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Abstract
This methods case study examines the research process for a multiple case study project into people’s experiences of working life at workers’ co-operatives in the UK, using semi-structured interviews as the data collection process. The case study explains the rationale behind the qualitative approach, including reflections on an aborted quantitative survey approach, and justifies the multiple-case study design. It explains the blend of purposive and opportunistic sampling used in the study and reflects on the limitations of these sampling strategies. The unique ethical considerations of organisational research are considered in depth, including the role of anonymity and confidentiality and the relation of this to the success of interviews. The semi-structured interview approach used is explained in relation to the understanding of individual experiences of working life. Finally, the case study reflects on the challenges of entering new environments to carry out these interviews and the lessons to be learned for future organizational research.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this case study, students should be able to…

1. Discuss how research questions influence research design

2. Evaluate the ethical considerations inherent in organisational or workplace research

3. Recognise and evaluate the strengths and limitations of multiple case study designs

4. Formulate a sampling strategy for locating a) organisations to act as case studies and b) individuals within those organisations to act as participants

5. Identify factors which could help or hinder effective research interviews

Project Overview and Context

The Research Question

My research was about how much control people have over their working life – how people can control the type of work they do, how and when they do it, and how they can ensure a stable and secure income whilst exercising control and autonomy over their time. My doctoral supervisor, Louise Haagh, had developed the “developmental freedom” approach (Haagh, 2007; 2011a; 2011b; 2012) which contained three frames for understanding control over working life – the static, dynamic and constant (Haagh, 2011b; 2012). Static control represents control over work in the short-term, such as control over how time is spent during a workday. Dynamic control is longer term and represents the ability of the individual to plan and take strategic action to achieve longer-term goals. Constant control refers to a long-term stability and sense of security. I was interested in how developmental freedom might be manifest in workers’ co-operatives, and whether co-operative work could deliver this form of freedom.

Workers’ co-operatives are in many ways like any small business – they trade and generate a surplus which is kept by the owners of the firm. The difference is that in a workers’ co-operative, the firm is owned in its entirety by the workforce, and every member of the workforce collectively owns the firm. Not all co-operatives fit this ideal type (for example some employ seasonal wage-labour), and forms of ownership differ (such as collective ownership versus equal shareholdings for members). Co-operatives tend to be run democratically and non-hierarchically - there is no “boss” because nobody is the sole business owner. This means that working at a co-operative could be quite different to working at a conventional firm. Since the idea of “control” forms a major aspect of the developmental freedom perspective outlined above, the idea of a firm controlled by its workers, and which inverts the capitalist relationship between labour and capital, made for an interesting and original application of this approach to freedom in working life. 

The research question was twofold – does democratic worker ownership of the firm translate into control for individuals over their own working life; and can co-operatives offer a stable and secure form of work whilst also providing a high level of control? 

Research Methods in Context

I felt that my research questions were best suited to qualitative inquiry. Terms like “control” are subjective and hard to quantify. Some literature (Clarke, 1984) suggested a trade-off between the level of workers’ control over a firm and its profitability, but I had no reason to believe that members of co-operatives would recognise this trade-off in their decision making, and that there might be ways thinking about how firms can operate and how they relate to their workforce that, as an outsider, I might not recognise. Whilst at one point a survey approach was attempted as a means of collecting a large dataset quickly, the failure of this demonstrated the need for a qualitative approach using interviews. At this point, much of what I had learnt covering research methods, “thick” description, “rich” data and so on, came into focus and I was able to construct a much more coherent approach to the research methods. I found that when using the research methods literature, it was necessary to go beyond my own discipline and use research techniques described in, for example, sociology or social work literature.

This work made up the empirical section of my PhD thesis (Jervis, 2016). This meant certain practical considerations had to be considered – data collection had to be quick, contained and cheap. Research support granted by my institution covered travel and accommodation but would not have extended to the costs of multiple visits required for participant observation techniques or other sustained interaction with participants. Besides this, at the time I was an inexperienced researcher and whilst I had studied research methods I had never conducted fieldwork myself. These practical considerations steered me towards a tried-and-tested case study approach based on previous studies in the co-operative literature.

Research Design

Case Study Designs

I used a multiple case study design (Stake, 2008) in which four cases represent “different kinds of example” (Platt, 2007, p. 114). It was useful to look at several different cases and try to locate commonalities and divergences between cases to add robustness to the findings of each individual case and explain these through theory (Yin, 2009, p. 61; Baxter & Jack, 2008, pp. 548-549; George & Bennett, 2005, p. 18). Case study approaches are regularly used in organizational research, including research into co-operatives as described by Strauss (2006, p. 796). Multiple case study approaches have been used in the five-case work of Rothschild and Whitt (1986) and more recent four-case work by Atenzi and Ghigliani (2007). Many more than four cases would have generated too much data to effectively analyse, whilst less than four may not have represented enough divergences and intersections between cases. The fifth case, which was not used would have provided some extra insight as it was a relatively old, but small, co-operative which would have stood in contrast to larger, older co-operatives and smaller, newer co-operatives.

There were some limitations inherent in this case study approach. By spreading limited research resources across multiple cases, the opportunity to use more in-depth methods was lost. Ideally, case study research should include “precise description or reconstruction of a case” (Flick, 2006, p. 141) which would probably include multiple data collection methods (Cresswell, 2007, p. 73; as cited in Liamputtong, 2009, p. 191). However, such collection methods might also place excessive time pressures on participants, so might not have been possible even if research resources were concentrated on a single case, and the range of interviews still provided a rich source of data. There is also a selection bias in that each case study was, by definition, actively trading and successful. This means any conclusions about why co-operatives fail needs to be qualified with regards to the lack of data on failed co-operatives. However, the trajectory and detailed accounts of the history of the cases show that at times some came close to failure and their continued existence demonstrates the viability of the co-operative model (Whyman, 2012, p. 846).

Choosing a Data Collection Method

Initially, I considered a mixed-methods survey as a way of gathering my data which would contain lots of questions about the working life of individuals such as their income, their living situation, and their sense of control over working life at the co-operative. Survey approaches have been used before when researching co-operatives (e.g. Welford, 1990 using 78 co-operatives) but are relatively unusual. For my research, the survey approach had three problems. Firstly, to get a survey detailed enough to access the information I wanted and operationalise the complex concept of “developmental freedom”, the questionnaire would have to be very long and tedious. I would also have needed an unfeasibly high number of respondents for a rigorous analysis. Secondly, these questions were quite intrusive and without the face-to-face interview technique, I doubt that participant would have trusted me enough to disclose this information. I sent the survey to a potential case study (prior to the case selections discussed below) and it was rejected for these two reasons. Thirdly, the very concept of experience of work, I reflected later, was a qualitative, interpretative one – I did not know what types of categories to include in my survey without visiting co-operatives and talking to members. Individual, semi-structured interviews struck me as the obvious way to use this insight. Semi-structured interviews consist of “a small number of interviews in which the interviewer uses a combination of structured questions (to obtain factual information) and unstructured questions (to probe deeper into people’s experiences)” (Halperin & Heath, 2017, p. 298)
Interviews are often used as part of the data collection process in studies of co-operative firms, usually at a specific case study. Carter (1990) chose one case study to examine the effects of a change in ownership structures, and other theorists have carried out interviews at co-operatives in crisis (Bate & Carter, 1986; Tynan & Thomas, 1984). Other work in the field (Cornwell, 2012; Gupta, 2014; Macfarlane, 1987) also used interviews at a single case. Whilst innovative methods can have their advantages, and it is always worth evaluating the methods of previous studies, for this research there was no need to start from scratch when formulating a data collection technique – my participants would most likely be knowledgeable enough about their workplace to evaluate it, and the approach would allow me to access information about their personal, subjective experience of work.

Triangulation and Analysis

Triangulation refers to the process of carrying out research in multiple ways to add credibility to the findings (Halperin & Heath, 2017, p. 308). One way to achieve this is to research the same question using multiple data collection methods (Erzberger & Prein, 1997; Halperin & Heath, 2017, p. 308), although this was not pursued in this study, so the approach taken in was closer to a form of data triangulation (Denzin, 1970, p. 301) in which multiple interviews which seem to share the same viewpoint, or tell a story in the same way, reinforce the strength of the finding. Sands and Roer-Strier (2006, pp. 242-243) describe how comparing interviews and locating similarities and differences can be used to construct a fuller picture of the phenomenon being researched. As well as looking for agreement between interviews, taking multiple interviews from members of the same organisation also allows for different perspectives and opinions on phenomena to be uncovered. The varying accounts of the same phenomena may be instructive as they demonstrate how different members will experience working life in different ways and will see specific elements, such as hierarchy in the firm, in different ways. Marginalised or unpopular opinions might be revealed which can be contrasted with other understandings (Buchanan, 2012, p. 364). Therefore, where multiple interviews revealed similar perspectives, a credible narrative emerged about co-operative life; where they were dissonant, there was a need for further investigation and theorisation as to the reasons why. In this research, the agreement between participants within each co-operative was very strong, and similar lessons were learned from each case once the context of each case was considered. 

 At this point, there is an inevitable clash with ethical considerations of anonymity. To investigate dissonant findings in depth, it may have been necessary to reveal more of what the same participant had said, or details of their identity such as their age or gender, which could have breached anonymity. This is a concern since dissonant findings might be those views which are unpopular or marginalised. In this research, there were very few dissonant findings, and so this was not a major issue. An approach was used which “[combined] various parts of different participant’s responses to make a composite picture” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; as cited in Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005, p. 42) which meant that similar or complementary accounts of working life could be blended together. It was important when constructing this composite account that marginalised perspectives are not ignored altogether. Where dissonant perspectives were uncovered, I preferred to present both sides and to highlight the limitations of the study where there was ambiguity. To give an example from the research, at one co-operative, there were disagreements about the existence of an informal hierarchy which exercised too much power over the firm. I chose to report the different interpretations of this and discuss the explanations and implications offered by participants.

I used a form of thematic analysis. Analytical categories were constructed based on theory, which informed the choice of questions, but also through the interview process, which informed follow-up questions. Categories such as “democracy” or “hierarchy” were created and different participant’s contributions in these areas were noted using a large table to aid analysis. This was carried out for each case study, with each case written up separately before an analysis was written which took all the findings from each case into account and group the categories used in the transcription into the theoretical categories (control over work, control over time, security and stability) used in the study.

Research Practicalities

Selecting Cases

Having settled on a case study approach, I started to approach worker co-operatives via email. The sector-wide organisation Co-operatives UK keeps a searchable directory of co-operatives of all kinds which was a useful starting point. I searched this for terms that would indicate suitable co-operatives and emailed as many as possible. Most emails got no response, some a polite refusal and sometimes I found that the co-operative was not appropriate for the study. I also learned about some co-operatives via word of mouth and contacts met at conferences. I had five case studies at one point, and visited all five, but was unable to schedule more than one interview at the fifth as many members had recently retired, so it was removed from the study. I stopped looking for cases when I believed I had a useful mix of age and size of firms that represented a cross-section of the UK’s co-operative sector. Engagement with theory had suggested that these would be significant factors in determining the nature of work at the co-operative. This is a form of purposive or theoretical sampling (Silverman, 2000, pp. 104-106) where cases are chosen based on theoretical understandings about their suitability (see Table 1).

	
	Membership
	Age 
	Sector Health

	Wholefoods A
	15-20
	~25 years
	Strong, growing

	Printing Co-op
	10-15
	30+ years
	Declining

	Bakery Co-op
	5
	2-3
	Small specialised sector

	Wholefoods B
	80+
	20+ years
	Strong, growing


Table 1: Attributes of case study co-operatives (Jervis, 2016, p. 110).

Sampling Participants

At each co-operative I visited, I had a contact who I kept in touch with throughout and met when I visited. They organised interviews for me and acted as a gatekeeper for the members of the co-operative. This was useful – it meant I did not have to approach members individually, and instead a trusted colleague would be recruiting them into the process. I had no information about the members so trusted my contact to identify people who were instrumental in setting up the co-operative, had been there a long time, or knew a lot about the inner workings through their role. Based on the biographical information I collected in the interview, this still represented a diverse mix of members in terms of how long they had worked at the co-operative, their experiences beforehand, their reason for joining, and their role. A weakness of this approach is that I did not know if dissenting or unpopular members were not asked to participate, and it made it difficult to interview a cross-section of members in terms of age or gender. There may have been viewpoints which went unheard, or that there was the appearance of consensus on an issue which was not representative of the actual prevalence of a particular perspective.

Ethical Considerations

The study had two major ethical issues, alongside the usual considerations that apply to all empirical studies involving active participants. The first related to the co-operatives themselves. I did not want to reveal any weaknesses, strategies or other sensitive information about the co-operatives in my writing which might undermine their position in their respective markets. Given the nature of the marketplace co-operatives operate in, this could also include their ethical perspectives on the goods they produced or sold. Secondly, I was asking workers at a firm to give an honest evaluation of how they felt about their firm and their colleagues. It was important that participants felt confident that they could discuss negatives as well as positives and not feel that they might be victimised in future for what they had said to me. The research was approved by the relevant ethics committee at my institution.

The most obvious solution to this problem was anonymity for both the firm and the participant. For the firms, this was as simple as rebranding them as, for example “Wholefoods A” or “The Printing Co-op”. This is not a perfect system (Flick, 2006, p. 50), as there are not that many co-operatives in the UK, and fewer still that would resemble those described in the research. I also avoided writing any unnecessary detail about the co-operatives. However, their age, sector and size were relevant to the research so were discussed. For participants, similar problems emerged. There was no secrecy in the sampling process, so it was obvious who I had interviewed. Instead, when writing up, I took an approach which would dissociate what each participant had said on one issue from what they had said on another. This meant that if a participant who could be identified from their well-known strong views on one issue was to say something controversial on another issue, it would not be clear that it was them who had out forward that controversial second viewpoint. I avoided giving direct quotes in the write-up in case some participants tended to use certain terms or turns of phrase in their speech which would aid identification. Whilst anonymity can never be perfect, I think in this study it was adequate and appropriate.

The second solution was grounded in informed consent (Flick, 2006, p. 49) and the relationship between participant and researcher. I sent a copy of the consent form and the “Information for Participants” sheet to my contact at the co-operative so that before they agreed that I could visit they would be aware of what I was doing, why I was doing it, and what their role would be. I checked verbally that each participant understood the consent form and had separate tick-boxes giving consent for audio recording and consent for direct quotes to be used. I also had participants sign both before and after the interview, to give chance to reflect on what they had said in case they wished to redact parts of their interview or withdraw from the study (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011, p. 101). No participants withdrew, either straight after the interviews or later via e-mail, as they had the opportunity to. I also relied on self-censorship on the part of the participants – they were not obliged to participate or give answers to questions where they felt their honest answer would cause repercussions for them. At one point, a participant did say that they did not want to discuss a certain matter with me, which I accepted. I established a code to link named consent forms to specific anonymised interviews, so I knew which interviews to erase if a participant chose to withdraw. Consent forms were destroyed securely once it was no longer possible to withdraw (i.e. after publication of the PhD thesis), and this date was advertised explicitly to participants in the consent form.

Wider ethical questions also apply beyond confidentiality and protection of participants. I wanted to consider why participants would want to be part of this research and what they would get out of it – the principle of reciprocity (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p. 69; Murphy & Dingwall, 2001, p. 339 as cited in Flick, 2006, p. 49). I had no budget to pay participants although I assume they were still paid by their co-operative for the time they spent with me, as all interviews took place during the workday. Some participants seemed to enjoy the process – a chance to share their stories about the firm they had helped to create and sustain. This in itself made the interviews valuable. I also felt that in researching co-operative work, the profile of the sector would be raised and that the research would add to knowledge to the sector, which might be of a broad, diffuse benefit to the participants. Participants had the option to give an email address to receive a link to the published research which some took, an offer based on the principle that those who contributed to the co-production of knowledge should have access to that knowledge.

Method in Action

The Interview Process

The interviews took place wherever we could find a quiet space for me to set up for the day – an empty office, a meeting room, the break room, even sat on office chairs in the car park. It was important that we weren’t interrupted – although this did happen on occasion – and that the room was quiet enough for me to record the interviews using a digital audio recorder. At the start of each interview I would give a brief introduction such as “Case Study B, Participant 3” to avoid mistakes in the analysis and preserve anonymity. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and 1.5 hours.

I began each interview with a series of questions about the participant – how long they had worked at the co-operative, what they did there, what they had done at previous jobs, and why they had joined. This served two purposes. Firstly, these are innocuous questions which establish some trust and rapport with the participant, especially since it shows an interest in the participant’s personal life story. Secondly, I thought it would be important later when analysing the data to see if participants with diverse backgrounds would answer other questions differently (although I did not have a large or varied enough sample to draw any strong conclusions in this regard, I did not know this until after the fieldwork was completed). I then asked participants descriptive questions about how the co-operative worked. In later interviews at the same case I did not feel there was a need to repeat these questions, so instead stated my understanding to see if I would be corrected. I did not want my participants to feel I was wasting their time by asking them to corroborate factual details like this, and sometimes a specific member of a co-operative, such as a founding member, was the obvious person to ask about these issues.

The third set of questions was the most illuminating and gave the richest data. These questions asked how the participants experienced co-operative work – whether they felt they had control over their time in the short and longer term, how confident they felt in the success and growth of the company, whether they felt they had influence over management decisions and so on. It is in these answers that I was able to ground my theoretical assumptions about co-operative work, and started to get a sense, from the stories participants told me, about how work within a co-operative took place. Abstract notions such as “control over time” were fleshed out as stories of reciprocal arrangements regarding childcare, or the concept of “discipline” in co-operatives was humanised in stories about problematic behaviour. These provided me with a much fuller understanding of how the co-operative functioned as a social organisation – information I could never have located in a survey. I was able to explore these stories in more depth with follow up questions.

I chose a semi-structured interview approach, based on these three categories of questions. This gave me the freedom to change some of the interview questions in response to the answers given by the participants. I found this approach useful for three reasons. Firstly, some of my questions didn’t seem to make sense to the participants – the terminology, or my understanding of the co-operative’s system, was perhaps the problem. A less structured approach gave me the space to rephrase questions or ask them in different ways, to revisit them later or to abandon some lines of questioning altogether when it was clear that the participant did not have much to say on an issue. Secondly, I could not anticipate the range of responses I would get from the participants. I wanted the freedom to ask follow-up questions, and to explore stories in more depth. This approach obviously sacrifices a consistency or uniformity across all interviews in favour of a richness and depth of data, but because people’s experiences of work are likely to be diverse, there was no reason to ask the same questions of everyone. Some interviews raised questions I would never have thought to ask, because I did not have much prior knowledge of the co-operative. For example, one of my case studies was undergoing a transition in legal structures from a Limited Company to a Co-operative by buying back shares from members. I did not know about this in advance, but it provided a very interesting and fruitful line of questioning. Thirdly, it is important when interviewing to demonstrate to the participant that you as interviewer are listening and valuing their contribution. Follow up questions asking for elaboration, detail and evaluation are useful ways of doing this and in turn making participants more involved in the interview process and more willing to participate.

Lessons Learned

I approached the research question rather hastily at first and had not fully considered the best forms of data collection, or even the best way to design the research, in much depth. Questions of ontology and epistemology can feel rather abstract in a research methods classroom, but they need to be considered to design a research method that will provide answers to your research questions. The easiest way to avoid having to change approaches is to give thoughtful, in-depth consideration to the initial decision, having engaged thoroughly with theory and investigated previous studies in the field. The process of carrying out research is extremely rewarding. In carrying out research, you are not just learning about the world as your participants experience it, but you are actively generating knowledge which directly contributes to the shared understanding of the phenomena you are investing. This is an intriguing, exciting process which more than repays the effort of preparation inherent in a thorough design process. 

One lesson learned was the importance of research ethics, and the need to view the research from the perspective of the participant. I felt the research was successful here. I was surprised when interviewing participants to be regularly asked questions about confidentiality or anonymity, whilst also being surprised by the frankness of some of the participant’s responses in the interviews. A careful consideration of the ethical ramifications of research is critical to all research. Even where the overall project might be considered “low risk”, the participants’ rights are of paramount importance. Instrumentally speaking, gaining the trust of participants is incredibly important for successful interviews, and this project achieved this successfully through early circulation of consent and information forms, time set aside at the start of the interview to answer any questions about the project, and putting participants first in how the research was reported. Being able to discuss individual participants might have been useful but would have required a different sampling approach which was not available to me at the time (making sure, for example, that there were enough male and female participants so that gender could be discussed without it being obvious exactly who was being discussed). If I had been able to visit each case study first and gather information about it before the interviews took place, a more sophisticated approach may have been possible, but research in small organisations will always face problems of confidentiality and, for the purposes of this research, I was satisfied with the cautious approach taken. Furthermore, whilst I was happy with the approach taken to sampling co-operatives, the response rate to my inquiries was low, and it was fortuitous that from a limited pool of respondents I was able to construct a meaningful set of case studies. Networking was critical, including getting to know potential participant organisations and individuals through conferences or other events. Not only did this expand my pool of potential participants, and hopefully yield higher response rates, but it also gave me a deeper understanding of the type of organisation I was researching, making interview questions more relevant and helping to highlight any issues which might have been missed in the academic literature. 

Carrying out the interviews was an enjoyable process. One challenge was how to build rapport and trust with participants and to ask questions which participants thought were valid and interesting. Coming from the outside of the firm and sector, some of the questions might have seemed like rather stupid questions with obvious answers, or totally irrelevant, to the participants (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p. 83). Sometimes the participants seemed reluctant to discuss problems in their firm with me, or to discuss its financial position (even when this seemed healthy at all firms). However, this was balanced by some very frank discussions in other interviews. I think that if I had experience working at a co-operative I would have better known the language and expectations of workers and this might have helped build rapport.

Conclusions

This research methods case study has described the process of research qualitative case study research from the designing of the research methods, the consideration of ethics, the selection of cases, the execution of fieldwork, and the analysis of the data collected. The study has discussed three key issues. The first of these, particularly important to research in workplaces, is ethical access – how to get into the workplace to carry out research and quickly build enough trust with participants to collect meaningful data. Here, sharing the aims of the research early and placing ethical considerations at the forefront of the design process were important factors. Secondly, the study has discussed the limitations of both quantitative and qualitative approaches in this form of research. A quantitative, survey based, approach was attempted but found to be unsuitable for this work, but a qualitative approach alone left some important questions unanswered, highlighting the importance of knowing the limitations of collected data. Finally, the study highlights the rich depth of data that can be collected though this approach – via multiple cases and multiple interviews at each case, a range of perspectives could be reflexively explored and analysed to give an account of working life within the organisation.

Exercises and Discussion Questions
Exercise

Imagine you wanted to look at the experiences of working life for people in the “gig economy” (e.g. restaurant delivery drivers or taxi drivers paid per delivery/pickup, with their work managed by a larger organisation which would be the “case study”):

a) What ethical issues would this research face? Could you tackle them in the same way as in the case study research on co-operatives? Did the study on co-operatives tackle these effectively, or could this have been done differently?

b) What is the benefit of using a case study organisation? Would you use a multiple or single case study and how would you choose cases?

c) How would you sample and approach potential participants?

d) Try to construct a list of questions for a semi-structured interview. How long would your interviews be? Where would they take place? How would you gain the trust of your participants?

Discussion Questions

1. In this research four case studies were used. What factors might influence the number of cases used in a study?

2. What are some possible disadvantages of the semi-structured interview technique used in the study? How can these be mitigated?

3. Can you think of ways you might use the principle of “reciprocity” in research? How can you make sure that participation benefits the participant as well as the researcher?
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