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Case studies 

This guide looks at how you can use case studies 

to illustrate the impact of your work. Case studies 

not only help to bring your reports to life, but they 

can be used in a variety of other ways depending 

on the audience and purpose.  

What is a case study? 

A case study gives a snapshot of how an individual has experienced your work 

and the difference it has made to them.  

Case studies can be difficult to understand if they haven’t been written with a 

clear focus. You should decide on the story you want to tell (based on what 

you learned from analysing your evidence – see support guide 3a Analysing 

information for evaluation) and then identify the case that helps you to 

illustrate that story. 

A case study should include the voice of the person it is about – usually using 

some of their own words. However, there is a difference between a word-for-

word story of someone’s lived experience (raw data) and a case study; 

producing a case study means taking the raw data and presenting it succinctly 

with a particular purpose in mind.  

Below is a made-up example of the same experience presented as both raw 

data and as a case study: 

 

Raw data Case study 

I’ll never forget the day Sam came home from 
school in tears after a bad day in Home Ec.  
The class had been asked to plan a healthy lunch 
and the teacher used one kid’s plan as a good 
example and Sam’s as a bad one. That kid had 
planned a tuna pasta salad, whilst Sam had 
planned chips and cheese, our favourite thing to 
get from the chippy. Sam said some of the other 
kids had laughed at her and said she ate 
rubbish. This was only a few days after the 
dentist told me that Sam needed two fillings and 
that she should cut down on sugar. 

When Tracy started to take 
part in our cookery classes, 
she was worried about her 
12-year-old daughter, Sam. 
She didn’t know how to help 
Sam have a healthy diet,  
and had been told by a 
dentist that Sam’s teeth were 
suffering due to too much sugar. 
Tracy knew that she needed to help her daughter 
to eat better, but didn’t understand nutrition well 
enough to be able to do this.  
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I felt like Sam’s problems were all my fault but I 
didn’t know what to do cos I was never taught 
about healthy eating when I was growing up. 
Then one of my mum pals told me about the 
Healthy Appetite project. I’ve learned so much 
since going to the cooking classes, I had no idea 
before what recommended daily amounts were 
and never understood the red, orange and 
green dots on food packaging. I’m so glad I can 
now plan healthier options for me and Sam. 
She’s also begun to take an interest in helping 
me with the weekly shopping and cooking meals 
as well. We do still enjoy our chips and cheese, 
but now we only have it one night a month as a 
treat! 

Considering that when she joined us, she didn’t 
know how to make sense of food labels or how to 
plan a healthy meal, the difference we’ve seen in 
Tracy over the weeks has been incredible. 
She now better understands nutrition, and we’ve 
even seen her explaining the traffic light food 
labelling system to other members of the group. 
She still treats her daughter to the occasional 
takeaway, but says: 

“I’ve learned so much since going to the 
cooking classes, I had no idea before what 
recommended daily amounts were and never 
understood the red, orange and green dots on 
food packaging. I’m so glad I can now plan 
healthier options for me and Sam”. 

 

 

In the above example, the organisation may have learned through its analysis 
that Tracy’s experience is quite typical for the parents they support; therefore, 

the focus of their case study is on the difference their work has made to 
parents who lack understanding about nutrition, and the case they’ve 

identified to help them tell that story is Tracy’s. 
 

Consider whether your case study is typical or exceptional – in other words, 
does it demonstrate what tends to happen for most service users (typical), or 

is it an example of when things go particularly well (exceptional)? Using either 
or both types of case study can be helpful to illustrate learning, but it’s worth 

being clear about which type it is. 

Case studies for different purposes 

The below table explores some of the different purposes for which you might 

want to use a case study. The examples use the well-known children’s story 

“Goldilocks and the Three Bears” as the case, and demonstrate how you can 

use the same case for different purposes. 
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Purpose: Example: 

Evaluation 

reporting 

Case studies 

can help you 

to… 

… illustrate outcomes 

Outcome: Parents have increased confidence in letting their 

children play outside 

We gathered evidence from 25 parents using a 

questionnaire. The graphs above show that, before Play Zone 

offered its ‘Play-it-Safe’ sessions, only 9 parents regularly let 

their children out to play. This increased to 16 after 6 

months. 

Goldilocks’ mum told us: “Play Zone is a fantastic facility; the 

children can get out, explore, and stretch their legs. We now 

let Goldilocks play in the woods – we were anxious about the 

bears before, but she and Baby Bear are the best of friends 

since the porridge incident and we have no worries about her 

playing outside anymore”. 

… explain a process or journey 

 

… give a voice to service users 

Baby Bear’s story 

I was hungry, but my mum said we had to wait for the porridge to 
cool. I didn’t want to go for a walk, but Mum said we had to. It was 
fun in the end ‘cos we walked through the woods and stood on sticks 
to make them squeak and snap. 
When we got home, the front door was wide open. I was scared in 
case there was a monster in the house. Then I found that all my 
porridge had been eaten, so I cried. Dad went upstairs and found a girl 
asleep on my bed! At first I was annoyed but she’s my friend now. 
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She’s coming for porridge next week, after we’ve played jumping on 
sticks. 

Training 

to give staff 

and volunteers 

an idea of the 

issues they 

may encounter 

and how best 

to support 

people  

 

  

Marketing 

to publicise the 

service to 

potential 

volunteers and 

service users 

The Bears’ porridge is so good, even strangers go out of their 

way to try some. 

Last week, the bears made a pot of porridge for the family. 

As it cooled down, they went for a walk. Meanwhile 

Goldilocks, drawn to the house by the lovely smell, couldn’t 

resist sneaking in and having some. 

Goldilocks said ‘The Bears serve porridge in three sizes to 

suit everyone. I liked the ‘Baby Bear’ size. It was just the 

right amount, and it was neither too hot nor too cold.’ 

To get your share of this life-changing porridge or to find out 

more, please contact us. 

 

Ways to present case studies 

Case studies don’t have to be long (sometimes 100 words is enough to give 

the reader a snapshot), nor do they have to be presented in a traditional 

written format. You can use different and creative ways to present your case 
study, which can help to make it more accessible and interesting. Below is an 

example of an ‘unconventional’ case study – a photograph of two body maps 
(see support guide 2a Designing evidence collection methods) completed 

by the same service user, six months apart. There is a short description for the 
reader to understand what the photo represents, but it still serves as a 

powerful case study despite containing very little written text: 
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Like with all aspects, how you choose to present your case study should be 

informed by the audience, purpose, and focus. A case study written for 
volunteer training may not convince an external stakeholder to fund you, for 

example. You may be able to use the same basic information but edit it and 
present it differently. You will also want to think about how you’re going to 

share your case study – what the format is going to be. You may find the 
below communications planner helpful when making decisions about how to 

present your case study: 

 

Who (audience) Why (purpose) 

For example: 
- Funder 

- Prospective volunteer 

- Service user 
- Policy maker 

 

For example: 
- Reporting (to illustrate 

outcomes; to explain the 

process or journey; to give a 
voice to service users) 

- Training  
- Marketing 

 

What (focus) How (format) 

For example: 

- ‘We need your support’ 
- ‘We can help’ 

- ‘We make a big difference’ 
- ‘There are some challenges 

for this group’ 
- ‘This community has a lot to 

offer’  

For example: 

- Poster 
- Examples in a report 

- Example on your website 
- Example in a presentation 

- Social media post 
 

 

Janey’s baseline body map (left) 

and follow-up body map 6 months 
later (right), showing how far 
she’s come since joining the 

programme 
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Anonymity 

Case studies should be anonymous unless you have the person’s written 

permission to use their name. If the person is named, you need to check that 
they are comfortable with what has been said. They also need to know how 

you will use the case study and its possible lifespan. For example, someone 
may be happy for you to include a case study in a report now, but may not be 

comfortable coming across it years from now on a training course.  

You should adapt anonymous case studies so that the person cannot be 

identified from the details. You can do this in various ways – the simplest is by 
swapping the person’s real name for a different one. If the person could still be 

easily identified from the case study (for example, because the community is 
very small or the subject matter very specific) then you could further 

anonymise it by merging two or more people’s stories together. This is 

sometimes called a composite case study and can help you demonstrate the 
impact your work has without identifying a particular person. In order to be 

transparent to the reader, it’s worth stating that this is what you’ve done. 

Authenticity 

If you intend to include quotes in your case study, keep them in the service 
user’s own words – even if the punctuation or grammar isn’t perfect.  

Make sure you check that the person is happy with the case study before 
sharing it. If you have asked them to write the case study themselves and you 

intend to make any edits to it, involve them in any revisions.  

More help 

Our training workshop Telling my Story: Analysing and Reporting on 

Outcomes will help you at this stage. To book a place visit the training area of 

our website. 

What next? 

Ready to think about how you can act on what you’ve learned 

from evaluation? See the next guide in this series: support 
guide 4a Acting on your learning from evaluation 

 
 

You can download all our Evaluation Support Guides free from our website.  

For evaluation help and advice, or if you need a copy of this  

guide in another format, please get in touch. 

info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk | www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk 

0131 243 2770 

VAT No. 923 2102 72 | Company No. SC284843 | Charity No. SC036529 
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We're pleased to provide an extensive range of resources to help organisations with 

evaluation. Please note our resources are not for commercial use. Unless otherwise stated on a 

specific resource, our resources are licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution–

NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) licence. 

You are free to copy, share, and adapt the material for non-commercial purposes, provided 

that appropriate credit is given and any changes made are indicated. To view a copy of this 

licence, visit: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/ 

Attribution (Unless otherwise stated on a specific resource): Please credit Evaluation Support 

Scotland. 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

