CASE STUDIES AND
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for civil society

Case studies or stories of change are often used as alternatives or supplements to quantitative reporting.
They may be generated for many different purposes. When used for monitoring and evaluation it is
important to ensure that they are generated and used properly. Case studies or stories of change can be
used on their own, but can also be used as part of a wider methodology.

Some changes brought about through social development
are straightforward to understand and measure, and it is
often possible to use quantitative indicators to capture
change. However, some kinds of change may be too
complex to measure directly. In these situations case
studies or stories of change are often used as alternatives
or supplements to quantitative reporting. They are believed
to be more capable of describing the “richness and
complexity of individual, organisational or societal change”
(CDRA 2001).

A case study is a descriptive piece of work that aims to
provide in-depth information on a development
intervention. It is often based on information acquired
through one or more of the tools described in this section
of the M&E Universe, such as interviews or observation. A
case study can be developed before, during or after a
project or programme.

Case studies often focus on people (e.g. individuals,
households, communities). But they can also focus on any
other unit of analysis such as locations, organisations,
policies or the environment. The possibilities are endless.
Case studies are usually written, but can also be presented
as photographs, drawings or videos. In some circumstances
case studies have been presented as songs or dramas.
There is no fixed size for a written case study. A case study
can vary in length between a few lines of text and an entire
book.

Stories of change are similar to case studies. However, they
are always focused on change. Stories of change usually
attempt to show how a project or programme has
contributed to change within the lives of its targeted
beneficiaries, or to other forms of change such as policy or
organisational change. This means a story of change is not
normally developed until after a project or programme has
started, whereas a case study may be developed at any
point.

Testimonials are another type of narrative. A testimonial is
a written or recorded narrative of an individual’s
experience of a situation. Testimonials are different from
case studies or stories or change. They are an attempt to
see a situation purely from the point of view of the person
providing the testimonial. However, the terms ‘case study’,
‘story of change’ and ‘testimonial’ are not always used
consistently within social development.

Case studies and stories of change
within M&E

Case studies or stories of change may be generated for
many different purposes. Case studies can be used before a
project or programme begins as part of a situational
analysis, or as part of a project or programme design
process. Case studies or stories of change may be used
during a project or programme for marketing, publicity or
fundraising purposes. They may be used to communicate
specific concepts or ideas to different stakeholders. And
they may be used to make reports to donors or
governments more readable — to show the ‘human face’
behind statistics and broad statements.

All of these are valid reasons for developing a case study or
story of change. However, when used within monitoring
and evaluation (M&E) there is a need to ensure rigour —
both in how the case study or story of change is generated
and how it is used.

Many different tools and methodologies can be used to
generate a case study or story of change. Ideally, more than
one method should be used, and any information produced
should then be cross-checked and compared in order to
help generate an accurate case study or story of change
that reflects the reality of the situation.

At the same time, if it is to be useful for M&E purposes,

there needs to be rigour in how a case study or story of

change is used. Case studies or stories of change may be
used in isolation, or they may be used as part of a wider
methodology.

Case studies and stories of change
used in isolation

Sometimes a case study or story of change is used in
isolation. In this case it is always important to identify the
type of case study and communicate this clearly to the
audience. There are many ways of categorising case studies
used for M&E. These include the following:

= Best cases are often used to showcase the biggest or
most important changes to which a project or
programme has contributed. CSOs routinely use ‘best
case’ studies or stories of change in marketing and
communications materials.
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= Typical or representative cases can be useful in
describing the typical effect that projects or
programmes have on people, communities or
organisations. For example, if a project helps support a
hundred households a detailed representative case
study showing changes in one household can be used
to communicate the estimated overall change across
all the households.

= Jllustrative cases may be used to illustrate a key point
or message. Within M&E, they are often used to
provide more in-depth information in support of a
particular finding, lesson or conclusion.

= Comparative cases are used to compare two or more
different situations or to compare change across
different households, communities or organisations.
They may be used to help explain why change occurred
in one place but not in another, or to explore the
implications of different interventions.

= Learning cases are used to communicate significant
learning that can be used to help improve performance
in the future, either within the project or programme
that generated the case study, or more widely.

Multiple case studies and stories of
change

Although case studies or stories of change may be used on
their own, it is also common to develop and present a set
of cases, chosen according to particular criteria. In
qualitative analysis this is known as purposeful sampling,
which means selecting cases that are most useful for
answering specific questions. There are many criteria that
can be used for purposeful sampling. For example (see
Roche (1999), adapted from Patton (1990)).

= Unusual, extreme, or deviant cases are chosen
because they are unusual. They can be useful in
understanding cases which seem to break the rules.
They may be used to explain why certain people or
organisations seem to achieve particularly good or bad
results.

=  Homogenous cases can be used to explore a number of
cases covering a particular group or sub-group in-
depth. Homogenous sampling is often used to examine
changes within a group or sub-group separately from
changes in a wider population.

= (Criterion sampling is used to investigate a set of cases
that meet certain criteria, such as households headed
by women, or girls attending secondary education.
These cases can then be used to examine a particular
issue or question in further depth.

One method used to generate multiple case studies in
certain situations is called snowballing. As the name
implies, snowballing involves starting off with a few cases
(or even a single case) and then selecting others based on
initial findings. This method is most useful when there is
not enough information available to make a valid selection
of cases at the start of a study, or where the selection of

cases depends on having a greater understanding of the
situation.

There are many other criteria that can be used to select
case studies or stories of change. These are described
further in the M&E Universe paper on sampling.

All the different types of case described above are valid,
and all have their uses. But the audience for a case study,
or set of case studies, needs to understand what they
represent. For instance, it is not useful (or honest) to
develop a best-case story and then portray it as typical or
representative. Nor is it useful to develop a story based on
an unusual or deviant case and then attempt to apply any
learning generated from the story more widely. Failure to
explain what a case study represents, or how it fits in with a
wider portfolio of work, is probably the most common
mistake made by M&E practitioners.

Wider methodologies for case
studies and stories of change

There is an increasing trend for multiple case studies or
stories of change to be analysed and disseminated together
to help build up a complex picture of change (see diagram).
There are several different methodologies that can help do
this. Some of these are described below.
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= Most Significant Change (MSC) is a participatory M&E
technique that involves the development of stories of
significant change that have resulted from a project or
programme. In MSC, stories are purposefully chosen
because they are rich in information. MSC also contains
protocols for verifying and analysing stories (Davies
and Dart 2005).
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Qualitative Comparative Assessment (QCA) is a
learning methodology that enables analysis across a
portfolio of cases. It involves developing consistent
criteria (headings) for a number of cases (anywhere
between 10 and 100) and then using computer
software to analyse patterns. These patterns are then
used to suggest combinations of circumstances that
can bring about a desired outcome or set of outcomes.

A tracer or longitudinal study is a series of case studies
conducted at different points in time. Tracer studies
are designed to record information on individuals,
households, communities or organisations at discrete
time intervals in order to see how change evolves.

Using case studies or stories of change within an approved
methodology for data collection and analysis allows the
best of both worlds. The full, descriptive power of cases can
be used whilst at the same time the methodology allows
wider trends and lessons to be identified.

The content of a case study or story
of change

The content of a case study or story of change depends on
the purpose. Some generic headings that might be useful in
different circumstances are shown below. But these should
be adapted to the particular context and purpose.

Content of a case study or story of change

Introduction:
e The title or headline of the case study / story of change
e The purpose of the case study / story of change

e  The key messages coming out of the case study / story of change
e  The type of case study or story of change (e.g. best case, illustrative, comparative)

The situation:

e  The situation prior to the activity or change being described

e The particular challenges faced by the relevant project, programme or organisation
e  The people, organisation(s) or situation(s) that were affected (or might be affected) by the project or programme
e  What the project or programme is (or was) trying to achieve, and what actions are being taken (or have been taken) to

achieve it

The change(s):
e  The change(s) that have been realised (if any)

e  Whether they were planned or unplanned; positive or negative

e  The tangible and demonstrable changes that have taken place in people’s lives

e  Key changes that were expected to occur but have not

e  The evidence that shows what changes (if any) have occurred

Analysis:

e  The significance of the changes (or activities carried out)
The potential long-term implications (for people’s lives, organisations, policies etc.)
An indication of how sustainable any changes are likely to be

The key factors that made the changes happen

Lessons and recommendations:

An analysis of how any change was attributable to the work of a project, programme or organisation
An indication of what other factors/efforts may also have influenced the changes

e  Changes in intervention design that might be made (or might have been made) to improve matters
e Lessons for other organisations working in similar areas or sectors of work

Other:

e  Photographs that could help show the activities carried out or changes realised
e  Video or other media links that could be embedded into the case study
e  Direct quotes or testimonials that could help add emotional context or bring the case study / story of change to life
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Strengths and weaknesses

Case studies and stories of change have many strengths. At
their best they consist of rich descriptions of change,
generated through thorough and robust processes of data
collection and analysis. They can show deep and complex
change in a way that simple statistics cannot. They can
describe complex change within institutions, processes,
programmes, policies and events. And they can be both
descriptive and explanatory — covering both how and why
change has happened.

But case studies and stories of change are also amongst the
most misused tools in M&E. This may be because:

e cases are not selected properly, or it is not clear
how they were selected;

e issues of bias or attribution are not dealt with
properly;

e cases are used inappropriately — for example,
seeking to apply wider lessons from cases dealing
with unusual circumstances;

e the person generating the case study or story of
change lacks the skills or abilities to generate high-
quality information or communicate a case
properly; or

e information is taken from stakeholders at face
value and is not properly validated.

In summary, case studies and stories of change are used in
many different contexts and for many purposes. However,

for case studies to be useful in an M&E context a few key
conditions need to be met.

Firstly, the cases need to be rigorous in terms of data
collection and presentation. This means the information
they contain needs to be balanced and as truthful and
accurate as possible. Secondly, if cases are used in isolation
it needs to be clear what the case is trying to represent,
and this needs to be communicated to the audience.
Thirdly, if developed as part of a portfolio of cases then the
methodology needs to be applied properly, appropriately
and transparently.

“A good case study or story of
change, if used proberly, canv
enhance any MEE system. Yet
case studies remain the most
misused tool withinw MGE.”

The unfortunate reality is that case studies are often
developed and used for public relations or marketing
purposes, and the same ‘best case’ stories are used again
and again. There is nothing wrong with this. But case
studies or stories of change designed for this purpose
should not be confused with case studies or stories of
change generated and used for genuine M&E purposes.

Further reading and resources

Further papers in the M&E Universe explain some of the methodologies that can be used to generate and analyse multiple case
studies across a portfolio. To access these papers directly, click on the relevant links below.

@ Most significant change
@ Qualitative comparative analysis @ Case-based evaluation
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INTRAC is a specialist capacity building institution for organisations involved in international relief
and development. Since 1992, INTRAC has contributed significantly to the body of knowledge on
monitoring and evaluation. Our approach to M&E is practical and founded on core principles. We
encourage appropriate M&E, based on understanding what works in different contexts, and we work
with people to develop their own M&E approaches and tools, based on their needs.
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