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Abstract:

In this paper, we offer an introduction to caselgtrtesearch in the social sciences. We begin with a
discussion of the definition of case study reseald#xt, we point to various purposes that case
study research may serve in the social sciencesthardturn to outline the main philosophical

issues raised by case study research. Finallyriéybpresent the papers in this special issue.
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Case study research has an important role in mamyals sciences including sociology,

anthropology, political science, education, orgatianal studies, psychology, and nursing. It
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should be noted that not all case study researdabeled as such. For example, ethnographic
studies are typically not described as case studieg while most of historiography can be
characterized as case study research using hatdata, it is almost never presented as case study
research. Philosophers of science have paid httiention to case studies and to the extensive
literature on this form of research produced byiadoscientists. This is surprising, especially
because many philosophers of science are themsebreducting case studies and there is an
emerging critical debate about their contribution.

We are proposing that just as we have a livelygsliphy of experimentation and modeling, there
should also be a philosophy of case study resedigt. like its parallels, it should be open to
variance in what counts as a case study, how tleeganducted, and what their epistemic roles are.
The epistemic role of cases in medicine seems gliiferent from the role of ethnography in
anthropology or sociology. This special issue fesusn case study research in the social sciences.
The focus does not imply that other fields emplgysase study research should be ignored. It
reflects the interests of the authors and the beciidea that one should start exploration whisee t
expected yield is richest. Case study methods atelywused in the social sciences and there exists

a rich methodological literature, making the sos@énces a natural place to start.

In the following, we will first discuss the defiroh of case study research after which we point to
various purposes that case study research may setlhie social sciences. Next, we discuss some
of the main philosophical issues raised by casdystasearch. We end by briefly presenting the

papers in this special issue.
1. What is Case Study Research?

Case study research is variously referred to aethadology, research design, method, research
strategy, research approach, style of reasoniryttenlike? It is sometimes a matter of contention

whether to label case study research in one wanother. In our view, these disputes are largely
terminological. For example, those who deny thatecatudy research is a method rely on a
narrower conception of methods than those who des@ase study research as such. For this
reason, we shall put this issue to one side andertrate instead on what is distinctive of case
study research. In the literature, there are a murabsuggestions in this regard. Here are the most

commonly mentioned:

2 In the following, we are drawing on various dissians of case study research including Becker 2Brynan 2012,
Gerring 2006, Gomm, Hammersley, and Foster 2008 rHersley and Atkinson 2007, Merriam 1998, Morgeh40
Patton 2002, Stake 1995, Yin 2009.



1) The focus of study is a single case or a hdrulfcases at most.
2) The case is a naturally occurring item or pssddat is conceptualized as a case of something.

3) The case is studied intensively: the case stadgarcher collects a lot of data about the case

rather than generating very specific kinds of ddtaut multiple cases.

4) The case is studied using multiple methodsa gsart of the intensive focus, a case study
researcher usually employs multiple methods of datkection and analysis. The research is

not method-driven, but question-driven.

5) The goal of a case study is to produce a conemsve in-depth account of the case. The

account is often presented in a narrative form.

The notion of a case is flexible. A case may beeciic organization, group, region of a country,

study program, or social policy. It may also beaatipular event or process, like a political or

economic crisis, an organization change, a suagesesffailed campaign, or a personal history.

What is crucial is that it is somehow a boundedcoete item that is an example of something more
general. In other words, it is a case of somethifurally, one individual item can be a case of
many things.

As noted by many case study theorists, the bounetween the case and its context is often not
clear-cut. Moreover, while researchers typicallscemscribe their case prior to data collection,

they may well modify its boundaries both duringadebllection and data analysis. For instance, a
researcher may start out focusing on a particdaod, but later narrow down the case to a focus
on its teachers only. Though case study researaftes associated with the study of a single case,
it is nonetheless quite common that two or mor@gase involved in the same study. This variant

of case study research is often referred to as aomipe case study research.

An important characteristic of case study reseasctnat the data should be detailed and cover
manifold aspects of the case. In order to collachgdata, it is standard to use multiple methods of
data collection. Often these methods are qualéatikke participant observation, semi- and
unstructured interviews, and analysis of documdftsvever, the data about a case, or about its
context, may also be quantitative, involving, faxaeple, data produced for administrative
purposes or surveys conducted by the researcheecknt times the fuzzy distinction between
gualitative and quantitative methods has been éurfurred by methods of computational content

analysis. Thus, while the study of a small numbderases prevents the use of statistical methods to



compare them, it is a mistake to assume that casty sesearch is confined to the use of
“qualitative methods”. What is important is the kilea of intensive research: the researcher
employs those methods that allow her to obtaininfi@mation that is relevant to the questions
studied. In this manner, the choice of methodotsdniven by the aim of using specific method but

by the research questions under investigation.

The goal of a case study is a comprehensive inad#gecription and analysis of the case. Or as it is
also put, the account of the case should be mtansive, and holistic, i.e. provide an understagdi

of the case as a whole. While it is still commogpléhat the results of a case study are reportad in
monograph, there is an increasing tendency to dppatithe results across multiple publications.
This reflects an adaptation to a publication regiha is not very hospitable to case study research
While the general conclusions of a case study mswally be reported in one article, the
presentation of the data, the analyses, and tloeistion of alternative interpretations supporting
those conclusions usually require a lengthy morggrahis implies that important parts of the
reasoning behind the conclusions presented intateaare not accessible to a reader — something
which highlights the importance of trust in thee@sher’s judgement in case study research.

2. Theepistemic functions of case study research

Just like an experiment or a model, a case studyseeve many different epistemic purposes. The
following discussion is not intended to be exhaxgstbut we hope it gives a useful overview of the

landscape. Let us start with the relation to the@ymetimes a case study is a rather theory-free
description of an interesting case. A study of 8ug does not employ language that is tied to any
specific theory nor does it use any theory to guidev it describes the case. And while the

materials produced by such a case study can latemployed as evidence for or against a specific
theory, the study itself is not motivated by thesuThe theory in question may be unknown to the
person conducting the research or it may not exiesdn the study is conducted. Naturally, a case
must be a case of something, but such a concegdtiah does not usually presuppose a theory in

any strong sense.

The other extreme is a theory-driven case studgage study may be theory-driven in more than
one way. First, the study may be an attempt toagse-existing theory or hypothesis. In this case
the search for evidence is guided by the theotyettested: the idea is to check whether processes
predicted by the theory are in place and whetheretlare other processes that may prevent their

occurrence. Second, a theory-testing case studyatsayfocus on the presuppositions of the theory



to be tested: if the presuppositions do not hdid,theory does not apply to the case. A third kihd
theory-driven case study is one that aims to dgvaltheory. In this case the processes are closely
observed in order to develop and articulate a ngereeral theory that may be applicable to other

cases too. So in this situation, the theory isti@tmotor of the inquiry, but its goal.

Another dimension of case studies is the continénam simple description to causal explanation.
A descriptive case study aims to register the msabéent observational facts about an interesting
case. Such a study may be valuable both in thees#nseing part of a larger project of describing
the differences between cases and in the sensaptiir;g an interestingxplanandum for later
studies. A competently done descriptive case stadybe of great epistemic value as it may inspire
other researchers to theory development, provideumter-example to their theories, or simply
raise their curiosity more than a case study thms & support the author’s favorite explanation of
the case. If data are not collected and presemtenrder to support any particular theory, the
suspicion that the researcher is somehow biasedrtisaa specific account may not arise. At the
other end of the continuum are case studies thatt@iprovide an explanation. These studies take
advantage of one possibility provided by the cagdysapproach, namely that of observing a causal
process as it unfolds. Naturally, when a case sprdyides an explanation, the explanation does
not rest solely on observations about the partiatdae. It presupposes a rich body of more general
causal knowledge. However, when the causal proobssrvations from a particular case are
combined with sufficiently strong causal backgrodatbwledge, the product is often a highly

compelling causal narrative about the case.

A case study may be self-standing or its purposglmao support other kinds of studies. The latter
occurs when a (usually small-scale) case studyomslwucted as preparation in order to plan an
experiment or a survey. Alternatively, the researahay be interested in building a formal model
of some phenomenon. A preliminary case study allthesresearcher to find out what needs to be
studied and what kinds of things should be takeéa account for the results to be reliable. A

supporting case study may also be conducted inliplavgith another study. For example, an

ethnographic case study conducted at the sameatsngefield experiment may provide important
information about the conditions of the experimamd about possible disturbing factors. Naturally,

if such a study is extensive enough, it can alseesas an independent study.

Finally, when discussing the epistemic functionsadge study research, it is important to recognize
the difference between the aims of a study andufes to which it may later be put. An author’s
original intentions may be quite different from gerposes the study ends up serving. And while in



general it makes sense to hold that data collefded specific purpose may better serve that
purpose than data collected with a different aimpractice the feature that makes many case
studies so fruitful is their recyclability: the &ots of these studies present their own interpogtat

or explanation of a case, but the data they proalutsut the case are so rich and vivid that others

can use them for their own purposes.
3. Philosophical issuesraised by case study research

The discussion above has already made salient mphihysophical issues raised by case study
research. One cannot say that any of these probdeensinique to case study research, but one
could argue that some of them are very charadtens$tit. Here we wish to highlight four sets of
guestions dealing with study design, evidence aamadgion, causal explanation, and learning from
case studies.

First, there are issues related to the design anduct of a case study. One question concerns the
choice of the case: should one choose typical arembional cases? And if one is doing
comparisons, should one pick maximally diverse gaseshould one focus on cases that differ only
in a few dimensions? These choices have conseguiénicéhe evidential contribution of the case
study, but the decision may also depend on how nsuelready known about the phenomenon to
be studied. As pointed out earlier, a case is awaygase of something. But the same item — an
event, organization, or process — can be a casenafy things simultaneously. How this
categorization occurs is another interesting pbjpbscal question.

A second set of problems concerns evidence amatgami case study research. Case study
research employs multiple sources of data and warioethods for analyzing it, and this raises
guestions: what is the point of employing multiphethods for data collection and data analysis?
How does one assess the reliability and represesaiss of evidence from different sources? How
does one resolve possible conflicts between diftepgeces of evidence? How much evidence is
enough? Thes@roblems are conspicuous in case study researtiiough not unique to it.

Similarly, case studies are often combined witldigtsi employing other methods. Similar problems
of evidence amalgamation occur here too: How mayrhkights gained through case study research

supplement and be supplemented by findings esleloliby way of other research approaches?

The third set of philosophical issues is relatedaasal explanation. Many case studies claim to
explain something about the case. The idea is dhdetailed study of the causal process that

produced some outcome makes it possible to understdy it happened. However, it is not



obvious how this may be done by simply studyin@#ipular case. If one thinks that explanation is
based on counterfactual information, the relevammarative information seems to be missing. If
one thinks that explanation requires generic cakisalledge, a similar problem arises: what is the
source of the relevant general knowledge? Cleastyplanation of a particular case presupposes
some causal background knowledge, but charactgrihim nature and the source of this knowledge

is challenging.

The fourth group of philosophical issues is relatetearning from case studies. Traditionally, this
has been discussed under the topic of generalzdtioa sense, the generalization of case study
findings is against the spirit of doing case stadee case study is often motivated by the wish to
understand the uniqueness and context-dependeribe ofise. However, if the only generalizable
result of case studies was “one cannot general@ether prominent reason for doing case studies
would be lost. This tension is the source of thebfam of generalization. A case study, no matter
how insightful, is a study of a particular case &handful of particular cases). However, we are
usually interested in it because we wish to leamething that applies also to other cases or maybe
to a whole class of cases. People reading casestofien generalize quite eagerly from them, but
also feel uneasy as to whether their inferenceguatdéied. No matter how intensively one studies a
case, that will not tell how typical or represemtit is of a larger population of cases. It isal
often unclear what the relevant population of caseBoth of these make the justification of
extrapolation from case studies difficult. At thearse time, it is too restrictive to consider leagin
from case studies only in terms of generalizatiimere are many ways in which case studies are
taken up and used by subsequent researchers. $hen@y give rise to new concepts, theory-
development, advances in methodology, or simply nesearch questions. Also, case studies are
often regarded as a source of inspiration for nelicies. The way in which this learning from case

studies happens is still a rather uncharted arghitdsophy of case study research.
4. The paper s of this special issue

The papers in this special issue nicely illustthtd case study research raise multiple philosgphic

issues.

Mary Morgan’s paper “The use-values of cases: exmmypcases vs exemplary case studies”
analyzes what makes cases and case studies usefutdémmunity of researchers. She argues that
well-known cases, that are returned to again aranagan either serve as testing-grounds for

theories or as constant topics of redescription@nmdparison. In contrast, exemplary case studies



can serve as catalysts or as crystallizers. Thelystéé prompt new research questions for a field,
while crystallizers provide an idea or a concepat tthe community considers useful. Morgan’s
general point is that the epistemic role of caseb@se studies requires close attention as none of

these contributions can be conceptualized as “gépation” in the traditional sense.

In his paper “Mechanism-based theorizing and gdizateon from case studies” Petri Ylikoski also
addresses the limitations of traditional ideas algameralization from case studies. He argues that
the notion of social mechanism is important for enstending what is learned from case studies in
sociology. However, this requires a conceptualiriibn between abstract mechanism schemes
and particular causal scenarios. Ylikoski illustgathe power of this approach by providing a

mechanistic reconstruction of recent study of tifiecés of rankings on US legal education.

Tuukka Kaidesoja’s paper “Building Middle-Range ®hes from Case Studies” focuses on how
process tracing case studies contribute to theewgldpment in political science. He argues that the
account of middle-range theories provided by prditiscientists Derek Beach and Rasmus Brun
Pedersen requires a more elaborated notion of lcausehanism and middle-range theories to
work. To resolve these issues Kaidesoja presesatevinn analytical account of the components of a

middle-range theory.

Julie Zahle’s paper “Data, Epistemic Values and thld methods in Case Study Research”
revolves around a characteristic feature of casedystesearch, namely that it involves the use of
multiple data gathering methods. Zahle examines rdi®mnale behind the concurrent use of
participant observation and qualitative interviewile arguing that one important - and overlooked
- rationale is that it puts the researcher in éebgtosition to confirm that her data manifest cant

epistemic values. Also, she shows how this rated#fers from the two standard ones that appeal

to comprehensiveness and convergent confirmatspectively.

The fact that case study research involves a jyiraf methods is also emphasized by Sharon
Crasnow. In her paper “Political Science MethodgldA Plea for Pluralism,” she argues that case
study research has at least six important rolgdayp in the production of knowledge in political
science. These roles, she shows, do not onlyyéstithe value of using a plurality of methods in
case study research. Also — and this is her prirpaigt — the roles bring out that, in political
science, multiple methodologies, including not otilg statistical and experimental ones, but also

case study research, should be employed.



The papers in this special issue provide only apdaimf the many philosophical questions raised by
case study research in the social sciences. Howewerhope that they demonstrate that the
guestions are interesting and inspire more reseawmtitributing to the development of the

philosophy of case study research.
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