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Qualitative Research

P R E FAC E

Michael D. Myers

Both qualitative and quantitative research methods are useful 
for studying business phenomena. If you are considering which 
one to use for your own research project, it is wise to look at 
the pros and cons of each approach. This is where the value of 
this book comes in. This book should help you to decide wheth-
er qualitative research is the best approach for you. The book 
focuses on a variety of qualitative research methods and illus-
trates how to conduct qualitative research in various manage-
ment disciplines. As a general rule, qualitative research is best 
if you want to study a particular subject in depth (for example, in 
one or a few organizations). Whether you choose qualitative re-
search or quantitative research (or a combination of the two) will 
depend on your research topic and your own research interests 
and expertise.

The individual chapters focus on the building blocks that are 
needed to complete a qualitative research project. These build-
ing blocks include: choosing an appropriate research topic; 
framing an appropriate research question; positioning your own 
research project within the existing research literature; concep-
tualizing your research so that you are able to make a theoretical 
contribution of some kind; choosing a particular qualitative re-
search method; how to analyze your data; how to make a contri-
bution to a research field; and how to explain the implications of 
your research findings for researchers and practitioners.



22

Preface

The chapters provide examples of qualitative research projects 
from a diverse range of business disciplines including account-
ing, finance, human resource management, information systems, 
marketing, operations management, and strategy. Additionally, 
the chapters illustrate a diverse set of qualitative research meth-
ods, such as case study research, participant observation and 
focus groups.  

Although most of you will be focused primarily on writing up 
your research project for your thesis, as part of the requirements 
for your DBA degree, I would encourage some of you to consider 
writing up your findings for a conference paper, business maga-
zine or academic journal. Although writing up your thesis is ob-
viously important, if you write up your research work and have 
it published elsewhere, then potentially hundreds, if not thou-
sands, of people can learn from your research findings. Your 
research, instead of being just a personal learning experience, 
enables other people to learn from what you did. Your research 
becomes a contribution to the research or practitioner literature. 
This published contribution becomes something which others 
can learn from. If you have the time and the inclination, I strongly 
urge you to consider this option. Perhaps the best way to pursue 
this opportunity is in conjunction with one or more of your pro-
fessors. I have been a co-author with many of my own students in 
the past. And even if they get a job in industry, a published paper 
looks good on their CV!

In summary, there are many challenges if you are intending to 
use qualitative research. I hope this book will provide those who 
are interested in this topic with a deeper understanding of these 
challenges. However, there are many opportunities for contrib-
uting to business and society by conducting qualitative research 
that informs business research and practice. I trust that this 
book will inspire some of you to pursue these opportunities. 
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I N T RO D U C T I O N

Françoise Chevalier, L. Martin Cloutier and Nathalie Mitev

This book is a continuation of the Doctorate in Business 
Administration (DBA) Fundamentals series launched in 2015 by 
the Business Science Institute (BSI) in partnership with Editions 
EMS. The aim is to produce a series of books to guide the ac-
ademic work of doctoral candidates in the Business Science 
Institute’s Executive DBA program1. 

DBA doctoral candidates are managers, unlike in Ph.D. or tra-
ditional doctoral programs, and do not set out to make research 
their profession in its own right. A DBA allows them to acquire 
specific expertise on a particular topic, and to anchor their think-
ing and analysis by using proven theoretical and methodological 
frameworks. DBA doctoral candidates are practitioners who, 
once they have defended their thesis, become consultants or ex-
perts in their companies, or even join, on a part-time basis, the 
body of educators and teachers who wish to share their experi-
ence and practice while being able to take a step back from them.

It is in this context that this book takes root. It is intended for 
DBA candidates who hold management and leadership po-

1. � Beaulieu, P., & Kalika, M. (dir.). The DBA Thesis Project in Practice. Caen, France: 
Editions EMS.

Chevalier, F., Cloutier, L.M., & Mitev, N. (dir.). (2019). Research Methods for the DBA. 
Caen, France: Editions EMS.

Moscarola, J. (2022). Let Your Data Speak. Quantitative and Qualitative Methods. Caen, 
France: Editions EMS. 
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sitions. The objective is to provide them with examples, in the 
form of testimonials, of qualitative research conducted in vari-
ous management science disciplines. On the one hand, it shows 
that qualitative research can be used in strategy, accounting 
and control, marketing, information systems, finance, human re-
sources management, operations management, organizational 
management, etc., and can contribute by providing powerful re-
sults to managers and organizations. On the other hand, it seeks 
to illustrate concretely the use of different methods and tools in 
situ (interviews, case studies, observation, group discussions, 
critical incidents, action research...).

There are many publications on qualitative research in manage-
ment. This book is different. Its orientation is deliberately prac-
tical. Our objective: to be directly useful to those who engage 
in qualitative research with a business or an organization with a 
practical outlook.

In this book, the presentation of the methods is written simply to 
be easily appropriated and consequently mobilized by the read-
ers. It is important on the one hand to avoid jargon and on the 
other hand, to respect the methodological rigor associated to 
scientific fields (terminology; rigorous application of conceptu-
al, theoretical and empirical notions; respect for reliability and 
validity criteria, etc.). The challenge here is to reconcile editorial 
accessibility and scientific rigor. This double requirement char-
acterizes the writing of each chapter described in Table 1. 
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In chapter 1, the book’s coordinators, Françoise Chevalier, 
L.  Martin Cloutier and Nathalie Mitev, provide a historical ac-
count of the evolution of qualitative approaches in the academic 
world. The purpose of this chapter is to relate the tensions be-
tween qualitative and quantitative research. This concerns the 
distinct contributions these tensions can make to the production 
of knowledge. Although the publication of academic work using 
qualitative approaches has made significant progress in terms 
of its dissemination in major journals, its relevance in context 
and applied to field realities, such as those carried out by man-
agers working on a doctorate and in the process of producing a 
DBA thesis, undeniably constitutes a future productive and in-
novative way toward the development of these approaches.

In chapter 2, Christophe Torset focuses on the role of individu-
als in collective strategic processes by focusing on actors who 
are not identified as strategists in their organization. This work 
is based on 83 semi-structured interviews conducted in 25 large 
companies that supported two phases of research: one allow-
ing the identification of regularities in order to categorize and 
identify configurational patterns of processes, and the other, al-
lowing for a deeper analysis of the identified configurations by 
analyzing the actors’ rationality and contextual determinants. 
The results support managerial recommendations concerning 
the differentiated roles of managers, middle managers and op-
erational managers; the main modes of decentralization in large 
companies; and finally, the determinants of decentralization.

The social uses of numbers and accounting management tools 
in interorganizational interaction situations are the subject of a 
qualitative research illustration in management control present-
ed in chapter 3 by Damien Mourey. Using an involving form of en-
gaged participant observation, this chapter shows how it is pos-
sible to methodologically establish the stages of investigation 
of a complex fieldwork carried out by a category management 
approach between a retailer and 16 international suppliers. The 
concept of the “chameleonic researcher” becomes fundamental 
to understand the main workings of the research process in the 
field as well as the positioning of the reflective researcher. The 
managerial recommendations revolve around the ability to main-
tain dialogue among field actors to ensure the quality of mana-
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gerial practice and the importance of dramaturgical skills to try 
to influence the often animated course of discussions.

Prepared by Kiane Goudarzi, chapter 4 shows how interactions 
with clients who are initially unknown but present during the ser-
vice experience, or “co-clients”, influence consumers’ immedi-
ate satisfaction with the service delivered. This research uses a 
triangulated approach to data collection, with group interviews, 
critical incidents, floating observation and travel diaries. Two 
situations are examined, a train travel situation, and a fitness 
class in a sports club. The analysis of the results proposes a ty-
pology of co-client roles. 

Chapter 5 written by Jessie Pallud and Christophe Elie-Dit-
Cosaque documents an exploratory case study in a mutual in-
surance group focused on the actors’ responses to a newly im-
plemented collaborative application. It is rooted in theories on 
the appropriation of information technologies, in particular the 
processes of bricolage and their influence on the adoption of 
these technologies in the workplace. The authors highlight three 
profiles of tinkerers with distinct emotional processes and tech-
nology utilization.

Research in finance mostly uses hypothetico-deductive 
methodologies, but Gérard Hirigoyen and Médéssè C. F. 
Gandégnon propose in chapter 6 to use a qualitative research 
approach to document recent developments in the field. This 
chapter illustrates research involving seven case studies 
conducted through semi-structured interviews with leaders and 
experts of small family-owned, entrepreneurial, and managerial 
businesses to study the decision-making processes related 
to financing. The authors illustrate how work in finance that 
integrates institutional and behavioral dimensions, and even the 
human dimension, can bring it closer to other social sciences.

Anne Janand, in chapter 7, challenges us about a qualitative re-
search conducted in human resources management, and more 
specifically about the potential of internal mobility to develop the 
talent of employees. The author describes how the role of four 
critical incidents supported the problematization process of the 
study. The methodological approach is based on 37 semi-struc-
tured interviews, the contents of which were analyzed accord-
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ing to approaches centered on “variables”, on the one hand, and 
“cases” of three large corporate groups, on the other hand. This 
is helpful to help distinguish the field phase from the data analy-
sis phase of the research process, thus highlighting the distinct 
nature of the knowledge produced by each approach used. On 
the one hand, the approach by variable makes it possible to high-
light learning and motivation variables, cited as the main issues 
of mobility. On the other hand, the case approach highlights dif-
ferent practices and meanings of internal mobility across organ-
izational contexts. The managerial recommendations resulting 
from this work are thus enriched and take into account the com-
plexity of individual and organizational issues.

The themes found in operations management, such as the man-
agement of operational stress in companies and in complex sup-
ply chains, cannot be simply described by empirical regularities. 
Thus, in chapter 8, Frédéric Ponsignon, invites us to explore how 
the quality management function can play a role in supporting a 
company’s digitalization process. The data was collected by con-
ducting nine focus groups, in two phases, with 63 experienced 
quality managers. This approach shows how it is now possible 
to use technology when conducting focus groups to deepen the 
contents collected, especially through the organization of ideas 
organized with affinity diagrams. The results, obtained through 
grounded theory, highlight the development and possession of a 
unique set of structural and contextual skills required, and pro-
poses a roadmap of key steps and activities to be integrated into 
the process in support of digital transformation from a continu-
ous improvement perspective.

Using the actor-network theory as a theory, methodology and 
method, Yvon Pesqueux and Nancy Saliba describe in chapter 9 
an action research on sustainable development and entrepre-
neurship. The authors explain how their research problem, re-
search questions and research approach were structured after 
several iterative steps back and forth between the theory and 
the field. The data collection was based on observations of four 
waste management start-up initiatives. Based on an inductive 
approach, this action research shows how the management of 
waste is a generator of entrepreneurial dynamics and of a learn-
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ing organization, taking into account specific social, political 
and economic issues.

A reflection on the plurality of data sources in qualitative re-
search is offered by Sébastien Liarte in chapter 10. This essay 
emphasizes that qualitative research offers a range of possibil-
ities in terms of the nature of the data that can be mobilized in 
the analysis process. In addition, this chapter serves to broaden 
the horizons of DBA candidates as research managers regard-
ing the usefulness of multiple data sources that can express the 
discourse of organizations under study. This can include visuals 
(posters, advertising, logos, icons, etc.), videos, etc. Indeed, the 
actors’ discourses in organizations can be expressed in a variety 
of ways, including the materiality of artifacts used to communi-
cate about organizations. The reflections offered by Sébastien 
Liarte could be useful in the production of innovative DBA the-
ses!

Chapter 11 is authored by the collective that includes Jean 
Moscarola, Aurélie Dudézert, Chantal Fuhrer, Florence Laval, 
Michel Kalika, and Olivier Lavastre, and presents the CO-DATA-
LAB project and tells the story of the realization of a multidis-
ciplinary collaborative research on the impact of COVID-19 on 
management. It consists of a series of qualitative surveys con-
ducted online, with several questionnaires and focus groups. 
Through a shared computing platform, the same data are ana-
lyzed by researchers from many disciplines through the prism of 
significantly different research questions, focused on the iden-
tification of paradoxes arising from the transformation of work 
due to telework.

In creating this collection of chapters to highlight the diverse 
potential of qualitative research, the authors wanted to demon-
strate their enthusiasm and inspire DBA candidates to ground 
their thinking in rigorous and proven qualitative methodological 
approaches.




