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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this editorial is to outline the
perspective of the special issue call for qualitative research
tutorial papers in Revista de Administragido Contemporinea
(RAC) (Lanka, Lanka, Rostron, & Singh, 2019), as well as
to frame the need for qualitative research and its value in
the larger management research literature. In this regard,
this editorial will provide commentary on the concept of
qualitative research and how this differs from quantitative
research, before moving on to a brief discussion of why
qualitative methods provide avenues for answering questions
and producing research which quantitative methods may
be unable to do alone. We also wish to frame the value of
viewing qualitative methods as a complementary approach
to quantitative methods, rather than taking a binary
approach that privileges only one method or approach. This
editorial does not wish to further the ongoing paradigm
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wars that seem to perpetually plague academic research.
Rather, we wish to draw attention to the use value of
qualitative research while also acknowledging the value
that alternative paradigms bring. In doing so, we wish to
acknowledge the continued privilege that quantitative
research has in our field, and attempt to highlight ways
in which qualitative research can, at times, prove to be a
most useful approach, and why it may also be a valuable
and necessary complement to quantitative methods.
Hence, our call for qualitative research tutorial papers,
which we hope will provide managers and researchers with
appropriate new tools and guidance with which to conduct
such complementary forms of research, and to enrich our
knowledge and understanding of management.
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QUALITATIVE INVESTIGATION

Qualitative research is an established tradition within
management studies, and many authors have argued for its
potential to provide richly detailed insights and contextual
explanations for many of the challenges currently faced
in modern management practice (Bryman, 2004; Cassell
& Symon, 2006; Flick, von Kardoff, & Steinke, 2004;
Symon, Cassell, & Dickson, 2000). Qualitative research
encompasses an array of theoretical paradigms, and may
employ a wide range of methods, methodologies, and
research strategies. These include case studies, oral histories,
participant observations, action research, ethnography,
netnography, autoethnography, interviews, grounded
theory and action research, to name but a few (Creswell,
1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
However, such methods have some important features in
common. Creswell (1994) defines qualitative research as
“...an inquiry process of understanding a social or human
problem based on building a complex, holistic picture,
formed with words, reporting detailed views of informants,
and conducted in a natural setting” (Creswell, 1994, pp.
1-2). According to Yilmaz (2013), qualitative research is “an
emergent, inductive, interpretive and naturalistic approach
to the study of people, cases, phenomena, social situations
and processes in their natural settings in order to reveal in
descriptive terms the meanings that people attach to their
experiences of the world” (Yilmaz, 2013, p. 312). Both
of these definitions hit upon a similar understanding of
qualitative research as encompassing inductive, subjective,
and interpretive means of gathering and analyzing data,
locating the site of qualitative data collection in the natural
settings in which the phenomena of investigation take
place. They also emphasize the social and human dimension
of research, locating their focus of interest in the ways in
which individuals perceive, experience, and make sense of
the world.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN MANAGEMENT
STUDIES — THE UNINVITED GUEST?

Despite gaining in popularity, qualitative research
continues to struggle to be viewed as a legitimate choice
of methodology in the mainstream management literature,
particularly in major North American and European
journals (Bluhm, Harman, Lee, & Mitchell, 2011). This
is partly due to the dominance of the positivist, empiricist,
and quantitative traditions especially in North America,
which can lead to qualitative research being judged by
quantitative standards and paradigms, and also due to what
Pratt (2009) calls the ‘lack of a boilerplate’ or an agreed set
of standards and template for conducting and writing up
qualitative research. This quantitative perspective has gained

dominance and led to management research becoming the
subject of rigorous and scientific study building on the
classic and often cited works of Frederick Taylor (1911)
and Elton Mayo (1933) with a focus on making production
and its organization as efficient as possible, and arguably
the field of management study has retained this focus on
what can be objectively controlled, tested, and measured,
in order to improve outcomes. Managers themselves are
commonly described as controllers (Hassard, McCann,
& Morris, 2009) and creators of order (Korica, Nicolini,
& Johnson, 2017), delivering improvements and solving
problems (Clegg, Kornberger, & Pitsis, 2011). However,
we suggest that this conception of modern management,
built on a quantitative paradigm, is problematic, since it
tends to ignore the social and human dimension that a
qualitative approach brings and in so doing limits the voice

and agency of stakeholders.

Quantitative research in the context of the social
sciences can be defined as “a type of empirical research into
a social phenomenon or human problem, testing a theory
consisting of variables which are measured with numbers
and analyzed with statistics in order to determine if the
theory explains or predicts phenomena of interest” (Yilmaz,
2013, p. 311). Here it’s important to point out that what
Yilmaz refers to as theory is actually a hypothesis and, as a
result, the use of a theoretical framework to explain or make
sense of the results of the research is rather limited in the
quantitative paradigm (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006). This
is because the epistemological assumptions underpinning
quantitative research are that psychological and social
phenomena can be investigated through objective means and
that these same phenomena are governed by universal laws.
Ontologically, it assumes a static reality that is measurable
and analyzable, especially using statistical means (Creswell,
1994; Creswell, 1998; Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen,
1993; Yilmaz, 2013). Quantitative research aims to predict,
measure, and control phenomena of interest by identifying
relevant variables and measuring them (Erlandson et al.,
1993). There is a wide range of methods, methodologies,
and research strategies that can be employed in quantitative
research, including but not limited to experimentation,
randomized trials, and survey studies. These usually involve
the use of large-scale, representative sampling with the
aim of being able to generalize findings. These methods
all fit well with the goal of improving organizational and
management practices from the perspective of management
but fall short if the organization wants to incorporate a
range of perspectives.

This is where the value of qualitative research lies:
in its ability to bring in diverse perspectives, which makes
it different from quantitative research. For example, when
conducting qualitative research, the researcher is concerned
with providing a description of the phenomenon of interest
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rather than the measurement thereof (Denzin & Lincoln,
2011). This description of said phenomenon can only occur
by capturing the experience of the study participants — for
example, through observing them in their practice or by
collecting their own accounts such as through interviews or
diaries (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Silverman, 1993). This
perspective gives value to what individuals can communicate
through sharing their experiences and, in so doing, improve
organizational communication and understanding by adding
the content that these experiences lend to their interpretation
and understanding of reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).
Accordingly, sampling techniques in qualitative research also
differ to those used in quantitative research, and are more
often concerned with securing a focused and highly relevant
pool of respondents who can act as “key informants in the
field” and are able to provide the information the researcher
seeks (Suri, 2011, p. 65). For this reason, qualitative
research focuses on the applicability of the participants’
ability to provide the qualitative information the researcher
needs, more than the number of participants. Furthermore,
qualitative research strives to gather saturated and highly
detailed participant accounts, which place significant time
demands on the researcher to collect, collate, and analyze
the data. This data-rich and time-consuming aspect of
qualitative data is one reason why sample sizes in qualitative
research tend to be smaller in number. However, the small
sample size does not necessarily mean that the quantity of
data collected will also be small. As Creswell (1998) points
out, due to the richness of qualitative data, the quantity of
data is often quite great despite the small sample sizes.

The focus on rich individual human perception,
experience, and sensemaking that is the hallmark of
qualitative research therefore does not fit well with a more
instrumental concern with finding out and proving ‘what
works’ and being able to generalize best management
practice. Instead, qualitative research tends to be built upon
the epistemological assumption that psychological and
social phenomena are inherently complex and interwoven,
to the point that pulling them apart into measurable
variables is impossible, or difficult at best (Bryman, 1984;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Furthermore, this perspective
argues that human behavior is not “caused by uniform
laws of nature but by sentient, creative subjects imbued
with distinctive understandings of the world in which
they live and act” (Weinberg, 2014, p. 49). From this
epistemological perspective, knowledge is obtained through
an in-depth description of said phenomena and is done so
from the perspective of the individuals involved, because it
is believed that they themselves are the producers of said
phenomena (Bryman, 1984). Thus, theory plays a central
role in qualitative research since the information obtained
from the subjective accounts enable either the validation
of existing theories or, more likely, provide the basis to

make modifications to them in order to better explain the
phenomenon under study (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006).

The value of such knowledge for managers and
organizations is all the more relevant with the increasing
need for them to incorporate greater diversity and a range
of points of view into their decision-making process.
Therefore, we argue that understanding organizations
from the perspective of its human members, and as social
entities, is all the more vital for understanding management.
Management is not merely instrumental but is “the ongoing
achievements of human interaction” (Watson, 2001, p. 223).
Managers are not only tasked with controlling resources and
delivering organizational outcomes, but with interpreting
and responding to the needs of people, and with shaping
human values and commitments (Watson, 2000). While
quantitative research can help develop more precise answers
and simplify complexity, qualitative research is important
for its ability to provide different knowledge through a
deeper understanding of complexity and especially that of
human behavior. It can enable organizations and managers
to “perceive more richly and act more intelligently”
(Donmoyer, 2000, p. 60).

ONTOLOGICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL
CONCERNS IN MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

The differences in ontology and epistemology between
quantitative and qualitative research are often emphasized.
Ontology is concerned with the “nature of reality and what
there is to know about the world” (Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls,
& Ormston, 2013, p. 4). When considering ontological
issues, the main question centers around whether there is
a reality that exists independently of human conception.
At one end, there is realism, which argues that an external
reality exists independent of our beliefs or understanding
(Ritchie et al., 2013). This typically aligns with quantitative
methods that seek to objectively measure phenomena and
test and verify relationships between variables. At the other
end of this continuum is idealism, which argues that there
is no external reality existing outside of our beliefs (Ritchie
et al., 2013), and which reflects the focus of qualitative
methods on understanding the individual subjective
experiences of participants. Epistemology is concerned
with “ways of knowing and learning about the world”
(Richie et al., 2013, p. 6). Just as there are variations in
how ontology is applied, researchers vary in how they locate
themselves epistemologically, which has implications for
how one’s research is conducted. One can take, for example,
a deductive approach by developing a hypothesis and then
testing it. Conversely, an inductive approach means building
knowledge from the ground up, by looking for patterns
from observations of the world. Most qualitative research
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takes a more inductive approach while deductive inquiry is
typically found in quantitative studies.

However, although  understanding  different
ontological and epistemological perspectives is essential
for conducting research and for being able to say what
kind of knowledge is being sought, and produced, it can
be unhelpful to see research philosophies, and consequently
qualitative and quantitative methods, as binary or exclusive.
It can be more helpful to think of such philosophies of
reality and knowledge as different lenses for viewing the
world in different ways. While you cannot look at a flower
at your feet, a bird in the distance, and a wide mountain
range all at the same time, you can choose to switch lenses
in order to view the world differently and to reveal different
aspects of it, which greatly improve our understanding of it.
Thus, taken together, qualitative and quantitative methods
and their underpinning philosophies can complement each
other, rather than represent opposing viewpoints, and one of
the best representations of this is the use of mixed methods.

MIXED METHODS AS A THIRD PARADIGM

Increasingly, researchers are adopting a third
paradigm approach using mixed methods (Johnson,
Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007), which has received support
lately as it combines the strengths of each methodology
and minimizes weaknesses (Cresswell & Clark, 2007).
Toomela (2008) states that selecting mixed methods is
needed to understand what information is coded in the
‘variable’ so the ‘interpretation’ is meaningful. Some have
even argued that mixed methods offer a possible solution
for the ongoing paradigm wars that seem to plague modern
academic research (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Mixed
methods may be particularly needed “to answer research
questions that include clearly interconnected qualitative and
quantitative components” (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007,
p. 207). According to Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner
(2007), mixed methods research is, generally speaking, an
approach to knowledge (theory and practice) that attempts
to consider multiple viewpoints, perspectives, positions, and
standpoints (always including the standpoints of qualitative
and quantitative research). At the core of a relevant and
strong mixed methods design is the acknowledgement that
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