
Case studies are often presented in arts and health evaluation. 
They are used to highlight participants’ stories of the impact 
of arts projects. A well written case study can powerfully 
convey the impacts of an arts project. However, weak or poorly 
presented case studies can undermine credibility. Evaluation 
case studies are not necessarily research, but they can be 
strengthened by drawing on good research practice. Case 
study research involves an in depth consideration of issues 
including the research question, case selection, representation, 
reporting and ethics. A useful review of case study research is 
provided in the book by Gomm et al. (2000). Here we discuss 
these issues as they relate to arts and health evaluation. 

Case studies offer a means of presenting a rich and detailed 
picture and telling a strong story about different aspects of a 
project. A single case can be any person, object or place that 
is the focus of evaluation. Case selection should be related to 
a research or evaluation question.  A case study is an umbrella 
for a range of different forms of inquiry. The content of the case 
study is generated by a process of collection and analysis. 
Case studies can utilise different methods including monitoring 
data, interviews, focus groups and observation. Sometimes 
quantitative data are included in case studies although the 
analytic process for case study research tends to be qualitative. 
Case study data are combined in a narrative format to tell a 
story. 

It is important to remember that the resulting story is particular 
to the case. It is not a story about the project as a whole, hence 
it cannot be generalised to others or used to ‘speak’ for the 
experiences of a group. This is why case studies need to be 
combined with other methods if they are being used for the 
purposes of evaluation in order to give a broader picture of the 
project impacts. However, when used in this way, case studies 
can be a useful way of highlighting particular experiences and 
issues that have emerged from the evaluation. Case studies 
involve a trade-off between detailed understanding and the 
ability to make further generalisations. This means that it is 
very important to consider the reasons behind case selection. 

Case selection
Case selection should be determined by the evaluation 

question. There should be a clear reason for choosing a 
particular case as being of special interest. Perhaps there 
is a specific need to find out how a person with particular 
circumstances has responded to an activity. Or perhaps there 
is a more general desire to explore a particular dimension of a 
project, such as how it fits with national policy. It is important to 
clearly identify the reasons for choosing a particular case. 

When to use a case study approach?
Below is a summary of the pros and cons of the case study:

Pros
• Narrative - the beauty and power of a case study is in the 

specific details and the particular story it tells.
• Rich picture – a case study can provide depth but not 

necessarily breadth. 
• Contextual information can be included, giving a holistic 

picture that broadens our understanding. For example, 
case studies can allow consideration of a broader range of 
psychological, social, political, economic and geographical 
influences than other forms of evaluation when examining 
the impact of an arts intervention.

Cons
• To the critics, case study is not a method. There are not 

recognized procedures for data analysis in case studies 
which often rely on narrative means of presenting data. 

• Generalisation is not possible from single case studies
• It is difficult to combine data from multiple case studies, 

although case studies can be compared. 
• Case studies are time consuming
• To make sense of case studies it is necessary to 

understand the specific circumstances, time and space in 
which the activity took place.

What (and who) am I writing for?
In any evaluation design, the methods used to collect data 
affect the findings. A case study can usefully fit into a wider 
evaluation provided that its structure and narrative fit the 
evaluation methods and overall objectives. Lengthy case 
studies are difficult to include in project reports, but if the 
underlying methods are rigorous (including sampling, data 
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collection and analysis) then it may be possible to summarise a 
case study effectively in a few sentences. This is often needed 
in project reports to provide a rich detail in order to enhance 
broader reporting of the impacts of the project on participants 
and staff.

Writing a case study
There are four basic steps in case study preparation: sampling 
and case selection, data collection, data analysis, and finally 
the writing to draw it together. When you reach the writing 
stage you may find you need to go back and find out even 
more information. Like many research processes, case study 
development can go around in an iterative loop.

Structure
Firstly describe the question you have - think of a good 
detective novel where the crime happens first, and then the 
audience follow as the case is solved. Case studies are often 
written chronologically, for good reason, as we need the thread 
of the story.

From there, a simple structure could be:
• Introduction - how the case related to your question.
• Background to the place and context. Who is in the 

context? 
• What happened?
• How does that answer your question?

The need to anonymise case study data
Always anonymise people in a case study. This may be 
challenging where someone is particularly proud of their story, 
yet anonymising means that the story can be used for years 
to come whether or not they change their mind about feeling 
proud. Different processes that researchers use for this include 
changing not just the name and location, but other identifying 
details surrounding the case, the setting and other people 
in it. You could also combine a few different people in an 
instrumental study to show a particular aspect of your data, and 
noting that you have done this.

Conclusion: are case studies important?
Within the call for ‘robust evidence’, case studies are often 
dismissed as anecdotal. Yet case studies can be ‘robust’ 
when done well, and they offer a credible form when used in 
qualitative research. A well written case study speaks to its 
audience more strongly than other forms of data presentation. 
There is power in a good story and case studies can help to 
elucidate and evaluate an issue. However, there are good case 
studies and poor case studies. The quality of the final story 
depends as much on the methods used to collect and analyse 
the data as much, if not more, than as the quality of the writing. 
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