Evaluation of case studies

Advantages Weaknesses

» The method offers rich, in-depth » Itis difficult to generalise from

data so information that may be individual cases as each one has
overlooked using other methods is unique characteristics.
likely to be identified.

» (an be used to investigate
instances of human behaviour and
experience that are rare, for example
Investigating cases of children
locked in a room through childhood
to see what effects such disruption
of attachment has on emotional
development. It would not be
ethical to generate such conditions

THE CASE OF CLIVE WEARING

One of the difficulties with a case study is that it concerns a unique
case and therefore generalisations should be made with caution.
The conclusions drawn from the study of HM have, however, been
confirmed by another case study. Baddeley (1990) described the
same symptoms in a British man, Clive Wearing, who contracted a
viral infection which attacked his brain, damaging the hippocampus
and associated areas. Like HM, Wearing lost all his ability to transfer
memories from STM (or working memory) to LTM. He remembers
some aspects of his life before the infection, but not others. For
example, he knows that he has children from an earlier marriage,
but cannot remember their names. He recognises his second wife,
Deborah, and greets her joyously every time they meet, believing

KEY TERM -

Case study A research
method that involves a
detailed study of a single
individual, institution or
event. Case studies provide
atich record of human
experience but are hard to
generalise from.
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memory-and the workings of the brain.

+ Itis often necessary to use
recollection of past events as
part of the case history and such
evidence may be unreliable.

» Researchers may lack objectivity
as they get to know the case,
or because theoretical bias may
lead them to overlook aspects of
the findings.

; , experimentally. » There are important ethical

| he has not seen her in years, even though she may have just left Thp | .y e issues such a‘; confidentiality —

THE CASE OF PHINEAS GAGE the room to fetch a glass of water. Like HM his procedural memory ' fa(etgg"(‘sneg ;"Sttm?éo?nocorgggzt many cases are easily identifiable
. . Dr William Scoville was 's intact ~ he had been a conductor and pianist, working for the with experiments where many ?ﬁ;?aucsti gttlfgflwg:quien 4
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blasting rock with gunpowder. He wou't ith sand simply as Henry M or HM. On his sixteenth birthday HM experience has only just recovered consciousness. In his diary, page after page e on VALIDITY i)
S et s coverghidyna;ﬂ f| i:v 7 inches his first severe epileptic fit. For the next few years these fits became o
and insert a tamping iron which was 3 fe

long. This was then hammered into the hole to

. pack down the gunpowder, only on one occasion
he forgot to put in the sand, and as soon as he
hammered the tamping iron it exploded, driving

the tamping iron right through his skull. It went

in under his left cheek bone and completely

out through the top of his head. Not o.nly did he
survive, but he was able to speak, dgsp.lte massive
bleeding and substantial loss of brain tissue. After a
short spell in hospital he went back to work, and.he
lived for a further 12 years. Some years after hg died,
his body was exhumed (along with the tamping
iron which he had he kept) and his skull placed on

display at Harvard University.
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progressively more debilitating and uqcontrollable by me icatio .h 2 It is difficult to make generalisations to
Scoville believed that HM's epilepsy might be cured by removing the O3 HA:Now tamrreatlycompietely aWaKe: the wider population from a case study of
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problem: v(\j/gstn llect ?emained intact but he had lost some of HM's disabilities may have been due to his epilebsy
p_ersonallty.anf i ethee ten years prior to the operation (anterograde Without causing deliberate damage to a normal '
nis IO 0t 4 he lost the ability to form any new long- brain (which would be unethical) we cannot claim
DR 1) Mqre oiki s d y'amnesia) For many years he reported that to demonstrate a causal relationship between
term memoggs (re;t;cggrae ; - ]95?;. After 3 while he realised this was specific cognitive functions and brain areas
his age wa; . ?jn ssi>r/1 the answer. He happily reread magazines Second, just because an area of the brain (such
pesuin tn? . t Hg couldn't memorise lists of words or recal as the hipp’ocampus) is associated with an inability
. nof 5 O| l?wte:isef Hee didn't remember that his mother had died 1o Create new long-term memories doesn't mean
faces of people he rold him. he mourned all over again. that part of the brain is responsible. It may be that
and every time t ely O derstood: ‘Right now, 'm wondering, have | the hippocampus acts as a relay station and thus
doni,\grosgli)évaangyttjﬁi?\; r;meigss? YoQ se?e, at this’ moment everyth‘ing looks damage to the hippocampus hés an effect. So we
clear to me, but what happened just before? That's what worries me. cannot demonstrate with certainty that one area of
it's like waking from a dream! (Hilts, 1995) the brain is the causal component.

HM's loss was psychology’s gain. For the next 50 years he was However, on the plus side, such case studies

. . : occasion, | ) | es
v payclhgloglsts 5 ,\QleTr g‘sgsgtﬁi?ﬁci)fnhg?gmembered A (live Wearing and his wife, Deborah, who divorced him after he developed do provide additional evidence to support existing
when he arrived at the lab, a researc

He said he didn't, but as he said it, his amnesia but decided she couldn’t live without him and they have remarried. Kexperimental studies. 7
the way to the testing rooms. He sal , D , IS
body t&/rned in the right direction (Hilts, 1995). This suggests that his oy

memory for skills (procedural memory) was intact but his memory for \E'_A,w 417 Two videos of Clive Wearing at www.learner.org/resources/series150.html# RESEARCH METHODS Qs No.3.22

the events of life (episodic memory) was not, supporting the distinction
m 1 Consider your understanding of the topic of

between different types of long-term memory (see page 25).
memory after reading this spread. In what
In contrast to HM and Clive Wearing, KF's brain damage (from a

HM also provided some interesting evidence in relation to STM: It Hrtw/‘
was asked to estimate time he seemed to be able to do so for a maximu way has the information here enhanced your
understanding?
motorcycle accident) left him with normal long-term recall but variable -
problems with short-term memory. He has a digit span of one (i.e.

of 20 seconds, which fits with the estimates given by Peterson and
2 Why do you think there are so many case
when given a string of 20 numbers to recall in sequence he usually can
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A Phineas’ skull on display and an artist’s impfession of how
the tamping iron would have passed through his head.

Phineas Gage was able to function.fairly normally,
showing that people can live despite the Ios; of large
amounts of brain matter. However, the ’accndent .
did have a significant effect on Phineas personality.
Before the accident he was hard-working,
responsible, and popular, whereas afterwards he
became restless and indecisive and swore a lot.

Ethical issues

Peterson concerning the duration of short-term memaory (see page 20).
studies related to memory?
If HM had no memory for things that happened to him, how could

This case was impgrtant in the development of
brain surgery because it showed that parts of the

brain could be removed without having a fatal effect.

Thus surgeons started to remove brain tumours,
no longer fearful that this would cause a patients
death. Phineas'injury also suggestgd that damage
to the frontal lobe leads to personality changes. This
may have influenced the development of frontal
lobotomies — a form of psychosurgery to @sconnect
the frontal lobes from the rest of the brain.
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he have given his consent for psychologists to stgdy him? H|e dlq not
understand what was being done to him (which included e ecTnc
shocks) or who was doing it. Pschologists need to ask themselves

yether the means justify the ends. . |
Whthrl\]/\ehimseif (Wh(i is szl alive) adopts a philosophical stance on his
problems: It does get me upset, but | always say to myself, what IS 10
be is to be. ...what | keep thinking is that posmbly.l had an operation.
And somehow the memory is gone... it isnt worrisome.... to me,h g
because | know that if they ever performed an operation on me, they
learn from it. It would help others.

only remember one of them). This suggests he has almost no short-
term recall. These deficits support the muiti-store model because they
show that STM and LTM are separate.

However, other of KF's deficit support the working memory model.
If KF is given a paired associates task (he is given time to learn pairs of
unrelated words such as‘nail’and ‘map; and later prompted with the
first word and asked to recall the second), KF's performance is only
slightly poorer than normal control participants. This shows that only
some areas of his STM are damaged. In addition KF does better on
short-term recall tasks if material is presented visually than when it is
presented auditorally, which again fits the working memory model.

3 Describe what research methods were likely to
be used in the case studies described on this
spread.

4 Suggest two advantages of using case studies

rather than experiments to collect data about
memory.

Suggest two limitations.
A hospital is interested to find out why some
patients with head injuries recover faster than

others. Why would you recommend using a
case study and how would you do it?
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