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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this article is to reflect on the use of narratives in case
studies. The main argument developed here is that constructing narra-
tives embodies important theoretical assumptions about the nature of the
world and temporal processes. A secondary argument concerns the dif-
ference between lay and academic narratives. Although social scientists
have little choice but work with linear narratives and standard stories as
primary empirical material, theoretically informed narratives should strive
to construct more subtle and nuanced narratives about the social world.
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T his article addresses one issue that seldom concerns case researchers: how should
we write up case studies? The standard recipe for writing up case studies is to
produce a narrative that connects and synthesises the range of empirical data

collected from a variety of sources (see e.g. YIN, 1994). My starting point is that the
problem of how to write up case studies is not simply a matter of stylistic choice.
Writing up case studies is about constructing theoretically informed stories that il-
lustrate and enliven empirical material. A narrative is a particular form of explana-
tion that embodies particular assumptions about the nature of the world it describes.
Two questions follow: 1) how to work with and configure a range of empirical mate-
rial into a coherent narrative?; 2) what kind of narrative should we aim for, given the
ontological assumptions we hold?
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As we will see later, the answers to these two questions are interrelated and re-
quire a careful consideration of how theory and methods interact. The basic argu-
ment here is that an industrial networks approach – the theoretical perspective of
interest here – is underpinned by a number of ontological assumptions and these
should inform the way we conduct research and write up case studies. The principle
adopted here is the same as the one espoused by Abbott (1998, p. 173) for sociology:
“Our theories, our explanations, our methods, and our research programs should re-
sonate with and support each other”.

LAY AND ACADEMIC NARRATIVES

The meaning of the word “narrative” is not devoid of ambiguity. Sayer (2000),
for example, distinguishes between a broad and narrow use of the term. Narrative in
the broad sense is concerned with writing texts and with giving an account in terms
of a succession of events, in the narrow sense.

Griffin (1993, p. 1097) offers a useful definition:

Narratives are analytic constructs (or “colligations”) that unify a number of past or
contemporaneous actions and happenings which might have otherwise been treated
as discrete or disparate, into a coherent relational whole that gives meaning and ex-
plains each of its elements and is, at the same time, constituted by them... Narratives
are made up of the raw materials of sequences of social action but are, from beginning
to end, defined and orchestrated by the narrator to include a particular series of ac-
tions in a particular temporal order for a particular purpose.

The appeal of narrative in the narrow sense relies on its ability to depict a suc-
cession of events as causally linked to each other. In short, it relies on the logic of his-
torical explanation that seeks to impute causality to a succession of events. This pa-
rallels the debate between historians and social scientists on the nature of explana-
tion and the scope of generalisation from single cases.

Historians usually refrain from transforming complex and intricate stories into
more abstract and selective accounts couched in theoretical terms. Social scientists
prefer to sacrifice historical detail to analyse structures and mechanisms abstracted
from the specific contingencies that bring these structures and mechanisms to life.
Case studies present specific problems in this regard. As Bennett and George (1997)
argue, because case studies have followed the practice of historians they have inher-
ited a number of tendencies more akin to the historian rather than the social scien-
tist’s craft. In particular, as Sayer (2000, p. 143) notes, it is tricky to balance the syn-
chronic or configurative dimensions of narrative with the more traditional episodic
or temporal succession aspects.
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To complicate matters, there is also a marked difference between what Sayer
calls lay and academic narratives, both focusing on the same object domain. This
parallels the distinction introduced by Giddens (1976) between lay and social sci-
ence accounts of reality (the double hermeneutic problem). Social scientists con-
front a world that is already imbued with meaning attributed to it by social actors.
The task of social science is to mediate and transcend these universes of meaning
with its own theoretical schemes. Over time, social science concepts can be appro-
priated and become integral features of the conduct of social actors.

Most of the case studies we conduct have to grapple with these problems.
First, we construct our cases mostly on the basis of data collected from personal
interviews complemented by secondary sources. We then attempt to transcend and
integrate this material by mediating the data with our theoretical frameworks. Final-
ly, we attempt to construct theoretically informed narratives that combine both syn-
chronic and episodic dimensions.

We will devote the remainder of this section to discuss the first problem – i.e.
lay vs. academic narratives. Tilly (1999) has coined the term “standard stories” to
refer to the character of some narratives, both lay and academic. The way to con-
struct a standard story is familiar:

[…] start with a limited number of interacting characters, individual or collective.
Your characters may be persons, but they may also be organisations such as churches
and states or even abstract categories such as social classes or regions. Treat your cha-
racters as independent, conscious, and self-motivated. Make all significant actions
occur as consequences of their deliberations or impulses. Limit the time and space
within which your characters interact. With the possible exception of externally gen-
erated accidents – you can call them “chance” or “acts of God” – make sure every-
thing that happens results directly from your characters’ actions.

As Tilly explains, our interviews benefit enormously from the ability of our res-
pondents to package masses of detail and experience into standard stories. Our first
analytical task is often to cross-check standard stories against each other and to con-
sult supplementary sources of evidence to iron out discrepancies and gaps in these
stories.

The same mode of explanation is often used in academic narrative, too. Tilly
(1995, p. 752) characterises some forms of explanation of political processes in a si-
milar way: “… 1) assume a coherent, durable, self-propelling unit; 2) attribute a ge-
neral condition or process to that unit; 3) invoke or invent an invariant model; 4)
explain the behaviour of that unit on the basis of its conformity to that invariant
model”.

Why are standard stories so pervasive? Bruner (1990) argues that cognition it-
self seems to have a paradigmatic as well as a narrative dimension. In the paradig-
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matic mode, concepts are manipulated and related through operators in an abstract
problem space. In the narrative mode, we see situations as populated with actors and
events arranged in a meaningful temporal sequences.

What is the significance of standard stories for the move from lay to academic
narratives? Put simply, the superficial attractiveness of standard stories masks their
inadequacy for academic narrative, and especially for a narrative that takes relation-
al analysis seriously. As Tilly remarks, some processes are amenable to explanations
that resemble standard stories. But most social, economic and technological proc-
esses involve causal factors that are indirect, incremental, unintended, collective or
mediated by non-human factors.

A proper relational analysis, as espoused within industrial networks, has to
dismiss the ontological basis of standard stories. Industrial networks theory focuses
on the interaction and relationship as the elementary unit of analysis and attempts
to move to broader systemic effects via the notion of connectedness – the original
definition, borrowed from Cook and Emerson (1994) is that “…a network is a set of
two or more connected actors”. In standard stories and some academic narratives
(e.g. transaction cost economics), actors are self-propelling units with hard-wired
properties (e.g. self-seeking opportunism with guile) that operate quite independ-
ently of the relationships they enter into. Our ontological assumptions, I suggest, are
neither the atomistic actors nor pre-existing and rigid structures but the interaction
between and among different types of entities (BUNGE, 2000). A focus on relation-
ships and networks or a relational logic gets us away from these two extremes and to
an investigation of how entities are constituted in interaction with each other.

One consequence of our theoretical focus is that we tend to study processes
where connectedness effects are often distant and transmissible through a variety of
mechanisms and routes to distant parts of networks. For example, changes in a focal
relationship often have a series of intended and unintended effects on other connec-
ted relationships (DUBOIS, 1998). Changes in one focal relationship may be trans-
mitted to other parts of the network in a variety of ways (see EASTON and LUND-
GREN, 1992; EASTON and ARAUJO, 1997). Furthermore, actors may have a very
limited view on how and why changes in other parts of the network are affecting them.

As Axelsson (1993) argues, business networks are largely invisible and non-
transparent to outsiders and insiders alike. Network knowledge is largely and tacit
and – we would argue – conjectural. Network structures are revealed through ac-
tion, experiment and trial and error. Connectedness is thus discovered in practice
and may depend on a variety of linkages (e.g. actors, activities, resources).

Jervis (1997) dedicated a book-length study to exemplifying how systemic ef-
fects create problems for standard forms of explanation in international relations.
Jervis argues that we cannot understand systems by examining only the attributes
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and goals of its basic building blocks. Many crucial effects are indirect and delayed.
The relations between any two actors are partly determined by each actor’s relations
with others. Interactions are central to the functioning of the system but cannot be
understood through additive operations (i.e. by summing up the interactions of parts
to understand the whole). Many outcomes are unintended as a result of complex
interconnections that are not fully comprehended by the actors. Actions can neither
have only one meaning (i.e. they can be interpreted coherently from multiple per-
spectives) nor have univocal consequences (i.e. you can never do only one thing).
Regulation is difficult and may only be achieved by localised and modest interven-
tions (AXELROD and COHEN, 1999).

In short, standard stories are ill equipped to deal with the phenomena we are
trying to understand. The causal processes responsible for network dynamics stand
in direct contrast to the causal mechanisms that populate standard stories – i.e. self-
motivated actors, deliberate actions, absence of indirect connections, action with
univocal consequences. Case studies of industrial networks face the problem of work-
ing with standard stories as their raw, empirical material but having to construct
more complex narratives that can relate causes invoked by standard stories with
other causes that are remote, indirect, unintended or mediated by non-human fac-
tors (e.g. resource ties).

The issue of how to move from standard stories to more complex, theoretically
informed stories is outside the scope of this paper. Partly, this movement can be
achieved by looking at relationships and networks in terms of layers of actors, re-
sources and activities. If a narrative is constructed at these three levels and their
interrelations are illustrated, we can bypass some of the dangers of standard stories,
namely the tendency to privilege actor level explanations. We will tackle the issue of
explanation in case studies in the following section.

NARRATIVE AS A FORM OF EXPLANATION

Sayer (2000, p. 142) argues that the problem with narratives (in the narrow
sense) is that they suffer from a tendency to underspecify causality in the processes
they describe. Because narrative is not primarily concerned with explaining the na-
ture and operation of structures, it tends to conflate temporal succession with cau-
sality. In other words, by privileging events and their temporal ordering it glosses
over how events themselves and their connections are governed by deeper mecha-
nisms and structures.

This comment brings us to the issue of causal mechanisms in case study re-
search. How do we build narratives that are sensitive to both the episodic and the
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synchronic aspects? This problem is central to how we write up studies of industrial
networks. Dynamics is key to understanding how networks are structured and change
over time. Our case studies often involve technological (e.g. LUNDGREN, 1994) or
institutional change (e.g. ARAUJO and BRITO, 1998) over long periods of time.
For example, our concern for developing explanations of network change has led to
dialectical models of network change (HÅKANSSON, 1992) as well as attempts to
incorporate the notion of path dependence in network change (HÅKANSSON and
LUNDGREN, 1997; HÅKANSSON and WALUZEWSKI, 2002; ARAUJO and
HARRISON, 2002).

As mentioned earlier, good historical narratives also attempt to establish caus-
al rather than simply sequential links between events. Roberts (1996) discusses the
thorny issue of how historians link a series of events into a coherent narrative. He
asks:

[…] by what logic does the historian decide which events belong, and which do not
belong, in the causal sequence that leads to the event to be explained? How, amidst
a sea of simultaneous events and a score of possible motives, does the historian deci-
de which events and which motives matter and which do not? (ibid, p. 38)

Roberts’s solution is to draw up what he calls colligatory chains, drawing on
earlier uses of the term colligation, to explain how sequences of events are related to
each other. In Roberts’s (1996, p. 105) words, the logic of colligation is “... those
rules that guide, or ought to guide, the historian in tracing the course of events that
leads up to the explanandum event and thereby explains why it has occurred”.

The way to link together events and account for their causes is to work back
towards the discovery of the authors of those events, their purposes, beliefs and de-
sires as well as the reasons underlying those desires and beliefs. In essence, the job of
the historian is to construct a robust version of events that places actors at the origin
of events and awards a prominent role to their desires and beliefs. To paraphrase Til-
ly, this is a sophisticated version of standard stories but still a standard story. And, as
we have seen earlier, one that does not serve well the relational logic of industrial ne-
tworks.

One way to dig ourselves out of these difficulties in order to write case studies
that are sensitive to both synchronic and sequential order of events is, I suggest, to
pay more attention to the notion of trajectories and path dependence in our narrati-
ves. In the past, we have rejected the notion embedded in standard stories that self-
propelling actors are the main causal mechanism in explaining outcomes, and pro-
pose instead that causal mechanisms to explain change lie in relational pathways.
For example, Håkansson and Snehota (1995, p. 271) argue that:
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It is common to assume that change in a market system is either an answer to changes
in external conditions or the effects of the entrepreneurial acts of individuals. The
change factor is thus assumed to be either endogenous to the collective actor (the
company) or exogenous to the whole system (the network). We profess that change
in a business network is to a large extent endogenous in relation to the network but
exogenous to the single actor.

So far, the notion of path dependence has been deployed mainly as a short-
hand for stating that evolutionary processes are sensitive to initial conditions and
turning points – in short, to affirm that “history matters”. Path dependence is a pro-
perty of sequences of events. It provides a broad framework for understanding the
systematic as well as the contingent association between sequences of events. In ex-
plaining path dependent sequences, we are forced to dig deeper into the causal mech-
anisms that account for the sequential as well as the logical association between
events (GOLDSTONE, 1998; HAYDU, 1998).

Path dependence suggests that there is more to the world than events. The
world has ontological depth (SAYER, 2000, p. 15). Events are the products of mech-
anisms that derive from the properties of objects acting in specific spatio-temporal
contexts. Furthermore, there is an asynchrony between the operation of causal mech-
anisms and the effects they produce. In particular, current events bear the imprint of
past events through the operation of social and material structures that act as the
“carriers of history” (DAVID, 1994).

The notion that current events may have remote temporal causes means that
the present is past but not necessarily path-dependent. Past dependence is pervasive
and inevitable; path dependence is not. The notion of path dependence means more
than past dependence, or saying that yesterday’s choices embodied in durable struc-
tures (e.g. technologies, institutions) are the initial point for today’s choices. Path
dependence signifies that the order in which things happen affects their sequence
and temporal unfolding. The trajectory up to a point is both past-dependent and
affects what happens next. And the operation of agency at a particular point in time
may activate a whole series of further and connected options as well as foreclose
other possible alternatives (TILLY, 1994).

The notion of path dependence does not imply that the future is in any way
closed. To say that events can have remote temporal causes does not amount to say-
ing that they are predetermined. Socio-economic systems are open systems and the
operation of causal mechanisms is contingent upon certain contextual conditions –
namely upon the spatial and temporal relations with other causal mechanisms that
may trigger, block or modify their actions and produce different outcomes on differ-
ent occasions (SAYER, 2000, p. 15). There is thus nothing inevitable about specific
sequences of events; events could often and easily have turned out otherwise.
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Mahoney (2000) surveys the use of path dependence in historical sociology
and identifies two different streams of uses of the notion. The two uses of path de-
pendence focus on self-reinforcing and reactive sequences of events. During self-
reinforcing sequences, the analysis focuses on the mechanisms that reproduce pat-
terns of events over time – the mechanisms that keep “history on track” (HAYDU,
1998, p. 353). This type of analysis often focuses on both the contingent, path-sha-
ping conjunctures that switch events on to particular tracks and on the mechanisms
that lock-in subsequent events to a particular trajectory. By contrast, in reactive se-
quences initial events trigger a sequence of tightly linked reactions in which the ini-
tial move, rather than being reinforced over time, moves the system to new paths.

Historical sociologists, like economic historians, often focus on conjunctures
arising from the temporal intersection of different trajectories. At these conjunctu-
res, actions can become highly consequential and the possibilities for rearticulating
structures arises, whether or not agents are aware of the efficacy of their actions
(AMINZADE, 1992, p. 467). Porac (1997), for example, describes how the DOS
transaction between IBM and Microsoft turned out to be a conjuncture of two au-
tonomous trajectories that shaped the future of the PC market in ways that none of
the parties involved in the transaction could easily have foreseen at the time.

Together, self-reinforcing and reactive sequences focus our understanding on
the transformative processes that create new paths as well as on the reproduction
mechanisms processes that account for self-reinforcing sequences. Another way to
conceptualise these notions is to recast them in terms of trajectories and turning
points (ABBOTT, 1997). Trajectories are interlocked and interdependent sequenc-
es of events whereas turning points are events that have the potential to redirect tra-
jectories along new paths. Trajectories have thus an inertial character, channelling
processes along predetermined paths, and can absorb minor variations and ruptures
without any appreciable impact on their overall direction (SEWELL, 1996). Turning
points are more consequential than trajectories since they switch trajectories to new
paths.

Abbott (1997) remarks that a choice is made in relation to an uncertain future
and not always in the knowledge of whether or not the choice is likely to be a turning
point. A choice is not an isolated act detached from the structures in which choice
is framed and exercised. Actors experience and understand their worlds in interac-
tion with others, in the network of relationships that sustain those interactions. These
networks of relationships establish enduring patterns of connections that reappear
at the next iteration of the process (ABBOTT 1997, p. 99). The past is thus encoded
in the present, in these patterns of connections that Abbott refers to as “structures”.

In the industrial networks approach, connections between three levels (ac-
tors, resources and activities) form structures that are variably interlocked with one
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another and embody different temporal orientations (HÅKANSSON and LUND-
GREN, 1997). For example, changes at the actor level (e.g. an actor is replaced in a
dyadic relationship) often occur without a significant impact at the level of activity
structures or resource constellations. Typically, resource constellations are more du-
rable and difficult to change than activity structures or actor bonds.

As Sewell (1996) notes, it is because structures exist at multiple levels and are
variably articulated with each other, that localised ruptures have the potential to
bring about a cascading series of other changes that in turn lead to structural trans-
formations. More often than not, a single isolated rupture does not torn the fabric of
structures and results in no more than a marginal and localised change. However,
ruptures may spiral into a sequence of interrelated changes that unravel existing
structures and provide opportunities for novel rearticulations.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The argument in this article can be summarised as follows:
1)Our methods and our modes of explanation should be informed by our on-

tological positions. The ontology of industrial networks is inherently rela-
tional. It takes the interaction and the relationship as basic units and looks
at entities (e.g. firms) and systems (e.g. networks of connected relations) as
contingent products of interaction.

2)A relational worldview seeks to transcend the poverty of standard stories,
even if it has to rely on standard stories as empirical material. Whereas stand-
ard stories revel in self-motivated actors and deliberate actions, relational
analysis attempts to show that cause-effect relations are generally indirect,
delayed, incremental, unintended and mediated by non-human factors.

3)Writing up case studies from a relational perspective also means deploying
narratives that attend to both the episodic and the synchronic dimensions
of explanation. In short, narratives that organise empirical material in a
chronological order but also attend to the causal mechanisms that link se-
quences of events and do not confuse temporal proximity with logical asso-
ciation. The notion of path dependence was presented here as an umbrella
to bridge the gap between the episodic and the synchronic dimensions and
to foster narratives that simultaneously attend to historical detail, systemat-
ic mechanisms and contingency in the way industrial networks operate and
evolve.
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