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What Is a Case Study and What Is It Good for?

JOHN GERRING Boston University

often practiced but little understood. A “case study,” I argue, is best defined as an intensive study

: -' Yhis paper aims to clarify the meaning, and explain the utility, of the case study method, a method

of a single unit with an aim to generalize across a larger set of units. Case studies rely on the
same sort of covariational evidence utilized in non-case study research. Thus, the case study method is
correctly understood as a particular way of defining cases, not a way of analyzing cases or a way of
modeling causal relations. I show that this understanding of the subject illuminates some of the persistent
ambiguities of case study work, ambiguities that are, to some extent, intrinsic to the enterprise. The travails
of the case study within the discipline of political science are also rooted in an insufficient appreciation of
the methodological tradeoffs that this method calls forth. This paper presents the familiar contrast between
case study and non-case study work as a series of characteristic strengths and weaknesses—affinities—
rather than as antagonistic approaches to the empirical world. In the end, the perceived hostility between
case study and non-case study research is largely unjustified and, perhaps, deserves to be regarded as a
misconception. Indeed, the strongest conclusion to arise from this methodological examination concerns
the complementarity of single-unit and cross-unit research designs.

discipline of political science. On the one hand,
methodologists generally view the case study
method with extreme circumspection (Achen and
Snidal 1989; King, Keohane, and Verba 1994; Lieberson
[1991] 1992, 1994; Njolstad 1990). A work that focuses
its attention on a single example of a broader phe-
nomenon is apt to be described as a “mere” case study.
At the same time, the discipline continues to pro-
duce a vast number of case studies, many of which
have entered the pantheon of classic works (Allen 1965;
Allison 1971; Dahl 1960; Johnson 1983; Kaufman 1960;
Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet 1948; Lijphart 1968;
Pressman and Wildavsky 1973). Judging by recent
scholarly output, the case study method retains con-
siderable appeal, even among scholars in research
communities not traditionally associated with this
style of research—e.g., among political economists and
quantitatively inclined political scientists (Acemoglu,
Johnson, and Robinson 2003; Bates et al. 1998; Rodrik
2003). By the standard of praxis, therefore, it would
appear that the method of the case study is solidly en-
sconced and, perhaps, even thriving.
Thus, a paradox: Although much of what we know
about the empirical world is drawn from case studies
and case studies continue to constitute a large propor-

The case study occupies a vexed position in the
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tion of work generated by the discipline, the case study
method is held in low regard or is simply ignored. Even
among its defenders there is confusion over the virtues
and vices of this ambiguous research design. Practi-
tioners continue to ply their trade but have difficulty
articulating what it is that they are doing, methodolog-
ically speaking. The case study survives in a curious
methodological limbo.

How can we understand the profound disjuncture
that exists between the case study’s acknowledged con-
tributions to political science and its maligned status
within the discipline? If case studies are methodologi-
cally flawed, why do they persist?

The paper is divided into two parts. The first part fo-
cuses on matters of definition. I argue that for method-
ological purposes a case study is best defined as an
in-depth study of a single unit (a relatively bounded
phenomenon) where the scholar’s aim is to elucidate
features of a larger class of similar phenomena. It is
demonstrated that case studies rely on the same sort
of covariational evidence utilized in non-case study re-
search. Thus, the case study method is correctly un-
derstood as a particular way of defining cases, not a
way of analyzing cases or a way of modeling causal
relations. I show, finally, that this understanding of the
subject illuminates some of the persistent ambiguities
of case study work, ambiguities that are, to some extent,
intrinsic to the enterprise.

In the second part of the paper I proceed to examine
the contrast between case study and non-case study
work. The central argument here is that the differences
between these two genres are best understood as char-
acteristic strengths and weaknesses—affinities—rather
than antagonistic approaches to the empirical world.
Tradeoffs, rather than dichotomies, characterize the on-
going case study/non-case study debate.

WHAT IS A CASE STUDY?

What is a case study, and how is it differentiated from
other styles of research? Regretfully, the term “case
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study” is a definitional morass. To refer to a work as a
case study might mean (a) that its method is qualita-
tive, small-N (Yin 1994); (b) that the research is ethno-
graphic, clinical, participant-observation, or otherwise
“in the field” (Yin 1994); (c) that the research is charac-
terized by process-tracing (George and Bennett 2004);
(d) that the research investigates the properties of a sin-
gle case (Campbell and Stanley 1963, 7; Eckstein [1975]
1992); or (e) that the research investigates a single phe-
nomenon, instance, or example (the most common us-
age). Evidently, researchers have many things in mind
when they talk about case study research.! Asaresult of
this profusion of meanings, proponents and opponents
of the case study marshal a wide range of arguments
but do not seem any closer to agreement than when
this debate was first broached several decades ago.

How, then, should the case study be understood? The
first three options enumerated above (a—c) seem inap-
propriate as general definitions of the topic since each
implies a substantial shift in meaning relative to estab-
lished usage. One cannot substitute case study for qual-
itative, ethnographic, or process-tracing without feeling
that something has been lost in translation. These defi-
nitions are best understood as describing certain kinds
(subtypes) of case studies, rather than the general phe-
nomenon itself. The fourth option (d) equates the case
study with the study of a single case, the N =1 research
design. This is simply wrong, as argued at length below;
case studies always employ more than one case. The
fifth option (e), centering on phenomenon, instance, or
example as the key term, is correct as far as it goes
but also ambiguous. Imagine asking someone, “What
is your instance?” or “What is your phenomenon?” A
case study presupposes a relatively bounded phenome-
non, an implication that none of these terms captures.

As a substitute for these flawed definitions, I propose
to define the case study as an intensive study of a sin-
gle unit for the purpose of understanding a larger class
of (similar) units. A unit connotes a spatially bounded
phenomenon—e.g., a nation-state, revolution, political
party, election, or person—observed at a single point in
time or over some delimited period of time. (Although
the temporal boundaries of a unit are not always ex-
plicit, they are at least implicit.)?

To clarify this definition we must establish the rela-
tionship of the case study, so defined, to other terms in
this crowded semantic field. Following is a set of nested
definitions, which should be read carefully. A “pop-
ulation” is comprised of a “sample” (studied cases),
as well as unstudied cases. A sample is comprised of
several “units,” and each unit is observed at discrete
points in time, comprising “cases.” A case is comprised
of several relevant dimensions (“variables”), each of
which is built upon an “observation” or observations.

! In addition to sources cited above, see Brady and Collier 2004,
Campbell (1975) 1988, Davidson and Costello 1969, Feagin, Orum,
and Sjoberg 1991, George 1979, McKeown 1999, Ragin 1987, 1997,
Ragin and Becker 1992, and the symposium, “The Case Study
Method in Sociology,” in Current Sociology, Volume 40, Number
1 (Spring 1992).

2 Similar understandings of the term “unit” can be found elsewhere
(e.g., King, Keohane, and Verba 1994, 76-77).
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For those familiar with the rectangular form of a dataset
it may be helpful to conceptualize observations as cells,
variables as columns, cases as rows, and units as either
groups of cases or individual cases (depending upon
the proposition and the analysis).

The most important point is that all these terms are
definable only by reference to a particular proposition
and a corresponding research design. A country may
function as a case, a unit, a population, or a case study.
It all depends upon what one is arguing. In a typi-
cal cross-country time-series regression analysis (e.g.,
Przeworski et al. 2000), units are countries, cases are
country-years, and observations are collected for each
case on a range of variables. However, shifts in the
unit of analysis of a proposition change the referen-
tial meaning of all terms in the semantic field. If one
moves down one level of analysis the new population
lies within the old population, the new sample within
the old sample, and so forth, such that an observation
in the original proposition now becomes a case. Pop-
ulation, unit, case, and observation are nested within
each other. Since most social science research occurs
at several levels of analysis these terms are generally in
flux. Nonetheless, they have distinct meanings within
the context of a single proposition, which defines the
principal unit of analysis.

I do not issue this somewhat novel definition of case
study (anintensive study of a single unit for the purpose
of understanding a larger class of units) with any hopes
of displacing common usage. Indeed, there isno harmin
continuing to refer to a case study in the various ways
listed above (options a—e). What is important is that
we have recourse to a narrower and clearer definition
when methodological confusions arise so that we have a
way to arbitrate such confusions. The definition chosen
here is useful in this regard. Moreover, it captures the
essential features of other extant definitions; it is reso-
nant (Gerring 2001, chap. 3). Finally, as the succeeding
portions of this paper show, it clarifies the distinctive
features of a broad class of work in the discipline of
political science and in neighboring fields of the social
sciences. It is theoretically useful.

The Case Study Method Considered
as an Empirical Endeavor

The distinctiveness of the case study is most clearly un-
derstood when placed within a broader set of method-
ological options. To understand what a case study is,
one must comprehend what it is not.

All empirical evidence of causal relationships is co-
variationalin nature. A purported cause and effect must
be found to covary. They must appear and disappear,
wax and wane, or perform some other transformation
in tandem or at some regular, more or less predictable,
intervals. Even where this covariation is imagined, as
in a counterfactual thought experiment, the evidence
we imagine is of a covariational sort. Conversely, the
absence of such covariation is taken as disconfirm-
ing evidence. If the appearance and disappearance
(waxing/waning et al.) of X and Y are not associated
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TABLE 1.

Research Designs: A Covariational Typology

Temporal Variation

No

Yes

None (1 unit)
Within-unit

Across-unit

Across- and within-unit

Spatial Variation

[Logically impossibie]
(b) Case study I

(d) Cross-sectional
(f) Hierarchical

(a) Case study |
(c) Case study I
(

(

e) Time-series cross-sectional
g) Hierarchical time-series; Comparative-historical

in any way that can be rationally explained, and hence
predicted (or postdicted), then the empirical evidence
suggests that a causal relationship does not exist.’

This provides a useful way of typologizing various
research designs. Covariation may be observed (a) in
a single unit diachronically, (b) within a single unit
synchronically, (c) within a single unit diachronically,
(d) across units synchronically, (¢) across units syn-
chronically and diachronically, (f) across and within
units synchronically, or (g) across and within units syn-
chronically and diachronically, as depicted in Table 1.

It will be seen that the case study occupies one of
three possible cells. Type I case studies examine vari-
ation in a single unit over time, thus preserving the
primary unit of analysis. Other case studies break down
this primary unit into subunits, which are then sub-
jected to covariational analysis—either synchronically
(type IT) or synchronically and diachronically (type III).
These are the three logically conceivable approaches
to the intensive study of a single unit where that unit is
viewed as an instance of some broader phenomenon.
Consequently, when one refers to the case study method
one is in fact referring to three possible methods, each
with a different menu of covariational evidence.

The bottom half of Table 1 lays out various across-
unit research designs (where some important element
of the empirical analysis involves comparisons across
units). Here I have listed the methods most commonly
identified with these research designs. Across-unit anal-
ysis without any explicit temporal component (d) is
usually classified as “cross-sectional” (even though a
temporal component is usually simulated with indepen-
dent variables that are assumed to precede the depen-
dent variable under investigation). When a temporal
component is included we often refer to the analysis as
“time-series cross-sectional” (TSCS) or pooled time-
series (). When one examines variation across- and
within units in the same research design one is said to
be employing a “hierarchical” model (f). Finally, when
all forms of covariation are enlisted in a single research
design the resulting method is described as “hierar-
chical time-series” (if quantitative) or “comparative-
historical” (if qualitative) (g). Of all cross-unit research

3 Note that covariation (or correlation) refers to the mutual relation-
ship between X and Y variation, to the behavior of a single variable.
These words are often used interchangeably. Hume’s word for this
was constant conjunction, and others have been employed as well. I
should clarify that although the empirical component of a causal argu-
ment is covariational in nature, successful causal arguments depend
upon more than just covariation. Among other things, a convincing
causal account must identify a causal mechanism (see below).

designs the case study is probably closest to the latter,
where levels of analysis move up and down more or less
simultaneously and where a small number of units are
subjected to intensive study. Indeed, the comparative-
historical study may be looked upon as a series of
case studies combined with explicit cross-unit analysis
(Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003).

Having placed these standard cross-unit research de-
signs within a covariational typology one must also take
note that each of these methods might also be em-
ployed as a case study. A case study may employ cross-
sectional, TSCS, hierarchical, hierarchical time-series,
and perhaps even comparative-historical models. It all
depends upon the proposition in question. Specifically,
it is the purposes to which these analyses are put, and
hence the definition of a unit, that determines whether
or not they are appropriately referred to as case studies.
This will become clearer as we proceed.

The N Question

I have argued that what distinguishes the case study
method from all other methods is its reliance on covari-
ation demonstrated by a single unit and its attempt, at
the same time, to illuminate features of a broader set of
units. It follows from this that the iumber of cases (N)
employed by a case study may be either small or large
and, consequently, may be evaluated in a qualitative or
quantitative fashion.*

To see why this must be so let us consider how a case
study of a single event—say, the French Revolution—
works. Intuitively, such a study provides an N of one
(France). If one were to broaden the analysis to include
asecond revolution (e.g., the American Revolution), it
would be common to describe the study as comprising
two cases. Yet, as I have argued preliminarily, this is
a gross distortion of what is really going on. It would
be more correct to describe such a study as comprising
two units, rather than two cases, for a case study of a
single event generally examines that event over time.
France is observed before, during, and after the event
to see what changed and what remained the same after
this cataclysmic event. These patterns of covariation
offer the empirical clues one needs to reach conclusions
about causation. They also create multiple cases out of
that individual unit. N = 2, at the very least (e.g., before
and after a revolution), in a case study of type L

4 This section explains and elaborates on a theme first articulated by
Campbell (1975) 1988, itself a revision of Campbell’s earlier perspec-
tive (Campbell and Stanley 1963).
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If, instead, there is no temporal variation—if, for ex-
ample, the French Revolution is examined at a single
point in time—then the object of investigation will be
covariational patterns within that unit, a case study of
type II. Within-unit cases consist of all cases that lie at a
lower level of analysis relative to the inference under in-
vestigation. If the primary unit of analysis is the nation-
state, then within-unit cases might be constructed from
provinces, localities, groups, or individuals. The pos-
sibilities for within-unit analysis are, in principle, in-
finite. Indeed, within-unit N often swamps across-unit
N, particularly where individuals comprise the relevant
within-unit case. A single national survey will produce a
larger sample than any conceivable cross-country anal-
ysis. Thus, in many circumstances case studies of type 11
comprise a larger N than cross-sectional analyses or
TSCS analyses.

Evidently, if a case study combines both temporal and
within-unit variation, as in case studies of type III, then
its potential N increases accordingly. This is probably
the most common genre of case study analysis.

These covariational facts hold true regardless of
whether the method is experimental or nonexperimen-
tal. It is also true of counterfactual reasoning, which
typically consists of four cases—the actual (as it hap-
pened) before and after cases and the before and after
cases as reconstructed through counterfactual reason-
ing (i.e., with an imagined intervention). In short, the
case study does not preclude high-N; it simply precludes
across-unit N (by definition).

What, then, of the classic N=1 research design,
which haunts the imaginations of social scientists ev-
erywhere? This hypothetical research design occupies
the empty cell in Table 1. Its cell is empty because it
represents a research design that is not logically fea-
sible. A single unit observed at a single point in time
without the addition of within-unit cases offers no evi-
dence whatsoever of a causal proposition. In trying to
intuit a causal relationship from this snapshot—a sin-
gle case without within-unit covariation—we would be
engaging in a truly random operation, since an infinite
number of lines might be drawn through that one data
point.

Ambiguities—-Necessary and Unnecessary

The effort in this section has been to clarify what it
means to conduct a case study. I have argued that a case
study is most usefully defined as the intensive study
of a single unit wherever the aim is to shed light on
a question pertaining to a broader class of units. Al-
though this definitional exercise does not settle all the
ambiguities besetting the case study research design, it
does provide a way of understanding ambiguities that
remain. Six issues deserve emphasis.

The first ambiguity concerns the problem of distin-
guishing different types of covariational evidence. We
have pointed out that case studies may observe a sin-
gle unit through time (type I), synchronic within-unit
variance (type II), or synchronic and diachronic within-
unit variance (type III). Notice that types IT and I11, but
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not type 1, involve a change in level of analysis, since
cases are drawn from phenomena within the primary
unit (as defined by the proposition of interest). Thus,
some case studies—but not all—involve a change in the
primary unit of analysis. To complicate matters further,
case studies often combine observations of the primary
unit over time (type I) with synchronic and diachronic
observations of within-unit covariation (types II and
III). Many case studies are thus hybrids of all three
research designs. A final complication is introduced by
the fact that it is often difficult to figure out which sort of
covariational evidence is being mobilized at a particular
juncture. The difficulty owes something to the complex-
ities of within-unit analysis. Although the primary unit
of analysis is usually clear, within-unit cases are often
multiple and ambiguous.

A second source of ambiguity concerns the blurry
line between a unit that is intensively studied—the case
study—and other adjacent units that may be brought
into the analysis in a less structured manner. Recall that
because a case study refers to a set of units broader than
the one immediately under study, a writer must have
some knowledge of these additional units (a) to choose
a unit for special treatment and (b) identify plausible
causal hypotheses. Case studies are not immaculately
conceived; additional units always loom in the back-
ground.

To speak of a case study at all it is helpful to introduce
a distinction between formal and informal units. The
formal unit is the unit chosen for intensive analysis—
the person, group, organization, county, region, coun-
try, or other bounded phenomenon of which the writer
has in-depth knowledge. Informal units consist of all
other units that are brought into the analysis in a pe-
ripheral way, typically in an introductory or concluding
chapter. Often, these informal units are studied only
through secondary literature; they are always more su-
perficially surveyed than the formal unit under study.
Sometimes, the status of informal units is left implicit.
This may be warranted in circumstances where the rel-
evant comparison or contrast between the formal unit
and other units is obvious or generally accepted. In any
case, the distinction between a formal and an informal
unit is always a matter of degrees. The more equality of
treatment granted to peripheral units, the more a study
leans toward a cross-unit style of analysis. The greater
the predominance of a single unit, the more it merits
the appellation case study.

A third ambiguity occurs whenever a single work
combines single-unit and across-unit analysis in a for-
mal manner. This would be true of comparative-
historical work as well as any work in which an inten-
sively studied unit is “nested” within a broader research
design (Coppedge 2002; Lieberman 2003). Indeed, the
only thing that distinguishes the single-unit study from
a sample (which is of course also designed to elucidate
the features of some larger phenomenon) is that the
latter is generally understood as composed of more
than one unit. Case studies, like samples, seek to rep-
resent, in all ways relevant to the proposition at hand,
a population of cases. A series of case studies might
therefore be referred to as a sample; it is a matter of
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emphasis and of degree. The more case studies one
has, the less intensively each one is studied, and the
more confident one is in their representativeness (of
some broader population), the more likely one is to
describe them as a sample rather than a series of case
studies.

A fourth ambiguity afflicting case studies is that such
works generally partake of two empirical worlds. They
are both studies fout court and case studies of something
more general. As a study, the population is restricted to
the unit under investigation. As a case study, the pop-
ulation includes adjacent units—perhaps quite a large
number of them. This tension is evident in Graham
Allison’s (1971) renowned work, whose subtitle, Ex-
plaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, invokes a narrow
topic, whereas the title, Essence of Decision, suggests
a much larger topic (government decision-making).
To complicate matters further, different propositions
within the same work commonly apply to different pop-
ulations. Some may be restricted to the unit under study,
whereas others have a wider ambit. This is clearly the
case in Allison’s study and is noted explicitly in the
introduction.

To complicate matters further, the status of a work
may change as it is digested and appropriated by a com-
munity of scholars. “Meta-analyses” are systematic at-
tempts to integrate the results of individual studies into
a single quantitative analysis, pooling individual cases
drawn from each study into a single dataset (with vari-
ous weightings and restrictions). The ubiquitous “liter-
ature review” often aims at the same objective, albeit
in a less synoptic way. Both statistical meta-analyses
and narrative literature reviews assimilate a series of
studies, treating each of them as case studies in some
larger project—whether or not this was the intention
of the original authors.

A final ambiguity concerns the sort of argument that
a case study is intended to prove or demonstrate. One
species of case study examines a loosely defined general
topic—war, revolution, gender relations—in a particu-
lar setting but offers no specific proposition that might
be applied across a larger set of units. E. P. Thompson’s
The Making of the English Working Class (1963) is usu-
ally construed as a case study of class formation. This
suggests a very general purview, perhaps applicable to
all countries in the modern era. Yet Thompson does
not proffer a theory of class formation, aside from the
rather fuzzy notion of a working class participating in
its own development. Thus, his work is probably cor-
rectly understood as a study of how a more general
phenomenon occurred in one country setting. Virtu-
ally any intensive study of a relatively bounded topic
qualifies as a case study in this minimal sense, so long as
it can be linked with some larger topic via a key word
(e.g., class formation). Indeed, the narrowest terrains
sometimes claim the broadest extensions. Studies of a
war are studies of war, studies of a farming commu-
nity are studies of farming communities everywhere,
studies of individuals are studies of humanity, and so
forth.

A very different style of argumentation informs
Benjamin Reilly’s (2001) study of the role of electoral

systems in ethnically divided societies. Reilly argues, on
the basis of several case studies, that single-transferable
vote (STV) electoral systems have a moderating effect
on group conflict relative to first-past-the-post (FPP)
electoral systems. Here is a good example of a case
study that is more than simply suggestive (for other
examples see Eaton 2003, Elman 1997, Lijphart 1968,
and Stratmann and Baur 2002). For present purposes,
whatissignificantis that both styles of argumentation—
the suggestive and the falsifiable—are legitimately re-
ferred to as case studies. Evidently, they have very dif-
ferent methodological implications. But these implica-
tions should not be confused with the case study format,
which can be implemented in interpretivist as well as
positivist modes.

Having flagged these six ambiguities of the case
study, the question is begged: Are they necessary? Are
they intrinsic to the research design, or might they be
avoided?

In many instances, ambiguities can be removed sim-
ply by more careful attention to the task of specifi-
cation (Gerring 2001, 90-99). Writers should be clear
about which propositions are intended to describe the
unit under study and which are intended to apply to a
broader set of units. Regrettably, many studies focused
on some element of politics in the United States frame
their analysis as a study of politics—by implication, pol-
itics in general (everywhere and always). One is left to
wonder whether the study pertains only to American
politics, to all contemporary polities, or, in varying de-
grees, to both. Indeed, the slippage between study and
case study accounts for much of the confusion that we
encounter when reading single-unit analyses. To the ex-
tent that propositions—and their attendant cases, units,
and populations—are stated clearly and explicitly, the
author avoids confusion and the work attains a higher
degree of falsifiability. This may involve some sacrifice
in narrative flow, but it is rightly regarded as the entry
price of social science.

However, it hardly seems plausible that the six am-
biguities noted above arise solely from the sloppy or
unduly belletristic habits of case study practitioners.
Indeed, a certain degree of ambiguity is inherent in the
enterprise of the case study. This pertains, most of all,
to the study/case study distinction.

It would be difficult to write a study of a single unit
that does not also function as a case study, and vice
versa, for reasons already explored. Indeed, it may be
difficult to neatly separate the study and case study
components of a work (e.g., into different chapters or
differently labeled propositions). The reason for this
structural ambiguity is that the utility of the single-unit
study rests partly on its double functions. One wishes
to know both what is particular to that unit and what
is general about it. It should be kept in mind that case
studies often tackle subjects about which little is pre-
viously known or about which existing knowledge is
fundamentally flawed. The case study typically presents
original research of some sort. Indeed, it is the opportu-
nity to study a single unit in great depth that constitutes
one of the primary virtues of the case study method
(see below). If a writer were to restrict herself only to
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TABLE 2. Single-Unit Versus Cross-Unit Research Designs: Tradeoffs and
Affinities

Affinity
Case Study Cross-Unit Study

1. Type of inference (a) Descriptive +

(b) Causal +
2. Scope of proposition (a) Depth +

(b) Breadth +

(c) Boundedness +
3. Unit homogeneity (a) Case comparability (internal) +

(b) Representativeness (external) +
4. Causal insight (a) Causal mechanisms +

(b) Causal effect +
5. Causal relationship  (a) Invariant +

(b) Probabilistic +
6. Strategy of research  (a) Exploratory (theory generation) +

(b) Confirmatory (theory testing) +
7. Useful variance (a) For only a single unit +

(b) For many units +
8. Ontology Indeterminate

elements of the unit that were generalizable (i.e., if she
rigorously maintains the “case study” mode of anal-
ysis), a reader might justifiably complain. Such rigor
would clarify the population of the primary infer-
ence, but it would also constitute a considerable waste
of scholarly resources. Imagine a study of economic
growth that focuses on Mauritius as a case study yet re-
fuses to engage causal questions unless they are clearly
applicable to other countries (since this is a case study
of a more general phenomenon, growth). No mention
of factors specific to the Mauritian case is allowable;
all proper nouns are converted into common nouns
(Przeworski and Teune 1970). Such a study seems un-
duly narrow; its conclusions may mislead.

Indeed, it is often difficult to tell which of the many
features of a given unit are typical of a larger set of
units (and hence fodder for generalizable inferences)
and which are particular to the unit under study. The ap-
propriate response to such ambiguity is for the writer to
report all facts and hypotheses that might be relevant—
in short, to overreport. Much of the detail provided by
the typical case study may be regarded as “field notes”
of possible utility for future researchers—perhaps with
a rather different set of inferences in mind. Again, it
seems justifiable for case studies to work on two levels
simultaneously, the unit itself and some broader class
of (perhaps difficult to specify) units.

As a general observation we might say that methods,
strictly defined, tend to lose their shape as one looks
closer at their innards. A study merges into a case study,
a single-unit study merges into a study of a sample, a
longitudinal study merges into a latitudinal study, infor-
mal cases merge into formal cases, and so forth. Meth-
ods that seem quite dissimilar in design bleed into one
another when put into practice. There are few “pure”
methods. And this is probably a good thing. Chastity is
not necessarily an attribute to be cherished in research
design.
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WHAT IS A CASE STUDY GOOD FOR?

It has been demonstrated that the difference between
a case study and a study (tout court) is rarely clear-cut.
Indeed, the case study is probably best understood as
an ideal-type rather than a method with hard-and-fast
rules. Yet the fact that the case study is fuzzy around
the edges does not mean that it is lacking in distinctive
characteristics. When considered as an ideal type the
case study research design, like all research designs, ex-
hibits characteristic strengths and weaknesses relative
to its across-unit cousin. These pertain to the type of
inference under consideration (descriptive or causal),
the scope of the proposition (its depth, breadth, and
boundedness), the degree of unit homogeneity found
among cases and between the sample and the popula-
tion, the sort of causal insight desired (causal effect
or causal mechanism), the strategy of research (ex-
ploratory or confirmatory), and the kind of empirical
evidence available. Tradeoffs along these seven dimen-
sions are summarized in Table 2. Ontological presuppo-
sitions are also important but of indeterminate import
(as indicated in Table 2).

It should be underlined that these tradeoffs rep-
resent methodological affinities, not invariant laws.
Exceptions can be found to each of the general tenden-
cies identified here. Even so, the strengths and weak-
nesses often noted in case study research, reproduced
in many subfields and disciplines over the course of
many decades, are not the product of a purely stochas-
tic process. General patterns suggest general inter-
pretations.

I should also emphasize that each of these trade-
offs carries a ceteris paribus caveat. Case studies are
more useful for forming descriptive inferences, all other
things being equal. Since ceteris is not always paribus
the reader should not jump to any conclusions about the
research design appropriate to a given setting without
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considering the single-unit/cross-unit options available
within that research context.

Finally, readers should note that although many of
my examples are drawn from the subfield of compara-
tive politics, with nation-states as the principal unit of
concern, these examples could be replicated with other
units and in other research settings. The problem of the
case study is not limited to a single subfield.

Type of Inference: Descriptive Versus Causal

Descriptive inference remains an important, if under-
valued, trope within the social sciences (Gerring 2001,
chap. 6; King, Keohane, and Verba 1994, chap. 2). Thus,
it is not at all pejorative to observe that there is a
methodological affinity between descriptive inference
and case study work. When one is examining correla-
tive relationships or proximate causal relationships the
case study format seems less problematic and is often
highly informative. Indeed, many of the most famous
case studies in anthropology, political science, and so-
ciology are primarily descriptive in orientation (e.g.,
Fenno 1978, Hartz 1955, Lynd and Lynd [1929] 1956,
Malinowski [1922] 1984, and Whyte [1943] 1955). How
can we understand this affinity?

What? and How? questions are easier to answer with-
outrecourse to cross-unit analysis than Why? questions.
The simplest genre of descriptive case study asserts that
the unit under study (A) is like, or unlike, other similar
units (B and C). A more complicated descriptive case
study might assert a classificatory relationship among
A, B, and C, such that A falls into a certain typological
relationship with B and C. The latter, of course, is more
complicated and is more likely to require some explicit
cross-unit examination. However, a descriptive infer-
ence does not make any assertions about causal rela-
tionships (beyond the most proximal) occurring within
A, B, and C. In this sense, descriptive inference is sim-
pler, methodologically speaking.

To be sure, descriptive case study propositions are
implicitly comparative and these comparisons must
have a cross-unit reference point. To say “green” is
to imply “not blue.” However, it is usually fairly easy
to make such comparisons without conducting a study
of the presumed variation. One knows what blue is
without going in search of blue cases. This illustrates
something important about the structure of descrip-
tive propositions in social science. They are held to-
gether by language—by ordinary or technical terms
and their definitions. When describing a phenomenon
one is usually comparing it to an ideal-type definition.
American political culture is “liberal” or “republican”
insofar as it conforms to standard definitions of these
two concepts (Smith 1997). To describe is to categorize,
and to categorize is 