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Abstract

Critical realism offers a robust philosophical framework for understanding
complex organizational phenomena. However, its abstract nature and lack of a
practical methodology have limited its application in empirical research. This
article introduces an innovative four-Phase, 15-step methodology grounded in
critical realist principles, such as stratified ontology, abductive and retroductive
reasoning, and causal mechanisms. The methodology begins with problem
identification and question formulation, followed by conceptual framework
development and research design selection. Data collection and analysis are
guided by abductive and retroductive reasoning, enabling researchers to
hypothesize about underlying mechanisms. Findings are contextualized within
historical, cultural, and institutional settings, and theoretical and empirical
pluralism ensures robust validation. Methodological reflexivity ensures
awareness of biases. This methodology provides a clear, practical pathway for
applying critical realism in organization and management studies, enabling
researchers to uncover mechanisms shaping organizational behavior and design
effective interventions.
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Introduction

Critical realism has gained traction as a philosophical framework for
understanding complex organizational and managerial phenomena. Unlike
positivism, which focuses on observable events, or interpretivism, which
emphasizes subjective meanings, critical realism seeks to uncover the underlying
structures, mechanisms, and causal forces that shape social reality. It
acknowledges an independent reality while recognizing that our understanding of
it is mediated by social and conceptual frameworks. Despite its potential, critical
realism has been criticized for its abstract philosophical foundations and the lack
of a clear, practical methodology for empirical research. This article addresses
this gap by proposing an innovative, four-Phase, 15-step methodology for
conducting critical realist research in organization and management studies.
Philosophical Foundations of Critical Realism

Critical realism is built on three key pillars:

1. Stratified Ontology: Reality is viewed as consisting of three layers—the
empirical (what we experience), the actual (what happens), and the real
(underlying mechanisms). For example, employee demotivation (empirical) may
be caused by rigid hierarchies (actual), which stem from deeper organizational
structures (real).

2. Mediated Epistemology: Knowledge is fallible and influenced by social and
conceptual frameworks. Critical realism rejects both the objectivity of positivism
and the subjectivity of interpretivism, advocating for a middle ground.

3. Causal Mechanisms: The focus is on uncovering the mechanisms that
generate observable phenomena. These mechanisms operate within specific
contexts and are often invisible but can be inferred through abductive and
retroductive reasoning.

Methodology: Four Phases and 15 Steps

The proposed methodology is structured into four main stages, each comprising
specific steps:

Phase 1: Conceptualization and Research Design

1. ldentify the Research Problem: Focus on a meaningful issue requiring causal
explanation, such as employee demotivation in a public organization.

2. Formulate Research Questions: Develop explanatory questions that explore
underlying mechanisms, e.g., "What mechanisms cause employee demotivation?"
3. Develop a Conceptual Framework: Use existing theories or create a new
framework to guide the study. For example, integrate theories of organizational
culture and leadership.

4. Select a Research Design: Choose a design that allows for in-depth
exploration, such as case studies or ethnography.

Phase 2: Data Collection and Analysis

5. Collect Data: Gather data from multiple sources, including interviews,
observations, and organizational documents.
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6. Analyze Data Using Abductive Reasoning: Move from observed events (e.g.,
high turnover rates) to hypothesize about underlying mechanisms (e.g., rigid
hierarchies).

7. ldentify Causal Mechanisms: Use retroductive reasoning to test hypotheses
and identify the most plausible mechanisms, such as poor communication
channels or lack of autonomy.

8. Contextualize Findings: Analyze how historical, cultural, and institutional
contexts influence the mechanisms.

Phase 3: Validation and Refinement

9. Validate Explanations: Use theoretical and empirical pluralism to test the
robustness of the identified mechanisms.

10.Refine the Conceptual Framework: Update the framework based on findings,
e.g., adding the role of informal networks in mitigating demotivation.

11.Draw Conclusions: Summarize the findings, emphasizing the interplay
between mechanisms and contextual factors.

12.Engage in Methodological Reflexivity: Reflect on the research process,
acknowledging biases and limitations.

Phase 4: Dissemination and Practical Impact

13.Contribute to Theory and Practice: Highlight the study’s theoretical
contributions, such as advancing mid-range theories, and provide practical
recommendations, e.g., redesigning organizational structures.

14.Address Limitations: Acknowledge the study’s constraints, such as its focus
on a single organization, and suggest areas for future research.

15.Disseminate Findings: Present the results in academic journals, conferences,
and practical guides for organizational leaders.

Practical Example: Employee Demotivation

To illustrate the methodology, consider a study on employee demotivation in a
public organization:

1. Problem Identification: High turnover rates and low productivity signal
employee demotivation.

2. Research Questions: "What mechanisms cause demotivation?" and "How do
organizational structures influence employee motivation?"

3. Conceptual Framework: Integrate theories of organizational culture and
leadership.

4. Research Design: Conduct a case study within the organization.

5. Data Collection: Collect data through interviews, observations, and
performance reports.

6. Abductive Reasoning: Hypothesize that rigid hierarchies and poor
communication are causing demotivation.

7. Retroductive Reasoning: Test these hypotheses and identify rigid hierarchies
and lack of autonomy as key mechanisms.
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8. Contextualization: Analyze how rapid organizational growth and cost-cutting
measures exacerbate these issues.

9. Validation: Compare findings with existing theories and data from other
organizations.

10.Refinement: Add the role of informal networks in mitigating demotivation to
the framework.

11.Conclusions: Conclude that demotivation results from rigid hierarchies, poor
communication, and a culture prioritizing short-term results.

12.Reflexivity: Reflect on the study’s limitations, such as its focus on a single
organization.

13.Theoretical and Practical Contributions: Advance theories on organizational
culture and suggest practical interventions, such as flattening hierarchies and
improving communication channels.

14.Limitations: Acknowledge the study’s narrow focus and recommend future
comparative studies.

15.Dissemination: Publish findings in academic journals and present them to
organizational leaders.

Conclusion

The four-stage, 15-step critical realist research methodology provides a
systematic and practical framework for applying critical realism in organization
and management studies. By emphasizing abductive and retroductive reasoning,
contextualization, and methodological reflexivity, this approach enhances the
rigor and relevance of critical realist research. It enables researchers to uncover
the underlying mechanisms shaping organizational behavior and design effective
interventions. This methodology bridges the gap between theory and practice,
offering valuable insights for both academics and practitioners. Through its
application, critical realism can continue to advance our understanding of
complex organizational phenomena and contribute to meaningful change in
management practices.
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