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measurement to be used and on the kind of analysis to be undertaken. If some of
the variables are nominal, and three of these are to be used in a three-way cross-
tabulation, the size of the group would need to be about ten times the number of
cells in this table. For example, if country of birth (coded into three categories)
is to be cross-tabulated with political party preference (three categories), and if
the first variable were to be controlled by vear of migration (coded into three
time periods), then a table of twenty-seven cells would be produced requiring
a sub-sample of 270. If the smallest ethnic community makes up 10 per cent of
the population, then a total sample of 2,700 would be required. Of course, one
way to reduce the total sample size would be to use a stratified sample by ethnic
community, and different sampling ratios in each stratum, to make all sub-
samples of 270. If there were five ethnic communities, the total sample would
be exactly half (1,350), thus producing a considerable reduction in the cost of
the study. However, if the variables to be analysed are interval or ratio, much
smaller numbers can be used. One rule of thumb is to have a minimum of fifty
in each subgroup, but, clearly, many things should be considered in making this
decision.

Here are some important relationships between sample size, error and accuracy.

* As sample size increases, sampling error decreases and sample reliability
increases.

* As population homogeneity decreases, sample error increases and sample reli-
ability decreases.

¢ As sample error increases, sample reliability decreases, and vice versa.

‘Sample size must take into account the degree of diversity in the population
on key variables, the level of sampling error that is tolerated and the reliability
required of the sample’ (de Vaus 2002: 81). To reiterate, a small increase in the

the case for larger samples.

analysis to be used. The latter consideration reinforces the need to include in any
research design decisions about how the data will be analysed. It is easy to think
that this can be put off until later, but it cannot. Failure to make the decision is
likely to lead to samples that are the wrong size, to data that cannot be sensibly
analysed and, hence, to research questions that cannot be answered properly.
some studies, it is not possible to know in advance how the population is distei
uted on the characteristics being studied. Even rough estimates may be impossi
to make. In this case, the researcher must be conservative and use a sample thi
will cope with the worst possible situation, which means making it larger!
Having said all this, one other major consideration enters into the equa
It is the practical issue of resources. The ideal sample needed to answer a s€
research questions may be beyond the scope of the available resources. Samplest
decisions are always a compromise between the ideal and the practical, beté
the size needed to meet technical requirements and the size that can be ach

size of small samples can lead to a substantial increase in accuracy, but this is not

It will be clear from this discussion that a decision on sample size is rather
complex. The best a researcher can do is to be aware of the effects of accuracy
requirements, population characteristics, levels of measurement and the types of
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The idea of a case study has some relationship to the notions of both clinical
studies in medicine and psychology, and case histories in the helping professions,
such as social work. However, there are some important differences that should
become evident as this discussion proceeds.

The case study has a long history. It has been used extensively in social
anthropology, and it is now used in political science (e.g. policy and public
administration research), sociology (e.g. community studies), management (e.g.
organizational studies) and planning (e.g. research on cities, regions and neigh-
bourhoods). Some writers have suggested that case studies are suitable for single-
person research on a limited budget, and that the study of one case provides a
manageable opportunity for a researcher to study one aspect of a problem in
some depth within a limited time-scale (see, for example, Blaxter et al. 2002; Bell
2005). Tt is implied that they are appropriate for student research, particularly
for postgraduate theses, and that most researchers are capable of doing a case
study.

Case studies have been used for various purposes: in exploratory, descriptive
and explanatory research (Yin 2003a: 3), to generate theory (Mitchell 1983;
Eckstein 1992; Hammersley et al. 2000} and to initiate change (Gummesson
1991). These uses will depend on the research questions asked, and the
extent to which the researcher has control over the events being studied (Yin

2003a).

Background

In the 1920s in the United States, and before survey research gained dominance,
the case study was the acceptable way of doing social research. This occurred
mainly in the Chicago tradition of sociology. With the rise of survey research,
and the view that it was more ‘scientific’, there was a period of debates about the
relative merits of ‘statistical methods’ and ‘case studies’ (e.g. Burgess 1927).
Following the Second World War, debates continued between advocates of
‘surveys’ (and sometimes ‘experiments’) and ‘participant observation’; essentially
between supporters of quantitative and qualitative methods. However, by the

1950s, the discussion of case studies had all but disappeared from textbooks on

social research methods, although considerable attention was still given to specific
techniques, such as participant observation. This decline in interest was no

(Mitchell 1983).
Thirty years later, as a result of a revival of interest in qualitati

particularly in educational, nursing and evaluation research, and in mut

British sociology, the discussion of case studies re-emerged (e.g. Mitchell 19698

Yin 1984; Platt 1988). They were now identified with methods that had bees
commonly used in anthropological research, with techniques of data collecti
such as participant observation, the use of informants, unstructured interviews
ing, and the study of personal documents and records. The general tenor of ¢
discussion of such qualitative methods was that they were inferior to quantitat!
methods; that they were only really useful in exploratory stages of researchy
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Two Issues

Both critics and advocates of the use of case studies have focused on two issues.
The first concerns the possibility or even the desirability of trying to generalize
findings from case study research. The second has to do with the use of case
studies in theory development and/or testing. As we have seen, Mitchell, Eckstein
and Yin have all raised the issue of whether it is possible to generalize or theorize
from case studies. Must the findings from a case study remain just interesting
description, or can they be used to generalize and to generate and test theory?

Generalizing

While case studies cannot be used in the way that population parameters are
statistically generalized from sample statistics, is there some way of generalizing

from them?

A number of strategies have been proposed, all of which require a different

conception of generalizability; this involves judgement rather than probability
sampling techniques. However, methods of selection are still a key element. These
are: selecting ‘typical’ cases; studying multiple cases at different sites; the use of
‘natural generalization’; the use of ‘analytic generalization’; and the use of ‘thick’
description to facilitate ‘transferability’ or ‘relatability’.

Researchers may feel more comfortable generalizing if they work with ‘typical’
cases; that is, if the case being studied can be shown to be similar to other cases
i terms of relevant characteristics (see, for example, Goetz and Le Compte 1984,
Whyte 1984). However, it may be difficult to demonstrate this. Certainly, this
was not the guiding principle when anthropologists selected small-scale societies
to study. Some writers, like Mitchell (1983: 204), have argued against trying to
find typical cases, but he was more concerned with theorizing than generalizing,
As we shall see shortly, when generalizing is the primary concern, finding typical
cases may be useful.

A second possibility is to select a number of cases across different sites (see

the review by Firestone and Herriott 1984). While such a strategy can certainly =
it has some obvious practical disadvantages. -

strengthen the basis for generalizing,
As it is very expensive, each site may not be studied in the depth usually associs
ated with case study research (Schofield 1993).

The third possibility is ‘natural generalizability’. Stake (
that natural generalization is something we routi
can recognize similarities between objects and issues and identify repetitive pat

terns. Case studies add to existing experience and understanding. Lincoln and:
(1981) — using

Guba (1985) — using ‘transferability” or ‘fittingness’ - and Bassey
‘relatability’ — have taken this idea further. wAccording to Lincoln and Gu
(1985: 124-5), transferability between contexts is possible if they can be judg
to be similar. Fittingness is the degree of congruence between the context in whi
the research was conducted and the one to which the findings are to be trans-
ferred. This requires information about both contexts. y

In the context of educational research, Bassey argued that ‘an important ¢
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existing theory.

In the context of anthropological research, Mitchell championed the view
that case studies are not simply descriptions of the life of the people; they have
a theoretical aim of searching for general theoretical principles (1983: 192). In
this way, anthropological theory has been built up from many case studies over
many years. o - ;

Issues associated with the selection of case studies are different when theorizing C:)[ng ag;f EI; rh? , ) and Turner (195
rather than generalizing is the concern. As both Mitchell and Yin have argued, While 51)1, éfl luction, 3) have been criti-
a different kind of logic is required to test a theory with case studies, such as, (2000) havg Li) rung the use of the ¢q
‘logical inference’ (Mitchell); “analytic generalization’ (Yin); and ‘analytic induc- things e
tion’ (Lindesmith). :

For Mitchell, logical inference ‘is the process by which the analyst draws metho_d_ There is a d:
conclusions about the essential linkage between two or more characteristics
in terms of some systematic explanatory schema - some set of theoretical
propositions’ (1983: 199-200). Yin (2003a) adopted a similar approach in his
proposal for the use of analytic generalization as a way of linking cases. He 1 other’s work
also saw this as a means of theory testing, although in the form of accumulated ! )
support rather than critical testing. Platt (1988) also adopted the view that prior
theory is necessary. She argued that a case study needs to be located in the context |
of relevant knowledge and appropriate theory. To strengthen their theoretical role, —F
case studies need to be specifically designed rather than being chosen as a matter
of convenience or by accident. Both Yin and Platt proposed the use of Inductive
rather than Deductive logic.

It is worth noting that whereas typical cases may be useful for generalizing,
Eckstein (1975), Mitchell (1983), Platt (1988) and Yin (2003a) have argued for
the use of extreme, deviant or least likely cases in theory testing. If a general
theoretical principle can be shown to hold in these types of cases, the degree of
corroboration is stronger than in cases that might be regarded as typical. '

This leads us to a form of logic known as analytic induction, which shares
much in common with the trial and error process associated with Deductive logic.
It was used by Znaniecki (1934), Lindesmith (1937, 1968) and Cressey (1950).
As expounded by Lindesmith (1968), this logic begins with an initial investigation:
of a few cases, which leads to the formulation of a tentative causal hypothesis
to account for the phenomenon. Additional cases are investigated to test this®
hypothesis, and this may lead to its reformulation. Further cases are examined
until revisions of the hypothesis are no longer required. However, the investigas
tion of other cases at a later time, or in other places, may very well lead to further’

mulation of h
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