Case Studies
(adapted from Gould/Geri 05-06)
Many administrative and program situations are arguably unique, and very complex; their setting, timing, personnel, and other variables differ even within the same program, making quantitative cause-effect research designs subject to considerable error. The analysis of individual instances, or “case study,” is a key methodology for public administration. Cases allow us to make sense of complex realities and identify important variables, facilitating the process of developing theory. It provides an in depth and, at times, exhaustive examination of “a case” or organization, program, issue.  

A. Definitions 

Government Accountability Office: “A case study is a method for learning about a complex instance, based on a comprehensive understanding of that instance obtained by extensive description and analysis of that instance taken as a whole and in its context.”

Robert Stake: “The case…may be whatever ‘bounded system' is of interest. An institution, a program, a responsibility, a collection, or a population can be the case.” This approach emphasizes “what is and is not ‘the case'—the boundaries are kept in focus.”

Robert Yin's : “A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context; boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; multiple sources of evidence are used.” Case Study Research, pg. 23.

Yin argues that case studies are appropriate when:

* researcher is interested in contemporary events over which they have little or no control,

* researcher may obtain data about them from multiple sources of evidence using triangulation (secondary sources/existing information, primary sources/surveys, interviews, focus groups).

* cases may be used to generate theory or describe and critique program processes.

* use multiple cases when comparisons are appropriate; look for differences between the cases that may occur for predictable, and documentable, reasons.

B. Types of Case Studies: (Source: GAO, Case Study Evaluations)

1. Illustrative . This case study is descriptive in character and intended to add realism and in-depth examples to other information about a program or policy.

2. Exploratory . This is also a descriptive case study but is aimed at generating hypotheses for later investigation rather than illustrating.

3. Critical instance . This examines a single instance of unique interest or serves as a critical test of an assertion about a program, problem, or strategy.

4. Program implementation . This case study investigates operations, often at several sites, and often normatively.

5. Program effects . This application uses the case study to examine causality and usually involves multisite, multimethod assessments.

6. Cumulative . This brings together findings from many case studies to answer an evaluation question, whether descriptive, normative, or cause-and-effect.

7. Extremes or “best vs. worst.” Document what occurred in a program at successful vs. very unsuccessful sites.

8. Cross-sectional. What's happening in the program as a whole? Select representative cases.

C. What Makes A Good Case Study?

* Compelling case; story told well with interesting characters, important and useful findings

* Helps reader to understand reality of a complex program

* Evaluations that help managers understand what a program is doing well or badly

* Helps to generate useful theory

D. Case Study Methodology
* Design: first, ensure the research question is answered most appropriately with a case study. Yin suggests that “how” and “why” questions—which require no control over current events—are often appropriate for case studies.

* Create a case study protocol . This should state your questions, data collection and analysis procedures. 

* Consider using a “deviant case” strategy—a case which doesn't fit a pattern, which may be extreme, critical, politically important. Cases may be thought of as experiments which tend to confirm or disconfirm predictions made based on a theoretical model.

* Data collection: Take careful notes! Use rigor. Most sources of evidence: documentation, interviews, surveys, focus groups, archival records, direct observation, physical artifacts, participant-observation.

* Data analysis: ensure analysis strategy is strong enough for the goal of the research. Within cases, the usual approach is to search for important patterns/themes/stories.

* Reporting: Avoid overgeneralizations: instead, focus on answering user questions.

* Internal Validity can be difficult to establish. One approach is “triangulation,” i.e., having multiple approaches or observers provide data on the same phenomenon. E.g., survey research, interviews, direct observation. Have key informants review drafts of the study; look for time series data that are relevant to the study.

* Case studies usually have limited external validity. Try to establish the domain within which a study's results may or may not be generalized. 
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