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This paper attempts to address the question of whether organiza-
tional explanations produced through idiographic studies can be re-
garded as externally valid. It is argued that explanatory idiographic
studies that are informed by a realist epistemology are, indeed, in a
position to make general claims about the world. For realists, gener-
ality is distinguished from recurrent regularities; instead, it is as-
cribed to the operation of causal tendencies (or powers). The latter act
in their normal way even when expected regularities do not occur.
This is possible because the realization of causal tendencies is con-
tingent upon specific circumstances, which may or may not favor the
generation of certain patterns of events. Idiographic research con-
ceptualizes the causal capability of structures, while at the same time
it sheds light on the contingent manner through which a set of pos-
tulated causal powers interact and gives rise to the flux of the phe-
nomena under study.

This article assesses the epistemological sta-
tus of idiographic research from a realist per-
spective, focusing especially on the case study
research design to study organizations. (The
terms idiographic studies, intensive research
and concrete research are interchangeable.
Case studies and historical and archival re-
search are considered to be the most represen-
tative of these research designs. The term quai-
itative research is avoided because this is not a
type of research design, but rather it is a type of
evidence [Yin, 1984].) The main question ad-
dressed here is: "To what extent can organiza-
tional knowledge, acquired through explana-
tory idiographic studies, be regarded as valid?"
An answer begins with an outline of the basic
principles of the realist paradigm, which is fol-
lowed by a review of the main parameters of
comparative organizational studies, emphasiz-
ing the core principles of the idiographic and

nomothetic types of research design. In the cen-
tral part of the article the epistemological status
of the idiographic approach within the realist
paradigm is discussed. Finally, a realist per-
spective of idiographic studies is shown to shed
light on organizational phenomena.

Idiographic studies, from a realist perspec-
tive, are very useful in producing valid explan-
atory knowledge, and idiographically gener-
ated knowledge is valid because generality is a
property of the necessary relations in real struc-
tures and not a feature of the empirical domain.
Furthermore, to a realist, social science is made
sound by paying attention to ontological, epis-
temological, and conceptual issues.

The Realist Paradigm
For realists, what is missing from the positiv-

ists' evaluation of knowledge claims is an ex-
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plicit backward link with ontological assump-
tions of what the world must be like if our knowl-
edge claims are true and a forward link with the
sociological arrangements of the social relation-
ships in which the scientific adequacy of knowl-
edge claims is ascertained (Bhaskar, 1978, 1979;
Morgan & Smircich, 1980).

If positivistic claims about the natural and so-
cial sciences were true, scientific activity would
not have been possible because most events in
the natural and the social world take place in
open systems, in which events do not invariably
follow a determined and recurrent pattern
(Bhaskar, 1978; Harre, 1989; Harre & Madden,
1975); instead, they are subject to diverse causal
variations. Precisely because of the open char-
acter of the world, scientists need to engage in
experiments in which the conditions for constant
conjunctions of events (i.e., closed systems)
need to be constructed so that causal laws can
be identified.

In experimental activity the scientists are not
the producers of the causal laws they identify,
but only the causal agents of patterns of events,
generated under conditions of closure, through
which they gain access to causal laws. Further-
more, for causal laws to be externally valid, they
must be ontologically distinct from patterns of
events. This, in turn, implies that the laws or
mechanisms that are identified by experimental
activity continue to operate in their normal way
in open systems, where no constant conjunction
of events is possible. As a consequence, identi-
fication of a causal law with a constant conjunc-
tion of events is inadequate and ought to be re-
jected: Event regularities are insufficient and
unnecessary conditions for the identification of a
causal law. Finally, the impossibility of con-
structing the conditions of closure in the social
sciences means that the latter are primarily ex-
planatory and not predictive. Explanation and
prediction are symmetrical only under condi-
tions of closure (Cummins, 1983; Manicas, 1987;
Manicas & Secord, 1983; Secord, 1986). A num-
ber of implications follow from this realist line of
reasoning.

1. Identifying a causal law and its indepen-
dence from patterns of events can be sustained
only if there are generative mechanisms or cau-
sal powers at work independent of the events
they generate. This raises the ontological ques-
tion about what the world must be like in order
for such a statement to be true. The only answer
can be that the world does not consist of atom-
istic events, but real, complex, intransitive
things. In other words, structures exist indepen-
dently of our knowledge of them. Such genera-
tive mechanisms reside in the objects of study
and constitute their necessary ways of acting.
The generative mechanisms endure, even
when they are not acting, and they act in their
normal way, even when the consequents of the
law-like statements they establish are not real-
ized, due to countervailing forces or the opera-
tion of other intervening mechanisms. A one-
to-one relationship between a causal law and
the pattern of events it prescribes obtains only
under conditions of closure (i.e., in experi-
ments).

The above may be illustrated by the following
example. The indeterminacy of labor potential
compels management to control, and at the
same time extract, the cooperation of their sub-
ordinates in order that the translation of labor
power to actual labor can be achieved (Bura-
woy, 1979; Thompson, 1983). Thus, control and
cooperation are two opposite generative mech-
anisms whose respective realization is depen-
dent on contingent circumstances facing orga-
nizations. Certain conditions may favor cooper-
ation at the expense of control, or vice versa,
and this will be reflected in the design of orga-
nizational systems (cf. Friedman, 1977). What-
ever the outcome may be, either a more coop-
erative or a more coercive organization design,
respectively, this does not mean that the oppo-
site generative mechanism (control or coopera-
tion, respectively) has been absent. It means,
rather, that there is a dominance of one mech-
anism over the other under that particular set of
contingencies.

2. Causal laws usually are out of phase with
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patterns of events and experiences. It is up to the
social scientist to construct the conditions of clo-
sure so that the real and actual domains can be
merged. Similarly, when events have not yet
been detected, and thus the transition from the
actual to the empirical domain has not yet been
made, scientific investigation is required to
identify and transform events into experiences
(Bhaskar, 1978). Schematically, the domains of
the real, the actual, and the empirical are dis-
tinct (Table 1), and the move from the real to the
actual and then to the empirical is a contingent
accomplishment (Cuthwaite, 1983, 1987).

Causal mechanisms may either be dormant
for a while or they may be counteracted by op-
posing mechanisms and lead to no events. For
instance, efficiency gains that may be expected
through the introduction of new technology
may, instead, be neutalized through managers'
excessive concern with control (Buchanan &
Boddy, 1983). In turn, generated events may not
be identified. For example, when researchers
analyze industrial accidents, they almost al-

Table 1
Ontological Assumptions of the Realist View
of Science

Real
Domain

Actual
Domain

Empirical
Domain

Mechanisms
Events
Experiences

(adapted from Bhaskar, 1978, p. 13)
Note; The real domain is the domain in which generative
mechanisms, existing independently of but capable of pro-
ducing patterns of events, reside. The actual domain is the
domain in which observed events or observed patterns of
events occur. The empirical domain is the domain of expe-
rienced events. Checkmarks (»̂ ) indicate the domain of re-
ality in which mechanisms, events, and experiences, re-
spectively reside, as well as the domains involved for such a
residence to be possible. Experiences presuppose the occur-
rence of events in the actual domain, independently of re-
searchers' taking notice of them. In turn, events presuppose
the existence of mechanisms in the real domain, which have
been responsible for the generation of events.

ways prove that certain signals of a forthcoming
industrial accident did exist; however, manag-
ers did not take proper notice of them (Mitroff,
1988; Shrivastava, Mitroff, Miller, & Miglani,
1988). It is precisely because of the contingent
nature of the link among the three domains of
reality that science, as a particular form of social
activity, is both necessary and possible.

From the realist viewpoint, causal explana-
tion is not about the deterministic or stochastic
association of patterns of events, nor about ex-
periences, but the ascription of causal powers to
objects. To ascribe a power or potentiality to an
object is to specify its necessary ways of acting
or, to put it differently, what it is capable of do-
ing in the appropriate set of circumstances
(Harre & Madden, 1975; Harre & Secord, 1972).
As an example, dynamite has the power to ex-
plode, birds have the power to fly, or people
have the power to work, to learn, to speak, and
so on. Whether a particular causal power is ex-
ercised, and whether it manifests itself in the
actual and/or empirical domain depends on the
ambient contingent conditions. This is why we
take care to create (or not to create) appropriate
conditions for the activation (or nonactivation) of
a causal power, and thus for the occurrence (or
avoidance) of a certain set of desirable (or un-
desirable) results. For instance, the right condi-
tions must be created for a bomb to explode or,
by contrast, to avoid breaking a fragile vase
while one moves to another home. In other
words, causal powers operate as tendencies
whose activation, as well as the effect(s) of their
activation, are not given but contingent.

Within the realist paradigm the world is not
only differentiated between the real, actual, and
empirical domains of reality, but is stratified as
well. That is to say that natural and social struc-
tures have emergent powers that are irreducible
to those of their constituent parts. For example,
the managerial causal powers of control and co-
operation cannot be explained by reducing
them to the powers of specific superiors, but by
the latter's incorporation into a wider structure of
relations of production.
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Emergent powers are created when some ob-
jects or individuals are internally related to each
other to form a structure (e.g., the relationship
between a superior and a subordinate). Objects
or individuals are internally linked when their
identity depends on their being in a relationship
with the rest of the components of the structure
(Sayer, 1984). A structure is a set of simulta-
neously constraining and enabling rules and re-
sources that are implemented in human interac-
tion. These rules shape interaction while at the
same time being reproduced in this very process
of interaction (Giddens, 1976, 1984; Manicas,
1980). A concrete example would be that the su-
perior-subordinate relationship is part of a struc-
ture which includes capital owners, labor
power, division of labor, and an industrial mode
of production. Production of objects and services
is made possible through that structure and at
the same time it is also constrained by the same
structure.

By contrast, when objects or individuals are
contingently related (e.g., people's transactions
with their banks) their powers are not modified.
Consequently, an explanation of the aggregate
pattern can be made by reducing it to its com-
ponents (e.g., the end-of-month current account
figure can be explained by referring to both the
withdrawals and deposits that were transacted
during the month).

Main Parameters of
Comparative Studies

In comparative research, different organiza-
tional units of analysis constitute the focal points
of inquiry. In addition, three other complemen-
tary factors come into consideration. The first
factor is the type of research design adopted,
namely, the extent to which either large sam-
ples or specific organizations have been the ob-
ject of research. The former case is of the survey-
type (i.e., extensive) research, whereas the lat-
ter case is either historical, experimental, or
case-study (i.e., intensive) research.

The second factor is the temporal dimension

along which the comparison has been under-
taken, that is, whether time has been treated as
constant (i.e., synchronic studies), as a variable
having real-time values (i.e., diachronic stud-
ies), or as a variable having past values (i.e.,
historical studies).

The third factor is the contextual levels that are
involved, namely, the extent to which (a) the
contingent characteristics (technology, market
segment, dependency on other organizations,
etc.), (b) the sectoral domains (areas in which
the organizations have been operating and ful-
filling societal needs), and (c) the national/
cultural features are taken into account in the
comparison (Burns, 1967; Child, 1981; Kohn,
1987). Depending on the purpose of the study,
some of the contextual levels can be kept con-
stant, while the variation in the remaining ones
is examined to assess its impact on the variation
between the organizational units of analysis.

Within the realist perspective the manner in
which contextual levels are conceived to bear
on the units of analysis is conceptualized as fol-
lows. First, contextual factors are internally
linked with the phenomenon under study and,
therefore, are expected to be generally valid in
the real domain. For example, the postulated
link between Japanese culture and the organi-
zation of work in Japanese firms is an internal
and, thus, a generally valid link. Consequently,
the work organization in Japan can be expected
to be shaped by Japanese values (Dore, 1973,
1987), although this is not to prejudge the form or
the extent to which this will happen. (There may
be other mechanisms at work in a specific Jap-
anese firm which run against this culture and,
thus, mitigate or even neutralize, the effects of
Japanese values.)

Alternatively, contextual factors are contin-
gencies whose impact on the phenomenon un-
der study is variable, and, thus, the impact must
be empirically established. For example, Berger
(1987), in his investigation of the relationships
between the components constituting "the eco-
nomic culture of capitalism," treats value sys-
tems as being contingently linked with the
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economic processes of capitalist development.
On the basis of empirical evidence from the de-
velopment of the Far East, he hypothesizes that,
unlike the internal links between certain compo-
nents of the economic culture of capitalism, the
relationship between capitalism and a certain
set of values, such as individual autonomy, is a
historically contingent one. The precise nature
of this contingent relationship can only be estab-
lished empirically in particular societies.

Traditionally, the bulk of comparative research
has been nomethetic, devoted to discovering
law-like relationships between organizational
characteristics, or between organizational and
environmental variables, through the investiga-
tion of large numbers of organizations (Hickson,
McMillan, Azumi, & Horvath, 1979; Mohr, 1982).
(See also Lammers, 1978, and Lammers and
Hickson, 1979, for a comprehensive survey of the
developments in the field.) Researchers who
have used nomothetic research design have not
emphasized the process of interplay between
contextual and organizational characteristics,
but rather they have dwelled on the discovery of
correlations.

By contrast, the idiographic approach has
been used to investigate the configurational pat-
terns constituted by (a) the parts of the phenom-
enon under study and (b) the way in which these
parts fit within the wider contexts (e.g., Crozier,
1964; Dore, 1973; Maurice, 1979; Maurice, Sorge,
& Warner, 1980; Mintzberg, 1973). As Child and
Tayeb (1982-1983, pp. 57-58) remarked, refer-
ring to cross-national research, "in the idio-
graphic approach, the relationships between
organizations and their contexts are assumed to
form configurations that are peculiar to defined
space and time—that is, while contingent eco-
nomic factors may be associated with organiza-
tional variables according to a particular config-
uration in, say, country A at a given point in
time, those factors and variables would be ex-
pected to constitute a different configuration in
country B at the same or some other point in
time." Idiographic studies are either exploratory
or explanatory in nature, and they usually have

utilized, though this may not be exclusively, the
case-studies form. Such case studies can be syn-
chronic, diachronic, or historical in character.

Those who conduct comparative idiographic
studies and are concerned with explanation pri-
marily are interested m mapping out the perti-
nent configurational patterns and trying to pro-
duce explanations for the similarities and the dif-
ferences. For realists, idiographic explanatory
studies shed light on the specific contingent con-
ditions under which the postulated generative
mechanisms combine and operate. Similarities
between the units of analysis are explained by
the generative mechanisms and the similar type
of contingencies that have been responsible for
the mechanisms' activation. Differences may be
due either to the operation of different genera-
tive mechanisms or to the dissimilar contingen-
cies within which the operation of a similar set of
mechanisms has taken place. A different set of
contingencies either "lines up" the postulated
mechanisms in a different way or brings into
operation a hitherto inactive set of countervail-
ing mechanisms, thus generating a different set
of phenomena. (This point will be illustrated m a
following section of this article when an exam-
ple of Burawoy and Lukacs's comparative case
study is discussed.)

Status oi Knowledge Claims
oi Idiographic Research

The epistemological status of the idiographic
approach, and more particularly of case stud-
ies, has caused contention among social science
researchers. Within a positivistically inclined so-
cial science, there have been two views regard-
ing the status of case studies.

According to the first view, case study re-
search design has low external validity (i.e.,
nongeneralizability of findings beyond the
case(s) researched). Therefore, two related con-
sequences follow. First, the case study method is
only suitable for the investigation of local cau-
sality, and, therefore, it is not legitimate for gen-
eral theoretical claims (Miles & Huberman, 1984;
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Mintzberg, 1979). Second, the case study meth-
od is merely the exploratory or pilot phase of a
research program, which is aimed at enhancing
the reseacher's understanding of the phenome-
non under study. This preliminary phase must
be followed by the subsequent nomothetic
phases en route to the establishment of empiri-
cal law-like correlations (Lammers & Hickson,
1979).

For the second view, the analogy can be
made that comparative case study research is
like experimental research design, where the
replication logic can be applied (Yin, 1984).
Thus, if the predicted results do occur in a num-
ber of carefully selected cases (i.e., literal appli-
cation), or if the contrary results are produced
but for predictable reasons (i.e., theoretical rep-
lication), then the case study method can play a
significant role, transcending the local bound-
aries of the cases researched. In this way, in
opposition to statistical generalization, which is
implied by the nomothetic research design, an-
alytical generalization is achieved (Yin, 1981,
1984). (See also Burawoy, 1985; Maurice, et al.,
1980; Miles & Huberman, 1984.)

For realists, the above views of the role of case
studies in social empirical research are limited
because they are based on the assumptions that
(a) the ultimate objects of knowledge are atom-
istic events, which constitute facts apprehended
by sense-experience, and (b) event conjunctions
are the raw materials for theory building. Con-
sequently, any empirical regularities are fused
with the causal laws underlying them. There-
fore, it is naturally concluded that since case
studies, by their very nature, cannot point at any
extensive regularities, they are, as far as ex-
planatory knowledge is concerned, epistemo-
logically inferior. By contrast, within the realist
paradigm, explanatory idiographic studies are
epistemologically valid because they are con-
cerned with the clarification of structures and
their associated generative mechanisms, which
have been contingently capable of producing
the observed phenomena.

If the realist assertions are accepted, it follows

that in idiographic organizational studies, con-
cern with what has been called detective work
(Mintzberg, 1979; Yin, 1981, 1984), as the me-
dium of producing explanations by merely es-
tablishng the pattern of similarities and differ-
ences between the units of analysis, is inade-
quate. Scientific knowledge is much more
demanding than "detective" knowledge; scien-
tists are not content with establishing patterns of
events between "crimes," but they want to know
what has produced such events. In other words,
they want to know what are the structures, the
generative mechanisms and the contingent fac-
tors responsible for the observed patterns. Sci-
entists, unlike detectives, aim at discovering
more and more strata of the natural and social
world; they do not merely concentrate on the
contingent appearances (Benson, 1977, 1983;
Clegg, 1983; Keat & Urry, 1982; Meyer & Rowan,
1977, 1978; Outhwaite, 1983; Whitley, 1984). In
contrast, detectives stick to the surface, and hav-
ing identified the constant conjunction of events
which seemingly points to the perpetrator, they
turn to other cases, never going beyond the do-
main of experiences to the domain of structures
and generative mechanisms that produced the
cases.

A good example of the limitations inherent in
such a detective approach is found in research
about the nature of managerial skills and work.
Despite concern with the study of management
and managers during the past 30 years, the de-
scription of what it takes to be a manager in a
business organization is rather obscure (Hales,
1986, 1988). Why? The main reason is that re-
search has been purely inductive in nature,
based on lay definitions of management and
managers (Whitley, 1988; Willmott, 1984).

In an attempt to get away with the prescriptive
universal functions of management postulated
by its founding fathers, management has been
largely conceived of as what managers do, at
the expense of what managers are capable of
doing. Consequently, managers have been de-
fined and studied not according to theoretically
derived criteria but according to corporate titles
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and company practices (e.g., Mintzberg, 1973,
1975). Such a long tradition in the study of man-
agement and managers has revealed a huge
diversity of, and temporal instability in, the com-
position of managerial work, so that the ques-
tion "who 'managers' are" (Hales, 1986, p. 107)
not only remains unanswered but presses again
to the forefront of management research.

Within a realist perspective, managers are
conceived as being endowed with causal pow-
ers (e.g., the drive toward efficiency, the need to
control and at the same time extract the cooper-
ation of subordinates) by virtue of their being a
part of a wider industrial structure. The way in
which these causal powers are realized is con-
tingent upon the managers' specific hierarchical
positions, the organizations involved, the indus-
tries involved, and the environments within
which these powers are exercised—hence, the
immense diversity and instability of their real-
ization (Tsoukas, 1988). Further conceptualiza-
tion by researchers should attempt to redescribe
management by postulating, in addition to cau-
sal powers, the rest of its constitutive strata,
moving successively outwards from the core of
the causal powers to the outer strata of mana-
gerial functions, managerial work, and mana-
gerial behavior, respectively.

Thus, from a realist point of view, theoretical
redescriptions increasingly capture new layers
of reality. Yes, detective work is needed, but af-
ter that point is finished, more demanding ques-
tions arise that cannot be dealt with adequately
unless the researcher has incorporated a strati-
fied conception of scientific knowledge.

What does realism have to offer idiographic
organizational research?

The significance that the realist perspective
can have regarding organizational phenomena
can be better grasped through an example.

Burawoy and Lukacs (1985), on the basis of
case studies of two machine shops from Amer-
ica and Hungary, respectively, have sought to
criticize eight stereotypes, all of which point to
the widely held assumption that firms in state

socialist societies are necessarily less efficient
than firms in advanced capitalist societies. The
authors first set up two models of capitalist and
socialist logic and delineated their implications
for a firm operating within each logic, respec-
tively. On the basis of their case study findings,
Burawoy and Lukacs remarked that, contrary to
all the stereotypes, the Hungarian firm pre-
sented higher technical efficiency across a num-
ber of issues than did the American one. Hence,
they have claimed that "technically efficient so-
cialist firms are as possible as technically ineffi-
cient capitalist firms" (Burawoy & Lukacs, 1985,
p. 725). The authors concluded their article by
demonstrating the inadequacy of present mod-
els to explain the cases, due to the failure to
distinguish between the enterprise and its com-
ponent firms. In capitalist societies, the multidi-
visional corporate structure, they argued, insu-
lates the divisions from market pressures,
whereas m socialist societies the corporation
seals off its divisions from the state, permitting
some operation of the market rules among its
internal units.

From a realist perspective the above study
could be reinterpreted as follows. Because cer-
tain capitalist firms are inefficient does not mean
that the drive toward efficiency is absent from
these firms, as the authors seem to imply, nor
does it invalidate the thesis that efficiency is in-
ternally related to the nature of capitalism
(Berger, 1987; Heilbroner, 1985). However, what
it does highlight is that efficiency as a generative
mechanism of capitalist logic depends (for its mi-
crorealization) upon a number of contingencies
that may, in turn, activate countervailing mech-
anisms, thus overriding or diminishing the gen-
erative capability of efficiency. In this case, the
causal power of the multidivisional organiza-
tional form tended to drive the capitalist firm to-
ward centralization and the insulation of the
constituent units from the market, and thus it ran
against efficiency. Such a process is not irre-
versible, however, because management, by
exercising their own causal powers, can set cer-
tain processes in motion (i.e., changes in orga-
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nizational structure) that could reduce the ac-
cumulating antiefficiency momentum. The same
type of reasoning, though in reverse, applies to
any sample of efficient state socialist firms.

The benefits from the above realist reinterpre-
tation of Burawoy and Lukacs's case study find-
ings are manifold. A realist perspective helps
management researchers to couple abstract
conceptual analysis of the issues at hand with
concrete research, in a significant, yet nonde-
terministic, manner. By defining the generative
mechanisms (causal powers) of, say, the capi-
talist logic and the kind of social structures that
help sustain and reproduce these mechanisms,
researchers do not postulate ironclad laws, but
tendencies, which may or may not manifest
themselves in the empirical domain.

According to such a realist conception, orga-
nizations are the loci in which causal powers
interact and produce indeterminate outcomes.
In this vein, paradoxical phenomena are not
mere exceptions m stochastic conjunctions of
events, or simple refutations of law-like gener-
alizations, but rather the contingent link of a set
of causal powers. Idiographic research sheds
light on the contingent forms that the interaction
of causal powers has taken in specific cases.

To summarize, an explanation of an organiza-
tional phenomenon will involve a gradual tran-
sition from actions, through reasons to rules and
finally to structures and causal powers (Sayer,
1984). The starting point is, of course, a set of
phenomena (i.e., actions) either distinct or part
of an established pattern of recurring regulari-
ties. During the process of explanation, the first
stage involves (a) resolving the actions them-
selves into their constitutive components and (b)
theoretically redescribing these components so
that their inner constitution is revealed (Bhaskar
1978).

The second stage involves asking for the ac-
tors' accounts as to why the actions under inves-
tigation have taken place. These reasons will, in
turn, invoke various rules in terms of which the
given reasons can be made intelligible (e.g.,
"We do not have job descriptions because we

want to promote flexibility on the shop floor.
Flexibility is vital in order to minimize labor costs
and in order to stay competitive.")

Finally, the explanation can be completed by
posing the following questions. "Why do these
specific rules exist? What are the structures and
the associated causal powers behind them,
which are responsible for such rules? How did
these causal powers come to be exercised dur-
ing that particular set of circumstances?" At this
stage, abstract analysis and conceptualization
are required. Abstract analysis should be cou-
pled with an account of the empirically re-
searched contingencies, within which a specific
link of causal powers has taken place. For in-
stance, work organization can be seen as the
product of the exercise of managerial causal
powers (e.g., efficiency, control, cooperation)
within a specific organizational-cum-environ-
mental context (Tsoukas, 1988). These causal
powers must be defined, and where they ema-
nate from must be shown. In other words, what
structure gives management its postulated cau-
sal powers? The precise manner in which these
causal powers interact, and thus the shape of
work organization they help to generate, will
depend on the prevailing contingencies. Empir-
ical research will reveal the patterns of interac-
tion between the postulated causal powers and
the ambient contingencies.

In conclusion, an idiographic organizational
study, conducted within a realist perspective,
moves concurrently on two tracks. On the first
track it is "up in the clouds," dealing with ab-
straction and theoretical conceptualization of
the issues at hand. By contrast, the second track
is "down to earth," looking for the differentia
specifico of the cases, namely investigating the
existing contingencies and their interaction with
the postulated mechanisms.

Conclusions

This article has tried to assess, from a realist
perspective, the epistemological status of idio-
graphic research in the comparative study of or-
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ganizations. Idiographic studies do have an
epistemologically valid position, and this stems
from the distinction between (a) causal laws and
empirical generalizations and (b) real struc-
tures, actual events, and experienced events.

Theoretically, explanatory idiographic studies
deal with necessity, namely with the workings of
real social structures and their causal capabili-
ties, irrespective of their individual manifesta-
tions in the domain of experience. Thus, causal
powers are externally valid, but their activation
is, and thus their effects are, contingently deter-
mined. Empirically, idiographic studies help
elucidate the specific, contingent manner in
which a certain mix of causal powers has been
formed and activated.

From the realist view, comparative idio-

graphic research, concerned with producing ex-
planatory knowledge, is not equivalent to detec-
tive work, namely merely establishing similari-
ties and differences between the units of
analysis; rather, it is simultaneously active at
two levels. First, such researchers seek to rede-
scribe their object of explanation in a theory-
important way, postulating the existence of mul-
tiple generative mechanisms that are potentially
responsible for the occurrence of the events un-
der study. These generative mechanisms are
examined via abstract research. Second, these
researchers look for the contingent ways in
which the postulated mechanisms are inter-
twined, which will generate the flow of experi-
enced events. And such a view is achieved only
by concrete empirical research.
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