Case Studies: what and how

Writing your Case Study

The hardest part of writing a Case Study is to put your words of hard-won wisdom into a structure.  Your challenge may be best structured under headings specific to the subject.  If not, the classic What, When, Where, Who and How are always useful.  The following are some alternative headings that might also work.  Not all will be appropriate for any one topic, but they are a start.

The challenge

Describe what needed to be done.  You could include details such as: the scale of the project, the budget, what deadlines applied, any constraints (for instance, work on the project could only be done out of hours), what resources (human and material) were available.  If necessary, you could use subheadings for these details.

The preparation

Outline the research done, people consulted, questions asked, quotations sought and other relevant information.  Bullet points could be useful here.  If you did find any useful publications or web sites, list them;  if you found any sources of advice generally available, provide contact information.

The plan

Much of this section has probably already been written in proposals, memos to management and other documents.  Revise this material into the text of the Case Study although there may be original documents that could usefully be included as ‘framed’ examples.

The implementation

Describe how it all went.  This is probably best described in chronological order.  Include timings for tasks undertaken, what tasks were allocated to which personnel, what equipment was used for each task.

The outcome

Describe the results.  If may be that the sequence or format used for The Plan section can be also followed here to describe the outcomes.  If appropriate, discuss how costs went against the budget.

The lessons

This is the section for ‘what I’d do differently if I were starting again’.  Be honest – you learn more from your mistakes than from your successes, and so will your readers!  What other preparations could have avoided problems you encountered?  Where did your budget go astray?  What took longer than expected?  What was easier than you expected?  Where were there bottle-necks?  What equipment or resources would have improved the outcome?

Summing up

A final few words on your project.  If there’s anyone to acknowledge or thank, that could go here.

A style or ‘voice’ for a Case Study

While anything published in HIMJ needs to be clearly written, a Case Study will be more informal and written in a personal style: you can say ‘I decided to …’ rather than ‘It was decided to …’.  While you are writing, imagine you are talking to a colleague, describing your project.  Then put your text away.  After a few days, try to read as if you had never seen the piece before: that is how to spot where you have omitted some important point or where the sequence is not quite right.  Revise and tidy the text where necessary. 

If you are not confident about writing, the Managing Editor, Liz Morrison (himj@himaa.org.au), will be happy to assist at any stage of the process, from developing an idea to last draft.

