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Introduction
Many definitions of “case of study” can be find in the literature.
Gerring says that is “an intensive study of a single unit with an aim
to generalize across a larger set of units” (Gerring, 2004). Sturman
classifies it as a “general term for the exploration of an individual,
group or phenomenon” (Sturman, 1997). To Simons “Case study is an
in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives of the complexity
and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, program or
system in a ‘real life’” (Simons, 2009).
According to a pedagogical perspective, case study is a tool at the
same level as labs, games, simulations or experiments, whose main
advantage is the ability to engage students and develop criticalthinking skills (Herreid & Schiller, 2013). In fact is a way of linking theory
and practice, which is especially important when new generations are
continuously receiving a large amount of information, and they need
to filter the most part of it.
As it can be seen, there are no consensual definition of case of study,
but all authors agree they focus on individuals, organizations, events
or phenomena, which are investigated and explored in their natural
context.
Case study has a qualitative character resulting from the subjective
surroundings, (Elman, Gerring, & Mahoney, 2016; Starman, 2013) but to
go deeper in a topic, in a case, it uses both qualitative and quantitative
methods (Starman, 2013).
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A research is composed by a set of procedures developed with the purpose
of seeking explanations of unknown events or phenomena. Research is
therefore in the genesis of scientific knowledge and the deeper the knowledge, the greater the dimension of the research that lies at its foundations.

Common Sense

Scientific Knowledge

Subjective (affected by experiences of lives, beliefs, feelings)

Objective (explained either by
the exact sciences or by the social sciences)

Immediate

Comes from doubts, questions,
investigations

Observes facts and events

Observes problems and obstacles

Collected by the senses

Uses rigorous methodology

Not critical

Deeply critical. Often there are
different theories to explain the
same phenomenon.

Uses current language

Requires scientific language

Source: Own

Research requires a whole process of formulation of explanatory hypotheses, which must be tested, and from their outcomes, one or more theories can be build and proposed. After a long process of verifications and
confirmations, theories are validated and accepted by scientific community, until new knowledge comes to question the theory. At this moment,
a new cycle of knowledge is thus approaching.
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Source: Own

Case study is a methodology focused in a single case or in a set of few
cases, which allows to investigate and understand complex issues in
real world settings (Harrison, Birks, Franklin, & Mills, 2017). It has the
potential to deal with simple through complex situations (Baxter &
Jack, 2008). It can be considered a robust research method particularly
when a holistic 1, in depth investigation is required (Zainal, 2007).
Case study has the benefit of flexibility in terms of the types of research,
questions that can be addressed and data collection methods (Pearson,
Albon, & Hubball, 2015). One of its main virtues is the depth of analysis
CASE STUDIES

that it offers (Gerring, 2004). It provides tools to study complex phenomena within their own natural contexts, and enables the researcher
to gather data from a variety of sources and to integrate it to illuminate
the case (Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Not all researchers consider case study as a methodology, especially
1

The holistic concept assumes that the whole is bigger than the parts as result of its interdependence.

ENTRANCE - ENGAGED RESEARCH CONNECTING COMMUNITY WITH HIGHER EDUCATION

because of the unstructured methodology used and of the representativeness of the selected cases. In fact, cases cannot be randomly selected, and according to scientific rules, it should have methodological
arguments to choose case “A” alternatively to “B”.
Regardless, many authors find case study to be very important in specific fields of study: politics (Gerring, 2004; Mitchell et al., 2015), health
science (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Houghton & Keynes, 2013), education (Santos et al., 2016) and social sciences (Zainal, 2007).
According to Starman, case studies have been largely used in the social
sciences and have been found to be especially valuable in practice-oriented fields such as social work. The author highlights that social
sciences do not have much to offer except concrete cases and context
dependent knowledge (Starman, 2013).

Source: Own
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The aim on case study is that we can learn with the experience of others and prepare,
predict and protect individuals, organizations or even countries, to dill with subsequent phenomena.
Defining the borders of a case of study is never easy and sometimes the limits
must be redefined during the research. Case studies can include a time dimension
(Dasgupta, 2015), which can be classified in three categories: retrospective, snapshot
and diachronic (Thomas, 2011). They can focus on years, months, days or even minutes. For its part, the spatial dimension can include individuals, groups, organizations,
cities or even countries.
Case studies serve different purposes: behaviours, actions clinical cases, accidents,
historical facts. They are intended to identify causes that are necessary and/or sufficient to produce a particular outcome and to shed light on a particular causal effect,
and finally they can clarify features of a population of cases extending well beyond
the chosen case(s) of intensive study (Elman et al., 2016).
If for a single case study there are many resources of data, it is important not to report
the outcomes separately, but to analyse the findings as a whole. Many times, it is necessary to create a team to discuss the issue and to look for goals.
Yin suggests that a case of study should be used when (Yin, 2018):

•

the focus is on “why” and “how”;

•

those who are involved cannot manipulate the study;

•

there are no clear boundaries between the phenomena and the context;

•

the context is assumed to be important.

In fact, the context is essential at all stages in the study (Pearson et al., 2015), that’s why
it is of huge importance to use different sources of information and data, that warrant
a global and integrated perspective of the situation. Theories can be building from
case studies and are especially useful on the first stages of the topic research.
Yin categorizes case studies as exploratory, descriptive or explanatory (Yin, 2018). The
exploratory generally is a first contact with the phenomenon, when few information

CASE STUDIES

about the issue is available, and the aim is to enrich and deepen the knowledge 2. The
descriptive type requires a prior knowledge about the subject. It may make the characterization of the sample under study as complete as possible, and generally is the

Note that a first contact of a researcher with a topic can not be considered an exploratory study, since it
does not contribute with new knowledge to the scientific community.

2
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Exploratory
Is a first contact with the
population or phenomenon, whose aim is to contribute with new scientific
knowledge;
Usually is applied to less
studied / explored areas or
phenomena;
Allows to identify difficulties, detect opportunities
and define priorities;
Is highly flexible and unstructured;
Allows to identify variables
that should be included in
a deeper study;
Has low costs;
Normally is too shallow.

Descriptive

Explanatory

Requires previous knowledge about the subject or
phenomenon;

Seeks to determine the
relationships between
variables, and if possible,
cause-effect relationships;

Seeks to describe the attributes of a particular case,
individual, organization,
population or phenomena;

Evaluates the degree of
dependence between
variables;

Proposes to establish relationships (non causal) between influential variables;

Uses experimental studies
to identify cause-effect
relationships;

Needs a characterization as It can reach very high costs.
complete as possible;
Is the basis for the formulation of the hypotheses
about the data population,
which generally are speculative;
Uses systematic criteria to
describe a reality, although
they do not try to explain it;
Has low costs, and is simple
and easy to perform;
Is conditioned to the
representativeness of the
sample.

Source: Own

Advantages

Disadvantages

Analyses and explores the natural context of the problem or phenomena;

Selected cases may not be representative
of a population, or even part of it;

Can be enough to significantly increase
scientific knowledge or to disrupt a
theory;

Shows a strong subjective character

Allows a very deep exploration of a case;
Shows flexibility;
May use both qualitative and quantitative methods;
Generally has low costs.

Source: Own
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basis for the formulation of hypotheses. Finally the explanatory or causal study seeks
to determine the relationships between variables, and if possible, to establish their
cause-effect relationships.

Single Case Study
Globally integrates less information
but more detailed one. One can go
deeper to explore the topic.
Is very specific and many times not
applicable to other cases.
It’s easier to get different perspectives,
which may help to contextualise the
case.

Multi-case Study
Covers different cases, being more likely
to be applied in inference.
Includes more information but more
generalised.
Allows comparison between cases.

Sometimes is the only way of exploring
facts or phenomena (historic, evolutionary, clinical, natural, accidental)
Can be disruptive to the theory, and
thus force new lines of research.
It is easy include the time dimension

Source: Own

According to some authors, the main difficulty of case studies is to select the cases
that can be representative of a population (Seawright & Gerring, 2008), but being representative may not be important when the effective impact on society is extremely
relevant. For instance, a specified case can be extremely useful if disrupts a theory
(Eisenhardt, 1989). In fact, the importance is on learning from others’ experiences.
Case studies are stories narrated in the first person. The importance of a phenomenon depends on the perspective, so something that can be irrelevant for a group
of people, can be of extreme relevance for a second one. Therefore the point of view
of the researcher can play a vital part in the study results (Starman, 2013). Once it is
important to have a true or real picture of the natural context of an event or phenom-
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enon, to understand why the process took a specific direction, a team of researchers
can be more valuable than a single one.
To compensate the restrictions that emerge from the use of a single case study,
multi-case studies can provide a stronger base to theory building (Yin, 2018).
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C A S E S T U DY
SELECTION
Case selection is one of the most important tasks of case study
research, because only a single or few cases will integrate the study,
thus their influence will be very significant. Case selection procedures
vary according to the focus, and can be categorized on typical, diverse,
extreme, deviant, influential, most similar, and most different cases
(Seawright & Gerring, 2008).

Case Study

Selection procedures

Typical

Objective (explained either by the exact sciences
or by the social sciences)

Diverse

Comes from doubts, questions, investigations

Deviant

Observes problems and obstacles

Extreme

Uses rigorous methodology

Influential

Deeply critical. Often there are different theories to
explain the same phenomenon.

Most similar

Requires scientific language

Most different

A very distinctive pair of cases, in which a single independent variable returns to the same outcome.

Source: adapted (Seawright & Gerring, 2008)
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TIPS TO WRITE CASE STUDIES
After reading the text above you probably are interested
in writing case studies. But how can it be done? With
the next tips, we hope you will find it easy. historical
influences, but also embodies core tenets that
make CBR relevant to higher education, especially
as a response to the challenges that colleges and
universities currently face in exploring partnerships
with communities in addressing pressing problems.
More recently, the conceptual work by Barbara Israel
and others has provided a critical template for what
has come to be regarded as the core dimensions of
CBR. According to these authors, the key Principles of
Community-Based Research are:
1.

Remember that teams make always more goals
than a single player does. Consider not to work
alone.

2.

A single or multi-case must be selected. You will find
the most adequate selection procedure on previous
section.

3.

Define the limits of the study (temporal, spatial and
target).

4. Use different sources of data. Do not forget that
each source has its own opinion, perspective,
behaviour, feeling, vision, which will give a subjective
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character to the collected information.
a.

If you are analysing a social problem,
listen those who are suffering with it, the
professionals that are trying to minimize or
combat the problem directly, their superiors,
local citizens that are not affect by the
problem and local politics.
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b. If your case study is an historical fact or
event, find literature from distinct authors
and consult official documents from
different origins. For recent events, you
probably find some important information
in the media.
c.

If your case is clinical, all members of
doctor’s team must be taken into account,
and in special cases, you can also listen the
patient and his family. Never forget ethical
principles.

5.

Specify the type of study you want to develop:
exploratory, descriptive or explanatory. The third
requires special cares because you have to identify
cause-effect relations, and the information that you
are going to collect must consider this.

6. Define the methods to collect data. You can use
face-to-face interviews with distinct stakeholders,
you can observe behaviours, reactions or actions, or
you can create a focus group: participants will feel
free to discuss the topic because they are not alone,
and from their interaction can arise very interesting
information.
7.

Compile all available information and write the
case. Never forget to include all the details to
contextualize it.

8. Ask some senior researchers to read and comment
your work before disclosing it.
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CONCLUSION

There is no consensual definition of case study: some assume
that is a method, to others is a type a study, to a third group is
a methodology and to a fourth is a tool, which is intended to
study specified cases. Spite of the different opinions, all authors
agree that its main character is qualitative, even though can use
some quantitative methods to go deeper in the investigation of
individuals, events or phenomena.
Case studies have applications in many fields of study: politics,
economy, management, social work, health, education and history.
In fact, probably almost all fields of study can be explored through
cases studies.
Never forget:
CASE STUDIES

First: cases may not be representative of a population, or even part of
it, however they can be very significant to scientific knowledge and
sometimes they are the only way to access it;
Second: they have always a subjective character and suffer influence
from their sources and from the researchers involved.
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