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Myths, Misconceptions, and Missed Opportunity:
Single-Case Designs and Counseling Psychology

John P. Galassi and Tracey L. Gersh

The status of single-case designs in counseling psychology is reviewed. Also, reasons for the
underuse of these designs by counseling psychologists are discussed. Finally, potential contribu-
tions (a) in research linking process and outcome, (b) in group counseling, (c) across a variety of
theoretical approaches, and (d) to evaluation and quality assurance in clinical practice are
described.

In their recent book, Research Design in Counseling, Hep-
pner, Kivlighan, and Wampold (1992) stressed the value of
programmatic counseling research built on paradigmatic di-
versity. Such an approach recognizes that all research meth-
odologies have both strengths and limitations. Accordingly,
Heppner et al. viewed the knowledge base as being best ad-
vanced when multiple approaches to knowledge are pursued
for a particular phenomenon. A combination of investigatory
approaches provides a potentially more comprehensive view
of a counseling phenomenon than is afforded by knowledge
derived from a single research paradigm. However, research
in counseling psychology, influenced by psychology in gen-
eral, has relied on and evolved almost exclusively from a
single tradition, the quantitative research approach, with its
emphasis on between-group comparisons, large-sample de-
signs, and statistical analyses of data.

Despite repeated calls for methodological diversity (e.g.,
Gelso, 1979; Harmon, 1988; G. S. Howard, 1984; Polking-
horne, 1984; Scherman & Doan, 1985), counseling psy-
chology has been notably slow to embrace paradigmatic
diversity in research methods (Polkinghorne, 1991).
Among the relatively unheeded methodologies is the
single-case design, which involves intensive, systematic,
repeated, and multiple assessments of an individual client,
dyad, or group, often under controlled or manipulated con-
ditions, to investigate relationships among variables. In
this article, we review the status of single-case methods in
counseling psychology and outline their potential contribu-
tions to research and practice.

Counseling psychology, a field that reveres the individual
(G. S. Howard, 1992), virtually eschews single-case designs,
a research methodology that is explicitly intended for study-
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ing the individual. This assertion is both a fundamental con-
tradiction for the specialty and a major premise of this article.
But is there anything to this assertion other than mere rheto-
ric? The answer is an unequivocal yes; supporting data are
available from two sources: counseling psychology publi-
cation practices and training practices.

With respect to publication practices, we compared, in a
previous study (Galassi & Gersh, 1991), the types of de-
signs used in studies published in two major journals: the
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis (JABA), the princi-
pal and most prestigious outlet for single-case research,
and the Journal of Counseling Psychology (JCP), the most
prestigious counseling psychology research journal. A re-
view of the 1989 issues of JABA revealed 35 data-based
studies. Of these, 31 (89%) were single-case experiments,
and the multiple baseline design was used most frequently.
In contrast, over a 10-year period (1980-1989), 668 data-
based studies were published in JCP, of which only 21
(3%) could be characterized as being conducted, at least in
part, from a single-case perspective. Furthermore, only 1
of these 21 studies used an experimental, multiple baseline
design. Thus, 10 years of research in JCP failed to yield
the number of single-case studies that appeared in 1 year
of research published in JABA. In short, single-case de-
signs, as evidenced by JCP publication practices, hardly
constitute a major part of the research procedures routinely
used by counseling psychologists.

A Survey of Training Practices
and Single-Case Designs

The indifference to single-case methods is also evident in
the research training practices of counseling psychology pro-
grams. We (Galassi & Gersh, 1992) surveyed the training
directors of 59 counseling psychology programs accredited
by the American Psychological Association (listed in the
December 1991 issue of the American Psychologist) with
respect to training in single-case research methods. In this
survey, the training directors were instructed to consider the
terms single-case research, single-subject designs, time-
series designs, intensive designs, and N = 1 research as syn-
onyms. Replies were received from 49 directors, an 83%
return rate.
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The results were quite consistent. In general, an over-
whelming majority of the programs did not provide students
with sufficient instruction to use these designs. Moreover,
virtually no hands-on experience with these methods was
provided, and a substantial percentage of programs even pro-
scribed their use in dissertation research.

With respect to training, only 9 programs (18%) devoted
a substantial portion (at least one quarter) of one course to
these methods, and only 1 program (2%) reported having a
required course or the majority of a required course de-
voted to single-case designs. Thirty-nine programs (79.6%)
indicated that they spent 1 or 2 weeks of class time on
these methods, and 29 programs (59%) expected that stu-
dents would read about them sometime during their gradu-
ate studies. Thus, training in single-case methods almost
appears to be an afterthought for most counseling psychol-
ogy programs.

With respect to hands-on exposure, only 3 training direc-
tors (6%) reported that students were required to complete
single-case research projects during graduate study. More-
over, they estimated that only 4.4% of the previous 20 dis-
sertations completed by students in their programs involved
single-case methods. Finally, and perhaps of most interest, 13
training directors (26.5%) reported that single-case methods
were unacceptable for dissertation research. Once again, this
indifference toward—and even overt opposition to—
research methods designed to study the individual by a spe-
cialty that is so committed to the individual is both surprising
and ironic.

How can counseling psychology's indifference to single-
case research methods be explained? Our (Galassi & Gersh,
1992) training director survey identified some of the more
likely explanations, and these warrant brief consideration.
Training directors who indicated that relatively little em-
phasis was given to these designs (i.e., no more than 1 or 2
weeks of class time) were asked to check off several pos-
sible reasons or to provide their own explanations for this
state of affairs. By far the most common explanation (en-
dorsed by 22 directors) was that faculty lacked expertise in
these methods.

It is not especially surprising that faculty tend to teach
students what they, in turn, have been taught; however, other
explanations provided by training directors may suggest why
faculties have not been better educated in these methods.
Moreover, these explanations pinpoint key myths and mis-
conceptions that surround such designs. For example, 13 di-
rectors indicated that faculty view single-case methodology
as less scientifically valid than other types of methodologies.
Another explanation (endorsed by 18 directors) was that
single-case methods are limited in applicability (primarily to
behavioral counseling approaches). Other explanations,
many of which exemplify the myths and misconceptions al-
ready mentioned, included the following: Research methods
are taught by statistics faculty who are hostile or uninformed
in regard to single-case designs or who do not believe they
are important; such designs compete for time with other
methodologies, and no particular research methodology is
taught in depth; faculty are not interested; and single-case
methods receive about the right amount of coverage.

Addressing Myths and Misconceptions

Are single-case designs applicable only to behavioral
counseling approaches? In this regard, designs such as the
withdrawal (e.g., A-B-A, A-B-A-B, B-A-B, and B-A-B-A)
design are usually cited. In a withdrawal design, data are
typically collected first during a baseline or nonintervention
(A) phase, and then an intervention (B) phase is introduced
and data continue to be collected. If the data collected during
the intervention phase change in the desired direction, then
a nonintervention (second A) phase is introduced, which, in
turn, is often followed by a second intervention (B) phase.
If desired change occurs only when the intervention is in-
troduced and deterioration or deceleration of positive change
occurs when the nonintervention phase is reintroduced, then
intervention is depicted as having "caused" the change. Such
designs have been criticized as being well suited only to
behavioral interventions in which rapid changes in behavior
can reasonably be expected to follow the introduction and
withdrawal of an intervention. Although this design and other
single-case methods have been applied most often by be-
haviorists and appear suited to many behavioral problems,
they are not limited to behavioral applications (Kazdin,
1980). For example, the nonbehavioral possibilities of a
withdrawal design were demonstrated by Truax and Carkhuff
(1965) in research on client-centered therapy. Truax and
Carkhuff used a B-A-B design to determine the effects of
alternating high (B) and low (A) therapeutic core conditions
on depth of self-exploration with 3 clients. Results suggested
that depth of interpersonal exploration varied in the expected
directions as a function of manipulation of therapist core
conditions.

Moreover, several single-case designs neither are associ-
ated with nor favor a behavioral orientation. For example,
McCullough (1984a, 1984b; McCullough & Carr, 1987) de-
scribed the stage process design, which is intended for use
in investigating cognitive or nonoperant (nonbehavioral)
phenomena and avoids a variety of operant (behavioral) as-
sumptions (e.g., the dependent variable must be stable before
treatment is introduced, the dependent variable must be de-
monstrably influenced by the presence or absence of the in-
dependent variable, and treatment changes must be demon-
strated by rapid changes in the dependent variable soon after
treatment has been introduced). Using a series of stages, the
design tracks the extent to which a client learns a set of
cognitive or other skills needed to resolve a problem and the
extent to which the implementation of these skills generalizes
to a predicted set of changes in cognitive, emotional, or be-
havioral symptoms suggested by the Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of Mental Disorders (3rd ed., rev.; American
Psychiatric Association, 1987) for that particular problem.
Each stage is characterized by a set of client performance task
criteria and a set of therapist stage rules that represent a type
of lesson plan for counselor functioning in that stage.
Progress to the next stage of the design is predicated on the
client acquiring the prerequisite cognitive or other skills of
the previous stage.

In another single-case approach—one that borrows
heavily from a more qualitative research tradition—Gordon
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and Shontz (1990a, 1990b) described representative case re-
search (RCR). RCR draws heavily on personology, which
emphasizes the meanings rather than the mechanisms of hu-
man actions. Instead of attempting to explain behavior, it
focuses on comprehending people in all their complexity. In
RCR, individuals are chosen carefully and examined one at
a time to determine how each experiences or manages an
important set of circumstances, events, or decisions. Each
person is considered to be a co-investigator (an expert con-
sultant who knows about the topic of interest), and the re-
search undertaking is a collaborative one. A research super-
visor and advisors assist with the management of the research
process, research decisions, and data interpretation. The re-
search is carried out in cycles, with all data interpretations
being repeatedly submitted to the co-investigator for clari-
fication and comment. Several types of data are collected,
which allows for different levels of interpretation. Among the
types of data collected are critical incidents, personality tests,
and dreams and artwork that permit interpretations on idio-
graphic (unique), normative (general), and universal levels,
respectively. Gordon and Shontz (1990b) viewed the meth-
odology as well suited to uncovering (depth or insight-ori-
ented) approaches to counseling. For example, they (Gordon
& Shontz, 1990a) illustrated how the design was used to
investigate changes in the life themes and perceptual world
of a client who tested positively for the acquired immuno-
deficiency syndrome (AIDS).

Are single-case designs and methods less scientifically
valid than other types of research methodologies? Although
threats to the validity of single-case methods have been dis-
cussed extensively elsewhere (e.g., Kazdin, 1982; Tawney &
Gast, 1984; Yin, 1989), such threats remain an issue. It is
commonly (and wrongly) assumed that generalizability of
results or external validity is much more likely for large-
sample research, because of the large and varied number of
subjects included in the sample (for a discussion of gener-
alizability from large samples and single experiments, see
Barlow & Hersen, 1984; Edgington, 1966; Yin, 1989), than
for single-case research. In single-case research, replication
is the key to demonstrating generalizability. Replication in-
volves producing studies with clearly and carefully specified
treatment and measurement procedures as well as detailed
descriptions of client characteristics. Barlow and Hersen
(1984) described three types of replication: (a) direct (rep-
licating the same procedures with several additional clients),
(b) systematic (changing the variables of interest [e.g., set-
tings and disorders] in subsequent studies), and (c) clinical
(testing treatment packages with clients presenting similar
behavioral-emotional problems). Whereas direct replication
addresses the reliability of findings or internal validity, sys-
tematic and clinical replications are concerned with gener-
alizability or external validity. "In terms of external validity
or generality of findings, a series of single-case designs in
similar clients in which the original experiment is directly
replicated three or four times can far surpass the experimental
group/no treatment control group" (Barlow & Hersen, 1984,
p. 57). This assertion is based on characteristics of single-
case methodology, such as repeated assessment and treat-
ment design flexibility, that provide considerably more in-

formation than between-group research about variability in
individual client responsiveness to treatment.

Another methodological concern that may have contrib-
uted to the view that single-case approaches are less scien-
tifically valid is the issue of multiple treatment interference.
When an individual client is given multiple treatments or a
single treatment with multiple elements, how can the effects
of the different treatments be disentangled, and are the effects
of one treatment different in the presence of another treat-
ment than in its absence? Although an extended discussion
of this issue is beyond the scope of this article (see Barlow,
Hayes, & Nelson, 1984; Tawney & Gast, 1984), replication
with other clients using alternative treatment sequences or
the use of an alternating treatment design in which treatments
are randomly and rapidly alternated in a between-series com-
parison with the same client represent two common ways in
which this concern has been addressed. Moreover, with re-
spect to the alternating treatment design, Barlow and Hersen
(1984) asserted that it "provides one of the most elegant
controls . . . for ruling out rival hypotheses in accounting for
the difference between the two treatments" (p. 252).

Thus, apart from past socialization, there is really no basis
for the belief that single-case methods are less scientifically
valid than other types of methodologies. Kazdin (1980) has
summarized research indicating that design does not provide
an open window to uncovering a phenomenon but contrib-
utes to the findings itself. For example, within experimental
psychology, results have differed depending on whether an
independent variable is studied between groups or within
participants. Thus, a more functional belief is that there are
a variety of alternative modes of investigation, each with a
unique set of advantages and limitations (Heppner et al.,
1992; Polkinghorne, 1991; Yin, 1989). The most important
considerations are the effective matching of research meth-
ods with the problem to be investigated, given the existing
knowledge base at a particular point in time (Gelso et al.,
1988; Heppner et al., 1992), and the scientifically rigorous
application of those methods (Yin, 1989).

Missed Opportunity

In our estimation, counseling psychology's indifference to
single-case methods has resulted in a significant cost to the
specialty: the squandered opportunity to effectively imple-
ment a scientist-practitioner model of professional function-
ing. A clear trend has emerged in the employment patterns
of psychologists in recent years. It consists of a marked in-
crease in the percentage of psychologists employed in prac-
titioner and service roles coupled with a decline in the per-
centage who are employed in research and academic
positions (A. Howard et al., 1986). Similarly, it is apparent
from the annual surveys conducted by the Council of Coun-
seling Psychology Training Programs (e.g., Cameron,
Galassi, Birk, & Waggener, 1989; Tracey & Anderson, 1992)
that the vast majority of counseling psychology graduates are
likely to be employed in practitioner positions.

Although this trend toward employment in practitioner
roles has escalated, the dominant training model in both
counseling psychology and professional psychology in gen-
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eral continues to be a scientist-practitioner rather than a prac-
titioner model. In fact, the strength of the commitment to the
scientist-practitioner model or to the integration of science
and practice seems to have intensified, as reflected by recent
statements of professional conferences and organizations in-
cluding the Georgia Conference on Counseling Psychology
(Meara et al., 1988), the National Conference on Scientist-
Practitioner Education and Training for the Professional
Practice of Psychology (1990; Moses, 1990b), and the Na-
tional Council of Schools of Professional Psychology (Mo-
ses, 1990a). Inherent in the scientist-practitioner model is the
assumption that psychologists will contribute to both the gen-
eration and application of psychological knowledge. The re-
sponsibility of psychologists to generate knowledge is even
formalized in the preamble of the recent revision of the
American Psychological Association's (1992) Ethical Prin-
ciples of Psychologists and Code of Conduct: " Psychologists
work to develop a valid and reliable body of scientific knowl-
edge based on research" (p. 1599). At the same time, it has
long been recognized (e.g., Carkhuff, 1968) that most psy-
chologists, especially those employed exclusively in prac-
titioner settings (Barrom, Shadish, & Montgomery, 1988),
will produce little or no research. Moreover, many of these
professionals perceive the methods and the results of current
research in counseling and psychotherapy to be incompatible
with or irrelevant to clinical practice (Cohen, Sargent, &
Sechrest, 1986; Heppner & Anderson, 1985; Morrow-
Bradley & Elliott, 1986). Perhaps this is one of the reasons
why the National Conference on Scientist-Practitioner Edu-
cation and Training adopted a broader view of the scientist-
practitioner model. The Conference asserted that practi-
tioners who conduct no research but reflect a scientific
attitude toward their work, as demonstrated by hypothesis
testing and critical thinking with individual clients and skep-
ticism about psychological interventions, exemplify the
scientist-practitioner tradition (Moses, 1990b). Although a
scientific approach to practice is certainly desirable, another
interpretation of this assertion is of a tacit admission that it
is unrealistic to expect practitioners to play an active research
role in the knowledge-generation process. Apart from the
time demands of the service role, the requirements of tra-
ditional research methods in counseling and psychotherapy
(e.g., large sample sizes and control groups) make research
and even evaluation impractical, and probably, impossible,
for the typical practitioner.

Given the commitment to the scientist-practitioner model,
coupled with the incompatibility of traditional research
methods in clinical practice, does counseling psychology
simply accede to this modified version of the scientist-
practitioner role (i.e., scientific practice only) and concede
that a knowledge-generating role is unrealistic for the prac-
titioner? Our position is that single-case designs represent
one of the few research methodologies (e.g., Barlow et al.,
1984) that could be useful and practical to the majority of
future graduates, who we hope will make positive contri-
butions to both the scientific basis of the field and to scientific
and accountable practice. A number of the advantages of
single-case designs, such as not withholding treatments from
groups of individuals, make them more compatible with the

realities of clinical practice than are the between-group re-
search methods that have been much more frequently applied
in counseling and psychotherapy.

Potential Contributions and Applications of
Single-Case Methods

One of the major advantages of single-case designs is their
widespread applicability. They can be used for hypothesis
generation as well as hypothesis-testing purposes, in out-
come as well as process research, with a single participant
or an extremely large number of participants, across a wide
spectrum of theoretical approaches, in personal counseling as
well as career counseling, for accountability and evaluation
as well as research purposes, and in group counseling and
family therapy as well as in individual counseling. Our pur-
pose of this section is to briefly illustrate a few of these uses.

As demonstrated by Tracey (1983), the associational (A-B)
design can be applied regardless of a counselor's theoretical
orientation and can serve a useful hypothesis-generation
function. In the Tracey illustration, an outcome variable con-
sisted of tracking client study time before a counseling in-
tervention (A), during the intervention (B), and at follow-up.
The process variables included counselor interpretation (a
desired but nonbehavioral type of intervention) and coun-
selor questions (a less desirable intervention), as well as cli-
ent introspection, which was presumed to be related to client
study time. In the illustration, positive relationships among
amount of study time, client introspection, and counselor
interpretation, as well as an inverse relationship between
these variables and counselor questions, were in evidence.
Thus, the design served an important hypothesis-generating
function in suggesting that an increase in counselor inter-
pretations and a decrease in counselor questions are asso-
ciated with an increase in client introspection and study time.
Whether an increase in counselor interpretation coupled with
a decrease in counselor questions actually caused the desired
client changes can subsequently be investigated with either
single-case or between-subjects designs in which these vari-
ables are systematically manipulated. Thus, simple A-B de-
signs, which can be used to simultaneously track counseling
outcome with covariations in client and counselor process
variables, can play an important role in generating hypoth-
eses in counseling and psychotherapy research.

Stringing together simple A-B designs (with different du-
rations of the baseline, or A phase, for different clients) into
a multiple baseline design would permit the hypotheses gen-
erated in the preceding paragraph to be tested experimentally.
Thus, if a counselor had 3 available clients, baseline data on
counselor questions, counselor interpretations, client intro-
spection, and client study time could be taken on each client.
After a presumably stable baseline for all 3 clients, counselor
interpretations could be increased with 1 client while base-
line conditions remained in operation for the others. If the
intervention resulted in a stable increase in client introspec-
tion for the client who received the intervention but no
changes for the others, the intervention would then be imple-
mented with the second client while baseline was continued
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for the third client, and so forth. Thus, a multiple baseline
design across clients would be used to test the hypothesis that
an increase in counselor interpretations results in an increase
in client introspection and a change in the outcome variable.
Of course, the hypothesis that a decrease in counselor ques-
tions was the important variable, or a third hypothesis—that
both an increase in interpretations and a decrease in questions
were required for change—could also have been tested.

Even a case study (the most basic of single-case designs),
when coupled with repeated measurement and statistical pro-
cedures for the analysis of sequences of behavior, can play
an important hypothesis-generating and hypothesis-testing
role in research linking counseling process and outcome. For
example, Wampold and Kim (1989) reanalyzed data col-
lected by Hill, Carter, and O'Farrell (1983) for a single coun-
seling dyad. The authors tested hypotheses about (a) the ef-
fects of particular nonbehavioral counseling interventions
(e.g., confrontation vs. minimal encouragers) on client sto-
rytelling (description) and experiencing, (b) the effects of
specific client behaviors such as description on counselor use
of minimal encouragers and confrontation, (c) the simulta-
neous bidirectional effects of behavior (e.g., counselor mini-
mal encouragers on client descriptions and client descrip-
tions on counselor minimal encouragers), (d) whether client
verbal behavior was more predictable from counselor verbal
behavior or vice versa, and (e) the extent to which particular
sequences of counselor-client verbal behavior were associ-
ated with an outcome measure of counseling session satis-
faction. Of course, the generalizability of these findings
would need to be assessed by replicating the results with
other counseling dyads. Another example of the potential of
multiple case study data coupled with sequential analytic
procedures was provided by Reandeau and Wampold (1991),
who studied power and involvement in high and low
working-alliance dyads using these procedures.

As mentioned earlier, single-case procedures are not lim-
ited to research with one or even a few individuals but have
been applied with noncounseling interventions involving
thousands or even a million individuals (McSweeny, 1978;
Schnelle, Kirchner, McNees, & Lawler, 1975). With respect
to counseling applications, the advantages of single-case
methods have been discussed for research on group coun-
seling (Cetingok & Hirayama, 1983; Robison, Morran, &
Hulse-Killacky, 1989) and the evaluation of family therapy
(Cross, 1984). An example of single-case methods in group
research is illustrative. Jauquet (cited in Heppner et al., 1992)
used a randomized A-B design to examine the effects of an
"agenda-go-round" exercise on group cohesion and member
involvement. The exercise (B phase) or its absence (A phase)
was randomly assigned to group sessions. Cohesion was
rated by the members on self-report instruments (the engaged
and avoiding scales of a group climate questionnaire); in-
volvement was rated from videotapes by observers. Data for
the sessions were analyzed in a 2 (agenda exercise vs. no
exercise) X 2 (session preceded by an exercise vs. session
not preceded by an exercise) design. Results revealed no
main effects on the cohesion measures; however, there was
a significant interaction effect. Non-agenda-go-round ses-
sions that followed agenda-go-round sessions were rated by

the group members as more engaged and less avoidant than
any of the other combinations, suggesting that the periodic
use of the exercise may enhance members' perceptions of
group cohesion.

In addition to the various applications of single-case de-
signs already discussed, this methodology can address im-
portant questions relevant to cultural diversity, alternative
life-styles, people who are physically challenged, and other
diverse groups or research areas in which the usual large
sample sizes required for traditional between-group research
methods are frequently unavailable. Also, given the limited
ability of group designs for investigating individual vari-
ability, single-case methods, as illustrated previously by Gor-
don and Shontz (1990a) with an AIDS patient, offer a viable
alternative for studying individual characteristics and unique
patterns of functioning. Thus, the use of single-case meth-
odologies has been discussed in terms of answering research
questions relative to working with people with severe handi-
caps (Kratochwill & Williams, 1988), gifted children
(Foster, 1986), elderly people (Cetingok & Hirayama, 1983),
and the deaf (Bullis & Anderson, 1986).

In addition to their application as a research tool, single-
case methods can play an important role in evaluation and
quality assurance in clinical practice (Nuehring & Pascone,
1986). These methods provide a flexible approach to ac-
countability through their ability to chronicle client changes.
At a minimum, these changes can be shown to covary with
the implementation of clinical interventions. Such a docu-
mentation of client change involves the practitioner in a sci-
entific approach to assessing the results of practice. A few
examples illustrate this point.

With minimal disruption to clinical practice and regardless
of theoretical orientation, a major step toward greater ac-
countability by counseling psychology practitioners could be
taken if simple A-B designs with short-term follow-up (i.e.,
6 months) were routinely applied with clients. In most in-
stances of current clinical practice, an initial assessment
using standardized self-report and other types of measures is
typically undertaken with a client before treatment com-
mences. Relatively little inconvenience and expense is in-
volved in readministering some of these measures periodi-
cally throughout the contact with the client and then again at
a follow-up point. For example, a counseling psychologist
working with a depressed client could administer a global
measure such as the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck,
Ward, Mendelsohn, Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961), coupled with
a self-report measure of dysfunctional thoughts, every few
weeks during contact with a client and at follow-up. At a
minimum, the repeated assessments provide the psychologist
with an indication of how depression and dysfunctional
thoughts covary with the presence of counseling and whether
the changes endure after the counseling relationship has been
terminated. Of course, the results do not indicate whether the
changes are attributable to counseling, but they do provide
suggestive evidence. Kazdin (1981, 1991) has noted that,
under some circumstances, such designs can even provide a
relatively strong basis for attributing change to a specific
therapeutic intervention. Finally, when these data are col-
lected over time along with other client information (e.g.,
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demographic or personality characteristics), they can elicit
speculation by the scientist-practitioner about the differen-
tial effectiveness of his or her interventions with particular
types of depressed clients or about the need for interventions
to help particular clients maintain their changes once coun-
seling has terminated. Unfortunately, collection of self-report
and other forms of data currently continues to be the ex-
ception rather than the norm because evaluation of clinical
practice tends to be sporadic and unsystematic.

The accountability function of single-case designs is cer-
tainly not limited to personal counseling. Hinkle (1992), for
example, discussed the potential of these designs for evalu-
ating the effects of computer-assisted career guidance inter-
ventions, and Holahan and Galassi (1986) demonstrated their
applicability in supervision accountability. In the latter ex-
ample, data from a multiple baseline design across behaviors
demonstrated that a specific supervisory intervention, which
consisted of a counselor and supervisor monitoring a 4-min
segment of counselor behavior coupled with supervisor re-
inforcement, resulted in a decrease in counselor questions
and an increase in counselor reflections. In turn, these coun-
selor changes resulted in an increase in client feeling state-
ments and total statements. Moreover, counselor and client
changes were maintained at follow-up.

Conclusion

Single-case designs are by no means a panacea for research
and evaluation in counseling psychology. As is true for any
research methodology, they have limitations. As mentioned
previously, providing more than one treatment to clients may
result in carryover effects or multiple treatment interference,
which can create difficulties in investigating questions about
interactions. Similarly, single-case designs are not particu-
larly well suited for answering questions about whether a
treated group performed significantly better than an un-
treated group. Nevertheless, single-case designs constitute an
important but overlooked tool for research and evaluation in
counseling psychology. They are extremely flexible and can
help provide answers to questions about process, outcome,
and accountability in clinical practice and supervision. These
designs are also applicable to research with special popula-
tions in which large numbers of participants are not available;
they fit well with the realities of clinical practice; and they
hold promise for enabling the practitioner to become a prac-
ticing scientist. In counseling psychology, a lack of knowl-
edge of these designs and a few misconceptions have pri-
marily prevented their greater use. It is time to give these
designs their due.
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