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What is a Case Study?

• Based on real events, or

• A construction of events that could reasonably 
take place

• Tells a story involving issues or conflicts which 
need to be resolved

• Does not have one obvious solution

• Its content may be complex or simple
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A case study is human story 
that illustrates a difficult 
situation requiring a decision

Experience

Theory

Action



“. . . what engages [participants] most 
in a case is that it tells a story: a good 
case presents an interesting issue and 
promotes empathy with the central 
characters.”

“Teaching with Case Studies,” Speaking of Teaching, Stanford University 
Newsletter on Teaching, Winter 1994, Vol 5 No 2



Some Case Study Types

• Illustrative / Descriptive

• Exploratory (or pilot)

• Collective / Imbedded

• Intrinsic

• Cumulative

• Critical Instance / Problem-Posing

• Instrumental / Evaluative 
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A case study might be used to 
reinforce a Model of CD
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. . .  an Abstract Concept
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. . . a Participatory Approach
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. . . A Tool or Skill (e.g. logic model)
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. . .  or a set of Values
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Case Studies could be used for:

• Community Outreach

• Board Orientation

• Orientation to the Field

• Staff Training

• Volunteer Training

• Skill Building
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Planning a Case Study

• Chose something that is both interesting and 
informative – has lots of dimensions  

• Who is your audience? (layperson, 
professional, specific interests)

• What is your purpose? (describe, inform, 
instruct, explore, evaluate)

• Develop a “Research Question” to focus / 
guide your case 
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How to Build a Case Study

Pre-Case –

Before viewing, reading, or hearing the Case
– Build a context,

– Give participants something to look for or think 
about, or

– Pose an issue to address or a problem to resolve 
• Provide time to write down their responses individually,

• Share in groups (2-3 no more than 4), then

• Report back to the large group, and

• Probe for explanations as they share
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How to Build a Case Study

Reading, viewing, hearing the Case
– Have participants keep a “field notebook” – write 

observations down

Post-Case
– Discuss their observations in groups (2-3, no more than 4),

– Report back to the larger group,

– Ask lots of questions (How? Why? What first? Then what?)

– Draw out the points you want to focus on, 

– Ask more questions 

– Summarize – especially the “big question(s)”
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Sample Case Study

Letter from Mexico
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Sample Case Study

Ciudad Saludable - Albina Ruiz
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Ciudad Saludable (“Healthy Cities”) in Peru 
For use with “New Heroes” DVD 3:1 Power of Enterprise – Albina Ruiz 
 
350,000 people live in Pucalpa, Peru. The city is hot and rainy. In the center of the city 
is a trash dump where people live year round. They live in the garbage. They are 
surrounded by the noise of trucks dumping garbage, bulldozers pushing garbage, the 
smell of rotting garbage, the smoke of burning garbage. Children, elderly persons, 
pregnant women wade through the mountains of trash, garbage, and toxic waste to find 
something to recycle or sell. They have no gloves, many have no shoes. Children tend 
to be underweight and small for their age. Respiratory ailments and stomach problems 
are prevalent.  
 
During the rainy season people come from the agricultural areas to sell their products in 
the Mercado at the port of Pucalpa – open markets. The river is high and the banks are 
steep and muddy. Stall owners and customers throw trash and garbage into the river. 
Animal feces, rotting fruit and vegetables, paper, plastic all go into the river. Flies are a 
constant presence – in the food stalls, on the food, on people. In Perus, 75% of the 
garbage is disposed of informally and improperly.  
 
Carhuaz, Peru is in the mountains. 48,000 inhabitants – a mid-sized city similar to many 
Peruvian cities. The city dumps its garbage directly into the river. Down river people 
wash their clothes, children are bathing, communities are taking their drinking water, 
farmers are taking water for their crops. 
 
You have been called in to consult with a local coalition of organizations that are 
concerned with community livability. Today you are meeting around the table with them 
for the first time.  
 
 
Identify the problems or issues you believe should be addressed: 
 
 
 
 
Identify the possible assets of the community: 
 
 
 
 
What do you want to accomplish? What are one or two end results you want to reach? 
 
 
 
 
Given the issues and the assets what are some steps you might recommend the 
organizations take? What should be done first? Why? 



Watch the Video

Ciudad Saludable - Albina Ruiz
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cwTJr4ORshc
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cwTJr4ORshc
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Ciudad Saludable (“Healthy Cities”) in Peru 
 

“I see many people living in miserable conditions. In order to solve the waste problem 
we create small businesses for collection, transportation, treatment, recycling, and sale. 
What Peruvians need to say is, ‘We can do it.’ And not to think of ourselves as poor 
people waiting for someone to come and fix all our problems or give us something to eat 
for tomorrow. No. we have to say, ‘Damn it, we have the possibility for change.’ Really, 
you can’t separate your job from your life.”                                 --- Albina Ruiz 
 
 
 
Why are these people living near the dump? 
 
 
 
 
“Enterprise is the ability to see a need and fill it in a way that satisfies customers and 
generates profits. Imagine if these profits weren’t just money, but the improvement of 
people’s lives.” What makes this kind of business different from any other? 
 
 
 
 
 
At one point Albina says, “We need to solve this problem, but we need to do it right.” 
What does she mean? What makes her approach successful? 
 
 
 
 
 
Who would imagine that there is “money in garbage” and by tapping it, major change 
might be possible? What other parallels can you think of where what appears like a 
profoundly negative situation can be turned into something positive – that is, in the 
problem itself one might find the solution? 



Sample Case Study

Child Slavery in India - Kailash Satyarthi
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Kailash Satyarthi - Child Slavery in India

A Case posed  in a classroom setting using 
PowerPoint, Flip Chart, Chalkboard, or Handouts
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SAMPLE CASE STUDY



Prior to the Video
• In groups of four participants

• Using a handout, poster, slides etc. – participants 
need to refer to instructions,

• The case set-up is given,

• The problem is posed,

• Participants discuss the problem,

• Each group reports back to the larger group
(following two slides)
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The Context

You are an electrical engineer in India with a promising 
career and discover that powerful, corrupt businesses 
and land-owners have conspired to enslave families to 
work in their factories. The families are kept in remote 
sites and the factories are frequently manned by 
armed guards.

You are especially concerned for the children. They 
have no education and no future. In some cases they 
are second, third, or even fourth generation slaves.
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Slide shown to participants in class



Action

• You decide you must do something.

• How do you frame the issue? i.e. What is the 
problem or problems? 

• What do you do? Why?

• How will what you have chosen to do change 
the circumstances in the short term? 

• In the long term?
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Slide shown to participants in class



Watch the Video
Experience

Theory

Action

Kailash Satyarthi is an 
Indian children's rights and 
education advocate and an 
activist against child labor. 

He founded the Bachpan
Bachao Andolan in 1980 

Won 2014 Nobel Peace 
Prize

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cwTJr4ORshc

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cwTJr4ORshc


Case Study –
Kailash Satyarthi – Discussion Points

[rlw: Discussed in groups of four then open discussion]

• How were the issue(s) framed?

– The immediate? Local?

– The Mid-term? Regional / country?

– The Long-term? Global?

• What action(s) did he take? i.e., how did the 
way the issues were framed dictate what was 
done?
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Slide shown to participants in class



Case Study –
Kailash Satyarthi – Discussion Points

• How were issues and conditions “chained” or 
interconnected?

• What do you consider good practices / best 
practices?

• What might you have done differently?

• What “transferable concepts” of International 
Community Development can you find?

– Good Practice?

– Basic Principles?
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Slide shown to participants in class



Professor’s Random Notes                                  
on the video:

• Not everyone could be saved

• Some will fall back into the same 
circumstances

• Some will be helped out of the same 
circumstance more than once

• The future for the extreme poor (and the 
social outcast) is uncertain

Slide shown to students in class
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Other “lessons” during discussion
• Relationship of Relief & Development
• Labeling Theory
• Democracy – decision-making theory
• Marginalization / Culture shift 
• Power Theory
• Capacity-building
• Framing the Issues – Situation Theory 
• Hazard, Risk, and Resource
• Using local assets (children teaching children, former slaves 

as allies)
• Community Organizing / Planning
• And … ?
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BONUS MATERIAL
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Lots of Possible Formats

• Video clip 

• Take-home assignment

• In-Class handout

• Guest presenter

• Or? 

See Problem-based learning



Facilitators

• Must have specific learning objectives 
(Theory? Skill? Practice? Values?)

• Bridge between theory & concepts to practice

• Assess participants’ ability to apply concepts 
to complex “real world” situations

• Help participants build analytic skills

• Help participants make connections between 
case and learning objectives
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Cautions

• Participants need clear instructions on their 
responsibilities

• Facilitators need to be clear on why a Case 
Study

– On what concepts should participants rely?

– What knowledge, skill, or behavior are you 
attempting to introduce, develop, or assess?
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Basic Guidelines

• Set the atmosphere for animated discussion
• In groups first, then open discussion
• No one is criticized for naïve questions or 

uncertainties
• Recognize the significance of cooperation to

– Analyze the situation
– Make sense of the problem
– Work toward a solution

• Allow freedom to experiment with assumptions 
& conclusions
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Discussion – may be:

1. Abstract - explore problem, sort relevant facts, 
develop logical conclusion
– This is someone else’s problem, 
– Explore it like a neutral observer / researcher,
– Present findings to other participants & facilitator

2. P.O.V. - Take specific role in the case
– Take on perspectives, interests, knowledge of 

character
– Argue for specific actions from characters P.O.V

3. Full involvement
– What would, could, should someone choose to do?
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Discussion – a little advice

• Facilitate don’t dominate
• Ask open-ended questions
• Ask exploratory & relational questions

– Probe for reasoning behind conclusions
– Participants want to jump to solutions – RESIST
– Use good facilitation probes

• List key concerns, concepts, principles on board
• Give immediate positive feedback on comments
• Redirect comments to other Participants for 

evaluation
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Discussion Challenges

• Participants may fear of ambiguity

• Participants may want the instructor to give
– More information

– The “right” answer

– Facts & Truths

• Participants may fear giving inadequate 
solutions

• Participants can take the discussion on 
inappropriate tangents
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Wrapping Up the Discussion

Summarize the discussion:

• Focus on the process of discovery
– Note new ideas, concepts, perspectives generated by 

Participants not on your map

– Reinforce the value of cooperative learning & 
problem-solving

• Focus on content – return to the list of key points
– Make connections between pariticpant discoveries 

and course content – past, current, future

• Get feedback on case discussion process
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