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Abstract

Purpose

Critical realism is an increasingly popular ‘lens’ through which complex events, entities and 
phenomena can be studied. Yet detailed operationalisations of critical realism are at present 
relatively scarce. Our objective here is built on existing debates by developing an open systems 
model of reality, a basis for designing appropriate, internally consistent methodologies. 

Approach

We use a qualitative case study examining changing practices for client contact management in 
professional services firms during restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 crisis to show how 
the model can be operationalised across all stages of a research study. 

Findings

Our study contributes to the literature on qualitative applications of critical realism by providing 
a detailed example of how the research paradigm influenced choices at every stage of the case 
study process. 

Originality

More importantly, our model of reality as an open system provides a tool for other researchers 
to use in their own operationalisation of critical realism in a variety of different settings. 

Key words

Critical realism, case study research, open system models, abduction, retroduction, 

thematic analysis, elements of reality, critical realist mechanisms
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Introduction

Studying developments triggered by humans and their behaviour requires careful consideration 

on what truth is and how it can be assessed.  Amongst different options, critical realism, based 

on the seminal works of Bhaskar (1978), is an increasingly popular choice (Williams, 2016), 

but not without challenges when it comes to research design and correctly identifying the 

elements of reality in critical realism (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014). In this article, we reflect 

on a study based on a critical realist stance and develop a model of reality as an open system 

and the determinants/components of structure in critical realism. In relation to this, we explore 

the methodological approach chosen based on critical realist ontology and epistemology, 

namely a qualitative case study.

Our aim is first to develop a model of critical realist reality that distils the main elements and 

acting forces defining and influencing structure, thus showing how what occurs is likely to be 

caused by a complex system of interacting forces. Second, we operationalise critical realism 

through a reflective process that maintains the critical realist focus on understanding rather than 

just describing a social reality (Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016). We also explore abductive 

reasoning and why, in combination with retroduction, this research logic is best suited to 

identifying causal mechanisms behind the (visible) events under scrutiny. 

First, we provide an overview of the study in question, which involved studying client contact 

management practices in a crisis. Next, we use a critical realist philosophical stance to develop 

an open system of reality and link this to the ensuing research strategy and design choices made. 

We include a specific example of application of the model and conclude with a discussion of 

our approach and its contribution to the literature on critical realism and case study research. 

Overview of the Study

The study in question examined changing practices for client contact management in 

professional services firms during restrictions on personal contact imposed by the COVID-19 

crisis.  The aim was to explore how the crisis was experienced and what respondents learned 

for the future. Investigating communication in a crisis and the resulting changes in practice was 

a matter of social construction and personal interpretation by respondents. Yet, allowances were 

still required for an underlying reality, such as changes in the environment due to the pandemic. 

Therefore, a critical realist paradigm and abductive research logic were adopted. 
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The resulting research design was a sectoral case study of the consulting industry in the German 

speaking countries of Europe with semi-structured interviews as the main source of data. Early 

‘grey literature’ publications on the topic, mainly from the industry under investigation, served 

as a secondary source. Data were structured and analysed using thematic analysis (following 

the approach of Braun and Clarke, 2006), investigating the emergence of improved practices 

around client communication in times of crises and ensuing changes in practices. The consulting 

industry was chosen because of it traditionally requiring close personal contact which was 

significantly disrupted during the period in question. The DACH region was chosen for 

pragmatic reasons of closeness an being a relatively homogeneous sub-region of Europe.

Thirteen qualitative, semi-structured interviews were conducted, with four in the pilot phase 

and the remainder thereafter. Thematic analysis was the method of analysis, and data were 

coded in two rounds, one of initial and one of axial coding, in order to allow arranging them 

into categories and subsequently themes. Using an extensive personal network, thirteen 

participants were recruited for the expected relevance of their information. In order to ensure 

variety, participants included consultants from different companies, different hierarchical levels 

and both genders. 

Interviews were planned in a way that encouraged participants to get into a flow of speech to 

let topics emerge, “keep(ing) them talking” Outhwaite (1998, p.293). The questions also needed 

to be helpful in capturing and understanding emotions, a factor which also influences coding as 

described in section 5.7 (Kouamé and Liu, 2020). This led to a semi-structured design, also 

asking whether interviewees believed any topic or question to be missing and ensuring a 

conversational approach allowing to probe for informant reflexivity, an important goal of 

critical realist interviewing (Smith and Elger, 2014). Interviews were conducted electronically 

as personal meetings were not possible under the COVID-related restrictions in place. The first 

four were transcribed manually, the remainder using MS Teams functions. The interview 

yielded close to 7000 lines of transcription.

Modelling Critical Realist Reality

When studying a crisis and resulting emergence of improved practices, one is looking at 

peoples’ beliefs based on their experience. Thus, reality, as experienced by interview 

respondents, springs foremost from their minds. According to Bhaskar (1978, 1998a, 1998b), 

however, a reality exists independently from the human mind. Therefore a purely social 

constructionist view (e.g. Berger (1966); Gergen (1992)) might not take into account economic 
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or even medical realities around the topic. Further, constructionist or interpretivist approaches 

may be prone to distorting effects or held back in their possibilities for interpretation through, 

for instance, ideology (Fleetwood, 2014). 

Nevertheless, critical realism has been criticised for its detachment from values and thus the 

ideologically ‘good’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). A thorough reflection on ones’ own beliefs 

as a researcher is therefore critical if a study is to have meaning and validity. Guba and Lincoln 

(2005), setting qualitative work in a non-positivist environment, warned that any finding is open 

to challenge based on underlying paradigm. Yet reality is more complex. Reflections on the 

approach best start with a framework of what led to the methodology and methods used (Müller 

and Klein, 2019). Elements of ones’ stance are interdependent throughout the different 

decisions that need to be made when designing a study – a rigorous approach requires such 

decisions to be made explicitly.

Making epistemology & ontology, the research question, data collection and analysis one 

system, taking into account interdependencies and influence between these aspects, can help 

(Sullivan, Gibson and Riley, 2012). The critical realist approach is still much discussed, it might 

“blur at the edges” (Elder-Vass and Morgan, 2022, p.216) and there are constant additions and 

new insights on how to apply it, also taking into account other ontological approaches such as 

processual ones (Rutzou and Elder-Vass, 2019). However, critical realism, as discussed below, 

offers an excellent way of designing a research project as a logical, harmonious and 

comprehensive whole. The next sections explore the philosophical approach and the research 

logic, then provide an overview of the resulting method and analysis of the data. This requires 

some initial reflections on the ontological basis.

Ontology and Critical Realism

When investigating experience and conclusions drawn thereupon, a researcher cannot look at 

statistics and hard figures to arrive at a system of principles that can be applied. Social dynamics 

resulting from human interaction are a result of personal interpretation, and all claims and 

beliefs relate to social and cultural influences (Smith, 2005). This means that one cannot ‘know’ 

in detail what determines the outcome of a piece of research (Noonan, 2008). Reality is 

therefore not a fixed object, which has implications for both research strategy and design.

The above stance is a relativist ontology, which Rashid et al. (2019) argue is a prerequisite for 

a qualitative study. Dogmatic relativism, however, means no ‘universal truth’ exists at all 

(Smith, 2005, p. 750). Critical realist thinking suggests that reality is not reduced to how one 
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finds out about it (Fletcher, 2016). Reality is possible, even if one accepts that human 

experience and the rendering of it is a social product (Bhaskar, 1998a). Neorealist authors (e.g. 

Hammersley (1990, 2013)) avoid ‘classical’ realism, which rejects the relativist view and see 

results as relative to particular social and/or cultural practices, using plausibility and credibility 

as criteria for evaluating research (Williams, 2016).

All researchers seek to find what is ‘real’ and ‘true’, but opinion differs on what that means 

(Edwards, O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014b). Further, some suggest ‘truth’ does not exist, its 

definition bound by social conventions of the person interpreting it (Gergen and Thatchenkery, 

2004). Subjectivist approaches dominate qualitative research (Ratner, 2005) and tend to claim 

that one cannot know what is real. Critical realism offers a way out of this dilemma by accepting 

the ‘ontological drift’ between what is physically and socially real (Archer, 1998b, p. 189), and 

acknowledging that even the social world does not depend entirely on what people think and 

do (Groff, 2000). Critical realism therefore offers a rich potential for numerous purposes.

Reality as an Open System 

Bhaskar (1998b) describes reality as an ‘open system’, i.e. not a one-to-one relationship 

between what occurs and a cause but as the result of the interaction of many factors (Wynn and 

Williams, 2012). Thinking along this system helps understanding the underlying reality (the 

domain of the ‘real’) through visible events (the ‘actual’) which in turn are experienced (and 

interpreted) by humans (the domain of the ‘empirical’) in a ‘stratified’ view of  reality and how 

it is accessible (Bhaskar, 1978; Edwards, O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014a). This stratified view 

can also help establishing a systems view of the different elements of reality (Armstrong, 2019). 

We develop a model of this reality system based on a synthesis of influential critical realist 

writings (see figure 1) and will detail its development below.

------------------------
INSERT FIGURE 1 
------------------------

Critical realism has features in common with constructionist/post-modernist views (Gray, 2014; 

Madill, Jordan and Shirley, 2000), but suggests that there is a visible reality that exists. Bhaskar 

(1998b) suggests the existence of real things existing in a world without humans, thus not 

dependent on being socially constructed, and proposes the aforementioned ‘strata’ of reality.  

Thus ‘real’, in a critical realist world, is determined by causal structures or generating factors, 

which then give rise to empirical events (Groff, 2000) from which one could assume 

preconditions to be present (Archer, 1998b). Causal powers emerge because the structure is 

Page 6 of 33Qualitative Research Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Qualitative Research Journal

6

organised in the one specific way which triggers a result. Elder Vass gives the example of a 

queue which works as a mechanism for access to a resource only because it is organised as a 

queue (Rutzou and Elder-Vass, 2019). This example also helps to illustrate the influence of 

other shaping elements such as culture and rules – queues do not work and form in the same 

way in different cultural environments. According to Outhwaite (1998), from an ontological 

point of view, social reality is:

 Intransitive, existing independently of descriptions or observation. This is the basis of 

being able to explain social matters (Archer, 1998b)

 Characterised by relatively enduring underlying mechanisms (‘transfactual’), which 

makes a story behind observations possible, and

 Stratified according to Bhaskar’s levels of reality, 

all the while subject to being changed by agents, who do not necessarily create but transform 

or reproduce (Fleetwood, 2014). Agents may or may not be aware of underlying structures that 

govern their actions, but nonetheless are ‘real’ (Outhwaite, 1998). Critical realism views 

interaction between agents as a primary ‘mechanism’ for change (‘mechanisms’ causing the 

visible ‘events’), but they also form stability via ‘structures’ (Ryan et al., 2012). 

These structures, including their components (sub-structures, rules and practices as well as 

discursive entities (Archer, 1998b)) plus additional – material or immaterial – ‘essences’ 

(Bhaskar, 1998b) form the body of the so-called ‘entities’ which can generate or trigger 

mechanisms. By exploring social structures allowing for the actions of agents, critical realism 

rejects static and a-historic interpretations of social phenomena (Kaidesoja, 2009; Archer and 

Morgan, 2020). While agency is not determined by structure (Bhaskar, 1978), all entities can 

shape agency so that action and structure presuppose each other (Archer, 2010). Entities like 

structures can have causal power, but this depends on the given context – they create effects by 

being organised in just the way they are, which can make interpretation difficult (Elder-Vass, 

2010). Not only the properties but also relationship between the elements of reality are relevant.

The above shows that research depends on our values and stance and knowledge is therefore 

relative to the people involved, their culture and surroundings (Williams, Rycroft-Malone and 

Burton, 2016; Bhaskar, 2008b).  So is any learning process such as the development of 

improved practices, but there is also causality based on real occurrences and real experience: 

the social world is based on the physical, and the social constructions interact with it. Such 
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mechanisms find specific use in research, for instance in an analytical tool for realist interviews 

(Mukumbang et al., 2020). 

This interaction makes reality said ‘open system’ (Bhaskar, 1998b), and structure, in turn, can 

also influence mechanisms (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014). This is also a cyclical process, 

newly emerged structures will for instances contributing to the next set of changes (Archer and 

Morgan, 2020), interacting with cultural elements, rules, practices, or valiúes, all socially 

constructed (Elder-Vass, 2019). Which phenomenon pertains to which element of reality is, 

however, difficult to determine and might depend on which influences of it are being 

scrutinised. An example of critical realist research in Fletcher (2016) shows that something can 

be an entity, but at the same time a component to another structure, witness the Canadian 

agricultural sector, the farms within and the individual farm workers, who can also act as agents. 

Hoddy (2019) directly relates mechanisms (and the resulting events and experiences), to the 

three Bhaskarian levels of reality, and to this system, authors like Fleetwood (2014) and Archer 

(1998a, 2010, 2011) add transforming actions by agents, leading to the overview in figure 1.

The (causal) mechanisms, which critical realist research is investigating, together with events 

and experiences are related to the three domains of reality (Bhaskar, 1998b). Fletcher (2016) 

uses an iceberg metaphor where only experiences, thus the empirical, are visible, and reinforces 

the idea that, unlike in nature, social structures and activity are interdependent. Starting from 

the sociological research problem that humans constitute society, which in turn forms said 

humans, Archer (2010) shows that these (‘morphogenetic’) cyclical interchanges as described 

in the figure above are constantly changing and endless, while allowing for basic structural 

properties integral to the social constitution (see also Archer, 2003; Archer and Morgan, 2020). 

A central conclusion is that reality is a dynamic process (Noonan, 2008) one cannot fully 

document, but it is possible to learn from observations and earlier occurrences. Identifying 

structures is difficult (Bhaskar, 1998b), but explanation is possible. Conclusions may not, 

however, be universal and results must be seen in context. Therefore accepting an independent 

reality and trying to reconcile real and constructed domains, the empirical, actual and real strata 

(Clark, 2008), acknowledges the impossibility of ever being certain. 

Critical Realism, however, goes beyond ontology (Fleetwood, 2014). Choosing the right 

approaches to analysis is therefore crucial, as is reflexivity (Fletcher, 2016; Sobh and Perry, 

2006). As Outhwaite (1987) remarks: while critical realism is bold ontologically, it is 

epistemologically cautious.
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Epistemological Implications and Abductive Research Logic

While theory might be relative to subjective interpretation, real structures in critical realism are 

not (Groff, 2000). The question is how to bring  generative elements to light (Outhwaite, 1998) 

taking different concepts of interpretation into account. This contrasts with approaches such as 

interpretivism, accepting knowledge only through studying humans from the ‘inside’ 

(Fleetwood, 2014p. 182). Others such as social constructionism or postmodernism focus 

entirely on social knowledge dependent on its identification – or fabrication – by individuals 

(Henningk, Hutter and Bailey, 2020).

Critical realism combines both positivist and subjectivist approaches, positioning itself between 

those two (Taylor, 2018). Even if part of reality is not  socially constructed, however, when one 

researches, it is done in a ‘value laden’ way (Bhaskar, 1978). Therefore, critical realist 

epistemology is closer to the subjective approach, which permits opinion, attributed meanings 

and contextual interpretation as well as entailing a reflexive axiology. 

Alternatively, one could simply adopt pragmatism. Calls exist for critical realists to engage 

thoroughly with pragmatist approaches when presenting their own solution (Smith, 2013), and 

some beliefs are similar, e.g. that both real and constructed phenomena exist. Pragmatism, 

however, emphasises that truth in pragmatism is only what ‘matters’ or has an effect (Williams 

(2016). Further, examples show that pragmatist researchers have a wide margin of choice of 

methodology and methods, making rationales over being likely to produce the desired results 

difficult (Kaushik, Walsh and Lai, 2019).

Complex and constantly changing reality means that critical realist research can be viewed as  

‘modified objectivist’ (Healy and Perry, 2000p. 1195), i.e. findings are only likely to be true 

and the world is only apprehensible using probabilities, not necessarily statistical ones. Reality 

is determined by multiple factors, thus one can only look for potential mechanisms (O'Mahoney 

and Vincent, 2014), and while critical realist researchers are value aware (Healy and Perry, 

2000), they must work cautiously, be aware that some observations might be illusions or certain 

facts cannot be observed , taking many potential causal powers,  dependencies and relationships 

into account (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014).

The epistemological view in critical realism is therefore a ’stratified’ one, following the 

aforementioned recommendations along the three domains (Edwards, O'Mahoney and Vincent, 

2014a). Objectivism can be applied, but only to the domain of the actual (what occurs) and the 

real domains. Where aspects of these domains become visible, objectivist research becomes 
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possible (Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016). This does not apply to the realm of the  empirical, 

and thus the differences between natural and social reality are being taken into account (Archer, 

1998b). The distinction between the domains also is relevant when finalising, for instance, 

interview questions (Mukumbang et al., 2020).

There are other caveats. Because Bhaskar believes in a reality independent of empirical 

observation (a transcendental one), critical realists are bound to research using transcendental 

analysis (Kaidesoja, 2009). This means using the agents’ conception of phenomena, then from 

this infer conditions for the said phenomena. Kaidesoja concludes that in addition to that, some 

patterns – empirical regularities – can be found by other means of analysis, sometimes even 

statistical, in order to become less abstract. Thus, at least some triangulation might be necessary, 

adding rigour, and recent approaches of critical realist research describe a wide variety of 

potential methods for gathering and analysing data (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014). Interaction 

between agents and social ‘subsystems’ also needs to be considered, which can be taken as 

involving any stakeholders in an organisation (Kaidesoja, 2009).

From these reflections follows that applying a critical realist paradigm in epistemology will 

require caution and thoroughness. In a comparison with a constructionist paradigm, Taylor 

(2018) warns that while a critical realist stance may help to exclude the danger of dogmatism 

inherent to social constructionism, the researcher will need to make sure not to get wrong what 

is real. People are under the constraints of a real world, physically and socially, and realities 

cannot be fully construed – and what belongs to which domain? On top of that, the ‘real’ can 

change, there are transitive elements to knowledge (Bhaskar, 1998b), the already described 

‘agents’ transform things – and there is even a ‘social real’ (Fleetwood, 2014, p. 191). 

Knowledge also has both transitive and intransitive (‘real’) elements, of which intransitive 

elements of knowledge are beyond human influence (Bhaskar, 1998b; Bhaskar, 1978). With 

critical realism moving towards a naturalised version, semi-transitive elements have been added 

and there is a distinction between human influence and knowledge as ontological and 

epistemological dimensions (Modell, 2023). Critical realist research tries to explain rather than 

predict (Wynn and Williams, 2012), acknowledging the value of subjective relation and 

interpretation by the actors. Outhwaite (1998) only sees knowledge emerge when there is no 

better alternative to an explanation. However, when there are multiple possible explanations, 

one can check for the one with the best explanatory power, but this is obviously a matter of 

judgement (Wynn and Williams, 2012). 
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So, critical realist research is challenging, but it thoroughly looks for causalities instead of 

simply acknowledging experiences, and it helps understanding complexity (Williams, Rycroft-

Malone and Burton, 2016). Interpreting data in critical realism takes all aspects of social 

structure into account, including emotions, important in social research – especially so in the 

example study as it deals with a crisis, a highly emotional event.

When looking at phenomena like crisis management and communication, one is exploring, 

describing and, where possible, looking for explanation. Especially in cases where there is not 

enough material available to be able to formulate hypotheses or promulgate theories, a 

deductive approach will not work. As viewpoints are in the focus of the analysis, an inductive 

one might also frequently not be appropriate. This already speaks for adopting abduction as a 

research logic in many cases of critical realist research (Rashid et al., 2019). 

Critical realists abandon the typical inductive/deductive theory-observation model and, among 

other things, explore in order to be able to find and explain generative mechanisms (Outhwaite, 

1998). Fittingly, abduction, in its ‘modern’ definition (Douven, 2017), gives ‘best explanations’ 

for phenomena determined through, in a research project, data collection. Theoretical 

frameworks evolve with the research undertaking, and rich descriptions will lead to 

interpretation and explanation (Rashid et al., 2019). While there is also criticism – Awuzie and 

McDermott (2017) give examples amongst which abduction being likened to guesswork is the 

most prominent – the same authors show in a persuasive way that they did come up with a good 

evaluation of a new infrastructure systems’ viability, based upon abductive reasoning, and there 

is more evidence that abduction helps to build a bridge between the data and the explanation of 

behaviour or theory (Eriksson and Engström, 2021). 

Creswell (2006) argues, that one of the issues with qualitative research is the lack of guidelines 

or procedures, but a domain-wise selective objective/subjective critical realist approach (what 

Vincent and O'Mahoney (2016, p. 2) call the ‘odd dualism’ in Critical Realism) with an 

abductive logic provides an anchor for what comes next. However, critical realist research 

requires an additional retroductive stage based on the results of abductive thinking. 

Retroduction tries to identify the causal powers and tendencies that have generated the research 

objects, and includes the relationships of such powers into the analysis, thus being placed at the 

core of critical realist generation of knowledge (Wynn and Williams, 2012). 

Retroduction helps identify the ‘mechanisms’ in critical realism (Ryan et al., 2012), and for 

Fletcher (2016), abduction is ‘theoretical retroduction’, asking for the cause (e.g. an event), 
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with retroduction looking, in a sort of metacausal research, for the underlying mechanisms by 

searching for the conditions in which such mechanism can take effect. Marks and O'Mahoney 

(2014) formulate this as asking what must be the case so that the findings of the research could 

actually be possible, a formal step in any critical realist study looking for causal mechanisms 

(Hoddy, 2019). 

This means, that a researcher not only looks at regularities but also at where these apply – if 

context changes or is misunderstood, regularities such as ‘what works?’ do not necessarily 

apply anymore. ‘Like produces like’ only works if the structure around it is or stays the same, 

and while the mechanisms are what takes an effect (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014), the context 

(structure) determines the outcome and has therefore to be taken into account (Tilley, 2000). 

Absences of certain aspects might also be important, they may even have real effects (Bhaskar, 

2008b). Understanding why something has not happened or was not mentioned may be as 

important as actual occurrences: for example, Bengtsson and Fynbo (2017) show this when 

analysing underlying complex power structures.

Ensuing Research Strategy and Design Options

In this section we discuss our application of the open systems model of reality to a qualitative 

case study. We are keen to acknowledge, however, that critical realism is pluralist and inclusive 

when it comes to methodology, as long as the commitment to the concept of emergence is 

visible (Hoddy, 2019). In this spirit we present one possible operationalisation of our model 

below. 

A Qualitative Approach using Case Study as the Method

Qualitative research design is often presented as inevitable in paradigms such as critical realism 

(e.g. Howitt, 2010). While quality criteria might differ depending on the epistemological stance, 

however, there is a place for quantitative approaches in critical realism as well (Healy and Perry, 

2000). While some researchers even see a pro-quantitative bias in research and attribute it to 

qualitative studies exposing a high level of complexity (Brown, 2010), we suggest that such 

complexity is needed in order to fully understand a situation.  Thus, a qualitative approach was 

adopted in the example study.

In addition to that, the quality criteria for qualitative work must be taken into account. We used 

as a starting point the seminal work of Lincoln and Guba (1985) and the following four criteria:
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 Credibility: ‘do results reflect the truth?’ – as far as possible, as any explanation of the 

truth is fallible (Fletcher, 2016)

 Transferability/applicability: findings have to be applicable in similar contexts

 Dependability/consistency: given a similar environment, findings can be repeated

 Confirmability/neutrality: results must come from the research objects, without 

distortion

Healy and Perry (2000) establish a set of critical realism related criteria overlapping, however, 

with most of the above criteria and advocate using triangulation, not always possible, however. 

Sobh and Perry (2006) add that this can at least in part be achieved by asking different questions, 

to which one can add asking different or different types of people as was done in the study. 

Case Study research was the most appropriate design for a number of reasons: it is useful in 

providing understanding about an issue and might allow some form of generalisation (Stake, 

2005) and it is an appropriate choice when focused on the contemporary and the researcher has 

no control over the events (Yin, 2018). 

Such research does not necessarily have to be exploratory; descriptive and, where possible, 

explanatory aims of the study can well be reached and it fits ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions as well 

as ‘how do’ ones (Rashid et al., 2019). This links well into typical questions in critical realist 

research (Edwards, O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014a). Further, certain case study techniques 

offer excellent responses to quality and validity considerations in critical realist approaches 

(Healy and Perry, 2000). 

Case study research, by focusing on detailed description through an iterative process to 

understand social phenomena in terms of what people do and think, lends itself well to an 

abductive research logic (Rashid et al., 2019). This is detailed by Dubois and Gadde (2002), 

who refer to their abductive approach as ‘systematic combining’ (p. 555), matching and re-

matching case, framework and empirical world, directing and redirecting a study accordingly – 

useful for critical realist approaches (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014).  

Potential bias can be minimised by using falsification logic, different data sources or 

triangulation (Teegavarapu, Summers and Mocko, 2008). Some issues remained, for instance 

being a consultant researching consultancies could lead to biased interpretations. Indeed, 

studying what one knows well carries the risk of self-involvement, lack of distance and using 

prefabricated opinions (Berger, 2015). On the other hand, because any knowledge, according 

to critical realism, is theory-laden, a researcher may use own experience as a source of data 
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(Ryan et al., 2012). To address these potential issues, a reflexive journal was used throughout 

the study. 

Data Collection Through Interviews

Data collection had to fit a ‘detached’ approach of case study research (Vincent and 

O'Mahoney, 2016) and there are a number of alternative sources of evidence, amongst which 

interviewing is prominent and especially useful when subjective viewpoints have to be analysed 

(Flick, 2002). While not without risks around situation and interviewer influence (Baker and 

Edwards, 2012; Potter and Hepburn, 2005), this can be addressed by careful design. The 

potential ‘co-constructed’ character of interviewing has an influence on validity, this is, 

however, a question of degree (Hammersley, 2013a) and can be tackled by taking oneself back 

as much as possible as an interviewer (King and Hugh-Jones, 2019). 

Interviewing is widely used in critical realist work (Smith and Elger, 2014): interviews open 

access to rich information on events, experiences and underlying phenomena. With these 

arguments in mind, we adopted qualitative semi-structured interviews as the main data 

collection method.

Looking for Patterns – Options Around Analysis and Coding

Baptiste (2001) describes tagging the data as the start of the analysis phase in qualitative 

research, then grouping these ‘tags’ or codes into ‘themes’. This ‘thematic analysis’ (TA) 

became an established method with the seminal article by Braun and Clarke (2006) and looks 

for patterns, which critical realist research turns around identifying and explaining (O'Mahoney 

and Vincent, 2014), looking for ‘demi-regularities’ (Fletcher, 2016).  TA is very flexible and 

compatible with critical realism (Braun and Clarke, 2022) where any result can only be a 

probable one anyway (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014).  

Consequently, although Karlsson and Ackroyd (2014) deplore a lack of methodology clearly 

assigned to critical realism, TA is a suitable method of analysis and the answers to research 

question can be looked for by searching for themes and their describing and defining factors, 

or ‘categories’ (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). Before finalising the themes, codes are grouped into 

topic domains or ‘sub-themes’ to be aggregated to form the final themes. For a critical realist, 

it is important to see that, as Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013, 2018) emphasise, themes do not 

emerge. They depend on their conceptualisation by the researcher and the research focus, and 

thus are created from the data. The emergence of findings thus happens from the themes, not 

as the themes (Braun, Clarke and Rance, 2014; Braun and Clarke, 2019a).
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Braun and Clarke later refined the method, defined three approaches amongst which reflexive 

TA, with an open and flexible approach to generating codes (Braun and Clarke, 2018). This 

approach is recommended especially when searching for so-called latent themes, but also in 

general because of it leaving more room for interpretation and the search for meaning beyond 

the obvious (Braun and Clarke, 2019b). Reflexive TA is therefore the approach best fitting the 

typical critical realist investigation for demi-regularities. 

When familiarising with the data, coding is a crucial step and needs to fit epistemology and 

methodology. Saldaña (2016) sees it as a heuristic exercise, assigning describing tags, ‘codes’, 

to chunks of the data analysed, with the aim to be able to define categories and ultimately 

themes. While coding carries the danger of becoming mechanistic in an analysis, it is a tried 

way of getting to themes (Braun and Clarke, 2018) and reflexivity can help to address many of 

the issues. Amongst the coding methods available, it was necessary to find one responding to 

the openness critical realist research advocates (Hoddy, 2019). Initial or open coding is a fitting 

choice for many a critical realist study (Charmaz, 2014) and was chosen for the example. It 

divides data into chunks it then examines and compares, even allowing the use of other coding 

methods within. It therefore also follows what Hedlund-DeWitt (2013) believe to be a good 

approach to analysing qualitative data: taking a first, inductive step – which, however, is  then 

to be followed by a second, deductive (or for critical realists abductive) one.

Because of the critical realist focus on looking for regularities on one hand, deeper meaning on 

the other, the open coding approach, a second cycle of axial coding is a suitable option (Hoddy, 

2019). Axial coding looks for data fitting categories or sub-categories (the ‘axes’) deriving from 

earlier stages of analysis. Sobh and Perry (2006) even believe that as in critical realism codes 

are rather generated from the conceptual framework, a single axial coding cycle can suffice.  

Yet, this would mean that the axes only stem from the framework, which in turn might narrow 

the choices down as compared to having a first coding cycle as an additional source and not all 

patterns or axes can be found in the conceptual framework. Two coding cycles thus can lead to 

more comprehensive results.

When following a critical realist approach with an abductive logic, re-grouping and re-assessing 

of elements from the data helps, especially as critical realist coding needs to draw on finding 

reasons, not on existing theory (Fletcher, 2016). Looking for categories and ‘parent codes’ fits 

the TA investigation for patterns of shared meaning from which themes can be developed 

(Braun, Clarke and Rance, 2014). These can be analysed for the existence of summary themes, 
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in a combined initial/axial approach an outcome of the first coding cycle. This approach 

therefore takes the requirements of both critical realism and TA into account.

Research Stages

The study was designed as a ‘no theory first’ case study (Ridder, 2017), and the formal stages 

of a critical realist project consist of building an initial description of the research object as far 

as can be done through literature or other initial research, then moving on to data research design 

and conduction (Hoddy, 2019). Based on these sources, a researcher will then seek trends and 

patterns. While critical realist research bases findings on qualitative data and does not focus on 

empirical/statistical causality (Roberts, 2014), some figure-based analysis may be used in order 

to explain phenomena and could enhance generalisability (Wynn and Williams, 2012). If 

applicable, theory building will also happen in this stage (Sobh and Perry, 2006).

The results, following the critical realist principle of deep explication of structure, events and 

context (Wynn and Williams, 2012) is then used in the next stage of abductive and retroductive 

analysis, and finally of concretisation and contextualisation, including validation (Hoddy, 

2019). For the analytical stage, Teegavarapu, Summers and Mocko (2008) suggest findings 

should be tested against rival theories – or alternatives from different ontological positions 

(O’Mahoney in Rutzou, 2016). While this might add time consuming complexity, it answers 

the requirements of corroboration and validation within critical realist methodological 

principles (Wynn and Williams, 2012). This supports an explorative orientation typical for 

critical realist research. In the example study of crisis management, it is going from ‘what is X’ 

to ‘how does it work and why’ (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014, p.9). The critical realist 

interview takes into account the formula from Pawson and Tilley (1997): Mechanism + Context 

= Outcome and uses the view of the open system of reality as a guideline for analysis. 

Given that TA was chosen as the method of analysis, research stages also took account of the 

phases of this method (see Braun and Clarke, 2006). Integrating these into what stems from the 

aforementioned approaches for research design, the stage model shown in table 1 was 

developed: 

-----------------------
INSERT TABLE 2
-----------------------

Staying Critical Realist Throughout
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One of the challenges in critical realism is the correct identification and labelling of all the strata 

and elements of reality such as entities, properties, causal mechanisms and so on, a prerequisite 

for being able to actually apply critical realism thinking (Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016). There 

are many commentaries on the initial works of Bhaskar, which has evolved itself since it was 

first published (Bhaskar, 2008a). Others give examples of application or add reflections on 

agency and its influences on social structure as well as reflexivity (e.g. Archer, 2003; Archer 

and Morgan, 2020). To achieve the aim of being clear about the critical realist elements of 

reality, the example study referred to these throughout, striving to making clear what findings, 

ideas, occurrences, structures and people pertain to. Further, before analysing data and grouping 

relevant themes, it was necessary to reflect which topics were to be distilled from the data. To 

this end, and bearing the research question in mind, open points from the literature research 

were mapped with the elements of reality. 

This means that the questions pertaining to the research question which the literature had no 

answer for and which were listed at the end of the literature research sections were then held 

against the elements of reality as shown in figure 1. The aim of this was to better understand in 

which of these elements answers to these questions could be expected to emerge. An example 

of this mapping, using some of the results of the literature research of the study, is provided in 

table 2. The open questions were grouped by topic, then put in relation to the reality elements 

as used in our model. Finally, we tried to assess in how far the questions and related elements 

were relevant when answering the research questions.

-----------------------
INSERT TABLE 2
-----------------------

This approach allowed us to define themes that helped answer the questions and identify which 

elements of reality they pertained to. While mechanisms nearly always play an underlying role, 

crosses in this matrix mean a focus in the investigation of a topic and/or an expectation to be 

able to identify mechanisms directly. Critically, this process allowed us to identify how, and 

ideally why, themes influence the structure under investigation. Thus, experiences and events 

described in the data as well as information on additional structure, rules and practices, plus 

interpretation of the language (explicit and implicit) were expected to lead to understanding the 

interaction of these elements and what they triggered around the management decisions the 

study investigated.
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In line with the abductive logic discussed above, this matrix was then used to determine in 

which areas themes might be defined, data permitting. Of course, it could not be ruled out that 

the data also contained relevant information on topics not apparent before, and from the early 

stages of the analysis on, emergent information from the data was placed in a separate group, 

labelled ‘miscellaneous’ as proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Interim results of the ensuing 

analysis were then mapped against the topics from the open points from the literature review. 

These results were grouped and then defined as themes and sub-themes.

An Example for the Application of the Model of Reality as an Open System

The following example is designed to illustrate the process of explaining emerging elements or 

changes in existing ones by applying the model. As a starting point, an initial detailed 

description of the context is recommended in critical realist research (Wynn and Williams, 

2012), and a deep understanding of the structural starting point of the analysis will help identify 

changes. Descriptions may have to be empirical as for instance within a group of items under 

scrutiny – in this case of a sectoral study different consultancies or even different parts of the 

same consultancy – can act and look differently. However, the context needs to be understood, 

which is why the study contained a thorough description of pre-COVID structures and client-

consultant communication and co-operation practices.

We started by trying to allocate findings to the elements of reality, as discussed, a challenging 

exercise (Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016). Is the fact that mixed client-consulting teams cannot 

work in a common office anymore but stay in their offices or even at home, networking and co-

creating content through electronic means of communication, an event, a sub-structure or a 

structure? Believing that taking all findings into account when abductively searching for 

underlying reasons, we decided to take a pragmatic approach, allocation some phenomena to 

more than one element, at the very least in order to be able to assess their effect from different 

standpoints, but also because in some instances, one finding can indeed pertain to more than 

one element of reality, depending on the standpoint (e.g. Fletcher, 2016).

Table 2

 shows how we then used the model in order to illustrate findings we considered to be emerging 

structural changes. This could only be done change by change, fitting all the elements of the 

study into one model would have been so complex as to be confusing rather than helpful. We 

did find overlaps and used many findings in more than one application of the model, but this 

was to be expected in a complex reality. In this illustration, we use the finding that some 
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consultancies built structures designed to help clients cope with the challenges of having to co-

operate vial electronic means at very short notice, as lockdown rules did not permit personal 

interactions anymore.

The actual implementation varied from case to case, from formalized structures with training, 

documentation and dedicated staff to informal ones at project level, depending on criteria such 

as the level of client preparation and skills or resources available at the consultancy. All these 

structures and related sub-structures (e.g., at team or project level) served, however, the same 

aims: to enable the clients to take advantage of the better preparation, skill level and 

infrastructure of the consultancies (as was the case with nearly all companies the consultants 

worked with) in order to be able to continue working on ongoing projects as seamlessly as 

possible. Shaping these solutions were sub-structural elements such as organization and staff 

as well as rules and regulations, e.g., around contact restrictions, data security or software 

licensing issues.

Discursive entities, however, also had a great influence, albeit with difficulties as language and 

culture differed between client and consultant. Even so, at project level a common 

understanding was reached more quickly and easily, and cultural elements such as the 

understanding of how much co-creation and interaction was desirable in a project. This 

contextual element of project management best practices not only was believed to led to better 

solutions and less resistance to the changes a project entailed, it also carried advantages for the 

consultancies – the more a client was involved, the less many consultants expected clients to 

blame consultants in the case of the projects’ results being judged insufficient or unsatisfactory 

at a later stage. Hedging mechanisms such as this also were described as cultural elements of 

long standing in the industry.

Events such as the actual rendering of support to the clients and the implementation of the 

necessary communication infrastructure and process were assessed very favourably by the 

consultants, even though it meant additional work – the benefits were clear. This was not the 

case with all the clients. While the need to continue working on most projects was an obvious 

mechanism triggering the events, there were less visible elements present which also shaped 

the selected solutions. Some consultants, for instance, experienced reluctance or sluggish 

support from some clients, which also was mirrored by low attendance at training sessions. 

Applying abductive reasoning to these findings, the authors believed that the likeliest 

underlying reasons, thus mechanisms, were the reluctance by client managers to show inept 

when asked to use new tools in front of their subordinates or a general hostility to allowing 
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remote working, probably due to a fear of loss of control. This could only be supposed at the 

time of the finalization of the study but was later substantiated by post-study probing interviews 

by the authors. This illustrates how elements of reality can both support but also impede 

developments, an aspect which is useful to take into account, as well as the importance of – 

even inconspicuous – absences (Bhaskar, 2008b).

------------------------
INSERT FIGURE 2 
------------------------

This is only an excerpt and for the sake of clarity, figure 2 only lists the main elements of reality 

pertaining to the new client-supporting structures which emerged in the early months of the 

COVID-19-related constraints. Notwithstanding, this example illustrates how, by allocating all 

findings which could be extracted from the data to the elements of reality in the model, a 

researcher can, in a structured way, make sure to take a large number of factors into account 

when analysing the findings and methodically forage for hidden facts and causal powers. The 

model helps understanding how the elements interact and what they influence, and applying it 

automatically yields insight into how in this open system, change triggers further change, also 

illustrating the historicity in any critical realist analysis going both ways (Archer and Morgan, 

2020). It also helps to explain how and why this happens as well and may allow make educated 

guesses about the future. This analysis’ emerged structure may be the next ones’ mechanism. 

To give an example, the study discussed here yielded that the structure built to help in an 

emergency for some consultancies developed into a market offering, and it allowed an 

assessment as to how much of the changes would remain in a post-COVID world but also which 

of these might later be challenged again, e.g., for reasons of managers trying to regain control 

or all participants deploring the loss of important non-verbal parts of communication. Some of 

these were already confirmed by time (Erdsiek, Oppel and Bräutigam, 2023; Ng and Stanton, 

2023).Many of the steps and decisions described above were based on examples from critical 

realist research (e.g. Edwards, O'Mahoney and Vincent (2014b). Other suggestions stemmed 

from the literature used for the present article as well as blogs and interviews and the Critical 

Realist Network web page. One point, however, was always borne in mind: whether there are 

alternatives to ones’ findings and interpretation as well as the results alternative approaches 

might yield. 

Conclusion
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In this article we have described the different stages of a completed research process, and 

presented reasoning for decisions on paradigm and research design. Because of the view of 

reality based on the critical realist paradigm, the research design is important for the 

development of knowledge, and the example study lent itself to describing a thorough and 

comprehensive critical realist research approach to a case study. While a number of works exist 

dealing with applying critical realism (e.g. Edwards, O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014b; Karlsson 

and Ackroyd, 2014), publications on operationalisation using specific examples are scarce. 

Important inspiration for critical realist studies can also be drawn from sources on validity, 

analysis or research design (Healy and Perry, 2000; Sobh and Perry, 2006; O'Mahoney and 

Vincent, 2014), but the present work is adds to existing studies where reflections around design, 

data gathering and analysis are described using examples. 

This article also complements existing work on the influence of research paradigm on the 

detailed design of any research or data gathering, especially around case studies using 

interviews (Wolgemuth et al., 2014). Moreover, our open system model of reality provides a 

tool for researchers looking to operationalise critical realism. This model synthesises a number 

of sources and illustrates interdependencies of its elements and the (sometimes) mutual exertion 

of influence, thus providing a framework making it easier for the researcher to explore 

structures, entities, rules, mechanisms, events, experiences or agents and agency phenomena. 

Understanding what pertains to what is central to understanding the causalities critical realism 

is looking for, an important quality criterion (Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016). Furthermore, the 

model extends beyond the intervention-actor-mechanism-outcome analytic tool for research 

using realist interviews as a source of data, thus supporting analysis taking additional factors 

into account. Overall, our model of reality in critical realism offers a comprehensive view of 

critical realism at a glance.

It is, however, only a simplified view and cannot be applied without a detailed understanding 

of how the different elements actually interact. Looking at morphogenesis, according to Archer 

(2011) the ‘explanatory framework’ of critical realism, can provide guidelines for explanation 

of the identified phenomena. Finally, the importance of context cannot be forgotten; in a world  

changing at an ever increasing pace, a stable context is unlikely (Archer, 2016). The example 

study is also only one example, and the model should in future be extended to the analysis of 

further studies based on this paradigm.
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Figure 1 Reality as an open system and the components of structure in critical realism (Source: 
Authors work)

Page 29 of 33 Qualitative Research Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Qualitative Research Journal

Figure 2 Application example of the model of reality as an open system (Source: Authors work)
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Table 1 Research stages of the example study (Source: Authors work)

Stage Tasks Specific approach in the present case
Building the 
basis

Initial literature research, including 
on philosophical stance, 
methodology and methods

The focus was laid on examples for the 
practical application of critical realist 
research approaches

Deriving initial context and research 
object description
Identification of first (or expected) 
"demi-regularities" in the literature

In preparation of first phase one of TA, 
yielded trends and patterns inspiring 
theme building

Pre-pilot 
research design

Detailed initial research design Included the abductive research logic. TA 
related decisions taken (see Browne & 
Clarke, 2006) 

Case selection and data collection 
method design

Taking into account works on critical 
realist interviewing

Piloting Pilot sampling and data collection 4 interviews with people from different 
consultancies and hierarchy levels

Pilot conduction, analysis, looking 
for tentative themes 

Already following the research design 
thoroughly, including two coding phases 
(initial, axial). Confirmed the usability of 
the design

Main study 
research design

Update of research design (if 
applicable)

Small details adjusted

Update of data collection method The interview guideline was revised, 
some topics emerging in the first 
interviews added

Main study data 
collection

Main study sampling Through personal network

Main study conduction Including the pilot, 13 interviews were 
conducted, 679 minutes yielding close to 
7000 lines of transcription. A case study 
database was built (see Hoddy, 2019).

Update of context and research 
object description. First phase of 
TA. Critical realist approach to 
explore and explain reality, seeing 
information emerge

With a focus on data immersion and 
using the model of reality presented in 
Figure 1, fitting findings into the 
categories of structure, events and 
experiences, trying to identify agents

Analysis (I) Initial and axial coding (Phase two 
of TA)

Open coding approach first, then codings 
against categories ("axes") in order to 
better understand the data

Search for and review of themes, 
phases three and four of TA, first 
application of abduction and 
retroduction

Grouping axes into categories and sub-
categories, looking for emerging 
concepts, building the results into 
themes already trying to identify 
mechanisms

Validation, definition and naming of 
themes, phase five of TA

As a result of a critical review of earlier 
phases
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Application of 
abduction/retroduction

Identifying or reviewing causal elements 
and how they (probably) affected the 
visible events and structures, explaining 
relevant interactions between the 
elements of reality, identifying likely 
future developments

Validation 
(Analysis II)

Check for validity Final review, reflecting alternative results 
or theories

Check for corroboration, apply 
results to finalisation of findings 
and discussion

The anonymised study was sent to four 
participants for review, some clarifying 
questions were asked to others

Write-up Producing the report, reviews, 
finalisation of the study

Making clear which result pertains to or 
represents which of the elements of 
reality

Enfolding 
literature 
research

To be done throughout the work See recommendations in e.g. Sobh & 
Perry, 2006
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Table 2 Example mapping of literature research results with elements of reality (Source: Authors work)
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