Lecture 16: Notes
Case Studies Research
Overview
This lecture discusses case study as a research approach. Use of case studies has become extremely widespread in social research, particularly with small-scale research. When researchers opt for a case study approach they subscribe into a set of related ideas and preferences which, when combined, give the approach its distinctive character. 
Review points:
1. What is a case study? A case study is a speciﬁc instance that is frequently designed to illustrate a more general principle.  It is ‘the study of an instance in action’. The single instance is of a bounded system, for example a child, a clique, a class, a school, a community.
2. What are the Key features of a case study: 
a. It is concerned with a rich and vivid description of events relevant to the case.
b. It provides a chronological narrative of events relevant to the case.
c. It blends a description of events with the analysis of them.
d. It focuses on individual actors or groups of actors, and seeks to understand their perceptions of events.
e. It highlights speciﬁc events that are relevant to the case.
f. The researcher is integrally involved in the case.
g. An attempt is made to portray the richness of the case in writing up the report.
3. What are the type of  case studies? 
There are several types of case study. Yin (1984) identiﬁes three such types in terms of their outcomes: exploratory (as a pilot to other studies or research questions); descriptive (providing narrative accounts); explanatory (testing theories). Exploratory case studies that act as a pilot can be used to generate hypotheses that are tested in larger scale surveys, experiments or other forms of research, e.g. observational.
Yin’s (1984) classiﬁcation accords with Merriam (1988) who identiﬁes three types: descriptive (narrative accounts); interpretative (developing conceptual categories inductively in order to examine initial assumptions); evaluative (explaining and judging).

4. What are the strengths and weaknesses of case study?
Case studies have several claimed strengths and weaknesses. These are summarized: 
a. Strengths
· The results are more easily understood by a wide audience (including non-academics) as they are frequently written in everyday, non-professional language.
· They are immediately intelligible; they speak for themselves.
· They catch unique features that may otherwise be lost in larger scale data (e.g. surveys); these unique features might hold the key to understanding the situation.
· They are strong on reality.
· They provide insights into other, similar situations and cases, thereby assisting interpretation of other similar cases.
· They can be undertaken by a single researcher without needing a full research team.
· They can embrace and build in unanticipated events and uncontrolled variables.
b. Weaknesses
· The results may not be generalizable except where other readers/researchers see their application.
· They are not easily open to cross-checking, hence they may be selective, biased, personal and subjective.
· They are prone to problems of observer bias, despite attempts made to address reﬂexivity.

5. What are the elements of case study?
a. Rich, vivid and holistic description (‘thick description’) and portrayal of events, contexts and situations through the eyes of participants (including the researcher);
b. Contexts are temporal, physical, organizational, institutional, interpersonal;
c. Chronological narrative;
d. Combination of description, analysis and interpretation;
e. Focus on actors and participants;
f. Let the data speak for themselves (don’t over-interpret). 

6. Reliability and validity in case study:
Like other research methods, case study has to demonstrate reliability and validity. This can be difﬁcult, for given the uniqueness of situations, they may be, by deﬁnition, inconsistent with other case studies or unable to demonstrate this positivist view of reliability.
7. What exactly a case is?
a. What kind of case study is this (what is its purpose)?
b. What is reliable evidence?
c. What is objective evidence?
d. What is an appropriate selection to include from the wealth of generated data?
e.  is a fair and accurate account?
f. Under what circumstances is it fair to take an exceptional case?
g. What kind of sampling is most appropriate?

8. The case study and problem of selection
a. Among the issues confronting the researcher at the outset of the case study are the problems of selection. The following questions indicate some of the obstacles in this respect:
· How do you get from the initial idea to the working design (from the idea to a speciﬁcation, to usable data)?
· What do you lose in the process?
· What unwanted concerns do you take on board as a result?
· How do you ﬁnd a site which provides the best location for the design?
· How do you locate, identify and approach key informants?
· How they see you creates a context within which you see them. How can you handle such social complexities?
· How do you record evidence? When? How much?
· How do you ﬁle and categorize it?
· How much time do you give to thinking and reﬂecting about what you are doing?
· At what points do you show your subject what you are doing?
· At what points do you give them control over who sees what?
· Who sees the reports ﬁrst?



