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Foreword

The role of case studies in research is a paradox. On the one hand, case
studies are widely used by many communities in business research; for
example case study research has consistently been one of the most pow-
erful methods in operations management, particularly in the building of
new theory. Itis clearly accepted that case study research in management
can be rigorous, as is evidenced by case-based papers in both top
European and US journals. On the other hand there is strong resistance
to case study research in some communities and its use has been rather
narrow, often restricted just to exploratory research. In addition there is
confusion in the minds of many as to what exactly is case study research:
is it about practice or theory, and is it about theory-building or testing?
The contribution of exploratory case study research to theory-building
is well documented. Despite challenges (it is time consuming, it needs
skilled interviewers, and care is needed in drawing generalizable conclu-
sions from a limited set of cases and in ensuring rigorous research) the
results of case study research can have very high impact. Unconstrained
by the rigid limits of questionnaires and models, it can lead to new and
creative insights, building of new theory, and have high validity with
practitioners — the ultimate user of research. Through triangulation
with multiple means of data collection, the validity can be increased
further. Many of the breakthrough concepts and theories in my field —
Operations Management — from lean production to manufacturing
strategy have been developed through exploratory case study research.
Finally, case study research enriches not only theory, but also the
researchers themselves. Through conducting research in the field and
being exposed to real problems, the creative insights of people at all
levels of organizations, and the varied contexts of cases, the individual
researcher will personally benefit from the process of conducting the
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Foreword

research. Increasingly, new ideas are being developed, not by distant
academics, but by those working in close contact with multiple case
studies — management consultants! Exploratory case study research is
not only good at investigating how and why questions, but it is also
particularly suitable for developing new theory and ideas.

Although there has been a number of important articles and books on
case study research in business, their focus has been primarily on theory-
building through exploratory case study research. In this book, Jan Dul
and Tony Hak have set out to provide a structured and broader view of
the use of case study research. They make clear the differences between
the varying uses of case studies including the difference between practice-
oriented and theory-oriented research. In particular, in addition to
theory-building, they pay attention to two areas: first, theory-testing and,
second, replication, with its consequent impact on generalizability. They
have produced a valuable addition to the armoury of the business
researcher. It is important that case study research is conducted well, so
that the results are both rigorous and relevant. Case study research is not
an excuse for “industrial tourism” — visiting lots of organizations without
any preconceived ideas as to what is being researched. For the achieve-
ment of the potential of case study research it is important that it is done
with rigour. This book sets out structures and guidelines that will assist
researchers from a wide range of disciplines to develop rigorous use of
case studies in research.

Chris Voss
Professor of Operations and Technology Management
London Business School
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Preface: How to
read this book

One way of reading and using this book is linear. This is recommended
particularly if the book is used as a textbook. The reader could start
with Chapter 3 and then follow the development of the narrative
through Chapters 4, etc. If this book is used as a companion guide for
students in the process of designing and conducting their own
research project, we strongly recommend using the flowcharts which
specify each separate stage of the project (see 1.4.2 “Suggestions for
students” and Appendix 3). The contents of the boxes and the flow-
charts are discussed and explained in the corresponding chapters of
the book.

Some readers might be interested in reading about specific topics
only. Tables 1.3 and 1.5 map the contents of this book in such a way
that these readers will be able to locate the text parts that are relevant
to them.

Our approach to research in general and the case study in particular
is characterized by a consistent conceptual structure which is only
partly visible in the linear structure of the text. This conceptual struc-
ture is made explicit in the Glossary (see Appendix 5) which contains
definitions of all important terms. Bold print in the text refers to this
glossary. Because some of our definitions differ considerably from def-
initions in the literature, we recommend the reader who encounters a
term in bold, to always read the relevant entry in the glossary, and to
follow the references to other terms in the glossary.
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CHAPTER

Aims and overview of
this book

It is an understatement that there is confusion among students, teach-
ers, researchers, and methodologists about the definition and the
main characteristics of case study research. Case study research is pre-
sented by some as a strictly exploratory research strategy in which noth-
ing can be proven, most often by referring to the alleged impossibility
to “generalize”. Others, such as Yin (1984, 1994, 2003), have claimed
that the problem of “generalization” can be solved and that, therefore,
theories can also be tested in (preferably) “multiple case studies”.
A major difficulty for students and novice case study researchers is that
proponents of these different perspectives give different meanings to
similar methodological terms without clearly defining these meanings,
making it almost impossible to grasp the nature of the debate and to
infer solutions to problems in designing their own research. Ragin
(1992) has argued that the work of any given case study researcher
often is characterized by some hybrid of various approaches, which are
usually difficult to disentangle.

Most definitions of case study research, as found in the literature,
are statements about the most frequently used measurement tech-
niques (such as using “multiple sources of evidence”, or “qualitative
methods”) and research objectives (such as “exploration”). Such defi-
nitions are attempts to capture in one statement the most important
practical characteristics of a diverse array of studies that present themselves
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as case studies. Yin’s (2003: 13—-14) definition is an example of such an
all-inclusive descriptive definition: “A case study is an empirical inquiry
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context,
especially when the boundaries between object of study and context are
not clearly evident. It copes with the technically distinctive situation in
which there will be many more variables of interest than data points, and
as one result relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to
converge in a triangulating fashion, and as another result benefits from
the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data collec-
tion and analysis”.

But one methodological characteristic by which a case study is dis-
tinct from other research strategies such as the survey is not captured
in Yin’s work, or most other definitions found in the literature, namely
the fact that a case study basically is an inquiry of only one single
instance (the case), or sometimes a small number of instances, of the
object of study. Yin’s and others’ definitions only highlight another dis-
tinctive characteristic of the case study, namely that in a case study the
object of study or its environment are not manipulated (“real life con-
text”). Our definition wants to capture both, and the two really dis-
tinctive features of the case study in comparison to the survey and the
experiment create our definition of the case study:

A case study is a study in which (a) one case (single case study) or a
small number of cases (comparative case study) in their real life
context are selected, and (b) scores obtained from these cases are
analysed in a qualitative manner.

With “study” we mean a research project in which a practice-oriented
or theory-oriented research objective is formulated and achieved. With
a case we mean an instance of an object of study. (We will explain our
concept of “object of study” in Chapter 3.) With “real life context” we
mean the object of study as it occurs (or has occurred) in reality, with-
out manipulation. With “analysis in a qualitative manner” we mean an
analysis based on visual inspection of the scores of the case (in contrast
to a statistical analysis).

We distinguish two main types of case study: the single case study,
a case study in which data from one instance is enough to achieve
the research objective, and the comparative case study, a case study
that requires data from two or more instances to achieve the research
objective.



Chapter 1

Aims and overview of this book 5

Table 1.1

Main difference between the case study and the experiment
Case study Experiment
Real life context Manipulated

The difference between the experiment and the case study is that
the experiment manipulates instances, whereas the case study does not.
An experiment is a study in which one or more variable characteristics
of an object of study are manipulated in one or multiple (“experimen-
tal”) instances of an object of study and in which scores obtained in the
experimental instance or instances are analysed.

The survey also studies instances in their real life context. A survey is
a study in which (a) a single population in the real life context is
selected, and (b) scores obtained from this population are analysed in
a quantitative (statistical) manner.

Our definition of the case study reflects our idea that the survey and
the case study are different in two aspects; (a) the number of instances
from which data are collected for the analysis, and, consequently,
(b) the method of data analysis. The instances and data can be avail-
able from earlier studies (allowing for a secondary analysis) or it may
be necessary to select new instances and collect new data. The case
study draws conclusions on the basis of a “qualitative” analysis (“visual
inspection”) of scores from one single instance (single case study) or
from a small number of instances (comparative case study), whereas
the survey draws conclusions on the basis of a quantitative (statistical)
analysis of data from a population with a large number of instances.
These main differences between the case study and the survey are sum-
marized in Table 1.2.

Our definition of the case study does not include statements on data
collection or measurement techniques. In our view research strategies
do not differ, in principle, in terms of methods of measurement. For
all three research strategies discussed here, the data analysed can
be quantitative or qualitative! Measurement methods that are usually
associated with case studies, such as the “qualitative” interview and
using “multiple sources of evidence”, could also be used in the other
research strategies. Similarly, measurement methods that are usually
associated with other research strategies, such as standardized ques-
tionnaires in surveys and quantitative measurements in experiments,
could also be used in case studies. Principles of measurement and
the quality criteria that apply to it, such as reliability and validity,
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Table 1.2

Main differences between the case study and the survey
Case study Survey
Small N Large N
Qualitative data analysis Quantitative data analysis
(“visual inspection”) (statistical)

apply to any measurement in any research strategy (see Appendix 1:
“Measurement”). Although in a case study quantitative data can be
used to generate the scores to be analysed, the interpretation of scores
of the (small number of ) cases in order to generate the outcome of the
study is done qualitatively (by visual inspection) and not statistically.

We do notlimit case studies to the study of contemporary events, as sug-
gested in, among others, Yin’s definition of the case study. Our defini-
tion of the case study is applicable also to the study of instances (cases)
of objects of study that existed or occurred in the past. Therefore, the
study of instances of an object of study as occurring “in its real-life con-
text” (as formulated in our definition) includes both the study of con-
temporary instances and of past instances.

In this book, thus, we discuss the case study as a research strategy
defined by the number of instances (N = 1 or N = small) that is stud-
ied as well as the “qualitative” or non-statistical method of analysis of all
kinds of (quantitative and qualitative) data.

Our book has four main aims. One aim is to present to students and
novice case study researchers a broad spectrum of types of case study
research (including practice-oriented case studies, theory-building case
studies and theory-testing case studies) in one consistent methodological
framework. We define methodological notions (such as “theory”, “theory-
building”, “theory-testing”, “concept”, “variable”, “proposition”,
“hypothesis”, “generalizability”, “replication”) and use our definition of
these technical terms in a consistent way (see the glossary in Appendix 5).
We describe in detail how to design and conduct different types of case
study research. In that sense this book is a fexthook from which readers
can learn how to conduct a case study (see section 1.4.2 “Suggestions for
students” on how to use this book as a textbook).

A second aim of this book is to contribute to the methodological

debate about the appropriateness of the case study as a research



