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Abstract

This paper reviews the emergence of critical realis a consistent set of ontological,
epistemological and methodological positions in $beial sciences. In particular, the paper
evaluates critical realism as an alternative pbipbscal stance to positivism in international
business research. The methodological implicatafneritical realism are thus examined in
terms of research strategy, data collection, datdyais, and criteria of scientific quality.
More specifically, the paper reviews the case stygyroach as a particular research strategy
which allows critical realist interpretations oftdaSuch interpretations invariably concern the
interplay of agency and structure at various lewdisanalysis. This variety of potential
applications renders critical realist case stua@gsecially relevant in international business
research given its cultural, linguistic and ingtdnal heterogeneity. The paper thus concludes
with a discussion of topics in international busmeesearch which may benefit from case

studies in general and a critical realist stanqgairticular.
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1. Introduction

The field of international business (IB) can beareigd as a research tradition (Laudan
1977), which encompasses several theories. AcaptdiWeisfelder (2001) they include: 1)
industrial-organization theory, 2) internalizatithreory, 3) the eclectic theory of international
production, 4) transaction-cost theory, and 5) ititernationalization model and network
theory of Nordic research. Weisfelder’'s synthesitheory development in IB emphasises its

multidisciplinary nature, similarly to previous iews of the field (e.g. Toyne 1989, Melin



1992). Melin (1992, p. 99), for instance, stateatthB is “a field characterized by
considerable intellectual diversity drawing on @evspan of disciplines”.

The multidisciplinary nature of IB research may, turn, explain the increasing
adoption of qualitative methods in the field (Mdran-Piekkari & Welch 2004). Such
methods allow the description of multidisciplindoyt also complex phenomena (Creswell
1998), which are less amenable to meaningful dgfieetion (Bonoma 1985). IB phenomena
tend to be characterized by such a complexity dueuttural, linguistic and institutional
heterogeneity.

A general feature of qualitative methods is thelilance on a few cases (i.e. sampling
units) and many variables in contrast to quantiéatnethods which usually rely on a few
variables and many cases (Ragin 1987). The venpmaif “case” (Ragin & Becker 1992)
and “qualitative research” (e.g. Creswell 1998) aars, however, far from consensual. In this
respect, the present paper adopts Van Maanen’'S(p98) definition of qualitative research
l.e. “an umbrella term covering an array of intetptive techniques that seek to describe,
decode, translate and otherwise come to termsthdétimeaning, not the frequency, of certain
more or less naturally occurring phenomena in theias world”. Such an emphasis on
interpretative techniques does not mean, howevat, qualitative research is necessarily
associated with “some form of interpretative andi-pasitivist paradigm” (Marschan-
Piekkari & Welch 2004, p. 6) since it may be equdlhsed on alternative paradigms. One
such paradigm is critical realism, which accordiagsharpe (2004, p. 309) “can help inform
social research in the field of IB by providing llpsophy of the nature of the social world”.

In IB research, qualitative studies are thoughidcaespecially appropriate “to discover
new relationships or situations not previously @wed” (Daniels & Cannice 2004, p. 186).
Such an emphasis on new relationships may implyeker, different types of research
questions depending on the paradigm which is adogepositivist paradigm, for instance,
implies that qualitative studies should be confiteéxploratory research, whereas alternative
paradigms may legitimize qualitative studies wittplanatory aims as well. In Zalan and
Lewis’s (2004, p. 522) words: “there has been adeny within the positivist paradigm to
confine idiographic research to the initial stagescientific inquiry, stemming from a lack of
familiarity with the ontological, epistemologicah@ methodological principles of qualitative
methods”.

Such a lack of familiarity may explain, in turn, whesearchers often fail to report the
philosophical assumptions behind their methodokmgihoice. Easton (2000) offers concrete

explanations for such an ambiguous procedure, wimclude incipient methodological



training and lack of concrete methodological prggicms in literature. In addition,
researchers may overestimate both the paradigfeaticres of their research community and
the ability of readers to infer undisclosed metHodal criteria. In this respect, Zalan and
Lewis (2004, p. 510) argue, nevertheless, thatgtaditative researchers are more driven by
the nature of the problem than the method (thawil,this approach allow me to understand
the phenomenon?’), they tend to be interested tological and epistemological issues”.

In any case, IB research findings may become coetsial either because the debate
on the nature of reality and knowledge was ovemdblor because “it is easy to slide
inadvertently from epistemology to ontology” (Ackab & Fleetwood 2000, p. 6).
Researchers remain, nevertheless, the sole adsaufatieeir contribution to scientific inquiry
through rational discussion of both their methodalal and substantive assumptions. The
present paper contributes to such a discussiorewigwing the core assumptions of critical
realism and by assessing its implications for caigdies in IB research.

In the following section the notion of philosopHictance is thus introduced and
several taxonomies are briefly reviewed. In the subsequent sections the realist and critical
realist stance are reviewed in further detail, eeigely. Such a review of literature precedes
a discussion of critical realism’s implications fwase studies in 1B, including the topics that
such studies are most likely to address. The satld final section summarizes the

conclusions of the paper.

2. Philosophical stances

It is now twenty-five years since Burrell and Mongd 979, p. 23), in reaction to the
hegemony of functionalist orthodoxy in social scensuggested four paradigms as “meta-
theoretical assumptions, which underwrite the fravheeference, mode of theorising and
modus operandi of the social theorists who openadttein them” (1979, p. 23). The authors
claimed that such paradigms are mutually exclusiwvéhey are based on at least one set of
opposing meta-theoretical assumptions. Jackson Gemter (1991, p. 110) reiterate the
impossibility for a synthesis between such paradignmplying “that each paradigm must,
logically, develop separately, pursuing its own gpemnatic and ignoring those of other
paradigms as paradigmatically invalid”.

Such an assumption of paradigm incommensuralkaitya necessary condition for
pluralism in organization studies (Jackson & Cafi@®3) has been challenged based on the

argument that “it locks analysis into a series afgflel narratives that disqualifies them from



engaging with each other” (Willmott 1993, p. 72%).similar fashion, Lincoln and Guba
(2000, p. 164) maintain that: “to argue that ipegadigms that are in contention is probably
less useful than to probe where and how paradigthibie confluence and where and how
they exhibit differences, controversies, and calittions”. A key debate in philosophy of
science is, therefore, whether a separatist paradigntality compromises scientific progress
rather than promotes its pluralism (Weick 1999).

A related issue is whether a researcher “can tpena different paradigms
sequentially over time” (Burrell & Morgan 1979, 26). In this respect Burrell and Morgan
(1979, p. 24-25) argue that: “for a theorist totsiparadigms calls for a change in meta-
theoretical assumptions, something which, althaughifestly possible, is not often achieved
in practice”. Such a statement contrasts, howewgh, the distinction between fanatically-,
firmly-, and weakly held assumptions (Zaltman et1882), which suggests that only some
meta-theoretical assumptions may indeed be inselgaftam the researcher. In other words,
it may be preferable to consider the philosophgtahce of a study rather than that of a
researcher.

In the present paper, a philosophical stance imefas a fixed profile of positions in
terms of ontology and epistemology. Such a condegmition implicitly assumes that human
nature and methodology as defined by Burrell andrgdo (1979) may be assigned to
ontology and epistemology, respectively. In additib implies that factors such as axiology,
context and constraints (e.g. Easton 1995) althonfiirencing methodological choice may
be common to distinct ontological and epistemolagmositions. The present paper’s notion
of philosophical stance should thus be regardednasmbrella term, which covers, among
others, the notions of paradigm (Burrell & Morga®7®, Guba & Lincoln 1998), position
(Morgan & Smircich 1980), orientation (Easton 199%ethodological approach (Arbnor &
Bjerke 1997), and methodological perspective (Aglr& Fleetwood 2000).

Ackroyd & Fleetwood (2000), for instance, attempftctuster the theoretical diversity
of organization and management studies into threeer@l methodological perspectives:
positivism, postmodernism, and realism. Easton §190 421), on the other hand, refers to
orientation as a “fixed profile of positions” inrtes of axiology, ontology, and epistemology,
which determines methodological choice. The aut#mphasizes the idea of consistency as
“the necessary metacriterion required to creater@ntation” (Easton 1995, p. 422), and
illustrates it with Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) settivist and objectivist approaches to

social science (Table 1).



Table 1 Assumptions about the nature of sociahseie

Objective-subjective | Subjectivist approach to social | Objectivist approach to social
dimensions science science
Ontology Nominalism Realism
Epistemology Anti-positivism Positivism
Human nature Voluntarism Determinism
Methodology Ideographic Nomothetic

Source: Adapted from Burrell and Morgan 1979.

Burrell and Morgan’'s (1979) dichotomy between gatife and quantitative
methodologies is further elaborated by Morgan anur@&ch (1980), who subdivide the
subjectivist-objectivist continuum into six distinpositions. The authors acknowledge,
however, that it “is often the case that the adtexa@f any given position may attempt to
incorporate insights from others” (Morgan & Smiftit980, p. 42).

On the other hand, Arbnor and Bjerke (1997) re-egate the six positions of Morgan
and Smircich (1980) into three general methodolgipproaches. In particular, the authors
subdivide the subjectivist-objectivist continuumtointhe actors-, the systems-, and the

analytical approach, respectively (Table 2).

Table 2 Methodological approaches in business relsea

Dimensions Actors Systems Analytical
Ontology Subijective Synergetic Objective
Epistemology Subject-dependent System-dependent Independent

Explanations

Dialectical relations

Finality relations

Causal relations

Prerequisites

Meta-theories

System theory;
analogies

Analytical theory;
hypotheses

Results

Language types

Simplified systems

Verified hypotheses

Source: Adapted from Arbnor and Bjerke 1997.

More recently, Guba and Lincoln (1998) suggest »oriamy of social research

paradigms which distinguishes between positivisostositivism, critical theory et al., and




constructivism, namely in terms of ontology, emstdogy, and methodology. In brief,
critical theory and constructivism assume the dgterce of multiple social realities, which
cannot be dissociated from particular belief systemhereas positivism assumes a single
apprehensible reality. Correspondingly, criticadhy and constructivism assume knowledge
to be value-dependent, whereas positivism assumrles-free researchers (Guba & Lincoln
1998) and independent non-reflective respondentuim@gami 1998). Realism -
postpositivism in Lincoln and Guba’s (2000) termlogy — constitutes a somewhat
intermediate stance by assuming simultaneously #hdhe world exists independently of our
knowledge of it (Sayer 1992), but b) knowledge oaly be produced in terms of available
descriptions or discourses (Sayer 2000). In otherds; scientific theories and discourse
change over time, but the world they address lgrgghains the same. It follows that social
science goals are neither nomothetic i.e. the paigin of invariant laws, nor idiographic i.e.
the documentation of idiosyncrasies (Sayer 200)eitGthe focus of the present paper on
critical realism, such assumptions of realism asitosophical stance are reviewed in further

detail in the following section.

3. Realism

In their discussion of assumptions on the naturgocfal science, Burrell and Morgan
(1979) label the ontological and epistemologicahe&sions of an objectivist approach to
social science “realism” and “positivism”, respeety (Table 1 in the previous section). Such
a categorization may explain a common “misconcepi@t positivism and realism are much
the same thing” (Ackroyd & Fleetwood 2000, p. 8)thaugh realist and positivist ontology
(e.g. Morgan & Smircich 1980) share the assumptiat “the world exists independently of
our knowledge of it” (Sayer 1992, p. 5), only retdiassume a differentiated and stratified
world into a real, an actual and an empirical dom@haskar 1978; Harré & Madden 1975;
Harré & Secord 1972; Outhwaite 1987).

In particular, realist ontology assumes the waolatonsist of generative mechanisms
or causal powers located in the real domain, wlazdvation may generate events in the
actual domain. Events are only observable as expegs in the empirical domain, and may
be out of phase with the mechanisms that creata.the Sayer’s (2000, p. 11) words: “the
real is the realm of objects, their structures gogvers. Whether they be physical, like
minerals, or social, like bureaucracies, they haertain structures and causal powers, that is,

capacities to behave in particular ways, and calighilities or passive powers, that is,



specific susceptibilities to certain kinds of chahgAn example of objects are individuals,
who are expected to possess an idiosyncratic sedusfal powers, that is, “dispositions that
are generative of behaviour” (Sayer 2000, p. 85)vinue of their physical make up,
socialization and education.

Objects are characterized by internal or necessdayions as well as by external or
contingent relations. When internally or necesgaelated, an object has an identity, which
cannot be dissociated from that of another obgehanager and a subordinate, for instance,
are internally or necessarily related in the seéhaeone can only be defined in relation to the
other. Conversely, when externally or contingengated, either object can exist without the
other (Sayer 1992). In realist terminology, “cogent” thus means that a relationship
between objects is “neither necessary nor impass(8Blayer 1992, p. 89).

When two objects are necessarily related and thse their identity mutually
constituted, they form a structure, that is, “a akinternally related objects or practices”
(Sayer 1992, p. 92). Such a structure is expectdthve emergent powers itself, which are
irreducible to those of its constituent parts (Tksami2000). Internal or necessary relations
between objects thus determine (why) the naturesamial phenomena (what), whereas
external or contingent relations determine whettsecausal powers will be activated (how,
where, when) and with what effects (Danermark e2@0D2).

Whether a causal power is activated or not thpgidds on intrinsic conditions, which
preserve the nature of the object, and on extric@nditions, which are external to the object
(Sayer 1992). A regular generation of events ideasdl when both intrinsic and extrinsic
conditions are met, but such a control of all if@eng variables is only possible in closed
systems (Bhaskar 1978; Harré & Madden 1975). Instheal sciences such conditions of
closure are virtually unattainable due to: a) imdliial capacity for learning and self-change,
which violates intrinsic conditions, and b) mod#imn of social systems by human action,
which violates extrinsic conditions (Sayer 1992).

It follows that “neither objects nor their relat®are given to us transparently” (Sayer
1992, p. 209) once that “it is almost impossibleattain complete knowledge of all these
relations, and in addition many of them changedigp(Danermark et al. 2002, p. 187). Such
a realist stance clearly contrasts with positigistology, which assumes reality to consist of
determinate relationships between constituent pahese behaviour is an objective and
observable phenomena (Morgan & Smircich 1980). tRasn thus makes no distinction

between the actual and the real domains of reagguming that objects of knowledge are



atomistic events, whose regular co-occurrence mayeQuated with the causal laws
underlying them.

Realism assumes instead that “a cause is whateveesponsible for producing
change” (Sayer 2000, p. 94), which can also includgue and irregular events. Realist goals
are thus primarily descriptive and explanatory othzg “explanation and prediction are only
symmetrical under conditions of closure” (Tsouk889, p. 552). Given the impossibility of
constructing closed systems in the social scierthespositivist concern with deterministic or
stochastic association of patterns of events cdrestt support the identification of events in
the empirical domain. A constant conjunction ofréggds, however, neither a sufficient nor a
necessary condition for a causal law. Causal egpilam requires instead “finding or
imagining plausible generative mechanisms for thepns amongst events” (Harré 1970, p.
125), leading to “the postulation of a possible hatsm, the attempt to collect evidence for

or against its existence, and the elimination afsgae alternatives” (Outhwaite 1987, p. 58).

4. Critical realism

The preceding section reviews assumptions, whistingjuish realism from alternative
philosophical stances, especially positivism. Irdiadn, the paragraphs above allow the
distinction between critical realism and other \@rs of realism. Easton (2002), for instance,
considers that what fundamentally distinguishesicati realism from other versions of
realism is its assumption of necessary and coningeations among objects. On the one
hand, critical realism challenges naive or direalism’s assumption that perceptions result in
direct and certain knowledge of reality (Hunt 199 well as sophisticated realism’s
emphasis on prediction (Easton 1995). On the dbtlad, critical realism shares classical
realism’s assumption that the world exists indepetigt of the external observer, fallibilistic
realism’s assertion that knowledge is uncertaing amductive realism’s concern with
inductive fallacy (Hunt 1990).

A critical realist perspective thus views sociaepbmena as concept-dependent and
production of knowledge as a social practice, whindfluences its content (Sayer 1992). This
IS not to say that social phenomena exist primadyinterpretations of researchers nor that
knowledge is exclusively linguistic, but rather ttlsach influences must be accounted for in
the evaluation of scientific knowledge. A criticedalist explanation will thus involve a
gradual transition “from actions through reasonsules and thence to structures” (Sayer
1992, p. 112).



Actions constitute the phenomena under study, ppsing conditions in terms of
which reasons are formulated. Reasons, in turnindeered from actors’ accounts as to why
the actions have taken place. In this respect @ssumed that: a) reasons do not need to
involve “true” or coherent beliefs to be causegs] A many causal mechanisms are ordinary
and fairly well understood by actors (Sayer 19%®ich reasons are made intelligible in terms
of the rules they invoke, through the identificatiof structures or objects responsible for
such rules. A critical realist explanation will bemplete with the identification of the set of
circumstances in which causal powers of objectssanattures are exercised.

In other words, actions such as personal contackeadquarters-subsidiary relations
are social events, which take place in the actaalain of reality. Such actions or events are
observable as experiences in the empirical donmfaieadity by both the ones who experience
them and those who study them. Those who experidere are able to suggest conditions in
which such actions or events occur, that is, re;sehich researchers may further examine in
terms of objects in the real domain of reality. plrticular, objects may be characterised in
terms of necessary and contingent relations andehassociated with intrinsic and extrinsic
conditions for the occurrence of such actions anés. Through necessary relations objects
constitute structures with their emergent causalgrs, which also need to be taken into
account in eventual explanations of the observédreor events.

Given the near impossibility of closure in the iabsciences only causal powers can
be considered externally valid. In other wordstical realism conceptualises contextual
factors as either internally linked with the phemora under study or as contingencies whose
impact on the phenomena is variable. The formee tyfpcontextual factors is generally valid
in the real domain whereas the impact of the lattest be empirically established. As a
result, “researchers do not postulate ironclad Jaws tendencies, which may or may not
manifest themselves in the empirical domain” (Tssuk989, p. 558). For the particular case
of qualitative research, such an explanatory effias been described as follows (Tsoukas
1989, p. 558):

In conclusion, an idiographic organizational studpnducted within a realist perspective, moves
concurrently on two tracks. On the first track st“up in the clouds”, dealing with abstraction and
theoretical conceptualization of the issues at h@ydcontrast, the second track is “down to earth”,
looking for the differentia specifico of the caseamely by investigating the existing contingencad

their interaction with the postulated mechanisms.



The traditional view that explanatory claims basedqualitative research have low
external validity may, therefore, be challengedifra critical realist perspective as long as
causal powers are identified. Case study reseaupposts such a goal by allowing the
simultaneous investigation of parts of a phenomearahrespective fit within wider contexts.
The following section discusses the methodologicgdlications of critical realism for case
study research.

5. Critical realist case studiesin IB

As mentioned in the introductory session, the méshagical implications of critical
realism may be structured in terms of researchegjya data collection, data analysis, and
criteria of scientific quality. In order to discussich implications for a specific research
strategy — case study research — a systematic cmopa&an be made between critical realism
and other methodological approaches to businesands (Arbnor & Bjerke 1997). Such
systematic comparison is presented in the follovgagpagraphs, based on the assumptions of
critical realism which were reviewed in the pre\s@ection.

Firstly, it was mentioned that critical realism tbages the assumption of direct
realism (Hunt 1990) that perceptions result inatind certain knowledge of reality. In this
respect, Healy and Perry’s (2000, p. 5) state ‘tteatlism is neither value-laden nor value-
free, rather, realism researchers are value-awaresther words, critical realism constitutes
an intermediate position between the actors- ared ahalytical approach, which imply
subject-dependent and independent epistemologigsectively (Arbnor & Bjerke 1997).

Secondly, it was mentioned that critical realismalldnges sophisticated realism’s
(Hunt 1990) emphasis on prediction by assuming éxalanation and prediction are only
possible under conditions of closure, themselvedtamable in the social sciences (Tsoukas
1989, Sayer 1992). Such an assumption is sharéldebyystems approach (Arbnor & Bjerke
1997), which, in contrast to the analytical applgaegards social phenomena as synergetic
rather than predictable through invariant causasla

Thirdly, critical realism was said to share falligtic realism’s (Hunt 1990)
assumption that knowledge is uncertain, once teaeative mechanisms or causal powers
are unobservable in the empirical domain of rea(®ayer 2000). Such an assumption
contrasts with the analytical approach’s (ArbnoBferke 1997) assumption that identifying
patterns of events in the empirical domain througltification of hypotheses may be equated

with causal laws in the real domain. In this respeugtical realism also comes close to the
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systems approach (Arbnor & Bjerke 1997) which depsl simplified models of reality
through analogies.

Finally, it was mentioned in the previous sectibattcritical realism shares inductive
realism’s (Hunt 1990) concern with inductive falfaSuch a reasoning contrasts with the
analytical approach’s (Arbnor & Bjerke 1997) use dbsed questions, which force
respondents to fit their accounts into researcheagories (Patton 1990). By contrast, the
systems approach can be said to share criticakm@al concern with inductive fallacy by
favouring interviews based on open questions.

Taken together, the assumptions just reviewed @ ligght of other philosophical
stances suggest that critical realism may be eduaith the systems approach to business
research in general (Arbnor & Bjerke 1997) and aede strategies in particular. In the
remaining paragraphs of this section, a specifie tgf research strategy is discussed from a
critical realist perspective — case study research.

According to McGrath (1982:70) “all research stggs and methods are seriously
flawed, often with their very strengths in regacdane desideratum functioning as serious
weaknesses in regard to other, equally importargisg Indeed, it is not possible, in principle,
to do “good” (that is, methodologically sound) rasdh”. Table 3 attempts to synthesize such
dilemmas in terms of two dimensions: sampling uartd variables under analysis (c.f. Ragin
1987). In particular, Table 3 suggests that itifBadilt for any given study to maximize both
statistical- and analytical generalization duenuted numbers of sampling units or variables
under analysis. In similar fashion, Yin (1994, 8p-48) argues that statistical generalization
follows a sampling logic in contrast to analyticgneralization which requires a replication
logic instead.

A sampling logic assumes that sampling units regprea larger population. In order to
make inferences about the latter, researchers eh@esween available formulas for
determining the confidence with which generalizasiocan be made. Such a statistical
confidence, in turn, depends on the size and iatefariation within the universe and sample.
A large number of sampling units is thus requirgdtatistical generalization.

A replication logic, by contrast, assumes tha&“gampling logic had to be applied to
all types of research, many important topics caudtibe empirically investigated” (Yin 1994,
p. 48). Simply, because there might be an absehsefficiently large numbers of sampling
units or the topic of interest is better researciwvétiout clear boundaries to its context thus
yielding a large number of variables under analysismall number of sampling units is thus

required by analytical generalization.
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In addition, Yin (1994) recalls that case studi@® e mistakenly interpreted as
sampling units (c.f. Ragin & Becker 1992). In otlwords, case studies can be wrongly
regarded as sampling ‘cases’ (sampling logic) adstef ‘studies’ of phenomena embedded in

their context (replication logic). In Yin’s (1994, 31) words:

A fatal flaw in doing case studies is to conceivie statistical generalization as the method of
generalizing the results of the case. This becaases are not “sampling units” and should not be
chosen for this reason. Rather, individual casdistuare to be selected as a laboratory investigato
selects the topic of a new experiment. Multipleesasn this sense, should be considered like nigltip
experiments (or multiple surveys). Under these umitstances, the method of generalization is
“analytical generalization”, in which a previouglgveloped theory is used as a template with which t
compare the empirical results of the case studtwdf or more cases are shown to support the same
theory, replication may be claimed. The empiriedults may be considered yet more potent if two or

more cases support the same theory but do not gugopequally plausiblajval theory.

To further clarify such a misconception, Yin (19@43tinguishes between two types
of inference. “Level one inference” — the commonywd generalizing from surveys and
equally implicit in experiments — associates suraeg experiment findings with a sample
and subjects, respectively. “Level two inferena®i,the other hand, associates the findings of
a study (e.g. survey, experiment, case study) mwed theories and ultimately rival policies.
Also implicit in such reasoning is the idea thakédhes may be confirmed, extended or

disconfirmed both statistically and analytically.

Table 3 Types of generalization

Generalization

Statistical Analytical
(sampling logic) (replication logic)
‘sampling error’ due to ‘currency’ due to
Qualitative few sampling units many variables

studi
udies (e.g. Brewer & Hunt 1989, p. 100) (e.g. Bonoma 1985, pp. 200-201)

‘data integrity’ due to ‘measurement error’ due to

Quantitative many sampling units few variables

studi
udies (e.g. Bonoma 1985, p. 200) (e.g. Brewer & Hunt 1989, p. 100

12



McGrath’s (1982) dilemmatic view of research camstbe explained with the inability
of any research strategy to simultaneously minintizeats to both (statistical) data integrity
i.e. absence of error and bias, and (analyticabeogy i.e. generalizability of research results
(Campbell and Stanley 1963). In Bonoma’'s (19852@0) words: “high degree of data
integrity requires a precise operationalizationtlod research variables, a relatively large
sample size and quantitative data for statisticatgy, and the ability to exercise control over
persons, settings, and other factors to prevensatazontamination”. In the same author’s
words: “high currency typically demands situatidpainconstrained operationalizations of
variables to allow cross-setting generalizationd abservations within natural, ecologically
valid settings — “noisy” settings — where large pées, quantitative measures, and control are
more difficult to achieve” (Bonoma 1985, pp. 20QtR0In similar, but complementary

fashion, Brewer and Hunt (1989, p. 100) state that:

By studying a few selected units rather than thelevluniverse, one may put additional resources into
sharpening measurement by acquiring more and atse accurate data about fewer units. However,
reducing measurement error may increase samplirg. €r..) Thus one may spend years getting to
know a single case in great detail, as with anviddial in psychoanalysis or a community or
organization in fieldwork ethnographies. But oneynegmd up with a less convincing argument for
generalizing one’s findings than other researchein® may ask the same individual only a few

guestions in a survey or look up a few publishatsas statistics on a neighbourhood.

In other words, Brewer and Hunt (1989) view (arial) ‘measurement error’ and
(statistical) ‘sampling error” as relatively dileratic since statistical generalization requires
large numbers of sampling units in detriment of thenber of variables under analysis,
whereas analytical generalization requires largmbers of variables in detriment of the
number of sampling units. Their notion of “measueem error” thus seems to match
Bonoma’s (1985) notion of currency, that is, aualley of data on contextual variables
associated with the phenomenon under study. Omttier hand, their notion of “sampling
error” appears to match Bonoma’s (1985) notion dhata integrity” since it implies
availability of large numbers of sampling units.cBunotions justify the focus of Table 3 on
sampling units and variables under analysis in rofde synthesize research dilemmas
(McGrath 1982).

Case studies are, therefore, an example of qiisditeesearch strategies which allow
analytical generalization following a replicatioagic, particularly when the phenomenon
under study cannot be studied outside its natetéihg or cannot be meaningfully quantified

13



(Bonoma 1985). In addition, case studies may bgestiist or objectivist depending on

whether they attempt to study values or facts, eetsgely. Stake (2000), for instance,
distinguishes between “intrinsic” and “instrumehtedse studies. In “intrinsic” case studies
“the purpose is not to come to understand someaabstonstruct or generic phenomenon”,
but the particular features of the case (sampling),uwhereas in the “instrumental” case
studies the case (sampling unit) is of secondagrest, but it facilitates the understanding of
a phenomenon (Stake 2000, p. 437).

Critical realism expands the possibility for usitagse studies in IB research since they
both rely on analytical rather than statistical grafization (e.g. Harré 1970; Outhwaite 1987)
and on replication rather than sampling logic (Mi®#92). In Eisenhardt's words (1991, p.
620), case studies “are a powerful means to ctbatey because they permit replication and
extension among individual cases”. Replication sugpthe identification of patterns through
independent corroboration of specific propositiansoss individual cases, whereas extension
supports a more complete theoretical picture basethe complementary nature of cases.
Such replication logic appears to coincide wittical realist views on causality, especially
that constant conjunction of events is neither #ickent nor a necessary condition for a
causal law.

As mentioned in the previous section, the genaratfgporopositions across individual
cases may be considered critical realist as lontheg involve a gradual transition “from
actions through reasons to rules and thence totstas” (Sayer 1992, p. 112). Actions which
take place in the actual domain of reality are olmde as experiences in the empirical
domain of reality and can be further examined mg&of objects and structures in the real
domain of reality.

In the particular case of IB research the scoperitical realist case studies appears to
be promising given the claims that case studiesh&renost used qualitative research strategy
in IB studies (Andersen and Skaates 2004). HunteReltomé&ki and Nummela (2004, p.
163), for instance, argue that “the methodologlzatkground of IB research lies in other
sciences, particularly in the social sciences”aAssult, issues of methodology in general and
philosophy of science in particular raise pertingglbate given the heterogeneity of the field.
To complicate things further, the different souradspsychic distance towards research
subjects (Hurmerinta-Peltomaki and Nummela 2004)h&r encourage IB researchers to
insist in less risky methodological choices. On ttker hand, the rate of publication of

qualitative research in IB journals (e.g. Pauweld Matthyssens 2004) may constitute an
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additional dissuading factor to the adoption ofecasidies in general and of a critical realist
stance in particular.

Possible topics for critical realist case studie$B research may be assessed along
Weisfelder's (2001) review of research traditiorly: industrial-organization theory, 2)
internalization theory, 3) the eclectic theory ofernational production, 4) transaction-cost
theory, and 5) the internationalization model aetimork theory of Nordic research. From
these research traditions, the internationalizatmodel and network theory of Nordic
research seem to have the highest potential foappécation of critical realist cases studies.
The internationalization model, on the one handokes dynamics that are inherent in critical
realism’'s causal powers. The network model, on dtieer hand, implies the absence of
boundaries which are akin to critical realism’s &ags on open systems. In similar fashion,
Ghauri (2004) gives examples of topics for caseystesearch which seem to fit these two
models. In particular, because “IB negotiationgennational joint ventures, market entry
processes and headquarters-subsidiary relatiorigi@pauri 2004) can be researched both in

terms of process and network relationships.

6. Conclusion

IB can be regarded as a research tradition (Laub@#v7), which encompasses
competing theories (e.g. Weisfelder 2001) and radittre methods (e.g. Creswell 1998). In
terms of methods, qualitative research has gainegasing recognition since it enables the
study of multidisciplinary and complex phenomen#éhdugh the term “qualitative research”
lacks a consensual definition, several qualitatresearch strategies can be identified.
Alternative qualitative strategies may share thikection of data and still differ in terms of
philosophical assumptions. IB researchers should ttarefully consider and disclose the
philosophical stance underlying their choice of Iqative strategies and respective use of
data.

The present paper attempts to support such a geatly reviewing alternative
philosophical stances i.e. fixed profiles of pasig in terms of ontology and epistemology,
which supposedly determine methodological choigectl emphasis is given to realism as
an intermediate stance between positivism and mecent philosophical stances such as
constructivism. In this respect, critical realissmexamined in detail as a promising set of
philosophical assumptions which may allow futureréBearch to use case studies not only in

descriptive but also in explanatory research.
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The novelty of a critical realist stance comesrirthe assumption that knowledge is
uncertain mainly because causality is not necdgsgservable or regular. Realist goals are,
therefore, primarily descriptive and explanatoryhea than predictive. A critical realist
explanation is typically inferred from the accounfsindividuals under the assumption that
many causes are ordinary and fairly well understopdctors. In particular, human agency is
conceived as both enabled and constrained by sstcigitures, which, in turn, are maintained
and transformed by such human action. The focusriti€al realism is, therefore, on the
interplay between micro-practices and macro-strest{e.g. Sharpe 2004).

On the other hand, given the near impossibilityclafsure in the social sciences,
contextual factors necessarily related with thenpheenon may be generalized whereas
contextual factors contingently related with it mnbe empirically established. In other words,
the generalization of insights from qualitativeeaxh in general and from case studies in
particular is possible, but it will depend on thestulation of plausible causal mechanisms,
the collection of evidence for or against theirseamce, and the elimination of possible
alternatives.

In sum, critical realism offers a structured vieWwreality, knowledge, and research
which reconsiders the role of causality and gem@bn in the social sciences. In particular,
critical realism may add insights into phenomenacthare not amenable to meaningful
quantification due to, among others, scarcity ahgling units, blurred boundaries, and
terminological ambiguity. As a result, case studgelarch may provide exploratory, but also
descriptive and explanatory insights, especiallgmvphenomena are contextually embedded
and/or dynamic. IB research concerned with intéonat networks and internationalization

processes are thus especially prone to criticsisteaterpretations of case study research.
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