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IN A NUTSHELL: 
 

Case studies consist of an in-depth analysis of one or more cases, using a variety of methods and 
theoretical approaches. The choice of cases (single or multiple) studied is crucial. Case studies 
are particularly suitable for studying the emergence and processes involved in policy 
implementation and for contributing to theory-based evaluations. 
 
Keywords: Qualitative methods, quantitative methods, mixed methods, case study, theoretical 
approaches, single/multiple cases, empirical triangulation, analytical generalisation 

 
I.  What does this method consist of?  
 
Also used in anthropology, the case study approach has long been used in evaluation, where it is 
considered not as a method but as a research strategy (Yin 2018). By studying a policy in context and 
using multiple lines of evidence, the case study (single or multiple) seeks to answer 'how' and 'why' 
questions from a systems approach and with the support of theoretical approaches. Conducting a case 
study for a public policy evaluation follows a standard evaluation process: planning, drafting the protocol, 
preparing the field, collecting and analysing data, sharing results and making recommendations for policy 
improvement (Gagnon 2012). As with all evaluations, the choice of methods should follow the objectives 
and the evaluation question, not the other way around. A case study may thus mobilise qualitative, 
quantitative and different mixed methods designs (see separate sheet).   
 
The case study strategy is therefore appropriate when organising an evaluation of policy emergence, 
process, relevance or adaptation. It is often mobilised when evaluation teams have little or no control over 
the events and context that influence policy actions. This is often the case outside of experimental 
situations, which are rare in the field of public policy. It is therefore mostly recommended for understanding 
a contemporary, often complex, phenomenon organised in a real context.  
 
The case study approach can be used to explain a public policy, describe it in depth or illustrate a specific 
situation, which can sometimes be original and enlightening for decision-making. The advantage of case 
studies is that they can be adapted to different situations where there are multiple variables of interest 
around a policy. It is also about being able to use multiple sources of data, both quantitative and 
qualitative, which allow for empirical triangulation. The case study strategy allows theoretical propositions 
and the state of scientific knowledge to guide data collection and analysis. It fits perfectly with, but is not 
limited to, theory-based evaluation approaches (see separate sheet).  
 
There are a myriad of proposals for the types of case studies that are possible. Firstly, it is possible to 
use single/single case studies (involving one policy) or multiple case studies (several policies in the same 
organisational context or one policy in different contexts). Secondly, these cases can be studied 
holistically (the policy as a whole) or at different levels of analysis (the dimensions of the policy that the 
intervention theory will have specified or the particular regional contexts). The choice of case studies 
should be heuristic (to learn from the study) and strategic (to have data available within the available 
budget, to answer useful questions). A key criterion for case selection is to have sufficiently relevant 
information to understand the policy in depth and complexity. Case sampling should therefore be explicit, 
rigorous and transparent. The selection of case studies can thus be critical, unique, typical, revealing, 
instrumental, etc. This selection can also be carried out in collaboration between the research and policy 
teams to ensure that the choices are relevant and feasible. The selection can also be based on prior 
quantitative analyses to obtain the starting situation of the cases and, for example, choose cases that are 
very contrasting or very similar in their performance with regard to the policy being analysed. 
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Sometimes it can also be useful to have a diachronic approach in order to produce longitudinal case 
studies. For example, analysing a policy over time can reveal the influences of changes in the context or 
in the strategies of those implementing it, or of those benefiting from it. Starting with cases with similar 
initial conditions and then studying their evolution is referred to as 'racing cases' by Eisenhardt (Gehman 
et al. 2018). 
 
When analysing the data, the case study approach requires, in addition to the usual analyses specific to 
the methods (content analysis, thematic analysis, descriptive or inferential statistics, etc.), to mobilise a 
replication logic. The idea is to compare, in a systematic and rigorous way, the empirical data and the 
theory, be it the theory of the policy intervention or a theoretical or conceptual framework used to 
understand the policy. This process is referred to by Yin as analytical generalisation. When several cases 
support the same theory, it is possible to suggest the presence of a replication logic ( Yin 2010).  
 
Configurations can be heuristic tools for this analysis, whether they are organisational or rooted in critical 
realism (see separate sheet on realistic evaluation). Furthermore, finding similar patterns, or situations, 
in different contexts strengthens the ability to generalise the results of case studies. Yin believes that 
analytical generalisation requires the construction of a very strong case that will be able to withstand the 
challenges of logical analysis. Thus, it is essential to specify this theoretical rationale at the outset of the 
case study, either by mobilising a theory or from the state of the art without it being entirely specific to the 
public policy being analysed. At the beginning of a case study, it is therefore necessary to remain at a 
relatively high conceptual level, at least higher than the policy under study. Secondly, the empirical results 
of the case study must show how they align (or not) with the theoretical argument at the outset. Finally, it 
will be necessary to discuss how this theoretical thinking, based on this particular policy, can also be 
applied to other situations and policies in the particular case study. The fact that, even at the beginning 
of the case study, a counter-argument (rival hypotheses) was also formulated, and that empirical evidence 
was sought during the data collection process (which refutes them), reinforces the validity of this process 
of analytical generalisation. Finally, the power of multiple case studies is that this analytical generalisation 
is strengthened when the results of one case are similar to those of other cases.  
 
Some research teams even propose that case studies can lead to theory-building, especially when 
analysing complex objects such as public policies.  
 

II. How is this methode useful for policy evaluation? 
 

Before deciding to embark on a case study approach, two preliminary questions should be asked which 
will determine the appropriateness of the approach: 

1. Does the phenomenon I am interested in need the case(s) to be understandable? (e.g., Theory-
building case studies) 

2. Does the case(s) represent an empirical window that informs the analysis of the wider 
phenomenon? 
 

Once one or the other has been answered positively, the evaluative questions can be defined: 
 

● Under what real-life conditions can public policy X, piloted in context A, be scaled up in contexts 
B, C, and D? 

● How did the controversy about public policy Y in context B emerge? 

● What are the success factors for the implementation of public policy X in context A? 

● How were public policies Y and Z implemented in context B? 

● Why did public policy X in context A and B fail, while it had positive effects in context C?  
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● Why did public policy X implemented in context A fail, while public policy Y implemented in the 
same context A succeeded? 

● What is it about the characteristics of public policy Z implemented in contexts A, B, and C that 
informs μ theory-building case studies? 

 
The case study can be used at any point in the evaluation process, ex ante (at the time of policy design), 
in itinere (during implementation), or ex post (e.g. to better understand the results produced). 
 

III. An example of the use of this method in Burkina Faso 

 
Simple and multiple longitudinal case studies were mobilised to study a public health financing policy in 
Burkina Faso (Ridde 2021).  
 
The World Bank encouraged the government to test in a dozen districts a modality for financing health 
centres in addition to the state budget. The idea was to organise a performance-based payment system 
in which health centres and health professionals received additional funds based on the achievement of 
activity results. For example, for each delivery performed in the centre with a partographer, they received 
3.2 euros to be shared between the structure and the staff, according to complex procedures and 
indicators. Verification and control processes were organised to ensure the reliability of payment claims. 
To study the emergence of this new policy, we conducted a single case study (focusing on the policy) to 
better understand its origin, ideas, proposed solutions, people who proposed it, power issues, etc. We 
employed a literature review and 14 qualitative in-depth interviews with policy makers, funding agencies 
and experts on the subject. Using an analytical generalisation approach, we compared this emergence to 
understand whether what happened in Burkina Faso was also happening in Benin.  
 
To study the implementation of the policy in Burkina Faso, we then used multiple longitudinal case studies. 
For reasons of time and budget, we selected three districts representing the diversity of situations in which 
the policy was implemented. Then, within each of these districts, we selected six cases from the primary 
health centres (about 30 per district) and one case that was the referral hospital (only one per district). 
The six cases were selected according to the three types of financing strategies that the policy wished to 
test, so two cases per type. We decided to select two cases with the greatest possible contrast within 
each of the three types: one very performant health centre and one not at all. Performance was calculated 
using a quantitative method (time series) on the basis of indicators of health centre attendance in the 
years preceding the policy. This etic analysis (from the external perspective) ranked all the health centres 
according to their order of performance to support case selection. The latter also benefited from the emic 
opinion (from the internal point of view) of local health system managers in order to take into account their 
own perception of the performance of the centres, beyond the quantitative approach which only gives a 
partial view of performance. Thus, for each of the seven cases selected per district (7x3 = 21), we used 
multiple sources of data to understand the challenges of policy implementation: analysis of 
documentation, formal qualitative interviews (between 114 and 215 per district) and informal interviews 
(between 26 and 168 per district), and observations of situations. A data collection grid was also used to 
measure the fidelity of policy implementation. In order to better understand the evolution of policy 
implementation, and in particular adaptations over time, three data collection moments were carried out 
over a 24-month period, thus following the longitudinal multiple case study approach.  
 
Finally, these case studies have also been fruitful in studying, with a qualitative approach and a long 
immersion in the field, the unexpected consequences (positive or negative) of this policy. Although this 
dimension of the evaluation is still too little understood, its implementation in Burkina Faso has shown the 
relevance of this approach (Turcotte-Tremblay et al. 2017). Limiting oneself to the expected effects, which 
is often implied by an extreme focus on the sole theory of intervention developed by the teams that define 
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the policy, reduces the heuristic scope of the evaluation. While successes are essential, challenges may 
also be necessary to improve public policies with the help of case studies.    
For all these approaches, the analysis was carried out in a hybrid manner, both deductive (with respect 
to the intervention theory or a conceptual framework) and inductive (original empirical data). The 
comparison between cases, between districts and between countries allowed for an increase in 
abstraction in an analytical generalisation process.  
 

IV. What are the criteria for judging the quality of the mobilisation of this method? 

 
Judging the quality of a complex approach such as case studies requires a global vision, going beyond 
the specific but essential reflections of the usual methods (quantitative and qualitative). To this end, Yin 
(2018) proposes to study the quality of case studies in terms of four dimensions:  

● Construct validity (studying the expected policy and not something else): using multiple sources 
of evidence, describing and establishing a causal chain, involving stakeholders in the validation 
of the protocol and reports; 

● Internal validity (confidence in results): compare empirical data with each other and with theory, 
construct explanatory logics, account for competing and alternative hypotheses, use logical 
frameworks/theories of intervention; 

● External validity (ability to generalise results): use theories, use the logic of analytical replication; 

● Reliability (for the same case study, the same findings): use a policy study protocol, develop a 
case database. 

 

V. What are the strengths and limitations of this method compared to others? 

 
The main strength of the case study is its ability to ‘incorporate the unique characteristics of each case 
and to examine complex phenomena in their context’, i.e. in real-life conditions (Stiles 2013, 30). 
The case study strategy, due to the abundance and variety of the corpus of data 4eneraliz, and the 
research methods employed (qualitative, quantitative or mixed), most often allows for a rich description 
of the public policy(ies) being evaluated and the contexts of implementation. This is particularly true of 
single case studies, which allow for in-depth analysis. With regard to multiple case studies, the main 
advantage is that it allows for more potential variation, which increases the robustness of the explanation. 
The downside is that these strategies require a significant time commitment. Thus, the sheer volume of 
work can be problematic, especially if the deadlines set by the sponsors are short. In addition, if there are 
several evaluative questions, or a question that invites the linking of implementation issues to outcomes, 
then it may be necessary to consider combining the case study (which may focus on process analysis, 
for example) with another complementary research strategy, such as quasi-experimental approaches (Yin 
and Ridde, 2012). Finally, several biases may arise – the biased choice of case(s), low statistical power 
when conducting quantitative analyses. These biases may erode comparability across cases or contexts. 
The rich justification of the choice of cases (public policies) (Stake 1995) and the description of the 
context(s), as well as the process of analytical 4eneralization, described above, help to reduce the impact 
of these biases. 
 
With regard to theory-building case studies, both advantages and disadvantages of the case study are 
identified (Stiles 2013). The case study strategy here consists of comparing different statements from 
theory with one or more observations. This can be done by describing the few cases in theoretical terms. 
Thus, although each detail can only be observed once, they can be very numerous and therefore useful 
for theory building. However, the same biases mentioned above are likely to occur (biased case selection, 
low statistical power). Confidence in individual statements may be eroded by these biases. On the other 
hand, as many statements are examined – reflecting a variety of contexts and therefore possible 
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variations – the overall strengthening of confidence in the theory may be just as important as in a 
hypothesis testing study. 
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