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The aim of the article is to help general practitioners and primary care researchers understand the fundamentals 

of designing case studies by explaining and analysing the standard developing procedures. The analysis of the 

rigorous designing and implementing steps will help academic general practitioners having comprehension of the 

specific research design process, which is to ensuring the quality of case studies. In the first part of the article, 

findings of literature review were described for exploring evolution of case studies, the concept and contexts 

of the study, as well research questions that suitable be answered by the study. In the next part of the article, 

the standard operational procedures for conducting a case study were introduced, with examples from general 

practice and primary healthcare. These procedures include: (1)initiating the planning phase to determine the 

appropriateness of a case study; (2)designing the study, including case selection and identifying the type of case 

study; (3)preparing for fieldwork through researcher training and pilot testing; (4)collecting data from multiple 

sources; (5)analyzing the data to generate evidence-based conclusions; (6)reporting results and communicating 

with readers. Case study is suitable for addressing the "what" "how" and "why" questions in general practice and 

primary healthcare, with a broad application prospect. 
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This study provides novice researchers in general practice and pri-

ary care with a clear and accessible framework of standard operat-

ng procedures for conducting case study research, emphasizing that

ethodological rigor in case study work depends on adherence to stan-

ardized implementation procedures. The paper begins with a review of

he development of the case study method, outlining its conceptual foun-

ations, historical evolution, domains of applicability, and objectives of

he research. It then describes each procedural step in detail, using an ex-

mple of an innovative primary care service to illustrate how the method

an be applied in practice, to demonstrate how a rigorous case study

n primary care management can be designed and executed. Finally,

he paper summarizes characteristics of case study method when ap-

lied in community health services, general practice, and primary care,

he competencies necessary for effective implementation and recom-

ends relevant literature and specialized training programs for further

tudy. 
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oncept and development of case study 

Case study is a research approach that generates deep insights

hrough the intensive examination of a single case or a small number

f cases. It follows a defined design logic, employs systematic proce-

ures for data collection and analysis, and is grounded in a distinct re-

earch paradigm and theoretical framework. 1–2 Depending on the re-

earch objective, case study can be categorized as exploratory, descrip-

ive, or explanatory; however, the method is often misconstrued as serv-

ng solely an exploratory purpose. 2 In fact, case study method is equally

ell suited for descriptive and explanatory research, and even with ir-

eplaceable advantages in these contexts. 3 Exploratory case studies pri-

arily address the question of “What ”, whereas descriptive and explana-

ory case studies focus on answering “How ” and “Why ” questions. 2–4 

According to Gerring 1 , the term “case study ” is most appropriately

pplied when the number of cases is small, when the number exceeds
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Table 1 

The differences among case study, case record, and case teaching. 

Type Case Requirements Primary Purpose Operational Standards 

Case Study Cases may be inspirational, typical, extreme, common, unusual, or influential, 

among others. The case must be a real event, and its content cannot be altered. 

Evidence (e.g., audio or video recordings) is required. 

To build or verify theory Highest 

Case Record Same as for case studies To document the case and address 

practical problems 

Moderate 

Case Teaching The case must be inspirational, but it does not have to be a real event. Content may 

be modified, and no supporting evidence is required. 

To stimulate student interest and enhance 

their problem-analysis skills 

Lowest 
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oughly 20, the research is generally considered cross-case analysis,

hich falls outside the scope of this paper and is therefore not addressed

ere. 

Some scholars trace the origins of case study to early historical

ecords and mythological epics. 5–6 By the late 19th and early 20th cen-

uries, it had become the dominant approach in several branches of the

ocial sciences, exemplified by the “Chicago School. ” Seminal works

uch as Middletown and Street Corner Society laid the groundwork for

ts subsequent development. From the 1970s to the 1990s, the method

ained recognition as an independent research approach 7 , accompanied

y growing methodological literature. 8–11 Yin 2 identified research plan-

ing, study design, preparation for data collection, data collection, ev-

dence analysis, and reporting as six general steps for conducting case

tudies, while Eisenhardt 9 proposed an eight-step procedure, including

nitiation, case selection, instrument selection and preliminary frame-

ork development, data collection, data analysis, hypothesis genera-

ion, literature engagement, and conclusion. Building on these frame-

orks, Fàbregues et al. 12 refined the process into ten steps: conduct-

ng literature review, formulating research questions, assessing method-

logical appropriateness, selecting the research design, defining case

oundaries and selecting the case, preparing for data collection, col-

ecting and organizing data, analyzing data, reporting, and evaluating

tudy quality. The rise and widespread adoption of case study provide

n essential tool for advancing knowledge across diverse fields, includ-

ng politics, economics, education, and medicine. 3 In recent years, its

pplication has attracted increasing attention in China, particularly in

ealth-related disciplines such as clinical medicine, nursing, community

ealth, primary care services, and primary care. Given China’s unique

ociocultural context, case study is well positioned to play an increas-

ngly important role in addressing healthcare challenges. Although case

tudy has gained well-deserved recognition, its methodological rigor is

ndermined by researchers’ insufficient adherence to standard operat-

ng procedures, common pitfalls include treating case studies merely as

hetorical frameworks for qualitative data analysis and conflating them

ith case documentation or case-based teaching (see Table 1 for a com-

arison among case study, case documentation and case-based teach-

ng). 3–4 Such misuse eroded the credibility of the approach, and pre-

erving its rigor remains a major challenge for researchers in general

ractice and primary care. To facilitate accessibility, specialized termi-

ology is kept to a minimum, and the operational procedures of the

ethod are explained in clear, straightforward language. 

By the end of the paper, readers should be able to: develop a compre-

ensive understanding of the procedural steps in case study and the key

onsiderations at each stage; (2) use the guidance provided to efficiently

dentify and engage with reference materials for more in-depth study;

3) recognize that “case study ” denotes a rigorous research method and

hould not be used indiscriminately; (4) appreciate that the method’s

igor derives from the research process itself —specifically, from strict

dherence to its procedural framework. 

mplementation steps of case study 

As outlined by Yin 2 , case study is both a linear and iterative process,

ypically encompassing six core steps ( Fig. 1 and Table 2 ). However, this
2

ramework does not imply that the steps must be followed in a sequential

rder. In practice, research design, data collection, and data analysis are

losely interconnected and cyclical, with the sequence adapted to the

pecific context and requirements of the study. 12 

tep 1: initiating the case study plan 

The first task in initiating a case study is to determine whether the

ethod is appropriate for the research. Case studies are most suitable

n three conditions: (1) the research questions are “How ” or “Why ”; (2)

he researcher has little control over subjects; and (3) the study focuses

n real-world contexts or phenomena. These criteria also distinguish the

ase study method from other research methods, such as experimental

r historical designs. 13 

Of these, identifying research question is the most critical. The case

tudy method is particularly well suited for exploring “How ” and “Why ”

uestions. For example, if a researcher seeks to understand how a com-

unity health service initiative was implemented and why it succeeded

r failed, a case study would be an appropriate choice. In practice, such

nquiries often begin by addressing “How, ” which then leads to uncov-

ring the underlying mechanisms of a phenomenon and, ultimately,

nswering “Why. ” This distinctive reasoning process further differen-

iates case studies from methods like questionnaire surveys or archival

esearch. 3 Equally important is the recognition that case studies are con-

ucted in contexts where the researcher has little control over subjects,

ssentially differ from experimental researches. Finally, their focus on

resent social realities and phenomena sets case studies apart from his-

orical analyses. 

tep 2: designing case study protocol 

Establishing a clear research design is the most critical step in the sys-

ematic implementation of a case study. A well-structured design gen-

rally involves defining and selecting the case, determining the type

f case study, and incorporating relevant theoretical frameworks. 14 

hese components do not need to be executed in a fixed sequence. To

trengthen the rigor and comprehensiveness of the design, researchers

hould conduct a literature review prior to this stage. 

rocedure 1: defining the case 

In case study research, the “case ” serves as the primary unit of anal-

sis and typically denotes a phenomenon occurring within a clearly

ounded context 15 —such as a specific time period, location, group of

ndividuals, setting, event, or other social phenomenon. 

Clear case definition is essential for the coherence and internal con-

istency of the study, as well as its feasibility in time and resource. 12 

esearchers should apply rigorous criteria in defining the case to devote

imited resources to critical, consequential, and intellectually engaging

ases. Selecting cases that are typical, unique, extreme, unusual, reve-

atory, or socially impactful —such as the development and validation

f a novel medical intervention for community use —can substantially

nhance attractiveness of the study. When the case involves a common

henomenon lacking these characteristics, a clearly theoretical frame-

ork should be employed to guide case selection, as such a framework
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Fig. 1. Common procedure for case study implementation. 

Table 2 

General steps of the case study. 

Step Content Activities Purpose 

1 Plan Initiation Identify the applicability of the case study method Define the research direction 

Reduce the risk of research failure due to inappropriate 

methodology 

Determine whether to proceed with the case study 

2 Research Design Conduct a literature review Focus the research topic and questions;Maintain theoretical 

and methodological flexibility; Improve internal validity, 

external validity, and reliability 

Define and select cases (theoretical sampling) 

Determine the type of study 

Apply relevant theory 

3 Preparation Develop a research protocol Enhance reliability; Improve research skills; standardize 

research practices; optimize design and strengthen team 

coordination 

Conduct training 

Implement a pilot case study 

4 Data Collection Collect data from multiple sources Incorporate diverse perspectives; integrate evidence to 

strengthen the research foundation; enhance reliability and 

construct validity 

Establish a data database 

Build a chain of evidence 

Use online information with caution 

5 Data Analysis Summarize data Familiarize with data; summarize and refine information; 

identify emerging themes; enhance reliability and validity; 

confirm, extend, and refine hypotheses and theories 

Categorize data 

Identify relevant themes 

Test hypotheses 

Build or verify theory 

6 Report Writing Identify target audience Meet reader needs; improve readability; ensure quality 

Structure the report 

Review and revise 

Conduct quality assessment 

c  

l  

(

P

 

t  

t  

d  

s  

c  

s  

c

 

(  

a  

p  

i  

d  

y  

m  

m  

R  

t

P

 

C  

t  

t  

f  

t  

p  

b  

s  

s  

r  

o  

a  

d

S

 

w  
an confer a degree of distinctiveness to the study. 13 Crucially, case se-

ection should be driven by the theoretical requirements of the study

theoretical sampling), rather than by random selection. 

rocedure 2: determining the type of case study design 

Yin 11 categorizes case study designs along two primary dimensions:

he level of analysis and the number of cases. The level of analysis refers

o the unit at which the investigation is conducted —ranging from in-

ividuals to organizations or even entire nations —depending on the

tudy’s aims and scope. In primary health care, general practice, and

ommunity-based health services, the selection of the appropriate level

hould be closely aligned with the research objectives. The number of

ases denotes how many cases will be investigated. 

Combining these two dimensions yields four common design types 4 :

1)Single-case, single-unit design, in which only one case is studied at

 single level of analysis (see the concrete example in Section 3 of this

aper); (2)Single-case, multiple-unit design, where one case is exam-

ned across two or more levels of analysis; (3)Multiple-case, single-unit

esign, in which multiple cases are investigated at a single level of anal-

sis, essentially replicating the logic of the first type; (4)Multiple-case,

ultiple-unit design, where multiple cases are studied across two or

ore levels of analysis, representing a replication of the second type.
3

esearchers should select the most appropriate design type based on

he characteristics of the case of interest. 

rocedure 3: applying theory in case study design 

The role of theory in case study has long been the subject of debate.

ritics caution that introducing an established theoretical framework

oo early may restrict the emergence of novel insights. 16 Others contend

hat, particularly for novice researchers, beginning with a theoretical

ramework can facilitate the research process. They further argue that

he use of theory is an indicator of methodological rigor, increases the

ersuasiveness and value of the findings. 17-19 A balanced approach is to

egin a case study with a tentative hypotheses, while deliberately pre-

erving space for unanticipated insights to emerge. 20 In practice, factors

uch as prior literature reviews and the researcher’s own learning expe-

iences make it difficult to remain entirely uninfluenced by existing the-

ries. To safeguard opportunities for fresh perspectives, researchers are

dvised to systematically document moments of inspiration that arise

uring the literature review and research design stages. 

tep 3: preparing for case study implementation 

A common misconception is to equate conducting a case study solely

ith the collection of case data. In reality, effective and comprehensive
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ata collection depends on thorough preparatory work. Preparation for

 case study typically involves three core activities: developing a de-

ailed research protocol, conducting necessary training, and carrying

ut a pilot case study. 2 

ctivity 1: developing a detailed research protocol 

A well-constructed research protocol is essential for ensuring both

he reliability and the consistency of a case study. Its primary function is

o provide a systematic framework for the collection of evidence within

ach individual case. In the context of complex multiple-case studies, the

verall investigation can be divided into a series of single-case studies,

ach following the same protocol. 

In general, a case study protocol should include four key compo-

ents. 

1) Study overview: research background, project description, and other

contextual details 

2) Field procedures: introductory letter, procedures for protecting par-

ticipants, data collection plan, and other pertinent reminders 

3) Case study questions: specific questions that directly reflect the

study’s objectives, along with the types of evidence required to ad-

dress each question. 

4) Guide for the case study report: report guide, preferred formats for

data presentation and findings promotion, and researcher profile. 

These elements constitute the core structure of a case study proto-

ol. A more detailed protocol should be tailored to the specific topic,

haracteristics, and content of the case under investigation, with adjust-

ents made as appropriate. For examples of case study protocols, refer

o Chapter 3 of Yin’s Case Study Research: Design and Methods (5th

d.). 

ctivity 2: conducting targeted training 

The case study method requires researchers to possess essential

kills, uphold appropriate professional values, and participate in tar-

eted training tailored to the specific demands of the study. Key com-

etencies include the ability to formulate well-defined questions sup-

orted by reasonable explanation; skill in identifying and prioritizing

elevant information; maintaining an open, flexible mindset that is free

rom the constraints of preconceived assumptions, with a readiness to

efine the study design when necessary; optimistic mindset of inquiry,

emonstrating resilience in the face of challenges or setbacks; adher-

nce to research ethics and the protection of study participants. Beyond

kill development, training serves as a valuable opportunity to identify

otential issues in the case study design, assess the capabilities of the

esearch team, and implement timely corrective measures for any defi-

iencies that arise. The scheduling of training activities is not necessarily

inear and should be determined according to the specific circumstances

f the study. 

ctivity 3: conducting a pilot case study 

A pilot case study helps researchers refine the research protocol,

mprove the specificity of required data, and enhance collaboration

mong members of the research team. For novice researchers, pilot

ase study offers a critical opportunity to identify and address poten-

ial challenges before full-scale investigation. Novice researchers are

dvised to conduct a pilot case study prior to the main investigation.

election of an appropriate pilot case should consider factors such as

he availability of participants and relevant data, geographical accessi-

ility, and the degree of similarity between the pilot case and the in-

ended main case. 2 While conducting a pilot case study is highly rec-

mmended —particularly for beginners —it is not strictly mandatory;

he decision should be made based on research conditions and the re-

earcher’s proficiency in case study. 
4

tep 4: collecting case study data 

Yin 2 identifies two central components of data collection in case

tudy: four principles guiding collection process, and the six primary

ources of case study data. Zheng et al. 4 consolidate these six sources

nto documents, interviews, and observation. This section focuses on

in’s 2 original classification of six sources of data. 

The four principles of case study data collection can be summarized

s follows. First, collect multiple sources of evidence. High-quality case

tudies incorporate as many distinct types of data as feasible, enabling

riangulation across sources. When evidence from diverse sources con-

erges on the same conclusion, the findings gain stability and reliability.

ithout such diversity of evidence, it is difficult to leverage the method-

logical strengths of case study. Indeed, the use of multiple sources is

idely regarded as a prerequisite for ensuring methodological rigor.

econd, maintain a well-structured case study database. All evidence

ollected should ultimately support the corresponding findings of the

tudy. Every result and conclusion in the final report must be supported

y verifiable data. Therefore, it is essential for researchers to establish a

atabase to facilitate verification and traceability of the evidence. Third,

stablish a complete chain of evidence. A robust case study requires

 clear, logically coherent correspondence between the collected evi-

ence, the research findings, and the final conclusions —forming what

s commonly referred to as a “chain of evidence. ” Importantly, the in-

egrity of this chain depends on the foundation of a well-maintained case

tudy database. Finally, exercise caution when using online information.

hile the rapid expansion of internet technologies has increased acces-

ible information, it has also facilitated the unchecked proliferation of

naccurate or unverifiable content. When relying on online sources, re-

earchers should maintain a critical stance to avoid materials with un-

lear authorship. 

The most common sources for collecting case study data(sources

f evidence) can be classified into six categories: documents, archival

ecords, interviews, direct observation, participant observation, and

hysical evidence. Documents include journal articles, research reports,

ewspapers, and other existing textual records. Their strengths lie in

apacity for repeated review, the precision of information, and their

road scope of coverage. However, a notable limitation is that docu-

entary sources may carry the subjective biases of their authors, which

an compromise their objectivity. Archival records may be regarded as a

pecific subset of documentary sources and therefore share many of the

ame strengths and limitations. However, archival records are typically

ore objective, precise, and quantitative in nature, such as national

ensus data from the National Bureau of Statistics or patient medical

ecords. These sources often contain sensitive or confidential informa-

ion, and their heightened privacy requirements may restrict access to

ertain datasets. Interviews represent the most widely used method of

ata collection in case study research and are generally classified into

n-depth interviews, focused interviews, and survey interviews. Direct

bservation involves the researcher acting as an impartial third party to

bserve the case or event in real time. While participatory observation

ntails the researcher’s involvement in the case. For instance, in a case

tudy on community health services, the researcher might play the role

f a patient or volunteer at a community health center to gather relevant

nformation. Physical evidence, such as technological devices, tools, or

nstruments, may also be collected and examined as part of field visits. 

tep 5: analyzing case study data 

Data analysis is often the most time-intensive stage of a case study 2 

nd is also the most challenging to clarify clearly. 4 As outlined by Car-

ey 20 and Zheng et al. 4 , the process includes five steps. The first step

s data transcription and note-taking, in which materials obtained from

nterviews, observations, archival records, and other sources are tran-

cribed, summarized, and systematically organized in accordance with

he study’s objectives, such as arranging data chronologically. Next is



Z. Sun, J. Chen, W. Sun et al. Chinese General Practice Journal 2 (2025) 100075

d  

a  

a  

c  

c  

r  

m  

w  

e  

c  

t  

t  

e  

d  

i  

c  

p  

b  

e  

s  

f  

t  

r  

c

S

 

a  

i  

a  

p

 

i  

fi  

t  

e  

a  

fi  

a  

p  

e  

t  

i  

a  

t

 

s  

s  

t  

t  

t  

fi  

q  

a  

C  

r  

d  

i  

d  

c  

p  

c

 

r  

c  

t  

w  

c

 

r

 

c  

s  

l  

t  

s  

v  

t  

c  

m  

f  

c  

a

A

 

c  

i  

l  

w  

c  

w

 

p  

a  

t  

a  

t  

i  

s  

c  

(

D

 

g  

a  

o  

fi  

d  

a  

i  

t  

a  

v  

s  

l  

r  

o  

t  

m  

v  

s  

r  

o  

a

 

m

ata categorization, which entails reading each segment of text closely

nd repeatedly, breaking it into one or two discrete meaning units, and

ssigning appropriate codes. These coded units are then grouped into

ategories based on shared content and characteristics, a process that

an be facilitated by qualitative analysis software such as NVivo. Where

elevant, a theoretical framework may be used to construct a category

atrix, with the distilled units allocated to the appropriate categories

ithin that structure. The third step is identifying relevant themes by

xamining internal relationships within each category, seeking logical

onnections across the dataset, and organizing the findings into labeled

hemes. At this stage, it is crucial to ensure alignment between these

hemes and the overall focus of the study, revising any misaligned el-

ments as needed. The fourth step is testing hypotheses, in which the

erived themes are brought into a critical “dialogue ” with the study’s

nitial theoretical propositions. This comparison assesses the degree of

orrespondence between the evidence and the proposed hypotheses,

roviding a clear basis for their acceptance or rejection.Finally, theory

uilding or verification involves integrating all informational threads,

vidence, and theoretical propositions to construct new theoretical in-

ights or to validate existing ones, thereby establishing a foundation for

uture research. As illustrated in Figure 1 , data analysis is deeply in-

erconnected with other stages of the research process, requiring the

esearcher to engage in repeated “dialogues ” with the data to achieve a

omprehensive understanding. 

tep 6: writing the case study report 

In preparing a case study report, researchers should consider four

spects: identifying the target audience, structuring the report, review-

ng and revising, and performing quality assessment. 2 It is generally

dvisable to begin the writing process as early as possible, rather than

ostponing it until data analysis is fully complete. 

First, when drafting the research report, it is essential to clearly the

ntended audience and tailor the writing to their specific needs. 2 In the

elds of primary care, general practice, and community health services,

he target readership may include academic scholars, health policymak-

rs, community health practitioners, and project funders. For academic

udiences, emphasis should be placed on theoretical innovations, novel

ndings, comprehensive literature reviews, and the logical relationships

mong cases. For health policymakers, the primary interest lies in the

olicy implications of the study. Community health service practition-

rs, are more concerned with detailed descriptions of case events and

he practice experience. Project funders typically focus on the scale of

nvestment, academic value, and practical significance. When the main

udience consists of non-academic readers, researchers should minimize

he use of specialized terminology to ensure clarity and accessibility. 

Second, structuring the report is essential. The structure of the report

hould align with the purpose of the study —whether explanatory, de-

criptive, or exploratory. Yin 2 outlines six potential structural formats,

hree of which are applicable across all research purposes. Given that the

arget audience of this paper consists primarily of novice researchers,

he discussion here will focus on these three applicable formats. The

rst format follows a linear structure organized around the research

uestions or project, corresponding to the conventional framework of

n academic paper: Introduction, Literature Review, Research Design,

ase Description, and Findings and Conclusions. This approach is cur-

ently the predominant format for case study articles published in aca-

emic journals. 21-22 The second format adopts a comparative structure,

n which the same case is narrated from multiple perspectives to reveal

ifferent realities for direct comparison. The third format presents the

ase in chronological order. Ultimately, the structure of a case study re-

ort is adaptable, to present the content to the intended audience with

larity and logical coherence. 

Third, once the initial draft of the report is complete, it should be

eviewed by experts, intended readers, and participants involved in the

ase study. The researcher should then revise the manuscript based on
5

he feedback provided. Although this practice is common and aligns

ith the requirements for other types of research papers, it remains a

ritically important step. 

Finally, the quality of a case study can be assessed by examining its

eliability and validity. 14 

Reliability refers to the extent to which other researchers can repli-

ate the operational procedures described in the report and obtain con-

istent results. Validity encompasses three dimensions: construct va-

idity, which addresses the accuracy of the operational measures for

he concepts under investigation; internal validity, which concerns the

trength of causal relationships between independent and dependent

ariables; and external validity, which relates to the generalizability of

he findings to other contexts. For a detailed discussion of these con-

epts, see Chapter 9 of Empirical Methods in Organization and Manage-

ent Research (3rd ed.) by Chen and Shen. In practice, when researchers

ollow the operational steps outlined in this paper and attend to the key

onsiderations within each stage, the rigor and quality of the case study

re ensured throughout the research process. 

n example of a rigorous case study 

Huang et al. 21 conducted a single-case, single-unit design study fo-

using on the staff of the S Street Community Health Service Centre

n City D. Drawing on theories such as policy entrepreneur, street-

evel bureaucracy, and policy agenda-setting, and integrating them

ith multi-source fieldwork data, the researchers developed an analyti-

al framework of “multiple motivations–instrument choice–hierarchical

indows ” to describe the case. 

The study logically traced the progression from family doctor service

olicy innovation → primary health care policy innovation → primary

dministrative policy innovation. In doing so, it addressed the key ques-

ion of how street-level bureaucrats can drive policy innovation, while

lso advancing the localized development of street-level bureaucracy

heory. Importantly, the research exemplified the integration of rigor

nto each operational step of the case study method. This paper uses the

tudy as a concrete example to demonstrate how methodological rigor

an be embedded throughout the implementation of case study research

 Table 3 ). 

iscussion 

This paper is aimed at practitioners and researchers in primary care,

eneral practice, and community health services. To enhance relevance

nd accessibility, the examples and case illustrations used to explain the

perational steps of the case study method are drawn directly from these

elds. A concrete example from the field of primary care management

emonstrates how the “family doctor service policy ” can serve as an

nalytical entry point, elevating an observed phenomenon —the policy

nnovation initiative in S Street, City D —to a theoretical level within

he framework of street-level bureaucracy theory. This process not only

ddressed the research question but also contributed to the localized de-

elopment of the theory. One of the case study method’s most significant

trengths lies in its ability to uncover the theoretical mechanisms under-

ying observable phenomena. The intended readership is encouraged to

ecognize this advantage and to develop the ability to apply it in their

wn research. Through the presented example, this paper illustrates

he concrete procedures and practical applications of the case study

ethod in primary care, general practice, and community health ser-

ices. Importantly, this should not be taken to suggest that case study re-

earch in China’s primary care context is suitable only for management-

elated topics; any issue within these fields that meets the method-

logical applicability criteria can be effectively investigated using this

pproach. 

Case study research is more demanding, requiring the integration of

ultiple data sources and comprehensive skill of researchers. 
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Table 3 

An example of step-by-step implementation of rigorous case study. 

Step Content Activities Description Evaluation 

1 Plan Initiation Research question: How do street-level bureaucrats promote policy innovation? Framing a “How ”

question 

Well-suited for the 

case study method 

Research subject: Community health service center staff Not under the 

researcher’s control 

Focus: Innovation in family doctor service policy A current, socially 

relevant issue 

2 Research Design Conduct a literature review centered on the core concepts of the study —“policy innovation ”

and “street-level bureaucracy ”

Perform targeted 

literature review 

High focus on the 

research problem 

maintains theoretical 

and methodological 

flexibility 

strengthens internal 

validity, external 

validity, and 

reliability 

Based on the main theoretical foundation —street-level bureaucracy theory —select an 

innovative case in community health services 

Theoretical 

sampling; case 

definition and 

selection 

Single-case, single-unit design: Study one case —the S Street Community Health Service 

Center in District B, City D (single case), focusing only on how staff members promote family 

doctor service policy (single unit) 

Selection of case 

study type 

Link theories of “policy entrepreneur, ” “street-level bureaucracy, ” and “policy 

agenda-setting ”

Application of 

theory 

3 Preparation Adopt a fieldwork approach and develop a detailed data collection plan, including: 

timeframe (Dec 2018–Jun 2019), location (S Street Community Health Service Center), 

research participants (relevant health commission leaders, center directors, and frontline 

staff), and data collection methods (review of archives, participant observation, in-depth 

interviews). Include anonymization, project introduction, and acknowledgments. 

Develop a research 

protocol 

Strengthen research 

foundation; further 

enhance reliability 

and construct 

validity 

Researcher reviewed and practiced fieldwork methods and relevant academic norms Necessary training 

No pilot case study was conducted 

4 Data Collection Accompanied the District B Health Commission’s public health supervision team on multiple 

visits to S Street CHSC (investigation); stayed at S Street CHSC as an intern for participant 

observation; collected residents’ health records, family doctor statistical reports (archival 

records), multi-level family doctor policy documents (policy documents); conducted in-depth 

interviews with leaders and staff at the District B Health Commission and S Street CHSC 

Comprehensive, 

multi-source data 

collection 

Strengthen research 

foundation; further 

enhance reliability 

and construct 

validity 

Classified collected data by type (policy documents, archival records, interview transcripts, 

observation notes, public reports, promotional materials) 

Establish a data 

database 

Every question, viewpoint, result, and conclusion was supported by corresponding 

references, statistical data, observation notes, or interview transcripts 

Verified questions, 

viewpoints, results, 

and conclusions 

through empirical 

data from archives, 

interviews, and 

observations, 

forming a chain of 

evidence 

Single-case, single-unit design: Study one case —the S Street Community Health Service 

Center in District B, City D (single case), focusing only on how staff members promote family 

doctor service policy (single unit) 

Exercised caution 

with online or 

potentially biased 

sources 

5 Data Analysis Based on a panoramic review and repeated reading of collected materials, extracted key 

information and constructed a detailed case narrative (original text linked these key points 

to present a full case picture) 

Data transcription 

and note-taking 

Enhance interaction 

between researcher 

and data; clear 

analytical logic; 

appropriate 

methods; clear 

themes; extended 

theoretical 

implications 

Construct a “multiple motivations–instrument choice–hierarchical windows ” analytical 

framework 

Facilitated data 

categorization 

Explored in depth the motivations behind staff efforts to promote policy innovation, the 

resource shortage–increased demand dilemma, the “tournament system ” in S Street, and 

doctor–patient relations 

Identification of 

relevant themes 

Advanced localization of street-level bureaucracy theory and addressed the “street-level 

blind spot ” in policy entrepreneur research 

Hypothesis testing 

and theory 

verification 

6 Report Writing Consider scholars and policymakers as target audience; use specialized terms where 

appropriate and provided necessary explanations for technical terms such as “policy 

entrepreneur collectives ” and “street-level blind spot ”

Identify target 

audience 

Address audience 

needs; improve 

readability; ensure 

quality Structure the paper following the mainstream format: “Problem Statement – Literature 

Review – Analytical Framework – Case Description and Narrative – Conclusion and 

Discussion ”

Organize report 

structure 

In the Discussion section, enhance reliability and validity by highlighting the case’s 

typicality, the dialogue between theory and practice, and logical reasoning 

Quality assessment 

(  

 

 

(  

 

(  

(  

(  

 

(  

(

1) Literature review: Selecting appropriate databases and search strate-

gies not only enables researchers to grasp the latest developments on

relevant topics but also to develop insightful new research questions.

2) Case selection: Applying theoretical frameworks that align with the

research question and conducting sampling based on the frame-

works. 

3) Observation: Designing a well-structured observation guide and

recording observational data objectively. 
6

4) Questionnaire surveys: Developing scientific questionnaires and sur-

vey plan. 

5) In-depth Interviews: Preparing a practical interview guide and mas-

tering essential interviewing skills, such as building trust with par-

ticipants and using timely pauses and responses. 

6) Quantitative Analysis – Being proficient in commonly used statistical

methods and statistical software such as SPSS and Stata. 

7) Qualitative Analysis – Possessing the necessary skills for coding. 
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Learning resources for case study research can be approached in

hree progressive stages. 

Stage 1 focuses on building a comprehensive understanding of the

perational steps, processes, and core professional terminology of case

tudy research. Foundational readings include The Basic Methods of

ase Study Research —A Review of Classic Literature by Chen and Liu;

hapter 9, Case Study Research in Field Studies (by Zheng and Huang)

n the 3rd edition of Empirical Methods in Organization and Manage-

ent Research, edited by Chen and Shen; Fundamentals of Case Study

esearch in Family Medicine and Community Health by Fàbregues and

etters (translated by Zhao and Wang); and Yin’s Case Study Research:

esign and Methods (5th ed., translated by Zhou and Shi). 

Stage 2 advances to mastering specialized skills through targeted

eadings. 

Gerring’s Case Study Research: Principles and Practices (translated

y Huang et al.) offers in-depth guidance on these skills, while Yin’s

pplications of the Case Study Method (3rd ed., translated by Zhou and

ia) illustrates practical implementation through detailed, real-world

xamples, bridging theory and applied research practice. 

Stage 3 emphasizes comprehensive review and advanced appli-

ation, aiming to deepen methodological understanding and explore

merging trends. Essential readings include Revisiting the Case Study

ethod: Theory and Examples, edited by Li et al. 

Exemplary studies —such as Huang and Chen’s How Do Street-Level

ureaucrats Promote Policy Innovation? —An Innovative Case Study in

he Field of Primary Care and Ouyang et al.’s Building a Governance

ystem for Major Public Health Emergencies: A Case Study Based on

he Chinese Context —are particularly valuable for examining effective

eport structures and analytical strategies. Beyond print resources, the

nline course Case Study Method and Academic Writing Skills, taught

y Professor Li Shuoyan from Shanghai University, provides an acces-

ible and high-quality platform for researchers seeking to refine their

xpertise in case study methodology. 

Given the complexity of the case study and the staged nature of

astering, the following recommendations are offered for researchers:

1)Make thorough preparations before commencing the study; (2)Ad-

ere rigorously to the established procedures of case study research; (3)

efine case study skills and deepen methodological understanding. It

s also worth noting that few case study articles published in journals

n the fields of general practice and primary care present complete re-

earch process. A major contributing factor is the restrictive word limits

mposed by many journals, which make it difficult for authors to pro-

ide a standard, rigorous, and comprehensive account. To address this

imitation, it is recommended that journals allow greater space for the

resentation of case study research. 

In summary, the rigor of a case study depends on the researcher’s

trict adherence to standardized implementation procedures. Deliver-

ng responsible, rigorous, and high-quality case study in primary care,

eneral practice, and community health services requires the concerted

fforts of both researchers and academic journals. 
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