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ase studies are a common way to do

qualitative inquiry. Case study research is

neirhcr nern nor esrentillly qualitalive.

Case study is not a methodological choice but
a choice ol what is to be studied. If case study

research is nore humane or in some ways tran-
scendent, it is because the researchers are so, not

because of the methods. By whatever methods, we

choose to study /,&e case.lVe could study it analyt

ically or holistically, entilelyby repeated measures

or hermeneutically, organically or culturally, and

by mixed methods-but we c0ncentrate, at least

for the time being, on the case. The focus in this

chapter is a qualitative concentration on the case.
'l'he physician studies the child because the

child is ill. The child\ symptoms are both qualita-
tive and quantitative. The physiciant record ofthe
child is more quantitative than qualitative. The

social worker studies the child because the child
is neglected. The symptoms of neglect are both
qualitative and quantitative. The formal record

that the social worker keeps is more qualitative
than quantitative.' In many professional and

practical fields, cases ale studied and recorded, As

a form of research, case stucly is defined by inter
est in an individual case, not by the nethods oi
inquiry used,

A majority of researchers doing cascwork call

their studies by some other name. Holvard Bccker,

for example, when asked (Simons, 1980) what

he called his own studies, reluctantly said, "Field-

workl'adding that such labels contribute little to
the understanding of what researchers do. The

name "case study" is emphasized by some of us

because it draws attention to the question ofwhat
specially can be learned abor-rt the single case.

That epistemological question is the driving
question of this chapter: What can be learned

about the single case? I will emphasize designing

the study to optimize understanding of the case

rather than to generalize beyond it.

For a research community, case study
optimizes understanding by pursuing scholarly

research questions. It gains credibilityby thoroughly

triangulating the descriptions and interpreta-
tions, not just in a single step but continuously

QUALITATIVE
CASE STU DIES

Authort Note. This revision of my chapter in the 2000 second edition oIthis Hnrdlooft continues to draw heavily from papers
on What Is a Cdiel, edited by Charles Ragin and Howard Becker (1992). Editorial rcvien by Rita Davis, Normirn Denzin, and
Yvonna l.incoln is herelvith acknowledged.
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throughout the period 0f study. For a qualitative
resealch community, case study concentrates
on experiential knowledge of the case and close

attention to the influence of its social, political,
and other contexts. For almost any audience,

0plirniling unJcrsl.lllrling oI lh. rr.e r(qr ire.
meticulous attention to its activities. These fir'e
requirernents-issue choice, triangulation, expe-
riential knowledge, contexts, and activities-will
be discussed in this chapter.

tr Tue SrNcur.an C,qss

A case may be simple or complex. It may be a
chrld or a classroom of children or an event, a

happening, such as a mobilization of plofes
sionals to study a chrldhood condrtion. It is one

anong others. In any given study, wc lvill con-
centrate on the one. lhe time we may spend con-
centrating our inquiry on the one may be long or
short, but rvhile I'e so concentr ate, we arc cngaged

in case study.

Custon has it that not everything is a case. A

child may be a case, easy to spccify. A doctor may
be a case. Bur LLis or her doctoring probably lacks
the specificit1,, thc boundeclness, to be calied a

case. As topics of inquirl', ethnomethodologists
stud). rlerftods, such as nethods ol rloctoring,
methods of cooking, exanining horv things get

done, and the rvork and play of people (Garflnkel,

1967). Coming to understand a case usually requires
extensive examining of horv things get done, but
the prinie referent in case study is the case,l.rot the
methods by which rhe case operates. An Agency
(e.g., nongovernnental organization) may be
a case. But the rettsons ior child ncglect or the
policles of dealing r'r'ith neglectful parents seldom
rvill be considered a case. We think ol those topics
as generalities lather than specificities.'lhe case

is a specific One.l

lf rve are moyed to study it, the case is aimost
certainly going to be a lunctioning body. The
case is a "boundcd systen" (F1ood, as reported
in Fals Borda, i998). in the socral sciences and
hunan services, most cases have tvorhing parts
and purposes; nany have a selt. Functional or

dyslunctional, rational or irrational, the case is a
system.

It is common to recosnize that certain f-eatures

are within the silstem, r,ithin the bounclaries of
the case, and other features outside, ln ways, the
actiyity is patterned. Cohcrence and sequence are

there to be found. Some outside leatures arc sig-
nificalt as context. William Goode and Paul ]{att
(1952) observed that it is not alwirys eas,v for the
case researcher to say where the child ends and
where the environmcnt begins. But boundedness
and activity patterns ncvertheless are uscfnl con
cepts for specifying the case (Stakc, l98B).

Ultinately, rve nay be interested in a general

phenomenon or a population ofcases more than in
the individual case, and we cannot unclerstand a

given case without krrowing about other carses. But
while rl'e are studying it, our 1t'ieager resources arc
concentrated on trying to understand i1s complex

ities. Later in this chapter, we rvill talk about corr
paring two or more cases. \{e mav simuitaneously
carry on lnore thirn one case study, but each case

study is a concentrated inquiry into a single case.

Charlcs Ragin (1992) has cmphasized tl.re

question of"\\rhat is it a case of?" as if irember
ship in'or "rcpresentation of" sonething else

were the main consideration in case study. He

referred to the caselvork of Michcl Wieyiorka
(1988) on terrorism. Ragin and his coeditor,
Horvard Becker (1992), n'ere writing for the social
scientist seektng theoretical generalization, justi
f,ving the study of the particular onlf if it serves

an understanding ol grand issucs or explana-
tions. fhey recognized that even in fornal exper-
imentation and statistical survey rvork, there
is interest in the illustrative or deviant case. But
historians, prograrl evaluators, institutional
researchers, and practitioners in all professions

are interested in the individual casc without nec-
essarily carrng ivhat it is a case of. This is intrinsic
case study.

Even il rry definition of the study ol cas€s \\'ere
agreed upon,r and it is not, the terms "casc" and
"study" def.v lull specification (Kenmis, 1980). A
case study is both a process of inqurry about the
case and the product of that inqutry. Lawrence

Stenhouse (1984) advocated calling thc prodLrct a
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"case record," and occasionally we shall, but the

practice of calling the final report a "case study" is

widely established.

Here and there, researchers rvill call anything
the,v please a case studv,! but the more the object

of stLrdy is a specific, unique, bounded system, the

grcater the usefuiness of the epistemological

rationales described in this chapter.
'lb n.rove beyond terminology to method, I

introduce Figure 17.1,a sketch of a plan for a case

study. This rvas an eariy plan made by a small

team of early childhood education specialists

led by Natalia Sofiy in Ukraine. The case they

chose was a boy in the Step by Step chiid centered

progran for inclusion of children r.vith disabiiity
in regular classroon.is. They used Figure 17.1 to

identify content and tasks, selecting three activi-
ties to be observcd and noting several intervielvs

needecl. l'he researchers rvere deeply interested

in the case but intended to use the report to illus
trate their rvorlt throughout thc country. Wrth

such further purpose, I call their research an

i n s t r utt e ri a I cas e stLtdy.

lntrinsic and lnstrumental Interest in Cases

I find it uselul to identify three types of case

study. I call a study an intrinsic case study rf rhe

study is r.rndertaken because, first and last, one

\.vants better understanding of this particular
case. It is not unclertaken primarily because

the case represents other cases or because it illus
trates a particular trait or problem, but instead
because, in al1 its parricularity and ordinariness,
this case itself is of interest. The researcher at least

temporarily subordinates other curiosities so that
the stories of those "living the case" will be teased

out. The purpose is not to come to understand
s0l11e abstract construct or generic phenomenon,
such as literacy or teenage drug use or what a

school principal does. The purpose is not theory
building-though at other tintes the researcher

may do.just that. Study js undertaken because of
an intrinsic interest in, Ibr example, this particu
lar child, clinic, conference, or curriculurn. Books

illustrating intrinsic case study include the
lollorvrng:

Stake: Qualitative Case Studies tr 415

7he Education oJ Henry Adarns (\918),an

autobiography,

ual s el,a',e 
' l"tt, ' br Alrn Pc.rrl r.

Bread and Dreams (1982) by tsarry NlacDonalcl,

Clen Adelman, Savilie KLrshnel and Rob \\hlker,5

An Aberdeenshire Village Propaganda (1889) b1,

Robert Smith, and

The Swedish SchoolSyrlrT (19E,1) by I]ritta
Stenholn.

I use the term instrumental case study tf a par

ticular case is examined marnly to provide insight

into an issue or to redraw a generalization. 'l'he

c,l.e i\ 0lscc, ndrry :nter()L. iL p,rys a supporlive

role, and it facilitates our understanding of some-

thing e1se. The case still is looked at in depth, its

cnnlc\r. ..rutirrired lnd .t. orJ.nart lcriIities
detailed, but all because this helps tLs pursue the

external interest. The case may be seen as typical
ol other cases or not. (ln a later sectjon, I lvili
discuss when tvpicality is important.) Here the

choice of case is made to advance understanding

ol that other interest. lVe simr-rltaneously have

several interests, particular and generai. There is

no hard and fast Iine distinguishing intrinsic
case study fiom instrumcntal, but rather a zone of
,Lrnrl,ired purpo'e. \Aritings illrr'rr.iring in.tr"
menlrl cl.e rrLtdr intlucc thc Iollou ing:

"Campus Response to a Studert Gunrnan" (i995)

bv Kelly Asnussen and John Cresr'vell,

Boys in White (196i) by Howard Becker, Blanche

Geer, L,verett Hughes, and Anseln Strauss,

)tt the Bardu of )pportunity: F.ducation, Com

munity, and Language at the U.S. Mexico Line
(l998) by Marleen Pugach, and

"A Nonreacler Becomes a Reader: A Case Study 0f
Literacy Acquisition by a Severelv Disab)ed Readel'
(199,1) by Sandra lvlcCornjck.

When there is eren less interest in one particular

case, a nunber of cases may be studied jointly in
order to investigate a phenomenon, population, or

general condition. i call this multiple case study or

collecth,e case stu$t.6lt is instrumentalstudy extended

'e

d

e

e

a



446 s HANDB00K 0F QUALITATIVE RESEARCH-CHAPTER t7

lssues:

l\y'ainstreaming Versus
Special Schools

Child-Centered Versus
Teacher-Centered
Teaching

Parent lnvolvement
Teacher Assistants

lVain lnformation Questions:

Whai does Liubchyk learn in school?
Does his presence distract others'learning?
Does the Ministry support mainstreaminq?
What disabililies are not admissible here?
Why did Oksana become an advocate?
How did Liubchyk's socialization change?
ls the teacher trainjng trainee-centered?

r1
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The Context ol
Education in

Political
Conditions

Research on
lnclusion

History of
Step by Step

Figure 17.1. Plan for the Ukraine Case Study

to several cases. Individuai cases in the collection
may or may not be known in advance to manifest
some common characteristic. Tl.rey may be similar
or dissirnilar, with redundancy and variety each
important. They are chosen because it is believed
that understanding them rvill lead to better under-
standing, and perhaps better theorizing, about a still
larger co ection of cases. Illustrations of collective
case study include the following:

Teacheri Work (1985) by Robert Connell,

"Researching Practice Settings" (of medical clinics)
by Benjamin Crabtree and William Miller in their
edited voltrme Doing Qualitative Research (.1999),

Savage Inequalities (1991) by Jonathan Kozol,

Bold Ventures: Pqtterns Amlng LI.S. Innll)ati.ons in
Science and Mathematics Education (1997) edited
by Senta Raisin and Edward Britton, and



" Ihc Dark Side of Organizations" (1999) by Dirne

Vaughal.

llepolts and ar-rthors 0ften do not fit neatly into

the three categories,I see these tlitee as useful ibr

thinking about purpose. Alan Peshliin responded

to my classification ol liis book God! Lloice
(1986) by saying "l mean to present mv case so

that it can be read with interest in tl.re case itseli
but J ahtays have another agenda-to learn frorr
tl.ie case about sonre class of things. Some of udat

that will be remains an emerge nt matter for a Long

time" (personrl communicaiion).

For this fine work, lor 3 years Peshkin studied

a singlc school, Bethany l3aptist Academy. Until

the final chapter, he dici not tell the reader about

matters of irrportance to him, particularly unfair
treatnrent of ethnic minorities. The first order ol
business was to r:nderstand the casc. The imme-

diate, il not ultinate, interest lvas intrinsic. l'he
n.rethods Peshhin used centered on the case, only

iater taking up his abiding concern for commu-

nitl', freedom, and survival.

Othel t1'pologies ol case study have been

off'ered. Harrison White ( 1992) categorized social

science carservork according to three purposes:

case studies for identity, erplanation, or control.

Llistor ians and politic;r1 scicntists regularly exam

ine a singular episotle or movement or era, sucl.t

as Norman Gottwald (1979) did in his study ol
the emergence of lervish identity. I choose to call

these studies case studies lvhen the episode or'

rclationship hou'ever conplex, irnpacting, and

bounded-is easily thought of as organic and

s,vstenic, heaw rvith purpose and self.

ll is 5,"'.' 16 recognize thrt therc i\ a commLJ I

form of case study used in teaching to illustrate
a point, a condition, a category-something
important for instruction (Kennedl', 1979). For

decades, professors in law schools and business

schools have paraded cases in this manner. For

rt.r I .levelopment and 'nrrrgcrnenL l-.inint.
such reports constitute the articles ol the Journal
of Case Research, a key publication of the North
American Case Research Association. Used for
instruction and consultation, they come fiom
pedagogically oriented instrumental case stud,v

Stake: Qualitative Case Studies @ 447

Biograph.v has its own history. Willian Tierney
(2000) notcd that,lihe case study, biography calls

tbr special attention t0 chronological structures

and to procedures lor tl.re protection of human

subjects. Similarly, television documentaries,

many of then easily classifiable as case studies,

require their oivn nethods.In law, the case has a

special dcfinition: The practice ol law itself could

be called case stud,v. The rvork of ethnographers,

critical tl.reorists, institutional denographers, and

nany others has conceptual and stylistic patterns

that not on11' arnplil,v the taxonomy but also

extcnd thc loundation tbr case study research in

the social sciences arnd social services. lvly

pr.rpur, lr.'-c in cltegorizatio r i\ nul Lx Iomi(
but to emphasize variation in concern for and

nethodological orientation to r,le .ds€, thus

locusing on three types: intrinsic, instrumental,
and collective.

Seehing the Particular

Ivlore 1'han the 0rdinary

Casc researchers seek out both what is conr

non and rvhat is particular about the case, but the

cnd product of the research regr.rlarly portrays

more of the uncorrlron (Stouffer, I 941 ), drawing

all at once fi'om

l. the nature of lhe case, par'licularly its activity

and lunctioning;

2. its historical background;

3. its physical setting;

4. othcr contexts, sLrch as economic, political, legal,

and acsthetic:

.. otl'cr ....' .\'uu3, rrl.ich r1r.. c.r'e i: rc.ug

nized; and

6. those inforrrrants through rvhom the ctrse can be

known.

To study the case, to probe its particularity,
qualitative case researchers gather data on all the

above.

Case uniqueness traditionally has not been a

choice ingredient ol scientific theory. Case study

research has been constrained even by qualitative
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metl.rodologists, who grant less than full regard
to study of the particular (Denzin, 1989; Glaser
& Strauss, 1967; Herriott & Firestone, 1983;
Yin, 1984). These and other social scientists have

written about case study as if intrir.rsic studl of a
particular case \\'ere not as important as studies
int"rrdeJ to obt.rin gencraliz.tlion. l)endilling to a

popuiation of cases.T Some have emphasized case

study as typification ofother cases, as exploration
leadrng up to generalization-producir.rg studies,
ot as an occasional early step in theory building.
At least as I see it, case study rnethod has been too
little honored as thc intrinsic study of a valued
particular, as it is in biographv, institutional seil-
study, progranr evaluation, therapeutic practice,
and nany lines ol rvork. In thc 1994 first edition
of this llandbook,l nrote, "insistence on the ulti
macy of theory building appears to be diminish-
ing in qualitative social science" (p.238), but now
I am not so sure.

Still, even intrinsic case study can be seen
as a small step toward grand generalization
(Canipbell, 1975; Fl1rbjerg,2001;Vaughan, 1992),
espcciallv in a casc that runs countcr to a rule. But
generalization should not be emphasized rn a1l

research (Feagin ct al., 1991; Simons, 1980).
D.rrnrge or.urs irhcn thc c,,rrrnitnr(r)L t0 gen
eralize or to theorize runs so strong that the
researclteri attention is drat'n awav from leatures
important for understantling thc case itsclls The
case study researcher faces a strategic decision in
deciding hoiv much and how long the complexi-
ties of the case should be studied. Not everything
about the casc cirn bc understood so how much
necds to be? Each rescarcher has choices to rnal<e.

0rganizing Around Issucs

A case study has (as has lesearch of all kinds)
sone lorm of conceptual structufe. Even an
intrinsic case study is organizcd around a small
nunber of research questior.rs. Issues are not
intbrrlation questions, such as "Who initiated
their aclr'ocacy of regional forestry planning?" or
"How was their hinng policy announced?" The
issues or themcs are questions such as "ln I'hat
rvays clid thetr changes in hiring polic,v require a

change in perlbrmance standards?" or "Did the
addiction ther apy, originally developed for male
clients, need reconceptualization lor r,vonen?"

Issues are complex, situated, problematic rela-
tionships. They pull attention both to ordinar.y
expericnce and also to the disciplines of knowl-
edge, such as sociologv, economics, ethics, or liter-
ary criticism. Secking a different purvieu, hom
that of rnost designers ol experiments and testers

of hypotheses, quaiitative case researchers orient
to c0mplexities connecting ordinary practice
in natural liabitats to a ferr abstractions and con-
cerns of the academic disciplines. This broadcr
purviel is applied to the single case,leaving it as

the focus, yet generalization and proof (Becker,

1992) linger in the nind of the researcher A
tension exists.e

'fhe trvo issues used as examples two para-
graphs back were rvritten iol a particular case. A
nore gencral question rcould be "Does a change irr
hiLing policy aivay fron affirmative action require
change in perfornance standards?" or "Does
addictron therapy originally developed fbr nale
clients need reconceptualization for women?"
Whether stated for generalization or lbr particu-
larization, these organizing thernes should serve to
deepen understanding of the specific case.

Starting l'ith a topical concern, researchers

pose fareshadowed problens,") coitcentrate on
issue related observatioris, interpret patterns of
Jrra, .tnd rcio-m rhe .,suc.' a. .r.rertjrrns. 0re
transformation experienced in my rvork in pro-
gram evaluation is illustrated in Figure i 7.2, rvith
an issue tbr a hypothctical casc study of a music
education program.

The selection of key issues is crucial.
Researchers follow their preference for or obliga-
tion to intrinsic or instrunental studv. They ask,
"Which rssue questions bling out our concerns?

Which would be the dominant thenc?" lb maxr
mize understanding of the case, they ask, "Which
issues seek out compelling uniquencsses?" For
an evaluation study, they ask, "Which issues

help reveal merits and shortcomings?" Some
researchers raise social justice issr:es (House &
Hoive, 1999). In generai, they ask, "\'Vhich issues
lacilitate the planning and activities of inquiry?"
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1. Topical lssue:The goals of the music education program.

2. Foreshadowed Problem: The majority of the community supports the present emphasis on
band, chorus, and performances, but a few teachers and communrty leaders prefer a more
ntellectual emphas s, for example, history, iterature, and critical review of mus c.

3. lssue Under Development: What are the pros and cons of having this teaching staff teach music
theory and musjc as a discipline ln courses requlred of everyone?

4. Assertion: As a whole, th s communlty was opposed to provid ng the extra funding required to
provide intellectually based school muslc.

Figure 17.2. An Exanrple of Issuc Evolution in a Study

lssues are chosen part\' in ternrs of lvhat can be

learned lvjthin the opportunitres for stLrdy. The,v

will be choscn differently depending on the

purpose of tl.re study, and dift-erently by dilferent
researchers. One might say a personal contract is

drawn betrveen lesearcher and phenomenon.

Researchers ask, "What can be learned lsre that a

reacler neecls to know?"

The issues used to organize the study nay or

may not be tht ones used t0 report the case to

others. Sonre cases will be structured by need 1br

infolmation, r-aising little debate. For example,

what led to the change in operating policy? or "l Ias

per tbrnance qualitl' becn dropping?" lssues oftcn

serve to draw attention to important functioning
of the case in a situation of strcss, ars well as to

tease out more oi'its intcraction with contexts.

Contexts

The case to be studjed is a conplex entity
located in a milieu or situation embedded in a

nunber of contexts 0r backgrounds. Historical
c0ntext is almost always of interest, but so are cul-
tLrral and physical contexts.Other contexts olten
of intercst are the social, economic, political,
cthical, and aesthetic.

l'he case is singular, but it l.ras subsections
(e.g., production, marketing, sales departments),
gtoups (c.g., patients, trurses, administrators),
occasious (c,g., work days, holidays, days near
l'ol'day. r. dirlrn.ionr. ;rnd donr.rin.-m.rr1 s,'

wcll-populatcd that they need to be sampled.

Each ol tl.rese nay have its oln contexts, and the

contexts may go a long way tor,vard naking
reiationships understandablc. Qualitative case

study calls for the examination ol these complex-
ities. Yvonna l.incoln and J:gon Guba (2000)

pointed out that much qualitative research is

based on a vielv that social phenomena, hunan
dilemnas, and the nature of cases are sjtuational,
revealing experientirl happenings ol many hinds.

Qullirltir'.. re\c,,r, lr( r: \u,rrclir ! ' .rre or.-
ented tolard causal expktnntiorr of events

(Becker, 1992) but more olten tcnd to perceivc

events as 'lblstoy did in War and Peucc rnultiply
sequenced, multiply contextual, and coincidental

more than causai. Ir{any find the search for cause

as simplistic. They describe instead the sequence

and coincidence of events, interrelated and con

rextuallv bound, purposive but questionabl,v

determinative. They lavor inquiry designs for

describing the diverse activities ol tl.re case. Doing

case studies does not require examination of
diverse issues and contexts, bui that is the way

that most qualitative researchers do thent.

tr THU Srury

Pelhaps the sinplest rule for method in qualita-

tive caseivork is this:"Place your best intellect into

the thick of what is going oni' The brainrvorh

ostensibly is observational, but more critrcally, it
is reJlective.tt ln being ever-reflcctive, the researcher

is committed to pondering the impressions, delib-

erating on recollections and rccords but not

necessarily tbllowing the conceptualizations of
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thcorists, actols, or audiences ((larr & Kennis,
1986). Local meanings are important, lore-
sl.radowed meanings are important, and readcts'
consequential neanings are important. ln
|igure 17.1, activities in the first-grade class

rooms, parents' clinic, and teacher- training
sites aie to be described and interpreted. The
case Lesearcher dlgs into mealtings, lr'orking to
relate thent to contexts and experience. In each

instancc. the r.r'ork is reflective rl

If 1\,e typify qualitatiie caseivork, rvc see data
sometincs precoded but continuously intcrpreted,
on first encounter and again and again. Records and
tabulations are perusecl not only fbr classification
and patterr.r recognition but also fbr "criss crosscd"
reflection (Spiro, Vispoel, Schmitz, Samalapun
jdv, r, & l{0!lSC'. ',,8. ). \tr ob..rrrti,,.r i, irIcr
preted against onc issue, perspective, 0r utility, then
interpletccl aeainst others. Qualitative case stucly is

characlelized by researchers spending extended
time on site, pelsonally ir1 contact I'ith activilies
and opelations of the case, rcflecting, anci revising
descriptions and meaninss ol irhat is going on.

Naturahstic, ethnoglaphic, phenomenoloeical case-

rvorkers seek to see n'hat is natural in happenings,
ir.r settings, in explcssions of r,alue.

Reflecting up0n case lilerature, I llnd case

studv methods rvritten about largelv by people
ruho hold that the research sl.rould contribute
to scientific gener alization. The bulk ol case study
wor.1<, hon'ever', is done by people r,r'ho have intrin
.sir interest in the case. Their intrinsic case study
clcsigns drarv thesc researchers torvald under-
standings ol rvhal is important about that case

rvithin its or'-n lvorld, rvhich is not the s:ime as

the wolld of lcscatchers and theorists. lntrinsic
desisns aim to develop rvhat is pelceived to be the
..1\e \ o\\ \.rtr\..untexl..ilnc inte-pl, t,rtiort.. its
"thick description." in contrast, the nethods of
irtstlurlental case stud,v dralv the researcher
tdvard illustrating horv the concerns of researchers

and thcorists arc ntanifest in the casc. Because the
critical issues are nore likelv to be knorvn in
' Jti-rt'ie.. t,1 .o toll,'iv Lri.. il"".rr) .r,'ccratior,,.
such a design can take gleater advantage ol
aheady cleveloped instruments and preconccived
codine schen.res,'r

In intrinsic case stud,v, re.searchers do not
avoid generalizati0n they cannot. Certainii,,
they generalize to l.rappenings ol their case at
times still to come and in other situations. Thev
expect their reaclers to conprehend their inter-
pretations but to arrive, as well, at their oln.
Thus, the rnethods for case work actually usecl are

to learn cnough about the case to encapsulate

conplex meanings into a finite report but t0
de'clil.c t rr , .rse irr ,uifi.iert descriptive rrulra
tive so that rcaders can experience these happen-
ings vicariously and draw their own conclusions.

Case Selection

Perhaps the most unusual aspect of case study
ir.r the social sciences ancl liuman serviccs is Ihe

selection ol cases to stud)l Intrinsic casework
regularly fggin5 f ith cases alreadv identified. The

doctor, the social worker, and the program evai
uator receir,e their cases; they seldonr choose
thern. Thc cases are of prolrinent interest before
lornal stLrdy begins. Instrumental and collcctive
caservork regularly requires cases to be chosen.

Achieving the greatest understanding of the criti-
cal phenoncna depends on choosing the case u'ell
(Patton, 1990; Vaughan, 1992; Yin, 1989). Suppose

wc are tr),ing to understand the behavior of people
rvho takc hostages and we decide ro probe the phe

nomenon using a case studv Hostage taking does

not happen often; in the entirc $,orld, there are t'eiv

cases 1o choose. Current options, let us irragine,
boil dorvn to a bank robber, an airline hrjacker,
an estr.anged father n'ho kidnappcd his or,n chilcl,
and a Shiite Muslini group. \Ve want to generalize
about hostage-iaking behavior,,vet u'e realize that
each of these cases, each sample ol one, lveakly
leprz.sen ls the larger group ol interest.

\\rhen one designs a study in the manner
advocated by N{ichael Huberman and Nlatthew
L1ilcs ( 1994) and Gery Ryan and l{ussell Bernard
(2000) in the second edition oi thjs Handbook,
nothing is more important than rnakinr a r.epte

sentative selection of cases. For this design,
formai sampling rs needed. The cases are

expected to represent some population ol cascs.

1he phenomenon of interest observablc in the
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case represents the phenomenon lvrit large. For

lvliles and Huberman, Yin, and Malinorvski, the

nain *'ork was science, an enterprise to achieve

the best possible explanations of phenomena

(von Wright, 1971). ln the beginning, phenomena

ale given; the cases are opportunities to study the

phenomena. But even in the larger collective

case studies, the sample size usually is much too

smail to rvarrant random selection. For qualitative

lleldwork, we draw a purposive sample, building

in varicty and acknowledging opportunitres for

intensive studlrr
The phenonenon on the table is hostage

takrng. We want to improve our undcrstanding

ol hostage taking, to fit it into what wc know

about criminology, conflict resolution, hunian

relations-that is, various abstrsct dimensions.l5

We recognize a large population ol hypothetical

cases and a small subpopulation of accessible

cases. \Ve want to generalize about hostage taking

without special interest in any ol those cases avail

able for study. 0n representational grounds, the

epistcnological opportunity seems small, but we

.-rre uplimi'tic rhlt rve c.rn lerrn .nnte important

things from alnost any case. We choose one cirse

or a small number of exemplars. Hostages usuallv

are strangers who happen to be available to the

hostage taker. \\re might rule out studying a lather

who takes his orvn child as hostage. Such kidnap
pings actLraily may be more common, but we rule

out the father. \{e are more interested in hostage

taking accompanying a criminal act, hostage

taking in order to escape. The researcher examines

various interests in the phenomenon, selecting a

case of some typicality but leaning toward those

cases that seem to offer jpp1rtunirt to learn.

J\{y choice would be to choose that case from
rvhich we feel we can learn the most.16 That may

nean taking the one most accessible or the one we

can spend the most time with. Potential for learn-
irrg ,s r diflclent and somer imes .upcrior . rirerion
t0 representativeness. Sometimes it is better to
learn a lot from an atypical case than a little from
a seemingly tvpical case.

Another illustration: Suppose we are interested
in the attractiveness of interactive (the visitor
nanipulates, gets feedback) displays in childrent
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museums. We have resources to study four
l.u.eu m\. lo d0 a colle. tire .tudi ot iour cares. lt

is likely that rve rvould set up a typology, perhaps

of (a) museum t,vpes, namely art, science, and

history; (b) cit,v types, namely large and very

large; and (c) program types, narnely exhibitory
and participative. With this typology, rve could

create a matrix of l2 cells, Exanples probably

cannot be found for a1l i2 cells, but resources do

not allorv studying 12 anyway. With four to be

studied, rve are liheiy t0 st:rrt out thinking we

shouid have one art, one historl', and two science

museums (because interactive displays are more

comnon in science museums); tlvo located in

large; and trvo in very large cities; and two each of
the program types. But when rve look at existing

cases, the logistics, tl.re potential reception, the

resources, and additional characteristics of rele

vance, we nove torvard choosing four n-tuseums

io sudy that offer variety (lalling short of struc-

tured representation) across thc attribules, the

four that gu,e us the best opportunities to learn

about interactive displays.rt Any best possible

seiection of four muscums from a balanced

dc'ign rnorrld r,.lt 5ivc u. c,,mpell ng rePre)entr.

tion of museuns as a rvhole, and certainly not a

statistical basis for generalizing about interac-

tions betwecn interaclivity and site characteris

tics. Several desirable types usuali,v have to be

omitted. Even lor collective case studies, selection

by sampling ol attributes should not be the high-

est priority. Balance and varietv are important;

opporlLnitv to lerrn i. olten mur, import:nt.
The same process of selection will occur as

part of intrinsic case study. Even t}tough the case

is decided in advance (usually), there are subse-

quent choices to make about persons, places, and

events t0 observe, They are.ases within the

case-embedded cases or mini-cases. In Figure

17.1, two mini-cases were anticipated, one of the

teacher 0ksana and one of Liubchyk's mother.

Later, a third mini cas e was added, that ol a clinic

. rr'.rlrJ by parent.. Here ag.r'r. t'aining. experi-

ence, and intuition help us to make a good selec-

tion. The Step by Step early childhood program

in Ukraine (Figure 17.1) aimed to get children

with disability ready for the regular classroom,
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avoiding segresated special education, the usual

assignment.r3 I'he sponsors chose to study a child

in the school with the most developed activitv.

Selecting the child was influenced largely by

the activity of his parents, two teachers, a social

worker, and the principal. With time sllort, the

rcsearchers needed to select other parents,

tcachcrs. and communill lcadcrs to intcrview
Which ol them rvould add most to the portrayal?

0r suppose that we are studying a program for
placing computers in the homes of fourth graders

for scholastic purposes. The cases-that is, the

school sites already h at'e been selected.

Although there is a certain coordination of activ-

ity, each participating researcher has one case

study to develop. A principal issue has to do ivith
impact ort rhe f.rnri11. bc.rrr.r' ccrtairr expecla

tions of computer use accon.ipany placernent in
thc home. (The computer should be available for
rvord processing, record keeping, and games by

family membels, but certain times should be set

aside for fourth-grade homework.) At one site,

50 homes norv have computers. The researcher

can get certain information from every home, but
the budget aliols observatior.r ir.r only a sn.rall

number of hones. Which homes should be

selected?.fust as in the coilective case study, ihe
researcher notes attributes of interest, anong
then perhaps gender of the fourth grader, pres

ence olsiblings, family structure, home discipline,

prcvious use of computers, ancl other technology

in the home. The researcher discusses these char-

acteristics with intbrmants, gets recommenda

tions, visits several hontes, and obtains attribute
data. The choice is made, ensuring variety but n0t

necessarily representativeness, r,vith0ut strong
argument for typicality, again u,eighted by consid-

erations of access and even by hospitality, for the

time is short and perl.raps too little can be learned

from inhospitable parents, Here, too, the primary
criterion is opportunity to learn.

Interactivity

Usually we want to lear n what the selected case

does its activit,v, its functioning.We rvill observe

rvhat we can, ask others lor tlieir observations,

and gather artifacts of that lur.rctioning. For
example, the department being studied provides

services, manages itseiland responds to manage

ment by external authorities, observes rules,

adapts to constraints, seeks opportunities, and
changes staffing. Describing and interpreting
these activities constitutes a large part of rnany
case strrdics.

These activities are expected to be int.lucnced

by contexts, so contexts necd to be described,

even if eyidence of influence is not found.
Staffing, for example, n.ray be affected by the polit
ical context, particularly union activity and some

lorm of "old boy networkl' Public announcement

of services may be affected by historical and

phvsical Lonlexl:. BucgeLr \Jvc Jn er otfic
context. Qualitatii'e researchers have strong
expectations that thc realit,v perceived by pcople

inside and outside the case u'il1 be social, cultural,
situational, and contextual and they want the

interactivity of functions and contexts as rvell

described as possible.

Quantitative researchcrs study the dift!rences
among main effects, such as the clifferent ir.rtlu

ences of rural and urban settings and the differ
ent perforrnances of boys and gir1s, comparing
subpopulations. Demographics and gender are

conmon "r.rin cilect:. ProgramrrJti. | -c.,tnrent

is another common nain elfect, with resc:rrchers

comparing subsequent performance of those

receiving different kinds or levels of treatment.

Even if aLl possible conparisons are made, sone
performance differences remain unexplaincd. A

typical treatment might be personally accor.nmo

dated work conditions. Suppose urban females

respond differently to such a treatment. This
r"ould shoir up in tl-e analysi. ol r:rrian.c as.,r)

interaction effect. And suppose a particular city
girl, Carmen, consistcntly rcsponds differcntly
lrom other city girls. Her pattern of behavior is

unlikely to be discerned by quantitative analysis

but may be spotted easilv by case study. And on
further analysis, her pattern ol behavior may be

useful for the interpretation of the lunctioning
of several subgroups. As cases respond dif-
[erentll to complex 

''Lu.'rio-.. 
th, 'rrte'.r.Lirill

of main effects ancl settings can be exp..cted
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to require the particularistic scrutin,v of case

studltr!

Data Gathering

Naturalistic, ethnographic, phenomenologi

ca1 caseworkers also seek tvhal ts ordinary tn

happcnings, in settings, in explessions of value.

Herbert Blumer (1969, p. 1a9) calied ior us to

aci( pt. orveloP. 3 n d u se the d i.tinct ir e e^ pre\5io n

(of the particLrlar case) in order to detect and

studv the comlron. lVhat cletails of life the

researchers are unable to see for themselves is

obtained bv intervielving people who did see

them or by finding documents recording them.

Part IV of lhis llandbook deals extensively with

the nethocls ol qualitative research, particularly

observation, intervierv, coding, data managemcnt,

and intcrpretation. These pertain, of course, to

qualitative case stucl,v.

Docr-rmentlng the unusual and thc ordinary

.rtit. lul' ol .i ,c- f"' pl.rrrning. gaittitro lcce't
data gathering, analysis, and ivrite up. ln many

studies, there are no cleat stages: lssue develop-

nrent continues to the end ol the study, and rvrite-

up begins rvith preliminary observations. A

speculative, page allocaring outline for the report

helps anticipate hou issues will be handled and

holr, the case will becone visible. For nany
rcserrchels, t0 set out upon irn unstructured,
open-endecl stLrdy is a calamity in the rnaking. A

plan is essential, but the casen'orker needs to

anticipate the need to recognize and develop late

emerging issues. Manl' qualitative fieldworkers

invcst little in instrument construction, partly
because tailored (not standardized) questions are

needed lor most data sources. The budget may be

consumed quickly by devising and field resting

instrLln]ents to pursue what turns out to be too
many foreshadowing questiors, with some of
tlret'l nr.rl.rring,.0m, dying.ard )ome mor:nB L0

nci,v levels of con.iplexity. Even the ordinary is too
conplicated to be rnastered in the time available.

\{hen thc case is too large for one researcher to

knol wcll or tirr a collective case stud1,, /eanrlng is

an inportant option. Carse research requires inte-
grated, holistic conprehension of the case, but in
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the larger stLrdies, no one individual can handle

the complexity Coding can be a great help, il the

teaur is experienced in the process and lvith each

other. tsut learning a detailed analytic coding
\)\rL |r \iit'ri" tlrc 'r .J1 1'l.rio,.l 1,fi(n i\ Io0 SredL

a burden (1., M. Snith & Drvyer, 1979), reducing

observations to simple categories, eating up the

on site time.0fien sites, key groups or actors, and

issues should be assigned to a single tean.t

member, including junior menibers. The caset

parts to be stLrdied and the research issues need to

be pared dolvn to what can be conrprehended by

the collection of team members, it is bctter to

negotiate the parts t0 be studied, as rvell as the

parts not, and to do an in-depth study of a felv key

issues. Each tean nrember writes up his or her

partsl other tcan members need to read and cri

tique thesc write ups. Usual\', the team leader

neeJ, lo rtri r lhe .vrrlLe:., gr'ttirrg critique:

lrom the tearl, clata sources, ancl selected skeptical

f iends.

ltiangulation

With reporting and reading both "ill
structurcd" and "sociall,v constr uctedl' it is not

surprising to find researcher ttilelance for ambi

guily ancl championing ol multiple perspectives.

Still, I have yet t0 meet case reseaLchets uncon-

cerned about clarity of their o\{1r perception and

u"1;,1;'1 oi their oi' r' rurr-'ru'ric,ilion. L\en iI
neaniugs do not transfer intact but instead

squeeze into the conceptual space of the reader,

thele js no less urgency litr researchers to assure

L\.rl lhrir .(rr.e o[ \ilu.rli0r]. ob5ervdl:0' , rrPorl

ing, and reading stay rvithin some lirnjts of corre

spondence. I-lorvever accuracy is construed,

researchers don't lvant to be inaccurate, caught

without confirmation. CoLrnterintuitive though it
may be, the author has sonre responsibility for the

validity oi the readers' interprctations (lvlessick,

1989). .loseph Maxiveil (1992) has spoken of the

need lor thinking of validitv separately for

descliptions, ir.rterpretations, the0ries, generaliza

tions, and evaluative judgments.

l" redLr.e t\c tikclih,'oJ oI rririrlerpr, tatiorr.

various procedures are enployed, two of the most
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common being redundancy of data gathering and

procedural challenges to explanations (Denzin,

1989; Goetz & Lecompte, 1984). For qualitative
casework, these procedures generally are called
triangulation.la'lrianguiation has been generally
considered a process of using multiple percep

tions to clarify meaning, verifying the repeatabil,
ity of an observation or interpretation.2i

But acknowledging that no observations or
interpretations are perfectly repeatable,22 triangu-
lation serves also to clarify meaning by identify-
ing different wavs the case is being seen (Flick,

1998; Silverman, 1993). The qualitative researcher

is interested in diversity of perception, even the

multiple realities within which people 1ive.

Triangulation helps to identify diflerent realities.

tr LlenNrNc Fnorl rrrr PaRrrculen Cese

The researcher is a teacher using at least two

pedagogical methods (Eisner, 1985). Teaching

didactically,the researcher teaches what he or she

has learned. Arranging for what educati0nists cali

dkcov ery lcarning,the researcher provides mater-
ial lor readers to learn, on their own, especially
things about which readers may knoiv better than
the researcher.

What can one learn fron a singie case?

David Hamilton (1980), Stephen Kemmis (1980),

Lawrence Stenhouse (1979), and Robert Yin
(1989) are among those who have advanced the

epistemology of the particular.2r Even Donald
Campbcll (1975), the prophet of scientific gener-

alization, contributed. How we learn lronr the

singular case is related to how the case is like
and unlike other cases rve do know, mostly by
comparison.2a It is intuition that persuades both
researcher and reader that what is known aboui
one case may very rvell be true about a similar
case (Smith, 1978).

Experiential Knowledge

From case reports, we convey and draw forth
the essence of qualrtative understanding that
is, experiential knowledge (Geertz, 1983; Polanyi,

1962; Rumelhart & Ortony, 1977; von Wight,
1971). Case study facilitates the conveying of
experience of actors and stakeholders as well as

the experience of studying the case. It can enhance

the reader's experience with the case. It does this
largely with narratives and situational descrip

tions of case activit)r, personal relationship, and

group interpretation.

Experiential descriptions and assertions
are relatively easily assimilated by readers into
memory and use. When the researchcr's narrative
proride: uppurlunity lor vimrious rxpc,ienrc,
readers extend their perceptions of happenings.
Naturalistic, ethnograpl.iic case materials, at least

to some extent, parallel actual experrence, feeding

into the most fundamental processes of aware

ness and understanding. Deborah Trumbull and I
called these processes rLaturalistic gen eralization
(Stake & Trumbull, 1982). That is, people make

some generalizations entirely lrom personal or
vicrr.ous experierrcc. Fnduring mcanings come

from encounter, and they are modified and rein-
forced by repeated encount€r.

In ordinary living, this occurs seldom to the
individualalone and more olten in the presence of
others. In a social process, together people bend,

spin, consoldate, and enrich their understand
ings. We come to know what has happened partly
in terms ofwhat others reveal as their experience.

The case researcher emerges fiom one socialexpe-
rience, the observation, to choreograph another,

the report. Knowledge is socially constructed or
so we constructivists believe (see Schwandt,
2000) and through their experiential and con

textual accounts, case study researchers assist
readers in the construction ol knowledge.

Case researchers greatly rely on subjective
data, such as the testimony of partiiipants and

the judgments of rvitncsses. I{any critical
obseryations and interview data are subjective.

Most case study is the ernpirical study of human
activity. The major questions are not questions of
,,'pin'on or ieel'ng. bLrr oi the ren..o1y erperienre.
And the answers come back, of course, with
description and interpretation, opinion and feel

ing, all rnixed together When the researchers are

not there to experience the activity for themselves,
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they haYc to ask those who did experience it.

To make empirrcal data more objective and less

sr-rbjectrvc, the researcher uses rePlicative, falsi

fication, and triangulating rnethods. Good case

study research follows disciplined practices of

anal,vsis ancl triangulation to tease 0ut rvhat

deserves to be called experiential knowledge fron
what is opinion and preference (Stake,2004).

Understanding the case as personal experience

depends on lvhether or not it can be embraced

intellectually b,v a single researchet (or a srnall

case study team).When the case is something like

a pelson or a small Agency or a legislative session,

a researcher who is given enough time and access

can become personally knowledgeable about

the activities and spaces, the relationships and

cor.itexts, of the case, as modeled in lrigure 17.1.

Possibly rvith thc help of a ferv others, he or

she can become experientially acquainted with
the case.'l'he case then rs embracettbLe. Tbrough

observirtior.i, enumeration, and talk, the researcher

can personally come to perceive the nature of the

case. When the researcher can see and inquire

about the case personalll', with or without scales

and rubrics. that researchel can come to under-

stand the case jn the most expected and respectecl

ways. But rvhen the researcher finds the case

ob.cured. e\..rrdinb ir.o loo-disr.rnl |egi.,rr nr

beyond his or her comprehension, and thus

bcyond personal encounter, that researcher con

ceptualizes thc case differently. The case is likely
to become ovcrly abstract, a construct ol cr iteria.

Whether or not they want to, rescarchers then
dcpersonalize the assignment, rely more on
instruments and protocols, and accept simplistic
reporting fron people rvho themselves lach direct
personal experience. Even if the researcher has

extensive personai c0ntact with parts of the case,

llr.rr corrltcr lt;lr ro reJCh l0o rnJny extremities
and complexities. This is a case beyond pet sonal
en'1,rr... beyord experienrial knorr irg.

Knowledge Transfer
From Researcher to Reader

Both reseatcher and reader bring their con-
ceptual structurcs to a case. In the literature, these
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structures have been called nrany things, rncluding

adt anced organizers (Ausubel & Fitzgerald, 196 i ),
schertata (Anderson, 1977), antl an unfoLtling oJ'

realizotion (Jlohm, 1985). Somc such frameworks

for rl nuElrl are un.on.cio.r.. lornrnlrric.-rri,,n i.
lacilitated by carefu111' crafted structures. Thougl.rt

itself, conversation surely, and u'r'iting especially

draw phrases into paragraphs and append labels

onto construlcts. Meanings aggrcgatc or attenuate.

Associations become relationships; relationships

become theorv (Robinson, 1951). Generalization

can be an unconscious process fbr both researcher

antl readeL

In plivate and personal ways, icleas are

strucnued, highlighted, sLrbordinated, connected,

cmbedded ln contexts, embedded ryirlr illustra-
tion, and laced lvith favor ard doubl. Horvever

movecl to share idcas case reseaLchers might be,

howeyer clever and elaborated their ivritings, they

rvill, like otl.rers, pass along to readers sorre of
their personal mcanir.igs of events and relation-

ships-and fail to pass along others. They know
that readers, too, will add and subtr act, invent ancl

shape-reconstructing the hnorvledgc in ways

that lear,e it dilferently connccted and more likcly
to be pelsonally tLselul.

A researcheri knowledge of the casc faces

hazardous passage lron writing to reading. The

rvriter sceks lva,vs ol sateguarding the tLip. As

reading begins, the case slowly joins the con-
pany of cases previously knolvr.r to the reader.

Conceptuallv fbr-the reader, the new case cannot

be but some variation of cases already ltnotvir. A

new case lvithout comnronality cannot be ulcler-
stood, yet a new case i,vithout clistjnction wjll not

be noticed. Rescarchers cannot know lvell which

cases their reaciers already know or thejr readers'

peculiarities of mind. They seek rvays to protect

and substantiate the transfer of knor,vlcdge.

Qualitarive researchers recognize a need to
accommodate the readers' preexisting knowl
edge. Although everyone deals with this need

every day and drarvs up0n a lil'etime of experi

ence, we hnorv precious iittle about horv nelv

expericnce nierges with olc1. According to Rand

Spiro and colleagues (1987), most personal expe-

rience rs ill-s/racfr.rrerl, neither pedagogically nor
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epistenologically neat. It follo\.vs that a

well structured,propositional presentation olten
rvill not be the better way t0 /railsler experiential
Inowlcd$e. Tlre read.. l r' .L r;s1r1in .r,r1,1r.
Jlexibility,the readiness to assenble a situation-
relative schema tiom the knowledge fragments
of a new encounter. fhe Spiro group (1987)

contended that

the best $'ay to Learn ard instruct in order to
attain the goal of cognitive flexibility in knowl
edge representation lor future application is by a

nethod of case-based frresentatiot'ls i{hich treats

a content domain as a landscape that is explored

bv "criss crossing" it in nany clirections, by reex-
.rrrir iIg ,.r.\ !.,e .i r ir I rc rrryi'S cuI e\r\
ol ditTerent neighboring cases, and by Lrsing a

varlcly of abstract dimensions for comparing
cases. (p. 178)

Knowledge trirnsfer remains difficult to

understand. Even less undcrstood rs how a small
aspect of the case may be lbund by many readers

to rnodify an existins Llnderstanding about cases

in gcneral, even rvheu the case is not tvpical.rs
L.r a ghetto school (Stake, 1995), I observed
ir tcacher with o/re set of rulcs lor classrootn
decor ur.n-ercept that ior Adam, a near li.
expelled, indonitable youngster, a nore liberal
sct had t0 be continuously invented. Reading my
accciunt, teachels tlom very diflerenr schools

agreed u'ith two seemingly contradictory state-
ments: "Yes, vou have to be strict with the rules"
and "l'es, sometirnes you have to bend the rulesl'
They recognized in the report an unusual but
gcneralizable circumstance. People find in case

reports certain insights into the hunan contli-
tion, even rn'hile being well arvare ol the atypical-
ity oi the case. They may be too quick t0 accept

the insight. The case researcher needs to provicle
grounds for vaiidating both the observation and
lhe gener alization.

tr SronyrEr.r.nvcr6

Sorle say rve should just let the casc "tell its orvn
story" (Carter, 1993; Coles, 1989). The story a cirse

tells ol itself may 0r may not be useful. The

researcher should draw out such stories, partly by
explaining issues and by ref'er ring to other storics,

but it is risky to leave it to the case actors t0 seiect

the stories to be conveyed.Is the purpose to convey

the storyteller's perception or to develop the
researcher's perception of the case? Given expecta-

tions of the client, other stakeholders, and
readerr, eilher e.n plrr \i\ mJy bc n', 

're 
,rppropri,rre.

One cannot know at the outset $,hat issues, per-
ceptions, or theory will be uselul. Case researcheLs

usually enter the scenc expecting, even knowing,
that certain events, problenrs, and relationsl.rips

will be important; yet they drscorer that sonte of
thern, this time, will be of little consequcnce
(Parlett & Hamilton, 1976; 1.1!1. Smith, 1994). Case

content evolves even in the last phases 0f writing.
Even lvhen empathic alrd rcspectful ol each

person's realities, the researcher decides what
the caset "own story" is, or at least what r,!'ill be

included in the report. N4ore will be pursued than
was volunteered, antl less rvill be reported than
rvas learned. Even though the contpetent
researcher will be guided by rvhat the casc indi-
cates is most important, and even though patrons

and other resealchers ivill advise, that rvhich is

necessary lor an understanding of the case rvill be

decided by the researcher.2; it may be the case's

own story, but the report rvill be the researcher's

dressing of thc case's orvn storl This is not to dis

miss the aim of finding the sbry that best repre

sents the case, but instead to remind the reader

that, usually, criteria of representatlon ultimately
are decided by the Lescarcher.

tr4any a researcher n'ould like to tell the whole
story but of course cannot; the whole story
exceeds anyonc's knowing and anyonei telling.
Even those inclined to tell all find strong the

obligation to winnolv and consolidate, The
tlualitative researcher, like the single issue

resealcher, must choose betrveen tclling iots and

tclling 1itt1e. John I'an X,{aanen (1988) identified
seven choiccs of presentation: realistic, inpres
sionistic, conlessional, clitical, forrnal, literarl',
and jointly told. He added cnteria fol selecting the
content. Son.ie criteria are set by funding agencies,

prospective readers, rhetorical convention, the
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researcher's career pattern, or the prospect of
publication. Sone criteria are set by a notion of

',vhat represents the case most fully, most appre

ciably for the hosprtality received, or r.nost conl

prehensibly. l'hese are subjective choices not

unlilie those that all researchers nake in choosing

\.vhat to study. Some are made whiLe designing

the case studl', but some continue to be made

throughout the study and until the final hours.

Reporting a case seldom takes the traditional

lorm 0f telling a story: introduction of characters

lollorved by the revelation and resolution of
problems. Many sponsor s of research and many

a researchel want a report that looks like tradi-
tional social science, running fron statement

of pioblem t0 review ol literature, data collec

tion, analysis, and conclirsions. The case can be

portrayed in many rvays.

Nlany researchers, early in a study, try to fornr

an idea ofrvhat the final rcport might look like. In

tigure 17.J. Lh, r,,pi. r, l lo:ect;uns ol .rn anlici-

pated 45 page report havc been sequenced in the

lelt colunn, with guesses of page )imits provitled

for cach. Tl.ris is the plan ol the researchers irom
Ukraine, Natalia Sofiy and Svitlana Efimova, rvith

LiLLbchyk as their case. Liubchyk would have bccn

sent to a special school for children of disability,
but thanks to a diligent mother and an inclusion-
orientcd principal, he lvas "mainstreamed" in
Nlrs. 0xana's regular kindergarten. Strategically,

Ljubchvk is used as a pivot for examining the

recent mainstreaming thrust in Ukraine. As seen

in ,,,Lrrnn l-l'1/ rg.. the mo't intport:nt is.ue

was inclusion, followed b,v teacher training and
child-centered education, then three other con-

cerns.Where these issues may be developed in the
report is predtcted in the figure. In the last two
columns, the lesearchers listed singular moments
and quotations lor placement in the sections. By

lorecasting the order and size of the parts of the
st0ry, one can lessen the chances of gathering
much too much ol anv kind of data.

Comparisons

A researcher will report his or her case as a

casc, knowing it will be compared to others.
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Researchers differ as to holv much they set up

comparativc cases and acknowledge the reader's

0wn cases. Nlost naturalistic, ethnographic, phe-

nomenological researchers lvili concentrate on

describing the present case in sufficient detail so

that the reader can nake good comparisons.

Sometimes the researcher will point out compar-

i\on\ ll'JI mig\t be m rd.'. 1\hnr qu"rrtit.,tir,
and evaluation case researchers will try to provide
\ome (0mparison\, romelimes by pre5cnling one

or more reference cases, sometimes providing sta-

tistical norms lor reference groups frorl which a

hvpotheticalreference case can be imagined. Both

the quantitative and the qualitative approaches

provide narrorv grounds for strict corlparison of
cases, even though a tradition ol grand compari

son exists rvilhin comparative anthropology
and related drsciplines (Ragin, 1987; Sjoberg,

Willians, \hughan, & Sjoberg, 1991; Tobin, 1989).

I see lornlally designed compalison as actually

competing with learning about and from the par-

ticular case. Comparison is a grand epistenoiogi
cal strategy, a porvcriul conceptual mechanism,

fixing attention upon one or a fel attributes.

Thus, it obscures any case knowledge that fails t0

facilitatc comparison. Comparative description is

the opposite of rvhat Geertz (1973) called "thick

description." Thich description ol the music pro-

granr, for example, nright include conflicting per-

ceptions of the stalfing, recent progran changes,

the charisma ol the choral directol the working
relationship ivith a church organist, faculty inter-
est in a critical vote ol the school board, and the

lack of student interest in taking up the clarinet.

In these particularities lie the vitality, trauma, ancl

uniqueness of the case. Comparison might be

made on any of these characteristics but tends to

be made on nore general variables traditionally
rrotcJ i' tl-c "rganizrli.rn ,'l mu5ic progr,inr\
(e.g., repertoire, staffing, budger, tour policy). With
conccrrrali,'n orr llr, ha.c. ior (0mpJri\0n,

uniqucncsses and complexities will be glossed

over A research design featuring comparison sub-

stitutes (a) the comparison for (b) tfte case as the

focus of the studl'.

Regardless of the type of case study-intrinsic,
instrumental, or collective-readers often lear n



4s8 tr HANDBOOK 0F QUALII,{TIVE RESEAI{CH CHAPTER l7

t""-
\c?

Topic
Sections

lssues appearing

"'"':"'o.'"'-f/::$;-*;$
--i-1::1;S5:""1$51";1;i.5. m n. r,.p c s

quotes,
impressions

D,C,3 Liubchyk 5 X X I Teacher selection
A. Black today,

qreeI tommorrow

F, 1 Oksana 3 l X X X X 2 child protection B. Director not
bureaucrai

4 Tchr tng, Lviv 3 X X X
3 chid v ew oi

disabilily
C. ls vlew of

time & mqmt

Press conf, Lviv 2 X X
4 tchr view of

disabilty D. Body contact

Tchr tnq, Kiev 2 X
5. nature of

disabiljty
E. tchr staffing

or potholes

Tchr tng, Ukr. 2 2 X X 6. role of church F. Oksana's
activity centers

3 LiLrbchyk 3 X X 7. teacher unions
G. parents

voted support

His parents 2 X X
B European

Union TACIS
H. psycholog'

assessment

Parent Org's 2 2 X
9. Chernoble

effects
. aggression,

aflection

8,9 LEA, LViV 3 1
10 special ed

alternatives

M nistry 2 2 X X X
11. preparing

parents

2,8 SbS Ukra ne 2 2 X X X X

10
lnterpreiat on:
Alt. ed. policy 4 X

lnterpretation:
Teacher trainino

4 X X

nterpretation:
inclusion

4 X

Liubchyk 2 X

1145

Figure 17.3. Plan loL Assemblirg Ukraine FinalReport

little liom control or relerence cases chosen only
for comparisor.r. Whcn there are nultiple cases ol
intr insic interest, thcn of course it can be useful to
compare them.28 But olten, there is but one case of
intrinsic rnterest, ilany at ail. Readers rvith intrin-
sic interest in the case learn more atrout it directly
florr the de:criptionl rhev do nor ;grro"r iornp;rr
isons with other cases but also do t.iot c0ncentrate
on comparisons, Readcrs examining instrunrental

case studies are shown how the phenomenon
exists within particular cases. r\s to reliability,
differences between measures, such as holv much
the group changed, are lundamentally more u.nre

liablc than simple neasurements. Similarly,
conclusions about measured differences bet,,veen

any two cases are less to be trusted than are

conclusions about a single case. Nevertheiess,

illustr ation of hol' a phenomenon occurs in the
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circumslarnces ol several ercmplars can provide

valued ancl tntstlorthy knolvledge.

-N,lany are the l'ays ol conceptualizing cases

to naximize learning lrom a case. The case js

expected to be sorlething that flnctions, that

operatcs; the studv is the obsenation of opera-

trons (l(ennis, 1980). There is something to

be described and interpreted. 'l'he conceptions

of most naturalistic, holistic, ethnographic,

ph enonrenolog ical case studies need accuLate

description ancl sutrjective, yet disciplined,

interpretation; a respcct for and curiosity about

culnrrally dilicrcnt perceptions of phenomena;

and empathic rcprcsentation of local settings

a1l blending (pelhaps clunped) within a con

strucri\,ist epistentologl"

tr Erurcs

llthicrl consrderations lor qualitative research

arc reviewed by Clifl'ord Christians in Chapter 6 of
this Handbook (and elservhcrc by authors such

as Coles, 1997, and Graue and Walsh, 199ti). Case

studies olien deal r'vith rnattcrs that are ol public
interest but Ibr which there is neither public nor
scholarlv ng,4t /o knoru. funding, scholarly intent,

or Ilstilutional Review Board authorization does

not constilutc license to invade the privacy
ol others. lhc valr.te ol the best research is not
lihely to outrveigh injur,v to a person exposed.

Qualitative rescarcheLs are guests in the private
spaces of the rvorld. Their manners should be
good and their code of ethics strict.

Along rvith much qualitative rvork, case study
research shares au intense interest in personal
viervs ancl circurnstances. Those whose lives
and expressiot.rs are portrayed risk exposure
and enbarrassn.tent. as lvell as loss ol stand
ing, enplol'nent, and self esteem. Something
0f a contract exists between researcher arnd

the researched:re a disclosing and protective
covenant, usually infornal but best not silent, a

moral obligation (Schwandt, 1993). Risks to
l'ell-being cannot be inventolied but should be
exemplified. Issucs of observation and reportage
rh,-r.rltl be d::.Lrr:,.d in.rd,.inie. lirniLs t.r accesr

Stakc: Qualitatii'e Case Studies 6 459

should be suegested and agreenients heeded.lt is

important (but never sufficient) for targeted
persons t0 recejve drafts ofthe write up revealing

hol they are presented, quoted, and intcrpreted;

the researcher should listen rvell to these pcrsons'
respouses lol sigr.rs ofconcern.lt is irnp0rtant that
great cauti0n be exercised to minimize risks to

parlicipants in the case. Even r'vith good advance

infornation fron the researcher about the study,

the researchcd cannot be expected t0 protect

.lrer'.eli.. .rgairrrl lhr. r s< ' ir\erent in parrici
patlon. Rules lor protection of human subjects

should be follou'ed (yet protcstcd when they serve

little more than to pr0tect thc researcher's institu-
tion liom litigation). The researcher should go

beyond those ru1es, avoid Jow-priority probing
of sensitive issucs. and draw in advisers and

rc\'cwer\ to help.rtcrrd lhr pr r,. rive sv:lcm.
Ethical problerns alise (both inside and out-

sidc the r.esearch topics) rvith nonclisclosure of
malf-easance and immoralitl,. When ruies for a

study are set that prevenl the researcher from
"whistlc blowing" or the exercise ol compassion,

a problen exists.lVhere an expectation has been

raised that propriety is being examined and no

nention is nrade of a serious impropriety that has

been observecl, the report is deceptive. Breach of
ethics is scldom a sinple matter; often, it occurs

when tr'vo contradictorv standards app\', such as

withholding llll disclosure (as per the contract)

in order to protect a good but vulnerable agency
lVabr y. l9oar. Ur5uing llr: 5urnr.rLive rcrie\^

proceclures arc necded, with rnpetus lrom the

researcher's cor.rscicnce, lion stakeholders, and

from the research commurit,v.

tr Suvrir'r,qnv

Major conceptual responsibilities oI the qualita

tive case reseiucher include the lbllorving:

a. Bounding the case, conceptualizing the object

of study;

b. Selecting phenomcna, thcmes, or issues (i.e.,

the research questions to enphasize);

c. Seeking patterns of data to dcvelop the issues;
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d. Triangulating key observations and bases for
interprrtation;

e. Selecting alternative interpretations to pursue;
and

I Developing assertions or generalizations about
the case.

Except for (a), the steps are similar to those 0f
uther qurlitalire r( \carchers. lhe morc intrin:ic
the interest of the researcher in the case, the more
the focus of study will be on the caset idiosyn-
crasy, its particular context, issues, and story.
Some major stylistic options for case researchers

are the following:

a. How ntuch to make the report a stor),,

b. How nuch to compare with other cases,

c. How much to formalize generalizations or leave

such generalizing to readcrs,

d. How much description of the researcher to
include in lhe report, and

e. \{hethcr or not and horv much to protect
anonymltv.

Case study is a part of scientific rnethodologl
but its purpose is not limited to the advance of
science. Populations of cases can be represented
poorly by singlc cases or sanples of a very few
cases, and such small samples of cases can pro
vide questionable grounds lor advancing grand
generalization. Yet, "Because nrore than one theo-
retical notion may be guiding an analysis, confir-
mation, luller specification, and contradiction all
may result fron one case study" (\raughan, 1992,

p. 175). For example, we lose confidence in the
generalization that a child of separated parents is

better off placed rvith the mother rhan with the
father when we ttnd a singlc instance of resulting
injury. Case studies are ofvaiue in retining theory,
suggesting complexitres tbr further investiga-
tion as rvell as helping to establish the limits oi
generahzability.

Case study also can bc a disciplined force in
setting public policy and in reflecting on human
erperience. V',;.,'ior-. erperictrcc i. ,in itnportJnL
basis for tefining action options and expecta
tions. Formal episternology needs further devel
opnent, but somehow people dralv, fiorn the

description of an individual case, implications for
other cases-not always correctly, but with a con-
fidence shared by people of dissimilar views.

The purpose of a case report is not to represent
the world, but to represent the case. Criteria for
conducting the kind of research that leads to valid
generalizati0n need modification to fit the search

for effective particularizati0n. The utility of case

research to practitioncrs and polic1' makers is jn

its extension of experience. The methods of qual-
itative case study are largely the methods of disci-
plining personal and particularized experience.

El Norrs

1. Many case studies are both qualitative and
quantitative. In search of funclamental pursuits com-
mon to both qualitative and iluantitative rescarch,

RobertYin (I992) analyzed three l'eli-crafted rescarch

efforts: (a) a quantitativc investigation to resolve dis-
puted authorship ol the Federalist Papers, (b) a quali
tati\€ study of Soviet intent at the tinte ol the Cuban
missile crisis, and (c) his orvn studies of the rccogniz
ability of human faces. He found four comnon com
nitments: to bring expert knowledge to bear upon the
phenomena studied, to round up all the releyant data,
t0 examine rival interprctations, and to ponder and
probe the degree to which the findings have lmplica
li.n. e.el^here. ,l-c'c.ornr I ttlenr. rrr'J. inpO .r-tl

in case research as in any other tvpe.

2. Another specific one for targeting a qualitative
study is tire cvcnt or instance. Events and inslances are

bounded, cornplex, and related lo issues, but they lack
the organic systemacity ofmost cases.l!{edia instances

have been stLrdied by John l-iske (1994) and Nornan
Denzin (1999). Conversation analysis is a related
approach (Psathas, i995j Silverman, 2000 ).

3. Definitjon of ll.re case is not independent of
interpretive paradigm or methods of inquirl Seen

fr or.n different worldyiovs and in diffcrent situa-
ti0ns, the "sarre" case is dilferent. And however te
originally define the case, the working dcfinition
changes as rve study. And the dcfinition of the case

changes in different ways under different methods of
study. The case of Theodore Rooseveh was not just
diflerently portrayed but ivas dilferently defirred as

biographer Ednund Morris (1979) presented him,
one chaptcr at a tine, as "the Dude fron Nen'Yorkl'
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"the Deal Old lle|rvecl Brotherl"'the Snake in the

Grass," "the Rough Riderl' "the Nlosl Farrous X4an in

r\mcrical'ancl so on.

4. The history of crse studl', like the history of

curiosity ancl comnon sense, is lound throughout the

library Peeps at that history can be fould jn Robcrt

Bogdan and Sara llicklin (1982), John Creslell (1998),

Sara Delamont ( 1992), foe Feagin, Anthory 0run, and

Gideon Sjoberg (199I ), Itoberl Stake (1978), Harrison

\Vhite ( 1992), and throughout th\s llcmdboak.

5. Bretttl antl Dizanrs ls a prograrn evaluation

report.luost cvaluati0ns are intrinsic case studies (see

Mabrl 1998).

6. ColLective case slud,v is essentially what

Robert llerriott and Williani Firestone (I981) called

"nultislte qralitative researchi' Multisite progranr

evaluation is another comnron example. A nunber of

Gcrnan sociologists, such as Martin Kohli and Irritz

Schritze. have used coliective case studies ivith

Strauss'.r grountled lheory approach.

7. In a thoughtful revlewof an earl,v dralt ol this

chrpter, Orlando Fals Borda urged abandoning the

cffort to pronotc intrinsic casework and the study ol
particularity In pcrsisting here,l think it important t0

sLrpport discipiined and scholarly study that has few

scientifi c aspiratiors.

8. ln 1922, llronislan, N{aiinorvski rvtote, "One of

the first corclitions ol acceptable Ethnographic rvork

certainl,v is that il should deal ivith thc totality of

rll socitrl, cr.rlLLrral and psychological aspects of tlie
cornmunity. . l' (1922/1984, p. xvi). There is a good

spiril there, althoueh totalities dely the acuity ol thc

eye and thc longci'ity ol the watch.

9. GencrrLization from collectjve case study has

bccn discussed b,v Ilerriott and llrrestore (1983), John
and Lyn Lotland (1981), lvlilcs and Huberman ( 1994),

ancl agaiJi by Firestone (1993).

10. lvlalinowski claimcd that we could distinguish
behveer arriving rvith closed minds and arriving with
irn idea of rvhat to look for IIe wrote:

Good training in theory, and ircquainlance with
its latest results, is not idcnticalrvith being bur

dened rvith "preconceil'ed ideasl'If a nan sets

out on an expedition, determined t0 prove cer

tain hypotheses, il he is incapable of changing

his views c0nstanti,y and casting then off
Lrngrudgingly under the pressure of evidence,

needless to sa,v hls rvork will be worthless. But

the more problems he brings ivith him into the

fiekl, the nore he is in the habit of nroulding his

Stake: QLialitativc Crsc Studies tr 461

theories accor.ding to lacts, and of seeing facts

in lheir licaring upon theon', the better he is

equippcd for the work. Preconceived icleas are

pcrnicloLrs 1n irn,v scientific rvork, bLrt fbre.r/rrrrl
otved problens are lhe main enclorvnicnt of a

scientitlc thinker, and thcsc problems are first

levcalcd to the observer by his theorctical

studies. ( 1922/1981, p. 9)

1 1. I rvoulci prefer lo call it l/ltul?relirc to enpha

size the prodr"rction of neanings, but elhnographers

have used that tcml to mean "learn the special Yiews of
actors, the Local meanings" (sce Erickson, 1986;

Schwandt,2000).

12. Ethrographic use olthc tcrm l.rfle.livE sonre

tines limits atlenlion to thc neecl fbr self-challenging

lhe researchcr's ctic issues, fiame of relerence, and cul

tural bias (Tedlock, Chapter 18, this vohnnc). That chal-

lerge is important but, lollowing Donrld Schdn (1983),

I refer to a generrl tianc of mlnd rvher I call qLralitative

case ivork refTerrile. (lssues "br oLrght in" are callcd entc

issues; those found clurirg field study are cailed eric.)

13. Coding is the method ol-c0lnccting datit,

issues, interpretations, data souLces, :rnd rcport rvriting
(Miles & Hubelnan, 1994). ln snrall stuciies, lhis

neans careful labeling and sorting into file folders or

computer frles. Nlany enlries arc flled jnto rrore than

one file. If the file bcconres too bulkr,, sLrbfiles necd to

be created. Too nany filcs spoils the soup. ln lirreer

studies lvith t-iles to be used bv several team nrenbers,

a fbrmrl coding svsten needs to be developcd, possibll'

using a conputer progrln sirch trs F,thnogrLtph,

A'1LAS ti,or I lylt tr |IISE,1,RCH.

14. Nlichael Patton (1990), Anselm Strauss and

luliet CoLbin (1990), and Wrlllam Firestone (1993)

have discussed successlvc selectiou of cases over line.
15. r\s indicated in a previous section,l call then

issues. Nlary Kcnnedy (1979) called thenr "relei'arl

attributesl' Spiro et ai. (19ft7) called thcn "abstract

dimensionsl' il,lalinowski (1922/1984) called them

"theoricsl' In contemporar,v case research, these will be

our "working theories" rn0re than the "grand theor.ies"

of the disciplines.

16. Il my emphasis is on lcarning about both lhe

individual case and thc phcnonenon, I might do trvo

studies, one a case study and the other a snrdy of the

phenonenon, giving close atlentior lo an arrav of
instances of hostage taking.

17. Filestore (1993) advised naximizing diversity

and "to be as like th€ population ol irleresl as possible"

(p. 18).
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18. The project is ongoing, and no report is yet

available. The Step by Step progran is described in
Har.en. Kau na l r'. anJ 5ar'cr 1r.o.,.

19. For a number of years, psychoiogists Lee

Clonbach and Richard Snor'r' (1977) stLrdied aptitude-
treatment interactions. They hoped to find general

ll,' Lrr r'lri.'l' te.. hch ,oJld .:J..r1'r irr. ru. tior rn

personal lealning styies. At deeper ancl deeper levels

of intcraction the,v found slgnificance, leadins not t0
prespccilying teaching mcthods for individuals but
supporting the conclusion that differentiated consis-

tcncies ofresponsc by individuals are to bc expected in
complex situations.

20. LaLuel liicharclson and Eiizabeth St. Pierre

speak similariy ol crystallizatian in Chapter 38 ol this
voLume.

21. Creative use of"rrember checkingi' submitt ing

clrafts lbr review by data sources, is one 0f the most
needed iorms ol validation of qualitrtivc research
(lilcsne & Peshkin, 1992; Lincoln & GLrba, 1985).

22. 0r that a reaLity exists outside the obscrvers.
23. Among the earlier philosophers of sciencc

p|ovidirr groundlork tbr clualitative contrjbutions to

theory claboration were Herberl lSluner, Barney

Glaser, Bronislaw Nlalinolski. and Robert lvlerton.

24. Yet, in thc words ol Charlcs Ragin, "variable

o-crrl(,1 ,"TpJr.rlire rrnll. r, g .lU, rtiJti\e ,ro.,
national research) as contparecl rvith case oriented
comparative rvork cliscmbodies and oLrscur.cs cascs"
(l{agin & l}ecker; 1992, p.5).

25. Soclologists have usecl the term "micro/ macro"
to refer lo thc lcap hom understanding individual cases

0r parts to undcrstauding lhe slrstem as a rvhole. Even

r,itlrout an acletluatc cpistenological map, sociologists

do leap, and so clo our rcadels (Collins, 1981).

26. Storvtelling as reprcsentative 01'culture and as

sociological text ernerges fiom many traditions, btt
noivhere more thar from oralhistory and folklore.lt is

becomlng more disciplined in a line ol r,ork callcd
narrative inquiry (Clandcnin & Connell,v, 1999; Ellis

& Bochncr, 1996; HeLon, 1996; Lockridge, 1988;

Richrrdson, 1997). The lotLrnal of Ntrrative and Li;fe

Hi-sror7 includes stuclics usinc snch nlethods.

27. It ma)' appear that I claim here that participa-
l0Iy action research is problcmatrc. ]oint responsibility

',r Jt i;r. d: I ' p.rt reri rg,.n,r in., rprc.ution .s po'<i
ble, oflen conmendable. It is important that readcrs

knol' rvhen the vahies of the stud), hai'e been so

shaped.

)8. i irlr..rt , I \tLrlie. .on l1 rf rJ ..n nno\Jtivc
proerarn to a control case regulaLL.v lail to nake the

comparison credible. No rr.ratter h0w well studied, the
control case too rveakly reprcsents cascs presetitly

known by the reader By corrprehensivelv describing

the proeram case, the researcher mav help the teader
draw naturalistic generalizations.

29. A special obligation exists t0 protect those

with limited resources. Those *'ho conply rvith the

rc\earchcr re!ue.r\. \ho.onLriblte in 'or e ,,,1r .o

the makJng of the case, should not thereby be hurt-
usual\r When continuing breaches of ethics or. moral-
ity are discovered, or wher thel arc the reason for the

study, the researcher must take some aneliorative
action. Exposd and critique are legitimat€ within case

study, but luring self-indictment out of a resp0ndent is

no ]nore legitirnate in rcsearch than in thc law.
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