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Recent reviews of research in therapeutic recreation have reiterated a number of concerns
identified by earlier reviews. Among these concerns has been an over-reliance on survey research
in advancing the body of knowledge of therapeutic recreation. As a corrective measure to this
over-reliance on a single methodology, writers have advocated for expanding the training of
students and practitioners to cover a wider variety of research methodologies. One research
technique that appears to have been under utilized in both therapeutic recreation research and
leisure research is the case study. This paper provides an expanded overview of the rationale and
implications of case study research as a suitable tool for use in expanding the knowledge base
of therapeutic recreation.
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In a recent review of research in therapeu- research have advocated for expanding the
tic recreation, Compton and Dieser (1997) training of students and practitioners to cover a
reiterated a number of concerns identified by wider variety of research methodologies. One
earlier reviews (Bedini & Wu, 1994; Iso- technique that appears to have been under
Ahola, 1988; Mannell, 1983; McCormick, utilized in both therapeutic recreation research
Scott, & Dattilo, 1991; Schleien & Yermakoff, and leisure research is the case study (McCor-
1983). Among the criticisms common to all of mick, 1996). Although the Therapeutic Recre-
the reviews has been an over-reliance on sur- ation Journal instituted its Case Histories sec-
vey research in advancing the body of knowl- tion in 1991 (Robertson & Ellis, 1991), Coyle
edge of therapeutic recreation. In response, and Bullock (1995) have correctly noted that
virtually all reviews of therapeutic recreation the presentation of case histories and case
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study research differ. Although both focus on
the progress of the individual over time, only
the latter adheres to the tenets of scientific
inquiry. This distinction does not minimize the
value of case histories in the building of a
body of knowledge. The Case Histories sec-
tion has produced just over 20 case histories
since its inception. Instead, the purpose of this
paper is to provide an expanded overview of
the applicability of case study research as a
suitable approach for therapeutic recreation
research.

The Case Study as Research
Garmezy (1982) cited case study research

as the historical basis "upon which we have
attempted to erect a science of human behav-
ior" (p. 5). One need only consider the early
works of Freud on psychopathology and Pi-
aget on learning to identify that important
theoretical works have been derived from the
study of cases. What then constitutes a case
study? Yin (1989) defined a case study as "an
empirical investigation that investigates a con-
temporary phenomenon within its real life
context; when the boundaries between phe-
nomenon and context are not clearly evident;
and in which multiple sources of evidence are
used" (p. 23). Cases can be an individual, a
group, an event, or a community. Although the
term case study method is seen in research
literature, case study research is not in the
strictest sense a method. Stake (1994) argued
that the case study is not so much a method-
ological choice, "but a choice of object to be
studied" (p. 236). Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin
(1993) characterized the case study as an ap-
proach. A variety of methods may be em-
ployed in case study research, and the case
study may pursued from within different re-
search paradigms (Coyle & Bullock, 1995). In
this paper, the case study is considered to be a
form of research as opposed to a methodology.
This section introduces the general scientific
value of the case study and addresses the basic
scientific criteria of validity and reliability as
applied to case study research. The method-

ological implications of case research are pre-
sented in the subsequent section.

Study of the Singular
What can be learned from the study of the

singular? Orum, Feagin, and Sjoberg (1991)
argued that there are four principal "lessons"
that can be learned from the study of the single
case:

1. Grounding of social processes in natu-
ral settings. Case study researchers seek to
understand actions in the context of the indi-
vidual case. Jones (1993) argued that there has
been a growing acceptance of case research in
psychotherapy due to the "limitations of con-
trolled clinical trials for informing us about
how patients change through psychologically
mediated interventions" (p. 371). Although
controlled clinical trials may be able to dem-
onstrate the efficacy of an intervention, it is
only through the in-depth study of individuals
receiving interventions that can we see the
effectiveness of the intervention in context of
an individual client's experience.

2. Holistic presentation of complex phe-
nomena. One of the characteristic elements of
case study research is its focus on understand-
ing (Stake, 1994). Due to typically long term
contact, case study research has a greater op-
portunity to produce an holistic presentation of
complex social phenomena. Orum et al. (1991)
stated that "case studies permit researchers to
discover complex sets of decisions and to
recount the effect of decisions over time"
(p. 10).

3. Sense of time and history. Another les-
son that can be learned from the case study is
the understanding of phenomena over time.
Although single point studies may be able to
document changes from time one to time two,
case research can examine the evolution of
changes over time (McCormick, 1996). In ad-
dition, given the collection of data over a
segment of the life of the case, developmental
patterns can be discovered.
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4. Theory generation and generalization.
The fourth lesson to be learned by the single
case is that it can be used to generate and/or
apply theory. Bedini and Wu (1994) stated that
the ultimate purpose of research is "testing and
building theory to contribute to the body of
knowledge" (p. 96). The in-depth study of the
singular can be used to generate theory about
social and clinical processes. Theory general-
ization is seen in the case presentation to the
extent that it illustrates both confirming and
disconfirming instances of existing theory. Yin
(1989) makes the distinction between statisti-
cal generalization (generalizing from a sample
to a population) and theoretical generalization
(generalizing from a case to a theory). Al-
though the case study is weak in the statistical
generalization, it is comparable to other re-
search approaches in the theoretical generali-
zation.

Issues of Validity and Reliability
One of the barriers to the use of case study

research has been the perceived weaknesses of
the approach in terms of criteria of scientific
rigor, such as validity and reliability (Yin,
1989). Case research is perceived to have little
generalizeability and often uses data that are
characterized as subjective (e.g., narrative) in
nature. This section addresses issues of valid-
ity and reliability as they relate to case re-
search.

Construct validity. Yin (1989) stated that
perceived limitations of construct validity
have been a source of criticism for case studies
in the past; critics have charged that case
researchers have failed to develop operational
sets of measures, thus resulting in subjective
interpretations. This is the same criticism that
has been raised about interpretive methods.
Yin suggested that case researchers can en-
hance construct validity through (a) identify-
ing the specific constructs that are to be stud-
ied in relation to the original objectives of the
study and (b) demonstrating that the selected
measures or indicators of these constructs do
indeed reflect the specific constructs selected.
In essence, the general strategy that is required

is operational specificity (McCormick, 1996).
Through operational specificity the researcher
specifies, in relative detail, the operations used
to generate findings.

External validity. As with single-subject
designs and certain other forms of research
(e.g., participant observation), external valid-
ity can only be addressed through replication
(Hilliard, 1993). Although a multiple-case
study design can enhance replication in a sin-
gle study, it still requires the accumulation of
findings over multiple cases. Yin (1989) stated
that external validity is frequently incorrectly
conceptualized as statistical generalization.
As indicated previously, case research is weak
in terms of generalizing from the case to a
population; however, generalizing from a case
to theory is an appropriate approach to exter-
nal validation for case research. Although gen-
eralizing from the case to a population is
highly speculative, the idea of comparability is
appropriately applied to case research. Case
research typically implies comparison through
in-depth description of the case (Stake, 1994);
however, appropriate comparisons should be
limited to other cases as opposed to generali-
zation to the population from which the cases
were drawn.

Reliability. Yin (1989) argued that the
problem of reliability is one whereby if a "later
investigator followed exactly the same proce-
dures as described by an earlier investigator
and conducted the same case study all over
again, the later investigator should arrive the
same findings and conclusions" (p. 45). Yin
highlighted the fact that the same case would
have to be used. Thus, according to Yin, only
concepts of inter-rater and test-retest reliability
seem to be applicable to case method research.
In addition, in order for replication to occur, a
case study protocol (discussed below) needs to
be used to document research procedures and
enhance operational specification. The case
study protocol, however, raises the issue of
reliability across cases. If the protocol reliably
produces the same results on the same case, it
should also reliably produce similar results for
similar cases and dissimilar results with dis-
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similar cases. Overall, reliability is enhanced
to the extent that the case researcher provides
enough operational detail for replication.

Ethical Conduct of Research
More than any other form of social science

research, the case study poses a threat to the
privacy and confidentiality of those studied.
Given its in-depth, long-term nature, research-
ers are more likely to discover, or be trusted
with, confidences of those individuals studied.
Stake (1994) stated that those studied risk
exposure and embarrassment thus "issues of
observation and reportage should be discussed
in advance. Limits on accessibility should be
suggested and agreements heeded" (p. 244).
However, not all case study researchers agree
on this point of confidentiality. For example,
Yin (1989) argued that the most desirable
option is to disclose the identities of the indi-
viduals) comprising the case. Although there
may be benefit in disclosing identity, this
should only be done if there is a compelling
rationale for disclosure and the people com-
prising the case provide informed consent. For
example, Wise and Hale (1999) reported a
case history in which the first author was the
therapist and the second author was the client,
both of whom provided consent for identity
disclosure. This disclosure helped to make the
case presented more real. Regardless of the
decision to disclose, the case researcher should
be familiar with research ethics (cf. Stumbo,
1993) and procedures must be included in the
study to minimize the risk to participants.

The Practice of Case Study
Research

Although the case study may not represent
a method, choosing to study the singular has
definite methodological implications. These
implications are seen in case selection, data
collection and analysis, and the presentation of
findings. This section provides an overview of
these methodological features.

Case Protocol
Prior to discussing the particulars of case

research, the reader should be reminded that
one of the hallmarks of research as a scientific
endeavor is systematization. Case studies, as a
form of scientific inquiry, are no exception.
Yin (1989) advocated the use of a case study
protocol. This protocol should include: (a) an
overview of the case study, including objec-
tives and aims; (b) field procedures regarding
access and methods of data collection; (c) case
study questions and related data sources; and
(d) guidelines for the case study report. Al-
though the level of specificity and flexibility of
this protocol will vary according to the larger
paradigm within which the study takes place,
its value is in enhancing operational spec-
ificity.

Case Selection
Conceptually, case selection is akin to sam-

pling (McCormick, 1996). Within research
methodology literature, sampling is character-
ized as representative or purposive. In repre-
sentative sampling, the intent is to capture a
sample of units from a population such that the
sample represents characteristics of the larger
population. This representativeness is typi-
cally achieved through applying procedures
that ensure that units from the population are
selected at random. The use of random selec-
tion procedures increases the likelihood that
the sample will contain attributes, and vari-
ability of those attributes, that are representa-
tive of the population. In contrast, purposive
sampling is carried out such that elements in
the sample are selected from the population for
some specified purpose. The case study clearly
relies on purposive sampling. As such, the
case may be chosen for a number of purposes.
Cases may be simple (an individual) or com-
plex (a group of individuals), and single or
multiple cases may be included in a particular
case study (Stake, 1994; Yin, 1989). One ap-
proach to identifying the purposes behind case
selection is to consider the types of case study
identified by Stake (1994) as follows:
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1. Intrinsic case. The intrinsic case is one
that is selected due to its inherent value to the
researcher. The goal of examining this partic-
ular case is simply a better understanding of
the case. In essence, this case is undertaken
"because, in all its particularity and ordinari-
ness, this case itself is of interest" (Stake,
1994, p. 237). In a sense, the researcher does
not select the case, the case selects the re-
searcher. The researcher, however, must be
sure to examine the characteristics of the case
that imbue it with intrinsic value. What is it
about this particular case that draws the re-
searcher? Why is this particular case worthy of
study?

2. Instrumental case. The instrumental
case is one that is selected for its ability to
demonstrate some phenomenon such as under-
standing of an issue or refinement of theory. In
this sense, the case is selected based on its
perceived characteristics and qualities that
may shed light on the phenomenon of interest.
Although the case is studied in detail, it is a
vehicle to understanding the phenomenon of
interest. Pedlar, Dupuis, and Gilbert (1996),
for example, employed the case of "Eric" to
present how older adults can be constrained by
role expectation, and at the same time, can
resume valued roles through leisure pursuits.

3. Collective case. The collective case is
an extension of the instrumental case in which
multiple cases are studied jointly "in order to
inquire into the phenomenon, population, or
general condition" (Stake, 1994, p. 237). The
cases in the collection may be chosen based on
similarity or variety; however, the purpose for
their selection is based on their perceived abil-
ity to illuminate the issue at hand.

Collecting Data
Although the case study method typically

revolves around the collection of in-depth in-
formation about the case, the reality is that
everything about the case cannot be under-
stood (Stake, 1994). Thus, the researcher will
be faced with strategic decisions as to where to
focus his or her attention within the case.

These decisions are facilitated through the de-
velopment of questions related to the study
and guided by the case protocol. In addition,
the case study does not necessarily imply a
method. Data collection strategies are likely to
vary according to the over-arching paradigm
(normative vs. interpretive) within which the
study takes place. For example, researchers
operating from a normative paradigm may use
standardized measures to collect numeric data
on changes in the case study. In contrast, a
researcher operating from an interpretive par-
adigm may collect narrative data through in-
terviews that identify how the subject of the
case considers aspects of his or her experi-
ences in the case study. This is a broad char-
acterization of the difference and in fact, both
researchers could use a combination of meth-
ods for data collection. Although the specific
methods used for data collection are likely to
be influenced by the researcher's approach to
social science, there are two characteristics of
data collection that are consistent in either
paradigm:

1. Collection over time. Hilliard (1993)
characterized single-case research as a form of
intrasubject research. In contrast to intersub-
ject research, intrasubject research seeks to
identify variation within an individual as
opposed to across individuals. Furthermore,
"each variable can only take one value at a
specific time point within the individual; thus
repeated measures of the variable(s) over time
within the subject are involved" (p. 374). The
collection of data over time is the principal
reason that case research can illustrate pro-
cesses of change in the case.

2. Multiple sources of data. As noted by
Yin (1989), one of the hallmarks of case study
research is the use of multiple sources of
evidence. Barlow, Hayes, and Nelson (1984)
characterized case studies and single-subject
studies as two forms of time-series methodol-
ogies, given that both collect information over
time. One point of departure, however, is that
case studies are planned to collect data from a
broader variety of sources and in a broader
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variety of forms. It is common for case study
research to employ standardized measures,
interviewing, and behavioral observation in a
single study. For example, Ashton-Shaeffer,
Shelton, and Johnson (1995) collected inter-
view data, functional assessments, and obser-
vational data in examining the experiences of
two students receiving leisure education in a
special education setting.

Analyzing and Interpreting Data
As stated above, issues of validity and

reliability can be addressed through careful
planning in the execution of the case study. As
with data collection procedures, analytic pro-
cedures are likely to be consistent with partic-
ular methodologies. Confidence in interpreta-
tions of data can be enhanced through the use
of multiple sources of evidence, presentation
of the chain of evidence, and review by key
informants (Yin, 1989). The use of multiple
and varied sources of data in support of an
assertion increases confidence that the inter-
pretation is an accurate reflection of the related
concept. What Yin termed a chain of evidence
constitutes the presentation of the analytic pro-
cess through which the mass of empirical ob-
servations are reduced to representative ideas.
In other words, the links from empirical ob-
servation to general concepts must be made
explicit. Review by key informants provides
an additional perspective on the analytic pro-
cess and can enhance the accuracy of emic
interpretations (e.g., does the researcher's un-
derstanding of a phenomenon ring true to the
subject(s) of the case).

Reporting the Case
Finally, the act that is one of the hallmarks

of science is the presentation of the study for
examination by peers. As noted by Kirk and
Miller (1986), one of the defining characteris-
tics of science is that of demonstration. Such
demonstration entails "taking an intellectual
risk—the risk of being demonstrably wrong"
(p. 10). The case report represents this public
demonstration. Although the exact nature of

the report will vary with the paradigms and
methodologies employed, certain common el-
ements should be included.

1. Purposes of case selection. Case study
implies the purposive selection of one case
from a larger group. The author must be ex-
plicit in identifying his or her purposes for the
selection of the case. What is unique or com-
mon about this particular case? How does this
case represent an innovative approach, or an
overlooked aspect of experience? Was there
something pragmatic that led to case selec-
tion? Did the researcher have particular access
to this case that was unavailable in other
cases? In other words, why was this particular
case chosen over the hundreds or thousands of
other cases that could have been selected?

2. Identification of the case(s). In reporting
the case study research, the researcher should
present the case in relative detail. Case iden-
tification serves two purposes: (a) it provides
descriptive information that permits the reader
to contextualize the case; and (b) it serves to
identify the boundaries of the case, thus dis-
tinguishing it from its surroundings (Stake,
1994). These purposes of description and dis-
tinction facilitate comparison with other cases.
The reader can judge the comparability of this
particular case to others knowing what it is,
and what it is not. Finally, in the identification
of the case, the writer should be reminded of
issues related to participant confidentiality as
noted previously in this paper.

3. Description of research methods. This
section of the report will be most influenced by
the particular methodologies employed in the
case research. Regardless of methodology, the
burden of proof lies with the researcher as
opposed to the reader of the case report (Mc-
Cormick, 1996). Findings cannot be divorced
from the methodological operations that
yielded them. As a result, the writer of the case
report should provide enough operational
specificity to permit the interested reader to
follow the chain of evidence from collection of
the data to reduction of the data through anal-
ysis to ultimate findings.
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4. Discussion/implications of the case. In
this section of the report, the researcher must
answer the ultimate question: what can be
learned from the single case? If it was an
intrinsic case study, what was it about the case
that was particularly educational. What have
we learned as a result of the examination of
this particular case? If an instrumental case,
what do we now know about the phenomenon
of interest. In what ways does the case confirm
guiding concepts? In what ways does it dis-
confirm these concepts? How does this case
illuminate the phenomenon of interest in the
context of the life of the case?

Challenges of Case Study
Research

As the body of knowledge in therapeutic
recreation continues to grow, all approaches to
research should be considered. The practice of
case study research is no exception; however,
case study research presents a number of chal-
lenges. Probably paramount among these chal-
lenges is the absence of formal training in this
particular research approach. In contrast to the
training of researchers in experimental and
survey methods, case study research is usually
only mentioned in passing in research training
programs. As an educator, I am aware of the
difficulties of presenting every possible ap-
proach to research in an educational program.
However, case research fits quite well with
professions that provide services based on in-
dividual cases (Barlow et al., 1984). Without a
conscious effort to expand training to include a
variety research approaches, we are only at
risk of perpetuating the predominance of sur-
vey research. As asserted by Bedini and Wu
(1994) "case studies, in-depth interviews, and
experience sampling . . . should be encouraged
further to address some of the unique circum-
stances of people with disabilities" (p. 95).

Another challenge in conducting case re-
search is presenting the findings in the profes-
sional literature. Although case histories may
be effectively addressed in short reports (4-5
pages), case research will require a greater

length to accommodate complete presentation.
To date, only Pedlar et al.'s (1996) case study
represents a thorough, in-depth presentation of
case research in the literature on therapeutic
recreation or leisure research. In order to con-
tinue to expand the knowledge base of thera-
peutic recreation, a variety of research ap-
proaches should be employed. Case study
research provides one such viable approach to
contributing valuable information to the theo-
retical, practical, and technical knowledge of
the profession.
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