
1
Introduction

This chapter will give you information on:

� what is the purpose of the book;
� what is qualitative business research; how it differs from quantitative

research;
� what are the qualitative research approaches that are covered in this book;
� for what purpose and how you can use the book.

The purpose of the book

In this book, we want to show that qualitative business research is important, exciting,
and a highly rewarding enterprise. Qualitative business research gives a researcher
an opportunity to focus on the complexity of business-related phenomena in their
contexts. It produces new knowledge about how things work in real-life business
contexts, why they work in a specific way, and how we can make sense of them in
a way that they might be changed.

Qualitative business research can also be used to provide a critical and reflexive
view about the social world of business and its core processes. This means that, as
a qualitative researcher, you are willing to ask yourself what you are doing in your
research, for what purpose, and with what kind of presumptions. Furthermore, as a
critical and reflexive researcher, you are interested in how the decisions that you
make during the research process shape what you see and find.

Just as with quantitative business research, qualitative business research also draws
on more than one philosophical and disciplinary root, and it relies on several methods
of data collection and analysis. This is why we consider that it is not fair to write
about qualitative business research as one whole. We think that it is essential even for
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4 THE BUSINESS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

a novice researcher to acknowledge that there are a number of different qualitative
research approaches, and even these have some variety in themselves in terms of their
philosophical background, focus and research techniques. The main aim of our book
is to open up this variety to a reader who plans to implement a qualitative research
project.

We feel that there is a need for a specialist book on qualitative business research.
Most business research books deal with both qualitative and quantitative research, and
they do not cover all the variety among qualitative research approaches. At worst,
in these books sections on qualitative business research discuss only one or two
approaches; most often this is case study research, and sometimes grounded
theory, focus group or action research research. The ‘newcomers’, such as
discursive, narrative, and feminist research, remain outside the scope of most
introductory textbooks on business research.

What is qualitative business research?

Qualitative research is most often described in contrast to quantitative research,
which dominates the body of scientific work undertaken in social sciences, including
business research. It is much easier to compare quantitative and qualitative research
than to define them. The author of several qualitative research books in social
sciences, David Silverman provides an extensive discussion on the complexity
of defining what quantitative and qualitative research are, and are not, about
(Silverman, 2001: 25–37). His main points include appreciation of both quantitative
and qualitative methodologies, and a reminder that both of them have a lot of
internal variety, which makes any straightforward comparisons between qualitative
and quantitative research inadequate. For example, he distinguishes between five
different forms of quantitative research: social survey, experiment, official statistics,
structured observation and content analysis that all have their specific features and
advantages.

In a similar way, qualitative research can be divided into several approaches.
One way to categorize various qualitative approaches would be to look at their
research interests. Tesch (1990: 72–73) introduces four categories of qualitative
research by their interests in characteristics of language (e.g. discourse analysis,
symbolic interactionism), in discovery of regularities (e.g. grounded theory, critical
research, ethnography), in discerning meaning (phenomenology, case study
research, hermeneutics) and in reflection (reflective phenomenology, heuristic
research).

Despite the fact that it is difficult to make any general comparison between
quantitative and qualitative research approaches, Silverman (2001: 29) points out
that quantitative research cannot deal with the social and cultural construction of
its own ‘variables’. This refers to one of the major interests of many qualitative
research approaches, i.e. understanding reality as socially constructed: produced
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and interpreted through cultural meanings. Many qualitative approaches, therefore,
are concerned with interpretation and understanding, whereas many quantitative
approaches deal with explanation, testing of hypothesis, and statistical analysis.
Furthermore, in several qualitative research approaches, the collection of data and
its analysis are sensitive to the context aiming at a holistic understanding of the
issues studied. Quantitative research is more prone to structured, standardized, and
abstracted modes of collecting and analysing empirical data.

Owing to the long-standing dominance of quantitative research, many business
researchers are trained extensively in quantitative methods and less in qualitative
methods. This may be one reason why business research textbooks typically introduce
quantitative research as the one that provides more rigorous results and qualitative
research a somewhat suspicious affair, one that can be used as complimentary when
studying something that is expressed in words and cannot be translated into numbers.

Pervez Ghauri and Kjell Gronhaug (2005: 202), the authors of an introductory
business research book focusing mostly on quantitative methodology, write that:

Qualitative research is particularly relevant when prior insights about a phenomenon
under scrutiny are modest, implying that qualitative research tends to be exploratory
and flexible because of ‘unstructured’ problems (due to modest insights).

Indeed, this is major way in which qualitative research has been used in social
science and business research: as the first phase of study which is then followed by
a quantitative phase (Silverman, 2001: 32). Another common way to use qualitative
methods in business research is to use them as providers of better understanding of
issues that have remained unclear in quantitative studies. Our book differs from this
thinking because we consider qualitative business research as an adequate method of
knowledge production, also without any link to quantitative research. This does not
mean, however, that we would have any objections towards combining qualitative
and quantitative methods of data collection and analysis in the same research project.

Many business research project advisors easily accept that a student performs a
purely quantitative research project, whereas a decision to undertake a qualitative
research project requires more justification. However, being able to justify your
choices should be as important in both cases. Most research methods books teach that
the justification should be primarily based on what you want to know on the basis of
your research and not so much on other reasons. When the choice of methodology
is based on its appropriateness in relation to the research aims, there is no point in
claiming that quantitative methodology is the more desirable form of research and
qualitative research is just complementary to it.

Corinne Glesne (1999: 8), the author of an introductory text on qualitative
inquiry and ethnographic research in particular, argues that we tend to adhere to the
methodology that is most consonant with our socialized worldview that is produced
through education, experience and opinions of our peers, for instance. This means
that we are attracted to research problems that are compatible with our view of
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6 THE BUSINESS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

understanding the world around us. It also means that we tend to choose and defend
the methodology that we are more familiar with on the basis of our prior knowledge.
This is why the demand that the choice between quantitative and qualitative research
should be based on what you want to know in your research is quite demanding for
any researcher, not just a business student.

Not many of us have enough knowledge about quantitative and qualitative
research to be able to make a fully justified decision in relation to our research
questions. However, this does not mean that we should not strive to do good research
and find compatibility between our research questions and methods. Minimally,
knowing the very basics of both quantitative and qualitative research helps you to
identify what kinds of research questions and aims are more compatible with either
methodology. However, for an enthusiastic ‘qualitative person’ it may be easier to
reshape her research questions than to engage in quantitative research, and vice versa.

We want to emphasize in our book that making a justified decision between
various qualitative approaches is just as important as choosing between quantitative
and qualitative research. Making a decision on what kind of qualitative research you
want to pursue requires an understanding of the specificities and finesses of different
varieties of qualitative methods. This is the kind of knowledge that our book primarily
provides, i.e. guidance on how to choose between qualitative methods and practical
advice on how to proceed with the chosen one. Therefore, this book is most useful
for students who have already made the decision to undertake qualitative research but
who have not made a final choice about what kind of qualitative research approach
and methods would be the most appropriate in terms of their research aims.

Qualitative approaches introduced in this book

Our experience as teachers of qualitative methods has shown that business students
have two major problems in doing qualitative research. First, many students think
that qualitative business research means ‘doing a case study with semi-structured
interviews’. One reason for this is that, while there is plenty of information available
on case studies, it is not easy to find similar information on the range of other
qualitative research approaches that are suitable for business-related research. This
information is scattered in a number of books and articles and it requires dedication
for a student to assemble and make sense of it. Second, when a business student chooses
to perform qualitative research other than case studies, it is even more difficult to
find practical guidance on how to perform various qualitative research approaches,
including the definition of the research questions, collection and analysis of empirical
data, links between theory and empirical results and the production of conclusions.

Deciding on a research topic and refining it into research questions is an
integral part of any research project. Choosing the most suitable methodology
for each research question requires an understanding of the major advantages and
possible limitations associated with different methods. Sometimes these limitations
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are philosophical by nature and sometimes they are more related to the data. In this
book, we will cover the major advantages and limitations of each of the methods that
we write about.

Throughout the book, we will show that there is plenty of choice in terms of
how you can design and implement a successful qualitative business research project.
The body of qualitative research approaches that we discuss in this book is wide but
not comprehensive. The choice concerning what to include and what to leave out
is based on a combination of theoretical and practical considerations. This means
that some of the approaches have a well-established theoretical background (critical,
feminist and ethnographic research) and some do not (e.g. case study and focus group
research).

In Part 2 of the book we will introduce nine different qualitative research
approaches that can be used in business research:

• case study research
• ethnographic research
• grounded theory research
• focus group research
• action research
• narrative research
• discursive research
• critical research
• feminist research.

For each of these, we will illustrate where they will lead in terms of research questions,
research designs, data collection and analysis, drawing conclusions and reporting
a study. When introducing these qualitative approaches, we will give particular
emphasis on how to analyse empirical data and how to refine research questions
and generate new ones from the data.

Our aim is not only to enlighten you with the most ‘common’ qualitative
approaches and methods used in business research, but also to give an overview on
some approaches that have not gained wide popularity among business researchers as
yet. We want to emphasize that qualitative research is a rich field of inquiry, which
provides a vast number of approaches that can be adapted to the interests and contexts
of business research. The qualitative approaches, and the specific versions within each
of them, that we have chosen for this book, are all suitable for studying business-
related topics, issues, and research questions, but they are not too demanding for
graduate students or other novice qualitative researchers.

We have selected the qualitative approaches and methods of this book with two
aims in mind. Case studies, focus group research, and grounded theory research have
a relatively long history within business research. These methods are commonly used
in business research and, therefore, you can rather easily find examples of their use in

COPYRIG
HTED M

ATERIAL



8 THE BUSINESS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

research books and scholarly journal articles. We will also give you some references
to these examples in each of the methods chapters.

Ethnographic, narrative, and discursive research, as well as critical, feminist and
action research, have not been so extensively used in business research as yet, but
the interest in them is clearly growing. We think that these methods are highly
interesting for two reasons. First, they widen the potential of qualitative business
research beyond the more traditional choices. Second, these approaches have an
ability to blur the boundaries of disciplinary fields within social sciences; for instance,
the boundary between business research and sociology, social psychology, cultural
and media studies.

In order to show the applicability of various qualitative approaches in business
research projects, we will provide a good number of examples focusing on business-
related research topics throughout the book. Each of the methods chapters includes
one or more practical exercises and a list of further reading. In addition, Parts I and
III of the book provide insights and guidance on issues that are relevant in designing
any kind of qualitative business research and delivering the results.

How to use this book

For the purpose of conducting rigorous and sophisticated qualitative business research,
the researcher should be familiar with the range of alternative, complementary, new
and exciting qualitative research methods to choose from. We have designed this
book in a way that it provides a core reading for a graduate course on qualitative
business research in particular. It should also be useful course reading for the MBA
and introductory doctoral courses.

To assist you in understanding the finesses and differences of various qualitative
research approaches, we have included several pedagogical features, such as chapter
objectives, key points, name and subject indexes, and a glossary of qualitative research
terminology. In addition, we will provide lots of examples of published business
research using those qualitative research approaches and methods that are included
in this book. We will also provide a short list of further reading and one or more
practical exercises at the end of each chapter.

In addition to using the whole book as a course reading, it can also be read in
parts. Part I of the book provides an overview of the business study perspective and
the qualitative research process. It also gives practical guidance on how to focus and
frame a qualitative business study, how to negotiate access and how to acknowledge
research ethics. The last two chapters in Part I focus on collecting qualitative data
and doing electronic research. Besides being a practical hands-on guide, Part I can
also be read as a ‘good-to-know’ introduction to qualitative business research in cases
where the reader does not intend to start a qualitative research project of their own.
As a ‘good-to-know’ introduction, Part I provides a useful complementary reading
for a general course on business research, or even for a course focusing largely on
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quantitative business research. Part III can be read separately or as complementary
to Part I.

In addition to studying the whole book and learning a lot about various
qualitative methods and differences between them, you can also choose to read Parts
I and III and then select one or few of the methods chapters in Part II. For example,
if you already know that you will be doing either a narrative or a discursive study,
you can concentrate on those chapters. Some of the methods outlined in Part II
are more like research techniques and perhaps easier to adopt by a novice researcher.
Others might require prior understanding, knowledge, and interest to the philosophy
of social sciences and also to epistemological and ontological questions. However, we
have designed all methods chapters in a way that they can be read without extensive
prior knowledge on questions of philosophy of science.
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