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Setting the Stage 
Peter has designed and run professional training courses for several years and is convinced that 
he has a process that others should use.  But how can he get others to understand the value of 
his process?  He has considered writing a customer story but initial feedback from his target 
audience indicates that they want far more than a story.  They want a research report, 
complete with not only the process used but real evidence of outcomes.  Maybe a case study 
could be the answer.  
 
Introduction 
Case studies play an important role in documenting events and outcomes. While customer 
stories in our field provide a revealing and compelling story about a customer interaction or the 
outcomes from a business interaction, case studies generally require a number of key features 
that take the story to a new level of detail and organizational complexity. Much like a good 
recipe, a case study includes enough detail that others could replicate the design in their own 
setting to examine similar questions.  When administered with this level of detail, the reader is 
provided not only with all of the necessary ingredients used, but a clear image of the exciting 
resulting outcomes.  
 
The goal of this paper is to provide you with a step-by-step prescriptive guide for conducting a 
case study research project. In general, this style of research involves identifying a number of 
steps before one even starts the project, including: 
 
1. What we want to study (the research question) 
2. What has already been written about this question (review of literature) 
3. How we want to study it (the design) 
4. Whom we want to study (the person, group or sample) 
5. How best to acquire information (data collection techniques) 
6. Revealing and if possible, controlling, researcher bias (if not controllable, a customer story is 
recommended) 
6. How best to analyze or interpret the acquired information (the data analysis) 
7. How and with whom do we plan to share findings (the dissemination process)  
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8. How to confirm findings (the verification process) 
 
Two accomplish these steps case study research is based on a number of organizational 
frameworks or essential attributes that once identified help create a road map for your project.  
You may find it helpful to place a check mark beside the key descriptors of your particular 
project as each is described.  Recognize that a study may involve several overlapping 
frameworks. The result will be a research road map.  A common starting point is to determine 
whether your study is going to be descriptive or inferential research.  
 
___ In a descriptive study, information is collected for the purpose of describing a specific 
group with no intention of going beyond that group.  An example might involve describing the 
behaviors and motivators of a specific department or business.   
 
___ In inferential studies, the purpose is to go beyond the specific group and develop 
generalizable statements about a larger population.  While you may think that most if not all 
case studies create generalizable outcomes, that is simply not the case.  Recognizing this 
limitation is an important first step. An example might involve examining only the millennials 
for an entire year of TTISI’s behavioral data to compare and contrast this group from other age 
groupings.  To allow this millennial data to be generalized to the entire USA millennial 
population would require that TTISI pull a random stratified sample from their data base that is 
representative of known characteristics of the total population of this age group.  Even then 
generalizing is questionable. In other words, inferential studies are much more difficult to 
perform.  
 
___ True experimental research is characterized by manipulating an independent variable 
along with random assignment of participant groups. An example might be providing training to 
one group and not to a comparably matched group. 
 
___  Quasi-experimental research entails manipulating variables but without random 
assignment of participants.  In other words, using intact existing groups for the study. 
 
___  Non-experimental research involves no variable manipulation nor randomization. By 
design, this approach can only lead to a descriptive study.  
 
When rating these three forms of experimental designs regarding their ability to identify cause 
and effect relationships, a true experiment is the best and a non-experimental design is the 
worst.  
 
The next framework breakdown is the distinction between basic and applied research.   
 
___ Basic research entails gathering data to either construct or validate a theory. With this 
in mind, TTISI’s research team is and will continue to perform basic research as it relates to our 
assessments’ underlying foundational theory, but the dominate framework for our studies falls 
within applied research.  
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___ Applied research is designed to address an existing problem or specific issue.  As a 
result, it is many times referred to as problem-based research.  An example of applied research 
would be a study of employee retention resulting from the use of our assessments and job 
benchmarking.  
 
 
 
 
The final framework classification distinguishes quantitative research from qualitative.  
___ Quantitative research is all about numbers, usually in the form of a statistical analysis of 
data.  
 
___ Qualitative research may require individual interviews, focus groups, observation, 
review of existing documents, or a combination of the above. In general, qualitative approaches 
take more time to accomplish.  
 
Understanding the Difference Between Quantitative and Qualitative Case Study Research 
As descriptors emerge from the statements below, please think about a specific project under 
consideration and categorize which design fits your need best.  Please remember that both 
approaches have their place in research and neither are right or wrong.  The real goal is to 
choose the approach that is must appropriate for the study at hand.  In some cases, a 
combination is required.  
 
Factors Describing Quantitative Research 
While quantitative research in general requires large numbers of participants for many of the 
forms of analysis to show statistical significands, small N studies use similar analysis but fall 
squarely under the heading of case studies.  This includes the ability to run a quantitative study 
on one participant, referred to as An “N “of One Case Study.  However, because of the 
limitations created by small N case studies, this type of research is generally more exploratory 
than confirmatory. In other words, quantitative case studies identify themes and trends rather 
than proving relationships. Their value is found in their ability to set the stage for larger more 
complex studies.  
  
___ Investigate only a few variables 
___ Used when time and resources are limited 
___ Findings based on review of statistics  
___ Referred to as Etic research or an “outsider’s perspective”. 
___ The researcher seeks to be “blind” to the experimental conditions of the research.  
___ The goal of objectivity is paramount  
 
Factors Describing Qualitative Research 
Qualitative research has grown in popularity and formalization in recent years. If you wish to 
develop a more in depth understanding of qualitative research, as well as the contrast with 
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quantitative, a colleague from the University of Nebraska, John Creswell, is considered the 
father of qualitative research.  His book, Educational research: Planning, conducting, and 
evaluating quantitative and qualitative research is in its 4th edition, (2015).  However, for our 
purpose, please examine these characteristics to help identify your design fit.  
 
___ Qualitative attempt to explore a broad range of factors that may be influencing the 
situation. 
___ Uses information collected from participant interviews. 
___ Analysis is based more on words than numbers. 
___ Referred to as emic research or an “insider’s perspective”. 
___ The researcher is the primary instrument of data collection. 
___ An element of subjectivity is assumed.  
 
Applying the Steps: A Summary of the Process 
 
1. State your research question.  
A good research question is clear, focused and appropriately complex.  In other words, a good 
question must be precise and give enough detail to provide next step guidance for the design 
process.   Research questions can be used for both qualitative and quantitative studies.  Keep in 
mind that a hypothesis is not a question, but rather is a statement about the relationship 
between variables.  If a hypothesis is ultimately used, keep this distinction in mind.  
 
An example of a research question in our field might be:  
“How do the behaviors, motivators and soft skills of team A change as a result of a 12-week 
team building program? This problem statement provides (a) the tools to be used, (b) the 
population to be assessed and lastly, (C) the timeframe of the study.  
 
It is important to note that unless research is your primary responsibility, this first step of 
problem statement is a good time to consult with research specialists.  TTI has a team of 
experts who can help with all phases of your research; and experience has taught us that 
STARTING with a conversation concerning your project will save you from going down the 
wrong path and wasting time and effort.  So, call and talk to us first! 
 
2. Review of pertinent Literature 
  Before jumping into a research project, explore what others have done before you. Just 
because you have a burning question does not mean that you are the first to consider this 
issue.  Determining what is already known about the topic may actually lead to a solution 
without further work; and even if it does not, it will provide you with design ideas as you 
examine how others have explored the problem.  
 
 Sadly, it is necessary to add an additional comment about the process of running a 
literature review due to a growing trend of fake news.  Along with gathering the related topic 
articles, it is necessary to apply several filters to be a better consumer of the literature. Such as: 
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a. Is the study peer reviewed?  In other words, is the study self-published with little or no 
checks for accuracy or bias. While internal and self-reports have value, they also have the 
potential for spin.  
 
b. Is the publishing source recognized in the field? Is the journal sponsored by some 
professional organization? If not, what credentials does the author hold? 
 
c. Is the study current enough to include recent developments in the field?  
 
3.  The Design 
By now you should have a good idea of the question you are asking, what others have found, 
the audience you intend to use as participants, the tools you plan to use and the time frame for 
accomplishing the task.   
  
While an experimental design is a fairly complex issue, most case studies are more descriptive 
in nature.  They are simply describing the qualities of the study group.  But even descriptive 
studies should be discussed with stakeholders and input for the design upfront is crucial.  This 
includes deciding what data is needed to address the questions being asked.  Many times, this 
requires the collection of some simple demographics that if not collected up front, may never 
be obtainable and could result in more unanswered questions than you originally had.  
 
4. Reporting Results 
Findings can be shared in a number of ways, depending on your purpose.  They can be simply a 
report to the client who wants the results for you to debrief.  The research can also be written 
as a white paper, meaning that it is an internal report that has not been peer-reviewed but still 
offers useful insights. And finally, the study can be submitted for review and publication in a 
growing number of professional outlets. This last approach generally takes much longer to 
accomplish but has the benefit of being “blessed” by colleagues.   
 
Back to Peter 
As you may recall, Peter needed to not only describe his protocols, he needed to share 
outcomes that would convince others of the value he had to offer.  Peter decided to run a 
mixed methods design that included both quantitative and qualitative elements.  He first came 
up with his question.  “What impact will my 12-week training program have on a group of 10 
client’s behaviors, driving forces and soft skills?” 
 
After reviewing related research, Peter implemented a pre/post set of assessments to gather 
the quantitative data and after his initial review he found several components that showed 
statistically significant changes. He then followed up by having an independent 3rd party run 
one-on-one interviews to capture the clients ‘perspective concerning these quantitative 
changes.  The result was a report that provided clear evidence of his process that he could 
share with others and it showed his clients evidence of their own growth that they never 
expected to see. 
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Concluding Comment 
While case studies are extremely important and informative, in general, findings cannot be 
extrapolated beyond the study group.  In other words, results are not generalizable. This does 
not diminish the value of the research. It only helps focus the outcomes to one group who 
represent one setting.  It also lays the groundwork for others to run similar designs in their own 
setting and together create a growing body of findings that ultimately may result on 
generalizability.  
 
As I hope you can see, case studies are more than a story about an event. They are a full blown 
accepted research design that has tremendous value in our field.  Please let us know how we 
can help you collect the data needed to generate your case study. 
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