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M Purpose

This chapter is intended to provide an overview of more thorough treat-
ments of case study research (Yin, 1994a; see also Yin, 1993). The chapter also
includes new material on one especially important but still emerging aspect of
case study research—the development and usefulness of logic models. This
chapter serves as a refresher for those of you who are already familiar with case
study research, as well as a starting point for those who may be considering
case studies for research for the first time. It summarizes the basic tools, warns
about major pitfalls, and previews ongoing attempts to advance the state of the
art. In this sense, the chapter also is a springboard for eventually turning (or
returning) to the fuller texts upon which much of it is based.

Case study research is a complex and multifaceted topic. A brief chapter
cannot cover the material in depth and is likely to leave many loose ends. Thus
the chapter emphasizes the core processes in case study research. As an initial
orientation, you should be warned that the chapter caters to those who want (a)
to use empirical methods (i.e., collect evidence) as part of a case study and (b)
to emulate procedures from the physical and biological (otherwise known as
“natural”) sciences in pursuing inquiry. Among the working assumptions are
that investigators can ideally establish the “facts” of a case objectively, that
theory-driven inquiries are to be preferred, and that multiple-case studies are
best designed around the same “replication” logic that underlies the design of
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multiple scientific experiments. The emulation of these and other features from
natural science methods does not mean that case study research represents a
natural science—only that the more the emulation, the greater the confidence
in the results from a positivist perspective. One result of this perspective is that
a case study inquiry may be defined as a technically distinctive situation in
which there will be many more variables of interest than data points.

As with the texts from which it is drawn, this chapter also gives greater
emphasis to the research design phase in doing case study research (compared
with data collection, analysis, or composition). This phase has traditionally
received insufficient attention, yet it is the most critical phase of case study
research. In contrast, much other work exists on both data collection and re-
search composition. As for case study data analysis, the unfortunate commen-
tary is that formal procedures are still relatively undeveloped, but this chapter
offers a start. As a final note, the chapter emphasizes here explanatory and not
descriptive or exploratory case studies. (Works cited within this chapter using
italicized authors’ names are illustrative case studies.)

M Starting a Case Study

Starting a case study requires three ingredients. The first is the capability
to deal with a diversity of evidence. The second is the ability to articulate
research questions and theoretical propositions. The third is the production of
a research design. However, although these processes will be described in lin-
ear fashion for convenience’s sake, you should always remember that doing
case study research truly involves continued interactions among design, data
collection, and analysis (see Maxwell, Chapter 3, this volume).

0 Be Expert at Handling Different Types of Evidence

The most important element for doing case studies is the researcher’s abil-
ity to handle a variety of evidence derived from diverse data collection tech-
niques. Some persons, due to their training or preference, can comfortably deal
only with a single type of evidence—such as interview data from a survey or
experimental data from a laboratory. Such persons will interpret and use alter-
native techniques only within the implicit confines of their favored technique.
In contrast, if you are to do case studies, you must recognize a broad range of
types of evidence and be able to use each type to the best of the current state
of the art. This means that a good case study investigator will continue to moni-
tor methodological developments for many techniques. Table 8.1 lists the six
types of evidence most commonly used in case study research; these are de-
scribed more fully below, in the section on data collection. At a minimum, you
should be able to handle this entire array and should have had some formal
research training or experience with each of these kinds of evidence. (If you
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Table 8.1  Six Sources of Evidence: Strengths and Weaknesses

Sources of
Evidence Strengths Weaknesses
Documentation  Stable—can be reviewed Retrievability—can be low
' repeatedly
Unobtrusive—not created as Access—may be deliberately
a result of the case study blocked
Exact—contains exact names, Biased selectivity, if collection
references, and details of an is incomplete
event
Broad coverage—long span Reporting bias—reflects
of time, many events, and (unknown) bias of author
many settings
Archival Same as above for documen- Same as above for documen-
records tation tation
Precise and quantitative Accessibility due to privacy
reasons
Interviews Targeted—focuses directly Bias due to poorly constructed
on case study topic questions
Insightful—provides perceived Response bias
causal inferences
Inaccuracies due to poor recall
Reflexivity—interviewee gives
what interviewer wants to hear
Direct Reality—covers events in Time-consuming
observations real time
Contextual—covers context Selectivity—unless broad
of event coverage
Reflexivity—event may proceed
differently because it is being
observed
Cost—nhours needed by human
observers
Participant Same as above for direct Same as above for direct
observation observations observations
Insightful into interpersonal Bias due to investigator’s
behavior and motives manipulation of events
Physical Insightful into cultural features Selectivity
artifacts Insightful into technical Availability

operations

SOURCE: Yin (1994a).
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Figure 8.1. Convergence of Multiple Sources of Evidence (Single Study)
SOURCE: COSMOS Corporation.

have not had such opportunities, reading separate methodological texts—each
specializing in one of these types of evidence—would be a good idea.)

O  Seek Converging Lines of Evidence

What is to be done with this array of evidence also is extremely important,
Your case study must use the evidence in a converging manner—to define the
“facts” of the case, as illustrated in the top half of Figure 8.1. For instance, your
case study might focus on the leadership patterns within a community partner-
ship. How partnership decisions are made, and by whom (potentially reflected
by documents), should be corroborated by interviews with partnership mem-
bers as well as direct observations of interpersonal interactions—all converg-
ing on the identification of the actual leaders of the partnership. The methodo-
logical goal is to apply the concept of triangulation (the use of this concept is
exactly analogous to its use in geometry and the defining of a point in space




with three vectors). Using the concept for the case study method, a robust fact
may be considered to have been established if evidence from three (or more)
different sources all coincides. To get such convergence, you must ask the same
questions of the different sources of evidence.

Such convergence is to be contrasted with a totally different strategy—the
separation of each type of evidence into a substudy, as illustrated in the bottom
half of Figure 8.1. For instance, what was thought to be a multiple-case study
of 10 schools was based on surveys and observations at the schools, but the
survey data were compiled across all schools (as one substudy) and then the
observational data were compiled across all schools (as another substudy). The
different sources of evidence were not directly compared within a given school.
The result was a study consisting of two substudies (one based on surveys and
the other on observation), with a comparison of the findings from the two sub-
studies, but this was not a multiple-case study.

In summary, when you use a diverse array of evidence to converge on the
facts of a case study, you have begun to satisfy one aspect of the basic definition
of case studies—reliance on “multiple sources of evidence” (Yin, 1994a,

p. 13).

[0 Articulate Your Research Questions Carefully

Given your ability to use multiple data collection techniques, the direction
and design of your case study derive wholly from your research questions and
your articulation of the theoretical propositions related to these questions.
Sometimes, careful deliberation will reveal that the case study method is not
best suited to answer your research question. As a general matter, the more
your question seeks to explain how and why events occur, the more the case
study method will be relevant. In contrast, the more the question requires the
enumeration of events (as in questions starting with “How many . . . ”), the
more other methods are likely to be relevant.

An excellent example is the central set of questions underlying Graham
Allison’s (1971) well-known case study of the Cuban missile crisis of 1962:

® Why did the Soviet Union place strategic offensive missiles in Cuba?
m Why did the United States respond with a naval quarantine of Soviet shipments
to Cuba?

® Why were the missiles withdrawn?

The articulation and selection of these questions is not to be taken lightly. Their
identification is already an important accomplishment in doing case studies. In
Allison’s study, the questions also reflected some mystery. For example, the
historical fact is that the United States did indeed respond to the placement of
the offensive missiles (in Cuba) with a naval quarantine. But, as Allison quickly
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points out, the illogic is that a quarantine would have had no effect on the
missiles that were already in Cuba.

Especially for explanatory case studies, the appropriate theoretical propo-
sitions extend this principle even further. The theoretical propositions made at
the outset of the research could specify a complete and logical (but hypothe-
sized) series of causal events, connecting variables and constructs—or, in the
words of Sutton and Staw (1995), “a story about why acts, events, structure,
and thoughts occur” (p. 378). The more your initial research questions and
ensuing theoretical propositions are constructed along these lines, the greater
the likelihood that your case study will yield fruitful results.

L1 Develop Theory to Help Design Your Case Study

Theory development is essential for designing your case study. An exam-
ple might be a case study on the implementation of a new management infor-
mation system (MIS). The simplest ingredient of a theory is a proposition such
as the following: “The case study will show why implementation only suc-
ceeded when the organization was able to re-structure itself, and not just over-
lay the new MIS on the old organizational structure” (Markus, 1983; emphasis
added). The statement presents the nutshell of a theory of MIS implementa-
tion—that is, that organizational restructuring is needed to make MIS imple-
mentation work.

Using the same case, an additional ingredient might be the following
proposition: “The case study will also show why the simple replacement of key
persons was not sufficient for successful implementation” (Markus, 1983).
This second statement presents the nutshell of a rival theory—that is, that MIS
implementation fails because of the resistance to change or lack of training on
the part of individual people, and that the replacement of such people is the
only requirement for implementation to succeed. You can see that, as these two
theoretical propositions are elaborated in their hypothesized form, the ideas
will increasingly point to the relevant data that need to be collected to compare
the propositions. Thus stating the theoretical propositions will help you to de-
sign the entire case study.

Rival theories. Extremely important in the preceding example is the con-
cept of rival theories, which also can take the form of rival hypotheses or rival
explanations (or alternative explanations). Quasi-experimental research pays
considerable attention to these rivals under the rubric of “threats to validity”
(e.g., Campbell & Stanley, 1963, p. 5). For a case study, identifying such rivals
goes beyond worrying about artifacts or threats to become part of the theoreti-
cal foundation for the study. Thus use of rivals not only strengthens the research
design but also sharpens theoretical thinking. Within a single case, theory can
even be “tested” if there are rivals (e.g., Allison, 1971; Gross, Giacquinta, &
Bernstein, 1971); across multiple cases, having rivals will help to identify the
most desirable collection of cases (discussed further below).







