her position within the environment under study. It is therefore 
important for observers to guard against their own ethnocentrism and 
perceptual biases. To do so, the researcher must submit an explicit 
retrospective analysis of his or her own position as an observer in the 
research setting and the relationships he or she established with the 
informants, which should be as neutral as possible. The researcher 
must collect evidence from several sources so that measures of agree-
ment can be calculated (Benbasat et al. 1983; Denzin 1978; McMillan 
and Schumacher 1984), and also make sure his or her constructs are 
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supported by and consistent with the evidence. The same applies to 
the categories used, which must be meaningful for the participants 
and refl ect their experience of reality. 

In my study of business executives, my status was clearly 
stated several times in the research report. I also used several sources, 
which made it possible to corroborate the data in many cases. To 
make sure I had correctly understood the meaning and import of 
informants’ comments, I used semantic tests to specify and clarify the 
meanings of the terms and concepts used by informants. I also used 
the rephrasing technique as often as possible. 

STEP
2.12 Select a representative sample 

When there are too many potential participants or informants, or when 
the social setting under observation is so complex that continuous 
observation of all the events, activities or sites is not possible, we 
need to select a sample from which to collect data. In this case, it is 
important to prevent any distortions in the raw data or in data analysis 
or interpretation due to sampling. If we are unable to compile a sample 
that is representative of the sub-groups, factions, events and social 
settings that fall within the scope of our study, the results may describe 
only a segment of the phenomenon, participants or circumstances. 

It is very important to establish the characteristics and 
 specifi c features of the informants, participants and social settings, 
and to collect evidence from each category. The researcher must strive 
to establish contacts and relationships with the largest and most 
diverse selection of informants possible, and to observe a wide range 
of social settings. Even though it is a theoretical sample, the investiga-
tor must make sure that it is representative of the population of infor-
mants and participants, as well as of the activities, events and sites 
associated with the phenomenon. 

This should be demonstrated in all reports on the study 
fi ndings in order to make the results comparable with those of other 
case studies of the same phenomenon and verifi able using other 
samples of the same population. 

In the case of my study of business executives, the sample 
and its relationship to the target population were meticulously 
described in the research report. Each relevant variable was described 
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and the choices made with respect to each variable were explained 
and supported. Finally, a detailed description of the sample selection 
process was also provided. 

STEP
2.13

Develop a chain of meaning 
and a data defi nition table 

The researcher must be able to deal with any changes that occur  during 
the study. Clearly, the addition, departure or death of participants can 
affect the evidence. The researcher must ensure that the data collec-
tion process is unaffected by changes of this type. This is where the 
chain of meaning and the data defi nition table become important, 
enabling the investigator to compare activities and events even if they 
occurred at different times and with different participants. 

A major change occurred in one case in my study of  business 
executives and new technology. My standard notes, written immedi-
ately after each data collection, served as a data defi nition table and 
to maintain the chain of meaning. Therefore, the departure of one of 
the informants did not prevent comparison of the data. 

STEP
2.14 Identify and exclude alternative explanations 

The researcher must make sure the conclusions of the study are 
 accurate. The basic strategy for testing data interpretation consists in 
identifying and excluding other possible explanations of the evidence 
and looking for counter-evidence that could invalidate the conclusions 
(Kvale 1987; Miles and Huberman 1994, Patton 1980). Excluding rival 
explanations requires an exhaustive review of the literature; searching 
for counter-evidence demands an effective, effi cient data classifi cation 
system. 

In their study of the politics of strategic decision-making in 
high-velocity environments, Eisenhardt and Bourgeois (1988) report 
that, after going back and forth between the evidence and the hypoth-
eses, they took pairs of fi rms and listed the similarities and differences. 
They then used the literature to refi ne their intuitions and test other 
explanatory schemes. 
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EXTERNAL VALIDITY 
As we have noted, external validity, which relates to the generaliz-
ability of the results, is probably the main weakness of the case study. 
However, this should not discourage us. As Cronbach (1975) noted, 
“all generalizations ‘decay’ like radioactive substances, having half-
lives, so that after a time every generalization is more history than 
science.” However, we do need to exercise vigilance in order to pro-
duce results that can at least be compared and contrasted with other 
cases. To maintain external validity, we therefore have to consider the 
factors that threaten the comparability and transferability of the results. 
Increasing the number of cases studied will automatically help improve 
the external validity of the results. But below we also discuss four 
other methods for enhancing external validity. 

STEP
2.15

Control for the effects 
of study site specifi cities 

Cross-case comparison of constructs is not possible if the construct 
is specifi c to a particular group or if the researcher has mistakenly 
chosen a group to which it does not apply. The constructs developed 
in a given context may not be comparable because they are specifi c 
to the particular case(s). It is therefore important to ascertain that the 
context selected for the study does not have specifi c features that will 
automatically make the results idiosyncratic. 

STEP
2.16 Avoid over-studied sites 

Choosing a site that is saturated with studies can make the results 
less representative. It may be assumed that frequently studied groups 
and cultures differ from other groups. The investigator should there-
fore choose a site that has not been saturated with repeated observa-
tion and investigation, regardless of the nature and purpose of the 
studies. This is particularly true for new, trendy phenomena that draw 
researchers working in different fi elds. For example, for a study of 
dropping out, a school that has introduced a spectacularly successful 
program to keep kids in school might not be a good choice, since it 
is likely to have attracted droves of researchers. 
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STEP
2.17 Choose cases that are replicable over time 

While it is unlikely that the phenomenon of interest will subsequently 
recur in precisely the same way, the researcher should attempt, as far 
as possible, to choose for the study a setting in which the observed 
phenomenon could recur in some form. It is also important to track 
and record the collected data and its meaning at each point in the 
study. A variety of data collection strategies should be used to make 
the results comparable on an ongoing basis. The point is to make sure 
that the phenomenon studied at the beginning of the process is the 
same as the one observed subsequently. 

In my study of medium-sized business executives, a full 
report was prepared on the collected data after each site visit, regard-
less of its nature. Extensive documentation was compiled in this man-
ner, making it possible to determine whether changes had occurred. 

CONSTRUCT VALIDITY 
Construct validity refers to the extent to which abstract terms and 
meanings are consistent over time, across sites and populations (Cook 
and Campbell 1979). As we saw with reliability, the comparability of 
case studies can be reduced or rendered more diffi cult by idiosyncratic 
use of analytic constructs or by generating constructs so specifi c to 
a particular case that they cannot be used for cross-case comparison. 

STEP
2.18 Select cases relevant to the research objectives 

It is very important that the cases selected for observation match the 
constructs we want to study (Yin 2003). 

STEP
2.19 Choose or develop appropriate measures 

The indicators used in collecting, analyzing and interpreting the 
 evidence must in fact measure the constructs that have been defi ned 
for the purposes of the study. 
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STEP
2.20 Use as many information sources as possible
One should always use several information sources and triangulate 
the data in order to formalize the meanings the participants ascribe 
to a phenomenon. 

STEP
2.21

Explain the research protocol and present 
the data honestly 

The evidence should always be presented in a transparent manner 
and the investigator should demonstrate that the research protocol 
was followed scrupulously (Yin 2003). 

Other steps, which have already been described, also 
 contribute to increasing construct validity. These include keeping a 
chain of evidence and checking meanings with key informants, mak-
ing it possible for an outside observer to determine whether the evi-
dence presented accurately refl ects the empirical data on which it is 
based. Having a research team or submitting the study to peer review 
helps ensure that interpretations of the facts are well grounded and 
not simply assumed, even when they seem routine or self-evident 
(Yin 2003). 

Table 3 shows the main actions that should be carried out 
to increase the validity of the data and indicates the stage and step 
to which the action relates. 

Having reviewed all the key points that must be borne in 
mind in order to ensure that the results of the case study are accurate, 
the researcher is now ready to proceed to the next steps, beginning 
with the preparatory work. 
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Table 3
Ensuring Validity
Dimension What it means What to do Stage (Step #)

Internal validity Results are 
credible 

Control for effects of 
observer’s presence 

Preparation (3, 5)
Selecting cases (2) 
Collecting data (3, 4) 
Analyzing data (3) 
Interpreting data (2, 3) 

Select representative 
samples 

Collecting data (4) 
Reporting data (4) 

Manage effects of 
change 

Selecting cases (4) 
Collecting data (5) 

Exclude alternative 
explanations

Analyzing data (3) 
Interpreting data (3) 

External validity 
and construct 
validity 

Results are 
transferable 

Study several cases Preparation (2) 

Control for the 
effects of 
observation settings 

Preparation (4)
Selecting cases (1) 

Avoid over-studied 
sites 

Preparation (4)
Selecting cases (1) 

Control for history 
effects 

Preparation (4)
Collecting data (5)
Analyzing data (4) 

Choose cases that 
are representative of 
the phenomenon to 
which the constructs 
relate

Preparation (4, 6)
Selecting cases (1) 

Make sure construct 
measures are 
appropriate

Preparation (5)
Collecting data (4) 

Present research 
protocol and data in 
a transparent 
manner 

Reporting data (3, 4) 
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STAGE 3

PREPARATION





The preparatory steps discussed in this section should be carried 
out before undertaking any fi eld work. They are based on my review 
of the literature and my own practical experience. 

STEP
3.1 Frame the research question 

As in most studies, the fi rst thing to do when preparing a case study 
is to frame a research question, even when working inductively 
( Bullock 1986; De Weerd-Nederhof 2001; Eisenhardt 1989; Miles and 
Huberman 1994). The question should be clear and refl ect the research-
er’s starting point (Lucas 1974), based on a thorough review of the 
literature and, most importantly, the researcher’s own thinking about 
the issue. The investigator must determine not only the phenomenon 
at the root of the question, which has already been done in the previ-
ous stage, but also the aspects of the phenomenon that are of  particular 
interest. 

The constructs implied by the question should also be stated 
(Dyer and Wilkins 1991; Eisenhardt 1989). By construct or concept, we 
mean a variable that is not concrete or tangible – an intellectual, the-
oretical construction. The fact that we can measure a construct does 
not imply that it exists in reality. For example, length is the distance 
between two points on an imaginary line. A more complex example 
might be anxiety, leadership, creativity, motivation or satisfaction. The 
name we apply to the construct is a summary of the defi nition and 
usually does not cover its full meaning. 
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The process of defi ning the research question is governed 
by the same logic as the process of testing a hypothesis (Eisenhardt 
1989). Before beginning fi eld work, one needs to have at least a crude 
theoretical framework, while realizing that it may and probably will 
change in the course of the study (Miles 1979). The pursuit of a theory 
based on reality, not preconceptions, enters into tension with the need 
to clarify and focus the study. Research projects that claim to be con-
ducted with no hypotheses usually encounter more diffi culties. It is 
therefore desirable to frame some hypotheses about the research 
problem, based on the investigator’s assumptions, intuitions and sup-
positions about the phenomenon of interest (Bardin 1996; Dyer and 
Wilkins 1991; Eisenhardt 1989).

In my study of business executives, I began with a vague 
curiosity about the fact that technology adoption is so weak in North 
American businesses. I wondered whether the executive’s behaviour 
could be an important factor in the frequently poor planning of the 
technology introduction process. As I mulled this, it occurred to me 
that it might be possible to locate the executive’s behaviour on a 
continuum between entrepreneurial and administrative. My research 
question therefore became: Where can the executive’s behaviour in 
the new technology adoption process be situated on the entrepre-
neurial/administrative continuum? 

The stated purpose of the life course study by Bagchi et al. 
(1998) was to determine whether life courses were affected by the 
political environment. The researchers hypothesized that there would 
be a considerable impact on life courses where strong and consistent 
municipal policies were implemented over a long period of time. 

In their study of the Cuban missile crisis, Allison and Zelikow 
(1999) asked the following research question: Why did the Soviet 
Union decide to place missiles in Cuba? They suggested several 
 starting hypotheses, such as defending Cuba and Cold War politics. 

STEP
3.2

Choose between a single- 
or multiple-case study 

A single-case study is appropriate primarily to verify a theory, 
 particularly to invalidate the theory or to distinguish it from compet-
ing theories, such as the rival explanations of the Cuban missile crisis 
(Allison and Zelikow 1999; Benbasat, Goldstein and Mead 1983; Whyte 
1963; Yin 1981a; Yin 2003). A single-case study can also be used in 
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raw empirical research to investigate a hitherto unexplored phenom-
enon. But it cannot be assumed that a single-case study is not a use-
ful unit of analysis for theory building, for there are some signifi cant 
exceptions to this rule. Many studies that have made a contribution 
to our knowledge of organizations and social systems were based on 
just one case (Becker et al. 1961; Dyer and Wilkins 1991; Lipset, Trow 
and Coleman 1956; Selznick 1966) or two (Blau 1955; Crozier 1964). 
However, a single-case study is even more subject to the problem of 
generalization that affects the case method as a whole.

For the purposes of psychological research on the effective-
ness of a computer-assisted group therapy technique for treating 
social phobia, Przeworski and Newman (2004) conducted a case study 
of a subject suffering from social phobia who received six group 
therapy sessions and carried a pocket computer throughout the treat-
ment. The single-case choice appears warranted here as the research-
ers were working from a theory on social phobia treatment therapy 
and their aim was to describe the potential contribution of the  computer 
to the already established therapy. 

On the other hand, conducting a multiple-case study makes 
it possible to draw conclusions from a set of cases. It is usually 
 recommended that four to ten cases be studied (Eisenhardt 1989). 
 Multiple studies are most useful for examining phenomena that are 
liable to occur in a variety of situations (Romano 1988; Yin 1981a). 
They can serve to highlight recurring patterns in some variables or 
to fi nd  counter-examples that contradict the defi ned theoretical con-
structs ( Eisenhardt 1989). The purpose of studying several cases is 
generally to provide a rich description of the context in which the 
events occur and to reveal the underlying structure of social behaviour 
(Light 1979). 

It must be borne in mind, however, that the more cases we 
study, the more arduous the data collection process becomes, from 
every point of view. Even if we conduct several case studies simulta-
neously, each will require special attention if we are to properly under-
stand it (Stake 1994). This may lead the investigator to provide less 
detailed descriptions and to perform a more superfi cial data collection, 
leaving aside information on the underlying social dynamics. It is not 
easy to determine how far the researcher should go in collecting evi-
dence in order to develop a sound theory. But the cases must be 
limited to the number that can be investigated in suffi cient depth, with 
the available resources, to provide a valid answer to the research 
question for each case (Dyer and Wilkins 1991). 
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In my study of business executives, I chose to conduct a 
multiple-case study since the goal was to improve our understanding 
of the behaviour of medium-sized business executives in the technol-
ogy adoption process. The review of the literature yielded no estab-
lished theory on the matter, nor any theory we could validate or 
invalidate. It was also clear that although our research was confi ned 
to medium-sized businesses, the executives were operating in a vari-
ety of situations and contexts. A multiple-case study was therefore 
the most appropriate approach. 

In their life course study, Bagchi et al. (1998) set out to 
compare the impact of different municipal political environments on 
citizens’ lives. It became clear that a multiple-case study was needed 
to provide a basis for comparison of life courses in different political 
contexts. The researchers accordingly selected 15 villages in western 
Nepal and two in eastern Bengal and Bihar for their studies. 

In another study, a legal researcher set out to show that 
adopting a new, three-category defi nition of acts as voluntary, invol-
untary or semi-voluntary in criminal law would yield fairer outcomes 
for defendants. Obviously, at least a few criminal cases had to be 
studied to test this hypothesis (Denno 2003). 

STEP
3.3

Determine the main data collection technique 
and potential data sources 

Will you use observation, interviews with the actors to obtain their 
interpretations of the facts and events, documentary analysis or,  better 
still, a combination of all three techniques? 

We must distinguish here between participant and non-
participant observation. In non-participant observation, the researcher 
observes from the outside without becoming directly involved. In 
participant observation, the researcher shares the lives, activities and 
feelings of the subjects in the context of the situation he or she wants 
to analyze (Aktouf 1987). Participant observation has its pitfalls (Becker 
1958). In this approach, the researcher is an active agent and may be 
called upon to play a role that is not consistent with scientifi c stan-
dards. As well, investigators unconsciously become part of the group 
or organization they are studying, which may affect their objectivity 
and critical faculties. Finally, researchers may become focused on the 
participant role, at the expense of the observer role (Yin 2003). 
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In my research on business executives, I used non- participant 
observation as the main data collection technique in each of the case 
studies. The potential sources of information I identifi ed were, in the 
fi rst instance, the key actors in the technology adoption process, the 
committees set up for the purpose, and the documentation (suppliers’ 
literature, feasibility studies, profi tability studies, implementation 
plans, project specifi cations, calls for tenders, bids, contracts, etc.). 

Among the key actors, we targeted the developers of the 
technology in particular, as they were often directly involved in the 
technology adoption process. There were also the organization’s man-
agers, who played an important role in planning and implementing 
the process once the top-level executive had decided to introduce the 
new technology. Finally, the executives were among the informants, 
since they made the decision to adopt the technology. In most of the 
technology introduction projects we studied, an implementation coor-
dinating group was also set up. This committee generally consisted 
of developers, experts, managers and sometimes executives. It was 
important for us to attend these groups’ meetings. 

In a study of the effect of technological change on pay 
 inequities, Fernandez (2001) opted for a participant observation 
approach, working on the fl oor in the two plants where he wanted to 
conduct case studies. He was hired as a temporary employee in both 
plants and performed a number of tasks in rotation. This gave him a 
fi rst-hand, practical view of the impact of technological change on 
different positions. 

STEP
3.4

Identify the target population 
and establish case selection criteria 

This step consists in establishing rules for selecting the cases. The 
goal is to fi nd appropriate research sites for addressing the research 
question that has been developed. Obviously, this is a critical step, 
since the usefulness of the results and what they add to our under-
standing depend, fi rst and foremost, on choosing a research setting 
that is relevant to the research question (Patton 1980; Yin 2003). Noth-
ing is more important than suitable case selection (Miles and  Huberman 
1984; Stake 1994). For this purpose, we fi rst need to identify, on the 
basis of clearly defi ned criteria, the target population in which the 
phenomenon of interest occurs. We must then establish precise rules 
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for choosing the cases that will make up the sample (Benbasat et al. 
1983; Lucas 1974). These rules often take the form of characteristics 
that the cases should have. 

However, the idea is not to form a statistically representative 
sample of a population but rather to fi nd the most informative cases. 
In other words, a case may be more illuminating than it is representa-
tive. It is always preferable to learn a good deal from an atypical case 
than to learn little from an eminently typical case. The primary reason 
for studying a case is not that it is representative of other cases or 
illustrates a particular trait or problem but rather that it has specifi c 
or shared features that are of interest (Stake 1994). When multiple 
cases are studied at the same time, they may be different, similar, 
redundant or varied, but each has a specifi c character. The researcher 
attempts to identify both the specifi c and shared features, and the 
fi nal result may often be unique for each case. 

It is therefore preferable to use theoretical sampling: the 
cases are not selected for statistical reasons but rather on the basis 
of representativeness, balance, potential for revealing new informa-
tion, the research objectives, homogeneousness, or on the contrary 
maximum variety (Eisenhardt 1989; Eisenhardt and Bourgeois 1988; 
Gersick 1988; Glaser and Strauss 1967; Harris and Sutton 1986; Hlady 
Rispal 2002a, b). 

A practical example should help clarify the nature of this 
step. In my study of medium-sized business executives, I realized that 
the new technology adoption process had specifi c features in Quebec. 
I therefore took all Quebec businesses as my target population. To 
select a sample, I used three main criteria: technology, the size of the 
business and its line of business. The fi rst involved two dimensions, 
type and scope. The technology type could be an enterprise informa-
tion system, a production management system or automation. When 
it came to scope, I was interested in the full spectrum of projects along 
a continuum ranging from the introduction of a single technology (i.e. 
involving only one department of the company) to complex technol-
ogy (i.e. covering all departments). The larger the number of depart-
ments directly affected, the more complex the project was considered 
to be. 

For the second variable, a variety of criteria or a  combination 
of criteria could have been used to classify businesses by size. For 
the purposes of my study, using a single criterion, number of 
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 employees, appeared straightforward and suffi cient. Accordingly, we 
 classifi ed manufacturing companies into four categories: small (1 to 
49  employees), medium (50 to 249 employees), large (250 to 499 
employees) and very large (500 employees and more). For non-
 manufacturing businesses, the “very large” category was dropped. 

The third criterion was line of business (e.g. manufacturing 
or service). 

Crossing the fi rst two variables yielded a grid with nine 
possible company size/technology type combinations for each point 
along the complexity of technology continuum, producing the three-
dimensional fi gure shown in Chart 1. This fi gure was repeated for 
each line of business, our third variable. 

Chart 1
Variables of Study Population

Small

Medium

Large

Enterprise
information

system

Production
management

system AutomationCompany
size

Scope of
technology

Complex

Simple

Technology type
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I decided I would need to observe at least three cases for 
each box in my grid, for a total of 27 cases for each line of business 
and each level of technological complexity. With the data collection 
method I was using, direct observation, this did not appear to be 
physically possible. 

I therefore had to confi ne myself to a limited number of 
combinations, knowing that this would make it impossible to measure 
some of the variables. 

To classify the companies by type of new technology, I used 
three categories: enterprise information system, production manage-
ment system and automation. This decision appeared warranted since 
I was interested in the adoption of all types of technology. By includ-
ing different types, I would be able to determine whether business 
executives followed a similar process regardless of the type of 
 technology being introduced. 

When it came to the scope of the technology, I decided to 
limit the study to the adoption of medium-complexity technology. I 
therefore examined projects that affected several departments of the 
company. I decided I had to exclude the extremes (simple and com-
plex) to avoid ending up with conclusions that applied to few cases. 

For the company size criterion, I eliminated large and very 
large businesses, since they have already received considerable atten-
tion in studies of technology adoption, while there have been few 
empirical studies of medium-sized businesses. Moreover, medium-
sized companies play a key role in Quebec’s economy. 

Finally, for line of business, I decided to look at the manu-
facturing sector, a driver of the Quebec economy and perhaps the 
sector subject to the strongest pressure to adopt new technologies. 
It is also the sector in which the consequences of any shortcomings 
in the technology introduction process are likely to be most dire, and 
where I had the best chance of fi nding all three technology types. Of 
course, this decision prevented me from examining inter-sector 
 differences, but that was not the purpose of my study. 

I therefore focused on medium-sized manufacturers that 
were introducing any of the three technology types at the medium 
complexity level. Chart 2 below shows the resulting sample. The 
 11 letters in the squares stand for the cases included in the study. 
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Chart 2
Variables of Selected Cases

Medium
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system
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size
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technology
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STEP
3.5

Develop data coding instruments, 
protocols and schemes

The investigator must decide what evidence to focus on and establish 
rules for analyzing the evidence. For multiple-case studies, this scheme 
is also used to maintain consistency when comparing data from 
 different sites (Glaser and Strauss 1967; McMillan and Schumacher 
1984). 

It is also at this stage that the researcher should decide 
whether to use computer software to analyze the data. If so, he or she 
must decide what type of computer processing is to be performed 
and then prepare a list of the software available on the market, fi nd 
up-to-date information and descriptions of each, watch a demo and, 
most importantly, read the comments and evaluations in the literature 
(Richards and Richards 1994). The choice of software should be based 
on which application best matches the previously identifi ed needs 
and offers the most features likely to be used by the researcher. Once 
the choice has been made, the researcher needs to familiarize himself 
or herself with the application and take training in order to be able to 
take advantage of all its functions. The use of computer software will 
be discussed in greater detail in the chapter on data analysis. 
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For my study of business executives and technology  adoption, 
my survey of the literature turned up an already tested grid which I 
was able to use to locate the executive’s general behaviour along the 
entrepreneurial/administrative continuum. I was therefore able to use 
this grid as a frame for coding and analyzing the evidence. 

STEP
3.6

Become familiar with the phenomenon 
of interest 

To become familiar with the phenomenon of interest, the investigator 
may, for example, meet with people who have personal experience 
with the phenomenon and sound them out, visit sites where the 
 phenomenon has occurred or is occurring, and so forth. This process 
is useful for adjusting and enriching the materials produced in the 
previous steps. It also provides the researcher with information on 
customs and practices in the environment in which the case studies 
are to be conducted, and on the terminology used by the subjects. 

Resources and time permitting, it is advisable to carry out 
a pilot case study to test the research question, the information gath-
ering tools, the data coding scheme, and so forth. More importantly 
still, a pilot case study will indicate whether the approach will work 
with the subjects of the study in real life and whether it is suitable for 
the purposes of the study. The case should therefore be representative 
of the subject of the study and allow for easy access to information. 
The subjects should be enthusiastic about the idea of participating in 
the study and prepared to accept some experimentation and trial-and-
error (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

In my study of business executives, I began by meeting 
with business association representatives who were aware of the 
issues and with developers and business executives who had been 
through a technology adoption process. I then observed three cases 
of technology introduction at different companies, which gave me 
reason to believe the study had a reasonable chance of success, inso-
far as my preliminary hypothesis seemed to correspond to reality and 
my methodology proved functional. 

With the research framework established, it is time to go 
into the fi eld and select cases for observation. This is the subject of 
the next chapter. 
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SELECTING CASES





The researcher must devote considerable effort to fi nding cases 
that fully meet the criteria that have been established for forming the 
theoretical sample. And then the selected subjects must be persuaded 
to participate in the study, which may require some skill. As we have 
noted, participation in a case study is no trivial matter; it can demand 
considerable time spread over several sessions and a fairly long 
period. It also means surrendering privacy by allowing a stranger, the 
researcher, into the group’s inner sanctum. This stage is tricky because 
the strategies dictated by the study’s requirements come up against 
the constraints created by the specifi c features of each research  setting 
(Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

The subjects should be shown that they have an interest in 
participating in the study. This can be a challenge for researchers, 
who may be in the habit of discussing their research in theoretical 
terms, whereas a pragmatic, operational presentation may be more 
effective in convincing key players to take part. 

The fi rst contact is critical since it can shape the entire 
 relationship between the investigator and the informants, and there-
fore can indirectly affect the quality of the data that is collected. Hence 
the importance of being fully prepared before starting fi eld work. This 
also applies to inductive research, in which data is gathered from the 
beginning of the study. Inadequate knowledge of the subject matter 
can compromise the contact with actors in the fi eld. They often feel 
they are doing researchers a favour by agreeing to meet with them 
and listen to what they have to say; informants generally expect 
 investigators to be experts on the subject and to know what they are 
talking about. The researcher’s ability to meet those expectations will 
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determine his or her legitimacy in the eyes of informants and directly 
affect the information they provide and the longevity of their relation-
ship with the researcher (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

STEP
4.1

Acquire thorough knowledge of the workings 
of the environment under investigation 

The investigator must acquire a sound knowledge of the workings of 
the environment in which the cases are to be recruited. The support 
of an individual or organization that already has contacts with the 
players in this environment can be very useful. To begin with, it helps 
in identifying potential cases and making fi rst contact in order to deter-
mine whether they do meet the sampling criteria. Secondly, it can 
help induce subjects not only to participate in the study but, even 
more importantly, to trust the researcher and provide all the required 
information. The ability to obtain all the information needed for the 
study is a key factor in choosing a specifi c case (De Weerd-Nederhof 
2001). This can be more problematic in some circles where there is a 
culture of secrecy, making access more diffi cult. Some research ques-
tions, such as those related to failures, are also perceived as more 
sensitive than others. 

To fi nd cases for my study of business leaders, I turned to 
the agencies that provide subsidies to Quebec businesses for the 
introduction of new technologies. As I wanted to observe the technol-
ogy adoption process from the beginning, I thought companies apply-
ing for subsidies would be a suitable pool of potential cases. I met 
with offi cials at the agencies to discuss my research with them and 
explain that my fi ndings might help businesses through the technol-
ogy adoption process. With assistance from the Association des manu-
facturiers du Québec, I obtained a list of companies that wanted to 
introduce new technology, accompanied by a fair amount of corporate 
information and details on the technology adoption project. The agen-
cies also introduced me to the executives of the businesses I was 
interested in. 

When I found a case that matched my criteria, I had to 
persuade all the players involved in the project to participate in the 
study. These included the developer (which could be an outside fi rm 
or a department of the company), a funding agency in almost all cases, 
and of course the business itself, which was obviously the key actor, 
since I needed the agreement of its owner or senior managers from 
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the outset. Securing their consent was particularly diffi cult in a period 
of economic crisis; this is where the support of the funding agencies 
and the Association des manufacturiers proved most useful. 

Another example is a series of case studies of total quality 
management processes by Sohal, Simon and Lu (1996). They formed 
a pool of potential subjects using suggestions from faculty colleagues, 
personal contacts and lists of executives they had met at lectures and 
conferences. First contact was then made by telephone with the gen-
eral manager or a plant manager. In this conversation, the study’s 
goals and objectives were explained. The call was followed by a letter 
in which the research program and the researchers’ expectations were 
described in detail. The researchers report that securing the agreement 
of the subjects required considerable tact and a good deal of time and 
effort. 

STEP
4.2

Make sure you have no other professional 
relationship with the subjects 

To ensure the impartiality of the study, it is important that the researcher 
have no professional relationship with the participants other than that 
related to the study. For example, the investigator should not do a 
case study of a company for which he or she has worked as a con-
sultant. Neither should the investigator agree to provide professional 
or other services in exchange for a subject’s participation in the study. 
In many cases, study participants will request some kind of compen-
sation (often they will seek to benefi t from the researcher’s expertise) 
in exchange for their time, and this is understandable. There are 
also subjects who ask to be studied. This can be very attractive to a 
researcher who is trying to recruit cases, but it increases the risk of 
absorption or over-assimilation. The investigator may become wound 
up in the fi eld work and neglect the refl ection that is necessary for 
productive and rigorous research (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

STEP
4.3 Consider the geographic distribution of cases 

One must always bear in mind that the greater the distance between 
observation sites and the farther they are from the researcher’s home, 
the more time and money will be required for travel. The challenge, 
therefore, is to achieve a geographic distribution that satisfi es the 
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study’s requirements in terms of rigour while enabling the researcher 
to stay within budget and deadline. This step is particularly important 
for international research programs that study cases in different 
 countries or even continents. 

In my study of business executives, the research sites were 
spread across the province of Quebec. I had to be very well organized 
to follow events at each of the sites. It meant I had to be readily avail-
able and required a great deal of time, since observation extended 
over a period of more than two years. We also had to devote fairly 
large sums of money to travel and accommodation expenses. 

STEP
4.4

Recruit more than the necessary number 
of cases 

The researcher must safeguard against the risk of mortality during 
the study, which is to say it may be impossible to observe some cases 
until the end of the study because they have withdrawn their authoriza-
tion or for other reasons, such as bankruptcy in the case of companies. 
Therefore, to make sure the study can proceed to the end, the sample 
should contain at least one case more than the required minimum. 

In our study of medium-sized business executives, the 
 prevailing diffi cult economic environment made it all the more impor-
tant to guard against the possibility of losing cases during the study. 
I therefore observed 12 businesses. Of this number, one was aban-
doned during the study because it turned out to be a large company, 
according to our pre-established criteria. The number of employees 
they had reported was the number they expected to have once the 
technological changeover was completed, but at the time of the study 
the company was 150 employees above the 250 maximum established 
by our size criterion. 

Now that the research sites have been selected, we can 
proceed to the important and delicate data collection stage. 
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COLLECTING DATA





To assemble rich and credible data in the course of a case study, 
an investigator must not only be a good observer but also have strong 
interpersonal skills. Since a case study almost always collects qualita-
tive data, the providers of the data, the informants, are crucially impor-
tant and the researcher’s relationship with them is key. This is not to 
say that a case study cannot collect quantitative data; for example, in 
their study of the politics of strategic decision-making in high-velocity 
environments, Eisenhardt and Bourgeois (1988) developed a question-
naire and administered it to each member of the management team 
in order to gather quantitative information. 

Three rules should be observed when gathering evidence 
(Yin 2003). First, multiple sources should be used so that the researcher 
can analyze a variety of information, trace lines of convergence and 
strengthen construct validity. Secondly, a formal database should be 
created so that other researchers could, at least in principle, directly 
review the evidence and verify the study’s analyses and conclusions. 
Thirdly, a chain of evidence should be maintained to ensure consis-
tency and demonstrate the reliability of the data. This chain should 
also cover the circumstances under which the data was collected. It 
should therefore be possible for someone from outside the research 
program to track the evidence all the way from the research question 
to the conclusions. 

There are signifi cant advantages to having several  researchers 
involved in the data gathering process. First, it means there are more 
resources available for data gathering and the potential for creativity 
in developing the required tools is increased. More importantly still, 
convergent observations greatly increase confi dence in the collected 
data (Eisenhardt 1989). However, the lead researcher must coordinate 
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the team, make sure that each team member has harmonious relations 
with the informants, and see to it that database management is 
 organized in an orderly manner. 

STEP
5.1 Gain acceptance in the research setting 

The investigator must establish relations of trust with individuals in 
each observed setting. The approval of the key player who gave per-
mission for the study does not necessarily guarantee that the other 
informants approached in the course of the study will be cooperative. 
If the fi rst contact with each of these individuals is not carefully pre-
pared, they may retreat into bureaucratese and put on an offi cial face 
in order to present a certain image of themselves to the unknown 
researcher (Goffman 1959; Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

The researcher must therefore gain acceptance from the 
various players in each research setting. This is critically important if 
we want people to tell us what they really think, because as Whyte 
(1963: 46) reports, “I found that what people told me helped to explain 
what had happened and that what I observed helped to explain what 
people told me.” The researcher must be able to inspire confi dence 
and to quickly win credibility in the research setting. At the same time, 
the investigators must be discreet, not attract attention to themselves, 
and do nothing to disrupt the dynamics of the phenomenon they want 
to observe or to change it in any way. This applies to each of the 
researchers when there are several involved in gathering the evidence. 
For example Bagchi et al. (1998) report that all members of the research 
team for their case study of life courses spent two or three days in 
each locality in order to win the trust of residents. 

In my study of medium-sized business executives, some 
time was invested in developing relationships of trust. At the fi rst 
meeting with each informant, I introduced myself, took time to discuss 
my research, and asked whether they had any questions. I then asked 
about their history with the company and their role in the technology 
adoption process. Each time I met with them again, I began by asking 
them how they were doing, even though it was often unrelated to the 
technology introduction process in which I was interested. This prob-
ably accounts for the positive and indeed warm welcome I received 
from all the subjects I observed, met occasionally or interviewed. 
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STEP
5.2 Be observant and practice active listening 

In order to collect abundant and meaningful evidence, one must be 
observant and practice active listening. The richest information about 
informants’ experiences with the phenomenon of interest is usually 
not provided formally or in direct answers to the researcher’s ques-
tions. Therefore, the investigator must always be alert and avoid 
 presuming what words or deeds will be worthy of attention. 

For example, in my study of the behaviour of medium-sized 
business executives, I did not confi ne myself to observing the execu-
tive behaviour variable, which would have required prior analysis and 
purging of the collected information; rather, I paid attention to every-
thing that was happening in connection with the technology adoption 
process. 

Active listening means, in practical terms, that in  discussions 
and interviews with informants, the researcher considers not only 
what they are saying but also what they are feeling. In this sense, 
listening means more than hearing: it means trying to grasp and 
understand the hidden meaning and emotions in what is being said. 
As Boothman (2003: 96) puts it, “You can hear a cello in an orchestra, 
but listening to that same cello means concentrating on each note 
and feeling the emotion.” 

To show they are interested in what the other person is 
saying, researchers adopt an open, supportive stance, nod, look at 
the other person. Researchers also use rephrasing to show they under-
stand what is being said. In doing so, they must be careful not to 
formulate ideas for the informants, or to express their own opinions 
or emotions. They should tolerate silences and confi ne themselves 
to asking questions about points that are not clear to them (Aktouf 
1987; Boothman 2003). 

STEP
5.3 Use as many information sources as possible 

Researchers should identify and use as many sources as possible 
when gathering data on a case. The goal is not only to collect exten-
sive information but also to ensure that it is an accurate representation 
of reality. The best way to do so is to compare data collected from 
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different sources (Benbasat, Goldstein and Mead 1983; Eisenhardt 
1989; Lecompte and Goetz 1982; McMillan and Schumacher 1984; 
Miles 1979; Yin 2003). A number of tests can be performed for this 
purpose. The most common and effective is probably triangulation, 
which attempts to systematically check the information collected from 
one source against at least one and preferably several other sources 
(Denzin 1978; Jick 1979; Miles and Huberman 1994; Van Maanen 1979; 
Woodside and Wilson 2003). 

In my study of medium-sized business executives, in  addition 
to triangulation I used convergence, tracking, history and other tests 
to check the consistency of the collected information (Landry, Malouin 
and Oral 1985). 

This is why it is generally accepted that case studies that 
use several data sources are of better quality than those based on a 
single source (Yin 2003; Yin, Bateman and Moore 1983). On the other 
hand, as Yin (1981a) notes, the greatest challenge facing the researcher 
who chooses to use the case method for research is dealing with the 
many sources of evidence. To meet this challenge, the investigator 
must master each of the different data collection procedures. 

The six leading data collection techniques used in case 
 studies are, in order of required degree of involvement in the research 
setting, participant observation, non-participant or direct observation, 
interviews, documentation, archives and physical artefacts (Yin 2003; 
Webb et al. 1999; Schatzman and Strauss 1973; Murphy 1980). Here 
is a brief description of each. 

Participant Observation 
In participant observation, the investigator plays a role in the observed 
situation and participates directly in the events, especially in the case 
of anthropological studies. This can give us access to events that 
would otherwise be beyond the reach of scientifi c examination and 
enable us to see reality from the standpoint of someone within 
 the situation. It should be borne in mind, however, that participant 
observation can raise serious issues that must be addressed, most 
notably ethical questions and problems of analytic bias (Becker 1958; 
Yin 2003). 
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Non-participant or Direct Observation 
Non-participant observation is used to gather evidence on observable 
behaviours or situations. It can range from formal data collection 
based on an observation protocol (measuring a specifi c behaviour 
during defi ned periods of time in a specifi ed place) to an informal 
approach in which every visit is an opportunity for spontaneous data 
collection. Clearly, having more than one observer enhances the reli-
ability of observations of this type, as does taking photographs or 
even fi lming the activities (Yin 2003; Dabbs 1982). 

Interviews 
Interviews are among the most important sources of information. 
Interviews can be classifi ed into three types, based on two criteria: 
the amount of leeway granted the respondent and the degree of depth 
or detail. In an open-ended interview, a central theme is given as a 
topic for discussion and simply broken down into a few pre- determined 
sub-themes. The respondent leads the interview. The researcher must 
avoid becoming overly dependent on the information the respondent 
provides: everything that is said should be corroborated with other 
sources. In a semi-structured interview, the interviewer asks precise 
questions, somewhat reducing the amount of freedom enjoyed by 
the respondents but still allowing them considerable leeway. The 
interviewer still asks open-ended questions but with more structured 
content, as the questions are based on certain typical themes drawn 
from the research protocol. Finally, in a structured interview, a series 
of structured questions are asked. This type of interview can amount 
to an orally administered questionnaire. In this case, sampling and 
statistical analysis can be applied to the collected data (Aktouf 1987; 
Yin 2003; Pinto and Grawitz 1969). 

An interview should be considered a verbal report subject 
to problems of bias. The greater the leeway allowed to the respondent, 
the more important it is to corroborate the responses using other 
information sources. Taping the interview can help enhance the reli-
ability of the analysis but can be inappropriate in some circumstances. 
For example, the respondent may refuse, or feel uncomfortable; there 
may be no systematic transcription or listening procedure planned; 
the interviewer’s fussing with the tape recorder may be disturbing; or 
the taping may make the researcher feel that active listening is not 
necessary (Aktouf 1987; Yin 2003). 
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Documentation 
Documentation includes letters, press releases, media publications, 
and other written materials that may not necessarily be precise or 
free of bias but can serve to corroborate information from other 
sources (Yin 2003). 

Archives 
Archives can include memos, personal notes, cards or lists of names. 
Unlike documentation, researchers must check the origin and accuracy 
of each of these documents, interpret them, and use only the ones 
they consider relevant to their study (Yin 2003). 

Physical Artefacts 
Physical artefacts can take various forms: technical procedures, tools, 
instruments, works of art, etc. They are not appropriate for all case 
studies but they can sometimes be an important component of the 
information set. 

The researcher uses some or all of these information sources 
to assemble a database that may contain documents, statistical data 
(questionnaires or other quantitative data), narrative material (interview 
report, tape, etc.) and also the researcher’s notes, which are very impor-
tant. Field notes can take various forms and include different types of 
content: they may provide a faithful description of what the researcher 
saw, heard, felt, etc., or contain methodological comments, i.e., the 
researcher’s messages to oneself on the data gathering process (who 
to talk to, what to wear, when to call, etc.), theoretical observations 
(ideas, hypotheses, criticisms or refl ections), descriptions of the feelings 
prompted by the study or the subjects, or the researcher’s uncensored 
doubts, disappointments and hopes ( Richardson 1994). Van Maanen 
(1988) describes fi eld notes as “an ongoing stream-of-consciousness 
commentary” on the progress of the study. They will be highly useful, 
if not indispensable, when the time comes to draw connections between 
data collection, analysis and interpretation (De Weerd-Nederhof 2001; 
Eisenhardt 1989). 

To monitor each technology adoption process on an  ongoing 
basis for my study of medium-sized business executives, I was in 
weekly communication, preferably through face-to-face meetings, 
with the developer. During the meetings, I found out about completed 
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and planned actions for each technology adoption process, the actors 
involved and the developer’s perception of the progress of the process. 
It was also at these meetings that we decided which activities I would 
participate in on-site. 

At the sites, I met with the company’s employees,  regardless 
of their level in the organization, and I experienced, to some extent, 
the real-life situations associated with each technology adoption pro-
cess. Immediately after each meeting or observation visit, I wrote a 
report using a predefi ned model. 

In the course of the study, I also performed a thorough 
analysis of all the written documentation on each project. This docu-
mentation consisted primarily in studies of various types, exchanges 
of correspondence, and technical or administrative texts. I was then 
equipped to discuss the content of the documents with the informants 
and confi rm that my understanding of the texts was correct. Finally, 
in the last phase of observation or afterwards, I held a more formal 
meeting/interview with senior managers at each company. 

In my fi eld notes, I wrote down literally every thought that 
entered my head before, during and after the data collection sessions. 
I recorded comments on the conduct of each data collection session, 
methodological remarks, my thoughts or intuitions about the infor-
mants and the data analysis and so forth, on a form with the following 
headings: observation conditions, executive’s behaviour, comments 
on informant, data collected, data collection context, data collection 
technique, preliminary conclusions, and other comments. 

STEP
5.4 Fine-tune the data collection strategy 

In the preparatory stage, a preliminary version of the data collection 
strategy, including the data collection technique and an outline of the 
data coding scheme, was produced. Now that the specifi c cases to be 
studied have been selected and the researcher has acquired cursory 
knowledge of each site and established contacts with informants, the 
data collection strategy needs to be fi ne-tuned and adapted to each 
case. The data collection instruments should also be developed or 
fi nalized at this stage. 

Data collection instruments and techniques should  generally 
be fl exible and adapted to the situation at each site. The investigator 
is always free to modify the data gathering techniques or instruments 
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in the course of the study, or even to add new ones (De Weerd-
 Nederhof 2001; Eisenhardt 1989). This being said, data collection does 
need to be guided by a protocol. This is particularly important in view 
of the wide range of sources used. The protocol should defi ne the 
focus of the study and what types of evidence are relevant. It may 
also set the minimum quantity of data required from an operational 
point of view (Yin 1981a). 

On this basis, it is now possible to make sampling decisions 
for each case and determine which individuals, sites and events will 
be observed. Once again, experience and intuition suggest we should 
seek a sample that is diverse rather then representative, while taking 
into account issues of accessibility and the time each case will require 
(Stake 1994). All operational aspects of the various information col-
lection techniques that will be used must also be determined. For 
example, if participant observation is to be used, one must decide 
what role the investigator will play (how, when, for how long). In the 
case of non-participant observation, we must answer the questions 
when, how, for how long, at what intervals, for which specifi c events. 
In the case of interviews, we need to know the type, the length, with 
whom, where, the topics and questions. Strategies for ensuring the 
reliability and validity of the collected evidence must also be selected. 
These are all decisions that must be made in the data collection 
 strategy fi ne-tuning stage (Aktouf 1987). 

In their published article on their life course study, Bagchi 
et al. (1998) report that they decided to use semi-structured interviews. 
They conducted the number of interviews with community members 
that they needed in order to be able to properly describe common 
life-change processes and situations.

For their case study of the politics of strategic decision-
 making in high-velocity environments, Eisenhardt and Bourgeois 
(1988) decided to interview each executive and administer a question-
naire to each member of the management team as well. They also 
agreed that, to ensure validity, each of the interviews would be carried 
out by a team of two researchers, one of whom would conduct the 
interview while the other would take notes and fi ll in any gaps and 
that immediately after the interview the two researchers would check 
the facts and write down their individual impressions. 

In a study of quality management best practices in  Australian 
service industries, Sohal, Simon and Lu (1996) not only made several 
visits to each company under investigation but visited different 
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 company sites: plants, offi ces, warehouses, stores. They collected 
documents including annual reports, instruction manuals, procedural 
manuals, corporate work charts, and so forth. 

In my study of the behaviour of medium-sized business 
executives, after collecting evidence through direct observation, I 
decided to meet more formally with senior managers at each com-
pany. Of course, I had had discussions with these executives through-
out the observation process, but it seemed to me that a semi- structured 
interview would serve two purposes: probing the behaviour of the 
executives in the technology introduction process and testing the main 
conclusions I had drawn from my observations and  discussions. 

The researcher must also make sure, particularly when there 
are several people collecting fi eld data, that the data is consistent and 
that the data collected by different people is systematically compa-
rable (Miles 1979). As well, precautions must be taken in the event 
that informants disappear in the course of the study before providing 
full information on their experience in connection with the phenom-
enon of interest, which is always a possibility. 

STEP
5.5

Develop a data defi nition table 
and a chain of evidence 

Throughout the fi eld observation process, we must build a data 
 defi nition table and a chain of evidence for the collected data and 
keep them up to date in order to maintain some consistency in the 
meanings assigned to the data. This bolsters reliability by enabling 
an outside observer to follow the trail of evidence from the research 
question to the conclusions, see all the stages leading from the former 
to the latter, trace and understand the quotes in the research report 
from segments of the database, and determine the circumstances 
under which the information was gathered (Yin 2003). 

Keeping a log of events and observations made during each 
fi eld session is one way to produce the data defi nition table and chain 
of evidence (Richardson 1994). The investigator’s notes, as described 
above, can also be entered in the database. 

In my study of medium-sized business executives and new 
technologies, I checked the content of my records with the relevant 
informants. In this way, I was able to ascertain that the meaning I 
attached to the evidence was the same as that ascribed by the infor-
mants, and that this meaning survived the changes in respondents in 
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the course of the study. As noted above, I also used a standard form 
that I fi lled out after every fi eld visit, entering notes on the meaning 
and signifi cance of the collected data. 

STEP
5.6 Manage the data 

The researcher must manage the collected evidence in a highly 
 structured and orderly way, and keep it secure. The database quickly 
grows to substantial size and considerable diversity, particularly when 
the study covers several cases. Data management will be key to the 
quality of data analysis and interpretation: the accuracy of the results 
depends on it. 

Being very fl exible on the type and form of the evidence 
we are collecting should never be a reason for not being system-
atic – quite the contrary (Eisenhardt 1989; De Weerd-Nederhof 2001; 
Yin 2003). Each piece of data must be carefully identifi ed: information 
such as the case to which it applies, the informant, the date on which 
it was collected, the circumstances and so forth should be recorded. 
The researcher should also record any comments on an attached note 
as soon as possible after the data was collected in order to ensure 
the reliability of the information. The evidence on each case should 
be placed in one fi le to enable organized follow-up and to make it 
possible for the researcher to refresh his or her memory by consulting 
the fi le before doing more work on the case. 

For reasons of security, a full copy of the database should 
be stored in a different location if possible. Electronic fi les should be 
backed up frequently and stored in a safe place. 

In my study of the behaviour of medium-sized business 
executives, there was a large number of study sites and they were far 
apart. A good deal of organization was required in order to keep tabs 
on activities at each of the sites. The direct observation process also 
extended over a period of more than two years and for each case data 
was collected on several occasions. Obviously, the amount and vari-
ety of the collected data made it necessary to spend an enormous 
amount of time on identifi cation, classifi cation and follow-up. Each 
document in the database was also photocopied and the copy was 
stored at my home. Electronic fi les were backed up weekly and stored 
in a locked fi ling cabinet. 
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STEP
5.7 Make a smooth exit 

In a case study, the investigator is in regular contact with the subjects 
over an extended period of time, establishing a relationship that can 
be quite close and even intense: a qualitative case study requires the 
researcher to spend a considerable amount of time at the site follow-
ing the informants and the activities. The researcher is therefore admit-
ted into a private space (Stake 1994); he must be on his best behaviour 
and follow a strict code of ethics. 

When the time comes for the researcher to end the relation-
ship, he should do so without disrupting the environment, leaving as 
he came, quietly, without leaving an imprint on the research setting. 
Often, there will be a formal leave-taking, or the researcher may send 
a letter thanking the informants for their help and informing them of 
the project’s future course. One must be very careful in discussing 
follow-up and mention only what can and will be done, for it is a serious 
matter for researchers to make promises they will not keep. 

The leave-taking is important both for expressing gratitude 
to the participants in the study and for projecting a positive image of 
the researcher, so that informants at each site will have a receptive 
attitude towards other researchers who may seek their participation 
in future studies. 

In my study of the behaviour of medium-sized business 
executives, as I was present in the organizational environments where 
the new technologies were being introduced and numerous people 
confi ded in me, I followed standard ethical procedures (Canada 
 Council 1977; Diener and Crandall 1977). For example, I made specifi c 
commitments, often in writing, to keep the information I was given 
confi dential. In many cases, I had or could have access to trade secrets. 
Some of the executives therefore insisted that none of their com-
petitors be included in the study. Some even asked me to give my 
word that I did not and would not have any contacts with any of their 
competitors. They all asked me to guarantee that their company would 
be kept anonymous in all written or verbal reports on the study. I was 
very careful to keep those commitments to the letter. 

After the highly organized and structured data collection 
process, it can be a relief to proceed to the next stage, the analysis of 
the data. 
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I should point out to begin with that although I am describing this 
stage after the data collection stage, it is always preferable to carry 
out the two iteratively. It can be a serious mistake to devote oneself 
exclusively to data collection for a time and then go home and start 
analyzing the data, especially if the study is breaking new theoretical 
ground. At that stage, it can be diffi cult if not impossible to go back 
into the fi eld to fi ll in gaps or test new hypotheses that suggest them-
selves in the course of the analysis (Huberman and Miles 1991). 

During the data collection process, researchers begin 
 discerning the meaning of the information: they note patterns, trends, 
possible explanations and ways of arranging the data. These mean-
ings that emerge from the evidence must be tested: are they credible, 
solid, certain – in a word, are they valid (Huberman and Miles 1991)? 
When several researchers are involved in the project, team meetings 
provide an opportunity to tie together the data collection and analysis 
process. Having a research team allows for greater fl exibility in data 
gathering (Eisenhardt 1989; Glaser and Strauss 1967). Of course, it 
can also complicate the researcher’s job, insofar as team interactions 
can make the data gathering and analysis stages more demanding 
and stressful (Miles 1979). 

In the data collection stage, the researcher builds a data-
base, usually consisting of qualitative data. The evidence may have 
been gathered in different ways and may not be highly structured, 
but still it is made up of words, usually organized into text (Huberman 
and Miles 1991). To process this database, the researcher must go 
back and forth between three concurrent activities: purging, coding 
and analyzing the data (De Weerd-Nederhof 2001; Miles and Huberman 
1994). 
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STEP
6.1 Purge the collected data 

We must make sure our evidence is relevant to the study, that it is in 
an appropriate format for coding, and that we have the required basic 
information on its source and how it was collected. A preliminary 
review should also be performed of each item to make sure its content 
really is related to the object of study. We must also make sure the 
format of the data is compatible with the planned coding strategy and 
tools. For example, if a software has been chosen, it must be possible 
to enter the documents and texts in the database. 

One might think that collecting and recording data in a pre-
determined format will save time, but this is not necessarily true. Not 
only might this approach fail to yield the desired benefi ts, but it can 
also diminish the richness of the evidence. A qualitative database is 
a work in progress: as new data is added, it complements, clarifi es, 
informs and may even disqualify the previous data (Huberman and 
Miles 1991). 

In my study of medium-sized business executives, a number 
of documents were eventually eliminated because they dealt only 
with technical aspects of the technology, such as programming or 
systems architecture. 

STEP
6.2 Code the collected data 

The fi rst thing that needs to be done is to organize and classify the 
data to make it easier to analyze. More precisely, we need to identify 
information units that relate directly to the phenomenon of interest 
(Catterall and Maclaran 1996; Huberman and Miles 1991; Tesch 1990). 
This is where it becomes important to have a previously developed 
coding system in order to systematize this critical and highly delicate 
process (Huberman and Miles 1991; Miles 1979). The data coding and 
classifi cation process consists in identifying and coding passages in 
the texts that describe or relate to categories or concepts connected 
to the phenomenon of interest. It is then possible to classify the data, 
grouping together items that belong to the same category. While there 
are still researchers who do not use this coding/classifi cation method, 
it is the most widely recommended approach to managing rich and 
complex evidence (Richards and Richards 1994). 
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More concretely, to code a text we begin by reading it 
through very carefully several times in order to familiarize ourselves 
with its content and general meaning (Aktouf 1987). The text is then 
broken down into units of information, each of which is assigned a 
code. The units should be the smallest items that can be assigned to 
one category or another. This could be a word, a sentence, a general 
idea or a full passage describing an experience related to the 
 phenomenon of interest (Bachelor and Joshi 1986). 

The categories into which the information units will be 
 organized may be defi ned using one of two methods. In the top-down 
approach, used mainly in education and cognitive psychology, the 
investigator starts from a set of principles, laws and concepts, and 
then attempts to glean the meaning of the text and establish the cat-
egories on the basis of these pre-existing notions (Boje 1991; Heise 
1992). In the bottom-up approach, which is widely used in ethno-
graphic research, the researcher starts from the information units in 
the texts to develop a system of categories that can help describe or 
explain the phenomenon under study (Manning and Cullum-Swan 
1994). In this case, the investigator needs to be even more systematic 
so as not to omit any possible categories. 

Once a category has been defined, we must consider 
whether it adds something new to the description of the phenomenon, 
and if so whether it is the only category that can serve the purpose. 
One should avoid having too few categories that are overly rigid or 
closed, or on the contrary too many categories that are overly detailed 
or subdivided (Aktouf 1987). 

It is therefore a mistake to think that the coding and 
 classifi cation process can get in the way of theory-building. The chal-
lenge is to adapt the coding/classifi cation method in order to record, 
connect, explore, test and cumulatively build up the information that 
is extracted from the data. The researcher weaves together the ideas, 
concepts and categories that emerge from the evidence in order to 
develop a theory (Richards and Richards 1994). 

This process can be carried out manually: identifying the 
information units in a text by making margin notes is a form of coding 
(Richards and Richards 1994). But this approach can become cumber-
some if the database is large and/or covers several cases. Moreover, 
as the manual coding and recoding process proceeds, there can be a 
strong tendency to make the evidence fi t the categories. It should also 
be noted that a segment of text may be assigned more than one code, 
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although this practice is not advisable in manual coding as it makes 
analysis complicated and unwieldy (Catterall and Maclaran 1996; Miles 
and Huberman 1994). 

It is not surprising, therefore, that researchers soon  discovered 
the usefulness of computers for qualitative research (Seidel and Clark 
1982). First, the word processor replaced the typewriter. Drass (1980, 
1989) showed that the computer could be harnessed to perform 
mechanical aspects of qualitative analysis without compromising 
methodological soundness (Seidel and Clark 1984). But regardless of 
the coding method used, we must realize that defi ning the categories 
and deciding how each unit of information should be classifi ed cannot 
be a series of clerical decisions. If an electronic tool is used, the “gar-
bage in, garbage out” rule must be borne in mind. The richness of 
the data analysis will be directly infl uenced by the soundness of the 
decisions made when coding the content of the texts (Richards and 
Richards 1994). Intellectual tasks must remain the purview of the 
researcher, although it has been argued that computers can assist the 
process (Catterall and Maclaran 1996; Dey 1993; Richards and Richards 
1991; Weitzman and Miles 1995). 

Without describing in detail all the software available on 
the market, it may be useful to say a few words on this subject here. 
Using a computer for data analysis can have a considerable impact 
on the research process. The impact may be positive, opening up new 
possibilities, or negative, introducing stifl ing restrictions into the data 
analysis process (Richards and Richards 1994). 

It is possible to use qualitative data analysis software only 
for coding and classifi cation. However, these applications can do much 
more: by providing easy access to data, they can be used to support 
activities such as defi ning descriptive categories, exploring underlying 
patterns or developing and testing hypotheses (Bogdan and Taylor 
1975; Richards and Richards 1994). They can also be used for trian-
gulation since they make it much easier to compare text segments 
from different sources. 

There are several types of qualitative data analysis support 
applications (Richards and Richards 1994). Starting with the most 
basic, in terms of the range of relevant functions they support, there 
are word processors, which make it possible to search a text and insert 
hyperlinks. Their usefulness is confi ned to evidence that consists of 
words, such as interview transcripts, and is formatted as a text docu-
ment. Their main limitation is that they do not support grouping of 
similarly coded passages. 
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There are also full-text search engines, which can search a 
number of fi les, even if they are not open. These also support fast key-
word searching and can generate statistics on a variety of co- occurrences. 
They are very helpful for channelling the researcher’s intuitions and 
enable the researcher to play around with the evidence, experimentally 
coding a large body of words and sentences, and chopping up the texts 
in different ways (Catterall and Maclaran 1996; Dey 1993; Richards and 
Richards 1991; Tesch 1990; Weitzman and Miles 1995). 

Relational database software is much more sophisticated: 
it can be used to manage the collected data and also to analyze it. 
The advantage of this type of application is primarily that it supports 
functions such as sorting records entered in numerical, Boolean or 
text fi elds, or a combination of the three, fi ltering records, or extract-
ing records with a specifi ed value. A database of this type is called 
relational because the investigator can relate one table to another, 
provided there is a common fi eld. However, to use this type of soft-
ware effectively, the research team may need to have an IT specialist 
with a background in database design. 

Some researchers have reservations about using electronic 
tools for qualitative data analysis (Catterall and Maclaran 1996). They 
raise a number of points that researchers should consider before 
deciding to do so. First, there is a danger that the study design will 
be unduly infl uenced by the features of the software the researcher 
is familiar with or wants to use (Agar 1991). It takes a good deal of 
time to master a new research support application, which can spur 
researchers to use software with which they are already familiar, even 
if it is not entirely appropriate in view of the research design (Tesch 
1990). It should also be noted that many of these applications are 
designed for the grounded-theory approach (Fielding 1993) and often 
focus on analysis of variables rather than analysis of cases per se 
(Miles and Huberman 1994). 

When it comes to data coding and analysis, these applica-
tions lend themselves to detailed and often complex coding structures, 
which can lead researchers to get bogged down in this step. There is 
also a fear that data analysis will become mechanical rather than 
creative and that the features of the software will condition the type 
of analysis that is performed (Bryman and Burgess 1994; Dey 1993). 

More importantly still, there is a danger of losing the  richness 
and complexity of the data when it is processed and analyzed in isola-
tion from the full original text (Catterall and Maclaran 1996). It is there-
fore important to make sure that use of these electronic tools does not 
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distance the investigator from the evidence (Seidel 1991) or serve to 
increase the quantity of data processed at the expense of the quality 
of the analysis (Catterall and Maclaran 1996; Seidel 1991). 

Though software developers have given us a spate of 
 revolutionary applications, none of the products currently available 
matches the needs of qualitative research exactly and fully. The sub-
tler and more intuitive aspects of the way the human mind processes 
information are probably the most exciting part of qualitative research, 
but they are also the most diffi cult to reproduce on a computer. The 
intricate and elaborate work of deriving meaning from the evidence 
is and probably always will be up to the researcher. This being said, 
there is no question that electronic tools facilitate the process by 
streamlining the mechanical component of the task and increasing 
the amount of evidence the researcher can analyze (Richards and 
Richards 1994; Seidel and Clark 1984). 

In my study of medium-sized business executives, the 
detailed comparison chart of entrepreneurial and administrative 
behaviour developed by Stevenson (1983, 1984, 1986) was used as 
the basis for the coding system. Stevenson’s model describes and 
analyzes differences in behaviour in fi ve dimensions. All the collected 
documents on each case were coded using this model. I manually 
identifi ed and coded each unit of information that seemed related to 
any of the model’s fi ve dimensions. 

STEP
6.3 Analyze the coded data 

The researcher must listen to data to see if any patterns emerge, i.e. 
whether evidence from different sources converges towards similar 
conclusions (Yin 1981a). To do so, the investigator must get immersed 
in the evidence, in the confi guration of the facts and the interconnec-
tions. Researchers must strive to avoid becoming overly excited about 
preliminary interpretations, as this can lead them to slant the subse-
quent analysis to support their initial thesis (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b; 
Miles and Huberman 1994). This is probably the most diffi cult step in 
conducting a case study and the one that is most neglected in the 
literature (Eisenhardt 1989). 

At this point, the researcher will generally have a body of 
evidence that speaks to him or her, and ways of approaching the 
information will suggest themselves. However, it is best to let the data 
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percolate a while, to take the time to reread it several times, re- examine 
it, allow connections to take shape and an overall picture to emerge. 
Producing a detailed description of each case is key to generating 
intuitions (Gersick 1988). This step necessarily involves a certain 
amount of trial and error, which can be frustrating (Eisenhardt 1989). 

This within-case analysis should be accompanied by a 
cross-case analysis in order to identify patterns. The cross-case anal-
ysis can be performed by fi rst selecting categories or dimensions and 
then looking at within-group and cross-group differences and simi-
larities. It is also possible to select case pairs and list differences and 
similarities between the two cases, and then between pairs of cases 
(Eisenhardt 1989). 

As we have said, the evidence we are analyzing consists of 
words embedded in texts of varying lengths and taken from different 
sources. Content analysis, a method of detailed document examina-
tion, is therefore a highly useful technique to use at this stage. Content 
analysis helps reveal what the content has to say about the phenom-
enon of interest and generates what has been referred to as “knowl-
edge deduced from content” (Bardin 1996). Its purpose is to show 
meanings, associations and intentions that may not be evident on a 
straight reading of the document. Content analysis proceeds through 
a systematic, quantitative, objective description of the explicit content 
of the documents under analysis. It is systematic in the sense that all 
the content of all the documents is analyzed, organized and integrated; 
quantitative insofar as we count meaningful elements in order to make 
calculations, statistical comparisons, weightings, frequency analyses, 
etc.; and objective in the sense that another investigator analyzing the 
same data using the same method and with the same purpose should 
arrive at roughly the same conclusions (Aktouf 1987; Bardin 1996; 
Berelson 1952; Clandinin 1994; Kracauer 1993; Lécuyer 1987; Manning 
and Cullum-Swan 1994; Pinto and Grawitz 1969; Rubin and Rubin 
1995). 

Either verbal or written texts can be subjected to content 
analysis. The documents may consist of so-called naturally occurring 
data or researcher-provoked data. The former is data produced by 
humans for purposes of communication; the second is data created 
for the purposes of the study, based on observation, questionnaires, 
investigations, interviews and so forth (Aktouf 1987; Bardin 1996). 

Content analysis generally consists of three stages. The fi rst 
two, coding and classifying the content of the texts, are described in 
the discussion of the previous step. The third is analysis per se: the 
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researcher dissects the texts using the predetermined categories and 
counts the occurrences of each element to determine their frequency. 
Inductive conclusions can then be drawn from the evidence, which is 
the ultimate goal of content analysis. The weighted frequency of the 
information units or categories can be compared, using statistical 
tests or other methods. Identifying the most prominent patterns in 
the evidence by this method can be immensely useful for  describing, 
explaining and understanding the phenomenon of interest. 

Of course, mathematical processing of information units 
and categories is greatly facilitated by the computer. Once the data 
has been coded, almost any of the appropriate applications can be 
used to search for segments by code, keyword or a combination of 
search criteria, using the Boolean logical operators “AND,” “OR” and 
“NOT.” There are limitations to the use of this function, however, as 
the codes relate more to the meaning of the text segment than to its 
content as such (Catterall and Maclaran 1996). 

These computer applications can automatically assemble 
all segments with the same code and indicate the source of each 
 segment. Other applications perform direct full-text searches. For 
example, Metamorph, which is considered one of the most powerful 
(Weitzman and Miles 1995), does not use Boolean operators but rather 
semantic relationships, letting the investigator query the database 
using natural language (Shapiro et al. 1993). It can search not only 
for words and sentences but also synonyms, fuzzy matches and even 
spelling mistakes. 

This type of quantitative analysis is certainly a signifi cant 
indicator of a pattern but others must also be considered. Just because 
an information unit or category ranks low in the frequency count does 
not mean it should be dismissed. Other indicators should also be 
analyzed: for example, breaking down the data by source may increase 
the weight of some points, which have been corroborated by several 
informants (Eisenhardt 1989). The content of the information units 
and categories must also be assessed to determine whether they 
should be checked again in the fi eld. Here again, we see the impor-
tance of collecting and analyzing the evidence on an iterative basis. 

This analysis may also reveal contradictory evidence. The 
investigator’s fi rst, often involuntary, refl ex is to dismiss or ignore it. 
A few pieces of counter-evidence can be enough to threaten the whole 
system. The researcher may therefore be reluctant to recognize them 
and may gloss them over without being aware of it. Others regard 
counter-evidence as an opportunity to improve their understanding 
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of the data. In this case, we must be careful to avoid the opposite risk 
of overestimating the importance of the contradictory evidence, which 
is also liable to skew the results. Other issues of a more technical 
nature may also arise, since the contradictory data may be the result 
of different data gathering methods or mistaken application of  techniques 
(Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

We must therefore consider, fi rst of all, whether the contra-
dictory evidence may be due to shortcomings in the data gathering 
modus operandi. If not, we must then probe deeper to check the data 
again and try to explain the contradictions. If, after double-checking, 
the counter-evidence still stands, it must be taken into account and 
refl ected in the fi ndings. 

In my study of medium-sized business executives, I tried to 
identify patterns, convergences and other possible observations 
through an inductive analysis of the coded body of evidence. I fi rst 
looked at each case individually. Then I performed a comparative 
analysis of all the cases. I used triangulation extensively to ascertain 
the degree of agreement between different sources. 

For each of the fi ve dimensions in Stevenson’s model, I 
produced a table showing the characteristics of each case in terms of 
that dimension. I then produced a summary table showing all the 
cases. That made the analysis of cross-case convergences easier to 
perform and, most importantly, easier for other researchers reviewing 
my study to check. I was then able to situate each case on the entre-
preneurial/administrative behaviour continuum for each of  Stevenson’s 
fi ve dimensions. The result was fi ve charts such as the one below. 

Chart 3
Distribution of Cases by Commitment to Opportunity

Revolutionary
with short duration

Entrepreneurial Administrative

A
C
D
I
J
K

B
E
H F G

Evolutionary
with long duration
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STEP
6.4 Write a description of each case 

The purpose of this step is, in the fi rst instance, to organize the 
 evidence that supports the patterns identifi ed in the analysis into a 
narrative, and most importantly to elaborate on these patterns by 
returning them to their specifi c context. Not only is this contextualiza-
tion useful for validating the results of the data analysis, but it is also 
essential for guiding the interpretation that will be developed in the 
next stage. As we have noted, computer tools lead the researcher to 
work with the data out of context, and content analysis also fails to 
consider the frame within which a document is meaningful (Manning 
and Cullum-Swan 1994). 

Writing a case description is, fi rst and foremost, a rhetorical 
process. It proceeds from the results of the data analysis that was 
performed in light of the research problem and questions. The 
observed patterns in the categories, concepts and constructs must be 
presented, using the information units identifi ed in the analysis, sup-
ported with arguments, and placed in the specifi c context of each case 
(Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). One must report not only the events related 
to the phenomenon of interest but also contextual elements. These 
may be information on the organization, its history and its people, or 
on the origins and development of the phenomenon. Much like an 
ethnographic narrative, the description should make generous use of 
quotes to be faithful to the evidence and so the informants can relate 
to it. 

The writing style should combine the rigour of the  theoretician 
with the elegance of a popularizer who wants to make his or her fi nd-
ings readily understandable. One must take care not to oversimplify, 
nor on the contrary to produce a dense and abstract text that is impen-
etrable for common mortals, a frequent pitfall for researchers who 
are determined to render the full richness and interconnectedness 
of all the evidence they have gathered and analyzed (Hlady Rispal 
2002a, b). For ethical reasons, this description must not refer explicitly 
to any statements made by any identifi able informant. When indi-
viduals must be identifi ed, their titles should be used rather than their 
names. 

Some sources (Stake 1995; Van Maanen 1988) make no 
distinction between the case description and the research report. How-
ever, the research report is intended for a scholarly audience and 
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includes not only the description of the case but other matter such as 
the methodology, mechanisms for ensuring the accuracy of the results, 
the interpretation of the evidence, and so forth (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

On the other hand, the case description is intended to be 
submitted to the informants, who are asked to comment on whether 
the document refl ects reality. This is a delicate process, for the descrip-
tion may be quite displeasing to them. It is advisable to begin by 
explaining to informants how the study progressed, i.e., the patterns 
that emerged from the data analysis process. The idea is neither to 
support one point of view over another nor to reproduce the testimony 
of one informant in particular. It should be made clear to informants 
at the outset that this is a factual description of events and of the 
context surrounding the phenomenon of interest: the investigator is 
not taking sides. It is also a good idea to warn informants that they 
may be surprised, disappointed or even shocked by the document. 
The continuation of the process should then be explained to the infor-
mants: they should be advised that their comments on the content of 
the description will be taken into account if they can be supported 
with facts or confi rmed by the collected evidence. 

Sohal, Simon and Lu (1996) proceeded in this manner in 
their study of quality management best practices in Australian service 
industries. Their article reports that they wrote a description of each 
case and sent it to the organization’s executives not only for fact-
checking purposes but also to secure their approval of the content for 
publication with their research fi ndings. 

In my research on medium-sized business executives, I 
 prepared a separate history of each case of technology introduction 
that I studied. To make the text more readable and avoid weighing it 
down with subheadings, I used the same outline for each history: fi rst 
a description of the company and its management structure, which 
corresponds to the fi fth dimension in Stevenson’s model, then a 
description of the technology that was adopted, and fi nally my data 
on the other four dimensions in Stevenson’s model (strategic orienta-
tion, commitment to opportunity, the resource commitment process, 
and control over resources). 

As I had given each company an ironclad guarantee of 
 confi dentiality and anonymity, I had to be very careful and often less 
forthcoming than I would have liked to be with the information I had 
been given. However, the information I withheld had no direct bearing 
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on the conclusions of the analysis. For example, in one case I could 
not report the company’s location and line of business, which would 
have made it readily identifi able. 

We shall now turn to the last stage in conducting a case 
study: interpreting the data once it has been coded and analyzed. 
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In the data interpretation stage, the investigator’s creativity and 
imagination come into play. Researchers must harness their intuitive 
understanding to explain the phenomenon of interest. To do so, they 
should review the evidence at a higher level of abstraction and inter-
pret it to extract the meanings they have deduced from the charac-
teristics and patterns identifi ed in the data analysis stage (Bardin 1996; 
Yin 2003). There is an important distinction between the preceding 
stage, data analysis, in which coding, classifi cation and analysis tech-
niques were applied to the content of the texts, and the more concep-
tual data interpretation stage, in which theoretical approaches to 
 reality are applied (Richards and Richards 1994). 

The interpretive process pursues reality but can never fully 
reveal it. What it can do is to mine knowledge that is potentially trans-
latable into action (Wacheux 2002). It draws analogies with a view to 
producing tested, plausible theoretical explanations of the phenom-
enon under study. These explanations are developed gradually through 
a complex effort of idea generation, comparison and verifi cation. The 
three activities are conducted simultaneously as part of an intercon-
nected, incremental, iterative process (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b).

STEP
7.1 Generate proposed explanations 

Coming up with possible explanations is probably the most delicate 
and demanding part of the case study, for it relies primarily on the 
investigator’s creativity and intuition. The challenge is to find a 
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 plausible conceptual explanation for the phenomenon of interest 
(Eisenhardt 1989; Glaser and Strauss 1967; Hlady Rispal 2002a, b; 
Stake 1994). 

As we have said, using the case study as a research method 
can shed new light on a phenomenon by developing or testing a 
theory. The fi nal product may therefore be a concept, such as  Mintzberg 
and Waters’ (1982) “deliberate” and “emergent” strategies, a concep-
tual framework, as in Harris and Sutton’s (1986) study of bankruptcy, 
or theoretical proposals (Eisenhardt and Bourgeois 1988; Hlady Rispal 
2002a, b). These novel ideas are referred to as new theories but they 
are developed by incorporating, exploring and building on existing 
theories, particularly when the aim of the study is to test one theory 
in particular (Richards and Richards 1994). The core of the interpretation 
process is an ongoing comparison of the new theory with the evidence 
for the purpose of producing a theoretical explanation of each case 
in its local context (Eisenhardt 1989; Wacheux 2002; Yin 2003). 

To generate these ideas, concepts, hypotheses or  theoretical 
proposals with the potential to explain the phenomenon under inves-
tigation, researchers have two main approaches available to them. 
First, they can revisit the preliminary stages of the process: they can 
go back to the defi nition of the research problem produced in the 
“assessing appropriateness” stage, review the definition of the 
research question in the “preparation” stage, reread the conclusions 
they drew at the time, or turn for inspiration to their original  explanatory 
hypotheses and assumptions. 

It is often possible to refi ne these concepts and constructs 
in the interpretation stage. The investigator may wish to review rel-
evant indicators for each case. More often than not, the defi nitions of 
the constructs and particularly their measurement emerge from the 
data analysis and interpretation process. In a case study, factorial 
analysis can be used to combine several indicators into a single mea-
sure of a construct. Many researchers therefore use tables to system-
atically summarize the underlying data (Miles and Huberman 1984; 
Sutton and Callahan 1987; Yin 2003). 

The second – and probably most important – approach 
available to researchers for generating explanatory ideas, particularly 
if the purpose of the case study is theory-building, is to apply their 
creativity and intuition. To do so, the researcher can start from the 
detailed description of each case and ponder its deeper meaning, 
consider the collected data and the associated patterns from a more 
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conceptual point of view, develop his or her impressions of these 
points, summarize them, and produce an overview (Richards and 
Richards 1994). This process prompts the investigator to search the 
evidence for new meanings and ideas, achieve a better understanding 
of a perception, behaviour or situation, and arrive at a description or 
explanation of the phenomenon of interest (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

To apprehend the phenomena and the causal relationships 
at a more abstract level, it is often useful to distinguish the particular 
from the general in order to subsume the former under the latter, and 
to identify the dependent, independent and moderating variables to 
determine possible relationships among them. The investigator may 
also attempt to establish causal relationships to help explain the phe-
nomenon of interest, although these are fairly complex and diffi cult 
to measure with precision when working with qualitative data 
(Wacheux 2002; Yin 2003). 

In my study of business executives and technology  adoption, 
a number of important points emerged from the process of defi ning 
the research problem. First, market demand and the inherent attrac-
tion of the technology worked together to motivate businesses to 
migrate to new technologies. But the decision-makers faced structural, 
technical and human barriers to making the change. Secondly, there 
was a management model for the technology adoption process that 
provided managers with tools to help them overcome these barriers 
and successfully introduce the new technology at the company. 
Thirdly, this model was based on a planning approach and assigned 
the executive a critical role. Fourth, the case studies found in the lit-
erature showed that the executives were more inclined to use a trial-
and-error approach to managing the technology adoption process. 
Fifth, executives could take two quite different approaches to the tech-
nology adoption process: entrepreneurial or administrative. Sixth, 
executives of small and medium-sized businesses were more likely 
to take an entrepreneurial approach and the rate of technology adop-
tion was lower at those fi rms. Seventh, Stevenson had found signifi -
cant differences between entrepreneurial and administrative behav-
iour in terms of fi ve core dimensions: strategic orientation, commitment 
to opportunity, the resource commitment process, control over 
resources and management. 

The development of the research question was informed 
by these points. It became clear to me that the question was two-
pronged. First, given that there was a motivation to migrate to new 
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technologies and a technology adoption management model capable 
of overcoming the barriers to adoption was available, why was the 
rate of new technology penetration at the companies still relatively 
low? Second, why was it that in practice the executives managed the 
technology adoption process by trial and error when there was a well-
documented planning model available that could guarantee a smoother 
and more successful migration, enabling the company to leverage 
the full potential of the new technology? 

As the top executive plays a critical role in the technology 
adoption process, Stevenson’s distinction between entrepreneurial and 
administrative behaviour appeared relevant. It would have been logi-
cal to assume that both the executives’ motivations and the planning 
model for managing the technology adoption process would fall into 
the administrative category. However, my hypothesis was that technol-
ogy adoption proceeded according to the entrepreneurial model. It was 
therefore to be expected that the executives would not be  governed by 
administrative-type motivations for the adoption of new technologies 
and would not follow the technology adoption management model – all 
the more so as we were looking at medium-sized businesses, where 
we can expect to fi nd entrepreneurial  behaviour. 

All these proposed explanations, and particularly the as-yet 
untested constructed dimensions in Stevenson’s model, had to be 
checked against the evidence. 

STEP
7.2

Check the proposed explanations 
against the data 

The development of explanatory schemes in the data interpretation 
stage yields explanations through a back-and-forth movement between 
generating ideas and checking them against the data. In this process, 
a series of cases is treated as a set of experiments in which each case 
serves to confi rm or disconfi rm the researcher’s proposed interpreta-
tions (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 2003). The process of testing the explana-
tions against the evidence should therefore be performed using 
embedded units of analysis, i.e., for a single case at a time. The evi-
dence for all the cases should never be assembled and considered as 
one unit. 

The purpose here is to determine to what extent the data 
on a case supports the researcher’s proposed explanations. In addition 
to a thorough and focused review of the evidence, asking informants 
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to comment on the possible explanations the researcher has arrived 
at by studying their case can be a highly effective strategy at this stage 
(Yin 2003). 

A proposition that is not supported by the evidence must 
be rejected. A proposition that is not fully supported should be revised 
accordingly. An explanatory scheme that fi ts one case can then be 
tested against another case, and so forth. Examining cross-case dif-
ferences can be highly revealing. Useful methods for testing proposed 
explanations include establishing differences and similarities, probing 
the meaning of atypical cases, and examining extreme cases. We 
should also consider whether opposed interpretations and alternative 
explanations might also be supported by the evidence, and look for 
counter-evidence (Stake 1994; Yin 2003). 

At what point should the investigator end the back-and-forth 
movement between generating explanations and testing them against 
the evidence? This can be done when theoretical saturation appears 
to have been reached, i.e., when the new proposed explanations are 
adding little or nothing of theoretical value (Eisenhardt 1989). We must 
also make sure that the process of iteration and review not make us 
lose sight of the original aim of the study. To avoid being sidetracked, 
we should always bear the research question in mind (Yin 2003). 

As has been seen, theory building is no simple mechanical 
task: it is a creative endeavour. Checking the theory against the facts 
is an integral part of the process, not a subsequent stage (Richards 
and Richards 1994). 

In my study of medium-sized business executives, I began 
the process of checking my explanations against the evidence by 
considering whether I had measures for each construct of the dimen-
sions in Stevenson’s entrepreneurial/administrative behaviour model. 
If the results were positive for one case, I proceeded to the next until 
I had covered the 11 cases in my sample. This test supported my fi rst 
hypothesis that Stevenson’s model fi ts the behaviour of medium-sized 
manufacturers, and my second hypothesis to the effect that this model 
could be applied to specifi c activities of business executives – to wit, 
the adoption of new technologies in the cases under examination. 

I then tested my central hypothesis, that medium-sized 
 business executives behave as entrepreneurs in the technology adop-
tion process, against my data. For each case, I performed a fi t  analysis 
for all fi ve dimensions of Stevenson’s model. I then located each case 
on the overall entrepreneurial/administrative behaviour continuum. 
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As Chart 4 below shows, while they did not all fall at the far end of 
the scale, 10 of the 11 medium-sized business executives were on the 
entrepreneurial side of the chart and the other was very close to the 
administrative end of the scale. Therefore, the evidence only partially 
supported my hypothesis; I had to adjust it and conclude that in 
medium-sized businesses migration to a new technology is an entre-
preneurial act in the vast majority of cases but it is entirely possible 
to fi nd administrative behaviour as well. 

Chart 4
Positions of All Cases in Terms of Stevenson’s Model

Entrepreneurial Administrative

B
D H

A
I
J

C
E
K F G

STEP
7.3

Compare the proposed explanations that pass 
the evidence test with the existing literature 

When a proposed explanation passes the reality test and is found to 
fi t the evidence, it should then be compared with what is found in the 
literature. The purpose here is to make a contribution to theory by 
identifying and analyzing any differences between the proposed 
 explanation and existing theory. 

It is very important, at the outset, to compare the concepts, 
constructs and theoretical propositions we are testing with those that 
already exist in the literature on the phenomenon of interest. If we 
fi nd some support in the literature, this buttresses the internal valid-
ity of the study and makes it possible to generalize the results. The 
literature review should include not only studies that are consistent 
with the proposed explanations that emerge from our research but – 
just as importantly, if not more so – texts that contradict our own 
interpretations (Eisenhardt 1989). 
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One must also make sure there are no alternative explana-
tions for the phenomenon. If any can be found, they too must be 
tested against the data and, if they pass the test, they should be used 
to enhance the proposed theoretical framework (Eisenhardt 1989; 
Stake 1994). 

In my study of medium-sized business executives, I found 
no literature reporting fi ndings or even musings about executive 
behaviour in the technology adoption process. Our results therefore 
made a contribution to the existing body of knowledge, but they were 
hardly generalizable. 

I should point out that Stevenson’s model was described in 
the literature but there was no indication that it had been tested. My 
research therefore made a contribution to validating the model. 

However, the data interpretation process will serve little 
purpose if the results are not disseminated to the scientifi c and 
 professional community. This is the goal of the fi nal stage. 
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STAGE 8

REPORTING 
RESULTS





Dissemination of the results is the ultimate goal of any study. 
Unless the researcher is narcissistic in the extreme, it makes little 
sense to devote months and in many cases years to a study if the 
results will never be published. And it is just as disappointing to pub-
lish fi ndings that no one reads or cares about, in which case the 
research will have no impact on anyone other than the researcher 
(Richardson 1994). 

Carrying out the case study and reporting the fi ndings are 
two separate stages in the research process that require different 
skills: analytic and critical thinking to conduct the study, command of 
style and rhetoric to disseminate the results in a way that is likely to 
persuade others of their signifi cance and value (Wacheux 2002). 

Our purpose here is not to provide a writing guide. There 
are already a good number of fairly detailed and precise guides avail-
able. I will confi ne myself to noting a few points that should be taken 
into account when reporting the results of a case study. 

STEP
8.1 Decide on the type of report 

There are various vehicles for disseminating research results: research 
reports, articles in academic or professional journals, papers delivered 
at conferences, which may or may not be published in the conference 
proceedings, and speeches at other types of events. 

The research report is a necessary part of the process. One 
should be produced for every study, as soon as possible after the data 
interpretation stage. 
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The research report is a good way to compile and document 
all of the study’s fi ndings. It should also include a full description of 
the methodology and the means used to ensure the accuracy of the 
results. Along with other materials of varying types and signifi cance, 
such as interview tapes, progress reports and logs, the research report 
helps explain the analytic and interpretative procedures used by the 
researcher (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b). 

A research report can be used to provide peers with full 
and detailed information on the history of each case when seeking 
comments. As well, it can be a practical way to determine the most 
appropriate vehicle for disseminating the results, given their nature 
and scope. Writing the research report is also an opportunity to debrief 
everyone involved in the project, especially when it was carried out 
by a research team. 

The main criteria that may be taken into account in  choosing 
the dissemination vehicle are, fi rst of all, the nature and scope of the 
fi ndings. For example, if the study proposes a new theory, it should 
be disseminated to a scientifi c audience; the researcher might choose 
to deliver a paper in order to obtain feedback from conference par-
ticipants. If the results are of a more practical nature, they should be 
disseminated mainly to professionals through addresses or papers at 
conferences attended by practitioners. If the fi ndings are signifi cant, 
dissemination through several vehicles may be warranted; the 
researcher may wish to report only part of the results in each publica-
tion or paper in order to deliver a clearer and more focused message 
in each. 

The researcher’s objectives in terms of desired feedback 
and target number of publications and papers should also be consid-
ered. If peer comments are desired, a scientifi c journal or event would 
be an appropriate vehicle. The fi eld in which the peer feedback is 
desired must be determined. The number of publications and papers 
generated by a study is often important to a researcher, if only because 
it can affect funding for future research. Publications also contribute 
to achieving the basic goal of this stage, which is to share the benefi ts 
of the study’s contribution to knowledge with as many members of 
the scientifi c and professional communities as possible. The researcher 
should therefore use the results skilfully and judiciously to generate 
as many publications and papers as possible, without of course 
 repeating himself or herself. For example, when possible it can be a 
good idea to deliver a paper and then rework it, taking into account 
the comments made by peers, in order to submit it as an article to a 
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scientifi c or professional journal. This is where working as part of a 
team can be advantageous, as each investigator can mine the results 
from a different point of view and disseminate them in his or her fi eld. 
Particularly in the case of qualitative research, such as a case study, 
the fi ndings may be of interest to many audiences, not only people 
working in the lead researcher’s fi eld (Richardson 1994). 

Finally, it is important to take the characteristics of the 
 dissemination vehicle into account. Clearly, scientifi c and professional 
journals and events are not all of the same calibre and have specifi c 
target audiences. For example, some take more interest in quantitative 
research and others in qualitative research. Some have a theoretical 
bent while others focus on making a practical contribution, based on 
the target audience and the publisher’s priorities. The fi elds covered 
by the publication should also be taken into account; it will probably 
be more diffi cult to have fi ndings that relate primarily to  psychological 
theory published in a management journal. 

STEP
8.2

Determine the requirements of the vehicle 
and characteristics of the target audience 

Once we have decided where to report the results, we need to look 
at the standards and requirements of the chosen vehicle in greater 
detail (e.g., number of pages in the case of a publication, allotted time 
in the case of a paper, content and formatting guidelines). Are they 
looking for a particular theme? We also need to know how the accep-
tance process works. For example, is it necessary to submit an abstract 
or summary in order to be considered? It is a good idea to ask the 
editors or organizers for guidance, and also to fi nd and analyze a few 
articles or papers they have accepted in the past. 

More importantly still, we need to know the characteristics 
of the vehicle’s audience. Does it consist of academics, practitioners or 
both? In what fi eld or discipline do they work? In the case of papers or 
lectures in particular, in what venue will it be held and how large is the 
expected audience? Is the audience local, national or  international? 

It is very important to have this information before  preparing 
the outline of the article or paper and writing it, for the questions that 
were used to organize the research will not necessarily be the ones 
used to structure the article or paper. As noted above, the observation 
phase of the study is quite distinct from the presentation of the fi nd-
ings. When reporting the results, the focus should be on the questions 
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of interest to the audience. This is why many researchers deliberately 
choose to cater to the audience, even when they know perfectly well 
that the audience does not share their own concerns with respect to 
the phenomenon under investigation (Stake 1994). 

STEP
8.3 Prepare an outline 

An outline helps the researcher report the fi ndings clearly and 
 consistently, and makes for more effective communication with the 
audience (Létourneau 1989). The audience, as much as the researcher, 
needs a conceptual structure, a framework, to guide it through the 
argument (Stake 1994). 

Preparing an outline forces us to articulate our thinking, for 
which we need to possess a good grasp of the study and have assim-
ilated the fi ndings. In the process, the researcher develops a strategy 
and organizes the available materials to serve a specifi c purpose, 
namely to communicate the fi ndings and demonstrate their merit. 
The demonstration is an ordered argument that strings the informa-
tion and explanations together into a logical, reasoned sequence 
(Létourneau 1989). 

Before beginning to prepare the outline, the  investigator 
already has a number of ideas, arguments, pieces of information and 
examples in mind. This is the raw material that must be hammered 
into shape. The researcher assembles the ideas, groups them together 
in a logical way, and makes them fi t together. The facts and arguments 
are marshalled to answer the question that is being addressed. The 
researcher demonstrates the validity of the answer by trying to inform 
and persuade the audience, arouse their interest and win them over. 
Just as the research question and strategy have guided the investi-
gator’s approach throughout the process, they should now inform the 
choice of section titles and subtitles, and the main ideas that will be 
developed in each section (Létourneau 1989). 

Richardson (1994) suggests a useful exercise when  preparing 
an outline. She recommends that the researcher begin by choosing 
an article that typifi es the writing conventions used in the mainstream 
of the discipline and write a two-to-four page analysis of its writing 
strategies. Then the researcher should do the same thing with an 
article that he or she feels exemplifi es standards of excellence in 
qualitative research. Finally, the researcher should take a text he or 
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she is proud of having written and consider how it could be improved 
in light of the analysis of the other two articles. This can be a very 
valuable exercise that can help establish a solid foundation for the 
outline of an article or paper on a case study. 

STEP
8.4 Write the article or paper

Once the outline has been prepared, the researcher is ready to set 
about writing the article or paper. The main goals here are clarity, 
conciseness and use of appropriate language (Létourneau 1989). It is 
very important to include all the information the reader needs in order 
to assess the validity of the results. Any report, article or paper should 
provide enough evidence to enable the audience to draw its own 
conclusions about the case study. An outside observer should be able 
to trace the evidence-building process from the research question to 
the conclusions and distinguish the various steps along the way (Yin 
2003). It is unfortunate that it is still the exception rather than the rule 
for an article on a case study to include a discussion of the reliability 
and validity of the results, a shortcoming that helps maintain preju-
dices about the rigour of qualitative research methods (Kvale 1987). 

This can be quite a challenge when one has to report the 
results of a study in a 30-minute presentation or a 20-page article. 
How is it possible to do justice to the complexity of the context, the 
phenomenon itself and the investigator’s intuitions about a particular 
case within those limits, especially when a number of cases have been 
studied (Dyer and Wilkins 1991)? Clearly, it is not feasible to report 
everything that was observed. The researcher must decide what is 
necessary to a proper understanding of the case and provide enough 
material so readers can make their own way through the fi ndings 
(Stake 1994). Elegant writing should be combined with a credible 
description of the events and interpretations. 

We should strive for a discussion that fl ows and be prepared 
to drop ideas, arguments, facts and examples that digress. Keeping 
the content consistent and coherent is one of the central goals when 
writing a scientifi c article or paper. All the components should fi t 
together into a logical and cumulative whole (Létourneau 1989). It has 
been said that the quality of an article or paper depends on the  richness 
of the argument, the credibility of the supporting evidence, and the 
acuity of the analysis. But other factors are also important, such as 
the clarity of the discussion, the logical progression of the reasoning, 
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the writing style and the ability to hold the reader’s interest. And of 
course the content must be convincing by virtue of the strength of 
the arguments and the power of the evidence and facts. Ultimately, 
the article or paper must be refi ned and professional if it is to persuade 
the audience (Létourneau 1989). 

The structure of the article or paper should be orderly and 
methodical. It should follow the outline prepared in the previous step. 
When introducing a new idea, it is usually advisable to open a new 
paragraph, section or chapter, and then provide complementary mate-
rial to explain, support and reinforce the core idea (Létourneau 1989). 
The sentences are organized, highlighted, subordinated, linked to 
charts, and strung together with verve and an element of doubt to 
convey not only the thoughts of participants in the phenomenon of 
interest but also those of the researcher (Stake 1994). 

Without going into detail, this structure should include the 
basic elements of the study: the problem, the research question, the 
theoretical framework, the variables, the hypotheses, etc. In ethno-
graphic research, it is also important to mention the investigator’s 
initial assumptions in all articles and papers on the study (Altheide 
and Johnson 1994). A detailed description of the methodology should 
then be provided, including the data collection, analysis and interpre-
tation tools and methods (Hlady Rispal 2002a, b), followed by a 
description of the actions taken in order to guarantee the accuracy of 
the results. The results per se should then be presented, along with 
all the information readers need to understand the analysis and inter-
pretation of the data by the researcher. Lastly, the conclusion should 
highlight the study’s main contributions to knowledge. It can also be 
used to draw attention to aspects of the study the researcher consid-
ers important, such as the originality of the experimental design or 
the strength of the analytic method, and to discuss the limitations of 
the study and suggest avenues for future research (Provost 1997). 

Style should not be neglected, for even if the subject is 
fascinating and the study was very well executed, the article or paper 
may appear dense and forbidding to the audience. It is therefore advis-
able to try for some fl air and avoid pedantry in refl ecting the attention 
to signifi cant detail that is the essence of qualitative research. The 
idea is not to put up a façade of objectivity but rather to inscribe the 
conditions under which the statements were produced in order to 
enable the reader to assess the reliability and validity of the proposed 
explanations (Wacheux 2002). 
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In this sense, stories can be more interesting and  compelling 
than statistical analysis. Not only are they more likely to stick in the 
mind, but they refl ect complexity better than do detailed neutral 
descriptions, statistical tables or scatter charts (Dyer and Wilkins 1991; 
Martin and Power 1983). A lively descriptive style and vibrant language 
make the investigator’s experience more vivid and real for readers. 
As Richardson (1994: 519) puts it, “metaphor is the backbone of social 
science writing. Like the spine, it bears weight, permits movement, is 
buried beneath the surface, and links parts together into a functional, 
coherent whole.” Tropes provide a link between the reader’s imaginary 
worlds and the external reality described in the text, and they give 
shape to the theory-building endeavour (Boothman 2003). 

The goal is to write a story that covers the setting, the 
 participants’ points of view, and the observer’s deductions. It is not 
unusual for a qualitative researcher to allow a case to tell its own 
story. Any report on the fi ndings of a case study should include quotes 
or extracts from evidence provided by informants or other sources 
(Carter 1993; Coles 1989; Stake 1994). Co-authoring can also be a good 
way to produce rich stories that reveal all the dimensions of the 
 subject. 

As the aim is to hold the attention of the reader or audience, 
it is preferable to strive for an engaging style when reporting the facts 
and to turn the interview reports into narratives, using a certain liter-
ary fl air if possible. The text will then tell a story instead of just listing 
the facts uncovered by the study (Richardson 1994). One good way 
to check whether the text is clear and compelling is to show it to a 
layperson and fi nd out whether he or she fi nds the subject interesting 
and the conclusions understandable. 

As the researcher works on the article or paper, it may be 
useful to do further reading in order to refi ne an argument, add an 
example or clarify a point. It is never too late to enrich the argument 
with new material, provided it does not digress from the main thrust 
(Létourneau 1989). 

With the dissemination of the results, all the stages in the 
process of using the case study as a research method have been 
completed. 
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By way of conclusion, I hope I can say, “mission accomplished.” 
My objective in writing this handbook was two-pronged: to equip 
researchers to make an informed decision on whether the case method 
is appropriate to their research, and if so, to provide them with a step-
by-step guide to conducting a case study with scientifi c rigour. The 
fi rst chapter, which discusses how to determine the appropriateness 
of the case method, is intended to address the fi rst part of this objec-
tive. The following chapters, which describe in detail the stages and 
steps that should be carried out to ensure accurate results (prepara-
tion, case selection, data collection, analysis and interpretation, and 
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fi nally reporting the fi ndings) are intended to address the second part. 
It is my hope that they will serve researchers as a comprehensive 
practical guide to conducting a case study. 

Reading or, better yet, using this guide should demonstrate 
that the case study is indeed a scientifi c research method. The orderly 
sequence of stages illustrates the logical, scientifi c procedure the case 
researcher must follow. The steps in this handbook describe the spe-
cifi c activities that should be carried out in order to produce evidence 
and theory that are clear, logical and irrefutable, in keeping with the 
scientifi c method. In particular, the emphasis placed on principles of 
data collection, analysis and, above all, interpretation, and the descrip-
tion of the many steps designed to ensure accurate results, should 
serve to support a scientifi cally rigorous approach. 

The case method is fruitful in that it makes it possible to 
study a phenomenon not only in itself but also in its natural setting, 
whether it be to build or to test a theory. The case study permits sys-
tematic investigation of the phenomenon by examining the dynamic 
interrelationships among managerial/regulatory processes, social 
interactions and collective outputs related to the phenomenon of inter-
est. It is then possible to develop an analogical, non-linear narrative 
that embraces the causal relationships in the systems under study 
(Beaucourt and Louart 2002; Bergadaa 2002). 

However, conducting a case study for research purposes is 
both demanding and complex, as this handbook shows, even as it 
demonstrates the usefulness and – dare I say it? – necessity of the 
case method. It provides a step-by-step guide to a process that is both 
delicate and complicated, one that involves a multitude of details, 
none of which can be neglected. As Eisenhardt (1989) stresses, the 
quality of a case study largely depends on the rigour with which the 
researcher approaches each stage of the research process. And what 
is still more, the stages and steps must be conducted iteratively, not 
sequentially. 

More generally, using the case method for research  purposes 
poses three main challenges, which this handbook describes and 
attempts to equip researchers to address. The fi rst is the challenge of 
fi eld management: the investigator must use interpersonal skills to 
win acceptance, obtain the required information, control for the effects 
of his or her presence, and share his or her analyses with the infor-
mants. There is also an ethical dimension here, since the researcher 
is intervening directly in a human setting when collecting confi dential 
information from numerous informants. Standard ethical rules must 
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be scrupulously observed. Moreover, the investigator must behave 
in such a way that the subjects will have no qualms about taking part 
in another study and indeed will be happy to do it, in light of their 
experience. It is also important to treat confi dential  information as 
such at all times and to protect the anonymity of the sources, unless 
the informants have specifi cally agreed to be i dentifi ed. 

The second challenge, tool management, is of a more 
 technical nature: the researcher must make the right decisions in for-
malizing the research framework and choosing and/or developing 
data collection, analysis and interpretation instruments. 

The third and last challenge, data management, is both 
strategic and scientifi c. It involves producing results that are accurate 
and useful. The researcher can meet this challenge by taking measures 
to ensure the reliability and validity of the collected evidence (Hlady 
Rispal 2002). 

To conclude, I can only repeat my hope this handbook has 
shown the usefulness of the case method as one tool in the  researcher’s 
methodological arsenal and that it will serve the reader in good stead.
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STAGE 1 – ASSESSING APPROPRIATENESS

STEP DONE

 1. Have you defi ned your approach? ❒
 2. Have you outlined the research problem? ❒
 3. Is the problem of the exploratory or raw empirical type? ❒
 4. Have you answered preset questions to determine the 

appropriateness of conducting a case study? ❒

STAGE 2 – ENSURING ACCURACY 

Internal reliability 

STEP DONE

 1. Are you using concrete and precise descriptors? ❒
 2. Is the raw data available? ❒
 3. Have you been able to involve several researchers on the project? ❒
 4. Has the collected data been confi rmed by the informants? ❒
 5. Has the interpretation of the data been reviewed by peers? ❒

External reliability 

STEP DONE

 6. Have you established your own position? ❒
 7. Can you describe the informant selection process and demonstrate 

its soundness? ❒

 8. Have the relevant physical, social and interpersonal characteristics 
of each research setting been described? ❒

 9. Have you clearly defi ned the study’s concepts, constructs and units 
of analysis? ❒

10. Can you describe the data collection strategy in detail? ❒

Internal validity 

STEP DONE

11. Have you controlled for the effects of the observer’s presence? ❒
12. Have you selected a representative sample? ❒
13. Have you developed and maintained a chain of meaning and a data 

defi nition table for each case? ❒

14. Have you identifi ed and excluded alternative explanations? ❒
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External validity

STEP DONE

15. Have you controlled for the effects of study site specifi cities? ❒
16. Have you avoided over-studied sites? ❒
17. Have you chosen cases that are replicable over time and 

maintained an up-to-date history of each? ❒

Construct validity 

STEP DONE

18. Have you selected cases with characteristics that meet the initial 
research objectives? ❒

19. Are the measures you are using for purposes of data collection, 
analysis and interpretation appropriate? ❒

20. Have you used as many information sources as possible and used 
triangulation? ❒

21. Can you explain the research protocol and present the data 
honestly? ❒

STAGE 3 – PREPARATION 

STEP DONE

 1. Have you framed the research question? ❒
 2. Have you decided on a single- or multiple-case study? ❒
 3. Have you determined the main data collection technique and 

potential data sources? ❒

 4. Have you established the case selection criteria? ❒
 5. Have data coding instruments and protocols, and a data coding 

scheme, been developed? ❒

 6. Have you familiarized yourself with the phenomenon of interest? ❒

STAGE 4 – SELECTING CASES 

STEP DONE

 1. Have you acquired a thorough knowledge of the workings of the 
environment under study? ❒

 2. Have you checked that you have no other professional relationship 
with the subjects? ❒

 3. Is the geographic distribution of cases practical? ❒
 4. Have you recruited at least one more than the necessary number of 

cases to ensure rigour? ❒
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STAGE 5 – COLLECTING DATA

STEP DONE

 1. Have you gained acceptance in the research setting? ❒
 2. Have you used your observation and active listening skills? ❒
 3. Have you used as many information sources as possible? ❒
 4. Have you fi ne-tuned the data collection strategy and adapted it to 

each case? ❒

 5. Have you maintained an updated data defi nition table and a chain 
of meaning for the collected data? ❒

 6. Has the collected data been managed in a structured and orderly 
manner? ❒

 7. Have you made a smooth exit from the research sites? ❒

STAGE 6 – ANALYZING DATA

STEP DONE

 1. Has the collected data been purged? ❒
 2. Have you coded the collected data on each case? ❒
 3. Has the coded data been analyzed? ❒
 4. Have you written a description of each case? ❒

STAGE 7 – INTERPRETING DATA 

STEP DONE

 1. Have you generated proposed explanations of the phenomenon 
based on the results of the data analysis? ❒

 2. Have the proposed explanations been checked against the data? ❒
 3. Have the proposed explanations that pass the evidence test been 

compared with the existing literature? ❒

STAGE 8 – REPORTING RESULTS 

STEP DONE

 1. Have you decided on the type of report? ❒
 2. Have the requirements of the vehicle and characteristics of the 

target audience been determined? ❒

 3. Have you prepared an outline? ❒
 4. Have you written the article or paper? ❒
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