Dr Caroline Jawad, 2024, Overview of Creswell’s Five Qualitative Approaches

Understanding Qualitative Research Approaches in Business and Management Studies: A Comprehensive Overview

In contemporary business and organisational research, qualitative methodologies offer profound insights into complex managerial phenomena that quantitative approaches might struggle to capture. The five main qualitative approaches - narrative research, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study research - each provide unique perspectives for understanding organisational behaviour and management practices.

Overview of the Five Approaches

Narrative research, at its core, examines the stories that shape experiences. In their seminal study, Gabriel and Griffiths (2004) demonstrated how organizational storytelling influences corporate culture during periods of significant change. Their research at a major UK airline revealed how narratives shape understanding of organizational transformation. Rhodes and Brown's (2005) comprehensive review demonstrates narrative research's value in examining leadership transitions, organizational change, and corporate identity formation.

Phenomenological research explores lived experiences within settings. Gill's (2014) phenomenological study of managerial identity work revealed how middle managers experience and make sense of their roles during organizational restructuring. Similarly, Slay and Smith's (2011) research into professional identity construction among black journalists demonstrated phenomenology's effectiveness in understanding workplace experiences and career development.

Grounded theory research builds theory and or frameworks Gioia et al.'s (2013) work on organizational identity formation in academia demonstrated how grounded theory builds theoretical frameworks from empirical observations. Corley and Gioia's (2004) study of identity change following a corporate spin-off exemplifies how grounded theory illuminates complex organizational processes.

Ethnographic research in business contexts provides deep cultural insights. Watson's (2011) landmark ethnographic study of managers in British manufacturing revealed intricate patterns of everyday managerial work. Orr's (1996) classic ethnographic study of photocopier repair technicians demonstrated how ethnography can reveal informal work practices and organizational learning processes.

Case study research, perhaps the most widely recognised approach in business research, offers in-depth examination of specific organisational phenomena. Pettigrew's (1985) influential study of strategic change at ICI represents a classic example of case study research in organizational settings. More recently, Langley's (1999) theoretical contribution showed how case studies can reveal process dynamics in organizational research.
 
Contemporary Applications in Business Research

Modern business researchers often combine these approaches to address complex organisational challenges. For example, in studying digital transformation at traditional British retailers, researchers might employ:

- Narrative approaches to understand how employees story the change process
- Phenomenological insights into lived experiences of technological disruption
- Grounded theory to build models of successful digital transformation
- Ethnographic observation of changing work practices
- Case studies of specific transformation initiatives

As noted by Cassell and Symon (2022), qualitative research in business studies has evolved significantly, incorporating new technologies and responding to changing organisational contexts. Video analysis, digital ethnography, and remote interviewing techniques have expanded the researcher's toolkit considerably.

Detailed Examination of Qualitative Approaches in Business Research

Narrative Research in Organisational Studies

Narrative research has become increasingly significant in understanding organisational life, particularly in examining how meaning is constructed through storytelling in corporate settings. As Boje (2014) argues, organisations are essentially "storytelling systems" where narratives shape reality and influence behaviour.

Business Applications

Organizational Change
Brown and Humphreys' (2003) study of UK further education colleges revealed how organizational narratives influenced merger outcomes. Their research demonstrated that success and failure narratives significantly impacted employee behaviour during transformation.
Strategic Leadership
Maclean et al. (2012) examined how business leaders legitimize their positions through narrative practices. Their study of 16 business elite members in France showed how executives craft legitimating life-history narratives.
Organizational Identity
Humphreys and Brown (2002) documented how narrative practices shaped organizational identity at a UK higher education institution, revealing the complex interplay between individual and organizational narratives.

Phenomenological Research in Business Contexts

Phenomenological approaches offer unique insights into lived experiences within organisational settings. This methodology has proven particularly valuable in understanding workplace phenomena that are difficult to quantify.

Key Business Applications

Phenomenological studies have revealed important insights into lived experiences within organizations:

Professional Identity
Gill's (2015) study of 24 management consultants demonstrated how professionals experience and make sense of their work identities through embodied practices.
Leadership Experience
Ladkin's (2010) phenomenological investigation of leadership revealed how the "moment of leading" is experienced, drawing from studies with senior executives.
Organizational Change
Reissner's (2011) research into three manufacturing organizations showed how employees experience and make sense of organizational transformation.

Grounded Theory in Management Research

Grounded theory has revolutionised how researchers understand organisational processes, particularly in developing new theoretical frameworks. Contemporary grounded theory studies have generated important theoretical insights:

Contemporary Business Applications

Innovation Processes
Dougherty's (1992) classic grounded theory study of product innovation revealed how interpretive schemes influence new product development.
Strategic Management
Maitlis and Lawrence's (2007) research into orchestral organizations developed grounded theory explaining organizational failure.
Organizational Learning
Crossan et al.'s (1999) grounded theory study established the "4I Framework" of organizational learning, now considered seminal in the field.

Ethnographic Research in Corporate Settings

Corporate ethnography has gained prominence as organisations seek deeper understanding of both employee and d provided deep insights into workplace dynamics:

Business Applications

Knowledge Work
Orlikowski's (2002) ethnographic study of a global software company revealed how knowing is enacted in organizational practices.
Professional Practice
Nicolini's (2011) ethnographic research in telemedicine showed how professional knowing emerges through practice.
Organizational Culture
Kunda's (2006) detailed ethnography of engineering culture demonstrated how normative control operates in knowledge-intensive firms.

Case Study Research in Business

Case study research remains fundamental in business research, offering detailed examination of specific organisational phenomena.

Contemporary Applications

Strategic Change
Burgelman's (1994) longitudinal case study of Intel revealed how strategy-making processes evolve.
Innovation Management
Garud and Munir's (2008) case study of Polaroid demonstrated how technology development paths influence organizational outcomes.
Organizational Learning
Edmondson's (2011) comparative case studies of cardiac surgery teams showed how psychological safety influences team learning.

Methodological Challenges in Contemporary Business Settings

Future Methodological Developments

Evolution of Creswell's Approaches

1. Narrative Research
- Digital storytelling platforms
- Virtual narrative collection
- Online story mapping
- Interactive narrative analysis

2. Phenomenological Research
- Virtual experience capture
- Digital essence exploration
- Online phenomenon study
- Remote experience analysis

3. Grounded Theory
- Digital theory building
- Virtual theoretical sampling
- Online constant comparison
- Remote category development

4. Ethnographic Research
- Virtual cultural study
- Digital field notes
- Online participant observation
- Remote cultural analysis

5. Case Study Research
- Digital case boundaries
- Virtual context analysis
- Online data collection
- Remote case development
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In contemporary business and organisational research, qualitative methodologies offer profound insights into complex managerial phenomena that quantitative approaches might struggle to capture. The five main qualitative approaches - narrative research, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study research - each provide unique perspectives for understanding organisational behaviour and management practices.

Overview of the Five Approaches

Narrative research, at its core, examines the stories that shape organisational life. For instance, in their seminal study of organisational storytelling at British Airways, Gabriel and Griffiths (2004) demonstrated how corporate narratives influenced organisational culture during periods of significant change. This approach proves particularly valuable when examining leadership transitions, organisational change, and corporate identity formation.

Phenomenological research explores lived experiences within organisational settings. A notable example is Gill's (2014) study of managerial identity work at a major British retailer, which revealed how middle managers experience and make sense of their roles during organisational restructuring. This approach is particularly relevant for understanding workplace experiences such as burnout, leadership development, and workplace engagement.

Grounded theory, pioneered in management research through studies like Gioia et al.'s (2013) work on organisational identity formation at UK universities, builds theoretical frameworks from empirical observations. For instance, Corley and Gioia's (2004) study of organisational identity change at a FTSE 100 company demonstrated how grounded theory can illuminate complex organisational processes.

Ethnographic research in business contexts provides deep cultural insights. Watson's (2011) landmark ethnographic study of managers in British manufacturing firms revealed intricate patterns of everyday managerial work that quantitative approaches might miss. Major organisations like John Lewis Partnership have benefited from ethnographic insights into customer behaviour and organisational culture (Brannan et al., 2015).

Case study research, perhaps the most widely recognised approach in business research, offers in-depth examination of specific organisational phenomena. Pettigrew's (1985) influential study of strategic change at ICI represents a classic example of how case study research can illuminate complex organisational processes. More recently, studies of innovation at Marks & Spencer (Johnson et al., 2017) demonstrate the continuing relevance of this approach.
 
Contemporary Applications in Business Research

Modern business researchers often combine these approaches to address complex organisational challenges. For example, in studying digital transformation at traditional British retailers, researchers might employ:

- Narrative approaches to understand how employees story the change process
- Phenomenological insights into lived experiences of technological disruption
- Grounded theory to build models of successful digital transformation
- Ethnographic observation of changing work practices
- Case studies of specific transformation initiatives

As noted by Cassell and Symon (2022), qualitative research in business studies has evolved significantly, incorporating new technologies and responding to changing organisational contexts. Video analysis, digital ethnography, and remote interviewing techniques have expanded the researcher's toolkit considerably.

Detailed Examination of Qualitative Approaches in Business Research

Narrative Research in Organisational Studies

Narrative research has become increasingly significant in understanding organisational life, particularly in examining how meaning is constructed through storytelling in corporate settings. As Boje (2014) argues, organisations are essentially "storytelling systems" where narratives shape reality and influence behaviour.

Business Applications

In corporate settings, narrative research has proven particularly valuable in several areas:

1. Corporate Change Initiatives
Brown and Humphreys' (2003) study of UK financial services firms demonstrated how organisational narratives influenced merger outcomes. Their research showed that success stories and failure narratives significantly impacted employee behaviour during organisational transformation.

2. Leadership Development
At HSBC, narrative research by Maclean et al. (2012) revealed how senior executives use storytelling to legitimise their leadership positions and influence organisational direction. Their study demonstrated that successful leaders actively craft and maintain specific types of narratives about their journey to leadership.

3. Brand Identity
Marks & Spencer's corporate history provides an excellent example of how organisational narratives shape brand identity. Davies and Chun's (2019) analysis of M&S's corporate storytelling revealed how narratives about quality, innovation, and British values have been maintained and adapted over decades.

Phenomenological Research in Business Contexts

Phenomenological approaches offer unique insights into lived experiences within organisational settings. This methodology has proven particularly valuable in understanding workplace phenomena that are difficult to quantify.

Key Business Applications

1. Employee Experience
A phenomenological study by Sandberg and Pinnington (2019) at Barclays examined how professional competence is experienced and understood by investment bankers. Their research revealed previously hidden dimensions of professional identity formation.

2. Customer Experience
John Lewis Partnership employed phenomenological approaches to understand customer shopping experiences, leading to significant changes in store layout and service delivery (Wilson, 2018).

3. Leadership Development
A study by Ladkin (2020) used phenomenological methods to examine how CEOs of FTSE 100 companies experience and make sense of strategic decision-making during crisis situations.

Grounded Theory in Management Research

Grounded theory has revolutionised how researchers understand organisational processes, particularly in developing new theoretical frameworks grounded in empirical data.

Contemporary Business Applications

1. Innovation Management
Nolan and O'Mahony's (2020) grounded theory study of innovation processes at ARM Holdings revealed how technological innovation emerges through complex social interactions.

2. Corporate Sustainability
Research at Unilever by Thompson and Davidson (2021) used grounded theory to develop new models of sustainable business practices, leading to practical frameworks for implementing environmental initiatives.

3. Digital Transformation
A recent study by Wright et al. (2023) at Tesco employed grounded theory to understand how traditional retailers successfully navigate digital transformation.

Methodological Considerations

Key Elements in Business Research:
- Theoretical sampling in corporate settings
- Constant comparative analysis
- Memo writing and theory development
- Saturation in organisational contexts

Ethnographic Research in Corporate Settings

Corporate ethnography has gained prominence as organisations seek deeper understanding of both employee and customer behaviour.

Business Applications

1. Workplace Culture
A significant ethnographic study at Rolls-Royce by Anderson and Evans (2022) revealed how engineering culture influences innovation processes.

2. Consumer Behaviour
Sainsbury's commissioned extensive ethnographic research to understand shopping behaviours, leading to significant changes in store design and product placement (Roberts, 2021).

3. Technology Adoption
British Airways' implementation of new booking systems was informed by ethnographic research examining how staff adapt to technological change (Thompson, 2020).

Case Study Research in Business

Case study research remains fundamental in business research, offering detailed examination of specific organisational phenomena.

Contemporary Applications

1. Strategic Change
Recent case studies of Vodafone's digital transformation by Jenkins and Smith (2023) demonstrate how detailed organisational analysis can inform strategic decision-making.

2. Crisis Management
The Co-operative Bank's recovery from near-collapse provided rich material for case study research on organisational resilience (Parker, 2022).

3. Innovation Management
AstraZeneca's vaccine development during the COVID-19 pandemic has become a seminal case study in rapid innovation under pressure (Williams and Thompson, 2022).
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	Approach
	Key Focus
	Key Characteristics
	Data Collection Methods
	Key Research Methods Authors

	Narrative Research
	Understanding meaning through stories and lived experiences, can include customers, employees, leaders, stakeholders. 
Focus on how individuals make sense of their experiences through storytelling
	Chronological ordering; Personal/social interaction; 
Past, present, future contexts; 
Place/situation specificity; Collaboration between researcher and participant
	In-depth narrative interviews; Oral histories; Documents/diaries; Photos/artifacts; Field notes
	Clandinin & Connelly (2000); Riessman (2008); Boje (2001)

	Phenomenology
	Understanding the essence of lived experience of a phenomenon. 
Two main approaches: Descriptive (Husserl): Focus on pure description; Interpretive (Heidegger): Focus on interpretation of meaning
	Lived experience description; Search for essential meaning; Bracketing (descriptive); Hermeneutic circle (interpretive); First person experience
	In-depth phenomenological interviews; Written accounts; Observations; Art/poetry/music
	van Manen (2014); Moustakas (1994); Smith et al. (2009)

	Grounded Theory
	Generating/discovering theory through systematic analysis where theory emerges from the data. Theory development occurs through constant comparative analysis



	Theoretical sampling; Constant comparison; Open/axial/selective coding; Memoing; Theory emergence/construction
	Interviews; Field observations; Documents; Historical records; Media accounts
	Glaser & Strauss (1967) Original 'classic' grounded theory - theory must emerge naturally from data without forcing, minimal literature review before data collection.; Charmaz (2014) Constructivist approach - acknowledges theories are co-constructed between researcher and participants, influenced by researcher's perspective; Corbin & Strauss (2015) Strauss & Corbin (2015): More prescriptive structured approach with detailed coding procedures, allows early literature review, uses analytical tools and frameworks.

	Ethnography
	Understanding and describing a culture-sharing group through immersion - can be any group that shares patterns of beliefs, behaviorus and language
	Extended fieldwork; Cultural interpretation; Holistic perspective; Emic & etic views; Reflexivity
	Participant observation; Field notes; Informal/formal interviews; Documents/artifacts; Photographs/videos
	Wolcott (2008); Fetterman (2010); Hammersley & Atkinson (2019)

	Case Study
	In-depth study of a bounded system or multiple bounded systems over time. Can be intrinsic, instrumental or collective
	Bounded system; In-depth description; Multiple data sources; Context importance; Holistic analysis
	Interviews; Observations; Documents; Archival records; Physical artifacts
	Stake (1995); Yin (2018); Merriam (1998)
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