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Abstract 

In recent years there has been continuing debate about what skills are needed for New Zealand's competitive business 
environment. Many commentators talk of a skills crisis, while some academics argue that the skills crisis is a myth. 
Recent research on workplace reform in seven 'leading edge' New Zealand companies highlights six crucial/imitations 
of the debate. These are a focus on: i) individual skills rather than organisational culture, work design and employment 
relationships; ii)formal training rather than work-based learning; iii) the skills of schoolleavers rather than those of 
managers, supervisors and workers; and iv) technical, rather than organisational and team, skills. The debate also pays 
inadequate attention to v) how people learn in teams; and vi) the complexity of the current business and policy 
environment. In November 1993 ,N7JSR &D commenced aFRST -funded, three-year project on 'Economic Restructuring 
and Skills Formation' to address these limitations. Based on jive case studies in a range of sectors, the project examines 
characteristics of enterprises seeking sustainable competitive advantage by operating as a 'learning organisation'; one 
where the organisational structure itself is an environment for continuing education. Case study analysis is also used 
to understand the relationship between the company's corporate strategy and skilling process; the core skills required 
by managers, supervisors and workers, and how these are formed. The purpose of this paper is to outline the project's 
case study design, explain why this methodology has been selected and examine debates about its validity and utility. 

Increased exposure of New Zealand to international com­
petition following deregulation in the 1980s has put exist­
ing businesses under strain. Manufacturers traditionally 
operating in protected and regulated marlcets are seeking 
new ways of increasing their competitiveness, and. like 
service sector organisations, are seeking to improve the 
quality of the products and services they provide to their 
customers (Davidson, Hill and Perry, in press). Reflecting 
these economic changes, the New Zealand education and 
training environment is also undergoing significant change. 
In these respects New Zealand organisations are facing 
similar challenges to their contemporaries throughout the 
world. 

This paper outlines the methodological framework for a 
three-year research project on 'Economic Restructuring 
and Skills Formation' (ER SF) in New Zealand enterprises 
in this complex, rapidly changing business and policy 
environment. The project commenced in November 1993 

. and is funded by a major grant from the New Zealand 
Foundation for Research, Science & Technology. The 
paper's purpose is to: (i) outline the background and 
rationale for the project; (ii) outline the project' s design 
and explain how and why the methodology has been 
selected, and (ill) examine debates about the validity and 
generalisability of this type of research. 
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Skill formation and workplace reform 

Research on workplace reform by the New Zealand Insti­
tute for Social Research & Development Limited 
(Davidson, Hill and Perry, in press) provided the impetus 
for the ERSF project in the context of the debate about 
what skills New Zealand needs to be internationally com­
petitive and whether it is producing the right mix. The 
research provides an understanding of how an increasing 
number of New Zealand enterprises are responding to the 
internationalisation of the economy by introducing a range 
of Japanese and American production systems and work 
practices. These include various adaptations of Total 
Quality Management (TQM) systems, Just -in-Time (JIT) 
production methods. flattened organisational and manage­
ment structures and the reorganisation of work into teams. 
Progressive companies are also pursuing competitive strat­
egies that rely on a variety of forms of partnerships with 
customers, suppliers and employees . 

United States and New Zealand business experience sug­
gests, however. that the 'rate at which organisations learn 
may become the only sustainable competitive advantage' 
(de Geus, 1988). A ' learning organisation' is one skilled 
at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and at 
modifying its behaviour to reflect new knowledge and 
insights (Garvin, 1993). Commentators argue, therefore. 

97 



that a critical issue for the enterprise is to create an 
organisational structure and culture that facilitates con­
tinuous learning; one where 'the organizational structure 
itself is an environment for continuing education' (Emery, 
1993). The a~se study analysis of seven 'leading edge' 
New Zealand companies suggests that this is most likely to 
occur with a team-based crganisational structure (Davidson, 
Hill and Peny, in press). 

Team-based working, particularly self-managing teams. is 
advocated widely as a key component of progressive 
workplace organisation. Increasingly differentiated prod­
uct markets, shortening order periods and international 
competition, have put existing production systems under 
strain. In production environments, where design and 
quality are of greater importance than price and standardi­
sation, team working is seen to enhance continuous inno­
vation and responsiveness to customer demands. It is a 
feature of the 'flexible specialisation' route to work or­
ganisation which stresses the importance of a multi-skiJJed 
workforce, training, investment in new technology and a 
commitment to quality. Team working is thus consistent 
with the current stage of economic restructuring in New 
Zealand and is rapidly gaining acceptance in the context of 
the general increase in workplace reform initiatives in this 
country (Davidson, Hill and Perry, in press). 

These different forms of economic restructuring have 
profound implications for skill formation processes and 
outcomes. For example, the move to team-based work and 
the emerging demand for multiskiJJing puts pressure on 
traditional skill acquisition and recognition systems and 
creates new demands such as ski1ling for devolution of 
responsibility and for the redesigning of organisational 
and socio-tecbnical systems (Ford, 1991 ). 

Successful skiJJ formation is being seen by enterprises 
both in New Zealand and internationally as the most 
important indicator of a country' s future prosperity (for 
example, see Smith, 1994.) Ford (1991) defines skill 
formation as: 

an emerging holistic concept that embraces and inte­
grates formal education, pre-employment activities. in­
duction, on-the-job and off-the-job learning, equity and 
personal development and career options and opportuni-
ties. 

[It is] an integrative concept of life-long learning which 
supports the interlacing of theory and practice, of educa­
tion and experience, of formal and informal learning. of 
initial and recurrent learning. of on-the-job and off-the­
job learning. of individual and team learning, and of 
team and enterprise learning. 

However, as an OECD study on conceptual changes and 
innovations in skill fonnation at the enterprise level con­
cluded, ski11 formation is a dramatic conceptual shift that 
exposes the lack of knowledge amo?g the ~ho~ly ~uca­
tional research community, and this reqwres significant 
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innovative, action-oriented research' (F<rd, 1991). The 
ERSF Project is one response to this challenge. 

The skills debate in New Zealand 

In recent years there has been continuous debate about 
what ski Us are needed for our competitive business envi­
ronment and whether the country is producing the right 
level and mix. Many commentators talk of a skiUs crisis 
(for example, see Barn~ 1994), while some academics 
argue that the skins crisis is a myth (Snook, 1994; Gordon 
and Snook, 1992). Regardless of the merits of the various 
arguments, the workplacereform research and the concept 
of ski11 formation highlight five crucial limitations. The 
slciJJs debate: 

1. Focuses on the skiJJ attributes of individuals at the 
expense of considering how workplaces might be struc­
tured and managed for ongoing skill formation in the 
present and future business environment. In other wonis, 
the debate tells us little about the relationship between 
skilJ formation and the organisational culture, structure, 
operating systems and production processes that charac­
terise leading edge organisations competing in a global 
economy. 

2. Concentrates on formal, school or tertiary-based educa­
tion and training, at the expense of considering everyday 
work -based learning needed to create enterprises that 
are customer-focused, flexible, innovative and cost­
efficient As a consequence, it ignores the issue of how 
work should be designed to optimise the continuous 
improvement, or learning, that is central to TQMandnT 
production and customer service systems. 

3. Addresses the slci11levels of schoolleavers, or those out 
of work, at the expense of considering the knowledge, 
values and slcills that managers, supervisors and staff 
require to create worlcplaces that facilitate continuous 
learning. 

4.Focuses on the acquisition of technical skills by an 
individual, rather than considering the organisational 
and team skills needed for the self -managing production 
and cross-functional teams that characterise leading 
edge companies. 

5. Has not yet begun to grapple with the implications of the 
'learning organisation' concept In particular, inad­
equate attention is paid both to i) how people learn in the 
workplace, especially in a team and; ii) how the design 
of organisational structures might facilitate learning and 
appropriate skill fonnation if it is informed by 
understandings of how learning occurs. 

The Economic Restructuring and Ski11s Formation project 
has been designed to address these major inadequacies. 
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Research on Learning Organisations 

A research report, including alitezature review and scoping 
visit to United States' cmporations and academic research 
centres (CapJX"Z et al. 1994), has helped to focus the 
planning of the ERSF Project While this report provides 
a sound basis for further theory development through in­
depth New Zealand case study research, it also raises the 
question of whether some aspects of the research, and its 
preliminary findings, may be so finnly rooted in the 
business and social culture of the United States as to make 
it of limited relevance in the formation of appmpriat.e 
strategies f<r New Zealand corporations. 

Propositions and research questions developed from this 
preliminary research include the following: 

• Systems thinking has been used in successful corpora­
tions for coping with internal and external complexity 
and continuous change (Senge, 1990). 

• Systems thinking in learning organisations has super­
seded Taylorist and Fordist concepts of separation of 
work design from work implementation (Senge, 1990). 

• Educational (learning) strategies can equip workers and 
managers to co-operate effectively in decision-making 
and decision-implementation (Stata, 1989). 

• Companies with rapidly changing markets and technolo­
gies have a competitive advantage if they are able to 
develop ways of constantly learning about their internal 
and external environments; that is, if they become learn­
ing organisations (Senge, 1990). 

No one person can be expected to have access to enough 
data and skiJJs to deal successfully (as a lone individual) 
with the complexity of environmental flux, so team tech­
niques of both decision-making and skins fonnation are 
necessary (Capper et al, 1994). 

Project design and methodology 

Based on the rationale outlined above, the ERSF research 
project has been designed to achieve two related objec­
tives. The first is to identify the structural and cultural 
features of New Zealand enterprises that seek to achieve 
sustainable competitive advantage by operating as 'learn­
ing organisations'. The second objective is to identify: (i) 
the core skill sets that managers (leaders/coaches), super­
visors (team leaders) and workers (team members) require 
to operate effectively in the current and future business 

· environment; (ii) how these core skills are fonned and; 
(ill) how that ski11ing process is integrated into the compa­
ny's strategic planning process. 

The project is designed around case studies of skin forma­
tion in five New Zealand companies. Companies are being 
selected from a range of sectcrs and enterprises and cover 
a range of productive processes, market contexts and 
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economic imperatives. Macro and micro-economic analy­
sis, combined with sociological analysis, allows the project 
team to: (i) understand the company's skimng process in 
response both to the economic imperatives of the global 
economy, and to the external policy and industry 'drivers' 
that impact on the competitive positioning of businesses; 
and (ii) identify characteristic features of New Zealand 
learning ocganisations and to describe baniers to their 
successful formation. 

Each case study has largely the same methodology com­
prising the following steps: 

I .Analysis of the case study subject in relation to its macro­
economic, policy and industry context 

2.Analysis of organisational structure, process and cul­
ture, including analysis of the work -site in relation to its 
company structure, where relevant 

3.Analysis of selected aspects of the plant's business 
operating systems, work organisation, job design and 
management, and human resomce systems. 

4. Analysis of the strategy and processes by which: i) ski Us 
are defmed; ii) sldJJ needs identified and negotiated; and 
ill) skiJJ formation is pursued. 

The project focuses on organisational features as well as 
the attributes and opinions of individuals, particularly on 
the learning which occurs when these individuals are 
orgainsised into functioning teams. This latter requires 
consideration of cognitive issues at both the individual and 
group levels. Thus the case study design involves both 
macro and micro analysis which allows us to understand 
the ways in which the different dimensions or levels 
interact, and their impact on the competitive positioning of 
businesses. 

Steps 2 to 4 above are based on a mix of infonnation from 
semi-structured interviews, a short questionnaire!, com­
pany documents and site observations. The data somces 
are triangulated and analysed using analytic induction 
teclmiques, a research process that is described below. 
Analysis of the data relies on a series of iterations with a 
cross-section of company personnel as explained below. 
This process, with its elements of participatory action 
resean;h (PAR) grounded in data gathered by conventional 
teclmiques, is intended to facilitate change in the case 
study organisations themselves in a methodological set­
ting which is consistent with the concept of organisational 
learning. 

Criteria for selection of case studies 

Five private sector companies are being selected from the 
following list of criteria: 
• Companies in sectors that currently play, or are likely to 

play, a significant role in New Zealand. 

• Companies that have evolved out of New Zealand 
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conditions, management style and culture. 

* Organisations that 
- reflect a range of sectors, occupations, market contexts 

and economic imperatives 
- have developed, or have the potential to develop, export 

markets 
- cover a range of management, service and product 

development functions and a range of production proc­
esses 

-are undergoing major transitions (associated with signifi­
cant expansion in sales, changes in market structure and 
customer service functions, new production or process­
ing systems and technologies including TQM and JIT 
and workplace refonn restructuring); 

- have transfonned their organisational structme into one 
that is team-base(L and 

- are explicit in their commitment to skil1ing staff. 

Project Structure 

In older to fill the identified gaps in research on skill 
formation, the project has been structured to include a core 
multi-disciplinary project team and a project advisory 
team that crosses sect<nl boundaries. The project team of 
five has expertise in: 

*Economic restructuring, technological change and work­
ing life in New Zealand enterprises. 

*Educational research in New Zealand and internation­
ally, particularly in the secondary school sector. 

* Business experience, particularly in corporate and hu­
man resomce strategy. 

* Macro-economic and policy analysis. 

* Quantitative and qualitative methodologies, particularly 
in the context of case study research. 

*Working collaboratively in team research. 

The establishment of a multi-sectoral Project Advisory 
Team (PAT) ensures that research outputs are relevant to 
business, unions, education providers and policy analysts. 
Members of the PAT team themselves are also encouraged 
to become engaged in the research process, thereby adding 
a m eta-level ofP AR in which people who are influential in 
the wider policy field do not just receive the results of the 
work of researchers, but participate in the discourse of the 
research process and contribute to the creation of meaning 
and theory which is intended to inform the wm that they 
themselves do. 

Membership of the team includes: 

*Senior managers of New Zealand companies and gov­
ernment agencies. 
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* Specialists in EEO issues. 

* Senior policy advisers from the Department of Labour, 
NZ Qualifications Authcxity and the New Zealand Ca­
reers Service. 

* Senior officials from the Employers' Federation and the 
NZ Council of Trade Unions. 

* Education and labour market specialists. 

* The Manager of the Workplace New Zealand organisa­
tion. 

The PAT team meets twice yearly to provide input on 
research work in progress and annually, for a one day 
workshop, where research papers and findings are re.. 
viewed. A national seminar is planned for the final year. 

Each of the five case studies is being led by a case study 
leader from the project team who has responsibility f<r 
managing all the research components of that site. The 
first case study at theW atties Frozen Foods Hornby plant 
has been completed and the report is being fmalised. 

Why choose a case study approach? 

Case studies can be exploratory, descriptive or explana­
tory (Yin, 1989). In this project, as is usual in many case 
studies, considerable overlap exists between these strate­
gies. Specifically, the case study appraoch will allow the 
researchers to: 

1. Develop theory grounded in the case study data (Giaser 
and Strauss, 1967). 

2. -'illustrate the utility of a theoretical framework and a set 
of concepts through the case studies. 

3. Describe actual cases of workplace restructuring and 
ski11 formation within the context of the global economy. 

4. Test hypotheses and generalise results back to theory. 
(This point is critically examined in the following 
section where issues of validity and rigour are exam­
ined.) 

The case study approach has been selected because: (i) 
benchmarks and models of appropriate skiUing strategies, 
rather than descriptions of broad popnlations, are sought; 
(ii) specific, and researchable, hypotheses about the corpo­
rate features of a New Zealand 'learning crganisation' are 
not yet readily available; and (ill) research on the concept 
of ski11 formation is still at the exploratory stage. 

Yin ( 1989) has suggested that a case study may be prefer­
able as a research strategy when ' how' and 'why' ques­
tions are being posed, when researchers lack control over 
events studied, when the phenomena studied are not easily 
distinguishable from the context in which they occur, and, 
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when the phenomena are recent or rapidly changing to 
make historical and archival methods inaapopriate. As a 
research endeavour, 'the case study contributes uniquely 
to our knowledge of individual, <rganizational, social and 
political phenomena'. The distinctive need for case studies 
arises out of the desire to understand the complex mix of 
these phenomena within an organisational context (Yin, 
1989). 

1be critical issue here is that the case study allows an 
investigation to retain the holistic and meaningful charac­
teristics of real-life events. Hence, while case study 
research is not seen as yielding representative findings, 
there is acouesponding strength in that complex processes 
can be described and understood directly (Curtain, Gough 
and Rimmer, 1991). 

Based on research experience to this point, the ERSF 
Project is also seeking to synthesise the conventional use 
of case studies with a process of participatory action 
research (PAR) within each case study site. As well as 
using the case studies to illuminate the wider patterns of 
organisational change and associated skins fonnation, the 
process of the research itself can be developed as a tool 
which might be profitably applied by any organisation 
seeking to clarify and develop its own skiJJs needs and 
learning environment 

Thus, the conventional research procedures of data gather­
ing and analysis are given meaning through an iterative 
dialogue between the researchers and the subjects, to 
which the researchers bring prior theory. the tools of data 
collection and analysis, and the skiJJs of grounded theory 
building, whilst the subjects bring the insights of their 
practical day to day experience of the environment in 
which the data is being gathered Together, researchers 
and subjects create a broader and deeper understanding of 
what is being studied that enriches the theoretical models 

Table 1. Theory, people and practice 

. Theory 

Theory -

People People participate in 
creating new knowledge. 

Practice Theory is developed 
through solving practical 
problems. 
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of the researchers and the quality of the policies and 
management practices of the subjects. Both are described 
and disseminated as outputs of the project 

In this way the project attempts to bring together the two 
different scientific traditions of logical positivism - in 
which the detached scientific observer attempts to find out 
'objective' truths, and that of emancipated meaning con­
struction - in which the researcher and research subject 
discuss the data together in order to find out what it means. 

In our study we do not reject techniques of 'nonnal 
science·, but we note that modem conceptions of complex­
ity in the biological and physical sciences compels us to the 
view that, as Levin ( 1994) puts it: 

Theory, understood as meaning constructed within the 
scientific community. cannot be separated from the 
social world in which it is developed. 

Validity issues in the ERSF research design 

Analytic Induction and Triangulation 

Some researchers question whether any valid conclusions 
can be drawn from case studies. For e:xample, Fothergill 
and Gudgin ( 1985) argue that case studies should nonnally 
be avoided because it is difficult to know the extent to 
which the cases are typical, and the variability between 
cases often obscures trends that are clear when dealing 
with aggregate figures. 

Others argue that case studies only need to be typical of 
wider experiences if logical inferences rather than statisti­
cal inferences are to be made. This point needs to be 
emphasised since researchers frequently confuse statisti­
cal generalisation (drawing inferences about a population 
from a sample) with logical or analytical generalisation 

People Practice 

Theory is Theory guides 
constructed based on practice; theory 
"facts .. derived from first, then practice 
the social system and 
is the task for scientists. 

- People act on logic and 
models developed by others 
developed under different 
social and material contexts. 

Microemancipation -
is an integral part 
of the meaning 
construction process 
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(drawing inferences about a theory or set of~ 
from tbe case study data). Yin (1989) exptesses tbe point 
well when he writes that case studies: 

are generalisable to theoretical prqx>Sitions and not to 
I ti . In this popn a oos or umverses. sense, the case study ... 

does not represent a ' sample'. and the investigator's 
goal is to expand and generalize theories (analytic gen­
eralization) and not to enumerate frequencies (statistical 
generalizatioo) (Yin, 1989). 

For this reason, case study designs do not have the familiar 
probability measures of sampling en or which have tradi­
tionally been seen as appropriate when there are questions 
as to bow similar the studied sample is to the entire 
universe or population from which it has been drawn. 
Instead, a research strategy built round the techniques of 
analytic induction and triangulation are used to establish 
validity (HilL 1984 ). 

Like the physical and biological sciences. the social sci­
ences have tended to emphasise dMtJ<:tive, hypothesis­
testing methods of i.nquity rather than inductive methods 
concerned with the generation of theory (GlaserandStrauss. 
1967; Taylor et al, 1990). Deductive reasoning is the 
logical pucess of deducing particular statements from 
general principles. Conversely. induction entai1s reason­
ing from particular observations to develop general prin­
ciples. The research strategy proposed for the ERSF 
project uses both processes of reasoning to establish valid 
research findings. In practice, this involves moving back 
and forth from principles to specific cases and from cases 
to specific principles. modifying the principles to take 
account of cases that do not ' fit ' or support pri<r principles 
(Taylor et al, 1990). 

The other central concept in the validation procedwe is the 
notion of 'triangulation' (Denzin, 1970). This technique 
entails using multiple sources of information. methods, 
theories and observers to generate a variety of data about 
the social phenomena under investigation. (1bis technique 
is described more fully below). The triangulation tech­
nique used in conjunction with the logical process of 
analytic induction provides the researcher with a system­
atic and reliable validation procedure. 

Crucial to an understanding of analytic induction as a 
means of establishing valid research findings is the need to 
separate numbers (or quantified variables) from the notion 
of validity (truth). As Taylor et al. (1990) point out "It is 
not the numbers that make data valid under the analytic 
induction process, but rather the logical integration of data 
from different sources and different methods of analysis 
intoasingle,consistentintetptetation" (Tayloretal, 1990). 

It is generally assumed that the findings from the analytical 
process of 'grounded theory generation' can, as the name 
suggests. only be generaliSMi back to theory. In other 
words. traditionally no claim is made in case study design 
(even when multiple and iterative case studies are used) 
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that infmnatioo about otbercases not yet studied may now 
be infened. Instead, what is claimed is that patterns and 
relationships within the cases studied have been examined 
in enough detail to allow the creation of useful hypotheses. 
It is then necessary to test such hypotheses duougb focused 
quantitative studies in which random samples may be 
drawn and likeliboods that sample descriptions represent 
the entire population may be calculated. 

However recent developments in the field of chaos theory, 
especially those parts associated with fractals (McG~ 
1992), suggest that patterns can be identifie4 from single 
case studies which are internally valid for that case study 
~ if similar patterns are found in other case studies, are 
grounds for the postulation of what Senge (1990) cans 
'archetypal systems'. Such descriptions do not claim that 
the same archetype will be found in all organisations, but 
that similar systemic patterns are likely to emerge in very 
different environments given similar sets of conditions. 
Such analysis is not rigidly predictive, but describes~ 
abilities and provides an analytical framewOik through 
which sense can be made of future studies. 

Nevertheless, techniques are still needed in case studies to 
provide internal rigour and internal validations through 
various forms of triangulation and analytic induction. 
These techniques include: 

* Team data gathering, analysis and intelptetation. 

*Data-gathering from multiple somces within each case 
study. 

* Submission of reports to a cross-section of informants f<r 
their review and comments. 

* Comparisons of case studies with other case studies 
carried out with similar objectives and methodology. 

Team techniques to increase rigour 

When different researchers observe, interview, and review 
documents to gain data about the same corporation, the 
subjectivities and blind spots of any one researcher be­
come less likely to distort descriptions and intetptetations. 
A symmetry between the object of study, learning within 
teams in an organisational context, and the methods of 
study has also been introduced through the use of researcb 
team techniques. When the researchers themselves form a 
work team. through participant-observer techniques they 
are likely to expe~ience both the benefits of creating a 
group large enough to provide a needed diversity and depth 
of skiJJs and the various psychological and logistical 
features of team work. This, in tmn, can be expected to 
enhance their ability to identify and analyse similar fea­
tures which may occur in the workplace teams being 
studied. Finally, when the subjects themselves become 
engaged in the researchers' discourse, as partners in the 
process, the richness of the dialectic is greatly enhanced. 
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Multiple dtlta sources within the case study 

Triangulation of multiple data sources within the case 
study is also a rigour-enhancing research technique. Data 
is gatheled in a variety of ways. These include document 
review, semi-structured scoping interviews, structured 
interviews, survey 'opinionnaires' (which are themselves 
based on multiple methods) and personal observation, 
sometimes aided by observation protocols. The data is 
also obtained in a 'multi-layered' way - that is, by 
triangulating the various types of data drawn 'horizon­
tally' from a variety of different departments or functions 
across the organisation, and 'vertically' from the top to the 
bottom of existing hierarchies. Consistent patterns among 
data derived from such widely divergent somces and types 
of organisational structures increases the confidence of 
researcher and research report reader that relevant and 
accmate descriptions and explanations are being made. 

Contradictions among data from different sources may 
also trigger useful research questions in the researchers' 
minds. When consistent mJdtiple triangulation patterns 
are identified, for example, this can suggest the existence 
of significantly different perceptions and understandings 
in different parts of the organisation. Contradictory data 
may also stimulate further research into the patterns of 
circumstances under which the contradictory indications 
occur, and lead to important new insights as researchers 
g~apple with anomalies and swprises. It is therefore a 
basic advantage of the case study method that a richness 
and complexity of information, or what Geerz (1973) 
refers to as 'thick data', can be utilised. There is a 
corresponding weakness in survey research designs. When 
the only information readily available is that the respond­
ent chose a particular response to a questionnaire item, the 
researchers have very little information as to why that 
response was chosen by the respondent In contrast, case 
study methodology may provide adequate background 
data for fruitful and grounded speculation as to the circum­
stances under which various informants may provide con­
tradictory points of view. 

Informant review as a technique for increasing rigour . 

Informants whose behaviour is being studied have much 
greater background knowledge of the embedded details of 
their workplace than research team members can hope to 
achieve in the short periods of time available during the 
case study. Informants can function in a way which 
provides across-check on data inte.tpietation. That is, they 
can question information or interpretation presented by 
research team members. This does not imply that an 
informant's responses to researchers' reports must be 
accepted at face value. However the informant may also 
provide additional pertinent information and alternative 
inte.tptetations which enrich and perhaps even revise the 
inteapretations to be included in the final report. If discus­
sions with an informant reveal an on-going difference of 
inte.tptetation, it may be useful to consider the inclusion of 
a statement of the informant's point of view . 
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Sometimes there is disagreement as to the data itself (a 
factual question). In this instance, the appropriate action 
is a reinvestigation of the facts. Good internal research 
team procedures would, in such a case, call for the 
reinvestigation to be perfonned by a different team mem­
ber. At any rate, the prior knowledge that infonnants will 
be asked to review and comment upon data gathered is a 
factor which encourages care in its gathering. It also 
encourages the use of clarity and appropriate humility in 
data interpretation. It sometimes happens that informants 
disagree with other informants who review research re­
ports. This fact should be noted and may be important 
enough to justify additional data-gathering and data­
analysis on the point at issue. 

Finally such dialogues with infonnants are a crucial strut 
in the bridge between theory and action. As Whyte ( 1994) 
writes " ... the ultimate test of a good theory is what you can 
do with it" (Whyte, 1994). In the social sciences that test 
resides in the capacity of the theory to positively infonn 
practical actions. 

Multiple and Iterative Case Studies 

When similar methods are used in case studies of several 
different enterprises, the benefits of triangulating multiple 
data sources may be further extended. Similarities noted 
among enterprises in differing industries and with differ­
ing market niches suggest the possibility that findings of 
wide generalisability may be achievable. Conversely, 
when data from one corporate case study is in sharp 
contrast with data from another, it would be appropriate to 
search for an explanation of the variations that have been 
noted. 

Conclusion 

In conventional tenns, the present research project can 
contribute defmitions and descriptions from five coordi­
nated case studies. Hypotheses can be generated which 
may guide future research in the fonns of both additional 
case studies and quantitative studies using experimental, 
archival or broad survey designs. However, we are devel­
oping a different approach, consistent with that called for 
by Daft and Lewin (1993): 

We are proposing a role for organisational scholars that 
is primarily one of developing new variables and theo­
ries to describe new phenomena, not to test hypotheses. 
H done well, the emerging knowledge will advance both 
organisational theory and the practice of management. 

Case study research in which the researcher becomes 
engaged with the subject organisation allows the researcher 
to work 'from the inside', gives an incentive to respond­
ents to reveal what is going on as part of their search for 
solutions to wodcplace problems, and permits the testing 
of new methods for helping people deal with real issues. 
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The complex patterns which the researcher describes in 
analysing the rich data which is gathered can be general­
ised against known systemic archetypes or postulated as 
hypotheses of new archetypes. This makes the integration 
of 'nonnal science' , action research and ethnographic 
resea~eh into a rewarding synthesis - a new research 
paradigm (Senge, 1993). Thus while 'normal' science 
places case studies in a linear process leading towards 
some knowable 'truth', an integrated approach leads to an 
iterative process which constantly redefines issues in a 
search for deeper levels of understanding as earlier insights 
are applied. 

Future research 

The project described here is the second one in a proposed 
three project sequence in which it is hoped that iterative 
processes both within and betwene projects will add to the 
depth of the insights gained. The first, and completed 
project, 'Reform at Work' is described here. The second 
project described here is at its mid point. The authors have 
a proposal currently under consideration entitled 'Learn­
ing and Enterprise in Teams and Networks.' The sequence 
moves from a consideration of workplace systems in the 
first, through to a focus on a skiJJs needs in refonned 
settings in the second, to a close focus on how work team 
mebmers function cognitively. 
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Notes 

1 The questionnaire is more accurately descnl>ed as an 
opinionnaire because it captmes the opinions of its 
respondents (pers. comm. Ward Weldon). 
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