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Abstract 
Case studies are widely used across a lot of different subject areas, however 
there are a lot of questions about the use of it because of the doubt in its’ 
contribution to science and the quality of it. The purpose with this research 
paper is to define the case study and the characteristics required in it for it to be 
classified and recognized as a “good” case study. Findings reveal that case 
study is defined in many different ways depending on the area of subject it is 
presented in. A good case study is reliable, valid and is used as a qualitative 
research method and it contains a lot of depth in the investigated single case. 
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1. Introduction 

According to Dubois & Gadde (2002) case studies are widely used in different 
subject areas such as economics, psychology, sociology, history, urban 
planning, public administration, and more. Case studies and the case study 
approach, which has not always been recognized as a proper scientific method, 
are found out to be better as research methods than first imagined. At first it 
was seen as a research method with many problems but the view of it shifted 
and is now seen as a method with big opportunities. 

For example, Case study research is probably the most popular research 
method in industrial marketing (Easton, 2009). Beverland & Lindgreen (2009) 
even claims that the qualitative case study characterizes industrial marketing. It 
has also been discovered that over the years numerous calls for case studies and 
case research have been made, although very few are published in research 
journals in operations management (McCutcheon et al., 2002). 



In fact, only a small part of the published articles in operation management 
journals over a five-year period around the millennium break were case-based 
studies. The major reason according to the reviewers is the low quality of the 
case studies. They claim that the lack of rigor in the case research process is 
one of the major reasons of the low quality (McCutcheon et al., 2002). Rigor is 
the use of logical systems, which is accepted and shared by scientists to ensure 
agreement on the explanations and predictions of theory used in research. 
Researchers use these rigorous systems and the logic to strengthen their 
arguments while demonstrating the significance of their research studies 
(Ryan-Nichols & Will, 2009). Furthermore, Yin (1981) states that there is a 
case study crisis. Case studies can be done using either quantitative or 
qualitative methods and evidence. The major problem is that some research 
studies are mixing the qualitative evidence with a quantitative statistic analysis 
or vice versa.    

The purpose of this study is to try to define case studies and favorable 
characteristics of case studies. The main aim of this article is to answer and sort 
out how to recognize a good case study.  

2. Method 

In order to answer this question, secondary data must be collected within many 
different subject areas in which case studies are defined and used. Scientific 
case studies and research articles will be used and analyzed, compared and 
there will be a final discussion about the findings from all the collected 
sources. The search radius in this particular article is limited to the articles and 
books provided by the university library on Halmstad University, both the 
physical sources available at the library and also the articles available on the 
Summon database provided by the library.  

3. Literature Review  

3.1 Case study - Definition 

Case studies are defined in many ways depending on which area of science the 
definition is asked from. There are, however, some common characteristics in 
the different definitions. It is named as a research method of a specific situation 
and a method for knowledge (Søilen & Huber, 2006).  

Dul & Hak (2007) define case studies as the same thing as the application of 
qualitative research. They also contrast the case study research strategy with 



surveys. Survey is the quantitative research strategy and the point of this is that 
the choice of research strategy is dependent on the object(s) studied.   

According to Easton (2009) a case study is a one-sampled study. Once the 
decision has been made to use case research a set of limitations and 
opportunities becomes realized. The key limitation is the low 
representativeness and the key opportunity is the depth the study can generate 
of a single case. Stegink-Jansen (1999) bring the point of not using the case 
study in the same way as a quantitative research since one of the greatest 
limitations of the case study research method is that the results cannot be 
generalized into a greater setting and nor be equal to the same results for the 
population at large.  

Elman et al (2016) as well sees the case study method as something that 
intensively focuses on one single case. It is performed with a qualitative lens 
and the validity of the method is secured with causal-explanations. Validity is 
the causal relationship between results and variables (Gibbert et al, 2008). The 
main aim for case studies is to address something broader than the case itself. 
Crowe et al (2011) defines the case study as a research approach generating in-
depth understanding of a complex situation in a real life context. 

Three different case study definitions that the research from Halinen & 
Törnroos (2003) states; the first one is that the case study is an empirical 
method investigating a contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context where 
the boundaries between the context and the phenomenon is not clearly evident. 
The second definition highlights the case study as an intense study of 
individuals, groups or social structure within an organization in a single case. 
The third and last definition describes the case study as a strategy within 
research with focus on the understanding of the dynamics in single settings. 

A definition that tries to sum up a lot of other definitions is the one that Gerring 
(2004) talks about. The case study is a qualitative research method. It is “in the 
field”, characterized by process-tracing and the fact that it investigates a 
phenomenon  in one single case.  

3.2 Characteristics of good case study research 

Yang et al (2006) speaks about the data collection of different research 
methods and that it influences its reliability and validity. Furthermore, Yang et 
al (2006) recommends the use of both primary and secondary data in studies 
and study research. However, the use of both data is only valid if they are 



comparable and equivalent. Johnston et al (1999) argues that the strength of 
case research is the depth it can demonstrate to a given set situation. Case 
studies as a method should not be considered as a data collection method but 
instead be seen as whole studies. Each study should be thought of an 
independent study. 

An appropriate case research design that incorporates existing literature 
significant to the subject is required in order to secure a rigorous research 
process. The design is also of great importance in the efficient use of limited 
resources. The design should also be logical, systematic, and easy to replicate 
in order to achieve greater value (Fox-Wolfgramm, 1997). 

Welch et al (2011) claims that the case study as a research method has been 
solely dominated as a tool for inductive theory building which has restricted 
the potential in its theory-building. Although there are four different methods 
of building emphasis on casual explanation and on contextualization in case 
studies; Inductive theory building, contextualized explanation, natural 
experiment, and interpretive sensemaking. Using not only the inductive theory-
building method and widen the theorizing process in case studies by using 
different methods would enhance the explanatory power of case studies (Welch 
et al, 2011). 

Although the main application of case study research is its ability to build 
theory, the case research methodology can also serve a purpose in testing 
theory. The testing should be within the area of deterministic hypotheses since 
surveys are more preferable in probabilistic theories (Jaspers, 2007). 
Deterministic hypotheses claims a causal relationship between variables and 
the case study can in a decisive way determine if the hypotheses can be 
confirmed or not. This only reflects the relationship between the variables in 
the single case and cannot automatically bee seen as the truth in all similar 
relationships. Even if it is a limited research it can still contribute to a bigger 
understanding within the subject area and the validity in the single case is high 
(Jaspers, 2007).  

According to Woodside (2009) case study research is the opposite of the fixed-
point survey. A survey is recognized by its high ability to generalize, but it is 
failing in giving accurate and relevant views of real-life events. Case studies, 
however, have high ability to bring accuracy but are not good to use if the 
purpose is to generalize.  



Since the view on good case research differs a lot between different qualitative 
researchers, recommending one set of standards that would work for all case 
study research would not be good for research. Thus, a case study should 
follow the criteria’s for quality within its area of subject. Restricting the 
standards to one common design and structure for all case studies would be 
contradictive against the case study itself, since the essence of it lies in its 
flexibility (Piekkari et al, 2008). 

Sterns et al (1998) propose that the appropriateness and relevance of the 
research strategy depends on the research question asked, the need for control 
over the variables in the context and the time frame the relevant events occur. 
The case study research question should focus on “how” and why” questions if 
there is lack of control of the variables and the events occur in the present time. 
Meredith (1998) is very straightforward with the advantages with case studies; 
relevance, understanding, and exploratory depth. These three characteristics are 
those that sums up a good case study. 

What is good research then? That is the question asked by Riepe (2003). 
According to him answering that question is like answering what a good movie 
is, it depends on whom you ask. According to Riepe there are some 
characteristics such as objective, independent, clarifying, and a few more, 
which sums up a “good” research study.   
 
3.3 The use of case studies  

Søilen & Huber (2006) puts the case study in use in both descriptive and 
empirical research. The descriptive method in the form of describing an event 
or situation that already has occurred. An example of the descriptive method is 
the one about Mercatus Engineering AB (Solberg Søilen, Huber, 2004. Case 
ID-001). In this case the former structural change within the company around 
the millennial break, thus describing a historical event and making a case study 
on that. The authors were not involved in the events and that is one of the 
characteristics of descriptive case studies (Søilen & Huber 2006). One 
empirical research example is the case study of Berglunds Mekaniska AB 
(Solberg Søilen, Huber, 2004. Case ID-002). The case was built prior to the 
event by the authors to see what the actions and reactions that occurred due to 
the set environment where the case study was performed. The empirical 
method involves the authors prior to the events (Søilen & Huber 2006). 

 



A discussion made by Tsang (2012) points out that the use of the same 
designed case study that investigates the same case repeatedly over time can 
provide a lot of interesting information about patterns and outcomes. For 
instance it can reveal the continuities and discontinuities in mechanisms, as 
well as it can provide results that can be compared by the theory that have 
predicted something about the set situations.  

Järvensivu & Törnroos (2008) mean that case studies are suitable to use for 
exploring business networks, specifically business-to-business relationships 
because of the great ability to capture dynamics of the studied phenomenon and 
provide a multidimensional view of the specific situation in its context. 

Case research offer major opportunities in marketing research. It can go deeper 
into complex problems and investigate the outcomes and analyze it on a 
different stage than before. Another opportunity a high quality case study can 
bring is the consulting effect. It can be brought into the classroom and teach 
students a lot about the methodology of case study research (Bonoma, 1985). 

Flyvbjerg (2006) claims that one big problem with case studies is that, since 
the narratives approach the complexities of real life, the narratives are close to 
impossible to summarize into reasonable and neat theories, formulae, or 
propositions.  

4. Analysis 
 
In order to be able to understand how to recognize a good case study, at first, it 
is necessary to know what a case study is. Søilen & Huber (2006) means that 
there is no single definition that sums it up and works for all. A case study is a 
qualitative research method (Dul & Hak, 2007). Stegink-Jansen (1999) argues 
that there is no use in working with case studies as a quantitative study since it 
is barely generalizable. The depth in the way case studies are designed is what 
makes it a presentable research strategy (Crowe et al, 2011). The main 
character that defines the case study as a research strategy is that it highlights 
one specific phenomenon, complex situation, or single case (Gerring, 2004; 
Halinen & Törnroos, 2003; Elman et al, 2016; Easton, 2009). 
 
Secondly, there is no easy answer on what a good case study is, but there are a 
lot of characteristics that makes a case study considered as representable 
research. A very important one is the rigor of the actual research (McCutcheon 
et al., 2002.) The design of both the research and the case study itself are of 
great importance. An appropriate design is logical, systematic and easy to 



replicate (Fox-Wolfgramm, 1997). However, restricting the design and 
structure of case studies to one single set of standards would take away a lot of 
what makes case studies good – the flexibility (Piekkari et al, 2008).  
 
A lot of the focus in case studies lies in the theory building, Welch et al (2011) 
speaks about the importance of the theory building but highlights the 
importance of not only using the most common method, the inductive theory 
building, in order to create a good case study. The theory building in cases 
should be customized and chosen wisely. Yang et al (2006) also mention the 
data collection, which is connected to the theory building, and the vitality of it, 
it has to be reliable and valid. Jaspers (2007) mean that even though most case 
studies focus on theory building, a good case study can be made by testing 
theories, but only if the hypotheses are deterministic.   
 
The strength of the research method is the depth it can demonstrate of a given 
complex situation (Johnston et al, 1999). It is of great importance to not use the 
case study in the wrong way, it may be used in quantitative research. 
Nevertheless, a survey has higher ability to generalize than case studies 
(Woodside, 2009). Thus, the case study method is not recommended to use in 
more than a qualitative purpose because of the low ability to generalize and the 
high ability to bring accuracy. Meredith (1998) and Sterns et al (1998) both 
point out the relevance as major characteristics of case studies along with 
Riepe (2003) who put up the importance of the objective perspective.  
 
Where the case study method should be used is discussed a lot. Järvensivu & 
Törnroos (2008) mean that is suitable in marketing research, Bonoma (1985) 
and Easton (2009) thinks it fits in marketing research, Beverland & Lindgreen 
(2009) in industrial marketing and Dubois & Gadde (2002) in numerous areas 
of subject. This means that it fills a purpose in a big variety of areas within 
research. Tsang (2012) also thinks that the same case study can be repeated 
over time to show and reflect differences and continuities. A challenge for the 
authors to make a good case study research is to summarize all the information 
required in a way that makes the readers’ not get lost in huge amounts of 
narratives (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 
 
5. Discussion  
 
The goal and purpose of this paper is to give answers to what a good case study 
is. The result of that is a little divided. First of all, case studies are defined in 
many different ways depending on subject area. One single design for a good 



does not exist and should not do so either since the great value of a good case 
study is the flexibility. It should, however, have a structure that is logical, 
systematic and easy to replicate. The theory building and data collection must 
be rigor, be reliable and have validity. The “good” case study is a qualitative 
research with depth in its research of the complex situation investigated. The 
use of case study as a method is widely spread and clearly fills a purpose in 
each area of subject. The important thing is to follow the structure and design 
that dominates the area it is presented in.    
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