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Abstract
This paper examines the usefulness of the case study methodological approach in planning and urban mobility research,
bearing in mind complexities as well as any limitations occurring by generalization and identification of common
epistemological ground. The importance of the methodology in communicating specific urban schemes among researchers,
practitioners and stakeholders is explored. Conclusions are drawn in the basis of their contribution in active learning and
transferability of knowledge to non-experts.
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1. Introduction
Research methods in urban studies have been changing in
the last decades with the exploration of case studies being a
supplementary element in all stages of research, due to their
ability to transfer real world issues and outcomes in relevant
schemes. According to numerous researchers, such as Patton
(1980, 2003), Appelbaum (2003) and Yin (1984, 2003), they
are used for research purposes, for developing a new theory
through observation, for testing, evaluating or improving
existing theories through their implementation in practice.
One of their most important attributes is that they can engage
the various participants in the planning procedure, be they
students, academics, researchers, planners, stakeholders or
citizens by exposing them to real-life situations.
Urban and mobility research is typically conducted through
extensive analysis of the existing environment, analysis of
secondary data, surveys and tendencies. Presenting a
supporting case study in a similar environment could increase

the understanding of a needed transformation or inform about
potential inadequacies in implementation.

2. Aims and Objectives
This paper examines the basic issues of the case study
methodology in the field of education, research and planning
in urban studies.
The main aim of the paper is to explore case studies
identifying their strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, we
examine how the case studies are practiced in education and
research, specifically in urban and transportation studies.
Moreover, an in depth analysis is conducted regarding good
practice guides and their usefulness in planning and designing
spatial policies with a special focus on their contribution in
interaction among researchers, planners and the various
stakeholders.
Special analysis refers to case studies as a methodological
research tool in participatory planning and as a means of
understanding for the stakeholders (politicians and decision
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makers).

3. The Case Study as a Research
Method
3.1. Theoretical Exploration
Case study research is a form of qualitative descriptive
research that is used to illustrate a thesis, a principle or a
specific situation. Many researchers have tried to give a
definition to the term case study. According to Yin (1984)
"case study method is an empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when
the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not
clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are
used". Moreover, according to Thomas (2011), "case studies
are analyses of persons, events, decisions, periods, projects,
policies, institutions, or other systems that are studied
holistically by one or more methods" and ''The case that is
the subject of the inquiry will be an instance of a class of
phenomena that provides an analytical frame — an object —
within which the study is conducted and which the case
illuminates and explicates". Both agree that case studies are
used for research purposes for developing a new theory
through observation and testing, evaluating or improving
existing theories through their implementation in practice.
The analysis of a case study is part of the primary research
field, according to the classification of Jennings (2001), which
is the process of gathering new information, both qualitative
and quantitative.
The exploration of successful examples in urban planning
and mobility projects allows an actual insight into applied
measures, policies and approaches while it offers the potential
of comparing similar practices in different urban
environments and analyze the complexities arising from the
alternative settings, cultures and status of the areas.
A researcher selects a case study because of the nature of
the research problem and the question being asked. The case
study offers a means of investigating complex social units
consisting of multiple variables of potential importance in
understanding a phenomenon. Moreover, it offers insights and
illuminates meanings that expand its readers' experiences.
Because of its strengths, case study is a particularly
appealing methodology for applied fields of study such as
education, social work, administration, health, and so on. It
has also been proven particularly useful for studying
educational innovations, evaluating programs, and informing
policy.
In urban mobility planning, case studies are considered as
an extremely useful tool to be used along with other research
methods (such as surveys and statistics).
Although in planning practice at all levels (local, regional,
urban, national, and international) each project has to be
examined individually, however there are commons and
similarities in relevant projects which can be transferred and
support specific attributes of scheme proposals.

3.2. Case Studies in Planning Education
Case studies in education, and planning education
particularly, are used as examples of similar projects, in order
to strengthen the proposed methodologies, ideas and identify
any limitations. Case studies have started being used in
planning education and practice mostly around the 1980s.
According to Armisted (1984), the first application of them as
a primary method of teaching was at Harvard Business School
in the 1950s. Educational research has shown that case studies
are useful pedagogical tools. Grant (1997) outlines the
benefits of using case studies as an interactive learning
strategy, shifting the emphasis from teacher-centered to more
student-centered activities. Raju and Sanker (1999)
demonstrate the importance of using case studies specifically
in engineering education so as to expose students to real-world
issues. It is a fact that case studies present realistic situations,
allowing students to balance theory with practice.
The purpose of using a case study in a teaching environment
is to present the student with a scenario or real case as close to
what he/ she may encounter in subsequent work, enabling
him/ her to handle reasonable and workable situations.
The case study does not provide answers, but it rather raises
questions and allows the student to work through the decision
– making process and find a preferable solution.
Case studies can help develop the following skills (ICA &
IRMT, 1999):
Identifying and recognizing problems
Understanding and interpreting data
Understanding and recognizing assumptions and
inferences, as opposed to concrete facts
Thinking analytically and critically
Understanding
and
assessing
interpersonal
relationships
Exercising and making judgments
Communicating ideas and opinions
Making and defending decisions
A case study may include complexities faced in the natural
work environment, such as enquiries of policy making or
procedure, issues relating to urban relationships or hierarchies
of financial or administrative concerns.
What really separates case studies from other practical
forms of learning – like scenarios and simulations – is the
ability to compare the learner's recommendations with what
actually happened after the implementation of a scheme.
It is worth looking briefly at the various types of case
studies used in education and practice as identified by the
Writing@CSU and the Colorado State University Writing
Center. Among the sub-categories of case studies, there are:
illustrative case studies, which mostly aim at
describing the basics of a situation,
exploratory -or pilot- case studies, which are studied
before the actual exploration of studies as initial
findings,
cumulative case studies, which are used to aggregate
past data and allow for safe generalizations,
critical instance case studies, which mostly answer
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specific cause and effect questions.
3.3. Case Study in Urban Mobility Research
Case study research has covered a broad variety of subjects,
such as community studies, public health, business and
industry, public policy and public administration as well as
social problems and controversies. Within evaluation research,
case studies of specific programs, projects and initiatives have
also been conducted with some frequency. In these evaluative
situations, the case studies have commonly been used to
document and analyze implementation processes and the
outcomes of interventions (Yin 2003).
Case study researchers have explored the methodology
through which this type of research is organized and applied in
science. The procedure suggested is classified in six (6)
ordinary steps, namely:
determination and definition of the research questions
Selection of the cases and determination of data
gathering and analysis techniques
Preparation to collect the data
Collection of the relevant data
Evaluation and analysis of the data
Preparation of the relevant report and useful
conclusions
As mentioned before, case studies are a qualitative research
method. Other similar methods of qualitative research that are
used in planning and mobility studies are, along with case
studies or individually, statistical analysis, surveys, archival
analysis, models etc. Hammersley (1993) argues that "unlike
more statistically-based studies which search for quantifiable
data, the goal of a case study is to offer new variables and
questions for further research".
Although case studies seem to be the preferred strategy
when the researcher seeks real life implementations and their
outcomes, there are various critics on whether a case study is
reliable and objective across the examined subject. Already
since the 1920s case studies, when compared to statistics,
were considered by many to be unscientific. They were
criticized as they failed to provide evidence of inter-subjective
agreement and their lack of standardization made the
generalization impossible.
The discussion on the strengths and weaknesses of case
study research is long. In summary, case studies carry an
inherent subjectivity which makes extracting useful outcomes
more difficult. One of their key advantages is that they allow
for the collection of various attributes in the studied field,
which in a quantifiable method would not have been possible.
Their flexibility allows the researcher to start the study by
setting broad questions and narrow their focus on a latter part
of the research where the relevant outcomes are extracted.
Moreover, according to the WritingCSU guide (n.d.), "case
studies bridge the gap between abstract research and concrete
practice by allowing researchers to compare their firsthand
observations with the quantitative results obtained through
other methods of research".
On the other hand, weaknesses in the methodology are
centered on their subjectivity, insufficient precision and
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questioned validity as well as the risks of generalization. The
fact that a lot of emphasis is given on the ‘deep data’, through
the analysis of a case, many researchers argue that a number of
the extracted information is useless and irrelevant to the
studied subject. Furthermore, common complaints refer to the
high risk emerging by personal integrity, sensitivity,
prejudices or biases of the researcher.
The above issues are widely tackled by reporting
preliminary findings, widening the data sources,
cross-checking subject sources, properly referencing the
collected materials and collaborating with colleagues.
When writing a case study report the researcher needs to
discriminate between what is to be included and the variety of
evidence that will not appear in the report, but stays in the case
study database for potential future use. A common language
must be established in order to allow the understanding of the
case as well as to make it reliable in extracting the needed
information.
There are 3 basic steps in writing a case: research, analysis
and the actual writing.
On the 'research phase' there must be library and/ or online
research as well as any potential interviews and
communication with people who know the place and the
situation.
On the 'analysis phase' are included:
the collection and analysis of all applicable data
(including documents, archival records, observations
and artifacts)
the formulation of the research question of the case in
a few words
In mobility research, issues of critical importance are the
identity of the city in which case studies are demonstrated,
transportation and mobility factors such as commuting and
leisure trips, primary data such as population density, street
delineation, planning system as well as the key research
questions which define or not an interesting practice.
Lastly, on the phase of 'writing the Case Study' phase,
there should be a well reported executive summary which
includes the key points of the analyzed case. In mobility
projects an introductory part should contain the characteristics
of the study area in terms of urban and transportation attributes
and a short section related to the planning rationale of the area
/ city / country. In the main body, the key aims of the project as
well as the reasons / decisions / criteria which are taken into
account are briefly reported. Adding to this, the basic data
analysis and any obstacles or contradictions faced during the
planning or the implementation procedure are provided along
with the outcomes. This latter section usually includes maps,
diagrams, tables and any other relevant information where
extra attention is been paid in using common units, legends
and colors. Short conclusions are drawn summarizing the
results, challenges and opportunities revealed by such
practices and a special section is devoted to highlight
transferability potential. Links and any other relevant
references are also reported for further research of the
particular study. However, when reporting case studies for the
purposes of participatory planning, many visual materials
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must be used such as pictures and images from the studied
project, in order to make the material more communicative,
while also study area visits are strongly encouraged.
In order to overcome difficulties related to the reported data
of each case study the researcher uses several methods and
special methodology tables which somehow assess the given
practices. An indicative documentation sheet (fig.1) for the
CYCLE CITIES research project is provided below and aims
at collecting cases with specific type of public participation in
urban mobility schemes.
3.4. Good Practices
Good practices are case studies that have been implemented
and have already been proven to be in a way successful. These
are programs, activities or strategies that have been shown to
work effectively and produce successful outcomes and are
supported to some degree by subjective and objective data
sources. These cases are used as examples with long term
sustainable impact, for both researchers and planners. So
depending on the research field, guides of good practices are
developed to be used by anyone interested. The key benefits of
the collection of good practices are that they show an already
positive knowledge and they have been processed and
adjusted to the specific research needs. Most of the times good
practice guides are easily readable by special and non special
public such as stakeholders and decision makers.

Another important attribute is that such guides or platforms
include cases that have already been accessed by specialists
and have reported all the relative aspects of issues to be solved.
Such as (in urban mobility field):
traffic patterns
insufficiencies in public transport systems
general mobility facts
urban and transport policies
stakeholders approach
processes of consultation (duration, stages funds and
techniques)
Reporting a case in urban studies appears to be highly
challenging and discriminating. There are many aspects on a
single case to be examined, such as the main context of the
implementation, the key characteristics of the study area, the
identification of issues to be solved, the challenges faced, the
method used and the outcomes. The criteria to identify a case
study as a good practice in urban studies are: the effectiveness
and level of impact, any measurable or validated results
produced, the end user satisfaction, the level of public
participation, the extent of problems encountered in final
implementation, the costs in relation to benefits / added value
and lastly the proven or potential transferability of the
schemes. Obviously, according to the specific aim of
collecting good practices, the criteria can vary to fulfil the
expert's research question.

Fig. 1. CYCLE CITIES case study documentation sheet (at CYCLE CITIES: Good Practice Guide in participation strategies in reshaping urban mobility in
Europe, Sustainable Mobility Unit, NTUA)
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4. Case studies in planning practice:
Research vs. Practitioners
This section of the paper interrogates the role of collocating
case studies as a means of communication between
researchers and practitioners in the planning practice, while it
aims at addressing an inquiry for the usefulness of the various
available planning tools in the above dipole. It is generally
perceived that case studies can add on the existing analysis
and prediction tools and benefit planners in understanding
the application of narratives in the elements of the urban
environment.
The low implementation integration of academic research
in actual planning procedures is advocated by numerous
researchers and planning practitioners. Banister (2005),
Cervero (1998), Meyer and Miller (2001) argue that a better
integration of transport and land use planning models in actual
practice is believed to be crucial in achieving more sustainable
mobility patterns in urban areas. Supporting to the above
argument, TeBrömmelstroet (2010) and Vonk (2006) state that
there are many examples that show the difficulty by which the
practitioners endorse this theory and generally the low
implementation rate of academic research in the planning
practice. TeBrömmelstroet (2010) concluded to that by a
survey he has conducted among Dutch land use and transport
planners. As seen (fig.2) the results of the survey presented the
“low communication value” and “not user friendly” factors
being among the most important in using software models and
their integration in the strategy making process.

Fig. 2. Bottlenecks that block transport models to be used to support
integrated strategy-making processes (Marco teBrömmelstroet, 2010, p. 33)

The nature of urban studies is an action-oriented field,
seeking cause-effect understanding to guide contemporary
intervention (Campbell, 2003), consequently referring to case
studies can ease the identification of causal relationships.
Moreover, Campbell (2003) argues that 'lessons learned by the
collection of good cases cannot be directly used without major
translation and adaptation, and some may not apply at all'
which leaves the practitioner and the researcher the freedom to
develop their own opinion and interact with each other.
However, it is a fact -as highlighted by Campbell (2003) and
other researchers- that
while practitioners seek
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implementations in 'typical' or normal cities, researchers are
ideally attracted by the more 'extreme' or interesting ones.
In general though, case studies in the urban discourse allow
the application of a specific theoretical concept to be
demonstrated, thus bridging the gap between researchers and
practitioners. One of the most common practices in academia
is describing a theory, a method and/ or a technique and then
presenting a supporting case study in which the described
theory is applied. This develops a field of straightforward
communication as the scientific findings from a specific urban
scheme appear evident in the environment allowing the
practitioner to identify its qualities and inefficiencies. These
case studies are adopted to analyze behavioral patterns in
neighborhoods and the public space, as well as provide
alternatives in patterns of application, identify tendencies and
outcomes and many more. A key attribute that motivates
planning and mobility practitioners is that they can be
informed in a concise manner for national and international
applications enabling them to design in a more holistic
approach, without forcing them to visit the places of
implementation or impelling them to interact with external
stakeholders. They can acquire knowledge and have a detailed
insight of a situation before they develop their proposal, which
allows for a juxtaposition of arguments and expected
outcomes.
On the other hand, researchers in the wide spectrum of
urban studies and sustainable mobility field can directly
benefit from the use of case studies as they conceive data from
applied phenomena and can compare the importance of the
various relevant factors in similar applications. Finding,
exploring and reporting different case studies exposes the
researcher to the complex setting of the implementation,
presenting the various parameters which could determine the
final product. This can enrich planning theories and boost the
development of new tools and methods.
One of the basic characteristics of the current research
methodology in urban planning, design and mobility research
projects is online research. Many of the ongoing projects, in
relevant research laboratories, dedicate a crucial part of their
reports in exploring case studies and categorizing outcomes
deriving from specific interventions, while the provision of
negative impacts can many times rely on previous
unsuccessful paradigms.
The use of case studies can also be included in effective
planning tools such as online platforms- databanks with
collection of successful cases or good practice guides. These
can assist both planners and researchers and establish a
common language in terms of references and precedents.
Some of the famous online platforms which collect and share
ideas both proposed and applied are:
the Sustainable Communities case platform available
at:
http://www.sustainablecommunities.gov/studies.html
the Eltis urban mobility portal available at:
http://www.eltis.org/index.php?ID1=6&id=9
the Urban Design Compendium database available at:
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www.urbandesigncompendium.co.uk
the
RUDI
platform
available
at:
http://www.rudi.net/information_zone/case_studies_g
ood_practice
the World Habitat Awards database available at:
http://www.worldhabitatawards.org/?lang=00
the American Planning Association award platform
available at: https://www.planning.org/awards/
The above online platforms as well as the various good
practice guides are usually developed by a collaboration of
governmental bodies, academic authorities or even by
collectives of experts which aim to demonstrate practices and
their outcomes, showcase impacts and new aspects of
planning or just the juxtaposition of projects. One of the most
frequent strategies in researchers' and practitioners' charrettes
is the discussion of particular theories through the presentation
of a selection of case studies. These tools can also be highly
effective in participatory procedures, such as workshops and
meeting with citizens and stakeholders as explored in the
following section of the present paper.
Concluding, the case study methodology can be the basic
tool in the common tactic to establish communication among
planning practitioners and researchers, which is the
development of coalition and dissemination processes.

5. Case Study as a Means of
Understanding: Practitioners vs.
Stakeholders and Communities
The utilization of case study as a means of communicating
planning ideas among non specialized audiences (stakeholders,
politicians, decision makers, citizens) and planners is
considered an important element in the planning procedure.
The collaboration between planners, transport engineers, other
relevant experts and the public was always a complicated
procedure as it is contradicting to the typical planning systems
involving only specialists, as Fainstein (2000) argues. Thus,
public engagement converts planning procedure from the
traditional hierarchical and ‘bureaucratic’ top-down approach
to a more difficult but inclusive bottom-up procedure (Healey,
1997 and 2003, Stratigea, 2009 and Kyriakidis, 2012).
Since the 80's community engagement had become an
obligatory term in the planning process discourse (Spyratos,
2010); researchers, professionals and communities should be
involved in planning which had been transformed in a pluralistic
method (Richardson, 1996. In Tewdwr-Jones et al., 1998).
In order for this type of planning procedure to be successful,
societies should learn how (1) to participate actively (2),
improve their decisions and (3) express their ideas in a better
way (Aravantinos, 2007). According to Healey (2003),
learning, which consists one of the important criteria for
participatory planning, is defined as the ability to change and
manage social relations. A good collaborative planning
process does not necessarily need to lead to building of
consensus; it could also lead to building a public policy
discourse, a way by which parties learn to understand and

respect each other (Healey, 1999).
In order for communities to gain this knowledge (Friedman,
2008), case studies could be illustrative in terms of
establishing a common language between specialists and
participants in planning procedure, especially when people are
not previously trained in participation. There are many cases
where case studies used as a learning factor by practitioners
for that reason. A typical case where people learned through
case studies is Oatlands regeneration in Glasgow, started at
2005.
The main purpose of this project, part of Richmond Park
regeneration, was the development of a proper urban
environment for 1,290 new houses, 1,077 of which were going
to be private and 213 social housing (ClydeWaterfront, 2011).
The neighborhood had a strong community spirit and active
people who dealt with different matters related to the planning
process. In order for the collaborative planning process to be
satisfactory, community members travelled on field trip to
London to visit relevant projects (case studies). This way
people broaden their minds (Vlastos and Athanasopoulos,
2006, p.11) concerning such regeneration and development
projects and provide efficient ideas for the sustainable and
successful renewal of the area. This was definitely a real
groundbreaking way of community engagement which
promoted peoples participation in public issues by exposing
them to case studies.
Adding to the above, in East Manchester, case studies were
also used for the same reason. Residents visited successful
projects in Manchester as well as in Amsterdam (Russel,
2008), while in another community engagement procedure
Ljubljana, stakeholders were advised to explore other projects
via online methods. In this last case, a workshop took place
where the participants had the chance to be informed on
cycling safety issues in recent developments in Ljubljana as
well as elsewhere (Odense, Toulouse and Venice).
Except from means for learning societies, case studies can
be used as safety valves, in cases that public participation is
not so widespread. Greece is one of these cases, as community
engagement is a rarely used method in practice and it usually
takes place through a type of bureaucratic consultation
(Samaras, 2005) and thus the results are not so successful. In
such cases, case studies can provide the stakeholders with
information concerning on how and why that other similar
projects operated (Schell, 1992). As a result, planners can
guess whether proposed ideas could confirm the fulfillment of
the desire of community (Beriatos, 2008) and as a result
whether these ideas could be successful. Thus, by using case
studies it is possible for planers to avoid people’s reaction as
happened in Covent Garden and Doclands in London
(Athanasopoulos, 2009).
Finally, case studies have been used as a convincing factor
by practitioners to municipalities, local authorities and
stakeholders. Many planners illustrate previous similar case
studies in neighboring areas, or areas with relative attributes in
order to prove that their ideas could be definitely successful.
Summarizing, case studies are used as a creative way to
explain, demonstrate and convince the decision makers or
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stakeholders for the specific attributes of a scheme. Their role
is significant as they could be used as a means of social
learning and simultaneously as a knowledge tool for
practitioners.
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regeneration etc.) is important for further analysis on case
studies aiming at the improvement of the planning education
and practice.
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6. Conclusions
Case study research is a commonly used method in various
disciplines and its contribution in urban and planning
education and practice is apparent. In broad terms the
exposure to real settings allows the actual interaction among
all participants in the urban discourse, such as researchers,
planners and the various stakeholders as well as it promotes
vivid discussions on upcoming schemes. Although, the
method has been criticized for allowing wide generalization,
subjectivity, difficulties in documenting the acquired data in a
unified manner, it is considered as ideal in engaging the
non-experts in upcoming projects and an important
supplementary tool to help research and practice. The main
inquiries we have attempted to address in this paper were
related to the use of the case study method in education and
research, the methodology of reporting them in mobility plans
and the benefits deriving from their application in the urban
environment. Utilizing case studies as a means to enrich the
traditional research can also showcase negative
implementations of theories and ideas, providing us with the
various complexities of urban phenomena.
Special importance is being paid in the initial setting of the
research question as it can drive the reporting of outcomes and
avoid any irrelevant data adjacent to the case. The setting of
the selection criteria is critical as the acquiring of the needed
data should be conducted in a concise and scientifically
appropriate manner in order to allow the experts to use only
the particular information relevant to the studied subject.
The contribution of case study demonstration is essential in
participatory planning as it provides a communicative
platform for transferring knowledge from the experts to the
public, allows a quick engagement procedure among
non-experts and can inform the general public on complex
features of scientific attributes.
Further research on the utilization of case studies in urban
planning and mobility field is expected to focus on the
improvement of documentation methods according to the
specific research question. The collection and evaluation of
case studies can vary widely depending on whom they are
addressed to and by whom they are developed. Although there
are good practices in reporting case studies for the
dissemination of research among scientists, little has been
done in developing concise platforms addressing to the wide
public for participatory planning, such as readable and
communicative guides with plenty of visual material,
interactive tools etc. which could be a next step of the current
research paper.
Lastly, the establishment of a common language in
identifying common principles and setting common goals
between specialists in the various subjects of specific thematic
areas (i.e. land use planning, mobility management, urban
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