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Abstract

Case studies are increasingly used as a research approach in the
social sciences. A research case study differs from a teaching case
study because it follows a rigorous process of design, data collection,
analysis and reporting. Drawing on personal experience of using a
case study for my doctorate, this paper presents practical insights
into the process of designing a credible research case study. The
case for my doctoral study was the experiences of third-year nursing
students in simulation and clinical practice.
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Introduction

T his paper draws on my doctoral experience to offer beginner
researchers some practical insights into the process of designing
a research case study. The paper presents a brief overview of my
research and a discussion as to why case study was selected. For a
novice researcher, this discussion may be helpful as a research case
study can be confusing. This is because it differs from the clinical
cases used by educators to generate discussion among learners.
A section about designing a study to promote trust in the research
outcomes concludes the paper.

The research

My experiences as a lecturer of undergraduate nursing students
informed my doctoral study, which commenced in 2014. Two
incidents in the simulation environment led to the research inquiry.
First, a student with excellent feedback from her clinical placements
burst into tears during a debriefing session. When talking with her
after this incident, she explained she experienced extreme anxiety in
simulation and believed she could not demonstrate her knowledge in
this environment. The second incident occurred towards the end of

another simulation. The patient [simulator] was crying, saying she did
not want to have another operation. One objective of this simulation
was for the student to provide comfort to a distressed patient.
However, two students stood back and hesitantly observed the
patient. When we reflected on their reaction to the distressed patient,
they explained that comforting a manikin felt awkward.

At a similar time, nurse educators were beginning to explore the
potential of substituting a proportion of a student’s hours spent in
the clinical environment with simulations. However, based on my
involvements as an educator and nurse, students’ experiences
differed between the simulation and clinical environments.
Consequently, | became increasingly interested in students’
experiences in simulation and how these compared to their clinical
experiences.

My doctoral study considered two research questions:

1) How do nursing students experience simulation as an environment
for learning?

2) How do nursing students’ learning experiences in simulation and
clinical practice influence their development of clinical judgment
skills?

Why case study?

Case studies are increasingly used as a research approach in the
social sciences (Yin, 2017). A research case study differs from a
teaching case study because it is a research inquiry that follows a
rigorous process of design, data collection, analysis and reporting
(Stake, 1995). Yin (2017) suggests that “what” or “how” questions fit
a case study design because the researcher is seeking to explore
or explain a phenomenon (for my case study, this was students’
experiences). The findings from a case study can add knowledge
about a programme, process or social unit (Merriam, 1998) that is of
interest to a researcher’s area of practice (Daniel & Harland, 2017).

A case study may be a “single holistic design” or a “multiple
embedded design” (Yin, 2017, p. 46). While designing my study, |
considered whether to select a single case at one nursing school
or choose multiple cases at several nursing schools. A single case
was chosen because simulations are implemented differently in New
Zealand nursing schools (Lesa & Daniel, 2016). Selecting a single
case removed curriculum variables and enabled focus on students’
experiences in one simulation programme and one year level to
provide a “rich and holistic account” of their experiences (Merriam,
2009, p. 49).

The purpose of a research case study may be descriptive,
exploratory or explanatory (Yin, 2017). My case study was both
descriptive and exploratory, as the aim was to describe and explore
the students’ experiences within the contexts of simulation and
clinical practice. Case study research may also use qualitative,
quantitative or mixed-method approaches (Stake, 1995) and this is
guided by the overall aim of the research. A qualitative approach was
chosen for my case study for two reasons. First, my epistemological
view is that nursing students experience multiple realities. Capturing
these different realities requires interactions with the students to
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understand how they experience simulation and the meaning they
ascribe to the learning experience. Second, different realities mean
students’ realities may differ from those who design and facilitate
simulations. A qualitative approach could highlight the student
voice to raise awareness of what it is like to be a nursing student in
simulation and thus enhance future simulation practices.
Case-study design also offered the opportunity to collect data
from multiple sources, to view students’ experiences through
different lenses (Yin, 2017). For example, the case for my research
was the experiences of 12 third-year nursing students in one
nursing programme. These students were observed participating in
simulations, interviewed twice (after their simulations and after clinical
placement) and they provided stories from their clinical practice.
Documents pertinent to the simulations were also reviewed. This
data could then be analysed together to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the students’ experiences (Merriam, 1998).

Data analysis

Several researchers provide recommendations on how to analyse
case-study data (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2017). For my
study, a general inductive approach (Thomas, 2006) was selected

to analyse the data. This approach aligns with a qualitative inquiry
seeking to present descriptive themes. The aim of a general inductive
approach is to categorise and derive key themes from the raw data.
The research questions are kept at the forefront of the analysis

and the researcher decides which data is important and relevant to
answer these questions. The process of deriving themes commences
with labelling categories from the data, describing what these
categories mean and then illustrating the meaning of the category

by assigning text. The categories are then linked according to
commonalities and themes, which may be incorporated into a model,
theory or framework (Thomas, 2006).

For my case study, the first broad level of data coding from the two
interviews resulted in 42 codes. These codes were developed from
the simulation literature and the meaning | ascribed to the text. Each
initial code was then reviewed with other codes for commonality in
meaning, significant or frequent themes, and contradictory points of
view. During this process, the interview transcripts were revisited to
check the context of the student’s comment. The clinical stories were
tabled into a document according to the situation and the meaning
| attributed to the story. The stories were then brought together with
the interview codes to derive key themes. The final themes were
the result of a continual refining process, which involved looking for
similarities in meanings and possible hierarchies. The result was the
creation of 11 themes and nine subthemes, which summarised the
key findings in relation to the research questions.

The findings highlighted that learning in simulation is complex
and influenced by what the student brings to the experience, the
facilitation of the simulation, and the learning context. The students’
experiences in clinical and simulation settings were quite different,
yet both environments offered valuable learning. Educators must
therefore continue to explore effective teaching and learning
practices in both the simulation and clinical environments to provide
the best possible learning outcomes for nursing students.

Designing a credible research case study

Case study as a research approach is not without its critics. For
example, case studies are thought to require an extended amount
of time and the case may provide large amounts of data that is

difficult to manage and analyse (Yin, 2009). Yet, as Yin contends,
a researcher can produce a quality case study without using time-
consuming methods such as ethnographic or observational studies.
Collecting data via the telephone, surveys or the internet may be
sufficient. There may also be a misunderstanding that case studies
are more useful in the beginning stages of the research process to
generate a hypothesis, and less useful for building theory (Flyvbierg,
2006). However, Flyvbierg counters this notion by explaining a
case study provides an in-depth investigation and context-specific
knowledge, which is useful to the human sciences.

Another criticism aimed at case-study design relates to the
notion that one cannot generalise from a single case, so it “cannot
contribute to scientific development” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 1). However,
a qualitative inquiry does not seek to generalise, and as Flyvbjerg
points out, readers may underestimate the strength of a single
case. Other criticisms of a qualitative case study are similar to that
of most qualitative inquiries in that because the researcher collects
and interprets the data, there is the potential to confirm prior notions,
which may compromise the integrity of the findings (Flyvbjerg, 2006;
Stake, 1995). However, this potential exists in all forms of research
inquiries, which is why reflexivity, credibility and trustworthiness
throughout the research process are essential.

The concepts of reflectivity, credibility and trustworthiness
were quite difficult to understand at the beginning of my doctoral
journey. However, as the research progressed, the importance of
these concepts to promote trust in the research outcomes became
clearer. To establish trust in my case study, | applied the four
qualitative dimensions of trustworthiness, auditability, credibility and
dependability (TACT) (Daniel & Harland, 2017).

Trustworthiness: In qualitative research, trustworthiness requires
the researcher to demonstrate reflexivity (Daniel & Harland, 2017).
The main purpose of reflexivity is to help the researcher bring

to consciousness what they believe, and be mindful of potential
assumptions during the analysis and interpretation of the research
findings. Lincoln and Guba (2002) describe this process as reflecting
critically on yourself as a researcher. One way for a researcher to
practise reflexivity is to describe the circumstances that led them

to the research inquiry and therefore their possible assumptions
(Daniel & Harland, 2017). For example, in my case study | described
an incident during my nursing training that shaped my teaching and
learning philosophy, and the influence of this on my motivation to set
up a simulation suite. This reflection was helpful during interpretation
of the data because it enabled me to remain open about the
meaning of the data and consider alternative explanations. By me
acknowledging that my personal beliefs (“a teacher must be positive
and supportive”) and experiences as an educator informed and
shaped the research inquiry, the reader can decide for themselves if
the research findings are trustworthy.

Another way qualitative researchers seek to enhance
trustworthiness is to position the findings within the view of the
participants, and with enough detail, so that the conclusions make
sense (Merriam, 1998; Daniel & Harland, 2017). To demonstrate this
in my case study, the themes in the findings chapters of the research
report were supported by appropriate quotations from the students’
transcripts and clinical stories, to illustrate their perspectives.
Auditability: Auditability is the process of documenting the
research process in enough detail to help the reader understand the
conclusions from the research and how these align with the research
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design (Daniel & Harland, 2017). Auditability requires the researcher
to describe clearly each step of the research process. The research

design is usually presented in either the methods section of a paper,
or a chapter in a thesis. All data collected from the study should also
be stored securely and be retrievable if required.

Credibility: Credibility requires the researcher to show the findings
are “credible, relevant and congruent” (Daniel & Harland, 2017, p.
116). One way to establish credibility is to triangulate data sources
during analysis to interpret and confirm findings (Yin, 2017). The data
collected in my case study was triangulated during interpretation,
analysis, and reporting of the data. An example of this triangulation
in the case of one student, was that the interview and observational
data supported the finding that she enjoyed role play. Another
student’s experience in clinical practice was triangulated with

the objectives on the simulation design template, and this raised
questions about whether she had transferred her simulation learning
into clinical practice.

Another way credibility was addressed in my case study was that
students were interviewed twice, which enabled member validation
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). For example, in the first interview, my
observation notes were discussed with the student. In the second,
they were given a copy of their transcript from their first interview and
asked if they wanted to add anything or if any initial thoughts had
changed. The students were also invited to read their summarised
transcript and make contact if they wished to clarify anything or, if
they were concerned about the portrayal of their data.

Transferability: While qualitative research is not intended to be
statistically generalised, the study should be presented with enough
detail so readers can decide if the research applies to their situation
(Merriam, 1998). This concept is referred to as transferability (Daniel
& Harland, 2017). For my case study, detailed descriptions of the
nursing school’'s simulation programme and student demographics
were presented. The purpose for this was to offer readers the
opportunity to determine if the principles underlying the themes in my
case study could be transferred to their educational setting.

Conclusion

Employing a case-study design for my doctoral study offered the
opportunity to explore in depth the experiences of third-year nursing
students from one nursing programme. Multiple sources of data
were collected and triangulated to offer those in the simulation

field insights about students’ experiences and in doing so, add to

the body of knowledge about simulation practices. A key lesson

from my case study was the importance of promoting trust in the
research outcomes. This was particularly important for my case study
because | brought to the research a significant amount of educational
experience in both simulation and clinical practice. This insider
position was both a strength and a potential limitation of the research
(Patton, 2002). It was a strength because my experience provided
context to interpretation of the data; it was a limitation in that insider
experience could cast doubt on the credibility of the research findings
if not acknowledged (Merriam, 1998). Therefore, critically reflecting
on myself as a researcher was necessary to design a credible and
trustworthy case study.
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