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CASE STUDY RESEARCH IN INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS: THE DEVELOPMENT OF A PARADIGMATIC FRAMEWORK 

Abstract
There is an increasing agreement within the IB and IM community of scholars to formally develop a paradigmatic framework in the case study. The case study is a key research strategy in the two disciplines but to date a very restricted range of case study approaches has been followed (Piekkari et al., 2009). It has primarily focused on the qualitative positivist approach. We have sought to extend the work of Piekkari and Welch (2011), by exploring a little more the alternatives that offer a broader range of viable options for the practicing case study researcher, while at the same time supporting and guiding the IB and IM community in evaluating case studies. To address these concerns, we developed and presented a well-defined and rigorous paradigmatic framework to support future research. We discussed three dimensions which could reasonably be drawn upon to support such a framework (Guba, 1990; Guba et Lincoln, 1994; Mbengue, 2001, etc.): the Epistemological project; an Ontological perspective; and the Methodological protocol. As part of this process, we initially delineated a sound paradigmatic framework to provide case study research with more legitimacy. We then referred to the Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki’s (2011) matrix to clearly identify the research characteristics related to each method they identified for theorizing from case study. More specifically, our framework delineates the underlining paradigmatic characteristics in order to substantiate and authenticate the overall coherence of research based on case studies. Understandably, some critics or protagonists are concerned with the overall or with the clear implementation process of case study methods (Hallberg, 2013; Hyett et al., 2014, etc.). The proposed framework gives answers to the limitations listed by Hyett et al. (2014), including missing methodological details, missing contextual boundaries, few details about ‘researcher-case’ interactions and triangulation, and insufficient methodological justification.



Introduction
In this paper we have brought together a variety of approaches, perspectives and views on the case study and practices of this approach in the international business (IB) and international management (IM) research community. In this research community, qualitative positivism is a dominant approach, most particularly influenced in the 1980s and 1990s by the work of Yin (1984) and many more editions of his text and the work of Eisenhardt (1989). Both follow very similar approaches that tended to ignore time-span and historical depth (Platt, 1992). Case study research is particularly noted for its real world settings and, thus, has a high degree of realism, mostly at the expense of the level of control of behavioral events. For such a study, information is focused on one or a limited number of entities (e.g. individuals, groups, organizations, processes, projects, etc.). According to Yin (2014, p. 16): “A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the case) in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Yin proposes a two-fold definition, but the second part of his definition is very specific and fits only one type of research method based on case study. This method is entitled the natural experiment by Welch et al. (2011).] 

Case study research is a very popular method in social sciences (Thacher, 2006; Piekkari, Welch and Paavilainen, 2009; Thomas, 2011a, etc.). However, some authors highlight limitations associated with this kind of inquiry. For Tight (2010), the term ‘case study’ is used as a convenient label in an attempt to give this type of social research some respectability. According to him, a case study is just a “small-sample, in-depth study” (p. 338). More specifically, Benbasat et al. (1987) underline the lack of experimental control of case study research. For this reason, it is sometimes seen as lacking objectivity and rigor (Campbell, 1975; Miles, 1979, etc.). Other authors consider that the implementation of the case study methodology is not always accurate (Hallberg, 2013; Hyett et al., 2014, etc.). Following an intensive examination of thirty four journal articles, Hyett et al. (2014) consider that: “few studies provided an accurate description and rationale for using a qualitative case study approach”. They identify five main issues: missing methodological details, unclear case selection processes, missing contextual boundaries, few details about ‘researcher-case’ interactions and triangulation, and insufficient methodological justification (i.e. absence, inadequate or inconsistent reference to case study methodology). Further, unclear rationale for key research decisions may lead to questions regarding the quality and/or the credibility of the research (Hallberg, 2013). 
There is an emerging consensus to formally present a paradigmatic framework. To address these issues, we develop and therefore, offer researchers a well-defined and rigorous paradigmatic framework. We discuss three dimensions which could structure such a framework (Guba, 1990; Guba et Lincoln, 1994; Mbengue, 2001, etc.): the Epistemological project; an Ontological perspective; and the Methodological protocol. Without a clear and overall coherent presentation of such a framework, the research design can reasonably be considered as questionable or inaccurate.
In order to clarify the role that the case study can play in research in management, we first propose in this article to delineate a sound paradigmatic framework to give case study research more legitimacy. On this basis, we then propose to refer to the Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki (2011) matrix to precisely identify the research characteristics related to each method they recognize in order to theorize from case study. More specifically, we present a new framework characterizing the paradigmatic alignment for each method based on case study. The framework identifies the characteristics of case study research. We suggest that if the features of the researcher’s case study are not aligned in one of the specific quadrant of the matrix, we should question its overall coherence. After studying twelve articles published in highly ranked journals, we found support for our paradigmatic alignment framework, and, in addition, that longitudinal studies are likely to refer sequentially to more than one method (i.e. qualitative and quantitative).

I: A paradigmatic framework
The concept of the paradigm, a “basic belief system or worldview” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 105), refers to a specific scientific research framework. It is a set of rules (i.e. legitimate methods, acceptable norms, standards of solutions, etc.) and hypotheses that the members of a scientific community share. In this section, we propose to identify the conceptual delineation of such a system. We then present the three key dimensions of our paradigmatic framework. 

A-  Paradigm delineation
According to Morin (1977, p. 44), a paradigm is: “A set of fundamental relationships of association and/or opposition between a limited number of central ideas, relationships which will order/control all thoughts, all speeches, all theories”. For Kuhn (1962 [1970, p. viii]), a paradigm refers to: “universally recognized scientific achievements that for a time provide model problems and solutions to a community of practitioners”.
Masterman (1970, p. 66) identifies, in the first edition of Kuhn’s book (1962), twenty two different ways to use the word ‘paradigm’. She groups them into three categories: a metaphysical paradigm (set of beliefs, myths, etc.), a sociological paradigm (concrete scientific discoveries, structured concepts, etc.) and an artifact paradigm (scientific texts, research instruments, etc.). In the postscript of the second edition of his book (1970), Kuhn gives a more precise presentation of the concept. He presents a paradigm as a disciplinary matrix: disciplinary to refer to common accepted rules and hypotheses within a scientific community; and matrix to present an ordered and structured sets of rules, hypothesis, laws, standards, etc.
For him, this matrix has four characteristics:
· symbolic generalizations (accepted expressions, formal components, etc.);
· metaphysical parts (collective commitments, models, etc.);
· shared values (positions from which  judgments are made to estimate the relevance of theories, to propose predictions, to put forward problems and hypotheses, etc.); and
· shared examples (concrete achievements, practical solutions, empirical illustrations of theories and laws, etc.).
A paradigm shift for Kuhn (1962) signifies moving from the normal science to the revolutionary science. To explain this radical change, the author uses specific terms (1962, p. 102): “The normal-scientific tradition that emerges from a scientific revolution is not only incompatible but often actually incommensurable with that which has gone before”. Given the nature and principles of incompatibility and incommensurability, two consecutive paradigms are impossible to compare as their structures and thought patterns are deeply different. 
Interestingly, Kuhn does not consider the notion of a paradigm for the social sciences (1970, p. viii). In the preface of his book, he presents this concept only for the natural sciences. Dogan and Pahre (1991) and Dogan (2001) share his view. For them, in social sciences, the concepts are too polysemic and the schools of thought are too numerous to have a universal set of rules and values. However, shared rules and values can be found in subgroups of the social sciences. To illustrate, Handa (1986) presents the basic components of a social paradigm. Like Kuhn, he studied the issue of a “paradigm shift” in social sciences. We argue that the incompatibility and incommensurability principles could also be relevant to social paradigm shifts. For example, in the 1930s in the discipline of economics, Keynes proposed a revolutionary view (i.e. a country could go into a recession because of a lack of aggregate demand) that challenged Say’s law (i.e. aggregate production necessarily creates an equal quantity of aggregate demand; thus, there cannot be a general excess of supply over demand; which implies that underemployment and underinvestment, coupled with oversaving, are impossible).
In addition, the four characteristics of a paradigm given in the second edition of Kuhn’s book are also relevant for the social sciences. Symbolic generalizations, metaphysical parts, shared values and shared examples are quite common in these academic disciplines.
To better understand the concept of a paradigm, it seems important to link it with the set of rules it is supposed to represent. For Kuhn (1970), four reasons are offered to explain why a paradigm is developed prior to rules:
· the difficulty of identifying scientific rules;
· the process of learning based on exercise, experiment and action;
· the discussions about rules and acceptable solutions (especially when a paradigm is under attack); and
· the new perspectives given by different scientific communities (specialization effect leading to different rules and conclusions).
Therefore, we argue that a paradigm can guide research within a specific disciplinary field in either the natural or the social sciences. 

B- Dimensions of a paradigmatic framework
There appears to be an emerging consensus in the social sciences to formally present a paradigmatic framework. This consensus offers three dimensions that could structure such a framework (Guba, 1990; Guba et Lincoln, 1994; Mbengue, 2001, etc.): the epistemological project, the ontological perspective, and the methodological protocol. Let us begin with a short review of these dimensions.

1. Epistemological project. 
Epistemology is the study of the creation and dissemination of knowledge. According to Guba (1990, p. 18), the fundamental question here is: “What is the nature of the relationship between the inquirer and the known or knowable? Inspired by the German philosopher Windelband (1894, quoted by several authors [Carneiro, 2000; Robinson, 2011; etc.]) who coined the words idiographic and nomothetic to refer to different forms of evidence-based knowledge, Piaget (1970) distinguishes three types of epistemological projects. 
a. The idiographic project
It is concerned with unique facts or events. Idiographic knowledge aims at describing and explaining particular phenomena. Two paths are possible:
i. historiography (to study a phenomenon’s history); and
ii. ethnography (to study a phenomenon’s context);
b. The praxeological project 
It is focused on the study of the logical process of human actions and practices to identify and delineate norms, rules and obligations impacting decision-making and implementation; and
c. The nomothetic project
Finally, nomothetic knowledge aims at finding generalities to identify and analyze the laws that can be more or less generalized to other situations.
It is important to note that the order of presentation of these three epistemological projects above is not random. It refers to the increasingly formal presentation of research principles.

2. Ontological perspective 
Ontology is the study of the inbeing/essence of reality. According to Guba (1990, p. 18), the fundamental question here is: “What is the nature of ‘reality’?” Ontology is also taken to encompass and comprehend problems about the most general features and relations of entities which do exist. While different ontological paradigms are identified, it is important to mention that the classification is controversial[footnoteRef:2]. In this article, we identify and consider three main families of ontological perspectives. First, in a very brief outline, we refer to the traditional debate between the positivists (reality has its own essence/inbeing) and the relativists (reality is a construct or a social/psychological interpretation). Finally, in addition to these two main perspectives, we present a more recent perspective, the critical realism approach, as a bridge between the positivists and the relativists.  [2:  - Burell and Morgan (1979) suggest the functionalist, interpretive, radical humanist, and radical structuralist research paradigms.
- Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991) propose the positivist, interpretive, and critical (Bourdieu, Foucault and Habermas) paradigms.
- Guba and Lincoln (1994) list the positivist, postpositivist, constructivist, and critical theory (neo-Marxist, feminist, materialist, and participatory inquiry [p. 109]) paradigms.
] 

a. Positivism 
This philosophy holds that conceptions of truth (scientific reasoning) are absolute or universal. A key element of this philosophy is the principle of objectivity. The schools of thought vary considerably:
i. Original positivism (Comte, 1830-1842). The purpose is to find a demarcation between sciences and non-sciences (humanities). The main assumption is that the only authentic knowledge (based on empirical observations, causal explanations, etc.) is that which allows verification. Verification means a definitive and final establishment of truth. The principle is the belief that a theory is accepted when it is considered as true in all predicted cases.  However, total and absolute verification is generally impossible; 
ii. Neopositivism or logical positivism (Vienna Circle in the1920’s). The central tenet for Schlick (1918; 1925), Waismann (1930), and others, is the belief in the unity of science (concept of unified science). Comte’s verification principle is still maintained.
Original positivism and neopositivism are based on realism (reality is independent of the observer). This belief leads to a strong determinism (phenomena are causally determined by preceding events or natural laws); and
iii. Post-neopositivism (some members of the Vienna Circle in the 1930’s). The verification principle is abandoned. It is replaced, for the most part, by the refutation/falsification principle (Popper, 1934). Refutation/falsification is the belief that a theory is accepted as scientific only if it is inherently disprovable. One conflicting case is enough to refute/falsify a theory. The advantage of Popper's idea is that such truths can be falsified when more knowledge and resources are available.
The positivist ontology is often used for single or multiple case studies (Inductive theory-building and Natural experiment methods [Welch et al., 2011]). The drawbacks are the following: difficult generalization from case studies; weak emphasis on contextualization; and the principle of scientific objectivity is questionable.
b. Relativism
Relativists hold that conceptions of truth are not absolute or universal but are relative to the context and/or to the researcher’s personality. The key principle is subjectivity. Here again, the schools of thought vary considerably. The two main approaches are the constructivist and interpretative epistemologies.
i. Constructivism. According to Bachelard (1938), Toulmin (1953), Piaget (1967), etc., the knowledge of the world is always a human and social construction. For them, there is no single valid methodology in science. Five basic and recurrent principles (Le Moigne, 1990) are shared among the advocates of this philosophy:
· Principle of reality representativeness (lack of objectivity from the observer);
· Principle of a constructed universe (the studied reality is not independent from the observer [intentions, result expectations, etc.]);
· Principle of projectivity (the research process is not defined by the object, but by the project of the researcher);
· Principle of general arguments (several types of scientific reasoning are possible); and
· Principle of action based on specific reasoning (the reasoning is crucial to discover, in different ways, a complex reality and to identify the potential actions to deal with this reality).
The constructivist ontology is interesting for single or multiple case studies (Interpretive sensemaking and contextualized explanation methods [Welch et al., 2011]). The drawbacks are the following: case(s) serving the scientific project of the researcher, difficult generalization, and the problem to explain the process of construction.
ii. Interpretivism. Heidegger (1962) is one of the pioneers of this philosophy. The anthropologist Geertz (1973) is another early author of this epistemological ontology. The interpretive approach is considered, by some authors, as very similar to the constructivist epistemology (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Hudson and Ozanne, 1988, etc.). The main difference with constructivism is the fact that the researcher tries to understand the studied reality from inside. The interpretive approach is characterized by:
· the researcher’s immersion and empathy;
· the focus on meanings that actors give to the studied phenomenon; and
· the acknowledgement of actors’ intentions, motivations and understanding. 
This approach is particularly interesting for single case designs (Interpretive sensemaking and contextualized explanation methods [Welch et al., 2011]). The drawbacks are the following: lack of detachment and objectivity, difficult generalization, and the problem of how to explain why one interpretation is better than another.
c. Critical realism
This emerging epistemological ontology is proposed by Bhaskar (1975; 1979) and developed by different proponents (Outhwaite, 1987; Sayer, 1992; Collier, 1994; Archer, 1995; Lawson, 1997; Danermark et al., 2002; Mingers, 2006; etc.). Bhaskar (1998, p. 20-21) considers that natural objects and social objects cannot be studied in the same way. For him, social objects are irreducible (dependent/emergent) to natural objects; they have a “non-natural surplus”. For Critical realists “the world exists independently of our knowledge of it” (Sayer, 1992, p. 5). Therefore, realism (positivism) is epistemologically justified. Simultaneously, our knowledge of the world is fallible. Sciences must then be critical of its object. Relativism, therefore, must be part of the philosophical approach of science.
Critical realism can be perceived as a compromise between positivism and relativism. For Collier (1994, p. ix), “Bhaskar’s work […] avoids the alternatives of irrationalism and a positivistic conception of rationality”. Bhaskar himself justify this compromise by stating that:
· the positivist tradition is correct about the existence of causal laws, but it is not correct when it tries to reduce these laws to empirical regularities (explanation is possible, but prediction is, in social sciences, generally very difficult); and
· the relativist or hermeneutical tradition is correct about the idea of social sciences dealing with pre-interpreted reality, but it is not correct when it tries to explain a subject-subject (or concept-concept) relationship, rather than a subject-object (or concept-thing) relationship. A concept should not be defined through other concepts.
Therefore, it is possible to transcend positivist tradition and relativist tradition. To quote Bhaskar (1998, p. 18), “Now the conception of science developed here sees science, like the positivist tradition, as unified in its essential method; and, like the hermeneutical tradition, as essentially differentiated in its objects”.
Wynn and Williams (2012, p. 787-788) address and expand this notion of complementarity by saying:  
“Specifically, critical realism acknowledges the role of subjective knowledge of social actors in a given situation as well as the existence of independent structures that constrain and enable these actors to pursue certain actions in a particular setting. Thus, theorists and researchers applying methodological approaches consistent with the critical realist paradigm are positioned to provide more detailed causal explanations of a given set of phenomena or events in terms of both the actors’ interpretations and the structures and mechanisms that interact to produce the outcomes in question”.

The critical realist ontology is a particularly interesting epistemology for longitudinal (Dobson, 2001) single or multiple case study designs (contextualized explanation method [Welch et al., 2011]). The drawbacks are the following: social scientists are still debating how to apply this philosophy, the distinction between what is known and what is interpreted is difficult to identify, and dealing simultaneously with contextualization and causal claims is complex.

3. Methodological protocol  
In science, methodology refers to an inquiry process. According to Guba (1990, p. 18), the fundamental question here is: “How should the inquirer go about finding out knowledge?” In this article, we propose and define a three-level methodological protocol: qualitative versus quantitative research, qualitative versus quantitative data/evidence, and qualitative versus quantitative analysis.
a. Type of research
The distinction between quantitative and qualitative research types should be put into perspective because very few authors refer to a quantitative case study. Boyer (2010) is one of the few. For him (p. 765), “The quantitative single-case research design (QSCRD) is relevant to case study research because it is a strategy used to identify a causal relationship between variables for one subject or individual subjects. […] QSCRD is inductive in nature in that it explores a single case to develop a rigorous theory or explanation for human behavior functions. Theory-building in the quantitative single-case research design is a systematic process implemented with a high degree of researcher–subject matter contact”. 
Most authors consider case study research as qualitative. As Thomas (2011a) wrote the objective of such a research is not statistical; the objective is not to produce generalizable conclusions to all populations.  He argues (2011b, p. 21) that: “case study's conspicuous shortcomings in generalisability, far from minimising case study's offer, in fact free it to offer something different and distinctive in social scientific inquiry. Thus, the potential of case study may be realised in developing something rather more nuanced than generalised knowledge—in what I call exemplary knowledge”.
b. Type of data or evidence
As we understand it, case studies are usually presented as a qualitative research method. However, they can be based on quantitative and qualitative data or evidence:
i. Quantitative (measurements, scales, frequencies, etc.) ;
ii. Qualitative (interpretations, meanings, understandings, etc.); and
iii. Hybrid (quantitative and qualitative data). 
Eisenhardt and Bourgeois (1988) combined quantitative data from questionnaires and qualitative data from interviews and/or observations.
c. Type of analysis
Four options could be considered for case studies:
i. Quantitative analysis of qualitative data (turning data from words and images into numbers; e.g., descriptive statistics, quantitative textual analysis (thematic text analysis, semantic text analysis, network text analysis [Carlw, 2000]);
ii. Quantitative analysis of quantitative data (drawing statistical inferences from quantitative data; e.g., occurrence);
iii. Qualitative analysis of qualitative data (searching for interpretations, meanings and/or understandings from qualitative data; e.g., text interpretation, qualitative textual analysis (categories, coding scheme, etc.); and
iv. Qualitative analysis of quantitative data (searching for interpretations, meanings and/or understandings from quantitative data; e.g., subjective clarification of hard data).
Methodological protocols offer a diverse set of approaches to researchers. The protocol should be adapted to the research question, the research purpose(s) and the research design.
After the presentation of the paradigmatic framework’s dimensions, let us suggest how researchers can use this “basic belief system” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 105) to identify the method(s) they operate within in order to allow for theorizing from case study. 

II: Methods of theorizing from case study
It is important to understand that theorizing does not mean that the research has to lead to a new theory. It means that the research proposes new insights at one of the following levels: theory (abstract reasoning), model (structured representation), concept (mental/cognitive description of a phenomenon) and/or method (process of investigation/inquiry based on orderly arrangement). By integrating these four elements, we could consider that a theory is based on constructs (models and concepts) and refers to methods. To avoid misunderstandings and to assess the case study research potential about theorizing, a distinction between theory and model should be briefly presented. 
A theory is abstract reasoning presenting a speculative set of general principles to explain and/or predict a specific phenomenon. According to Wacker (1998, p. 361), “theory must have four basic criteria: conceptual definitions, domain limitations, relationship-building, and predictions”. Inspired by Sayer (2000), Welch et al. (2011, p. 741) considered that it is “a form of explanation that offers a coherent, examined conceptualization of a phenomenon”. It is a representation that facilitates the understanding of a phenomenon and can be used for further study.
A theory can be the main source of inspiration for developing a model. This structured presentation, in return, can serve as a basis for the step-by-step formulation of a theory. It also can be used as a means to verify a theory. In this section, we first present the enlightened matrix proposed by Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki (2011). This matrix identifies four methods of theorizing from case studies. From this template, we propose to refer to a specific paradigmatic framework to present the main aligned characteristics for each identified method.

A- A key matrix to identify the methods of theorizing
Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki (2011) present the recurrent dilemma, in social sciences, between:
· research based on causal claims (explanation); “An explanation is causal if it makes claims about the capacities of objects and beings to make a difference to their world” (p. 741); and
· research based on context-sensitive knowledge (understanding): a context refers to “contingent conditions that, in combination with a causal mechanism, produce an outcome” (p. 741).
Based on this dilemma they propose a matrix identifying four key methods of theorizing from case studies (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Four methods of theorizing from case studies 

	EXPLANATION \
UNDERSTANDING

	WEAK EMPHASIS ON
CAUSAL EXPLANATION
	STRONG EMPHASIS ON
CAUSAL EXPLANATION

	WEAK EMPHASIS ON
CONTEXTUALIZATION

	1/ Inductive theory-building

	2/ Natural experiment


	STRONG EMPHASIS ON CONTEXTUALIZATION

	3/ Interpretive sensemaking

	4/ Contextualized explanation



Source: Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki (2011, p. 750).

To support the relevance of this typology, they proposed an in-depth content analysis of 199 case study articles (using a qualitative approach) published in three highly ranked international business and management journals (Journal of International Business Studies [JIBS], Academy of Management Journal [AMJ] and Journal of Management Studies [JMS]) between 1999 and 2008. We now summarize and present the four identified methods.

1/ Inductive theory-building method
The main purpose of the inductive theory-building method is the research of general laws (theory-building purposes). The method avoids an explanation-contextualization trade-off; and remains context-free (context is not a means of providing explanation; contextual description is just a first step)). Finally, causal explanations are not central to the method, but causal language is used (leads to; trigger; influenced; interacts with, etc.).
The majority of the articles (forty eight per cent) studied in Welch et al.’s (2011) research used this approach. The main advocates of this method include Eisenhardt (1989) and Flyvbjerg (2011). 

2/ Natural experiment method
The main purpose of natural experiment research is the focus on non-contextualized causal explanations (theory-testing purposes). A trade-off between explanation and contextualization is offered; and the method is context-free. Finally, the majority of the procedures in this method originate from experimental techniques (pattern matching, time-series analysis, replication logic, etc.)[footnoteRef:3]. Of the articles analyzed in Welch et al. (2011) few (fourteen per cent) used this approach. The main advocate of this method is Yin (2014).  [3:   See part two of Yin’s definition (2014, p. 16). “The case study inquiry:
 copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result 
relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion, and as another result
 benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis.”] 


3/ Interpretive sensemaking method
The main purpose of the interpretative sensemaking method is research which focuses on interpretations, meanings and/or understandings. Similarly, a trade-off between explanations and contextualization is found; and the focus is context-sensitive. Finally, discursive presentations and storytelling are quite often used in this method. According to Martin and Powers (1983), stories are more persuasive and memorable than statistical demonstrations. (Cf. Dyer and Wilkins, 1991). A significant number of the articles (twenty six per cent) studied in Welch et al.’s (2011) research used this approach. The main advocates of this method include Stake (1994) and (2006) and Merriam (2009). 

4/ Contextualized explanation method
The main purpose of the contextualized explanation method is research that establishes contextualized causal claims rather than on general laws. The method rejects or does not support the explanation-contextualization trade-off (relatively new method); and is context-sensitive. The method considers the conventional sets (variables) as too dichotomous (e.g. formal vs. informal). Merely twelve per cent of the articles studied in Welch et al.’s (2011) research used this approach. According to Welch et al. (2011), one advocate is Ragin, however, he does not directly refer to Bhaskar’s philosophy. In particular, Ragin (2000) proposes the concept of ‘fuzzy sets’ (unclear categories of variables). Fuzzy sets are perceived as more empirically grounded and more precise than conventional variables, because they are “infused with theoretical and substantive knowledge” (p. 6). Therefore, they establish a bridge between theory and data analysis, because they “combine qualitative and quantitative assessment in a single instrument.” (p. 8). In particular, fuzzy sets propose “a language that is half-verbal-conceptual and half-mathematical-analytical.” (p. 4). This leads to facilitating “the ‘dialogue’ between ideas and evidence in social research. This dialogue is the systematic interplay between theory and data analysis.” (p. 4). Finally, to prove that fuzzy sets allow a better dialogue between ideas and evidence, Ragin proposes three broad arguments:
i. Homogenizing assumptions that underscore conventional quantitative analysis (e.g. correlation, interval and ratio-scale variables, etc.) must be abandoned because they constrain the dialogue between ideas and evidence (p. 5). This is because they limit discovery as relationships cannot ever really be understood;
ii. Fuzzy sets deepen diversity-oriented research strategies (the research “focuses directly on set-theoretic relationships” p. 13). Importantly, diversity-oriented research welcomes heterogeneity and differences; and
iii. Fuzzy sets improve the link between theory and data analysis because they can be precisely adapted to theoretical concepts, and thus tailored variables.

B- Search for a paradigmatic alignment
To better understand each method of theorizing from case studies, we can look for aligned characteristics identified from a specific paradigmatic framework. In this article, the alignment, in order to verify the coherence of case study research, is based on the following points: case purpose(s), case selection, epistemological project and inference(s), epistemological ontology, and methodological protocol. 

1. Links with case purposes
Robson (2011, p. 72) asks a key question about case study research: “Are you seeking to describe something, or to explain, or understand something? Are you trying to assess the effectiveness of something?” From these two questions, we can identify four main purposes for case study research:
a. Exploratory (“understand”). To seek new insights and generate new ideas and hypotheses for new research. This purpose is characterized by a weak emphasis on causal explanation. The aim is to better understand an emerging phenomenon and/or to propose new theoretical insights to develop new ideas and hypotheses. The interest is particularly strong when existing theories are incomplete or unable to provide a satisfactory representation of the studied phenomenon;
b. Explanatory or causal (“explain”). To rationalize a situation. Obviously, a strong emphasis on causal explanation is proposed here. The goal is to justify a situation too complex for the survey or experimental research strategies;
c. Descriptive (“describe”). To portray precisely and rigorously a phenomenon. It is a context sensitive approach; the context can be deemed necessary in order to explore or explain. It is used when the generality of the phenomenon is of secondary importance; and
d. Confirmatory (“assess”). To improve, if necessary, a construct or a theory. The context is much less important here. The purpose is to evaluate the robustness or the weakness of a clearly defined construct or theory[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Other typologies, focusing on case study research objects, could be linked to the four purposes listed here For example, Thacher (2006) distinguishes between also types of cases. The correlations with the four purposes listed previously are the following:
The causal case to identify and explain the consequences of actions (explanatory).
The interpretive case to study the subjective meaning that people’s actions have for them (descriptive and exploratory).
The normative case to contribute to the understanding of important public values (like ‘courage’) (exploratory).] 

Methods of theorizing from case studies can be combined with case study research purposes. From the description of the four main purposes (above) and from Welch et al.’s matrix structure, we can propose and offer the following associations or links:
i. The inductive theory-building method is mostly concerned with exploratory and/or confirmatory intentions;
ii. The natural experiment method is focused on explanatory and/or confirmatory objectives;
iii. The interpretive sensemaking method has an exploratory and/or descriptive agenda; and
iv. The contextualized explanation method combines explanatory and descriptive goals.
As can now be deduced from our preceding discussions some natural associations are offered, explained and presented (e.g. exploratory and descriptive; exploratory and confirmatory) and unlikely combinations are avoided (e.g. exploratory and explanatory; descriptive and confirmatory).

2. Links with case selection
The number of selected cases determines partially the method of theorizing. Here again, the research purpose(s) is a key element to decide if a single-case or a multiple-case design is a better option.
a.  For the inductive theory-building method, Eisenhardt (1989, p. 545) wrote: “While there is no ideal number of cases, a number between 4 and 10 cases usually works well. With fewer than 4 cases, it is often difficult to generate theory […]. With more than 10 cases, it quickly becomes difficult to cope with the complexity and volume of the data”.
If the advice is perceived as explicit, some research simply does not fit within this range. For example, while Beverland (2005) claims to be using Eisenhardt’s method, he examines the strategies of twenty six luxury wine firms. As for Boyer (2010), he presents the notion of a quantitative single-case research design that is inductive in nature. 
b.  For the natural experiment method, Yin (2014) refers to different options:
i. The single-case design is appropriate when the case is critical to test a specific theory with a clear set of propositions, when it represents an extreme or unusual phenomenon, when it is representative of a situation, when it reveals a situation, or when it is longitudinal;
ii. Multiple-case design is relevant for testing the conclusions [replication], avoiding extraneous variation, providing a larger picture of a complex phenomenon, and for comparing different studies;
c. For interpretive sensemaking, it seems accurate to focus on one or very few cases because the purposes are mostly exploratory and/or descriptive. However, despite drawing on this approach, Stake (2006, p. vi) presents a multicase study as “a special effort to examine something having lots of cases, parts, or members”. For him, this group of cases allows one to understand what he calls a quintain (post used as a target for medieval military exercise). He defines a quintain (p. 6) as “an object or phenomenon or condition to be studied – a target”. It can be viewed as an umbrella (or overarching means) for studying several embedded cases. For Stake, multicase research starts with a quintain and multicase study should have between 4 to 10 cases (p. 22). The cross-case analysis should focus more on differences, less on similarities, to learn about complexity of the studied phenomenon and its context; and
d. For the contextualized explanation method, it would seem to be quite difficult to focus on multiple case studies because the purposes are simultaneously explanatory and descriptive. As the aim of studying causal relationships in a specific context, the selection of the cases should be very rigorous to give the research congruence and homogeneity.

3. Links with epistemological project and inference(s)
The choice of the epistemological project determines, to a large extent, the choice of the mental processes of deriving logical conclusions (consequences) from premises (antecedent/proposition) known or assumed to be true: the inference. The three options we outline here are deductive reasoning (theory inspired), inductive reasoning (data inspired), and abductive reasoning (Chalmers, 1987)[footnoteRef:5] that develop a hypothesis from observations that lead to an explanation (Peirce, 1878). Naturally, the three types of inferences are often combined in research, but in the presentation of our matrix (see Figure 1) only the main inference type is associated with each of the four approaches[footnoteRef:6]. [5:  Sometimes, abduction is also presented as retroduction. However, Danemark et al. (2002) distinguish the two types of reasoning.
- Abduction: “To interpret and recontextualize individual phenomena within a conceptual framework or a set of ideas. To be able to understand something in a new way by observing and interpreting this something in a new conceptual framework” (p. 80).
- Retroduction: “From a description and analysis of concrete phenomena to reconstruct the basic conditions for these phenomena to be what they are. By way of thought operations and counterfactual thinking to argue towards transfactual conditions” (p. 80).]  [6:  When the emphasis on causal explanation is weak (methods 1 and 3), deduction (theories -> hypotheses -> explanations) is unlikely (explanation in not the main purpose).
] 

a. The inductive theory-building method refers to the nomothetic project (identification of generalities). As the title of the method suggests, the main inference is inductive. Grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) can be used here as a research process. Glaser’s approach (1978; 1992), which stands in conflict to Strauss and Corbin’s (Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1990) on how to apply the theory, is particularly interesting for this method because the studied phenomenon has not been investigated before. The research reasoning goes from facts and observations to generalities and laws;
b. The natural experiment method is based on the praxeological project. The purpose here is to identify causal relationships related to human actions and decisions. The main inference, to identify and study causal relationship, is deduction. The research reasoning starts with generalities and laws in order to propose explanations and predictions;
c. For the interpretive sensemaking method, the project is idiographic as the research is focused on unique facts or events. The grounded theory process proposed by Strauss and Corbin (Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1990) could be compelling here. According to Reichertz (2010), this approach refers to induction and/or abduction inferences. For Annells, in Birks and Mills (2011, p. 7), Strauss and Corbin’s presentation is based on “constructivism with signs of post-positivism” (e.g., symbolic interaction foundations). As for Timmermans and Tavory (2012), they propose explicitly to refer to abductive reasoning to implement grounded theory. Therefore, the research reasoning starts with facts and observations that lead to generalities and laws (induction) or explanations and predictions (abduction); and
d. The contextualized explanation method is concerned with the praxeological project. The logical process of human action is taken into consideration. Because the research is about causal claims in a specific context, the three types of inferences could be used sequentially. Abduction might be a key inference for this approach because it could explain anomalous, surprising or resisting phenomena (Paavola, 2004). Bhaskar himself refers to abduction. For him, a perceived mismatch between an empirical observation and an existing theory leads to a redescription of the phenomenon. Bertilsson (2004, p. 385) shows that critical realists have adopted Peirce’s idea about abduction as the third basic mode of logical inference. Thus, the research could start with facts and observations to suggest generalities and laws (induction), could propose generalities and laws to offer explanations and predictions (deduction), or define from facts and observations some explanations and predictions (abduction).

4. Links with epistemological ontology
The ontological perspective definitively determines the type of method of theorizing from the case study that should logically be followed. The way the nature of reality is understood impacts the research question, the research design and the research outcomes and their presentation. 
a. For the inductive theory-building method, the verification principle (Comte, Schlick, etc.) makes sense to identify generalities or laws. Glaser’s view (1978; 1992) of grounded theory, for example, fits the neopositivism epistemological ontology based on inductive reasoning;
b. For the natural experiment method[footnoteRef:7], the refutation principle (Popper, Carnap, etc.) is implicitly considered when an explanation or a prediction is proposed. However, it is important to remind ourselves that Popper (1934) is an opponent of the inductive inference. For him, converging observations and conclusions do not prove that a theory is true. This post-neopositivism posture and stance fits the idea of a natural experiment; [7:  Yin (2014), in the last edition of his book, gives far greater attention to doing case studies under realist (method 1) and relativist (method 3) epistemologies. For example, he added, as analytic techniques, explanation building.] 

c. For the interpretive sensemaking method, the construction/interpretation principle (Bachelar, Toulmin, Piaget, etc.) is at the heart of this epistemological ontology. The tenets of constructivism or interpretivism translate the philosophy of this approach with the aim of exploring and describing a phenomenon from observations; and
d. The contextualized explanation method. Here, the critical analysis principle (Bhaskar, Outhwaite, Sayer, etc.) is accepted. Reality is considered as socially constructed but some of its elements are thought to have intrinsic truth. This transcendental approach allows one to simultaneously study both contextualization and causal relationships.

5. Links with methodological protocol
Most case study research is considered as qualitative. For example, in the analysis proposed by Welch et al. (2011), the 199 studied articles adopted a qualitative approach. Even if we do not exclude the quantitative profile, we consider that the distinction between the four methods of theorizing is more to do about the types of data and the types of analysis. Let us now continue by presenting these main differences.
a. For the inductive theory-building method, Eisenhardt (1989) invites researchers to use both qualitative and quantitative data. She wrote that “the combination of data types can be highly synergistic” (p. 538). The four types of analysis (quantitative analysis of qualitative data, quantitative analysis of quantitative data, qualitative analysis of qualitative data, and qualitative analysis of quantitative data) are therefore possible;
b. For, the natural experiment method, Yin (2014) believes that case study research can involve qualitative data only, quantitative only, or both (p. 220). Here again, the use of the four analytical options is justified;
c. For the interpretive sensemaking method, Stake (1995) focuses on qualitative research (Chapter 3) and qualitative data (Chapter 4). Quantitative data are of secondary importance. The main type of analysis here is, as a result, the qualitative analysis of qualitative data; and
d. For the contextualized explanation method, Ragin (2000), for example, develops the concept of a fuzzy set. This concept refers to categories of variables that are imprecise (e.g., low-risk). For him (p. 8), “fuzzy sets combine qualitative and quantitative assessment in a single instrument”. They can be tailored to fit theoretical concepts. For the author, it is a way to develop links between ideas and evidence, and to address varied interpretations of studied phenomena. Therefore, the four types of analysis are, here again, potentially interesting, as we consider the types of data and the types of analysis.

Conclusion
At the beginning of our article, to address the issues regarding what is case study research and how should it be conducted (e.g. missing methodological details, unclear case selection processes, missing contextual boundaries, few details about ‘researcher-case’ interactions and triangulation, insufficient methodological justification, the quality and/or the credibility of the research), we sought to invite researchers to follow a specific guide offering a well-defined and rigorous method (including epistemology, ontology and methodology). There is an increasing agreement within the IB and IM community of scholars to formally develop a paradigmatic framework in the case study. The case study is a key research strategy in the two disciplines but to date a very restricted range of case study approaches has been followed (Piekkari et al., 2009). It has primarily focused on the qualitative positivist approach. We have sought to extend the work of Piekkari and Welch (2011), by exploring a little more the alternatives that offer a broader range of viable options for the practicing case study researcher, while at the same time supporting and guiding the IB and IM community in evaluating case studies. To address these concerns, we developed and presented a well-defined and rigorous paradigmatic framework to support future research. We discussed three dimensions which could reasonably be drawn upon to support such a framework (Guba, 1990; Guba et Lincoln, 1994; Mbengue, 2001, etc.): the Epistemological project; an Ontological perspective; and the Methodological protocol. As part of this process, we initially delineated a sound paradigmatic framework to provide case study research with more legitimacy. We then referred to the Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki’s (2011) matrix to clearly identify the research characteristics related to each method they identified for theorizing from case study. More specifically, our framework delineates the underlining paradigmatic characteristics in order to substantiate and authenticate the overall coherence of research based on case studies. Understandably, some critics or protagonists are concerned with the overall or with the clear implementation process of case study methods (Hallberg, 2013; Hyett et al., 2014, etc.). The proposed framework gives answers to the limitations listed by Hyett et al. (2014), including missing methodological details, missing contextual boundaries, few details about ‘researcher-case’ interactions and triangulation, and insufficient methodological justification.
Imprecise and ambiguous rationale for key research decisions may relativize or even question the conclusions of these academic inquiries. Beyond the traditional four validity procedures (reliability, construct validity, internal/logical validity, external validity) classified by Campbell and Stanley (1963) and Cook and Campbell, (1979), we feel it is imperative and necessary to identify, for any research project based on case studies, a robust and clear paradigmatic stance. The different connections proposed in this article between case study research and a paradigmatic framework aim to establish a clear presentation of such a stance. The adapted matrix proposed below presents a specific profile for each method of theorizing from case study research (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Alignment matrix for each method of theorization from case studies

	EXPLANATION \
UNDERSTANDING
	WEAK EMPHASIS ON
CAUSAL EXPLANATION
	STRONG EMPHASIS ON
CAUSAL EXPLANATION


	WEAK EMPHASIS ON 
CONTEXTUALIZATION
	1/ Inductive theory-building 
· Exploratory and/or confirmatory
· Multiple cases (4 to 10)*
· Nomothetic project
· Induction
· Positivism or neopositivism
· Qualitative and (or) quantitative data/analysis

	2/ Natural experiment 
· Explanatory and/or confirmatory
· Single or multiple cases
· Praxeological project
· Deduction
· Post-neopositivism
· Qualitative and/or quantitative data/analysis

	STRONG EMPHASIS ON CONTEXTUALIZATION
	3/ Interpretive sensemaking 
·  Exploratory  and/or descriptive
· Single case or multiple cases (up to 10)**
· Idiographic project
· Induction (or abduction)
· Constructivism or interpretivism
· Qualitative data/analysis (and quantitative data) 
	4/ Contextualized explanation 
· Explanatory and descriptive
· Single case or very few cases
· Praxeological project
· Induction, deduction and/or abduction
· Critical realism
· Qualitative and (or) quantitative data/analysis


* According to Eisenhardt (1989).  ** According to Stake (2006).
Source: Milliot (2014).
We suggest that this framework is important, because without such a precise and overall coherent presentation, the research design can reasonably be considered, at best, as questionable or dubious, or at worst, inaccurate.
The alignment of case study purpose(s), case study selection, epistemological project and inference(s), epistemological ontology, and methodological protocol is presented as a tool to present or verify the overall research coherence and robustness. Thus far, we have relied heavily on twelve studied articles, published in highly ranked peer reviewed journals[footnoteRef:8], in order to first develop and then present the identified methodological alignment. More precisely, ten out of twelve articles support one quadrant; one out of twelve (a longitudinal case study) uses two methods; and one out of twelve articles is unclear about its positioning. For multiple and/or longitudinal cases, the use of two (or more) methods could be useful to compare different situations. The article proposed by Denis, Lamothe, Langley (2001) is an example. The combination of methods could be then justified by the research question and design. [8:  As Welch et al. (2011), we selected articles published in the following journals: Journal of International Business Studies [JIBS], Academy of Management Journal [AMJ] and Journal of Management Studies [JMS].] 

While the alignment, for most of the studied articles, is quite explicit or noticeable, the author’s positioning is sometimes not perfectly clear or complete. For this reason, we had on occasion dealt with some implicit choices. For example, Beverland (2005) proposes an exploratory case study research based on a nomothetic project and on inductive inferences, but the reference to neopositivism is not clearly established. To reduce as much as possible potential misunderstandings, we are planning to test the proposed alignment grid on, at least, 50 articles published in highly ranked journal. Converging results would give to this new framework an academic legitimacy to structure or review case study research.
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