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Abstract

The use of the case study method has gained mainstream acceptance in both entrepreneurship and
information systems research to develop conceptual and theoretical models that are novel, yet
grounded in the literature. In spite of many texts on the case study method and the growing acceptance and use of thereof, there are relatively few examples that discuss how to apply the case
study method. The purpose of this paper is to provide such an example by drawing upon the author’s research for her doctoral dissertation in the discipline of information systems and entrepreneurship research. First, the use of qualitative case studies as research method is motivated, then
the importance of the research paradigm is discussed and the interpretivist research paradigm justified followed by a detailed discussion of the research design. The paper concludes with a discussion of lessons learned and recommendations based on the author’s experience with using the
case study method. The practical yet theoretically founded approach of this paper may be useful
to doctoral students who are considering or using the case study method. Equally, supervisors and
others involved in research training may find this paper useful as an illustrative example of the
case study method for their students.
Keywords: case study method, qualitative methods, interpretive research paradigm, exploratory
research, theory building, semi-structured interviews, information systems, IS, entrepreneurship,
small and medium enterprises, SMEs.

Introduction

The case study method can be used as both a teaching method and a research strategy. As a teaching method it simulates real-life situations in the classroom for discussion and debate or for casebased assignments. As a research strategy case studies are used in a variety of contexts and disciplines, for example, in organizations in
marketing and information systems (IS);
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ations (Merriam, 2009; Pickard, 2013). The case study method is a popular research method that
is particularly appealing for applied disciplines since processes, problems, and/or programs can
be studied to engender understanding that can improve practice. Using a case study approach in
research has several strengths including the ability to use a variety of research methods (Davies,
2007), the ability to establish rapport with research subjects (Mouton, 2001), to obtain sufficiently
rich description that can be transferred to similar situations (Merriam, 2009) and, ultimately, indepth insight.
In spite of, or perhaps because of, the popularity and the multitude of publications on the case
study method this author struggled to translate the theory to practice in her doctoral research, an
experience that is not uncommon amongst doctoral students who want specific examples of “how
to do it” (Walsham, 2006, p. 321). This paper aims to provide a specific example for doctoral researchers that illustrates how to provide adequate philosophical grounding and theoretical justification for using case studies as research method by drawing upon the author’s doctoral dissertation reporting on an exploratory study of an emerging technology, business intelligence, to meet
information needs and support decision-making in small and medium enterprises in South Africa
(Ponelis, 2011). The next section provides a brief overview of the research project in order to
contextualize the discussion in the subsequent sections. Thereafter the importance and choice of a
research paradigm is discussed as well as the criteria used for assessing research. This section is
followed by the rationale for using the case study method within the chosen paradigm. Thereafter
the research design is explained and the paper concludes with lessons learned and recommendations with respect to the use of case studies as a research method.

The Project

It is vital for SMEs to take a strategic approach to their information needs if they wish to develop
and remain competitive (Sen & Taylor, 2007). Without accurate information SMEs will struggle
to make operational, tactical, and strategic decisions (Maguire, Koh, & Magrys, 2007). The ability to utilize information technology (IT) to inform decision-making is a key influence upon the
competitiveness of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) (Levy & Powell, 2005).
SMEs tend to spend their available resources on operational systems when it comes to IT. But
these systems, whilst necessary, are not sufficient. They are geared toward capturing data but not
producing information. Business intelligence (BI), an emerging technology for SMEs, can provide decision-makers, who in SMEs are predominantly the owner/managers, with interactive access to integrated, primarily internal data that enables them to make informed decisions on where
to apply their limited resources. Because BI requires operational systems to be in place to gather
data it is the logical next step in terms of IT investment. Despite increasing discussion in the press
and amongst BI practitioners, academic research with regard to BI in SMEs was sparse at the
time, particularly in South Africa.
Since the potential contribution of BI to SMEs can be assessed only by first understanding existing information needs and practices from the perspective of the key SME decision-maker, the
owner/manager(s), the purpose of this study was to explore and understand the use of information
and BI, if any, to support strategic, tactical, and operational decision-making in South African
SMEs.

The Research Method

Emerging technologies researchers usually have an exploratory and applied focus (Barnes, Buckland, & Brancheau, 1992). This focus increases the relevance of research results for stakeholders
but care must be taken not to pay too little attention to the research method and design. In the following sections the relevant research theory is interleaved with the application thereof to the re-
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search project described above (indicated by underlining). The scope of this paper excludes a detailed discussion of findings and implications but some are provided to serve as examples. For a
full discussion of the findings and implications of this research see Ponelis (2011).

Justification for Using Qualitative Case Studies

Qualitative research produces holistic understandings of rich, contextual, and generally unstructured, non-numeric data (Mason, 2002) by engaging in conversations with the research participants in a natural setting (Creswell, 2009). The defining feature of case study research is its focus
on ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (Myers, 2009) and for this reason is appropriate for descriptive and
exploratory studies (Mouton, 2001). A case study can focus on describing process(es), individual
or group behavior in its total setting, and/or the sequence of events in which the behavior occurs
(Stake, 2005).
The case method supports both theory building (Yin, 2009) and theory testing (Eisenhardt, 1989).
The case study method’s support for theory building is particularly useful in areas where existing
theoretical and conceptual frameworks are inadequate (Chetty, 1996). Usually no hypothesis is
formulated but “general ideas” or “expectations” can act as a guide to the empirical research
(Mouton, 2001, p. 150). The insights arising from case-based theory building research can be
used as hypotheses or propositions in further research. Case study research therefore plays an important role in advancing a field’s body of knowledge (Merriam, 2009).
Answering the following four questions (Benbasat, Goldstein, & Mead, 1987) can help to determine whether the case method is appropriate for a particular research situation:
1. Can the phenomenon of interest be studied outside its natural setting?
2. Must the study focus on contemporary events?
3. Is control or manipulation of subjects or events necessary [or possible]?
4. Does the phenomenon of interest enjoy an established theoretical base? (p. 372)
Although traditional hypo-deductive research has the widest applicability in IS research, a qualitative perspective provided by the use of, amongst others, case study research is also advanced
(Galliers, 1992; Myers, 1997). By its nature exploratory research in emerging technologies in
SMEs (1) cannot be studied outside of its natural setting, (2) focuses on contemporary events, (3)
the control or manipulation of subjects, in this instance the owner/managers, and events is not
possible, and (4) the theoretical knowledge on the phenomenon under investigation is limited and
not yet mature. The case study method was thus a suitable method for my study. Furthermore,
using case studies supports the relevance of my research since case studies are considered more
persuasive to SME owner/managers than theoretical discussions (Levy & Powell, 2005). Studies
without a qualitative component cannot be used as a basis to recommend actions to owner/managers nor to inform policy (Merriam, 2009; Rozyn, 2007), a contribution that research into
emerging technology use in SMEs often seeks to make.
The choice of research method reflects a particular epistemological stance and not just the “mere
application of a specific data-gathering technique” (Perren & Ram, 2004, p. 85). Qualitative research and case study research can be conducted within different research paradigms. The next
section justifies using an interpretivist research paradigm.

Justification for Working in the Interpretive Research Paradigm

Positioning a research project within a paradigmatic framework is a worthwhile task that will lead
researchers to “reflect upon the broader epistemological and philosophical consequences of their
perspective” (Perren & Ram, 2004, p. 95). Each research paradigm has certain assumptions,
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strategies, methods, and limitations, and the manner in which the quality of the resultant research
is evaluated differs. A researcher must therefore choose the paradigm within which they will be
working, understand the nature of their chosen paradigm, and document their paradigmatic choice
in their writing (De Vos, Strydom, Fouché & Delport, 2011, p. 41).
Interpretivism is based on a life-world ontology that argues all observation is both theory- and
value-laden and investigation of the social world is not, and cannot be, the pursuit of a detached
objective truth (Leitch, Hill, & Harrison, 2010). Epistemologically, the viewpoint of the interpretivist paradigm is that our knowledge of reality is a social construction by human actors (Burrell
& Morgan, 1979). The interpretive research paradigm is characterized by a need to understand the
world as it is from a subjective point of view and seeks an explanation within the frame of reference of the participant rather than the objective observer of the action. At an axiological level, the
interpretivist paradigm is more concerned with relevance than rigor.
The criteria used to evaluate the findings generated by research within the interpretive paradigm
differ from those applied within the positivist paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While the value
of the latter is judged by the degree to which results can be generalized to the wider population,
the value of the understanding that emerges from an interpretive study is determined by the degree to which it fits and works with the perspectives of participants (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In
positivist research the standards for judging research are reliability, validity, and generalizability.
Some qualitative researchers are comfortable using the same terminology as in quantitative research whereas others prefer to use alternative terminology to better reflect the different nature of
qualitative research. Dependability (reliability), credibility (validity), confirmability (objectivity),
and transferability (generalizability) are used to establish the trustworthiness of qualitative research (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).
Credibility refers to how well the researcher’s portrayal of participants matches the participant’s
perceptions (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). Dependability rests on the quality of the data collection
and analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and is shown by explaining that the research systematically
studied what it claimed to study (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Finally, transferability is about the
degree to which the study has made it possible for the reader to apply the findings in the situations investigated to such other similar situations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Lincoln & Guba,
1985). It is also important to systematically report all evidence in order for the reader to confirm
whether the findings flow from the data and experiences rather than from the bias and subjectivity
of the researcher. Finally, transferability is about the degree to which the study has made it possible for the reader to apply the findings in the situations investigated to such other similar situations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Paying attention to trustworthiness
criteria when planning, conducting, and documenting research is vital to convince readers and, in
particular, examiners that the research is of a high quality (Oates, 2006).
The emerging nature of research in small enterprises is best suited to an interpretive qualitative
approach that can yield a rich understanding of key issues by minimizing the distance between
the researcher and the key SME decision-maker, the owner/manager, in order to develop the practical and theoretical understanding and generate new and alternative theories and concepts (Bygrave, 1989). From the perspective of IS research the dominant positivist approach has adversely
affected the relevance of the resulting research (Lee, 1999). Researchers need to not only consider
the technical aspects but also the social aspects and their continuing interaction with respect to the
introduction and use of IS and IT in organizations (Lee, 2004), an approach to which interpretive
research is ideally suited. When the researcher is interested in “the immediate response to a new
innovation” such as an emerging technology it may require that researchers use subjective data
“since it is unlikely that objective data would have been collected at precisely the right times or
instances” (Smith, Gannon, & Sapienza, 1989, p. 46). This is not to devalue positivist research
but suggests that alternative approaches can supplement and strengthen SME research since quan538
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titative approaches cannot reveal the ‘whole story’ (Crotty, 1998). Further corroborating the chosen research approach for this project is the fact that other studies of emerging technology in
SMEs used a similar research approach (Fink & Disterer, 2006; Hill & Scott, 2004). These publications do not, however, extensively motivate or document the justification for selecting their
respective research designs and methods nor the research process.
Using qualitative interpretive case studies is thus justified for exploratory research. The following
section documents the research design incorporating discussion of the trustworthiness criteria
where applicable.

Research Design

A research design is the logic that links the research purpose and questions to the processes for
empirical data collection, data analysis, in order to make conclusions drawn from the data
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Rowley, 2002; Yin, 2009). The research design implies or relies on
the chosen research paradigm (Creswell, 2009). When using interpretive case studies for exploratory research key decisions for the researcher concern the role of prior theory, the unit(s) of analysis, the number and selection of cases, the techniques to be used for data collection, and the
method(s) by which collected data will be analyzed (Eisenhardt, 1989). The sum of these decisions results in the case study protocol that helps to ensure uniformity in research projects where
data is collected in multiple locations over an extended period of time (Maimbo & Pervan, 2005).
The following sections present the theoretical foundations for these key decisions together with
the application to the author’s research project.

Outlining the role of prior theory

Researchers attain theoretical sensitivity from a number of sources such as the literature and professional and personal experiences (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). For new qualitative researchers
working in areas where some understanding has already been achieved Miles and Huberman
(1994) stress the importance of “prestructured research” (p. 17). The researcher, however, should
try to purposefully limit taking any preconceptions arising from literature review into the field: no
specific theories or propositions should be developed prior to meeting with participants. But as
Eisenhardt (1989) concedes, it is impossible for researchers to start with a clean theoretical slate,
and it is “impossible to embark upon research without some idea of what one is looking for”
(Wolcott, 1994, p. 157). Exploratory case studies do not start with propositions developed from a
prior review of literature; rather the analytic strategy is to develop a descriptive framework for
organizing the case studies (Rowley, 2002) in order to direct the exploratory empirical study
(Hartley, 1994).
In my research project I explored the emerging literature on BI and the wider literature on SMEs
in order to generate the problem statement and purpose that would contribute to extant
knowledge, frame the research, and develop a descriptive framework. As a result of the lack of a
single widely accepted definition of BI, I first defined BI using qualitative content analysis of a
selection of definitions of BI by academics, practitioners, and software vendors, the result of
which I used as a descriptive framework to direct the empirical research (Ponelis & Britz, 2012).

Deciding on the unit of analysis

The unit of analysis is the basis of each case. The unit of analysis may be an individual such as a
person who has had an experience of interest to the study, an event such as a decision, a social
process, an implementation process, an organization or part thereof (Myers, 2009; Rowley, 2002).
As central decision-maker the owner/manager’s “strategic position serves as ‘focal’ point, around
which all business activities are centralized, including those of information search and assimilation” (Lybaert, 1998, p. 188). My research focused on a process in an organization, the use of
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information for decision-making in the SME, by the person involved, the owner/manager as the
predominant decision-maker. Therefore, the unit of analysis in my research project was a combination of the SME and the owner/manager with the emphasis on the owner/manager as the key
decision-maker and thus consumer of information for decision-making in the SME.

Selecting the cases

Eisenhardt (1989) states that the “random selection of cases is neither necessary, not even preferable” (p. 537) and relevance to the research questions rather than representativeness is the criterion the selection of cases (Carson, Gilmore, Perry, & Gronhaug, 2001). The underlying principle
in selecting appropriate cases is the preference for cases that are information-rich with respect to
the topics under investigation, and therefore using purposive sampling as well as snowball sampling is justified (Patton, 2002). With owner/managers as a unit of analysis, access to at least one
of the owner/managers was an important consideration in the selection of cases. Following the
advice of Hartley (1994) that contacts in industry, academia, and friendship can be helpful to establish a list from which cases can be selected, an approach also used by Chibelushi and Costello
(2009), potential cases were obtained using a snowball sampling strategy using:
•
•

personal networks and word-of-mouth referrals; and
businesses located in a science park associated with the university.

Deciding the number of cases

In interpretive research the number of participants is relatively small (Holloway, 1997). Yin
(2009) highly recommends that novice researchers begin “with a simple and straightforward case
study” (p. 162) because of the complexity of managing and analyzing the large volumes of data.
However, evidence from multiple cases is “often considered more compelling, and the overall
study is therefore regarded as being more robust” (Yin, 2009, p. 53) and provides a valid basis for
understanding (Levy & Powell, 2005). Although there is no ideal number of cases, there are several recommendations:
•
•
•

Eisenhardt (1989, p. 545) believes that between four and ten cases often works well.
Crabtree and Miller (1992) advocate a sample size of six to eight subjects for homogenous samples.
Curran and Blackburn (2001) indicate that case studies in small business research are often fewer than ten.

In my research project I planned to select between six and eight SMEs. Since not all the enterprises contacted for inclusion might have agreed to participate in the research or proved to be
suitable cases, thirteen SMEs were initially contacted. The initial request for participation was
sent by e-mail to owner/managers of the firms and included a brief overview of the purpose of the
research, the reason why their participation is important, and the involvement that would be required if they chose to participate. Four firms did not respond, of those that did two did not meet
the selection criteria.

Determining the data collection technique(s) and procedures

One of the strengths of the case study method is its flexibility and adaptability that allows single
or multiple methods of data collection to be used to investigate a research problem (Cavaye,
1996). A wide variety of data collection methods can be used including direct observation, participant observation, interviews, focus groups, documentary sources, archival records, and physical
artifacts (Mouton, 2001, Myers, 2009). Using multiple sources of data – and multiple participants

540

Ponelis

(Maimbo & Pervan, 2005) – is preferable in order to triangulate data (Yin, 2009) and to allow
significant insights to emerge (Myers, 1997).
Whilst interpretivist research often relies on total immersion in a setting this is not necessarily a
requirement. A primary source of data in both qualitative research (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, &
Lowe 1991; Myers & Newman, 2007) and in case studies (Yin, 2009, p. 106) is the interview.
Secondary data can be collected from various sources depending on the research focus, for example, annual reports and financial statements, public records, newspapers and social media (Maimbo & Pervan, 2005), organization charts, and minutes of meetings (Myers, 2009). It is important
to keep in mind that interviewing does not, however, automatically guarantee the collection of
rich data and production of meaningful insights (Schulze & Avital, 2011).
In my research project the objectives of data collection were to understand how the participant
became a SME owner together with the subsequent developmental history of the business, and to
obtain insight into the use of information and BI for decision-making by the owner/manager in
the SME. I opted for semi-structured interviews to keep the interviews focused and facilitate
cross-case analysis (Carson et al, 2001) but also to provide room to explore new and relevant issues that emerge during the interview. The interview guide was designed to capture the context,
content, and process with regard to the use of information and role of BI in decision-making in
the selected SMEs (included as an appendix in my dissertation). Background information on the
enterprises was gathered through sources in the public domain, for example, company websites
and the government’s companies register. Background information on owner/managers was also
gathered from the public domain using public profiles on professional networks (LinkedIn) and
media monitoring.

Collecting, analyzing and interpreting data

When analyzing data, the qualitative researcher attempts to make sense and interpret the phenomena in terms of the meaning the participants place on them (Creswell, 2009). A variety of qualitative data analysis methods such as content analysis, constant comparison and pattern matching
can be used. Whichever approach is chosen qualitative researchers should make the process involved in their collection and analysis of data as explicit as possible. Researchers employing
qualitative methods that fail to do so “do little to encourage theory development or progress current knowledge and understanding” (Shaw, 1999).
The qualitative interview data were analyzed using Cope’s (2005) four levels of analysis (Levels
1 through 4) with an additional level that considers the data collection and recording process itself
as the first level of analysis (Level 0) as is discussed explicitly below. (Note that data collection
and analysis is an iterative process and that the researcher iterates between the different levels of
analysis throughout the data collection process even though it is discussed consecutively.)
Level 0: Conducting interviews
The process of inductively analyzing data commences as soon as the researcher starts collecting
data, that is, during the interviews (Shaw, 1999). For this reason, whenever possible, the researcher(s) should conduct all interviews. Alvesson (2003), furthermore, encourages researchers
to consider the impact of the social setting in which the interview takes place (e.g., interviewer’s
background, experience, gender, age, and nationality), the physical setting, and the impact of language use on the interview, for example, use of terminology with which the interviewee is unfamiliar.
The face-to-face interviews were conducted over a four-week period. Each interview lasted about
one hour and was conducted face-to-face to establish rapport, build trust, and to identify any nonverbal cues that warranted further questioning. Five of the seven interviews were conducted in
Afrikaans, one of the official languages in South Africa, based on the preference of the interview541
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ees. All the interviewees were male. Interviews were conducted at the participants’ place of work,
normally a quiet office, except in two instances where participants with home offices requested
that interviews be conducted in coffee shops.
Prior to starting the interview most of the participants were interested to know why they had been
chosen to participate in the research. The first 5 to 10 minutes of the interview was spent discussing my background, the reasons for conducting the research, and what I hoped to achieve. This
discussion allowed me to explain the purpose of the study and to discuss informed consent including confidentiality, anonymity, voluntary participation, the option to withdraw at any point
and details on the university’s approval of my research (the cover letter and informed consent
form given to participants are included as appendices in my dissertation). At this point I also requested permission to record the conversation for transcription, that an account of the interview
will be provided to verify accuracy and that notes will be taken (notes were taken as back-up in
case of equipment failure where audio recordings were permitted).
Level 1: Transcribing and capturing of notes
Level 1 analysis comprises the reading of each transcript and set of notes several times with the
researcher making detailed notes to highlight potentially significant issues and experiences (Patton, 2002). This serves to familiarize the researcher with the data (Easterby-Smith et al, 1991) and
to begin the process of organizing and structuring the data and increases the researcher’s awareness of the patterns, themes, and categories in the data. I reviewed all my notes immediately after
each interview and in the case of interviews without audio recording added additional notes for
clarity and detail. I transcribed the interviews in the same order that they were conducted
(Peräkylä, 1997) as soon as I returned from fieldwork in South Africa to the USA using a denaturalistic transcription style where “idiosyncratic elements of speech (e.g., stutters, pauses, nonverbal, involuntary vocalizations) are removed” (Oliver, Serovich & Mason, 2005, pp. 1273-1274).
Level 2: Writing up case study narratives and within-case analysis
During Level 2 analysis the transcripts and notes are developed into coherent and manageable yet
rich write-ups for each case structured according to the descriptive framework in order to allow
subsequent cross-case analysis. Rich descriptions in the form of case narratives allow the reader
to judge the transferability of the interpretation and also the results, thereby also increasing dependability. Case studies can be presented chronologically, thematically, or both. In my research
project the case study narrative was both thematic and chronological because the narrative explains the use of data, systems, and information in relation to decision-making within the context
of the owner/mangers’ and the SMEs’ development over time. The following are the primary
headings that were established as the key focal points for case narratives based on the interview
guide:
1. Introduction and general background of the SME;
2. Owner/manager profile; and
3. Use of information and BI in the SME.
This resulting summary of the interview should be shared with participants for confirmation that
the narrative the researcher captured is consistent with what participants believe they had shared
during their interviews and to eliminate any misunderstandings on the part of the researcher. Such
confirmation also adds to the credibility of the research (Creswell, 2009). I shared the case narratives with the participants and asked that if there were any inaccuracies, misunderstanding, or
content they were unhappy with for any reason that they please let me within two weeks after
which I would assume that they were in agreement with the write-up of our interview.
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Level 3: Determining findings through cross-case analysis
The third level of analysis is concerned with cross-case comparisons to seek out what is common
and what is particular in the cases (Stake, 2005). This level of analysis can result in a unified description across cases, categories, themes, or typologies that conceptualize the data across all the
cases, or in building a substantive theory that offers an integrated framework covering multiple
cases (Merriam, 2009).
A frequently used method of cross-case analysis is qualitative content analysis. Qualitative content analysis involves identifying coherent and important themes and patterns in the data: the researcher looks for “quotations or observations that go together, that are examples of the same underlying idea, issue, or concept” (Patton, 1987, p. 149). The themes and categories are constructed through coding, and researchers can choose from a variety of approaches. Two main approaches are an emergent approach, which is the more conventional grounded theory approach, or
an a priori directed approach. In emergent coding no prior themes are established and themes
emerge through repetitive scrutiny and comparison of the data. With a priori coding themes are
established prior to the analysis based upon literature and the themes are then applied to the collected data. The outcome of this level of analysis is the findings based on the collected data.
An a priori approach was used with themes established prior to the analysis based upon descriptors in my descriptive framework of BI. Key findings from the cross-case analysis were, not
surprisingly, that information derived from internally and externally sourced data plays an important role for owner/managers in managing their enterprises. Almost all would like to see improved access to existing data sources and/or access to additional data sources. Assistance from
external parties that they already have relationships with and trust is sometimes required to assist
with data analysis but owner/managers would prefer to do this independently and on a more regular basis. These trusted parties are predominantly accounting and tax professionals and personal
bankers. IT is seen as a means to achieve business objectives and not an end in itself. Inexpensive, flexible solutions that are easy to implement and use are preferred, predominantly open
source web-based applications. However, owner/managers feel that they do not have sufficient
time to explore available solutions and, once decided upon, have limited in-house IT skills to implement the preferred solutions.
Level 4: Interpreting and enfolding findings in literature
In order to develop a deeper understanding of the data collected Level 3 analysis involves the
“clustering” together of findings (Hycner, 1985) without the use of any relevant theoretical literature. In Level 4 the findings are discussed in the context of extant literature, a process that Eisenhardt (1989) calls enfolding literature, and the outcome of this level of analysis is the interpretation of the findings.
Comparing the findings from Level 3 to what has been reported in the extant literature several
issues reported in the literature were confirmed to also apply to the selected South African SMEs.
For example, the finding on trusted third parties confirmed the SME Survey (2008) that found
business owners look to their accountants (72%) or financial institutions (59%) for business expertise with comparatively few who make use of business consultants (33%) and mentoring or
coaching (9%). However, findings also contradicted some issues reported in literature. For example, in contrast to earlier studies (Cragg & King, 1993; Fink, 1998) this study revealed a preference amongst SMEs of all sizes for the more recently available, open source web-based applications over in-house packaged software.

Concluding and writing up of the case study report

The most common method of writing up case studies is to use a convincing story (Yin, 2009) that
relies on rich pictures created by the descriptive narrative. The final write-up or case report may
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have a greater proportion of description than other forms of qualitative research in order to convey a holistic understanding of the case (Merriam, 2009) but the ultimately the extent of description, analysis, or summary material included is up to the researcher. According to Stake (2005)
the case study researcher must decide:
1. How much to make the report a story;
2. How much to compare with other cases;
3. How much to formalize generalizations or leave such generalizing to readers;
4. How much description of the researcher to include in the report; and
5. Whether or not and how much to protect anonymity (p. 460).
The decisions made in answer to the above questions will differ for each study depending on the
nature of the research question. It is important to keep in mind that findings are considered dependable if, among others, the researcher’s subjective role is outlined and the researcher explained the data collection and recording process in detail (Gorman & Clayton, 2005). Walsham
(1993) contends that the validity of extrapolation from cases depends on “the plausibility and cogency of the logical reasoning used in describing the results from the cases, and in drawing conclusions from them” (p. 15). Qualitative research can conclude with either recommendations or
implications. Although recommendations are far more direct, the limitations of qualitative interpretive research with regard to generalizability make recommendations hazardous, and it is therefore preferable to present the implications of the research results (Wolcott, 1990).
In my dissertation I opted to present the case narratives from the Level 1 of analysis as stories,
compared cases in as much detail as possible in Level 2 of analysis, formalized my cross-case
analysis findings in Level 3 of analysis, compared findings to extant literature in Level 4 of analysis, included a description of myself (background, interview experience, prior knowledge) and
protected anonymity by, amongst others, assigning letter numbers to cases, changing names and
omitting identifying details to the fullest extent possible without sacrificing a rich description.
I opted to present implications of the findings for SME owner/managers and public and government support agencies, business advisers, BI vendors and practitioners and other stakeholders
rather than recommendations. Apart from directly contacting owner/managers, trusted third parties can serve as a secondary channel through which potential BI solutions and service providers
can be communicated to owner/managers. Owner/managers also need to assess whether time
spent waiting for external parties to gather, integrate, and manipulate data for decision-making is
worthwhile versus the time and money spent on assessing, adopting, and using suitable IT solutions to meet their information needs themselves.

Lessons Learned and Recommendations

Because of its wide applicability and strengths the case study method is a popular research method but it must be selected with caution. As Myers (2009) states, it is “a serious mistake to think
that case study research is an easy or a soft option” (p. 82).
Myers (2009) warns that it can be difficult to gain access to the target population, and this was
also my experience. As Hill and Wright (2000) rightly state, access to suitable enterprises can be
difficult and beset with all sorts of problems. Research into the impact of technology on SMEs is
often limited by the difficulties involved in persuading the right enterprises to participate in the
study (Jeffcoate, Chappell & Feindt, 2002), who are expected to give up their valuable time without understanding the value that the research has to them (Myers, 2009). Do not underestimate
the difficulty of finding enough suitable and willing cases to study. Personal networks were vital
to identify suitable SMEs and obtain commitment to participate in my study. If you – or your su544
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pervisor(s) – do not have personal networks that can be leveraged to facilitate access it may be a
greater challenge and more time-consuming than you initially expected.
Given that personal networks were used to identify cases, two of the seven owner/managers knew
me personally. These participants in particular may have had difficulty adjusting to me in the role
of interviewer, and their responses may have been influenced or affected as a result, on top of the
to be expected participant reactivity. But as Myers and Newman (2007) state, “the more comfortable interviewees are, and the more they are prepared to open up and talk, the better the disclosure is likely to be” (p. 15). Given that the adoption and use of emerging technologies can have
strategic importance and impact competitive advantage, owner/managers may understandably be
reluctant to share such confidential information with a stranger. Trust is important to promote
truthful sharing, and therefore I assumed that any influence of prior relationships had a greater
positive rather than negative effect on the quality of data gathered in these instances. What I initially considered to be a limitation turned out to have a beneficial effect.
The flexibility of semi-structured interviews proved to be valuable, not just to provide the possibility to explore issues that emerged during the interviews but also to adjust the questions to the
participants’ level of knowledge of the issue. Interviewees may lack the correct terms for concepts they are using but this does not imply a lack of understanding or application of the concepts.
Although all the respondents were asked about the same themes, I was able to adapt the formulation of the probe questions, including the terminology, to fit the background and educational level
of the participants and thus adjust the questions according to the language the participants used.
This served to improve the quality of the data gathered and enhanced the dependability and credibility of the study. Furthermore, the semi-structured approach also promoted the conversational
nature of the interview and rapport with the interviewer.
The data collection process is critically dependent upon the competence of the researcher, which
implies that the interviewer needs to be able to ask well-structured and relevant questions, be able
to listen and interpret the answers (Rowley, 2002), and find a balance between passivity and overdirection (Walsham, 1995). Experience in interviewing improves the quality of the data collected
and consequently, the results of the research. If you are an inexperienced interviewer consider
role-playing with a more experienced mentor prior to interviewing participants. It must be noted,
as Walsham (1995) remarks, that good interviewing technique is necessary but not sufficient for
“good interviewing,” which requires “good social skills and personal sensitivity on the part of the
researcher, and these are less easily acquired than matters of technique” (p. 78).
In spite of your best efforts during case selection, cases may still not meet your criteria. After
conducting the interview I had to omit one of the cases from further levels of analysis because the
owner/manager did not share sufficient information. Identify and obtain commitment from more
cases than you minimally need to avoid scrambling to find sufficient cases at the last minute, particularly if your data collection involves traveling to a different geographic location that cannot be
revisited without considerable expense.
During case study research large volumes of data are collected from multiple sources. One of the
challenges, particularly in a multi-case study is the management of the collected data. The researcher must find ways to manage the data without being overwhelmed. It is important to store
collected data comprehensively and systematically so that it can be analyzed and referenced
(Pickard, 2013). It is vitally important to structure data as early as possible, ideally as soon as data
collection commences. Software packages such as NVivo can assist with data management as well
as analysis but the software cannot discover themes, it remains the responsibility of the researcher. I elected not to use software to support my analysis since it can be time consuming to master
and use. Given the effort to link data to themes there is also a risk of getting ‘locked in’ to themes
as a result (Walsham, 2006, p. 325). I used word processing and spreadsheet packages to support
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my analysis and organized my case ‘database’ by means of files in folders. My approach worked
well for the volume of data that I gathered and analyzed but if you do have access and time it is
an ideal opportunity to learn how to use such software, particularly if you plan on using large
volumes of data.
Overall, gaining access, collecting and analyzing data, and, finally, writing up was a much more
time-consuming process than I expected, as Mouton (2001) rightly warns. Be sure to build in
buffers in your plan.
Apart from the valuable networking and exposure to presenting research results at conferences,
subjecting the research process and results to peer review at academic conferences functions as a
form of peer debriefing after the data analysis and interpretations have been made (Given, 2008).
This is particularly useful for qualitative research. I presented initial results at a regional conference (Ponelis & Britz, 2011a) and final results at a workshop at a national conference (Ponelis &
Britz, 2011b). It was highly beneficial to receive feedback from reviewers and audience members
to improve the overall quality of the research.
Readers and, in particular, examiners will rely on the method chapter to understand how you arrived at your conclusions and determine the trustworthiness (or validity for positivist research) of
the evidence upon which you base your discussion, interpretation, conclusion, and recommendations/implications. As Hofstee (2006) states, “The first place to look for weaknesses in a work is
in the method chapter” (p. 110). Therefore, it is critical to choose an appropriate method to answer your research questions or achieve the stated purpose, to fully describe and justify the choice
in the dissertation’s methods chapter, and to fully describe and validate the data collection method and process (Hofstee, 2006). As you review the literature be sure to pay attention not just to
the research questions and the results but also the method used to arrive at the results. It will be
very useful if you cite other studies with similar research questions or problems to yours that used
a similar approach as motivation for your chosen approach. Reviewing the research approaches as
part of your literature review saves you time in the long run. Note that you should also review and
reference literature specifically on methodology. (Alternatively, if you see that all or most research reported in the literature uses a similar research approach this can be an opportunity for
you to investigate the problem using a different research approach and make a methodological
contribution to the field.) I opted to work within the interpretive paradigm rather than the dominant positivist paradigm in IS. It was not, however, a novel contribution; prior SME research had
already been conducted within this paradigm and I cited these studies to justify my research approach.
Finally, published research, methodology texts, and dissertations create the impression that research is a linear process but this is not what happens in practice. As Ulibarri, Cravens, Cornelius,
Royalty, and Nabergoj (2014) state, “Scholarly research happens in a messy, nonlinear process.”
Do not be discouraged if your research takes unexpected twists and turns.

Conclusion

The use of the case research method has gained mainstream acceptance as a research method that
can be used to develop propositions, conceptual models, and theory that are novel, yet grounded
in the literature in many fields including entrepreneurship and information systems. Using interpretive qualitative case studies enabled the researcher to build descriptions of the context within
which case-enterprises used an emerging technology and provided the flexibility to uncover and
explore issues that emerged as interesting and potentially relevant to the research problem during
data collection. In the doctoral research study considerable amount of time was devoted to the
method because it is the foundation for trustworthy research, particularly in the case of qualitative
research. The example presented in this paper is itself a single case study of the methodological
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decisions for a doctoral research project. By presenting as much relevant detail in as succinct a
manner as possible the hope is that there is sufficient transferability for current and future doctoral students to benefit from this example in their research endeavors.
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