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UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND UNIVERSITY COLLEGE
GUIDELINES FOR PREPARING A CASE STUDY
Introduction:  As a university student you will be asked to prepare and write many different types of documents throughout your course work.  Some of these documents, such as research papers, are undoubtedly already familiar to you.  Other types of documents may be specific to certain courses or groups of courses depending upon your major.  One such document is the case study.  Below is some information that may be of help to you in preparing a case study for one of your courses.

What is a Case Study?

A case study is a very specific type of report about a person, an organization, or an event.  In a case study the author describes the person, organization, or event in light of specific analytical criteria.  A case study will often read like a story: it will relate a particular experience or set of experiences undergone by a person or organization, or that led up to or followed a specific event. Case studies are useful for decision-making in management or for the development of policy.  
What are the Elements of a Case Study?

The elements of a case study can vary considerably from one situation to another.  Therefore, if you are asked to prepare a case study for a course, make sure you review carefully the instructions provided in the syllabus or by the instructor.  
Following are some of the basic components typically seen in a case study:

1. Statement of the Purpose:  Here the writer is expected to explain the reason for the case and, more specifically, why the specific subject of the case study was chosen.  The writer will also state what criteria the subject is being evaluated against.
2. Description of the Subject:  A writer will typically provide background or descriptive information about the subject of the case study.

3. Chronology of the Case Study:  Many case studies describe occurrences over a period of time; in such a study the writer is expected to provide the timeframe of the events described.  
4. Results:  If the events in the study led to a certain result or set of results, the writer will be expected to list them.

5. Lessons Learned:  This is the writer’s opportunity to interpret the results and, if appropriate, make recommendations based on them.  

Statement of the Purpose
Suppose you are taking a class in emergency management, and your instructor asks you to prepare a case study of local response to a natural disaster such as a hurricane.  If you chose to study how the Emergency Management Office of Charlotte County, Florida, responded to Hurricane Charley in 2004, then your statement of purpose should cover not only the reason why you chose that particular subject but also any measures that you intend to use to evaluate the event:

“Local emergency management entities (EMEs) in the U.S. vary considerably in such key areas as personnel, levels of funding, currency of training, and inventories of equipment.  These variations can have an impact on the EMEs’ ability to respond effectively to natural disasters such as hurricanes.  A review of the response to Hurricane Charley in 2004 by the EME in Charlotte County, Florida shows that personnel was the key factor in determining the effectiveness of the Charlotte County EME’s response.” 
In this statement you identified your specific topic as well as the subject of the case study.  You also hinted to the reader what the results would show.
Description of the Subject

Here you have to use your judgment about how much detail to provide.  This will often depend on the instructions you’ve been given for the case study assignment (e.g. 4-5 pages, single-spaced, no cover page).  In general, you should provide enough detail to justify the choice of the particular subject.  For instance, in describing the Charlotte County Emergency Management Office you may choose to emphasize the size of the entity relative to its service area:

“The Charlotte County Emergency Management Office has a permanent staff of four and a population of volunteers that averages three to five persons.  The county has a population of approximately 150,000 and covers a land area of about 700 square miles.”
You may also give further background information in order to set the stage for the principal event in the case study:


“Although located on Florida’s Gulf Coast, Charlotte County had not experienced landfall of a significant storm since Hurricane Agnes in 1972, thirty-two years before Charley.”
These are merely examples of types of descriptive information; as the writer you will decide what to include based on the assignment and the purpose.

Chronology of the Case Study

Since you’ve chosen Hurricane Charley as the specific event of your study, the general timeframe is a matter of historical record: Charley made landfall over Charlotte County on Friday, August 13, 2004.  You will use your judgment to decide how far on either side of that date your study will extend.  For example, your research about the subject may prompt you to “back up” quite a bit before that specific date:

“In 1999, a budget reduction resulted in the loss of three staff members, including an emergency planner who had been responsible for the county’s first comprehensive preparedness review (Henderson, 2009, p. 64).”
You may also choose to focus on a specific time range within the larger chronology of the event:

“A review of the first four hours after the storm made landfall will show that the lack of sufficient staff hampered the coordination of rescue activities in some of the more remote areas of the county.”

Results
In interpreting the results of the case study, bear in mind that a case study is a report about one individual person, organization, or event.  For this reason, it is very risky to draw general conclusions from the study; after all, each case is likely to be very different, and those differences certainly influence the outcome of an event.  For example, suppose you wrote the following statement as part of your conclusion:

“The experience of Charlotte County after Hurricane Charley demonstrates conclusively that reductions in the personnel of EMEs result in impaired effectiveness of response to natural disasters.”

You would not be justified in making this statement based solely on what happened in Charlotte County.  You would, however, be justified in making the following statement:

“The experience of Charlotte County after Hurricane Charley suggests that its EME may not have had sufficient staff available to coordinate an effective response to a catastrophic natural disaster.”
In the sentence above you are drawing a conclusion about the specific case.  This is more in line with the reporting of results in a case study.
Lessons Learned

Here again you must be careful not to draw overly general conclusions from the results of a specific case.  If you choose to try to identify lessons learned then they should be within the context of the case study.
Conclusion:  The case study is a useful means for applying what you’ve learned in a course to a specific “real world” situation.  Pay close attention to any instructions or guidelines that you receive, and remember to resist the temptation to draw broad, general conclusions from the specific case in your study.
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