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Overview

In OED, much use is made of the case study. For example, the audits of two water projects in Malawi (World Bank 1997¢)" and five
transportation projects in Thailand (World Bank 1997d) and our study of paddy irrigation and water management in Southeast Asia
(Rice 1997) are essentially all case studies. We use case studies for in-depth consideration of the results of a project or group of
projects or to illustrate given points. Case studies are convincing and capture the reader’s attention. But they are not generalizable; a
case—no matter how well done—cannot tell you whether it is the only such instance or whether the problem (or success) is

widespread.

There is considerable confusion about what is and is not a case study, what is case study methodology, what use can be made of them,

and how they should be written-up for dissemination. This paper attempts to clarify these issues.

Definition of a Case Study

A case study is a method for learning about a complex
instance, based on a comprehensive understanding of
that instance obtained through extensive description

and analysis of that instance taken as a whole and in

its context.

Site visits are generally associated with case studies, but not all
site visits are case studies. We may do site visits to villages in-
country to observe or to utilize other data collection methods,
such as interviews. These site visits, however, do not necessarily
use case study methodology. The case study method involves the
elements of the definition presented above. That is, it entails
comprehensive understanding and extensive description and
analysis of the instance as a whole and in its context.

Types of Case Studies

There are three main categories of case studies—explanatory,
descriptive, and combined methodology. While in real life there
is often overlap among the types, one of the following ap-
proaches will predominate.

Explanatory. The purpose of explanatory case studies, as the

name implies, is to explain the relationships among program

components.

L. Program implementation. This case study investigates
operations, often at several sites, and often normatively.

2. Program effects. This case study examines causality and
usually involves multisite and multimethod assessments.

Descriptive. These studies have a narrower focus than the

explanatory cases. ,

3. Hlustrative. This type of case study is descriptive in character
and is intended to add realism and in-depth examples to
other information about a program, project, or policy.

4. Exploratory. This is also a descriptive case study, but is aimed
at generating hypotheses for later investigation rather than
being illustrative.

5. Critical instance. This examines a single instance of unique
interest or serves as a critical test of an assertion about a
program, project, problem, or strategy.

Combined Methodology

6. Cumulative. This brings together findings from many case
studies to answer an evaluation question, whether descrip-
tive, normative, or cause-and-effect.




Size of the Case Study

We tend to think of a case study as small, but the size of the
instance can vary greatly. Sometimes the case is larger rather
than smaller. For example, a case may be one site within a
project, three sites within a project, one project, a group of
projects, all projects within a sector in a given country, all
projects within a sector across a set of countries, or all projects
within a country. A country may be a case. The question is, what
is the “instance that we want to take as a whole”? The instance
as a whole can be:

+ A site (fishery at Songkla Lake in Thailand)
A function (public sector management)

+ A project (Daxinganling, China Forest Fire Rehabilitation
Project; Indonesia, University Development Project; or
Equatorial Guinea, Technical Assistance Project)

+ A policy (promoting gender equality)

» An office or department (Department of Education)

* An event (Rwanda emergency relief effort)

* A region, nation, or organization (Northwest Brazil, South
Asia and Pacific Region, India, UNESCO)

+ “Nested” units in a large or complex case study (Tunisia,
first through the seventh water supply project, or Malawi,
Country Assistance Review).

The Korea impact evaluation is an example of a case study that
focuses on a region (see box 1).

It is important to note that because an evaluation covers one or a
small number of instances, this does not necessarily make it a
case study. An important part of the definition of case studies is
the phrase: “obtained by extensive description.” If minimal
information was collected on a site with little depth of inquiry, it
would not appropriately be classified as a case study. Field work
or site visits are not in themselves case studies.

The Kingdom of Morocco impact evaluation is an example of a

case study that focuses on a region (see box 2).




The size of the Kenya case study is the city of Nairobi (see box 3).

Methods of Obtaining and Analyzing
Data in Case Studies

We tend to associate case studies with in-depth interviews. Case
studies do involve what methodologists call “thick descriptions”
They tend to be rich, full of information that comes from
multiple data sources, and often from interviews. But multiple
methods can be used, from interviewing to first-hand observa-
tion, to document review.

Growing use of case study protocols to organize the data
collection has been reported (Yin 1997). These protocols are far
broader in scope than a questionnaire, and are particularly
appropriate when multiple evaluators are collaborating on a

number of case studies that are part of the same evaluation.

Greater understanding that case study evidence may be con-

tained in a separate case study database—different from the

actual final case study report—has reportedly also taken hold
(Yin 1997).




Analysis of case study data is generally extensive.! This key
analysis technique used is triangulation. This technique involves
developing the reliability of the findings through multiple data
sources within each type. The validity of the findings, especially
when trying to determine cause and effect, is derived from
agreement among the types of data sources, together with the
systematic ruling-out of alternative explanations and the
explanation of “outlier” results. Examining consistency of
evidence across different types of data sources is a means of
obtaining verification. There are particular strategies for
making such comparisons, such as pattern matching, explana-
tion building, and thematic review, which can be found in
evaluation texts.” They involve techniques such as graphic data
displays, tabulations of event frequencies, and chronological or
time series orderings.

The study on Mongolia’s informal sector merges quantitative and

qualitative data to understand and quantify the explosion of
entrepreneurial activity during Mongolia’s transition to a market
economy (see box 4).

Selecting the Number of Cases
or Instances

The right number of instances or cases to select should be based on
the question that is to be answered. There are three general bases for
selection: convenience, purpose, and probability. Using the wrong
basis for selecting an instance is a fatal error in case study design.
Only rarely will convenience be a sound basis for decisionmaking,
and probability sampling is generally not feasible. Thus, the decision
is usually which variety of purposive site selection is appropriate.




Case Study Methods

%

Extensive or “thick” analysis

Analysis of multiple types of data

sources, such as:
— Interviews with all relevant
persons
— Observations over time
— Participant observation
— Documents
— Archives
— Physical information.

Analysis via triangulation of data Analysis through:
— Pattern matching
— Explanation building

— Thematic review.

Comparison of evidence for
consistency

Analysis through techniques such as:
— Matrix of categories
— Graphic data displays
— Tabulation of event frequencies
— Chronological/time series
ordering.

A few additional words on probability samples are in order. A
probability sample is one in which all members of the popula-
tion have a known and equal chance of being selected. It is the
method of choice for answering questions about how much or
how extensive a problem is in a population. A problem with its
use in case studies is that the laws of probability operate on large
numbers—fewer than 30 instances do not always provide the
generalizability to the population as a whole that probability
samples promise. Some case studies have involved 30 or more
sites selected on a probabilistic basis.

Case Study Types and Site Selection

This section provides a more in-depth look at the case study
types, the evaluation questions they can answer, design features,
potential problems, and relation to site selection.

Explanatory Case Studies

Program Implementation Case Study

In evaluation, we frequently need to know whether programs
and projects are being implemented as intended or designed,
what problems have been encountered, and what adaptations
were made and why. We may want to do such a study when a
given project is failing in order to provide a picture of what
happened over time and what might be learned from the
experience that could be applied to other projects. Or we may
want to look at a project that appears successful in achieving its
desired outcomes, also in order to learn from it and apply the
lessons to other projects. We may want to represent diversity, the
best and/or worst cases, or typical cases.

Program implementation case studies typically use a purposive
sample. The number of cases is dependent on variability across
the sample, and whether generalization is sought. This type of
case study relies heavily on published documents and observa-
tion. Because they generally require multiple sites, training
issues and supervision for quality control become issues.

The involuntary resettlement cases provide rich detail on the
implementation of the World Bank’s policy on involuntary
resettlement (see box 5).

Program Effects Case Study

Case studies are appropriate for determining the effects of programs
or projects and reasons for success or failure. OED does most
impact evaluation case studies for this purpose. The method is often
used in combination with others, such as sample surveys, and there
is a mix of qualitative and quantitative data. Analysis usually
identifies emerging themes. Site selection depends on program
diversity; this method should not be used in cases where there is
great diversity among sites or projects. Its use with the best of
projects, the worst of projects, or a typical project is appropriate.

The case study on small and medium industries in Sri Lanka
studies the effect of Bank lending to small and medium enter-
prises (see box 6).




Selecting the Number of Cases

Convenience

Purpose
Bracketing
Best cases
Worst cases
Cluster
Representative
Typical
Special interest

Probability

s this site selected because it was expedient for data collection purposes? What is happening and why?

What is happening at extremes? What explains such differences?

Whataccounts for an effective instance?

Why isn't it working?

How do different types of instances compare with each other?

In instances chosen to represent important variations, what s the situation like and why?
Inatypical site, what is happening and why?

In this particular circumstance, what is happening and why?

What is happening as a whole and why?




Descriptive Case Studies

The Illustrative Case Study

These case studies primarily describe what is happening and
why, to show what a situation is like. This is especially useful
to help interpret other data that may be available, such as
survey data. OED has many examples of this type of case

study. Its study of structural and sectoral adjustment
(Jayarajah and Branson 1995) sampled and reviewed 99 loan
operations in 42 countries, and provides an annex with case
studies of 5 countries.




Hlustrative case study sites are usually selected as typical or
representative of important variations. They provide the realism
and vividness of anecdotal information. The number is kept
small to help keep the reader’s/user’s interest. Data often include
visual evidence. Reports may use self-contained, separate
narratives or descriptions.

In using the illustrative case study, the challenge is in selecting
the instances. The case or cases should adequately represent the
situation. Where considerable diversity exists, it may not be
possible to select a “typical” site.

The Exploratory Case Study

The exploratory case study is a shortened case study, undertaken
before launching a large-scale investigation. Its function is to
develop the evaluation question, measure, design, and analysis
strategy for the larger study. It is most useful where there is
considerable uncertainty about what the situation is really like.
OED frequently uses such case studies as part of the scoping
work.

The study on the World Bank’s health and nutrition portfolio,
although a large-scale investigation in itself, also explores hypotheses
and methodologies for further investigation of the HNP sector (see
box 7).

Valadez and Bamberger illustrate the potential benefit of
explicitly using case studies in scoping projects (Valadez and
Bamberger 1994, pp. 297-98). They present a study to evaluate
the impacts of one housing project in Cartagena, Colombia, on
household income. A major design issue was to determine how
to define a “household” A descriptive case study investigating
this concept was prepared on a small number of families. The
study concluded that many community residents had different
concepts of the household than did the evaluators.

Site selection for exploratory case studies needs to include one
site that represents each important variation to make a conve-
nience sample acceptable.

The exploratory case study is often used to investigate cause and
effect evaluation questions. It is important in exploratory case
studies not to yield to the temptation to make the exploratory
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work the basic study data collection, even though the data may
seem convincing. Such a procedure is premature and confirms
the investigator’s hypotheses, rather than testing them.

The Critical Instance Case Study

The critical instance case study, one of the more frequently used
types of case studies, examines one or more sites for one of two
purposes. The first is to examine a situation of unique interest.
In such cases, there is little or no interest in generalizability. The
second purpose, used far less often, is when a highly generalized
or universal assertion is being questioned, and we test it through
examining one instance.

The Post-Conflict Resolution case studies are critical instances
of the Bank’s policy on this function (see box 8).

Combined Methodology

The Cumulative Case Study

This method is new to the field, but it is one in which OED is a
pioneer. This application of the case study brings together the
findings from case studies done at different times. Previously
discussed case study methods are cross-sectional—that is, they
collect information from several sites at the same time. In
contrast, the cumulative case study aggregates information from
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several sites collected at different and even extended times. In a
sense, the cumulative case study is similar to an evaluation

synthesis. The study of Irrigation O&M and System Performance
in Southeast Asia exemplifies this type of case study.

In OED applications, our analysis has generally been qualitative.
USAID did an interesting prospective cumulative case study
evaluation. The purpose was to identify input and process
components of economic assistance that could be quantitatively
associated with differences in outcome measures. The method
entailed the specification that a common set of data (both
qualitative and quantitative) be collected over a 5-year period as

projects were initiated, together with a means of coding the data
across the 47 studies eventually completed. The coded results
were analyzed quantitatively (Finsterbush 1984).

Difficulties with conducting cumulative case studies include
inadequate or uncertain quality of original data or its analysis.
In OED and the World Bank we could greatly strengthen our use
of the cumulative case study by developing and using standard
case study protocols. If all case studies of rural health projects,
for example, had a standard core set of questions, we would soon
have an extensive body of knowledge.

12



Participative Evaluation and the Case Study

The process of doing case study evaluations has become more
participative or collaborative (Yin 1989, 1993, 1994,1997). Itis no
longer uncommon for case study evaluators to work closely with
project officials—for example, to help define the questions to be
addressed by the evaluation. Such participation is seen as helping to
strengthen ownership of the project, facilitate the transfer of
evaluation skills and capability, and promote democratic governance
itself (World Bank 1996a).

Reporting or Critiquing the Case Study

We often publish case studies in the form of précis or summaries
of longer reports. What should we look for in the decision to
publish or not to publish? The standards are similar to those for
other kinds of evaluation studies.

1. Are the evaluation questions stated clearly and explicitly? The
questions investigated as well as the underlying issues should
be explicitly presented.
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. Is the case study application clearly described? The case study
should describe the application that was selected (critical
instance, illustrative, or cumulative) and explain why this
application is appropriate for the kind of evaluation ques-
tions that needed to be answered (descriptive, normative, or
cause-and-effect). Where one or more methods other than
the case study are used, the relationship of the case study to
the other methods is clear, appropriate, and well-described.
Was the time span of the study long enough to address the core
issues fairly? A good case study reports how much time the
investigation covered in relation to the history of the instance
or program. This is asking, in other words, if the study is
sufficient “to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
event as a whole”— one of the key parts of the definition of
case studies.

. Is the basis for selecting cases clearly specified? A good case study
presents the rationale for selecting particular cases.

. Are the data collection methods adequately described? 1f an
illustrative or exploratory case study is being undertaken, and
data collection is unstructured, this should be indicated.
When multisite approaches are being used, the actual
protocol for data collection should be available.

. If more than one investigator collected data, are the quality
control procedures described? This would potentially include
the bases for selecting data collectors, training provided, and
the like.

. Are the information sources fully described? A good case
study presents in detail the sources of evidence. Numbers and
positions of people interviewed and extent and nature of
records reviewed and/or situations observed should be
evident. The reader needs to be able to determine from the
information in the case study report how credible the
conclusions are through the appropriateness and complete-
ness of information sources.

. Are database formations and data analysis techniques clear?
Readers need to know how the data were organized and
analyzed. Detail should be available on the steps taken to
reduce and code the data. Analytic procedures such as
triangulation should be explicitly described.

. Are arguments for and against various resolutions of the
evaluation questions presented? If other studies relevant to
the issue are available, their results should be presented and
reconciled with the case study findings. A good case study

discusses how the study findings and conclusions converge or
diverge from other related work. It also specifies any differ-
ences in the interpretation of the evidence among members
of the investigative team or reviewers of the draft report.

10. Are the strengths and weaknesses of the case study identified?
A good case study discusses the strengths and limitations of
the evidence and takes this into account in formulating
conclusions. Generalizations are in line with instance
diversity and the method of selecting the instances.

If we are issuing a précis or other shortened form rather than
the full case study report, the methodology may also be summa-
rized, but it should be given in full in the report. In such cases,
reference should be made to the availability of the complete
description. The particular form of the case study write-up will
depend on the audience and its needs.

Case Studies and Teaching Case Studies:
Critical Differences

Case studies used for teaching purposes have a different struc-
ture than the evaluative case study we have been describing. We
may frequently want to publish case studies or study summaries
so that others can learn and we can add to the body of knowledge
on a given issue, such as resettlement. If the case studies
generally meet the criteria for good case studies presented here,
we should publish these lessons. Teaching case studies go a step
further, however, and are usually a subset of case studies.

Teaching case studies generally try to illuminate a decision or a
set of decisions—why they were taken, how they were taken, and
what led up to them. In most cases, the problem is described,
with much detail, and the class is given the exercise of coming
up with and justifying the decision. The students may then be
given an opportunity to compare that decision with those
actually taken in the case. Seldom, however, is there a single right
Or Wrong answer.

An example is the John E Kennedy School of Government,
Harvard University, case of “The Buenos Aires-Colonia Bridge”
(Case No. C15-97-1400.0):




This case recounts the work of a special Argentina-
Uruguay bi-national commission convened to examine
the economics of a proposed bridge that would link the
two counties. The bridge being considered by commis-
sion officials in the spring of 1996 was to extend 41
kilometers across the River Plata estuary, from Buenos
Aires to the Uruguay City of Colonias. It would be by far
the longest in the world. The case recreates the problem
as faced by the commission, which had to consider
whether it would make financial sense for a private
concessionaire to build and operate the bridge. Specifi-
cally, bridge commission staft had to critique the work
and recommendations of a private consulting firm whose
market projections led it to conclude that the US$1
billion bridge could successfully be financed by tolls of
US$60 per car.

Another case example was developed by the Kennedy School for the
World Bank, “The Problem of Project Assessment in Social Finance:
The Local Initiatives Support Corporation (B)” (Case No. CEI-97-
1396-0).

Public policy cases fall into two main types: “action-forcing” and
“retrospective.” (Kennedy and Scott 1985; Robyn 1986).

*Action-forcing cases try to place the reader into the shoes of a
government official (or group of officials) faced with a
problem requiring action. The bulk of the case is devoted to a
description of the dilemma and the available options for
resolution: at the end, the reader, like the protagonist, is poised
at the moment of decision. The fundamental question here is,
“What would you do in X’s place and why?”

* Retrospective cases tell the whole story—up to and beyond
the decision point, and including some account of the
consequences. In this instance, the basic question is “What
do you think of what X has done, and why?”

Criteria for selecting teaching case studies. Having a good
and exciting case study is only the first precondition for trying to
turn it into a teaching case study. Key questions that need to be
answered are:

* What problem is being illustrated?

* What are the underlying issues?

+ Who is the target audience?
+ What are the specific objectives for them?
+ What is the specific decision that needs to be made?

As Dorothy Robyn has pointed out, teaching cases should be
brief, of general applicability, conflict-provoking, and decision-
forcing (Robyn 1986). Regarding the last two points in particular,
she notes:

Conflict-provoking. Controversy is the essence of a good case
discussion: it engages students; it forces them to think
through and defend their position; and it demonstrates to
them that while there are generally no right answers, there
are certain questions that are essential to ask.

Decision-forcing. Controversy, even in success stories,
generally collects around decision points. Many—
perhaps most—teachers find that all else being equal, a
case works better if it leaves those decisions unre-
solved—that is, if it presents a choice or decision that
confronts a manager or analyst without revealing what
the protagonist did and the consequences of that action.
This principle applies both to cases that are written
prospectively and those that are retrospective.

How to write cases. Producing the teaching case study is a
special skill, and there are professionals who specialize in this.
There are also those—not necessarily those producing the study,
who specialize in the teaching of the case study. Those who are
good at producing them are not necessarily good teachers, and
vice versa. Kennedy and Scott cite five basic steps for writing
case studies (Kennedy and Scott 1985):

1. Develop the situation or problem. The most important element in
researching cases quickly, effectively, and economically is having
a clear notion of what the case is for. Ideally, this means having a
strong sense of the particular teaching points the case is intended
to support and how it fits into the curriculum. In order to ensure
realism and relevance, ideas for case studies should originate
from real problems: as outcomes of investments in health and
nutrition, growth of free enterprise in Southeast Asia, post-
conflict resolution, and the like.

2. Research the case. Case research usually proceeds in two
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“

distinct stages after a topic is chosen: library work, followed

by interviews. The library stage is an opportunity to learn

quickly and cheaply. The interview stage is an opportunity
for the now informed writer to learn, from the case’s principal
actors, the details of the story that are particularly relevant to
the case’s focus, the actors” own insights into and reflections
on their significance, and the anecdotes that color, spice, and
illuminate what might otherwise be dry, dusty history.

Write the case. Cases vary in length and level of difficulty;

there are no absolute guidelines. It is advisable to adhere to

the following principles when writing a case:’

» Objectivity: do not analyze and do not editorialize.

+ Disguise. This may be necessary to preserve confidential-
ity or to synthesize a single case from several projects, but
disguise only when necessary.

+ Worksheets are helpful in the early stages of the course
but should not be included later, when students need to
provide their own structure.

+ Exhibits, statistical data, and other relevant information
can be included in the body of the text or in appendixes.

» Extraneous material. Some needs to be included in order
to force participants to distinguish between relevant and
irrelevant information.

+ Leader’s guide. It may include material that is not
essential to the case, such as the reason the project was
selected and a statement of teaching objectives.

« Pre-testing. Have someone unfamiliar with the material
review it to make sure that it is understandable to a cold
reader.

Develop questions, and in some situations activities, to

support the case. Typical case study questions include

(Sullivan and Ruyle 1997):

+ What is the problem?

+ What are the most significant aspects and effects of the
problem?

+ What is the root cause of the problem?

+ How could this problem have been avoided?

+ How can it be corrected?

+ What can be done to ensure the problem does not recur?

Develop thorough instructions for the case study. These

instructions can be developed by answering a series of

questions (Sullivan and Ruyle 1997):

+ Will learners work on the case individually or in small
groups?

» Will there be a group discussion during a training session,

or will learners receive feedback individually?

* Will the assignment be completed during the training

session or will learners complete it outside of class?

+ Will the learners simply report answers, or will a more

formal presentation with supporting media be required?

+ Will each group have the same case, or will different

problems be tackled by difterent groups?

+ Will learners require reference materials to complete the

assignment?

» Will additional research be required, or will learners have

all the necessary information to answer all the questions?

How to teach cases. In a typical group instruction format, a
case 1s presented to learners who work individually or in small
groups to analyze it and answer a series of related questions. The
questions are usually open-ended and have more than one
correct solution. The work in small groups is followed by class
discussion led by the instructor. Austin suggests that the
discussion leader include the following categories of questions
(Austin 1993).

Information seeking: These are the “who, what, when, where”
questions that elicit factual responses that can highlight
certain particularly relevant pieces of information and
ensure a common data base.

Analytical: These “why and how” questions provoke
diagnostic, causal, and interpretive thinking, which is often
central to achieving mental skill-building objectives.
Challenge: These are “why” questions to force students to
extend and deepen their analyses by giving supporting
statements or by responding to counterarguments.

Action: These “what would you do when, how, and why”
questions press the students into making decisions and
dealing with implementation processes.

Hypothetical: These “what if” questions allow you to create
new situations that force the students to extend their
thinking under different assumptions; this is a way to go
beyond certain factual or information gaps in a case.
Predictive: These “what will happen” questions force
students to plunge into uncertainty and to substantiate their
forecasts. These may be helpful when the instructor knows
what actually happened and wishes to reveal that after the
students have given their prediction, thereby enabling a
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comparative discussion.

* Generalization: These “what general lessons” questions push
the student into a more abstract level of cognitive reason-
ing, which is often particularly helpful to achieving knowl-
edge-enhancement objectives dealing with
conceptualization.

The instructor needs to develop a plan that includes the topics to
be covered and a set of questions. Every detail in the case can be
used as evidence in a class debate, so the essence of the
instructor’s preparation task is contingency planning: analyzing
the case for all its possible interpretations (Maister 1981).

Case Study Workshops

OED will sponsor workshops on writing and teaching case
studies and will invite network representatives and other World
Bank personnel to increase the use of teaching case studies in
the dissemination of its work and lessons learned.




Endnotes

This paper has borrowed liberally from the United States General Accounting Office publication, Case Study Evaluations, Transfer
Paper 10.1.9, November 1990. The authors are indebted to Lois-Ellin Datta, the author of the publication. This book is in the
public domain.

1. Yin 1989 contains excellent sections, replete with examples, of case study protocols and means of analyzing case study data.
2. See, for example, Miles and Huberman 1994 for extensive, easy-to-read, within-case and cross-case analysis techniques.

3. Most of the following points are taken from Cohen 1978.
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