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quantitative approach or a combination of interpreta-
tive and statistical methods.
 it is said that, because of their explorative charac-
ter, case studies are not suited to produce conclusive 
knowledge that has the potential to stand on its own 
and allow for generalisation. according to dogan and 
Pelassy (1990: 121), ‘one can validly explain a particular 
case only on the basis of general hypotheses. all the 
rest is uncontrollable, and so of no use’. that charge is 
neither fair nor correct. in fact, it is a somewhat dated 
argument built on the assumption that it is impossible 
to make inferences from the micro to the meso or mac-
ro level. it is certainly true that every single study needs 
to be approached as a case in its own right. still, it is 
questionable whether the argument is appropriate and 
productive in social research, considering that the do-
main is mostly context-dependent. following flyvbjerg 
(2006: 223), ‘there does not and probably cannot exist 
predictive theory in social science. social science has 
not succeeded in producing general, context-independ-
ent theory and, thus, has in the final instance nothing 
else to offer than concrete, context-dependent knowl-
edge’. Case study-based research by definition relates to 
a specific context and generates knowledge that is not 
always readily transferable. at the same time, it would 
be wrong to assume that a setting that is built around 
a number of cases, does not allow for cross compari-
sons, provided that the research design is identical. i 
agree with flyvbjerg (ibid: 228) that, because a case 
study-based approach facilitates a phenomenological 
understanding of a subject in all its particulars, it is a 
method that is beneficial to generalisation to the extent 
that it acknowledges the explorative scope of analysis.
 the choice of case studies is a critical warranty of 
external validity. if the study is well chosen and rep-
resentative it allows for inferences that reach beyond 
the actual subject of analysis. if not, however, the re-
search starts from an ill-conceived basis and has little 
prospect of yielding conclusive insights. as a result, 
flyvbjerg (2006: 229) suggests strategic sampling to 
increase the generalisability of the study and allow for 
methodologically sound inferences. generally speak-
ing, we can distinguish two different types of case 
selection: random selection and information-oriented 
selection. random selection is divided into two catego-
ries: entirely random or stratified. the difference is that 
the former is aimed at providing general insights about 
society whereas the latter targets a specific sample of 
the population. random selection is a method used to 
avoid systematic biases and to provide general insight 
into a phenomenon. because of its non-specificity and 
broad scope the method relies on large samples and 
data sets. information-oriented selection, by contrast, 
starts from an expectation about the outcome and is 
usually theory-driven to some extent. an information-
based selection of case studies traditionally starts from 
a much smaller sample to maximise the use value of 

information from individual cases. information-based 
selection can be divided into four categories: extreme/
deviant cases, maximum-variation cases, critical cases, 
and paradigmatic cases. extreme/deviant cases are 
used to obtain information about unusual phenomena, 
which may be either particularly good or problematic. 
maximum variation is a method used to obtain infor-
mation about the importance of diverse circumstances 
pertinent to the process of data collection or outcome 
(e.g. choosing a number of cases which differ in one 
dimension: size, location, organisational set-up, and 
budget). Critical cases are a sampling method that is 
used to obtain ‘logical information of the type, “if this 
is (not) valid, then it applies to all (no) cases”’ (ibid: 
230). Paradigmatic cases help to develop a certain 
school of thought or make an example of a specific 
subject.
 for my own research maximum-variation selec-
tion was chosen as the most appropriate form of 
case selection. since the selection of cases is critical 
for the external validity of a study and because only a 
limited number of cases can actually be studied in the 
framework of a dissertation, it is all the more crucial 
that the individual case studies are well chosen and 
representative of the field they are supposed to cover. 
in this respect yin (1994) makes a distinction between 
theoretical and literal replication. following yin’s argu-
ment, cases should be selected either to show con-
trasting results which can later be explained with the 
help of theory (theoretical replication), or to highlight 
similarities (literal replication). with the aim to explore 
one specific phenomenon across different dimensions 
– i.e., consumption dynamics in the dutch fashion in-
dustry – in a virtually undeveloped field, the cases in 
this dissertation are supposed to reflect dutch fashion 
in its diversity, and facilitate an understanding of the 
value connections at play across different dimensions 
of the local fashion landscape (theoretical replication).
 to get an idea of what the dutch fashion industry 
looks like and what aspects play a part in it, my supervi-
sor, Prof. dany Jacobs, and i conducted an expert panel 
prior to the selection of cases. as will be explained in 
chapter 5, we approached experts with a longstand-
ing history in dutch fashion, with the request to make a 
list of ten fashion firms that, in their view, best reflected 
the dutch fashion landscape and to provide an expla-
nation for their choices. from the full set of responses 
i distilled different brand categories and a list of fea-
tures characterising the local fashion industry. the four 
brands i studied in this dissertation are the product of 
this foray, and are intended to present an idea of the 
dynamics between brands and consumers in each of 
the categories.

�.1 IntroDuctIon

during the past two decades research on the interac-
tive relations between brands and consumers has in-
creased. in the context of consumer studies co-creation 
and co-evolution have been critical terms in academic 
debate (Cova, kozinets and shankar 2007). fashion 
studies, however, have barely concerned themselves 
with the question how supply and demand are con-
nected, and what factors are involved in the relation-
ship. this study contributes to an understanding of the 
dynamic processes that govern the relation between 
clothing firms and their audience groups and is aimed 
at providing an understanding of how both parties 
co-evolve. to this day, there are still comparatively few 
guidelines to address the interactive component of the 
relationship. this chapter provides an overview of the 
methodological set-up of the study and explains the 
different reasons that motivated my choices.
 section 4.2 explains why a case study-based re-
search design was the most suitable approach to re-
alise the goals of this study. this section describes the 
method by which the individual cases were chosen 
and focuses on the process of data collection and the 
qualitative criteria of the study (internal/external valid-
ity). in section 4.3, an overview of the used methods 
is presented to understand the dynamic relationship 
between consumers and brands.

�.� a case stuDy-baseD 
 research approach

yin (1994) outlines five much-used approaches in the 
social sciences: archival analysis, experiments, surveys, 
history and case studies. each of them has a differ-
ent focus and produces a different kind of knowledge 
about the research subject. by the same token, each of 
them responds to a different type of research question 
and requires a different degree of control over behav-
ioural or situational events as part of the research proc-
ess. for my own research case studies were chosen for 
several reasons as the most appropriate form of data 
collection. in section 4.1 i indicated that in a consump-
tion context the majority of fashion publications deal 
with either the behaviour and attitudes of consumers 
(azevedo et al. 2008; beaudoin, moore and gold-
smith 1998; Phau and leng 2008; shim, morris and 
morgan 1989) or the economical and organisational 
structure of brands (djelic and ainamo 1999; moore 
and birtwistle 2004; moore and fionda 2009; new-
man and Patel 2004). hardly any publication, however, 
addresses the question how supply and demand relate 
to one another.
 my own study is concerned with the question in 
what way and to what extent the attitudes of consum-
ers intersect with the strategic positioning of firms. in 
other words, it targets the interactive component of 

fashion consumption and seeks to identify critical driv-
ers in the relationship between consumers and brands. 
furthermore, my aim was to explore the possibility of 
identifying criteria in this relationship that are typical 
for the dutch fashion landscape. due to the fact that 
my subject is largely unresearched, an explorative treat-
ment of the field was necessary, for which case studies 
were considered the most appropriate form. Case stud-
ies enable researchers to look into a subject from mul-
tiple points of view and collect rich data from a variety 
of sources. also, they make it possible to frame and 
study a phenomenon over time, which can be of great 
advantage in a comparative analysis between past and 
present states of development.
 my research is mainly concerned with what yin 
(1994) calls the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of situations and states 
where it is hard to retain full control over behavioural 
patterns. in their capacity to investigate processes 
within a certain context, case studies lend themselves 
to a detailed and exhaustive analysis, whereas alterna-
tive approaches such as surveys or archival analysis, 
whose aim is to study a small set of variables, are usu-
ally based on a clear separation between the object of 
study and its context. Case study research is multi-lay-
ered and involves data collection from various points 
of view and at various levels. exploring the dynamics 
between supply and demand, a case study-based re-
search design facilitated an understanding of the value 
connections that govern the relationship on the one 
hand, and allowed me to make a foray into a largely 
untapped field of study on the other.
 Positivist science argues that because of their 
practice-dependence case studies are best understood 
as a hypothesis-building tool while the generation of 
knowledge and generalisations thereof are best left to 
quantitative studies (mays and Pope 1995; sandelowski 
1986). in this context case studies do not represent an 
autonomous research strategy, but a means to gener-
ate preliminary insights that are being used for the de-
sign of ‘real’ (read: quantitative) studies. Qualitative re-
searchers, by contrast, have variously claimed that case 
studies are exclusively suited to interpretative research 
because of their potential to analyse a subject in great-
er detail, and produce knowledge based on experiences 
and interaction. while both approaches coexist legiti-
mately, it seems reductionist to look at them as binary 
positions. in fact, the truth might be somewhere in the 
middle. understanding case studies only as a research 
tool for generating hypotheses, appears to be a some-
what narrow conception and belies the actual potential 
of the approach. an exclusive reliance on interpretative 
methods, by contrast, excludes valuable insights that 
might be beneficial to the overall results. i agree with 
yin’s (1994) conception that case studies can include 
quantitative analyses or might even fully rely on them. 
in other words, the fact that case studies are mostly 
explorative does not rule out the possibility to apply a 
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 furthermore, i kept a daily research protocol for each 
of the cases in order to keep track of the general events 
and memorise interesting observations. the observa-
tions were noted immediately and revised or extended 
once the further course of events allowed for more in-
sights of a similar kind. 
 when it comes to interpretation, robson (ibid.) 
notes that the biggest risk is to ‘make up’ a framework 
and factitiously construct causalities, rather than fol-
low the steps of the research throughout and let the 
framework emerge on its own as part of the research 
process. the danger is to let preliminary conclusions 
halfway into the research, interfere with the findings 
because it invites a research bias into a certain direc-
tion that can inflect the actual results. in an effort to 
avoid misconstruing data i have relied on qualitative 
content analysis (clarified in section 4.3.1), which pro-
motes data analysis according to clear-cut criteria that 
minimise the risk of premature conclusions and struc-
ture the process of detecting emerging patterns.
 with respect to theory building and understanding 
robson outlines three main threats that can influence 
the results: reactivity, researcher bias, and respondent 
bias. reactivity refers to a scenario where the presence 
of the researcher influences, or even interferes with, 
the way respondents react. in order to minimise this 
risk i have tried, whenever possible, to interview candi-
dates in a familiar and comforting setting. in addition, 
i briefly introduced myself and explained the procedure 
before each of the interviews, so the candidates knew 
what to expect. the term researcher bias describes 
the researcher’s own ideas and judgments that might 
have an impact on the way he behaves and acts during 
the actual interview. also, it involves the risk of asking 
probing questions and unintentionally steering the in-
terview into a certain direction. respondent’s bias, by 
contrast, means that the respondent intentionally with-
holds or embellishes certain information to present a 
different image of a specific situation or state of affairs. 
one popular way to deal with these problems and de-
tect certain flaws is to use different forms of data tri-
angulation. robson (ibid.) suggests data triangulation, 
theoretical triangulation, methodological triangulation, 
and observer triangulation as possible strategies to 
avoid any of these biases. for my own study i chose 
data triangulation and methodological triangulation. 
looking into consumer perceptions and their value 
connections, i combined qualitative (i.e., in-depth in-
terviews with patrons) and quantitative methods (i.e., 
short questionnaire-based interviews). in order to ex-
amine the different companies and their respective 
market approaches, i conducted in-depth interviews 
with people in a position of responsibility across the 
different brands1 and studied documents and websites. 

1 excluding g-star which eventually was not prepared to partici-
pate in the research.

Combining approaches and comparing different per-
spectives, the research relies on multiple sources of 
evidence and integrates a wide spectrum of ideas. 

reliability
yin (1994) refers to two different types of reliability. on 
the one hand the term relates to whether identical re-
sults would have been obtained if the study had been 
repeated and, on the other hand, whether the same (or 
very similar) results would have been obtained if anoth-
er researcher had conducted the study. for my study i 
relied on qualitative content analysis, a guided method 
of data analysis that is presented in section 4.3.1. in ad-
dition, i have kept a detailed case study database to or-
ganise the results and access them in a structured way. 
following davis (2009: 79), ‘the quality of a database 
is evaluated by the extent to which other researchers 
are able to understand how the collected data support 
claims made in the final case study report through 
perusal of the database’. furthermore, yin (1994) sug-
gests developing a detailed code book to structure the 
data and keep track of the research process and chang-
es taking place as the research progresses. according 
to the criteria of qualitative content analysis (section 
4.3.1) i structured the data with the help of a code book 
and a guided scheme for the analysis.
 next to the approaches mentioned above, the in-
terview questions and questionnaires, as well as the 
final results have been extensively discussed with the 
group of fellow Phds and professors who constitute 
the nwo project ‘dutch fashion identity in a glo-
balised world’. opening up the preparations and re-
sults to discussions with an informed group of scholars 
allowed for a plurality of different views and opinions. 
arguably, not every kind of input is equally valid. in an 
effort to avoid an eclectic treatment of the results, my 
supervisor Prof. dany Jacobs and i therefore followed 
up the group discussions with brief reviews integrating 
and analysing the main points.

researCh set-uP
Prior to the actual period of research i worked out a 
scheme for the different brands in order to guarantee 
that the research was going to take place according to 
identical criteria. the scheme included a detailed list of 
each of the firm’s outlets and the actual retail settings, 
as well as preliminary studies of each of the firms in 
order to get a first insight into the organisational set-
up, media profile, and range of products. furthermore, 
the research plan set forth in what way, in what loca-
tions, and during what periods of time the research 
was supposed to take place. to ensure that there was 
a yardstick for comparison between the consumers i 
was going to interview or with whom i was going to 
complete questionnaires, it was decided to conduct the 
research in cities where each of the firms had outlets. 
each of the cases in this dissertation has been studied 

generally speaking, the research period was divided 
into four different phases:
1. development of a theoretical framework
2. development of the case study design
3. execution of the case studies in the dutch 
 fashion industry
4. analysis and conclusion drawing

Phase 1 • Development of a theoretical framework
with the aim to define the field and form an under-
standing of the different aspects that had to be taken 
into consideration for the actual research, i first devel-
oped a theoretical framework. during this phase the 
aim was not only to create a suitable theoretical basis 
for the research but to find out as well what direction it 
was supposed to take. due to the fact that this Phd is 
based on a proposal originally not written by myself, i 
had to find my way into the subject, position myself in 
the field, and identify key areas that appeared suited to 
the subject and interesting enough to study. my work 
during this period consisted of an extensive literature 
study and a number of talks with experts in the field. 
from this i distilled a number of critical aspects that 
later formed the point of departure for the case study 
research and data analysis.

Phase 2 • Development of a case study design
after defining the field and building the theoretical 
foundation of the study, the second phase consisted of 
developing the case study design. during this period 
the general setting of the research was established, 
with the aim to develop a conclusive and sound meth-
od for studying the dynamics between brands and 
consumers in the dutch fashion industry. as indicated 
above, the expert panel was used in this context to de-
fine the choice of cases and to allow for a high degree 
of variation. the goal of the research was to look into 
the relationship between brands and consumers and 
explore the question whether there are typically dutch 
characteristics involved. the research setting was de-
signed to reflect this ambition and cover the different 
facets of the dutch fashion landscape.

Phase 3 and 4 • Execution of the case studies in the 
Dutch fashion industry, and analysis and conclusion 
drawing
these two phases were interrelated to a certain extent, 
so the boundaries were not as clear-cut as between the 
preceding phases. the case studies were executed one 
by one, while the phase of analysis went mostly hand 
in hand with it. during the entire period case study 
protocols served to control the research. tentative 
conclusions were already drawn during the research 
phase, while the final conclusions were left to be drawn 
towards the end of the project with the full amount of 
data at hand.

 4.2.1 data ColleCtion within the Cases
the number and selection of case studies discussed 
above primarily pertain to the external validity of my 
study and the extent to which it is possible to general-
ise and make inferences from findings. by contrast, the 
choices that i made during the phase of data collection 
have an impact on the internal validity, construct valid-
ity, and reliability.

ConstruCt validity
Pundits of case study research have variously argued 
that the method falls short of guidelines on how to ob-
jectify data and make the research process transparent 
and reproducible. it is claimed that the data collection 
of case studies is based on subjective judgments and 
that it lacks methodological precision. in this regard 
Perry (1998) suggests ‘data triangulation’ as a method 
to improve the reliability of the results. most gener-
ally speaking, the concept advocates the use of at least 
three different sources of evidence rather than relying 
on a single one. in an effort to improve the construct 
validity of my study, i have drawn on multiple sources 
including interviews and websites, shop visits and ob-
servation protocols. attempting to integrate evidence 
from a variety of sources, the qualitative data was en-
riched with questionnaires in order to facilitate an alter-
native view and complement the findings with data that 
indicate tendencies and patterns in the consumption 
behaviour of dutch fashion consumers (see section 
4.3.2 for further details). added to that, the decision to 
work with case studies gave me the chance to cross-
validate the concepts and research strategy throughout 
the study, and test the concepts in different economic 
environments.

internal validity
the cases i studied all present an idea of how audi-
ences and brands relate to one another at one specific 
point in time. due to the fact that a research setting 
based on multiple case studies does not lend itself to a 
longitudinal study, each of the brands i focused on was 
examined over a period of three to four months. Con-
sequently, the results should be read and understood 
as an attempt to understand the dynamics between 
consumers and brands rather than a longitudinal study 
of the phenomenon. robson (2002) makes a distinc-
tion between three types of internal validity – descrip-
tion, interpretation, and theory building – that all relate 
to different types of knowledge and are connected to 
different problems during the research process.
 when describing events and phenomena the risk is 
that the data set is incomplete or not accurate enough. 
robson (ibid.) therefore suggests audio and video tap-
ing as a method that includes all relevant data. i have 
audio-taped all the interviews of the study, except for 
one in which i was not given permission to use a tape 
recorder. in this case i had to rely on taking notes. 
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of a specific research model or, in other words, it is 
‘grounded’ in the phenomenon that is being stud-
ied. instead of examining one precise phenomenon, 
grounded theory looks at separate incidents, the sum 
of which represents the basis of the theory-building 
process and analysis. the relevance of categories is 
constantly challenged by what glaser and strauss call 
‘fit’. as a result, ideas and concepts that emerge from 
the research are subject to an ongoing process of com-
parison between different incidents and old and new 
data, leading to a continuous refitting and adaptation 
of categories (glaser 1978).

 4.3.1 Qualitative Content analysis
over the years the grounded theory approach has 
been met with both praise and criticism (eisenhardt 
and graebner 2007; robrecht 1995). more recently, a 
number of scholars have broadened the perspective in 
an attempt to define guidelines explaining how to ana-
lyse data and frame them against the background of 
the complete research setting (ritsert 1972; wittkowski 
1994; altheide 1996). in this context mayring (2000) 
has developed qualitative content analysis (‘qualitative 
inhaltsanalyse’ and ‘leitfaden-interviews’), a practice 

which prioritises a content-based approach and in-
cludes formal aspects in the process of data collection. 
following krippendorff (1969: 103), ‘content analysis 
[is] the use of replicable and valid method for making 
specific inferences from texts to other states or prop-
erties of its source’. the underlying idea is to use the 
guiding principles of quantitative content analysis as 
developed in communication studies, and advance 
them in the field of interpretative research. fuelled by 
becker and lissmann’s (1973) model which empha-
sises ‘layers of content’, qualitative content analysis 
not only looks into the manifest contentual matter of 
transcripts, protocols, and documents, but makes a 
distinction between ‘primary content’ (main reason-
ing or chain of thought) and ‘latent content’ that only 
becomes apparent from either the contingent context 
of the transcript or the larger body of the interview. in 
that way it is a technique that breaks down the mate-
rial within its communication context, based on a set 
of given criteria.
 mayring (2000: 4) defines a set of principles guid-

ing the analytical process:
• Placement in a communication model: defin-

ing the aim of the analysis with respect to the 

over a period of three to four months, depending on 
the progress rate and the extent to which i was able to 
gather a sufficient amount of data.
 during the period of data collection i actively par-
ticipated in the retail setting, which included helping 
out with minor tasks when the shops were empty, and 
asking questions to the shop assistants in order to 
better understand the process of value exchange with 
consumers. by doing so, i have been able to develop 
an understanding of different types of consumer ap-
proaches as well as the different manners in which the 
brands i studied interact with their audiences.
 i completed the questionnaires together with the 
consumers in order to avoid possible misunderstand-
ings concerning the items and to make sure that no 
items were being skipped and the forms were complet-
ed outright. only consumers who had actually complet-
ed the act of purchase were approached. this choice 
was motivated by the fact that i wanted to make sure 
the sample was comprised of actual consumers rather 
than passers-by. i admit that this decision produced 
a smaller data set compared to a set-up where every 
person coming into the shop is approached. however, 
in keeping with the goals of the study, it seemed more 
sensible to focus on actual consumers than on poten-
tial ones.
 for the in-depth interviews i relied on the shop as-
sistants who convinced regulars on my behalf to par-
ticipate in the study, as well as on my own judgment. 
whenever the answers, given during the process of 
completing the questionnaire, indicated that the re-
spondent visited the shop on a regular basis and pur-
chased larger quantities, i approached them with the 
request to participate further in an in-depth interview in 
the company’s back rooms. the interviews usually took 
between 20 and 30 minutes, depending on progress 
and the amount of time respondents had at their dis-
posal.
 as far as the interviews i conducted with employ-
ees from the companies are concerned, i did not have 
a fixed target in mind regarding the number of people i 
wanted to interview. rather, i attempted to cover all the 
relevant functions within each fashion company (mar-
keters, Pr assistants, designers, sales assistants, visual 
merchandisers) to get a complete picture of how the 
firm as a whole is organised, and detect patterns in the 
way different employees understand and execute the 
brand philosophy. most of the interviews took between 
45 and 60 minutes, in a few cases they took between 
one and a half and two hours.

�.� research approaches: 
 QualItatIve anD QuantItatIve

Consumer behaviour in fashion is studied primarily in 
two ways. one strand of scholars relies on qualitative 
research methods and an anthropological approach 

(banister and hogg 2004; bovone 2006; kawamura 
2006, 2011; Piacentini and mailer 2004) whereas 
others typically use quantitative research methods 
and statistical analysis including data mining of sales 
figures (birtwistle and freathy 1998; birtwistle and 
shearer 2001; goldsmith, flynn and moore 1996; kim 
2000; o’Cass 2000; smith and bryjonfsson 2001). the 
former is traditionally related to studying consump-
tion habits as a social phenomenon, whereas the latter 
analyses the relationship in a psychological or com-
mercial context. both approaches have their benefits 
and drawbacks. Qualitative research is often claimed 
to be impressionistic and based on personal accounts 
that do not reflect ‘the facts’, hence suggesting that the 
findings, even when discussed by a group of experts/
informed scholars, remain subject to individual inter-
pretation. on the positive side, the method permits 
an explorative treatment of the subject: by not starting 
from a fixed set of assumptions the method allows for 
an open and informed in-depth analysis and leaves the 
potential for unexpected findings and insights (bryman 
and bell 2007). by contrast, quantitative research relies 
exclusively on statistical analysis and pre-formulated 
hypotheses, which exclude new theoretical insights 
as the research question determines the outcome 
to some extent. by definition positivist research con-
firms or refutes one or more pre-formulated hypoth-
eses, which limits the scope of analysis to a specific 
set of variables and a rather narrowly defined area of 
research. the great benefit of this approach is that it 
produces fairly exact statistical data that allow for com-
parisons between different economic environments.
 for many years scientists working on the basis of 
statistical models have argued that qualitative research 
lacks methodological precision and cannot be quanti-
fied properly (sandelowski 1993). one of the main rea-
sons for this allegation was that the method fell short 
of structural criteria to actually define the process of 
data analysis and conclusion drawing. in other words, 
the replicability of findings was at stake, due to an ab-
sence of clear-cut and binding principles (denzin and 
lincoln 1994). avoiding the dilemma traditionally faced 
by qualitative research, glaser and strauss published 
their famous ‘the discovery of grounded theory’ in 
1967, an approach which practically starts from a re-
verse set of assumptions. rather than starting from 
a theoretically-driven research set-up, the first step is 
data collection. according to the original theory, data 
can come from a variety of sources including more ob-
vious ones like interviews and observation protocols, 
but also informal ones like newspaper reports. after a 
first viewing of the material a coding scheme is being 
developed that at a later stage translates into a number 
of concepts that guide the research as well as the data 
analysis. in turn, these concepts form the basis of a set 
of categories that inform the process of theory build-
ing. theory is consequently developed as a function 
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FIg �.1 guided Content analysis model (adaPted from mayring 2000: 5)

subject / 
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Problem

theory-driven 
definition of 
structural 

dimensions 
accoring to 
main and 

sub categories

theory-driven 
modeling 

of definition, 
standard examples, 
and coding rules. 
development of 
coding scheme

revision 
of categories 
and coding 

scheme

summative 
evaluation of 

reliability

formative 
evaluation of 

reliability

final 
perusing 

of the 
data

data 
analysys



followed by the actual analysis of the data set. the data 
was evaluated according to the final criteria of the cod-
ing scheme and analysed with respect to the goals of 
the research and its main subject.
 mayring’s approach is beneficial to guarantee re-
liable qualitative data and develop methodological 
approaches that are comprehensible and stand up to 
scrutiny. the analysis of interviews, transcripts, pro-
tocols, and field notes in this dissertation follows the 
general lines of the mayring’s model and makes use 
of guided content analysis. Partly opting for an inter-
pretative approach, the interviews and field work reflect 
the life-worlds of consumers in the context of each firm 
and facilitate an understanding of the underlying mo-
tives and experiences that define their relationship with 
a brand. with a focus on the lived experiences and so-
cial interactions between respondents and companies, 
the approach aimed to comprehensively illustrate the 
strategies of the different brands, and compare them 
with the motivational and attitudinal patterns of con-
sumers.

 4.3.2 a broadened PersPeCtive
beyond an in-depth understanding of the relays be-
tween supply and demand, my research called for a 
second measure to make the findings comparable in a 
different way and to allow for more general inferences 
about the nature of the subject, specifically with respect 
to the dutch fashion landscape. my aim was not only 
to show how certain consumer groups relate to their 
preferred brands – a goal for which an interpretative 
approach would have been indeed sufficient – but to 
also facilitate an understanding of the value constructs 
governing the purchase behaviour of dutch fashion 
consumers in general. the reasoning behind this ap-
proach was to present an idea of the value connections 
and general purchase behaviour for each brand, there-
by establishing a comparative measure between the 
different cases. to arrive at this goal i complemented 
the qualitative data from the in-depth interviews and 
observation protocols with quantitative data obtained 
by the questionnaires that were completed together 
with consumers.
 my reasoning in this regard is informed by ber-
nard (2000) who advocates a less clear-cut distinction 
between the different approaches, arguing that ‘while 
the boundaries between the disciplines remain strong, 
those boundaries are no longer about method – if they 
ever were. whatever our epistemological differences, 
the actual methods by which we collect and analyze 
our data belong to everyone across the social sciences’ 
(ibid: xviii). his approach is interesting insomuch as it 
does away with the classical divide between qualitative 
and quantitative methods. by extension, the approach 
he outlines has come to be known as mixed-methods 
research. in recent years this approach has gained 
more and more currency, mainly due to its (supposed) 

potential to facilitate insights into research areas where 
a single-method approach falls short of covering the 
full spectrum of necessary data.
 instead of staging them as binary oppositions, 
mixed-methods research has been advertised as ‘the 
natural complement to traditional qualitative and quan-
titative research’ (Johnson and onwuegbuzie 2004: 14) 
while others have promoted it as the latest approach in 
social research due to its capacity of using the cumula-
tive benefits of both traditions (giddings 2006: 195). 
Perhaps, there is some truth to these arguments – in 
spite of their apparent hyperbole. when framed in such 
a simplistic way, however, there is a danger of method-
ological eclecticism, because the unquestioning com-
bination of interpretative and statistical approaches 
neglects fundamental discrepancies between different 
research traditions. both quantitative and qualitative 
models are ‘based on a particular paradigm, a pat-
terned set of assumptions concerning reality (ontol-
ogy), knowledge of that reality (epistemology), and the 
particular ways of knowing that reality (methodology)’ 
(sale et al. 2002: 44; see also guba 1990). Quantita-
tive research aims at measuring and analysing causal 
relationships between a number of variables within a 
value-free, unbiased setting (denzin and lincoln 1994). 
by contrast, qualitative research is to a certain extent 
based on the assumption that reality is socially con-
structed. epistemologically speaking, investigator and 
object of study are intimately connected, which turns 
the findings into a direct product of the circumstances 
and framework the research has taken place in.
 as the juxtaposition makes clear, mixed-methods 
research may involve a structural quandary, which has 
to do with the fact that the two models stem from a dif-
ferent phenomenological basis. in itself this is not nec-
essarily a problem. indeed, it can be beneficial to com-
bine different frameworks. Qualitative methods can be 
used to add more detailed insights to a quantitative 
analysis, while statistical data can form a sound basis 
to contextualise interpretative analysis (howe 1988). i 
agree with the argument to the extent that epistemo-
logical differences do not have to be a disadvantage in 
a research setting that, next to an interpretative-explor-
ative treatment, calls for statistical evidence that allows 
for a different kind of generalisation. in order to apply 
such an approach successfully, however, both models 
can only be used as complementary frameworks that 
cross-fertilise each other while they cannot be used for 
cross-validation purposes.
 for my own research, the implications of this ap-
proach are critical. sale et al. make a clear distinction 
between the phenomena studied by each method and 
suggest clarifying this distinction by labelling the phe-
nomenon that each of the methods is supposed to 
examine. table �.� shows in what way the individual 
research paradigms are used throughout my study. 
Quantitative methods are used to indicate certain 

 background of the respondent (emotions, at-
titudes, experiences) and the circumstances in 
which the text was produced.

• guided analysis: the material is broken down into 
units of analysis and studied step by step.

• Centrality of categories: aspects are categorised and 
revised/adapted during the process of analysis.

• Quality criteria: the procedure should be document-
ed and reproducible in order to make it comparable 
to similar studies according to the triangulation 
principle.

during my first year as a Phd candidate i was fortunate 
to get introduced to this method in a one-week work-
shop, under the direction of dr. Jan kruse at the uni-
versity of münster, germany. in my view the great ad-
vantage of qualitative content analysis is that it strives 
for transparency and replicability of findings within the 
confines of the research, while taking into account the 
possibility of (minor) structural changes during the 
process of data collection. the aim is to analyse quali-
tative data according to principles that are similar to 
those used in quantitative research – with the very dif-
ference that the goal is not to actually verify causalities 
between different variables but to gain deeper insight 
into social phenomena. FIg �.1 details the different 
steps used during the analytical process.

the process is structural and analytical at the same 
time. starting from a subject or research question, in 
the first step main and sub categories are defined on 
the basis of theory. next, definitions and coding rules 
are established, again with reference to the theory guid-
ing the research. the third and fourth step are evalu-
ation stages. leading back to the initial question and 
categories, the third step is a formative evaluation dur-
ing which the categories and coding scheme are being 
reworked. in a summative evaluation of the material, 
the data set as a whole is revisited in the fourth step. 
the final analysis integrates this process and builds the 
foundation for future implications and changes or ad-
aptations of the general research strategy.
 applied to my own research, the process was 
structured as follows: the question of my study was the 
dynamic relationship between dutch fashion consum-
ers and their preferred brands. the first phase of my 
research was devoted to an extensive literature study 
to find a suitable theoretical framework and develop 
the guiding concepts of my research. as clarified in 
chapter � and �, during this phase a number of rel-
evant categories were defined (e.g. involvement, style 
groups, self-concept). for example, when ‘involve-
ment’ was the main category, the subcategories dealt 
with the level of involvement (high/moderate/low) and 
the aspects through which involvement becomes man-
ifest. next, the definitions and coding rules guiding the 
analytical process were developed. at this stage it was 

important to clearly define when a text passage would 
fit the criteria and in what way it helped to provide an 
answer to the original research question. the final cod-
ing scheme exploring brand involvement, for instance, 
looked as follows:

c1 hIgh level oF Involvement • DeFInItIon 
emotional relationship with brand and product: Con-
sumer sees brand/clothing as extension of his own 
identity • Consumer is enthusiastic about firm/clothes 
• high relevance in social/professional environment • 
stanDarD examples “whether i consider myself a 
fan of the brand? oh yes! i come here at least once a 
week and most of the time i don’t leave empty-handed.” 
(CkCii, 11’) • “of course, it’s not really my identity. but 
this is the way i want to look. this dress is an exten-
sion of how i feel about myself.” (CkCiii, 17’) • coDIng 
rules all the aspects need to apply and surface during 
the interview. otherwise: moderate involvement

c� moDerate level oF Involvement • DeFInI-
tIon only partially identifying with firm and product 
• moderate relevance in direct social/professional envi-
ronment • stanDarD examples “no, clothing is not 
part of my self-identity. i do of course choose clothes 
that i like, but that’s something different.” (vCii, 2’) • 
coDIng rules C2 applies when not all the criteria 
indicate ‘high’ or ‘low’ involvement

c� low level oF Involvement • DeFInItIon 
non-emotional relationship with brand and product – 
Clothing mainly fulfils utilitarian function • stanDarD 
examples “you see, i’m not very much into clothing 
or anything. i dress like this because i have to. it’s part 
of my job. but whether it’s this or another brand... i re-
ally don’t care.” (se) • coDIng rules all aspects in-
dicate a low degree of involvement

table �.1 Coding sCheme for 
‘Consumer involvement’

during the research in progress the categories were be-
ing revised and adapted to new insights obtained with 
a larger data set, while eventually all interviews were 
coded according to one final scheme. the formative 
evaluation of the categories and coding scheme led 
back to the original research question and theoretical 
framework, in order to control fit and applicability and 
make sure that the categories were still in sync with the 
original claims of the study. during this phase key con-
cepts like ‘brand/product involvement’, ‘identification’, 
or ‘co-creation’ were framed against the categories and 
definitions developed for the coding scheme. once 
the process of data collection was completed i made 
a summative evaluation of the entire material, check-
ing for completeness and, again, suitability. this was 
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tendencies in consumer behaviour and describe the 
way consumers perceive and connect to the differ-
ent brands under scrutiny. the goal is to establish a 
measure for the value connections that define the re-
lationship and make the criteria identifiable that play 
an important role in the consumption patterns and 
during the purchase decision-making process. Qualita-
tive methods, by contrast, are employed to study the 
dynamics between supply and demand. in-depth inter-
views and observation protocols are used:
a. to explore the lived experiences of consumers to 

develop an understanding of their life-worlds and 
identity

b. to provide insights into the way brands seek to 
connect with their audiences and lay open the 
strategies used to retain consumer loyalty

in short, although the phenomenon ‘consumption and 
co-evolution in the dutch fashion industry’ may appear 
the same across the methods of analysis, the distinc-
tion between ‘measure’ and ‘lived experience’ recon-
ciles the phenomenon to its respective method and 
paradigm (see also sale et al. 2002: 50)

QualItatIve • Consumers’ life and experience worlds 
• dynamics between brands and consumers • branding 
and retention strategies • QuantItatIve Consump-
tion patterns • Purchase frequency • value connections• 
brand perception

table �.� Quantitative and Qualitative aPProaChes 
and their resPeCtive PurPose in my study

the questionnaires (appenDIx I) consisted of 16 
items in total, including:
• 10 items using statement-based questions and a 

5-point likert scale to measure general consumer 
behaviour and subject-related areas

• 2 items using a 3-point scale with predefined re-
sponse options for measuring visiting frequency 
and the number of items purchased at a time

• 2 open-ended questions for measuring brand per-
ception in relation to the firms’ dutch national 
background

• 1 multiple-choice item (choice rate: 3 out of 15) to 
measure brand-specific consumer values

it was decided to show the results in the form of per-
centages. this choice is motivated by the fact that 
throughout this study the quantitative data is not 
meant to respond to (or even create) binary opposi-
tions like ‘significant / insignificant’ or ‘correct / incor-
rect’. instead, it was my ambition to indicate tenden-
cies and directions concerning the purchase behaviour 
of different groups of dutch fashion consumers. in 
keeping with the exploratory nature of the study, the 

research did not start from a fixed set of assumptions 
but sought to develop an understanding of the ruling 
demands in the field. while confirmatory approaches 
traditionally produce knowledge that is conclusive and 
axiomatic, the aim of my study was to create a meas-
ure illustrating a general idea of the demands and pur-
chase dynamics at play. in line with the dynamic nature 
of the study, the goal was to develop a way of showcas-
ing the studies side by side and to be able to compare 
the findings according to identical dimensions.

�.� conclusIon

this chapter presented the study’s methodological 
set-up to give insight into the way the research was 
structured and executed. i started out discussing case 
study-based research at a general level, in order to ex-
plain why i considered case studies the most appro-
priate form of data collection for this research. next, i 
discussed the external and internal validity of the study 
and clarified in which way the research was structured 
and what different steps it has taken from start to fin-
ish. after discussing the general distinction between 
interpretative and statistical research methods, may-
ring’s approach of qualitative content analysis was in-
troduced as the main method by which i kept track of, 
and analysed, my data sets. finally, i clarified my rea-
sons to enrich the interviews with quantitative data.
 in the appendices i and ii the questionnaires are 
presented and an example of the questions in the in-
depth interviews with consumers.
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