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A lesson in pedantry

The Power of Tools in Qualitative Analysis
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Research Interests

Empirical
 Competing strategic goals
 Complex ‘grand’ challenges
 Strategy-as-practice 
 Paradox
 Emotions in organisations 
 Organisational change

“how people in organizations 
experience and respond to 
strategic complexity”

Methodological
 Ethnographic writing 
 Process research
 Innovation
 Access
 Research tools

“quality in qualitative 
methods”



Jane Lê
Chair of Strategic Management
© WHU – Otto Beisheim School of Management

CONFIDENTIAL 524 March 2023

Empirical Data

 Interviews: 600+
 Meeting Observations: 500+
 Field Ethnography: 40+
 Documents: 10,000+

 Also: Questionnaire design, focus groups, group interviews (…)

Core Focus: Real-time interpretive longitudinal observation-based research
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Empirical Outputs
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Methods Outputs
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Editorial Work
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Key characteristics and tools

My Research Approach
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Core Characteristics 

 Pedantic
 Pragmatic
 Eclectic
 Innovative
 Hands-on
 (Impactful)

…and someone who loves teaching others!
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Core Teaching Philosophy

Lê & Schmid (2022)
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Teach Through Tools 

 Thick description
 Critical events // Steps // Stages
 Keywords // Recurrences // Themes // Construct development
 Sensitising concepts // Core constructs
 Vignette
 Composite narratives
 Visualization // Modelling // Tables 
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Getting your hands dirty

Research Tools
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Thick Description

 Geertz (1973), The interpretation of culture 
 Ethnographic description 
 Four characteristics 
− it is interpretive
− what it is interpretive of is the flow of social discourse
− the interpreting involved consists in trying to rescue the "said" of such 

discourse from its perishing occasions and fix it in perusable terms
− it is microscopic
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Thick Description

used in Jarzabkowski, Lê & Feldman (2012)
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Critical Events // Stages // Periods

 Also called temporal bracketing (Langley, 1999)
 Discrete but connected blocks
 Comparable units of analysis
 Foundation for explanatory mechanisms // process dynamics
 Often separated or spurred by critical events
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Critical Events

from Jarzabkowski, Lê & Van de Ven (2013)
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Keywords // Recurrence // Themes

 Content coding
 Emerging conceptual categories as the basis for theoretical explanation 
 Grounded in data, while abstracted from it
 Bottom up (inductive / grounded coding)
− (First order = data, second order = meaning, third order = relationship)
 Top down (broad brush / bucket coding)
 Constant comparison 
 Memoing
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Codes and Nodes

used in various papers
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Sensitising Concepts (Blumer, 1954, 1969; Bowen, 2006)

 Use ‘sensitising concepts’ (Blumer, 1969), i.e., conceptual issues which arise 
out of research interest as point of departure
− Guide the formulation of interview questions and analysis
− Developed in relation to the processes defined in their data
− Should not restrict you (stay open to other ideas/concepts)
 A sensitising concept lacks specification of attributes or bench marks and 

consequently it does not enable the user to move directly to the instance and its 
relevant content. Instead, it gives the user a general sense of reference and 
guidance in approaching empirical instances. Whereas definitive concepts 
provide prescriptions of what to see, sensitizing concepts merely suggest 
directions along which to look. (Blumer, 1954: 7)”
 As interpretive devices; starting point for research (Glaser, 1978)
 Charmaz (2003): “background ideas that inform the overall research problem” 
 “depends on where the data take us; emergent concepts may supplement or 

displace them altogether” (Padgett, 2004, p. 301).



Jane Lê
Chair of Strategic Management
© WHU – Otto Beisheim School of Management

CONFIDENTIAL 2124 March 2023

Sensitising Concepts

Excerpt from 
Jarzabkowski, Lê & 
Feldman (2012)
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Vignette

 Commonly used by ethnographers (Carlile, 2002; Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; 
Jarzabkowski and Kaplan, 2014; Michaud, 2014; Orr, 1996; Rouleau, 2005)
 Vivid portrayals (Erickson, 1986) of specific incidents that illuminate a theoretical 

concept 
 Short evocative stories 
 Bring to life concepts by describing an actual event or incident 
 A conversation, a routine, a key event
 Often presented as distinct excerpts differentiated from the main 
 Evidentiary power via plausible, vivid, and authentic insights into the life-world of 

the participants, which enables readers to experience the field, at least partially 
(Erickson, 1986; Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993; Humphreys, 2005; Humphreys 
and Watson, 2009).
 Enable balance between the presentation of particularly vivid and rich examples 

(showing) alongside interpretative explanatory text (telling)
 Supported by a weight of additional data
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Vignette

Excerpt from 
Jarzabkowski, 
Bednarek & Lê 
(2014)
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Composite Narrative

 Accounts that merge the characters and events from multiple observations into a 
single narrative (e.g., Jermier, 1985; Smets et al., 2014; Watson, 2000, 2003)
 Aim is to reveal some typical patterns or dynamics found across multiple 

observations through one particularly vivid, unified tale.
 Aim for an account that is fully revelatory of the pattern and associated 

conceptual argument 
 Draws on wider corpus of data in a “slice-of-life” fashion that remains 

unfragmented
 A plausible account of the way things work based on their experience of the 

research participants’ world (Cunliffe, 2010; Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993; 
Humphreys and Watson, 2009).
 More conceptually generalizable in revealing the patterns at work
 Quality is evidenced through rich description, varied excerpts from the field, and, 

typically, the presentation of supplementary tables of data, including mini-
vignettes and quotes, that link the narrative to a wider corpus of data
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Composite Narrative

Excerpt from 
Smets, 
Jarzabkowski, 
Burke & Spee 
(2015)
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Visualization

 Conceptual (process) model as cognitive artifact
 …"cognitive artifacts" (Norman, 1991: 17)—such as calendars, to-do lists, or 

computational devices—facilitate various mental processes by extending the 
capacity of the brain to store and process information (Clark, 2008; Clark & 
Chalmers, 1998)
 …the "materialization" of cognitive work
− …support cognitive processes
− ....support verbal exchanges
− …supports the collective construction of new shared understandings
− ...supports move from individual to collective level
− …different from/beyond discursive artifacts

Stigliani, I., & Ravasi, D. (2012). Organizing thoughts and connecting brains: Material
practices and the transition from individual to group-level prospective sensemaking.
Academy of Management Journal, 55.5: 1232-1259
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Visualization – Empirical Model

unpublished 
example
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Visualization – Conceptual Model

unpublished 
example
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Visualization – Contribution Model

Adapted from 
Mirabeau & Maguire 
(2014)
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Tools, Tools, Tools

… and there are many, many more tools!
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How these tools facilitate publishing  

What then?
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How we went from this…
 Dataset

– 246 meeting observations (notes & transcriptions)
– 137 interviews (transcribed)
– 16 days of ethnographic field observations (notes)
– 1000s of documents (all formats!)
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…to this!
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Disclaimer & Core Requirements
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Jarzabkowski, Lê & Feldman (2012)

A Worked Example



Jane Lê
Chair of Strategic Management
© WHU – Otto Beisheim School of Management

CONFIDENTIAL 3624 March 2023



Jane Lê
Chair of Strategic Management
© WHU – Otto Beisheim School of Management

CONFIDENTIAL 3724 March 2023

Professor Jane Lê
Chair of Strategic Management 
WHU – Otto Beisheim School of Management
Campus Vallendar: Burgplatz 2, 56179 Vallendar, Germany
www.whu.edu 

Excellence in 
Management 
Education

Reflections, Questions, Advice

Over to you
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