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Rethinking Case Study Research

Comparative case studies are an effective qualitative tool for researching the 
impact of policy and practice in various fields of social research, including 
education. Developed in response to the inadequacy of traditional case study 
approaches, comparative case studies are highly effective because of their 
ability to synthesize information across time and space. In Rethinking Case 
Study Research: A Comparative Approach, the authors describe, explain, and 
illustrate the horizontal, vertical, and transversal axes of comparative case 
studies in order to help readers develop their own comparative case study 
research designs. In six concise chapters, two experts employ geographically 
distinct case studies—from Tanzania to Guatemala to the U.S.—to show 
how this innovative approach applies to the operation of policy and practice 
across multiple social fields. With examples and activities from anthropology, 
development studies, and policy studies, this volume is written for researchers, 
especially graduate students, in the fields of education and the interpretive 
social sciences.

Lesley Bartlett is Professor in the Department of Educational Policy Studies 
and a faculty affiliate with the Department of Anthropology and the 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison, USA.

Frances Vavrus is Professor in the Department of Organizational Leadership, 
Policy, and Development and a faculty affiliate at the Interdisciplinary Center 
for the Study of Global Change at the University of Minnesota, USA.
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1 Follow the Inquiry
An Introduction

In his 2004 article “What is a case study and what is it good for?,” political 
scientist John Gerring noted that, though case studies continue to be used 
widely, researchers “have difficulty articulating what it is that they are doing, 
methodologically speaking. The case study survives in a curious methodological 
limbo” (p. 341, emphasis ours). In this book, we respond to that widespread 
methodological limbo by introducing a promising approach for critical, 
comparative research—the comparative case study approach—that attends 
simultaneously to global, national, and local dimensions of case-based 
research. We contend that new approaches are necessitated by conceptual 
shifts in the social sciences, specifically in relation to culture, context, space, 
place, and comparison itself.

The comparative case study approach—which we will refer to by the acro-
nym CCS throughout this book—is particularly well-suited to social research 
about practice and policy. By practice, we mean to signal studies that consider 
how social actors, with diverse motives, intentions, and levels of influence, 
work in tandem with and/or in response to social forces to routinely pro-
duce the social and cultural worlds in which they live (Ortner, 1984; see also 
Giddens, 1984; Bourdieu, 1977; de Certeau, 1984). Some practices are widely 
shared, such as assessing children’s academic competence through written 
examinations; others, such as the marking of a marriage or a death, can be 
quite specific to a place and time. Practices are never isolated. Social actors 
adopt and develop practices in relation to other groups—sometimes to distin-
guish themselves, and sometimes to declare (or aspire to) group membership. 
Further, practices always develop in relation to broader political, social, cul-
tural, and economic environments.

This conceptualization of practice extends to our approach to policy, an 
area of scholarship that is increasingly recognized as vital to understanding 
how contemporary social life is regulated and governed. It is essential to note 
from the outset that the CCS approach engages an expansive definition of 
“policy as practice” (Shore & Wright, 1997; Levinson & Sutton, 2001). While 
some approaches to policy studies adopt an instrumentalist stance to inves-
tigate ‘what works,’ a sociocultural approach understands policy as a deeply 
political process of cultural production engaged in and shaped by social actors 
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2 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

in disparate locations who exert incongruent amounts of influence over the 
design, implementation, and evaluation of policy. These actors differ in their 
authority to “(1) define what is problematic; (2) shape interpretations and 
means of how problems should be resolved; and (3) determine to what vision 
of the future change efforts should be directed” (Hamann & Rosen, 2011,  
p. 462). These three points highlight how sociocultural approaches to policy-
as-practice attend to the political contestations that shape the policy cycle.

Although theoretical advances have been made by scholars who conceptu-
alize policy as a set of social practices of actors across locations, methodological 
clarity as to how one might explore the formation and appropriation of poli-
cies across multiple sites and scales has heretofore been limited. Further, there 
is heightened attention today to the influence of non-governmental actors in 
the formation of state and national policy, from Wall Street (Ho, 2009) and 
the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC)—the “public-private 
partnership” between legislators and corporations responsible for controver-
sial laws across many states (Scola, 2012)—to social movements like the Black 
Lives Matter campaign and international organizations that run the gamut 
from Amnesty International to the World Bank (Goldman, 2006). However, 
it has proven challenging for many researchers to conduct analyses of policy 
and practice at these scales while also attending to how policies unfold in par-
ticular communities. The CCS approach that we offer in this book argues for 
multi-scalar research to address these challenges.

A sociocultural lens for looking at policy as practice requires attention 
to both policy formation and policy implementation as cultural and social 
processes. Policy formation results in “a normative cultural discourse with 
positive and negative sanctions, that is, a set of statements about how things 
should or must be done, with corresponding inducements or punishments” 
(Levinson, Sutton, & Winstead, 2009, p. 770); in other words, policy pro-
foundly shapes our view of the world, how different actors should behave 
in it, and what the consequences should be if rules are not followed. Yet 
formal, written policies encode selective representations of social groups 
and exclude many of their struggles in ways that have serious consequences 
regarding who is held responsible for social ills, such as mass incarceration 
or low levels of literacy; policy authorizes certain social actors to define 
problems and solutions, thereby shaping public discourses in ways that often 
prove stubbornly resistant to change (Ball, 1994). Policy implementation 
occurs through a complex process of appropriation, during which social 
actors interpret and selectively implement policies, thereby adapting ideas 
and discourses developed in a different place and potentially at a different 
historical moment and harnessing them for their own purposes. This notion 
of policy appropriation as cultural and social production is founded upon 
practice theory (e.g., Bourdieu, 1977, 1990), which is known for arguing 
against structure/agency dichotomies in favor of attention to the moment 
when both are mutually constituted through social practice (Levinson 
et  al., 2009). Thus, rather than reproducing a structure/agency divide, as 
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 3

some have argued (Robertson, 2012), the CCS approach we are proposing  
examines how structures are culturally produced in what anthropologist 
Anna Tsing called the “friction” of social practice (Tsing, 2005).

In our initial conceptualization, we dubbed this approach a “vertical case 
study,” and the term has gained traction in our principal field of compara-
tive education (Vavrus & Bartlett, 2006, 2009, 2013; Bartlett & Vavrus, 
2014). However, our decade of reflection and writing has made clear the 
value of identifying three axes, not only one, in comparative research—the 
vertical, the horizontal, and the transversal. What we aim for in renaming 
this approach is akin to what anthropologist Ulf Hannerz dubbed “studying 
through” (2006, p. 24). The horizontal axis compares how similar poli-
cies unfold in distinct locations that are socially produced (Massey, 2005) and 
“complexly connected” (Tsing, 2005, p. 6). The vertical axis insists on simul-
taneous attention to and across scales (see also Bray & Thomas, 1995; Nespor, 
2004, 1997). The transversal comparison historically situates the processes 
or relations under consideration. Each of these axes is developed in depth 
and illustrated with examples in subsequent chapters. We seek to show how 
social research, including but not limited to policy research, would benefit 
from attention across these three axes.

An extended example of the axes of the CCS approach may be helpful at 
this early juncture. Figure 1.1 represents a study we conducted with American 
and Tanzanian colleagues regarding the impact on Tanzanian teachers’ prac-
tice of the global push toward learner-centered pedagogy (LCP), an approach 
to teaching in which students are actively engaged in meaningful and con-
structive learning in the classroom as opposed to listening to lectures and 
memorizing factual information (Vavrus & Bartlett, 2013). During the past 
few decades, LCP has been heavily promoted by international education and 

Figure 1.1  Comparative Case Study Approach to Learner-Centered Pedagogy in 
Tanzania.

International

National

“Local” — Heads,
Teachers, Parents,

Students,
Communities

National Exams

School 1 School 4 School 5 School 6

Change Over TimeChange Over Time

World Bank, UNESCO

National Curriculum;
Language Policy

School 2 School 3
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4 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

development organizations for various reasons, including its assumed benefits 
for cognitive growth, self-efficacy and empowerment, and democratization 
and the development of civil society (Schweisfurth, 2013). Since the mid 
2000s, it has also been partially adopted by the Tanzanian government in its 
education policies and curricula.

Illustrating the transversal axis, our study examined the ways in which 
LCP, a specific approach to teaching and learning popularized in the temporal 
and cultural context of the United States and the UK in the 1970s (Cuban, 
1993; Ravitch, 1983), has been taken up, simplified, and spread globally. In 
that process, learner-centered pedagogy diffused very particular understand-
ings of teaching and learning that rely upon culturally-specific notions of 
individualism, competition, cooperation, and authority and presume certain 
material conditions in schools and classrooms (see also Vavrus & Bartlett, 
2012). Emphasizing change over time, we examined how the government of 
Tanzania has incorporated this perspective on teaching and learning into its 
education policies over the past 50 years. We used discourse analysis (discussed 
further in Chapter 4) to trace the gradual incorporation of global ways of fram-
ing learning in national educational policies, beginning in the Education for 
All era of the 1990s.

A careful vertical analysis across scales is also important to the type of 
case study approach we propose. We emphasize the importance of examining 
policy formation and appropriation across micro-, meso-, and macro-levels. 
In Teaching in Tension, we documented consequential tensions that influ-
enced the appropriation of learner-centered pedagogy. External donor 
funding supported Tanzanian curricular projects, which incorporated 
heavy doses of LCP (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014). Around this time, donors, 
and especially the World Bank, also emphasized the importance of rigor-
ous, standardized testing to measure educational quality and hold teachers 
accountable, leading to a significant contradiction when assessment spe-
cialists within the National Examination Council of Tanzania continued 
to devise high-stakes exams that captured rote memorization more than 
critical thinking. Because the tests had serious consequences for student 
advancement to secondary school and college, for teachers who may receive 
“motivation” money if their students perform well, and for schools (espe-
cially private schools) whose existence may depend on the high scores that 
attract new families and their tuition fees, the tests paradoxically encour-
aged methods that emphasize the memorization of factual information 
rather than learner-centered pedagogical approaches. This tendency was 
compounded by the breadth of the exams, which cover four years of infor-
mation for seven or more subjects, making the acquisition of both core 
knowledge and higher-order thinking skills a great challenge. Thus, the 
curricular and assessment arms of the Ministry of Education and Vocational 
Training were in conflict, and actors located in international and national 
organizations had a great influence over the policies and curricular materials 
available to educators.
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 5

The larger study also made use of horizontal comparisons across six high 
schools in two adjacent regions in Tanzania to demonstrate the significant 
impact of transnational institutions and social movements on the mate-
rial conditions of local schools and on the organizational dynamics within 
them. For instance, teachers at the school funded by an American non-profit 
organization enjoyed extensive professional development in learner-centered 
pedagogy, a life skills program for students, a sizable library with materials for 
developing inquiry-based projects, and relative material wealth as reflected 
in the availability of books, handouts, paper, photocopiers, and Internet 
access. These factors influenced the shape and tenor of the appropriation 
of LCP at that school, as observed by the research team and reported by 
its teachers. In contrast, the Catholic and Anglican schools, affiliated with 
powerful and quite hierarchical transnational institutions, presented a mark-
edly different context within which to develop the more egalitarian relations 
between teachers and students that are implicit in LCP. For example,  
one teacher at a Catholic school complained that there were constraints on 
teachers organizing debates among students on topics of concern and inter-
est to students, such as prostitution or HIV/AIDS. In religiously-affiliated 
schools, teachers’ appropriations of the educational policies promoted by 
international institutions and embedded in national curricula were heavily 
influenced by religious notions of propriety, including gender norms.

More broadly, the horizontal comparison across these six high schools 
demonstrated how different material and ideological contexts affected the 
appropriation of learner-centered pedagogy within one country. According to 
the Tanzanian teachers who participated in the study, LCP is simply more 
difficult to implement in schools with overcrowded classrooms, few books to 
share among many students, limited poster board for making teaching aids, and 
even notebook paper to enhance group or pair work (Vavrus & Bartlett, 2013).

Finally, a horizontal comparison reminds us that policy is also made locally, 
and that teachers are key actors in educational policy appropriation: they 
interpret, negotiate, and revise policies on assessment, curriculum content, 
pedagogical methods, and language of instruction in the classroom (see, e.g., 
Menken & García, 2010). Our study, for instance, compared how teachers 
at six secondary schools struggled to implement a competency-based curricu-
lum when the high-stakes, national exams continued to emphasize the recall 
of facts. Further, the project documented how teachers creatively enacted 
language policy, influenced by their own biographies as language learners 
as well as the social and material conditions in their schools and surround-
ing communities. Officially, at the time, secondary school teachers were 
required to teach and assess in English; however, this policy interfered with 
the implementation of learner-centered pedagogy because the latter demands 
greater English oral fluency in the language than many students (and quite 
a few teachers) possess (see Webb & Mkongo, 2013). Teachers commented 
frequently on the contradictory pressures created for them by the language, 
curricular, and assessment policies.
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6 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

We hope it is clear from this example that the three axes of a comparative 
case study are mutually imbricated. For example, in comparing horizontally 
across schools and the teachers in them, we considered individual teachers’  
biographies; in comparing vertically, we looked at how the relationship 
between international donors and the Tanzanian state differentially affected 
local schools; and, running through the entire project was the transversal axis 
of learner-centered pedagogy and how its growing prominence in Tanzanian 
education policy over time has shaped teachers’ biographies and has been 
shaped by donor–state relationships. Though we extricate the axes in subse-
quent chapters for purposes of explaining and illustrating them, it is essential 
to note the extent to which they can and do overlap.

The main objective of this book, then, is to describe, explain, and illus-
trate the horizontal, vertical, and transversal axes of comparative case studies 
with examples and activities to help researchers, especially graduate stu-
dents, develop their own CCS research designs. Throughout the book, we 
have included exercises aimed at helping researchers think about how to use 
comparative case studies in their own projects by working incrementally to 
develop a research topic and study design. The volume is directed at research-
ers in any of the interpretive social sciences; however, our joint expertise lies 
in the field of education, and our areas of specialization are in anthropology, 
development studies, and policy studies. While the examples provided draw 
primarily from these fields, we believe the utility of this book extends to any-
one studying how policy and practice operate across multiple social fields and 
unfold over time.

Exercise 1.1 Analyze a Case Study

Case study is a widely used methodology in many fields, including education, 
nursing, political science, and sociology. You have probably read many case 
studies, but you may not have stopped to analyze them methodologically.

 • Find a case study in your field. How did the author define and/or 
delimit the case? What research methods did the author engage, such 
as interviewing, observation, or surveying? What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of this study in terms of its ability to convince you of the 
specificity of the case and its significance for understanding a larger social 
phenomenon? What is your sense of how this case study compares to 
others in your field?

 • Find a comparative case study in your field. This may be more difficult 
because, as we discuss in Chapter 2, some case study scholars eschew com-
parison. If you did find one, what did the author compare and how was this 
done? What are the strengths and weaknesses of this study in relation to 
the single-case study you reviewed? What is your sense of how it compares 
to other comparative case studies in your field?
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 7

We consider the CCS approach to be a heuristic. Derived from a Greek 
word that means “to discover,” heuristic can be defined as method that comes 
from experience and aids in the process of discovery or problem-solving. It is 
not a recipe or a set of rules. Rather, the CCS approach is, first and foremost, 
a reminder of how much we might achieve through comparison. Comparing and 
contrasting are essential analytical moves, and yet they are often rejected 
by qualitative case study researchers who feel that their commitment to 
context precludes comparison. We believe this oversight is a major missed 
opportunity because case study research could benefit immensely from incor-
porating comparison into study designs and data analysis. Indeed, justifying 
the significance of a study often requires that one compare the specific case 
to other, similar circumstances. In some instances, including a comparison 
may entail thinking about the work in phases, like a sequential mixed meth-
ods design. For instance, one might conduct three comparative case studies 
in the first month of fieldwork to see general relationships before focusing 
on one of the cases for a more detailed, processual look, or (alternately) one 
might complete an ethnographic case study for a longer period to generate 
a theory before conducting several shorter, comparative case studies in the 
second phase to refine the theory by seeing what it may or may not explain 
in different cases. The CCS approach is also a heuristic in the sense that the 
three axes (horizontal, vertical, and transversal) serve to remind us of pos-
sible, fruitful directions for comparison. There may be studies that examine 
only two of these axes, and few studies emphasize all three equally. However, 
all researchers contemplating the CCS approach should ask themselves 
whether they are missing a significant part of the story by ignoring one axis. 
In developing the CCS heuristic, we assume that most readers intend to use 
primarily qualitative research methods, such as observation, interviewing, 
and discourse analysis, but we also emphasize that questionnaires or surveys 
can help to gain a comparative perspective.

In the process of developing the CCS heuristic in this book, we must also 
explain how it differs from predominant approaches to case study research 
in the social sciences. This issue is addressed in greater depth in Chapter 2, 
but suffice it to say that some of the case study literature embraces a positiv-
ist epistemology, a variable-oriented theory of causation, and social scientific 
notions of validity and reliability that obfuscate the very advantages of case 
studies. Instead, in this book we adopt what Joseph Maxwell (2013) called a 
process approach to trace how and why phenomena take place. Such questions 
“involve an open-ended, inductive approach to discover what these meanings 
and influences are and how they are involved in these events and activities—
an inherently processual orientation” (p. 83). This stance leads us to follow the 
inquiry in an iterative, emergent research design. Further, we argue that exist-
ing approaches to case study research are frequently premised upon outdated 
notions of culture, context, and comparison. This volume seeks to remedy 
these limitations and will offer guidance to researchers—both novices and 
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8 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

more experienced scholars—regarding the possibilities of an approach to case 
study research that places culture, context, comparison, and a critical under-
standing of power at its core.

Exercise 1.2 What Phenomena Interest You?

According to Merriam-Webster, a phenomenon is “something (such as an inter-
esting fact or event) that can be observed and studied and that typically is unusual 
or difficult to understand or explain fully.” We have read many dissertation pro-
posals over the years, and the best ones have, at their core, a counter-intuitive 
fact or unanticipated event that the researcher wants to understand more fully. 
Sometimes we have asked our students, “What is your puzzle? What are you try-
ing to figure out?” However, for first-year graduate students, this is often too big 
a question as it may feel like the answer has to be momentous, such as trying to 
find a cure for cancer or a solution to racial inequality in schools. Instead, the 
word phenomenon directs us, first, toward the ‘thing’ itself and then, as it comes 
into focus, we can ask what is odd or unexpected about it, and why and to whom 
it matters. So, now that you have looked at a few case studies in your field, it’s 
time to turn to your research project:

 • What are two or three “somethings” in the world that concern you that you 
do not fully understand?

Now we can move into a few more specific questions, which still do not have to 
lead to solving one of the world’s great mysteries but will promote understanding 
of something that matters to you and to relevant others:

 • How might a comparative case study help you to understand at least one 
of these phenomena?

 • What could you learn about this phenomenon through a comparative case 
study that you could not learn using another approach to research? What 
might these alternative approaches help you to understand that a CCS 
might not?

 • What are two or three research questions you could ask about this phe-
nomenon that you could answer through a CCS? Keep in mind that you 
will need to revise these as you develop a conceptual framework and move 
through your research design (Maxwell, 2013).

How CCS Re-envisions Culture, Context, and Comparison

Though it draws on the tradition of case study research, the CCS method dif-
fers from traditional case study approaches in several important ways, which 
are further described in Chapter 2. Specifically, comparative case studies adopt 
a processual stance to re-envision three key concepts in case study research: 
culture, context, and comparison.
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 9

Culture

First, comparative case studies employ a significant reconceptualization of 
culture. As explained in Erickson’s (2011) excellent overview of the term, 
“culture” has a complicated history. He noted that the “basic contrast term 
for ‘culture’ is ‘nature,’” and culture “originally referred to human activity that 
transformed the state of nature in the physical world” (p. 25). The concept of 
culture was also an effort by anthropologists like Franz Boas to supplant what, 
at that time, were dominant, racist explanations for human differences. In 
its most common usage, culture refers to human activities that indicate com-
monality among a group of people in terms of their sense of a shared history or 
common rules governing social life that distinguish them more or less rigidly 
from other people.

By the 1960s, and increasingly in the 1970s, recognition of differences 
within a so-called ‘culture’ and the shift from a homeostatic to a conflict-
based understanding of social life challenged this traditional notion of 
culture. Theorists sought to maintain a sense of the importance of sym-
bolic production and meaning making; anthropologists like Clifford Geertz 
dedicated themselves to symbolic or interpretive anthropology, a field that 
attended to the role of symbols in constructing public meaning and the belief 
“that man [sic] is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself 
has spun” (Geertz, 1973, p. 5). At the same time, Marxist anthropologists 
and other critical theorists emphasized attention to economic and social 
conditions that affect human activity and shared meaning. For example, 
Roseberry (1989) argued that Geertz took an idealist position, ignoring eco-
nomic factors and historical processes, and treating culture as product, not 
process. Major sociological work propelled the notion of culture from “a set 
of rules” to something more akin to principles or understandings that peo-
ple used to “make sense” (Garfinkel, 1984, 2002) or develop a “feel for the 
game” (Bourdieu, 1990). Furthermore, scholars averred that what is impor-
tant is not cultural difference per se, but when and how cultural difference 
is made consequential—e.g., when difference is cast as deficit or disability 
(e.g., McDermott & Varenne, 1995).

After significant revision, some anthropologists advocated for the total 
rejection of the culture concept. For example, Abu-Lughod (1991) wrote 
a scathing critique, arguing that static, homogenous notions of culture had 
become as problematic as race, and just as likely to be mobilized to dis-
criminate (e.g., through culture of poverty stereotypes) (see also Fox & 
King, 2002). However, others defended the term for its enduring analyti-
cal utility. For example, anthropologist Sherry Ortner (1999) concluded, 
“the point is not that there is no longer anything we would call ‘culture,’ 
but that interpretive analysis of social groups should be situated within 
and, as it were, beneath larger analyses of social and political events and 
processes” (p. 9).
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10 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

Responding to these critiques, contemporary understandings of culture 
are more complex. As anthropologist Anderson-Levitt clarified, “since 
the 1980s many anthropologists have shifted the focus to practice or per-
formance and hence emphasize the process of making meaning over the 
meanings themselves” (2012, p. 443). Today, anthropologically-informed 
scholarship generally treats culture as an ever-changing, active, produc-
tive process of sense-making in concert with others. To capture this sense, 
anthropologist Brian Street suggested that it might be best to conceptualize 
culture as a verb (1993). Notably, “culture does not do things to people; 
rather, people do things, and one important thing they do is make meaning” 
(Anderson-Levitt, 2012, p. 444). While groups may “claim to own culture” 
for strategic reasons, “not everyone inside the group necessarily shares 
the same beliefs and norms” (Anderson-Levitt, 2012, pp. 444–445); such 
moments of strategic essentialism should, themselves, be analyzed. Finally, 
though cultural innovation occurs locally through social interaction, these 
interactions need not be face-to-face and may instead be mediated by social 
media or other technologies, as in the cases of online communities of politi-
cal activists or persons with the same illness who communicate regularly 
with one another (Erickson, 2011; Anderson-Levitt, 2012). These com-
munities of practice are multiple and shift over time as new members join 
and older members move on. The point is that culture is not uniform; as 
Erickson (2011) explained:

to be human is to be multicultural, to be engaged continually in new cul-
turing activity, because it appears that all humans participate in multiple 
local communities of practice and take action opportunistically within 
them. Thus, within the conduct of their everyday lives, humans develop 
personal repertoires of practice that are multiplex and dynamically 
changing, rather than participating in a single, unitary cultural entity and 
following passively a single system of cultural rules.

(p. 32)

Perhaps most importantly, contests over meaning and practice are influ-
enced by power relations, including direct imposition and, more commonly, 
the cultural production of “common sense” notions of social order.

There are important implications of this shift in conceptualizations of 
culture for case study research. While case studies frequently include a focus 
on meaning, this has sometimes been conceptualized as ‘discovering’ the 
meaning of a particular term or idea among members of ‘a’ culture or sub-
culture, such as the meaning of style, respect, or success for working-class 
youth in Detroit or hedge fund managers in New York City. In contrast to 
this sense of (static) culture within a (bounded) group, the understanding 
of culture that undergirds the CCS approach provides strong justification 
for the importance of examining processes of sense-making as they develop 
over time, in distinct settings, in relation to systems of power and inequality, 
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 11

and in increasingly interconnected conversation with actors who do not sit 
physically within the circle drawn around the traditional case. The CCS 
heuristic warns against static and essentializing notions of culture, recom-
mends attention to cultural repertoires and contestation, and emphasizes 
the need to consider power relations within a single institution or com-
munity and across communities, states, and nations. It also suggests that 
researchers pay particular attention to language, discourse, texts, and insti-
tutions as important social and policy actors. Finally, it insists on attention 
to social interactions, which may or may not transpire in person. This 
insight begs a consideration of context, the second key term we consider 
central to CCS research.

Exercise 1.3 Culture

Spend one day documenting the number of times you hear, use, or see in print 
the term “culture.”

 • How is it being used? What are some of the problems with those uses given 
the concerns raised above?

 • How would a more contemporary, processual use of the notion of culture 
that attends to power (e.g., as cultural practices or ‘culture as a verb’) 
change the conversation?

 • Do the research questions you developed in the previous exercise explicitly 
or implicitly reference a notion of culture? If so, are you engaging a contem-
porary notion of culture? How might your questions use cultural analysis?

Context

The CCS heuristic draws upon a radical rethinking of context, another 
concept that is much-cited and yet ill-defined in case study research. In 
common parlance, context is often used to indicate the physical setting 
of people’s actions. The importance exerted by context is one of the pri-
mary reasons for selecting a case study approach to research. To represent 
this aspect, some scholars refer to contextual or ecological validity. These 
terms originated in psychological studies to indicate “the extent to which 
the environment experienced by the subjects in a scientific investigation 
has the properties it is supposed or assumed to have by the experimenter” 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 516). Since that time, among sociocultural 
scholars, the term has come to suggest the importance of maintaining the 
integrity of real-world situations rather than studying a phenomenon in 
laboratory contexts. The concept offers an implicit critique of the effort 
to generalize by stripping away the particular. As Geertz wrote, “No one 
lives in the world in general. Everyone, even the exiled, the drifting, the 
diasporic, or the perpetually moving, lives in some confined and limited 
stretch of it—‘the world around here’” (1996, p. 262).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
W

is
co

ns
in

 -
 M

ad
is

on
] 

at
 1

4:
26

 2
4 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
7 



12 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

This point, we fully agree, is quite important. However, scholars continue 
to rely on a rather static, confined, and deterministic sense of context. No 
‘place’ is unaffected by history and politics; any specific location is influ-
enced by economic, political, and social processes well beyond its physical 
and temporal boundaries. As literacy scholars Leander and Sheehy have 
argued, “context … has been overdetermined in its meaning by a seem-
ingly natural interpretation of material setting or place” (2004, p. 3). In 
considering digital literacies, Leander contended that multiple contexts are 
articulated and juxtaposed when a young person reads a ‘zine online, for 
example, or chats with a friend from another city. The same is true in a wide 
array of cultural practices. Leander urged attention to “how practices pro-
duce locations” (2002, p. 3). Indeed, we argue that scholars need to consider 
how and why participants (re)create boundaries through social interactions 
across space and time.

In this vein, we contend that settings are constituted by social activities 
and social interactions (Duranti & Goodwin, 1992; Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  
Indeed, for those who draw upon activity theory, activity itself is the 
context—made up of actors, their objectives, their actions, and the arti-
facts they engage, each with their relevant histories (see, e.g., Cole, 1996; 
Engeström, 1987; Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki, 1999). In this view, 
context is not a container for activity; it is the activity. Engaging a notion 
of culture as strategic and symbolic “sense making,” we can see activities as 
purposeful efforts to respond to uncertainty in how to move forward. This 
way of thinking about context is also enhanced by Bourdieu’s concept of 
“field,” a symbolic arena in which agents are relatively positioned based on 
the (arbitrary, socially constructed, and open to negotiation) rules of the 
field, the agent’s symbolic capital, and the agent’s habitus (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992). We also embrace the idea of “fuzzy fields,” which Nadai 
and Maeder described as “social worlds … formed by sets of common or 
joint activities or concerns bound together by a network of communica-
tions,” wherein “sets of actors [are] focused on a common concern and [act] 
on the basis of a minimal working consensus” (2005). They continued, 
stating that “identifying adequate sites, which add up to an ethnographic 
field, requires a theoretical clarification of the object of study first. Such a 
theoretical framework can then serve as a compass for the search of a field” 
(2005). That object of study is what we call the phenomenon of interest. 
In short, context is made; it is relational and spatial (see also Gupta & 
Ferguson, 1997). 

Our notion of context also attends to power relations and the critical theo-
ries of place and space put forward by critical geographers and anthropologists. 
Doreen Massey (1991, 2005) argued explicitly against the romantic idea that 
a place has a single, essential identity based on a limited history of territory. 
In this view, place becomes a static, dead object. She critiqued this desire for 
fixity and boundedness:
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 13

Instead then, of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, they 
can be imagined as articulated moments in networks of social relations 
and understandings, but where a large proportion of those relations, expe-
riences and understandings are constructed on a far larger scale than what 
we happen to define for that moment as the place itself, whether that be 
a street, or a region or even a continent. And this in turn allows a sense 
of place which is extroverted, which includes a consciousness of its links 
with the wider world, which integrates in a positive way the global and 
the local.

(1991, p. 28)

So-called local contexts, she argued, are quite heterogeneous and produced 
from the intersection of social, economic, and cultural relations linked to 
various scales.

Further, rethinking the production of and interconnections across sites 
reveals the sociocultural production of inequality. As Gupta and Ferguson 
(1992) wrote, “The presumption that spaces are autonomous has enabled 
the power of topography to conceal successfully the topography of power”  
(p. 8). They asserted the importance of examining historically the processes 
by which local sites with different patterns of social relations came into being, 
rather than treating them as primordial places:

taking a preexisting, localized ‘community’ as a given starting point … 
fails to examine sufficiently the processes (such as the structures of feeling 
that pervade the imagining of community) that go into the construction 
of space as place or locality in the first instance. In other words, instead of 
assuming the autonomy of the primeval community, we need to examine 
how it was formed as a community out of the interconnected space that 
always already existed.

(1997, p. 36; emphasis in original;  
see also Appadurai, 1999)

Gupta and Ferguson interrogated the all-too-common, apolitical and ahis-
torical term “community,” and they insisted on a historical and processual 
approach (see also Vavrus, 2015).

Not only are sites not autonomous—they are influenced by actions well 
beyond the local context and the current moment, and thus the idea of 
‘bounding’ them, which others argue is the hallmark of case study research, is 
an illusion. The ‘unbounding’ we call for in CCS research requires attention 
to the processes mentioned above. It also requires attention to scale. Scale is 
often used to distinguish local, regional, national, and global levels, though 
critical geographers have argued forcefully against the tendency to concep-
tualize these as distinct and unrelated. As Bruno Latour stated, “the macro 
is neither ‘above’ nor ‘below’ the interactions, but added to them as another 
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14 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

of their connections” (2005, p. 177).1 In CCS research, one would pay close 
attention to how actions at different scales mutually influence one another. 
Middleton (2014) made this point succinctly: “To make social relations their 
objects of inquiry, researchers must adopt a multi-scalar focus and engage 
in multilevelled analysis. They must identify relations of proximity and dis-
tance, tracing relational links between near and far” (p. 18). These relations 
are critical to understanding how topographies of power are formed through 
the concatenation of multi-scalar political-economic forces that act upon the 
social imaginary to produce towns, neighborhoods, and villages out of previ-
ously non-demarcated space, and to bestow privileges upon some of them but 
not others.

This line of spatial theorizing at the global (and, in some cases, regional 
and national) scale has proven to be quite productive for the study of practice 
and policy, but it has neglected, with a few notable exceptions, the social pro-
duction of space at local scales. As Larsen and Beech stated, “Place continues 
to be implicitly conceptualized as the local (or the subnational or national), 
the real, and the stable; and space as the global, something more abstract, 
futuristic, and beyond us” (2014, p. 195; see also Robertson, 2012). In her 
critique of the sociological literature on globalization, Oke (2009) made this 
point even more forcefully while discussing how place tends to be conceptual-
ized as outside of global relations of power and how globalization is frequently 
theorized with little regard to context:

While place might be the home of history and culture, power is under-
stood as located in space. This downplays the contingent, historically 
constructed aspects of globalization, the agency of actors and the diver-
sity of processes contained under the banner of globalization . . . . This 
leads to understanding of change as occurring outside particular contexts, 
allowing globalization to be understood as a singular and systemic driv-
ing power with a tendency to suggest it has a systemic logic outside such 
contexts.

(p. 323)

One corrective to this tendency in the study of globalization is to engage in 
historical, multi-scalar research that engages more deeply with analysis at 
regional and local scales within particular nation-states, and to examine how 
places of power come into being under particular conditions (Taylor, Rees, 
Sloan, & Davies, 2013).

This reconceptualization of context using spatial theory has important 
implications for case study work. It encourages us to attend very carefully to 
the social relations and networks that constitute the most relevant context in 
one’s research and how these relations and networks have formed and shifted 
over time. Context is not a primordial or autonomous place; it is constituted 
by social interactions, political processes, and economic developments across 
scales and across time. Rethinking context steers us away from “bounding”  
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 15

a study a priori and, instead, makes the project one of identifying the historical 
and contemporary networks of actors, institutions, and policies that produce 
some sense of a bounded place for specific purposes. This inversion of the case 
study research process has important implications for comparison.

Exercise 1.4 Context

Review your favorite book or article on research methods.

 • How does the researcher discuss context? Are there elements of the author’s 
approach that you want to avoid and, if so, why? Are there elements you 
wish to emulate? If so, what makes these elements useful for your project?

 • How would a multi-scalar notion of context change the research design you 
are considering? How might it influence your research questions?

 • Make a list of the places you might need to include in your study in order 
to address your phenomenon of interest and begin documenting how you 
might explore the histories of contestation, privilege, and/or marginalization 
that produced them as identifiable places.

Comparison

The CCS heuristic heavily emphasizes the value of comparison across space 
and time. As we note in Chapter 2, explicit comparison has been under- 
utilized in case study work and, more broadly, in qualitative research. Yet 
there is much to gain from comparing. It allows us to think how similar pro-
cesses lead to different outcomes in some situations; how different influences 
lead to similar outcomes in others; and how seemingly distinct phenomena 
may be related to similar trends or pressures. Comparison may also allow us 
to better address how insights generated in one study transfer to other cases; 
in this way, comparison allows us to make stronger arguments for the signifi-
cance of our research.

Notably, comparison means different things to different people, and 
exposing these differences helps to clarify our argument. At the risk of over-
simplifying, we adopt Maxwell’s (2013) terminology to identify two general 
approaches to comparison: those that are variance-oriented (and therefore 
tend to rely on a positivist epistemology and use quantitative methods), and 
those that are process-oriented (and thus tend to employ a more interpretive, 
constructivist, or critical epistemology and qualitative methods). Comparative 
case studies promote processual understandings of comparison, while many 
of the predominant approaches to case study research in different fields are 
variance-oriented.

For some fields, comparison generally means quantitative research and cross-
national comparison. The dominant model of comparison in political science 
promotes many cases and comparison across units (e.g., national or subnational 
units) that are presumed, prima facia, to be the same (e.g., Snyder, 2001),  
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16 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

and it requires the identification of hypotheses about relationships between 
independent and dependent variables (Landman & Robinson, 2009; see cri-
tique in Simmons & Smith, 2015). The “controlled” or “paired comparison” 
model, which often relies on case selection strategies that minimize or maxi-
mize differences in presumed independent and dependent variables, gives 
variables a central role (see, e.g., Gisselquist, 2014; Slater & Ziblatt, 2013; 
Tarrow, 2010). Area studies in comparative politics, which are more likely 
to feature qualitative research, still generally privilege comparison across 
nation-states and judge qualitative research by positivist notions of validity, 
reliability, and generalizability (Simmons & Smith, 2015). Process tracing, 
one of the most processual approaches in comparative politics, aims to lay 
out the mechanisms that connect independent and dependent variables and 
“document whether the sequence of events or processes within the case fits 
those predicted by alternative explanations of the case” (Bennett, 2008,  
p. 705; see also Caporaso, 2009, George & Bennett, 2004). Even advocates 
of “contextualized comparisons” that select cases which are “analytically  
parallel” and focus on complex dynamics rather than attending only or pri-
marily to independent variables nonetheless emphasize outcome over process 
(Locke & Thelen, 1995, p. 344).

In sociology, one of the most prolific comparative methodologists is 
Charles Ragin. He helpfully showed how different understandings of ‘case’ 
affect the conduct and findings of research. Ragin used set theory to develop 
approaches that drew from both qualitative (case-oriented) and quantitative 
(variable-oriented) work (1987, 2000, 2008). Ragin argued that quantita-
tive studies tend to distort data, become vague and abstract in a search for 
maximum generalizability, and overlook important questions. He valued 
the “conjunctural and complex” vision of causation possible with qualita-
tive comparative analysis (2014). Ragin developed a Boolean logic based on 
set theory, which used binary scores (0, 1) to code elements of cases and 
look for set relations (1987). For example, an analyst might consider all the 
countries that experienced mass protest in the 1980s against the austerity 
measures imposed by the International Monetary Fund and list causal condi-
tions; the researcher might then consider the negative cases and similarly 
identify presence or absence of possible causes. The resulting table allows the 
researcher to consider various combinations of factors and outcomes. Later, 
Ragin explored the use of “fuzzy sets,” which used an ordinal scheme to allow 
for consideration of phenomena that vary by level or degree. For example, 
in a study of fragile states (which might, at the risk of oversimplifying, be 
glossed as a state with weak capacity and legitimacy), 0 might mean “fully 
out of the set”; lower than 0.5 means “more out than in”; higher than 0.5 
but under 1 signals “almost fully in”; and 1.0 means “fully in the set” (2000). 
Using this approach, Ragin framed cases not as combinations of variables but 
rather configurations of conditions, thus blurring traditional dichotomies. 
Nonetheless, Ragin’s approach requires the analyst to impose variables on 
the data and determine the strength of a variable’s presence.
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 17

From a very different disciplinary perspective, anthropologists generally 
consider their work to be inherently comparative (e.g., Gingrich & Fox, 
2002), even when focused on only one site, given that the ethnographer as 
the instrument of research is constantly comparing his or her experiences 
and assumptions to those of study participants.2 Our CCS approach is heav-
ily influenced by contemporary anthropology, particularly efforts to engage 
in multi-sited ethnography. This methodology traces people and connections 
across space and time. As we describe more fully in Chapter 2, multi-sited eth-
nography does not contrast places assumed to be unrelated; instead, it looks 
at linkages across place, space, and time. Our heuristic aims to develop an 
approach to comparison that considers similarities, differences, and possible 
linkages across sites, across hierarchies of power/levels, and across time.

One effort by educational anthropologist Joseph Tobin and colleagues to 
develop an unusual approach to comparison merits mention. They used video-
cued ethnographic techniques to examine preschool education within the 
U.S., Japan, and China. In the original study, Tobin et al. (1989) videotaped, 
in one early childhood location per country, a set of “critical incidents,” such 
as classroom routines, separation, misbehavior, and mixed-aged play. They 
then presented the video to the educators themselves, to fellow educators in 
the same location, and to educators of other nationalities in the peer locations; 
they used the videos as cues to prompt the actors to make sense of and compare 
actions. As Varenne (2014) suggested, these interviews prompted “meta-cul-
tural” or “meta-ideological” reflections based in a notion of culture as “the 
deliberate production of something that responds to an uncertainty” (p. 43). 
In their innovative restudy in the same three countries, Tobin and colleagues 
(2009) built in two further explicit comparisons. First, based on educator 
nominations, the researchers selected an additional “innovative” school in 
each country, prompting comparison with the original school. Second, the 
researchers returned to the original schools, shooting new videotape of the 
same category of incidents, thus allowing comparison across time (2009). 
One limitation is that the studies used nation-state adjectives for cultural 
practices (e.g., “Japanese culture”); they could be improved by incorporating 
more clearly a contemporary notion of culture that is not spatially delimited 
(Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). Nonetheless, these studies provide one methodologi-
cally innovative avenue for comparison.

In the multi-disciplinary field of comparative education, as in other fields, 
comparison has come to mean different things to different people. For many 
years, there was an underlying assumption that comparison must be cross-
national. This trend dates from the 1960s and 1970s, when scholars like 
Harold Noah and Max Eckstein sought to move the field away from more 
historically-informed methods and toward a hypothesis-driven social science, 
as reflected in their book Toward a Science of Comparative Education (1969). 
This tendency persists today in the field of comparative education, if perhaps 
unconsciously (Phillips & Schweisfurth, 2014). For example, in her review 
of comparative education publications, Little (2000) pointed out that few 
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18 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

articles engage “an explicitly comparative approach” because “the majority 
of articles focus on single countries” (p. 285). The assumption is that com-
parison is, by definition, cross-national (or cross-cultural, with culture being 
used in an erroneous fashion to designate time- and place-bound groups, like 
a nation-state).

However, contemporary comparative education scholars have vigorously 
defended the value of other types of comparison. Steiner-Khamsi warned edu-
cational policy scholars to avoid methodological nationalism, which is

the trap of first establishing national boundaries, only to demonstrate 
afterward that these boundaries have indeed been transcended. [Policy] 
reforms do not have a home base, a territory, or a nationality and there-
fore do not ‘belong’ to a particular educational system.

(2010, p. 327; see also Schriewer, 1990)

Phillips and Schweisfurth also insisted that the state is not sufficiently coher-
ent to serve as an exemplary unit of comparison. They contended that 
“intranational investigation has been relatively neglected,” and “comparativ-
ists should seek out units of analysis that are intrinsically appropriate to the 
task at hand” (2014, p. 115).

Adopting a processual approach, Carney (2009) creatively compared the 
educational “policyscape” of three countries (Denmark, Nepal, and China) in 
three different domains (higher education, general education, non-university-
based teacher education). According to Carney, a policyscape is an

educational ideoscape . . . that might capture some essential elements of 
globalization as a phenomenon (object and process) and provide a tool 
with which to explore the spread of policy ideas and pedagogical practice 
across different national school systems.

(2009, p. 68)

Carney demonstrated how a policyscape binds these putatively dissimilar 
countries together as they reform their education systems in ways that evidence 
strikingly similar “visions, values, and ideology” (2009, p. 79). He argued that 
global flows of policies have “dislodged [the state] from its national context 
and sucked into the disjunctive forces and imaginative regimes of different 
global ‘scapes,’ developmental agencies, and their vested interests” while con-
tinuing to “mediate the terms on which new regimes and technologies can 
be received” (2012, p. 4). The notion of policyscapes allows researchers to 
maintain a certain degree of attention on the state without making it the sole 
or primary focus of analysis. In such an approach, comparison may be engaged 
to demonstrate how strikingly dissimilar countries and social or educational 
challenges might be addressed with similar policies.

Our CCS heuristic draws upon these ideas about and examples of com-
parison, while taking into account concerns about culture and context, as  
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 19

noted above. We reject the notion of nation-state, place, context, or culture as 
‘container,’ and we eschew the tendency to replace nation-state with a static 
notion of culture. While we find it useful in research design to consider “units 
of analysis,” we are skeptical about bounding entities, which contravenes our 
understanding of relevant contexts and processes. Instead, we seek to look 
at how processes unfold, often influenced by actors and events over time in 
different locations and at different scales. Such an optic requires a multi-
sited, multi-scalar approach. As James Ferguson (2012) explained, using the  
example of violence in Nigeria’s oil-rich delta region, an adequate analysis

would need to explore local politics, national consciousness, land ten-
ure, histories of ethnic formations, relations between different levels of 
state bureaucracy, and many other Nigerian realities. But to make sense of 
these ‘local’ facts—to bring them into intelligibility—it would also have 
to explore a range of other questions. What about the East European 
mafias that illegally buy oil from local strongmen? What about the traffic 
in arms? How are local struggles for autonomy related to the networks 
of NGOs and advocacy organizations based in London and elsewhere, 
which provide both resources and conceptual frames that link local griev-
ances to wider claims? How are the ‘social responsibility’ policies of big 
Western oil companies feeding local enmities by dispensing resources to 
both state governments and ill-defined ‘communities’?

(2012, p. 199)

This reflection exemplifies the need for attention to the vertical, horizontal, 
and especially the transversal, historical elements of the object of study. A fully 
transversal study of this situation in the Niger Delta would need to address 
how colonialism shaped the reification of ethnicity, as well as the histories of 
the oil companies (and potentially their financial and political relationships 
to the state and local governments) and the relevant NGOs (for examples 
of such work, see Elyachar, 2005 or Schuller, 2012). Transversal compari-
son situates all of these elements within a broader historical context, showing 
how the Delta region was socio-politically produced as a place. In the field of 
education, a parallel study might engage in a horizontal exploration of local 
policies that foment ethnic violence in different locations, a vertical exami-
nation of national educational bureaucracies, and a transversal investigation 
of the role of schooling in the evolution of ethnic and racial formations. This 
optic requires a processual, iterative rethinking of case studies.

In sum, we argue for a view of comparison that is processual, in that it con-
siders the cultural production of places and events, as well as the articulation 
and dearticulation of networks and actors over time and space, rejecting staid 
notions of culture or context; and one that constantly compares and contrasts 
phenomena and processes in one locale with what has happened in other 
places and historical moments. Chapter 2 will elaborate the methodological 
foundation for this heuristic.
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20 Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction

Exercise 1.5 Comparison

 • What is your notion of comparison? Is it more oriented toward a variance 
or a processual approach?

 • What discipline or field (e.g., political science, anthropology, history, 
sociology, education, or policy studies) most influences your approach to 
comparison? How? Why?

 • Look at the list of research questions you developed earlier. What sorts of 
comparisons might you include in the research design for each study?

 • Take one of your proposed research questions. Briefly describe how you 
would build a horizontal, vertical, and transversal comparison into your 
potential research design.

Chapter Outlines

In this book, we seek to elaborate our conceptual approach to CCS research. 
In Chapter 2, we provide an overview of case study methods. We begin by 
discussing existing, influential conceptualizations of case studies that are posi-
tivist and interpretivist in orientation; we describe the limitations of those 
approaches. We then explain a process-oriented approach to research and why 
it is ideal for comparative case studies. In the second section, we explore the 
methodological influences on the CCS approach, including the extended case 
method, multi-sited ethnography, and actor network theory. Inspired by and 
extending those, we provide details about the concepts that undergird our 
CCS approach, including a critical approach to power relations; a notion of 
context that is relational and spatial; an emergent and iterative focus on pro-
cess; a commitment to tracing connections across a spatially dispersed field; 
the imperative to look at interactionally-produced meanings of events and 
interactions; and a reconsideration of the possibilities of comparison.

In Chapter 3 we describe the horizontal axis, which compares how similar 
policies may unfold in different locations. We first explain the distinction 
between homologous horizontal comparisons, which use units of analysis with 
a corresponding position at the same scale (e.g., two schools or two hospitals 
in one city), and heterologous horizontal comparisons, where the entities are 
categorically distinct but hold a position more or less at the same scale (such as 
a school, a clinic, and a community center in one town). We then discuss two 
methods that are useful in horizontal comparison—interviews and observa-
tions. Finally, we offer five examples that illustrate how to use those methods 
to conduct horizontal comparisons (and, in some instances, how to integrate 
horizontal with vertical and transversal comparisons).

Chapter 4 describes the vertical axis of comparison, which insists on simul-
taneous attention to and across multiple scales. Drawing on actor network 
theory, we conceptualize this interrelation as an assemblage. Assemblages 
are temporary, shifting alliances or networks of people, objects, and ideas; 
researchers examine how assemblages are amassed, organized, challenged, 
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Follow the Inquiry: An Introduction 21

and sustained, at least temporarily. The chapter outlines specific methods, 
including network analysis and critical discourse analysis, to aid in this effort, 
and it describes at length two studies that illustrate how to conduct a vertical 
comparison (while embedding horizontal and transversal elements).

Chapter 5 emphasizes the importance of transversal comparison, which his-
torically situates the processes or relations under consideration and traces the 
creative appropriation of educational policies and practices across time and 
space. This element is often overlooked by case study research. In this chapter, 
while reviewing studies that exemplify the transversal axis—including two 
longitudinal studies of our own—we highlight useful methods, including life 
histories, oral histories, archival research, and surveys.

Chapter 6 concludes the volume by reiterating the major tenets of compara-
tive case studies. It then reviews a series of questions we are often asked about 
the CCS approach, including: What is a case? How do I select cases? When is 
a case not a case? How do I analyze the data? Is the CCS simply too ambitious? 
Responding to these questions offers a chance to restate and consolidate the 
main ideas presented across the book, further clarifying the notion of com-
parative case studies.

Notes
1 Latour explained:

Macro no longer describes a wider or a larger site in which the micro would 
be embedded like some Russian Matryoshka doll, but another equally local, 
equally micro place, which is connected to many others through some medium 
transporting specific types of traces.

(2005, p. 176)

2 “Cross-cultural” or ethnological studies in anthropology are rare, in part as a response 
to the controversial mid-twentieth century experiment with the Human Relations 
Area Files, which collected and contrasted data from across a range of “cultures” 
using categories that were ethically derived (meaning derived from the perspective 
of the researcher) and imposed upon the data. Conceptually, cross-cultural compari-
sons suffer from a series of challenges, including how to demarcate comparable units, 
the amazing human diversity encompassed by even the simplest of categories, the 
unfortunate tendency to treat cultural characteristics as stable in order to develop 
typologies, the fact that cultural studies tend to focus on on-going and incomplete 
processes, and the way we conceive culture itself (Hirsch et al., 2010). Overall, there 
is a healthy skepticism in anthropology regarding the tendency of many approaches 
to reduce complexity in order to facilitate comparisons. We share that concern.
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2 Case Studies
An Overview

Case study methodology is widely used across multiple disciplines and fields. 
But what is a case, and what is a case study? Think of your own understanding 
of a case study. How might you define it? In his introduction to the fascinat-
ing edited volume called What Is a Case?, Charles Ragin argued that scholars 
use the word case “with relatively little consideration of the theories and 
metatheories embedded in these terms or in the methods that use cases” (1992, 
p. 1). Case is often defined as place. Researchers may use ‘case’ to mean one 
setting, place, or institution, or they may use ‘case’ for both the institution  
(or place or setting) and each person in it. We may also use case interchange-
ably with ‘units of analysis,’ but this can be problematic because it does not 
sufficiently separate the categories we use to organize our data and the catego-
ries we construct based on our theoretical framework. We may assume, said 
Ragin, that cases are both “similar enough and separate enough to permit treat-
ing them as comparable instances of the same general phenomenon” (p. 1).  
In his essay, Ragin posed a series of provocative questions: What is the rela-
tionship between a case and a variable? Are there times when these mean the 
same thing? What is the difference between case-driven studies and variable-
driven case studies? Is a case study constituted by empirical units (e.g., a state, 
or a hospital) or theoretical constructs? Finally, are cases discovered or devel-
oped over the course of conducting research, or are they “general and relatively 
external to conduct of research” (p. 8)? The answer to each of these questions 
has implications for how a researcher thinks about and uses case studies.

In conceptualizing case studies, we begin from the premise that the defini-
tion of case study research depends on the epistemology and methodology 
engaged by the author. Thus, we believe it is important to discuss the dis-
tinction between variance-oriented, interpretivist, and process-oriented 
approaches case study research and why this is a useful way of categorizing 
the relevant literature (Maxwell, 2013). In this chapter, we go into greater 
detail in explaining why we favor the latter—process-oriented approaches—
and how they are more appropriate for a comparative case study (CCS). We 
begin in the first section by discussing traditional conceptualizations of case 
studies that are more variance-focused or more interpretivist in orientation. 
We pinpoint the limitations of traditional models of case studies, focusing on 
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the frequently narrow notions of culture, context, and comparison that we 
introduced in the last chapter, and we explain the value of a process-oriented 
approach. We follow this discussion in the second section that explores the 
methodological foundations of the CCS approach as a means of differentiating 
it from these other orientations. Specifically, we describe the influence on our 
approach of the extended case method, multi-sited and multi-scalar ethnogra-
phy, and actor network theory. These bodies of work inform the approach that 
we develop in this book. The third section provides details about the key ideas 
that undergird our CCS approach. These notions include a critical approach 
to power relations; reconceptualizing space, scale, and context; focusing on 
the processes through which events unfold, which implies a distinct, critical 
approach to thinking about causality; and understanding the imperative to 
look at interactionally-produced meanings of events and interactions.

Traditional Case Study Approaches

Existing, influential conceptualizations of case studies can be usefully divided 
into three categories: variance-oriented, interpretivist, and process-oriented. 
In this section, we consider each of these approaches, and we also outline 
some of the limitations of existing, prominent approaches.

Variance-Oriented Case Studies

As we discussed in the previous chapter, what Maxwell called “variance- 
oriented” approaches dominate in case study work in many disciplines— 
particularly political science and sociology. Variance-oriented work

deals with variables and the correlations among them; it is based on an 
analysis of the contributions of differences in values of particular vari-
ables to differences in other variables. The comparison of conditions or 
groups in which the presumed causal factor takes different values, while 
other factors are held constant or statistically controlled, is central to this 
approach to causation . . . . Thus, variance theory tends to be associated 
with research that employs experimental or correlational designs, quanti-
tative measurement, and statistical analysis.

(Maxwell, 2004, pp. 4–5)1

These approaches to case study research embrace neo-positivism as an epis-
temological stance for case study research. At the risk of oversimplifying, we 
can say that neo-positivism adopts the view that the world operates by laws 
of cause and effect and that these laws can be discovered through scientific 
methods like observation. These entail a process of posing a question (often 
about causal relations), developing hypotheses, identifying variables, develop-
ing and operationalizing constructs that can be observed and measured, and 
analyzing the results (often using statistical means) (Trochim, 2006).
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Popular texts on research methodologies that are not affiliated with a 
specific discipline often adopt some of the elements of variance approaches, 
though they are considerably chastened in their aspirations. Such efforts are 
represented by the influential work of Robert Yin, a social scientist with a 
background in quantitative and experimental methods. Yin’s book, Case 
Study Research (in its fifth edition at the time of our writing), has shaped 
research methods for decades. Yin (2014) offered the following definition of 
a case study:

A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon (the case) in-depth and within its real-world context, 
especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may 
not be clearly evident. In other words, you would want to do case study 
research because you want to understand a real world case and assume 
that such an understanding is likely to involve important contextual  
conditions pertinent to your case.

(p. 16)

Yin’s work, developed over a long period of time, is instructive and insightful. 
It merits careful review. However, here we wish to highlight a few features of 
Yin’s definition that we find problematic.

First, for Yin, case study methods focus on “contemporary phenomena.” 
While he acknowledged that this “does not exclude the recent past,” he 
warned the reader to avoid “events extending back to the ‘dead’ past, where 
no direct observations can be made and no people are alive to be interviewed” 
(p. 24). This limited notion of the value or import of history stands in direct 
contrast to the transversal element of the CCS approach.

Second, Yin’s comment about the blurred boundaries between phenom-
enon and context suggests his struggle over conceptualizing context and its 
relation to delineating a “case.” For Yin, case study was distinguished from 
experiments, which “separate a phenomenon from its context,” and surveys, 
whose “ability to investigate the context is extremely limited” (p. 17). In this 
and other quotes, Yin seemed to define case as place and conflate case and 
context, stating that “the boundaries between phenomenon and context may 
not be clearly evident” (2014, p. 16). While we share his positive valuation of 
naturalistic inquiry, we are concerned at this notion of context, which lends 
itself to several problems. One is that it runs the risk of promoting a “context as 
container” notion, where the immediate temporal and geographic/place-based 
elements of the study are the only ones seen as relevant. As Ragin (1992) sug-
gested, it demonstrates a fuzzy conflation of the place and the phenomenon, 
obfuscating the “theories and metatheories embedded in these terms” (p. 1). 
Another is that it limits the aspiration to generate theory or insights that will 
generalize to other cases.

Third, grappling with his variance logic, Yin assumed that we can create 
a complex case study through the amalgamation of variables. He contended 
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that case studies will have “many more variables of interest than data points,” 
and he suggested that one can address this issue by using multiple methods of 
data collection that can be triangulated as a means of verifying the truthful-
ness of the data (2014, pp. 16–17). Though he tried to soften a variable-based 
logic, Yin remained beholden to it, as when he wrote:

Having more variables of interest than data points arises from the complexity 
of the case and its context (hence, many variables), with the case being 
the only ‘data point.’ The use of this language does not mean that case 
studies are variable-based; on the contrary, the multiplicity of variables 
raises doubts about the usefulness of conventional variable-based meth-
ods in analyzing case study data, hence favoring holistic approaches.

(2011, p. 24)

What does it mean to suggest that the case is the only “data point”? We con-
tend that a case is not a single ‘data point’; surely, any good case study will 
present a multitude of data about some phenomenon of interest. Why did Yin 
speak the language of variables, as if the case study were a weak version of 
inquiry, even as he questioned the “usefulness of conventional variable-based 
methods”? What did Yin mean by “holistic approaches”? Elsewhere, Yin stated 
that the “case study method allows investigators to retain the holistic and 
meaningful characteristics of real-life events” (2009, p. 4). Here, we under-
stand that he was trying to signal the irreducibility of context. However, such 
a stance led Yin to a sense that “context” must be taken as a whole. Holism 
makes analysis difficult and leads the researcher toward mere description.

Fourth, for Yin, an essential step of defining the study is “bounding the 
case.” He wrote:

Once the general definition of the case has been established, other  
clarifications – sometimes called bounding the case – become important.  
If the unit of analysis is a small group, for instance, the persons to be 
included within the group must be distinguished from those who were out-
side of it …. Similarly if the case is about the local services and a specific 
geographic area, you need to decide which services to cover …. [Clarify the 
boundaries of your case] with regard to the time covered by the case study; 
the relevant social group, organization, or geographic area; the type of evi-
dence to be collected; and the priorities for data collection and analysis.

(2011, pp. 33–34)

To be fair, Yin did acknowledge that the research design might change over 
time; 2 however, his emphasis on bounding is marked. Yin is not alone in his 
concern with “bounding” the case. Case study methodologists Creswell (2013) 
and Stake (1995) also suggested bounding by time and activity, and Miles and 
Huberman (1994) recommended bounding by definition and context. Each 
insists that bounding the case maintains a reasonable and feasible scope for 
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the study. We find this notion of bounding the case from the outset to be 
problematic. It aligns more fully with a neo-positivist and variance-oriented 
design, which predefines variables and hypothesizes relationships, than it does 
with the iterative, processual designs more common in qualitative work. As 
we will explain further below, a priori efforts to “bound the case” rely on lim-
ited notions of context and comparison.

Fifth, the overall tone of Yin’s work emphasizes variance and a neo- 
positivist epistemology. Yin applied positivist notions of validity to case study 
work. He urged readers to attend to construct validity, or the appropriateness 
of inferences made on the basis of observations or measurements, which for 
Yin is achieved through multiple sources of evidence, by establishing a chain 
of evidence, and by having key informants review reports. He also called on 
researchers to focus on internal validity, achieved through pattern match-
ing, explanation building, and logical models. In addition, he emphasized 
external validity (generalizability). Like many others, Yin promoted a dis-
tinct notion of generalizability for single case studies. He averred that “case 
studies, like experiments, are generalizable to theoretical propositions and 
not to populations or universes” (2011, p. 21). Generalization, he said, can 
be a lesson learned or hypothesis applicable to other situations (2011). Yin 
warned against efforts to use single case studies for statistical generalization, 
as is common in quantitative studies (2011). For multiple case studies, Yin 
urged replication to achieve external validity. Indeed, Yin considered replica-
tion to be the primary value of designs that include multiple case studies. He 
encouraged readers to “consider multiple cases as one would consider multiple 
experiments—that is, to follow a ‘replication’ design” by selecting cases that 
are expected to either produce similar results or produce different results for 
a predictable reason (2014, p. 57). Yin praised a tight, structured design for 
case studies and, in so doing, promoted concepts and approaches that are 
more appropriate for variance-oriented studies than the processual approach 
we advocate for in this book.

Sixth, Yin’s work understates the value of case studies in social science 
research. For example, Yin (2009) declared three types of case studies: explor-
atory (collecting data and looking for patterns), descriptive (considering 
possible theories to frame the study and questions), and explanatory (explain-
ing the how or why of the topic or population studied). Of these, we feel only 
an explanatory case rises to the level of significance expected of most social 
science research. Cases that are merely descriptive or exploratory are rarely 
given much credence. Thus, Yin’s view that case study research is often explor-
atory or descriptive denigrates it as an approach to meaningful scholarship.  
It is on this point that we firmly disagree.

Yin’s variance-oriented approach to case study research has had a far-ranging 
impact on research in numerous fields, including the fields of education and 
policy studies in which we primarily work. However, we have noted some of 
its shortcomings and where we diverge from him. In sum, we find great utility 
in maintaining a historical perspective on comparative research. Even if the 
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historical (transversal) comparison is not the central focus of a CCS, it can 
provide essential background information for the study. We also employ a dif-
ferent notion of context which, we argue, allows us to sidestep the conflation 
of case and context. Further, our notion of context as historically produced 
and multi-scalar redirects the impetus to treat a case as “holistic” and hence as 
difficult to analyze. In addition, we question the need to “bound” the case, a 
priori, in any definitive sense; instead, we promote careful, evolving, iterative 
attention to the contours of the research design and how boundaries per-
ceived by participants come to be meaningful. We also differ from Yin in his 
reliance on the concepts of validity, reliability, and generalizability, as these 
are not necessarily the most appropriate ways to apprehend the quality of a 
process-oriented study. Some scholars recommend a parallel framework of trust-
worthiness, with a focus on the adequacy of the data and the interpretation, as 
more congruent with naturalistic research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985, 1986). Many have questioned the appropriateness of reliability 
as a standard for any qualitative work, and most would agree that qualita-
tive researchers generalize through theory, not statistically (e.g., Willis &  
Trondman, 2000; Wherry, 2015; Gomm, Hammersley, & Foster, 2000). 
Finally, Yin seems to lack a clear understanding of how to engage compari-
son other than by embracing a logic of replication, which runs counter to a 
process-oriented approach to comparison as we advocate.

Exercise 2.1 Variance-Oriented Case Studies

Go back to your review of the case study literature in your field that you began 
in Chapter 1. Identify a variance-oriented case study.

 • How does the case deal with the notions of context, culture, and com-
parison, if at all? How does it deal with variance or variables? How does it 
discuss questions of research quality—does it engage the concepts of valid-
ity, reliability, or generalizability? What are its overall strengths? What are 
its weaknesses?

Think of the topic and research questions you identified for your study in 
Chapter 1.

 • How could you revise the questions to make them more appropriate for 
a variance-oriented approach to case studies? In what ways would this 
strengthen your original questions? In what ways would it weaken the 
questions?

Interpretivist Case Studies

Diverging from the variance-oriented tradition, interpretivist case studies 
attempt to understand participants’ sense-making of events or phenomena. 
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Rooted in a social constructivist notion of reality, they emphasize symbolic 
aspects of experience, asking how and why people act in certain ways, and 
exploring the meanings they generate.

Interpretivist approaches to case studies are arguably best exemplified by 
the influential work of Robert Stake, whose aptly titled 1995 methods book 
was called The Art of Case Study Research. Influenced by his background in 
psychometrics and educational assessment, but also by his reading of biogra-
phy and ethnography, he compared case study work to creating art (1995). 
Stake addressed a range of interpretive orientations toward case study 
research, including “naturalistic, holistic, ethnographic, phenomenological, 
and biographic research methods” (1995, p. xi). Stake posited that “most con-
temporary qualitative researchers hold that knowledge is constructed rather 
than discovered” (1995, p. 99). He emphasized a focus on meaning, stating 
that “the ethnographic ethos of interpretive study, seeking out emic meanings 
held by the people within the case, is strong” (1995, p. 240). He celebrated the 
particular and the unique, and, in comparison to Yin and his quite structured 
case study approach, Stake promoted a flexible design that shifts in the course 
of research. He wrote:

We cannot know at the outset what the issues, the perceptions, the the-
ory will be. Case researchers enter the scene expecting, even knowing, 
that certain events, problems, relationships will be important, yet dis-
cover that some actually are of little consequence.

(1994, pp. 240–241)

For Stake, cases might be valued for their “intrinsic” value to better under-
stand a specific case, or they may be “instrumental” if they serve to provide 
theoretical insights or reconsider generalizations (2003, pp. 136–138). In 
these ways, Stake’s representation of case study methods is heavily interpre-
tivist in orientation, and we would agree with much of this.

However, there are important ways in which we diverge from Stake’s 
interpretivist orientation. First, while we acknowledge that any study of 
humans should consider the cultural production of meanings and how 
they influence actions, we would not wish to ignore power relations or 
social structures, which are underemphasized in Stake’s presentation of 
case studies.

Second, Stake affirmed “understanding of the case rather than generaliza-
tion beyond” (1994, p. 236), and he suggested that “the end result regularly 
presents something unique” (1994, p. 238). While we might not embrace 
a neo-positivist notion of generalization, we would certainly not wish to 
forsake the power of cases to generate theoretical insights that transfer to 
other cases. Indeed, the question of generalizability is one of the main mis-
understandings of case studies identified by Flyvbjerg (2011), who asserted 
that “the case study is ideal for generalizing using the type of test that Karl 
Popper called ‘falsification,’” wherein “if just one observation does not fit 
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with the proposition, it is considered not valid generally and must therefore 
be either revised or rejected” (2011, p. 305). We would argue that, beyond 
falsification, cases generate rich theoretical insights that transfer to other 
times and places.

Third, Stake claimed that researchers using qualitative methods can cre-
ate a case that can “tell its own story” (p. 239). While we favor rich, detailed 
narratives, we believe that this stance ignores the power dynamics inherent 
in social research whereby the researcher is typically the one who makes data 
selection decisions about what will go into the case study. It also does not take 
into account the politics of representation—meaning who gets to represent 
whom and how in a research project, and it does not sufficiently consider 
the need for ethical engagement and reflexivity on the part of the researcher 
throughout the research process.

Fourth, Stake adopted a functionalist notion of cases that relies on the 
sense of a case as a “system.” He wrote that the case is a “bounded system” with

working parts; it is purposive; it often has a self. It is an integrated 
system …. Its behavior is patterned. Coherence and sequence are prom-
inent. It is common to recognize that certain features are within the 
system, within the boundaries of the case, and other features outside … 
are significant as context.

(2003, p. 135; 1994, p. 237)

By insisting on a notion of the case as “bounded” and “coherent,” Stake’s 
approach has the same shortcomings regarding context and comparison as 
Yin. We contend that boundaries are not found; they are made by social 
actors, including by researchers, whose demarcations can often seem quite 
arbitrary and can have the effect of sealing off the case hermetically from 
other places, times, and influences.

Fifth, in his early work, Stake (like Yin) was circumspect about the value 
of comparison. He acknowledged the value of what he called a collective case 
study, in which an instrumental case (selected for the insight it can provide to 
an issue or theory) is “extended to several cases” that “may be similar or dis-
similar,” in an effort to generate more informed theory about the wider array 
of cases (2003, pp. 137–138). However, valuing the particular elements of 
each case, Stake warned that “direct comparison diminishes the opportunity 
to learn from” the case (1994, p. 240). He continued: “I see comparison as an 
epistemological function competing with learning about and from the particu-
lar case. Comparison is a powerful conceptual mechanism, fixing attention 
upon the few attributes being compared and obscuring other knowledge about 
the case” (1994, p. 242). In such moments, Stake is reacting to a variable-
based notion of comparison, in which variables are isolated from each other 
and from context or processes. He contrasted comparison to thick descrip-
tion, and he stated that comparison downplays “uniqueness and complexities” 
(2003, pp. 148–149).
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In a later publication, Stake took a more sanguine view of comparison, 
acknowledging the value of the multiple case study. He described the multiple 
case study as

a special effort to examine something having lots of cases, parts, or  
members …. We seek to understand better how this whole … [or] 
‘quintain,’ operates in different situations. The unique life of the case is 
interesting for what it can reveal about the quintain.

(2006, p. vi)

The quintain, then, is what is being sought across cases. Unfortunately, the 
concept as presented by Stake remains rather confusing. At some moments, 
Stake referred to the quintain as a whole that is greater than the sum of 
its parts. It appears to be an ideal type that is reached inductively through 
review of cases. Yet, in his book, the quintain also appears to be something 
like the least common denominator, or the themes that are adequately 
present across the cases. In Stake’s 2006 book, the quintain was the Step 
by Step program, a child-centered and inclusive early childhood program 
funded throughout the global South by the Open Society Foundations. To 
determine which cases to include, Stake announced three main criteria: “Is 
the case relevant to the quintain? Do the cases provide diversity across con-
texts? Do the cases provide good opportunities to learn about complexity and 
contexts?” (p. 23). It is not entirely clear here what he means by context. He 
also acknowledged that access and feasibility shape case selection. To ana-
lyze comparative cases, Stake recommended looking for “correspondence,” 
which he also called covariation and correlation. Correspondence reveals 
“some of the ‘interactivity’ of the case—that is, some ways in which the 
activity of the case interacts with its contexts” (Stake, 2006, p. 28). Thus, 
for Stake, the comparison of multiple case studies illuminates some larger 
phenomenon as well as how context shapes social life.

Our CCS heuristic would agree with Stake about the value of multiple 
cases. While the notion of ‘quintain’ is a bit obscure, we would happily substi-
tute ‘phenomenon,’ or possibly stretch the idea to include ‘policy.’ However, 
we encourage comparison across three axes: a horizontal look that not only 
contrasts one case (e.g., one country’s program) with another, but also traces 
social actors, documents, or other influences across these cases; a vertical 
comparison of influences at different levels (e.g., from the donor, the Open 
Society Foundations, to national policy actors, or from national to local policy 
actors); and a transversal comparison to previous early childhood programs, 
which would entail attending to how the notion of childhood itself evolved 
over time in that political, economic, social, and cultural context.

Perhaps as influential as Yin and Stake’s methods publications, at least in 
some fields, is Sharan Merriam’s work on case studies, which is also strongly 
rooted in an interpretivist stance. She stated that “the key philosophical 
assumption upon which all types of qualitative research are based is the view 
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that reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their social worlds” 
(1998, p. 6). Further, she averred “that reality is not an objective entity; 
rather, there are multiple interpretations of reality” (1998, p. 22). Therefore, 
espousing this philosophical assumption, the primary interest of qualitative 
researchers is to understand the meaning or knowledge constructed by peo-
ple. In other words, what really intrigues qualitative researchers is the way 
people make sense of their experiences. As an interpretivist, Merriam (1998) 
emphasized that researchers should use inductive reasoning to derive analyti-
cal statements.

Like Yin and Stake, Merriam (1998) was concerned with bounding the 
case. She wrote:

The single most defining characteristic of case study research lies in 
delimiting the object of study, the case. Smith’s (1978) notion of the case 
as a bounded system comes closest to my understanding of what defines this 
type of research …. [T]he case is a thing, a single entity, a unit around 
which there are boundaries …. If the phenomenon you are interested in 
studying is not intrinsically bounded, it is not a case.

(1998, p. 27)

Merriam’s view appears to be shaped by Miles and Huberman’s (1994) under-
standing of “the case as a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded 
context” (cited in Merriam, 1998, p. 27). This focus on bounding is distinct 
from our spatially and relationally informed understanding of context and our 
processual notion of culture.

This sense of context also seems to be in tension with Merriam’s focus on 
process. Like Yin (1994), who argued that case studies are best for address-
ing how and why questions, Merriam contended, “Case study is a particularly 
suitable design if you are interested in process” (1998, p. 33). She defined 
process to include causal explanations of impact or outcomes. However, her 
discussion of process is quite limited; it does not address the dynamic histori-
cal and cultural production of meanings and structures that is central to the 
CCS approach.

Furthermore, in our opinion, Merriam retained a reduced notion of the 
theoretical possibilities of case studies, as did Yin and Stake. She defined three 
types of cases (particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic, meant to increase 
understanding of the case and discovery of new meaning) and three purposes 
for them (descriptive, interpretive, and evaluative) (1998, p. 30). These 
descriptions remain limited to the particularistic and descriptive, declaring a 
reduced aspiration for greater theoretical import.

The move away from a tightly prescriptive variance-oriented view of case 
study research as one finds in Yin’s work to Merriam and Stake’s more inter-
pretivist approach is important to note, but the work of these scholars also 
suffers from a tendency to refer to a vague sense of holism. Stake described four 
defining characteristics of qualitative case studies: they are holistic, empirical, 
interpretive, and empathic (focused on meaning). For Stake, holistic referred 
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to the interrelationship between phenomenon (case) and context. Merriam 
similarly described a qualitative case study as “an intensive, holistic descrip-
tion and analysis of a bounded phenomenon …” (p. xiii). She later stated, 
“One of the assumptions underlying qualitative research is that reality is holis-
tic, multidimensional, and ever-changing; it is not a single, fixed, objective 
phenomenon waiting to be discovered, observed, and measured as in quantita-
tive research” (1998, p. 202). Even Yin (2014) distinguished case studies by 
contrasting those that are “holistic” (requiring one unit of analysis) to those 
that are “embedded” (requiring multiple units of analysis).

We find this repeated reference to holism troubling. Holism is a concept 
linked to a traditional notion of culture and a functionalist theoretical stance. 
Classical ethnographies aimed to portray a whole way of life, which “implied 
a coherence of discrete cultures, a timeless ‘ethnographic present’” (O’Reilly, 
2009, p. 100). In its contemporary form, holism denotes a respect for context 
(and contextual validity). However, the claim to value holism is an effort 
to distinguish, but ultimately conflates, case and context (often defined as 
place), and it is premised upon a bounded view of culture. It also defines out of 
the realm of study far-flung factors and processes that may be immensely rel-
evant for understanding how a sense of boundedness is socially and historically 
produced. The notion of holism used in interpretive case studies is limited to 
thick description, to a dedication to “the particular,” and to a reduced notion 
of context that does not attend to how processes, politics, and ideoscapes—
the ideologies and other political images that circulate globally (Appadurai, 
1996)—at other scales impinge upon the case. Holism is surprisingly limited 
and rather blind to historical, social, and economic trends. Instead of this  
a priori bounding of the case to the ‘particular,’ we propose an iterative and 
contingent tracing of relevant factors, actors, and features.

Exercise 2.2 Interpretivist Case Studies

Go back to your review of the literature in your relevant fields. Identify an 
interpretivist case study based on the description of their common features 
discussed above.

 • How does the case deal with the notions of context, culture, and compari-
son, if at all? How does it deal with meaning as generated by participants? 
How does it address questions of research quality, generalizability, and sig-
nificance? What are its strengths? What are its weaknesses?

Think of the topic and research questions you identified for your study in 
Chapter 1.

 • How could you revise the questions to make them more appropriate for an 
interpretivist case studies? In what ways would this strengthen your original 
questions? In what ways would it weaken the questions?
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38 Case Studies: An Overview

Process-Oriented Approaches and the CCS Approach

As we have already hinted, the CCS approach diverges from established 
approaches in several important ways. To begin, it adopts what Maxwell called 
a process orientation. Process approaches “tend to see the world in terms of 
people, situations, events, and the processes that connect these; explanation 
is based on an analysis of how some situations and events influence others” 
(2013, p. 29). Notably, this approach eschews the interpretive refusal to con-
sider causation, but it also avoids the variance-oriented notion of causation. 
As Maxwell explained:

Quantitative researchers tend to be interested in whether and to what 
extent variance in x causes variance in y. Qualitative researchers, on the 
other hand, tend to ask how x plays a role in causing y, what the process is 
that connects x and y.

(2013, p. 31)

Thus, the process-oriented comparison inherent to our notion of comparative 
case studies insists on an emergent design, one hallmark of qualitative research. 
As Becker (2009) wrote, qualitative researchers

don’t fully specify methods, theory, or data when they begin their 
research. They start out with ideas, orienting perspectives, or even specific 
hypotheses, but once they begin, they investigate new leads; apply useful 
theoretical ideas to the (sometimes unexpected) evidence they gather; 
and, in other ways, conduct a systematic and rigorous scientific investi-
gation. Each interview and each day’s observations produce ideas tested 
against relevant data. Not fully pre-specifying these ideas and procedures, 
as well as being ready to change them when their findings require it, are 
not flaws, but rather two of the great strengths of qualitative research, 
making possible efficient development and testing of hypotheses.

(p. 548)

Because qualitative studies are emergent, researchers have to make explicit 
what Heath and Street (2008, p. 56) called “decision rules,” or decisions about 
how to focus or expand the study. These should be noted in one’s fieldnotes, 
and could be reproduced as a sort of “audit trail” (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
The need for an emergent design is in conflict with the constant admonition 
in the traditional case study literature to “bound” the case. With this more 
process-oriented understanding in mind, we should be aware that some studies 
may be more pre-structured than others; the degree of flexibility will depend 
on the study’s aims, the researcher’s motivations, skills, and interests, and the 
available time and resources, among other things.

The CCS approach does not start with a bounded case. The effort to “bound” 
a case relies on a problematic notion of culture, place, and community; it also, 
quite inappropriately, defines out of the realm of study factors that may well 
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be very relevant, such as historical circumstances that date back decades or 
more. Comparative case studies resist the holism of many traditional case stud-
ies, which stubbornly refuse to distinguish phenomenon from context, often 
defined implicitly as place. It is essential to divorce the phenomenon of inter-
est from the context in order to gain analytical purchase. As Geertz (1973,  
p. 22) famously explained, “The locus of the study is not the object of study.” 
At the same time, even while including multiple sites and cases, a comparative 
case study seeks not to flatten the cases by ignoring valuable contextual infor-
mation or imposing concepts or categories taken from one site onto another 
(van der Veer, 2016). They seek to disrupt dichotomies, static categories, and 
taken-for-granted notions of what is going on (Heath & Street, 2008).

Instead of this a priori bounding of the case, the CCS approach features an 
iterative and contingent tracing of relevant factors, actors, and features. The 
approach is aimed at exploring the historical and contemporary processes that 
have produced a sense of shared place, purpose, or identity. For example, a 
study might compare how non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are oper-
ating in a particular region of a country and also contrast their interpretations 
of a policy to those of the NGO directors in the capital or to the NGOs’ donors 
in another country. This is a quite different conceptualization of replication 
design as promoted by Yin and the need for tightly bounded units of analysis 
that it implies. However, writing about how processes unfold in unpredictable 
ways across space and time often proves to be more challenging than resorting 
back to descriptions of multiple cases juxtaposed with one another. Through 
the examples of CCSs in the chapters to follow, we illustrate how, nonethe-
less, this can be done.

Another feature of the CCS approach is that it aims to understand and 
incorporate, at least partially, the perspectives of social actors in the study. 
This is common to most qualitative research, especially ethnography and 
ethnographically-oriented studies. As Willis and Trondman stated, ethnogra-
phy (and, we would add, other qualitative methods) are “a family of methods 
involving direct and sustained social contact with agents and of richly writing 
up the encounter, respecting, recording, representing at least partly in its own 
terms the irreducibility of human experience” (2000, p. 394, emphasis ours).

The CCS approach is also informed by a critical theoretical stance. By crit-
ical, we mean that the approach is guided by critical theory and its concerns 
and assumptions regarding power and inequality. Drawing upon Marxist, femi-
nist, and critical race theory, among others, critical theory aims to critique 
inequality and change society; it studies the cultural production of structures, 
processes, and practices of power, exploitation, and agency; and it reveals how 
common-sense, hegemonic notions about the social world maintain dispari-
ties of various sorts.3

Attention to power and inequality is central to the CCS approach, meaning 
it would be difficult for researchers with distinctly different epistemological loy-
alties to engage it fully. For instance, many interpretivist scholars focus only on 
local meanings and symbolic systems while downplaying the historical, material,  
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and structural forces that allow some groups to have greater influence over  
dominant meanings and representations. Some reject comparison as a worth-
while strategy because their interpretivist approach leads them to emphasize 
thickly describing a single case. We also see a variance orientation as a poor fit 
for our version of case study research because its nomothetic stance implies a 
search for regularities or law-like generalizations that provide the basis for causal 
explanation and prediction. But human behavior and continuous cultural pro-
duction are unpredictable. Further, this approach doesn’t address the “how” or 
“why” questions, which are fundamental to process-oriented case studies.

In addition to these features of the CCS approach, we have developed it as 
a way to ‘unbound’ culture while still seeking to conduct rich descriptions of 
the phenomenon of interest to the researcher. This is particularly important 
in policy studies, and we consider the CCS approach to be highly productive 
for the exploration of the cultural politics of policy as it plays out at multiple 
scales. CCS calls on researchers to think about how they might achieve cul-
tural understanding of the production and appropriation of policy by doing 
shorter-term periods of research in multiple sites across different scales to cre-
ate a case study attentive to horizontal, vertical, and temporal comparison. 
The examples provided in this book demonstrate the possibility of such an 
approach that remains focused on cultural politics and production.

Finally, we argue that both neo-positivist and interpretivist case study 
approaches miss a major opportunity by not integrating comparison more 
centrally into their work. Our processual approach to comparison considers 
strings of relevant events and actors; it eschews staid notions of culture or 
context to consider those processes across space and time; and it constantly com-
pares what is happening in one locale with what has happened in other places 
and historical moments. These forms of comparison are what we herein call 
horizontal, vertical, and transversal comparisons.

In this next section, we elaborate the conceptual underpinnings of our 
CCS approach, which is particularly influenced by extended case methods, 
multi-sited ethnography, and actor network theory.

Theorizing the CCS Approach

One of the main challenges of contemporary social research is to resolve, or 
at least address, the realization that local sociocultural action is shaped by 
larger social, political, and economic structures and processes. Central to our 
understanding of the local/global dilemma has been Anna Tsing’s theoriza-
tion of “global connections” (2005, p. 1). As Tsing wrote, seemingly global 
and universalizing systems, such as capitalism and democracy, operate in spe-
cific material and social contexts. These systems “can only be charged and 
enacted in the sticky materiality of practical encounters” (p. 3, emphasis ours). 
These so-called global forces, she contended, are themselves “congeries” of 
local-global interactions. To illustrate the study of global connections, Tsing 
introduced the metaphor of friction. She argued that friction is produced 
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through continuous social interaction among actors at various levels and is 
required to “keep global power in motion,” though it may just as easily “slow 
things down” (p. 6). This metaphor encapsulates “the awkward, unequal, 
unstable, and creative qualities of interconnection across difference” (p. 6). 
Global encounters, when conceptualized in this way, often result in new and 
unanticipated cultural and political forms that exclude as well as enable.

Understanding how globalization shapes and is culturally produced in social 
life, then, requires simultaneous attention to multiple levels, including (at 
least) international, national, and local ones, and careful study of flows (and 
frictions) of influence, ideas, and actions through these levels. Qualitative 
research must consider the profound changes in the global economy and (inter)
national politics that make the national and international levels of analysis as 
important as the local. The growing interconnections between national econo-
mies and international financial institutions, and between national educational 
and social service systems and global organizations that fund and evaluate their 
operations, are some of the most important issues for scholars today.

Comparative case studies examine these interconnections by de-centering 
the nation-state from its privileged position as the fundamental entity in com-
parative research and relocating it as one of several important units of analysis. 
As Marginson and Mollis (2001) wrote: “Governance remains national in 
form, and nation-states continue to be central players in a globalizing world, 
but partly as local agents of global forces, [as] the nation-state now operates 
within global economic constraints” (p. 601). Thus, multi-level research that 
situates the nation-state within a world marked by global agencies and agendas 
is essential. Yet the national–global relationship is only one part of a compara-
tive case study because the local–national and the local–global connections 
are equally significant. The goal of CCS research is to develop a thorough 
understanding of the particular at each scale and to analyze how these under-
standings produce similar and different interpretations of the policy, problem, 
or phenomenon under study.

This reconceptualization of globalization parallels other conceptual 
developments that have influenced our methodological approach, including 
extended case methods, multi-sited ethnography, and actor network theory, 
as outlined below.

Extended Case Method

Our conceptualization of the CCS approach builds upon the extended case 
method. This approach, rooted in work conducted by anthropologists Max 
Gluckman and Jaap van Velsen in the late 1950s and early 1960s, has been 
developed by sociologist Michael Burawoy (1991, 1998, 2009). To counter 
the excesses of both positivism and interpretivism, including decontextualized 
abstractions regarding social structures, the extended case method empha-
sizes individual strategies and tactics in everyday life. The edited collection of 
case studies, suggestively called Ethnography Unbound (Burawoy, 1991), paired 
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chapters that are each based on intensive participation in the same metropolis, 
focused on different topics, as a means of comparing the ethnographic cases; 
each chapter included an insightful reflection on research dilemmas. The chap-
ters drew on critical theory in order to compare how “everyday life in the modern 
metropolis is continually eroded, distorted, overpowered by, and subordinated 
to institutional forces that seem beyond human control” (p. 1) and to identify a 
range of strategies of resistance. Specifically, the extended case method consists 
of four distinct dimensions: participant observation or “the extension of the 
observer into the world of the participant” (Burawoy, 2000, p. 26); the exten-
sion of observations “over time and space,” with care to diversify participants; 
“extending out from micro processes to macro forces”; and the “extension of 
theory,” often by using cases to critique existing theory and develop alternative 
hypotheses (pp. 14–37).

The CCS approach draws on the extended case method in several ways. 
These include its embrace of critical theory; the opportunities to generalize, 
theoretically rather than statistically, from qualitative work; and the comparing 
of theoretically similar work done on different topics in different places (within 
or beyond the same city). However, we diverge from Burawoy in important 
ways as well. For instance, more contemporary theoretical work allows us to 
engage more processual, less static notions of cultural processes. We strive to 
avoid engaging a sense of (economic and power) structures as apart from, and 
impinging on, local practices. In addition, we seek to encourage thinking about 
the social production of space and place, as well as relations across scales.

Multi-Sited and Multi-Scalar Ethnography and the Spatial Turn

Among qualitative social scientists, research approaches have become 
increasingly multi-sited over the past 20 years. While techniques for engaging 
multiple field sites have existed for quite some time and were used intensively 
by urban anthropologists in the 1960s and those working transnationally in 
the 1990s, multi-sited ethnography has been most coherently codified in the 
work of George Marcus (1995, 1998). Marcus (1995) described this work as 
“mobile ethnography [that] takes unexpected trajectories in tracing a cultural 
formation across and within multiple sites of activity” (p. 96). As further 
explained by Falzon (2009):

The essence of multi-sited research is to follow people, connections, 
associations, and relationships across space (because they are sub-
stantially continuous but spatially non-contiguous) …. Research design 
proceeds by a series of juxtapositions in which the global is collapsed into 
and made an integral part of parallel, related local situations, rather 
than something monolithic or external to them. In terms of method, 
multi-sited ethnography involves a spatially dispersed field through which 
the ethnographer moves.

(pp. 1–2, emphasis ours)
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Thus, multi-sited ethnography requires what we are calling a tracing across 
space (and, we would add, time) of a “spatially dispersed field.” It entails the 
rejection of the notion of holism, which implies discrete and timeless cultures, 
and the reconceptualization of context to include a sense of places as socially 
produced across scales. Multi-sited ethnography was spurred by recognition of 
not only the flow of people, goods, and ideas across space but also the inter-
connectedness across dispersed locations and the larger political economic 
framework (Coleman & von Hellermann, 2011; Marcus, 1986). In addition, 
it addresses the necessity of examining “distributed knowledge systems” and 
“active knowledge making,” or the multiple and spatially diffused sources of 
knowledge and ways of knowing among those participating in ethnographic 
studies (Coleman & von Hellermann, 2011, pp. 23–25). Marcus outlined sev-
eral possible tracking strategies, including following the people, the thing, the 
metaphor, the plot, the life history, and the conflict (1995).

Others have weighed in on multi-sited ethnographic research strategies. As 
Hannerz (2003) argued, the effort to trace a problem across locations is not 
simply “multi-sited”:

In a way, one might argue, the term ‘multilocal’ is a little misleading, for 
what current multilocal projects have in common is that they draw on 
some problem, some formulation of a topic, which is significantly translo-
cal, not to be confined within some single place. The sites are connected 
with one another in such ways that the relationships between them are as 
important for this formulation as the relationships within them; the fields are 
not some mere collection of local units. One must establish the translo-
cal linkages, and the interconnections between those and whatever local 
bundles of relationships which are also part of the study ….

(Hannerz, 2003, p. 206, emphasis ours)

This sense of “translocal” suggests one part of what we try to attain in the 
CCS approach. Our emphasis on ‘tracing’ emphasizes the ‘relationships 
between’ sites. These may not be known from the outside of the study, 
and are discovered through the data collection process. Yet, the CCS 
approach reconceptualizes and recasts the notion of translocal in three ways:  
(1) expecting multiple sites of study at a single scale (through horizontal com-
parison); (2) examining what they have in common by looking at national or 
international policymaking (through vertical comparison); and (3) explor-
ing how these horizontal and vertical connections were formed historically 
and have led to spatially differentiated effects (transversal comparison). For 
example, to study the issue of school vouchers in Milwaukee might require 
participant observation within several schools and their concomitant “com-
munities,” however conceived; interviews at the city and state legislature; a 
document analysis of relevant policies; interviews and archival work in the 
teachers’ union; and a consideration of national educational policy politics, 
as well as political economic forces. Such efforts shift “locales” and “levels”; 
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44 Case Studies: An Overview

they entail attention across sites and require multiple research techniques. 
Some of these will be more central to the study, and others will provide the 
backdrop for it.

The CCS approach also entails systematic comparison. Hannerz argued 
that multi-sited work differs from “a mere comparative study of localities 
(which in one classical mode of anthropological comparison was based pre-
cisely on the assumption that such linkages did not exist)” (2003, p. 206). 
Here, we diverge from him; with our emphasis on horizontal comparison, 
we argue that much can be learned from contrasting sites. But we also take 
his point that linkages should be an important focus. Hannerz continued, 
explaining that “site selections are to an extent made gradually and cumula-
tively, as new insights develop, as opportunities come into sight, and to some 
extent by chance” (2003, pp. 206–207, emphasis ours). This description of 
the gradual and cumulative selection of sites is what we herein describe as 
a contingent and iterative tracing of relevant factors, actors, and features. 
By contingent, we mean that the research design must respond to regularly 
evolving cultural, political, and material conditions of the work, as well as 
data collected. By iterative, we explicitly reference Maxwell (2013), who 
urged qualitative researchers to eschew linear approaches, which provide a 
prescriptive guide for completing tasks. Instead, he recommended an inter-
active, iterative approach, in which researchers remain flexible throughout 
the research process, consider the implications of data collection and anal-
ysis for conceptual frames, research questions, and research design, and 
regularly change the design plan in response.

Furthermore, this shift in qualitative research results from a reconceptual-
ization of space as socially produced. Massey suggested that we think of space 
as “the product of interrelations … constituted through interactions … always 
under construction” (2005, p. 9; see also de Certeau, 1984). This “spatial turn” 
requires a rethinking of the global/local antinomy (e.g. Kearney, 1995), moving 
away from the tendency to look at how global structures shape local practices 
and toward a recognition that seemingly universalizing systems, which include 
policy regimes, “can only be charged and enacted in the sticky materiality of 
practical encounters” (Tsing, 2005, p. 3). This shift triggers what Feldman 
(2011) called “the decomposition of ethnographic location,” particularly at a 
time when the idea of the “culture” or “social group” as a unit of study has 
been heavily critiqued (p. 377). Globalization and transnationalism “challenge 
ethnographic methods of inquiry and units of analysis by destabilizing the 
embeddedness of social relations in particular communities and places” (Falzon, 
2009, p. 2). This challenge calls for new methodological approaches, such as 
the ones we propose here.

The notion of “scale” prompts a slight rethinking of multi-sited ethnography, 
producing what anthropologist Biao Xiang called “multi-scalar ethnography” 
(2013). In his study of migration in and from China, Xiang employed multi-
scalar ethnography, which considers how social phenomena are “constituted 
through actions at different scales” (p. 284). As Xiang expounded,
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Case Studies: An Overview 45

smooth flows at one scale (e.g. international) can be disruptive at another 
(e.g. family or community). At the same time, smooth transnational flows 
may not be possible without the deep disruptions in family or the tight 
encapsulations of individual life.

(p. 282)

For example, migrants’ efforts to reshape their economic and social lives 
intersect with the state’s “scale management” and disrupt family life. Social 
actors of various sorts engage in “scale-making,” or developing and sustain-
ing understandings of different scales and projecting possible futures (e.g., 
Marston, 2000; Nespor, 2004). Further, Tsing (2000) cautioned that we must 
pay attention to how beliefs and claims about scales—e.g., the local or the 
global—function. Because scales are, in part, culturally produced, they are 
unpredictable and open to change. They require iterative methods to trace 
scale-making.

They also require critical awareness. Xiang (2013) cautioned that 
researchers must be reflexive about their own scalar positionality and how 
it is influencing data collection and analysis. Scale influences what we see, 
exerting a telescopic or accordion effect. As Ingold (2010) wrote, phenom-
ena “can be observed at different scales, from close up to far away, and each 
will reveal different patterns, textures, and grains” (p. 125). Furthermore, 
as Hastrup has emphasized, “The act of scaling is a matter of putting a 
particular perspective to work—it unsettles the idea of the stationary 
anthropological object of observation and the holism upon which anthro-
pology was premised” (2013, p. 148; see also Latour, 2005). It is up to the 
researcher to document methodological decisions about what to pursue, and 
why, and to maintain a critical reflexivity about that process and its impact 
on the findings.

Multi-sited and multi-scalar ethnography remind us of the importance of 
considering different scales, their (occasionally harmonious, often disruptive) 
intersections, and their mutual cultural production. These approaches encour-
age us to track or trace across and through sites and scales. To conceptualize 
that work, we draw on actor network theory, as outlined in the next section.

Actor Network Theory

Comparative case studies can be further enhanced by concepts derived from 
actor network theory (ANT), which offers a conceptual and methodologi-
cal approach to the notion of studying across and through. Networks are 
“assemblages” of dynamic actors and resources that can “move educational 
practices across space and time” (Nespor, 2003, p. 369; Ong & Collier, 2005). 
As developed by Latour (2005) and others, ANT considers how, within net-
works, people and objects get invited, excluded, and enrolled, a moment in 
which they accept (at least temporarily) the interests and agenda as set by 
focal actors; how linkages are established (or fail to ‘take’), shift, and dissolve; 
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46 Case Studies: An Overview

and how social acts curtail or facilitate future actions. Koyama (2011), as  
discussed in Chapter 4, explained:

The strength of the theory lies in its insistence on following the ongoing 
processes ‘made up of uncertain, fragile, controversial, and ever-shifting 
ties’ (Latour, 2005, p. 28) rather than attempting to fit the actors and their 
activities into bounded categories, geographical sites, or groups of analysis.

(p. 705)

In this way, ANT directly contravenes the injunction in contemporary case 
study methodologies to “bound the case.”

Importantly, and quite controversially, ANT emphasizes the role played 
by non-human actors, which, in effect, dissolves binaries by focusing on inter-
actions among actors within a network rather than on their location (local, 
national, global) within it. From this perspective, people, objects, and texts 
can become vested and act, and ANT traces how human and non-human 
actors become “enrolled” in and are then “accountable” to networks, and how 
both are “produced by particular interactions with one another” (Fenwick & 
Edwards, 2010, p. 8).

Comparative case studies examine spatially non-contiguous assemblages of 
actors across scales. For example, in her study of climate change in the Arctic, 
anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup (2013) explained how discussions and activi-
ties draw from numerous places, diverse epochs, and reigning discourses. Her 
fieldwork in northwest Greenland “addresses the question of scaling through 
discussions of conversations, connections and concerns surfacing in the field, 
yet vastly transcending the local” (p. 145). At one moment, focusing on the 
impact of climate change on the ice, she wrote that participants’ “connections 
are circumscribed by forces of nature that are becoming increasingly unpre-
dictable” (p. 155). Hastrup eloquently explained how this bold new type of 
fieldwork redefines the very notion of field:

Field itself [is] a plastic space, where the fieldworker’s attention may 
stretch and bend according to situation and perspective …. Fields are as 
emergent as are anthropological interests, which is one reason for fieldwork 
being a mutable and endlessly challenging practice. To have ‘enough’ eth-
nographic material is not a simple function of the long term, but more of 
the questions asked …. The field itself comes in many shapes and sizes, 
because it emerges through different perspectives.

(2013, pp. 145–146, emphasis ours)

Fieldwork, she continued, must follow “the connections that are traceable 
prior to any attempt at summing up the ingredients of the whole” (Hastrup, 
2013, p. 157).

Drawing on such insights, we develop several tenets for the CCS heuris-
tic. First, adequate case studies are not merely a question of time in the field 
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Case Studies: An Overview 47

but of the quality of the questions posed and the methods used to address 
them. Second, a comparative case study cannot be “bounded” from the start of 
the study. Fields are emergent, and fieldwork is mutable. A comparative case 
study looks across scales and consider how scales intersect, through a process 
of inquiry that follows the phenomenon. Actor network theory provides one 
feasible conceptual and methodological approach, but we seek to enhance it 
in several ways. We not only emphasize tracing across similar cases, but we 
also value the inclusion of cases that are quite distinct and generate insights 
via juxtaposition. The notion of tracing runs the risk of ignoring the potential 
benefits of contrastive cases. Further, by emphasizing the transversal axis, the 
CCS heuristic explicitly promotes historical comparison.

Exercise 2.3 Playing with Key Concepts

The research questions that you are working with suggest a particular design, 
and we assume that if you are reading this book, you are giving some thought to 
conducting a comparative case study. If so, this is a good time to imagine the kind 
of study you might want to carry out to address your tentative research questions.

 • Using these three key concepts, write a few sentences about how your study 
could be: (1) multi-sited; (2) multi-scalar; and could utilize (3) actor net-
work theory.

 • This is also an ideal time to start diagramming—making mental maps—of 
your study on a whiteboard or on some other space where you can make fre-
quent changes to your emerging design. The point is not to choose sites, scales, 
and actors that you must include in your study; the goal at this point is to think 
creatively and expansively at this point in the development of your project.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we examined and critiqued several existing models of case 
study research. We problematized the notion of boundedness, in particular, 
and we also reconsidered notions of context and culture as they are used in the 
traditional case study literature. We argued that context should not be defined 
as place or location, but it should rather be conceptualized as something spa-
tial and relational. We also explained why we eschew a static, bounded notion 
of culture in favor of a view of culture as an ongoing, contested production. 
These notions are consequential for how we conceptualize case studies and 
comparison, as we illustrate in the remainder of the book. Finally, the chap-
ter showed how the CCS approach has been shaped by our reading of work 
on the extended case method, multi-sited and multi-scalar ethnography, and 
actor network theory. In the next three chapters, we elaborate on the CCS 
approach by taking up each of the three central axes—the horizontal, the 
vertical, and the transversal—in turn and illustrating their use with studies by 
doctoral students and more established scholars.
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Notes
1 Using a related term, Ragin elaborated:

“[I]n most variable-oriented research, investigators begin by defining the prob-
lem in a way that allows examination of many cases (conceived as empirical 
units or observations); then they specify the relevant variables, matched to 
theoretical concepts; and finally they collect information on these variables, 
usually one variable at a time—not one case at a time. From that point on, the 
language of variables and the relationships among them dominate the research 
process. The resulting understanding of these relations is shaped by examining 
patterns of covariation in the data set, observed and averaged across many cases, 
not by studying how different features or causes fit together in individual cases.

(1992, p. 5)

2 To be fair, Yin does acknowledge that the design may change over time. He wrote:

[W]hen you do eventually arrive at the definition of the unit of analysis, do not 
consider closure permanent. Your choice of the unit of analysis, as with other 
facets of your research design, can be revisited as a result of discoveries during 
your data collection.

(2011, pp. 31–32)

3 It is important to distinguish our use of critical from two other uses that appear in 
the case study literature. Patton (1990) denominated critical cases as “those that 
can make a point quite dramatically or are, for some reason, particularly important 
in the scheme of things” (p. 174). Critical, for Patton, denoted a somewhat typi-
cal case—“if it happens there, it will happen anywhere.” In this sense, a “critical” 
case has strategic importance in relation to the problem, allowing generalization, or 
(in contrast) providing for falsification by showing that general claims are invalid 
for this case (and, potentially, similar cases). A second notion of the term, what is 
called “critical incident case study,” considers the factors, variables, or behaviors 
that are “critical to the success or failure of an activity or event and associated 
outcomes” (p. 247). With its focus on events, the method considers the “causal 
antecedents of an event and those critical actions or inactions taken by actors or 
agents that contributed to the event’s or outcome’s occurrence” (p. 247).
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3 Horizontal Comparison

In his 2013 Lewis Henry Morgan lecture “The Value of Comparison,” anthro-
pologist Peter van der Veer addressed the thorny question of how best to 
wrest analytical purchase from comparison. He criticized the tendency to 
oversimplify cases, as well as the habit of ignoring how similar historical or 
contemporary social factors influence cases. He was particularly critical of 
Euro-American social science and the constant, facile juxtapositions of ‘the 
West’ and ‘the Other.’ He wrote:

The pervasiveness of ethnocentrism in the social sciences is astonish-
ing …. One of the greatest flaws in the development of a comparative 
perspective seems to be the almost universal comparison of any existing 
society with an ideal-typical and totally self-sufficient Euro-American 
modernity. Comparison should not be conceived primarily in terms of 
comparing societies or events, or institutional arrangements across soci-
eties, although this is important, but as a reflection on our conceptual 
framework as well as on the history of interactions that have constituted our 
object of study. Comparison is thus not a relatively simple juxtaposition and 
comparison of two or more different societies, but a complex reflection on the 
network of concepts that underlie our study of society as well as the formation 
of those societies themselves. It is always a double act of reflection.

(2013, pp. 3–4, emphasis ours; see also van der Veer, 2016)

We begin with this quote from van der Veer because the aim of this chapter is 
to explain our conceptualization of the horizontal axis in the comparative case 
study (CCS) approach and demonstrate how to conduct such work with sev-
eral illustrative examples. Like van der Veer, we seek to avoid the imposition 
of a priori categories derived from one place, scholarly tradition, or group onto 
another, which often occurs when one is comparing horizontally. The proces-
sual approach to comparison that we have introduced in the previous chapters 
provides a strategy for meeting these goals because it shows how one can com-
pare the way that similar phenomena unfold in distinct, socially-produced 
locations that are connected in multiple and complex ways.
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52 Horizontal Comparison  

In this chapter, we will discuss two approaches to horizontal comparison: 
the homologous and the heterologous. By homologous, we mean the entities 
being compared have a corresponding position or structure to one another, 
such as three classrooms in one high school, or two clinics that provide ser-
vices to pregnant women. For example, Denise Pope’s (2001) comparative 
study followed, for one year, five academically high-achieving American 
youth who were experiencing high levels of stress. To a lesser degree, Annette 
Lareau’s study (2011) (discussed below) of parenting strategies marked by 
social class focused primarily at the level of family. Homologous studies com-
pare and contrast, thinking carefully about how similar forces (e.g., a policy, 
or an economic trend, or a program) result in similar and different practices, 
and why. Though some projects emphasize connection, many are often driven 
by a logic of juxtaposition. These studies tend to be more pre-structured, though 
they too remain open to innovation. Scholars may use a specific sampling 
strategy (such as maximum variation or most similar cases) to initially select 
their cases; however, as the study unfolds, they may add new cases, or abandon 
cases they originally thought would be useful.

Further, homologous comparative cases may or may not involve “nested” 
or “embedded” comparisons, which integrate a vertical element by situating 
the homologous units within a broader study at a different scale.1 For instance, 
nested studies might consider the implementation of a new curriculum in two 
schools per district in three districts, or the impact of a new health care policy 
in five clinics per municipality in two provinces, or how community policing 
is implemented in different neighborhoods across three cities.

In contrast, by heterologous, we mean entities that are categorically distinct, 
such as a school, a clinic, and an NGO, but are important in the unfolding of 
the phenomenon of interest. For example, the sociologist Matthew Desmond 
(2016) followed processes of eviction as he moved through trailer parks, public 
housing units, eviction courts, shelters, abandoned houses, churches, funerals, 
and AA meetings in a single city, Milwaukee. Though they may entail juxta-
position, the logic behind heterologous horizontal comparison is usually one of 
connection; it entails tracing a phenomenon across a “spatially dispersed” social 
field (Falzon, 2009, p. 1). This approach requires some sociological detective 
work, thinking broadly about the wide variety of factors, forces, and actions 
that shape a social problem, and the sites in which the problem is culturally pro-
duced. This is the sort of tracing we referenced in Chapter 1, when we quoted 
James Ferguson’s (2012) assertion that, to understand violence in Nigeria’s 
oil-rich delta region, an analyst would need to consider a network of factors, 
including local politics, land tenure, ethnic formations, and NGO work, among 
other things. In such a study, the researcher may begin with a set of ‘clues’ to fol-
low, but many sites of study will be identified as the study unfolds. Heterologous 
comparison is often found in multi-sited ethnographies, as discussed in the 
previous chapter and in Examples 3.4 and 3.5 in this chapter. This kind of 
multi-sited, heterologous, emergent comparison is a hallmark of contemporary 
ethnographies in the field of anthropology (e.g., Falzon, 2009; Reichman, 2011; 
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Horizontal Comparison 53

Roy, 2010). Notably, sites that are relevant to the phenomenon of interest may 
well be at different scales, thus blending with the vertical axis (for more on this, 
see Chapter 4). Indeed, we champion studies that work across the three axes of 
the horizontal, the vertical, and the transversal when feasible.

A number of research methods can be used to develop the horizontal axis 
of a CCS, whether one uses a homologous or heterologous logic in site selec-
tion. In this chapter, we discuss interviews and observations because they are 
particularly well suited for horizontal comparison, though they may be used 
in the vertical and transversal axes as well, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.  
We then examine several comparative case studies based on books and dis-
sertations to illustrate how horizontal comparison can benefit the study of 
policy, education, and other topics. The first example is taken from Lareau’s 
Unequal Childhoods (2011), a comparative study of childhoods and parenting 
strategies. The second is Bethany Wilinski’s (2014) study of pre-kindergarten 
for four-year olds (4K) in Wisconsin, titled ‘I Don’t Want PreK to Turn into 
School’: What PreK Policy Means in Practice. The third is Michele Bellino’s 
dissertation, Memory in Transition: Historical Consciousness and Civic Attitudes 
among Youth in ‘Postwar’ Guatemala (2014). We then use two examples to 
illustrate heterologous horizontal comparison: Nancy Kendall’s book, The Sex 
Education Debates, a multi-sited ethnography of sex education in the United 
States (2012), and Monisha Bajaj’s (2012) Schooling for Social Change, a 
study of human rights education in India. However, before turning to these 
techniques and examples, we outline the central assumptions that inform 
horizontal comparison.

Horizontal Comparison: Central Assumptions

The horizontal axis is informed by both traditional comparative case studies 
and by multi-sited ethnography, as described in Chapter 2. From these areas 
of inquiry, we derive a few central assumptions that inform our development 
of horizontal comparison:

 • Horizontal comparison requires attention to how historical and contem-
porary processes have differentially influenced different ‘cases,’ which 
might be defined as people, groups of people, sites, institutions, social 
movements, partnerships, etc.

 • Horizontal comparisons avoid imposing categories that are derived solely 
from one case onto another.

 • The inclusion of multiple cases at the same scale in a comparative case 
study need not flatten the cases by ignoring valuable contextual informa-
tion about each one.

 • Homologous horizontal comparisons use units of analysis that are fairly 
equivalent (e.g., schools, medical clinics, or states). Though such studies 
may be more structured than heterologous comparisons, they too must 
alter case inclusion according to emergent findings.
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54 Horizontal Comparison  

 • Homologous comparative cases may or may not involve “nested” or 
“embedded” comparisons, which integrate a vertical element.

 • Heterologous comparative case studies entail tracing a phenomenon 
across sites, as in multi-sited ethnography. It is important to consider sites 
that may be more or less the same scale but may not be categorically 
equivalent.

Having identified these premises, we now turn to a discussion of interviews 
and observations. We then look at how these methods have been used in 
several exemplary studies.

Methods for Developing the Horizontal Axis

There are many research methods that can be used to develop the horizontal 
axis in a comparative case study. For example, a study might involve surveys 
or focus groups. However, we have found that interviews and observations are 
two of the most important methods. This is because rich description of each 
horizontal element—each theater program, each teacher, each partnership—
is critical to discerning the similarities and differences across the sites. In what 
follows, we give a brief overview of the method and emphasize how it can be 
used in horizontal comparisons.

Interviews

Interviews are a fundamental research method in the humanities and social 
sciences. They provide an opportunity for more or less structured in-depth 
conversations with diverse social actors and help researchers to get a sense 
of these actors’ reported experiences and differing perspectives on the phe-
nomenon of interest. They also allow participants to expose ambivalences or 
mixed reactions to events, a policy, or more informal rules of conduct in an 
organization.

Interview formats range, depending on the epistemological stance and 
goals of the project. In a structured interview, the questions are predetermined 
and fixed; the interviewer generally does not add, delete, or even reorder ques-
tions. This style imposes categories and concepts that structure the project 
and produces more standardized interviews across interviewers (e.g., on a 
research team) and interviewees, thus, in some ways, facilitating direct com-
parison. Structured interviews also require the researcher to maintain control 
of the interaction, and this is one reason why structured interviews are most 
common in survey research, where standardization of questions and controlled 
interactions between the researcher and the interviewee are considered neces-
sary to obtain putatively unbiased responses (see Chapter 5 for more details on 
survey research).

In contrast, unstructured interviews are more free-flowing. The 
researcher likely has a list of topics or broad questions to cover but  
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gives the interviewee extensive control over how the conversation devel-
ops. The interview is highly flexible, allowing conversation participants 
to follow or drop topics, or pursue new topics, as they emerge. Finally, 
an interview might be semi-structured, which combines the first two 
approaches: Questions are often prepared in advance but with flexibility 
in the ordering and the actual wording of the questions, and the researcher 
maintains more control over the conversation but allows for some spon-
taneous back-and-forth between the researcher and the interviewee 
(O’Reilly, 2005, 2009).

Semi-structured and unstructured interviews are more consistent with the 
CCS approach because they more fully attend to the processural nature of 
conversation and the social dimensions of knowledge production. However, 
structured interviews can also be useful in certain instances, especially if there 
is a group of participants in your study whose time might be very limited or 
who are unlikely to disclose their opinions in any detail. For example, if you 
are interested in the phenomenon of residential redlining, or denying services 
to a specific group (often defined by geography or ethnicity), then you might 
have a very structured interview protocol to use with realtors whose institu-
tions are known to have engaged in redlining. In the same study, you might 
have a semi-structured interview guide for realtors whose institutions arose 
to counter redlining. The first part of the semi-structured interview protocol 
might be identical to the structured one for the ‘redlining realtors,’ but the 
second part would contain semi-structured or even open-ended questions that 
would facilitate the sharing of experiences by those who started real estate 
companies to thwart redlining. In addition, a researcher might choose to do 
one type of interview during one phase or stage of research and a different 
type at a different phase. For example, in the longitudinal study of secondary 
schooling in Tanzania that Frances Vavrus discusses in Chapter 5, she used a 
semi-structured interview protocol in 2007 with youth in the study but opted 
for progressively less-structured interview guides in subsequent interviews as 
these youth grew into young adults.

Social researchers often fail to think about who they are selecting to inter-
view and why. Sometimes, snowball sampling (where the researcher interviews 
someone, and asks her to recommend a second person, then interview the sec-
ond person, and again ask for others to interview) or convenience sampling 
(where the researcher interviews those who are easiest or most convenient to 
reach) are the only options available. However, when feasible, we encourage 
you to think specifically about who you want to interview, how (e.g., struc-
tured or not), about what, and why—and to document these decisions.

A multitude of books and articles offer helpful guidance on how to develop 
an interview guide and improve one’s interviewing skills (e.g., Heyl, 2001; 
Kvale, 1996; LeCompte & Schensul, 2010; LeCompte & Preissle, 2003; 
May, 2001; O’Reilly, 2005; Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Seidman, 2013). All of 
these sources address the importance of thinking carefully about the content 
of interview guides. Patton (2001) suggested the following categories for the 
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56 Horizontal Comparison  

types of questions that researchers might ask depending on the kinds of data 
they seek to gather through interviewing:

(1) experience and behavior questions that elicit what respondents do or 
have done, (2) opinion and value questions that elicit how respondents 
think about their behaviors and experiences, (3) feeling questions that 
elicit how respondents react emotionally to or feel about their experiences 
and opinions, (4) knowledge questions that elicit what respondents know 
about their worlds, (5) sensory questions that elicit respondents’ descrip-
tions of what and how they see, hear, touch, taste, and smell in the world 
around them, and (6) background and demographic questions that elicit 
respondents’ descriptions of themselves.

(As reported in LeCompte & Preissle, 2003, p. 171)

We are not endorsing this typology as an exhaustive or even necessarily appro-
priate list for your topic of interest; we are, though, suggesting that it is helpful 
to think explicitly about the logic of the types of questions you include.

Interviewing is a skill like any other, and it tends to improve over time. 
Regarding interviewing skills, Seidman (2013) helpfully suggested that 
researchers should:

Listen more, talk less …. Follow up on what the participant says…. Ask 
questions when you do not understand…. Ask to hear more about a sub-
ject…. Explore, don’t probe…. Avoid leading questions…. Avoid yes/
no questions…. Follow-up, don’t interrupt…. Ask participants to tell a 
story…. Ask for concrete details when you need them…. Follow your 
hunches.

(pp. 66–75)

Other authors, like Bryman (2006), have suggested a range of types of inter-
view questions. These excellent overviews of interviewing skills can help a 
researcher become more aware of interaction patterns in interviews, which we 
believe is critically important for the CCS approach that is premised on the 
belief that knowledge is not out there to be discovered by the researcher but is 
socially produced through meaningful interaction.

There are, of course, good reasons not to interview. Perhaps an interview 
will not produce data to answer your research questions. Interviews are good for 
questions that do not lend themselves to observable moments, such as tracking 
parents’ school choice decisions, but not for questions that are primarily about 
practices or behaviors. Many qualitative researchers are skeptical about what 
people say they do and prefer to observe what people actually do, or at least 
confirm by using interviews and observations (Wolcott, 2008). Further, some 
intellectual traditions do not consider interview data trustworthy because it 
is interactionally produced and people accommodate, socially, to what they 
think the interviewer wants to hear (McDermott & Tylbor, 1983).
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Horizontal Comparison 57

In terms of interviewing as a primary method in a comparative case study, 
there are a few questions you want to ask yourself as you are designing your 
study. These include the following: How will you present yourself to differ-
ent groups of interviewees? What obstacles can you anticipate in conducting 
interviews with different kinds of people and how will you try to prevent 
those difficulties (Briggs, 1986)? How do you think that data from interviews 
becomes knowledge (Silverman, 2011)? How do you anticipate analyzing the 
data produced through interviews (Silverman, 2003, 2011; Wolcott, 2008; 
Green, Franquiz, & Dixon, 1997; Tilley, 2003)? These and more questions 
deserve attention if you intend to use interviewing as a research method.

Exercise 3.1 How Might You Use Interviews in a 
Comparative Case Study?

Interviews are a fundamental method for qualitative researchers. As you con-
sider the use of interviews in your comparative case study, ask yourself these 
questions:

 • What categories or groups of people might I interview? List them in your 
fieldnotes.

 • What format of interview might I use with each group listed above—
structured, semi-structured, or unstructured—and why?

 • What themes would I include in the interview guide for each group listed 
above? Make a brief list for each guide and add this to your fieldnotes.

 • What is my plan for piloting each interview guide before using it?

Observations

The other qualitative research method that is often used in comparative 
case studies, especially to develop the horizontal axis, is observation. Much 
has been written about observation, and we do not wish to repeat it here 
(e.g., Agar, 1980; Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994; Babbie, 2015; DeWalt & 
DeWalt, 2011; LeCompte & Priessle, 2003; Lofland & Lofland, 1994; Whyte, 
1984). Instead, our purpose is to highlight aspects of observing with particu-
lar relevance for a CCS researcher. Like interviews, observation techniques 
range from full observer (not interacting with participants, only observing) to 
participant observation (engaging in a more or less limited way with partici-
pants) to full participant (Adler & Adler, 1994). While positivist researchers 
are very concerned about the impact of the observer on the behavior of those 
being observed, many social scientists counter that their long engagement 
with a particular group of participants increases the validity of observation 
data, including participant observation data (Maxwell, 2013). Besides, as 
Hammersley and Atkinson argue, “In a sense, all social research is a form of 
participant observation, because we cannot study the social world without 
being a part of it” (1983, p. 249).
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58 Horizontal Comparison  

Observation entails spending long periods of time watching people. It may 
be structured by using an observation tool, such as a checklist or tally sheet 
upon which certain behaviors, words, or activities are recorded at intervals 
during an observation period. These tools can facilitate comparison across 
sites and with multiple researchers. For example, our work with Tanzanian and 
U.S. researchers in classrooms across six Tanzanian secondary schools used an 
observation tool in which each researcher recorded how the teacher started 
the lesson, used the chalkboard, and asked questions of students, among other 
items. The researchers found it easiest to take unstructured but copious notes 
during the lesson and then later answer structured questions about the way 
the lesson began, how the board was utilized, and so forth. However, they did 
keep a tally sheet of the kinds of questions asked by the teacher, contrasting 
closed questions with a correct answer and more open questions that allowed 
students to interpret or analyze. The Tanzanian and U.S. researchers observ-
ing the same lesson could then compare their answers, and the research team 
could compare across the 23 teachers in the six schools in the study (Vavrus 
& Bartlett, 2013).

Participant observation and full participation entail spending equally long, 
if not longer, periods of time interacting with people than when one is solely 
an observer. Participating involves asking people about what you are seeing 
them do and hearing them say, and it is often less structured because these 
questions tend to arise while the researcher is participating alongside those in 
the study. For example, Lesley Bartlett used a range of observation techniques 
when she conducted research in Brazil on youth and adult literacy programs 
that use Freirean pedagogy. She observed teacher training events; she was a 
participant observer in seven literacy classrooms; and she lived in the com-
munity with the students and teachers, conducting participant observation in 
community stores, at work with participants, and in homes to get a sense of 
how they used and talked about reading and writing in classrooms and beyond 
(Bartlett, 2009). This example illustrates the importance of “thinking care-
fully about what is being seen, interpreting it, and talking to the actors to 
check the emerging interpretations” (Delamont, 2007, p. 206). Both partici-
pant observation and full participation entail informal interviewing in the 
course of research, and one may select different levels of engagement for dif-
ferent research questions or for different phases of the study.

Like other elements of a comparative case study, observations deserve 
(but often do not receive) careful attention to questions of sampling. Ask 
yourself who or what you will observe, where, when, how, and why. Be clear 
about these answers; write them down in your fieldnotes. Revisit them over 
the course of the study because your strategies may change as new hunches 
develop from the fieldwork. One research question may require one observa-
tion strategy, while another may require a different strategy or no observations 
at all. For example, a project interested in why youth use drugs could involve 
mostly interviews; a question on how and when students talk about drugs 
requires observations at carefully selected sites.
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Horizontal Comparison 59

We have found that CCS researchers find it helpful to maximally diversify 
what and who they observe in the early phases of the study. This is important 
because it helps in making decisions about what constitutes the case itself 
and what sites might be important for further research. Later in the study, the 
researcher can engage in more focused observations in fewer sites. We find 
that it is also important to ask ourselves a series of reflexive questions about 
our role in the activity being observed, such as how fully we should be engaged, 
how our engagement might influence the participants, how well some partici-
pants (but not others) know us, and how much some participants know about 
our research. Remember that participant observation is a fundamentally expe-
riential, embodied, and interactional approach to research. Your engagement 
with others may be shaped by their reading of your ethnicity, gender, class, 
speech, education, religion, and other identity markers just as you may observe 
and interpret their actions differently based on these markers.

Observing, like interviewing, is a skill that should improve over time, with 
practice and with careful reading of available methods literature. It helps to 
practice during a pilot study or on a different project before engaging in your 
major research. Before every observation, it is critical to develop a plan for 
how you are going to look. What are you looking for? Will you use any tools 
to train your gaze? Why or why not? How will you record your data during 
observations? Remember that observations are meant to be descriptive, and 
there is little time for analysis when one is trying to jot down what is occur-
ring during a meeting, class, or political rally. Thus, we encourage you to 
make jottings or notes (most often in a notebook) that are as detailed as is 
feasible in the situation and to note ‘time stamps’ in the margins periodically 
(e.g., every 5-10 minutes).

After the observation, be sure you leave sufficient time for elaborating 
on your fieldnotes. This is a crucial step where you turn the short notes or 
jottings into detailed accounts of what you observed. It is best done while 
the details are fresh in your mind, preferably the same day. In addition, we 
suggest that you leave time to reflect on the observation experience itself. 
What were the most important things you learned? What went well? What 
did not, and how could you change it in the future? What did you miss? 
What should be your next step, methodologically, given what you learned? 
Good observers are systematic about observing, recording what they observ-
ing, reflecting on those observations, and storing their observations in an 
easily accessible system.

In some familiar settings like schools and medical clinics, the greatest chal-
lenges may be overfamiliarity and boredom. Delamont (2012) emphasized the 
importance of focusing on “what is happening rather than what one ‘expects,’ 
‘knows’ and is familiar with” (p. 345). She also insisted that the observer must 
avoid judgment. She wrote, “The researcher’s job is to find out what the partic-
ipants think is going on, what they do, why they do it, how they do it and what 
is ‘normal’ and ‘odd’ for them” (p. 346). Seeing things afresh, or what some call 
“strange-making,” is particularly important for horizontal comparisons because 
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the sites may start to lose their ‘strangeness’ and uniqueness when we focus on 
the common elements in an observation guide.

Exercise 3.2 How Might You Use Observations  
in a Comparative Case Study?

Observations are another essential method for comparative case studies. Make a 
table in your fieldnotes where you consider the following questions:

 • What are essential events for me to observe, and why?
 • How frequently do I want to observe these events, and for how long a 

period of time?
 • Will I be a full observer, a participant observer, or a full participant during 

each category of events, and why?
 • During each category of observations, what specifically will I be looking 

for? Do I need an observation guide or tool of any sort for any of these 
observations?

 • What is my plan for writing fieldnotes during and after each observation?

Expect to update this table as the study develops.

Interviewing and observation are essential tools in social research gener-
ally and in most comparative case studies. Below, we show how these methods 
have been used effectively to develop the horizontal axis of the two different 
kinds of comparative case studies.

Horizontal Comparisons Using Homologous Units

Homologous comparative case studies select homologous units of analysis 
for comparison. For example, a project might contrast the ‘discrepant and  
idiosyncratic’ implementation of the U.S. federal No Child Left Behind 
policy across states (e.g., Davidson, Reback, Rockoff, & Schwartz, 2015), or 
it might juxtapose hidden curricula in socioeconomically dissimilar schools 
in one state (e.g., Anyon 1980). The examples below demonstrate the value 
of sound homologous comparison of units that share some corresponding  
features—they are all in the category of ‘state’ or ‘family’ or ‘school,’ for 
instance. In some of the examples, the researcher limits herself primarily to 
horizontal comparison; in later examples, the scholar engages in vertical or 
transversal comparison as well, which we recommend. However, our aim in 
this section is to best illustrate homologous horizontal comparison.

Example 3.1: Annette Lareau’s Unequal Childhoods

Annette Lareau’s rightly famous book, Unequal Childhoods, provides an 
excellent example of how to integrate observations and interviews, and 
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Horizontal Comparison 61

how to use homologous cases for horizontal comparison (2011). Lareau was 
interested in how parenting and childhood in the U.S. vary by social class. 
To pursue this topic, she selected twelve families, each of which had a child 
who was nine or ten years old at the time. She stratified the sample by 
sex (half girls, half boys) and class, seeking equal representation among 
families designated middle class, working class, and poor. She also sought to 
include white and African American families across each sample (see her 
methodological appendix). Lareau hired a team of fieldworkers; together, 
they observed each family and focal child approximately twenty times dur-
ing a one month period in order to gain insights into daily life and family 
dynamics across settings, including school functions, extracurricular events, 
church, etc. They paid particular attention to the organization of daily life, 
language use, and interactions with major institutions. As background to 
the study, Lareau also used observations across two schools and in-depth 
interviews with 88 families. In sum, Lareau found that middle-class par-
ents engaged in “concerned cultivation,” wherein they constantly fostered 
and assessed their children’s various talents (e.g., through extracurricular 
lessons and experiences). They also intervened on their children’s behalf 
with teachers, coaches, and other leaders; they instilled a sense of enti-
tlement in their children; and they taught the children how to advocate 
for themselves and how important social institutions worked. The study 
showed very clearly how resource- and time-intensive this parenting strat-
egy is. In contrast, among the working-class and poor families, Lareau 
documented a strategy she dubbed “natural accomplishment of growth,” 
a less-structured strategy focused on providing for children’s basic needs 
while allowing talents to develop organically. In these families, children 
have fewer structured activities and clearer boundaries between adults and 
children. While Lareau pointed out the advantages of this strategy, includ-
ing more autonomy and more respectful (and less entitled) children, she 
ultimately concluded that major institutions (especially schools) unevenly 
reward middle-class versions of childhood.

There are a variety of conceptual and methodological critiques of 
Lareau’s book, and they merit consideration. Here, though, our purpose is 
to highlight the elements of the study that produced a commendable and 
highly influential homologous comparison. First, Lareau developed a care-
ful conceptual frame, based on Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital; this 
frame informed her study design such that she focused on families—the 
homologous units—that differed by race and social class. Second, Lareau 
conducted a preliminary phase of research, which entailed interviews with 
the parents of 31 third-grade children from one elementary school. We, too, 
advocate for phased research because better selection decisions can often 
be made after the first phase of a project. In Lareau’s case, this preliminary 
phase led her to include race as a criterion and to broaden her definition of 
social class to include the kind of jobs parents had and their level of educa-
tion. Her realization during this early phase that a “substantial number of 
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62 Horizontal Comparison  

children were from households supported by public assistance” led her to 
add a group of poor families “not involved in the labor market” (p. 347). 
Third, Lareau added another phase of observations at two racially integrated 
schools. These experiences helped Lareau specify the research questions—
whether class or race most influenced parenting strategies, institutional 
engagement, and academic success—which she used to inform her sampling 
strategy for the third phase of the study that included in-depth observations 
and interviews in twelve households. Lareau skillfully wove into her study 
unstructured observations, structured observations, unstructured interviews, 
and structured interviews, varying her methods across the period of data col-
lection to meet specific purposes.

Lareau’s study is remarkable for its depth and breadth, given how labor-
intensive interviewing and observing can be. She did, though, have the 
advantage of a funded project, a research team, and years of research experi-
ence when she embarked on the Unequal Childhoods study. However, many 
doctoral students and early-career faculty do individual projects that employ 
a homologous case selection logic with similarly successful results. Below, we 
consider two such cases.

Example 3.2: Bethany Wilinski’s Study of Early 
Childhood Education in Wisconsin

Bethany Wilinski (2014, forthcoming) employed what we would call a 
comparative case study with a homologous horizontal axis to understand 
the rapid expansion of publicly funded pre-kindergarten (pre-K, or what 
Wisconsin has called 4K) programs, which promise to close the achieve-
ment gap and redress economic and racial inequalities. Her work focused on 
three teachers in three different institutions in one Wisconsin city (which 
she dubbed Lakeville) and how they were influenced by district, state, and 
federal policy shifts. Wilinski asked: “How do 4K teachers understand, 
appropriate, and enact Lakeville’s 4K policy? What forces affect teachers’ 
appropriation and enactment of the policy?” To pursue these questions, 
Wilinski conducted research over a period of one year with three pre-K 
teachers located in three different institutions—a public school, a private 
non-profit preschool, and a private for-profit corporate childcare center—
because she wanted to see how 4K in Lakeville is enacted in a range of 
public and private sites. This selection of different types of pre-kindergarten 
schools with different fee structures implied diverse student populations in 
the study as well. This case selection was critical to her ability to generate 
insights regarding how institutional settings and student populations, com-
bined with teachers’ pedagogical understandings, training, and career goals, 
shaped policy appropriation.

Wilinski examined how these teachers understood and enacted the 4K  
policy, and what the policy came to mean to them and their institution. 
She found that the district policy had created a new cadre of pre-K teachers  
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with similar qualifications but who enacted policy under dramatically 
different working conditions and compensation schemes. This, then, 
reshaped relationships and hierarchies within and across institutions and 
made inequalities between early childhood education teachers and public 
school teachers increasingly visible and relevant. The policy influenced 
teachers’ job satisfaction, school district-community site relations, and the 
structure of early childhood education in Lakeville, with serious implica-
tions for the status of teachers, families’ access to programs, and children’s 
early education experiences.

The homologous horizontal axis of Wilinski’s study combined with the 
vertical axis because she also analyzed Lakeville’s 4K policy in relation to 
pre-K policy at the state and national levels. This vertical element of the 
analysis provides a way to understand how a school district and individual 
schools are situated within a broader set of political, social, and economic 
relations that structure how 4K policy is conceptualized and implemented. 
Further, through horizontal comparison of three teachers’ work in one dis-
trict (another example of a homologous comparison in her study), Wilinski 
demonstrated how a particular 4K policy aimed at equalizing early learning 
opportunities for young children simultaneously created and perpetuated 
hierarchies and inequalities that affected individuals and institutions. 
Wilinski’s dissertation exemplifies how doctoral students can successfully 
blend horizontal and vertical axes.

An informed site selection strategy was crucial to the success of Wilinski’s 
comparative case study. It did not occur by chance. She conducted a pilot 
study of 4K programs in two private and two public sites the year before she 
began her doctoral research. As a result of that experience, she realized that 
she needed to include different types of private sites. This led her to add the 
for-profit corporate site. Wilinski also realized that she needed to frame her 
sample in terms of institutional type and not student population because 
childcare sites do not only serve their immediate surrounding community. 
Wilinski reported that the pacing of her time in the sites changed as she 
negotiated access. She initially wanted to do fieldwork in all three sites con-
currently because she thought that the rhythm of the school year might be 
important. However, the conditions of access forced her to stagger her entry 
into the sites, which allowed her to have several weeks to a month of intensive 
fieldwork in each site for the first phase of research. In the second phase, she 
spent equal amounts of time in each site, and the total number of observation 
hours per site was ultimately quite equal. This unplanned observation strategy 
allowed Wilinski to observe each site on its own terms, rather than forcing 
her into a comparative frame from the beginning. Finally, as the fieldwork 
unfolded, she realized that it would be important to attend as many district-
wide meetings as possible because these events offered critical perspectives on 
the experiences of individual teachers in their specific schools; they allowed 
Wilinski to understand both individual teachers and their specific institutions 
as part of the larger 4K system in Lakeville.
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Example 3.3: Michelle Bellino’s Study of 
Civic Education in Guatemala

Michelle Bellino (2014, 2015, 2016) conducted a comparative case study 
to consider civic education in ‘post-war’ Guatemala, a country beleaguered 
by chronic violence in the aftermath of a 36-year civil war. She asked how 
adolescents “draw on their construction of the violent past to shape their 
sense of civic identity” (2014, p. 85). From 2010 to 2012, she conducted 
fourteen months of fieldwork for her dissertation in Guatemala City and 
the rural province of Izabal; her fieldwork entailed participant observa-
tion in four schools—two urban and two rural. Each school had different 
experiences with violence, past and present. As Bellino noted, “the com-
parative sites not only serve as divergent and oppositional cases, but also 
as relational compositions situated within a whole” (p. 91). Bellino spent 
at least four weeks in each community, attending classes, visiting homes, 
attending community and youth group meetings, public commemorations, 
and religious events, and participating in formal and informal activities 
throughout the day. In schools, she observed broadly, but focused particu-
larly on social studies classrooms. In addition to intensive observations, 
she conducted interviews with teachers, parents, and students to explore 
how youth make meaning of their educational encounters with injustice, 
and particularly how they understand the role and relevance of the war in 
their ‘postwar’ lives.

In an article based on her dissertation (2016), Bellino engaged a CCS 
approach to analyze a globally-influenced but state-led curricular reform in 
Guatemala. She showed “how state actors envisioned narrating the post-
war transition for both national citizens and the global world” (p. 63). 
She also drew upon observational data to describe “the varied ways in 
which young people [were] presented with knowledge and attitudes about 
historical injustice in formal education,” and she analyzed “the ways 
that young people [were] positioned as civic actors in the ‘postwar’ era”  
(p. 60). To do so, Bellino used horizontal comparison to juxtapose teaching 
and learning in one urban and one rural classroom, showing how different 
teachers adopted, challenged, or rejected these reforms, and “examin-
ing how particular depictions of war are positioned as civic narratives for 
different identity groups, set against the backdrop of particular ways of 
understanding the ‘postwar’” (p. 60). Her comparison demonstrated how 
legacies of war have been exacerbated through an unequal educational 
system. Further, engaging a historical perspective (and what we would call 
the transversal axis), her horizontal comparison showed how local histo-
ries and experiences with the state during the war differentially affected 
civic engagement.

Overall, in Bellino’s work, horizontal comparisons among the four schools 
illustrated how a history of conflict and a national curricular reform were  
radically reinterpreted and enacted across different sites.
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Exercise 3.3 How Might You Design a Homologous 
Horizontal Comparison?

Bethany Wilinski examined how three teachers in three very different 
institutional contexts implemented a city pre-K educational policy, which 
was itself influenced by state and federal pre-K policies. Michelle Bellino 
conducted fieldwork in two urban and two rural schools in Guatemala to 
explore how students interpreted their civic efficacy and opportunities for 
civic engagement in light of past and on-going violence, and how teachers 
implemented civic education.

As you reflect on these horizontal comparisons, ask yourself:

 • Are there relevant policies, programs, curricula, or historical trends that 
have influenced the phenomenon that interests you in your own research 
project?

 • How might your project engage a homologous horizontal comparison? 
What sampling logic would you employ, and why?

 • If you were to use homologous horizontal comparison in one phase of your 
research, would you choose to do it early in the project, to generate a sense of 
how similar phenomena play out in different contexts, or late in the project, 
to re-consider propositions that emerged from your single case study? Why?

 • Might you choose to “nest” homologous comparisons? If so, what would the 
sites or cases be?

 • How might your research questions shift if you engage homologous hori-
zontal comparison at some stage of the project?

Horizontal Comparisons Using Heterologous Units

Heterologous horizontal comparison is generally guided by a logic of connec-
tion; though juxtaposition is possible, usually this type of work seeks to trace 
a phenomenon across sites at the same relative scale. Heterologous compari-
son features in many multi-sited ethnographies because researchers are tracing 
a phenomenon across different sites and spaces at the same scale, such as 
Desmond’s (2016) study of eviction in Milwaukee mentioned above and Karen 
Ho’s (2009) examination of Wall Street’s investment banks that involved 
interviews and observations across institutions, out-placement agencies, con-
ferences, and social venues. In many cases, the heterologous comparison at 
one scale is nested in a homologous comparison at another, as in the Kendall 
and Bajaj studies discussed below that compared across states in the U.S. and 
India, respectively, but then examined heterologous sites within them.

Example 3.4: Nancy Kendall’s Sex Education Debates

Nancy Kendall’s research (2008, 2012) considers the shifting role of the U.S. 
federal government in sex education. Given the highly decentralized nature 
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66 Horizontal Comparison  

of schooling in the U.S., the federal government played no significant role 
in directing state policies or local sexuality education programs until 1996, 
when then-president Bill Clinton signed a congressional bill that set aside 
almost half a billion dollars for “abstinence only until marriage” (AOUM) 
education. Federal AOUM funding expanded further under President 
George Bush, and the definitions of AOUM programs became more pre-
cise. When states began to reject the conditions of federal AOUM funds, 
the federal government responded by bypassing the states and channeling 
federal funds directly to nongovernmental (often faith-based) organizations. 
Kendall noted that these funding shifts strengthened NGOs’ capacity to 
provide free AOUM education for schools at the same time that state and 
federal high-stakes accountability measures (such as No Child Left Behind) 
placed increased academic (and assessment) demands on schools, diluting 
their attention for sex education.

Kendall (2012) considered these historical shifts at the federal level, and 
she then used observations and interviews to conduct comparative, multi-
sited research on sex education policy as practice in five states: California, 
Florida, Maryland, Wisconsin, and Wyoming. This focus on similar 
units of analysis (e.g., states) illustrates homologous case selection. She 
purposefully selected states that differed in their sex education policies— 
from providing no guidance to adopting varieties of either AOUME or 
comprehensive sex education.

Kendall not only compared state policy related to sex education; she 
also examined a number of heterologous sites in different communities. In 
each state, examining sex education policy and practice led her to trace 
crucial strands of local and state politics and socio-economic relations 
that were influencing how sex education was framed in school districts 
and local schools. For example, through fieldwork at schools, school board 
meetings, and community groups in Wyoming, Kendall (2012) showed 
how libertarianism and the politics of White and Native American rela-
tions influenced local sex education debates and practices. In comparison, 
in California, the focal school’s sex education practices were largely shaped 
by state policy, the school’s own tracking system, and the availability of a 
non-profit comprehensive sex education provider in the area. Fieldwork 
in California entailed interviewing about and observing the non-profit’s  
sex education programming as it was taught in the different tracked class-
rooms, observing how school leaders discussed and negotiated state policy, 
talking to state officials about how they constructed state sex education 
policy, and visiting with community members who were trying to organize 
to change state policy.

Kendall’s study of homologous and heterologous horizontal sites was 
embedded in and organized by a vertical comparison in which she examined 
district, state, and national sites, and by the development of a transversal axis 
that illuminated shifts over time in U.S. federal sex education policy. The ver-
tical comparison provided a cross-state, comparative framework that shaped 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
W

is
co

ns
in

 -
 M

ad
is

on
] 

at
 1

4:
26

 2
4 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
7 



Horizontal Comparison 67

the focus and comparative lens adopted in the interviews and observations 
that she conducted at schools, in community organizations, in district offices, 
and in state and national governmental and nongovernmental organizations 
across the country. However, she sought, primarily, to understand the con-
temporary context in which federal funding “interacted with state, district, 
school, and classroom practices to shape students’ experiences with sexuality 
in schools” (2012, p. 15).

Thus, Kendall’s work incorporated multiple types and axes of comparison 
to produce a rich, complex study of sex education policy. She argued, and we 
concur, that using such a comparative approach “challenges policy literatures 
that assume a unilinear impact model,” and allows for more dynamic research 
on sex education, in this case, that moves from the “study of a bounded geo-
graphic site … to an idea of place as ‘always formed through relations and 
connections with dynamics at play in other places, and in wider regional, 
national, and transnational arenas’” (2012, pp. 14–16). In this way, Kendall’s 
work exemplifies the best of the CCS approach.

Example 3.5: Monisha Bajaj’s Study of 
Human Rights Education in India

In her study of human rights education (HRE) in India, Monisha Bajaj (2012) 
made judicious use of heterologous horizontal comparisons. Bajaj focused on a 
very influential national NGO, the Institute of Human Rights Education (part 
of the larger human rights NGO People’s Watch), which was active in 18 
states across India. Engaging a historical perspective, her study presented the 
key events that led to the growth and expansion of the Institute’s programs. 
To better understand this national-scale organization, she employed obser-
vations at IHRE-sponsored teacher trainings in multiple states, a national 
HRE conference, and National Advisory Committee meetings in New Delhi, 
among other activities. She demonstrated how, over time, the Institute gained 
support for HRE in a crowded curricular field by engaging in what she called 
“persuasive pragmatism” (p. 54).

To map the contemporary landscape of HRE, Bajaj decided to focus 
on six states. She narrowed her selection of states to include those states 
that had completed at least one three-year cycle of the HRE program and 
had alumni from the program that could be interviewed; she also sought 
regional diversity in the sample of states. With 13 months of fieldwork 
conducted from 2008 to 2010, she carried out surveys (completed with 
a team of assistants) in hundreds of schools in the six focal states.2 State 
visits varied in duration from ten days to two months, depending on issues 
of sampling and the scope of the program(s) in operation. Bajaj sought to 
spend enough time in each site to understand the challenges facing HRE 
programs as well as the successes they may have achieved. Bajaj paired 
this breadth with the depth of information provided by conducting focus 
groups, interviews, and observations at more than 60 schools and with 
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68 Horizontal Comparison  

nine different NGOs (most affiliated with the IHRE). She was particu-
larly attentive to how teachers and students interpreted and took up HRE. 
Throughout the project, Bajaj employed maximum variation sampling to 
include a variety of schools in distinct parts of the states visited (urban and 
rural), and a diversity of respondents based on religion, caste, age, length 
of time learning/teaching HRE, gender, and educational background. 
Respondents included 118 HRE teachers, 625 students, 80 staff, and poli-
cymakers of HRE (see Figure 3.1).

Bajaj paired this school-level focus with attention to the vertical and 
transversal axes as well. She used secondary literature and interviews to chart 
the rise of HRE in India over the past three decades in policy discussions 
and in NGO models. She examined the work done by heterologous gov-
ernmental bodies at the national scale—specifically, the National Council 
of Educational Research and Training (NCERT), the National Council for 
Teacher Education (NCTE), the University Grants Commission (UGC), and 
the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC)—to incorporate HRE into 
their work. She also analyzed national policy documents, such as National 
Curriculum Frameworks that influence and guide educational planning and 
practice as well as teacher formation nationwide. During her school-based 
fieldwork, Bajaj was then able to consider how national curricula and policies 
were taken up, contested, or ignored (2012).

Thus, Bajaj (2012) exemplifies how to integrate heterologous and homolo-
gous horizontal comparison, vertical comparison, and transversal comparison 

Figure 3.1  Monisha Bajaj’s Comparative Case Study of Human Rights Education 
in India.

Inter/
national HRE
Models and
Discourse

Interviews,
Observation

in 60 Schools
and Nine NGOs

National
NGO–IHRE

Surveys at
Schools in
Six States
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Horizontal Comparison 69

in a single project to illuminate a central phenomenon of interest—HRE in 
India. Her work also offers an extended rumination on the question of how to 
use schooling to redress various forms of inequality.

Exercise 3.4 How Might You Design a Heterologous 
Horizontal Comparison?

In her comparative study of sexual education in the United States, Nancy 
Kendall included heterologous sites—classrooms, schools, and NGOs—across 
five states. Examining human rights education, Monisha Bajaj conducted 
observations, interviews, and focus group discussions in schools and NGOs 
across six states. As you reflect on these multi-sited versions of heterologous 
horizontal comparison, both of which also integrated other varieties of com-
parison, ask yourself:

 • Are you more comfortable with homologous or heterologous comparisons? 
Why? Which might be more appropriate for the problem under considera-
tion in your research?

 • Given your topic, what sites do you initially expect you would include in a 
homologous and/or heterologous horizontal comparison? Why?

 • What sites would you not include? Why?
 • If you were to engage a multi-sited study, how would you make and 

adequately document emergent decisions about sites to include in your 
study?

Conclusion

In this chapter, we described the first of the three axes in a comparative 
case study: the horizontal axis. We distinguished between a homologous 
horizontal comparison, which includes corresponding units of analysis, and 
a heterologous horizontal comparison, which selects sites of different types 
that are more or less at the same scale. We noted that horizontal compari-
sons are often nested or embedded in comparison at another scale, such as 
when a study looks at four human rights NGOs in the capital cities in two 
different states. Such studies invoke the vertical axis as they trace across 
scales while simultaneously comparing at the same scale. We also gave a 
brief overview of two research methods—interviewing and observations—
that are often used in developing the horizontal axis (as well as the vertical 
and transversal as we will see in later chapters) before discussing five exem-
plary horizontal comparisons.

As we have shown, some studies will use only horizontal comparisons. 
However, the type of work we promote incorporates vertical and/or trans-
versal perspectives as well. We turn now to consider the vertical axis in 
greater depth.
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70 Horizontal Comparison  

Notes
1 For more on embedded case studies, see Scholz and Tietje (2002).
2 We discuss surveying as a method in Chapter 5.
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4 Vertical Comparison

The use of the term vertical in the CCS approach opens up analytical 
opportunities but also risks conceptual constriction if one sees it as a study 
of levels rather than of networks. If we picture for a moment a high-rise 
office building that houses the staff of a company, one could conduct a 
study that compares the way that lower-level workers on the first few 
floors and senior management on the upper floors interpret and enact the 
company’s mission on corporate social responsibility. Such a study would 
literally be a vertical comparison and might generate insights into how 
gender, class, race, and age influence the interpretation of social respon-
sibility. However, an interpretation of the vertical axis as a comparison 
of pre-determined stratified levels (e.g., the administrative staff on the 
second floor; the regional managers on the twelfth) does not allow for  
the study of interactions among the employees with different positions 
in the company or for informal flows of knowledge from one floor in the 
building to another that one cannot necessarily anticipate before launching 
a research project.

If we were, instead, to trace the process by which the company’s mission 
statement came into being through a complex network of people on many 
different floors in this building and at the company’s offices in other states 
or countries, we would have a very different, and more dynamic, study. We 
would be acknowledging that social relations are complex and extend beyond 
the confines of any pre-defined grouping or level; that alliances and factions 
within a network are not stable but neither are they random or divorced from 
broader relations of power; and that authoritative texts like mission state-
ments and national policy draw on knowledge from multiple sources that 
circulate globally.

Policy sociologist Stephen Ball (2016) recently proposed that scholars 
of policy focus more on policy networks and policy mobility, by which he 
means the ways that policy travels through assemblages of actors in bits and 
pieces rather than as coherent packages. To understand this movement, Ball 
argued that
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74 Vertical Comparison  

this means attending to multiple sites, spaces, and scales of policy within 
and between states and the interactions, relations and movements 
between them; both national and local unevenness and frictions; urban/
rural differences; and different speeds of change and moments of possibility 
in different localities.

(p. 2)

He called for network analysis and network ethnography, or ethnographies of 
policy networks, in ways that are similar to the cases we discuss in this chapter, 
but we elaborate on methods that help delineate the vertical and horizontal 
axes of a comparative case study.

In the previous chapter, we considered how one can trace processes hori-
zontally as they unfold across homologous sites, such as multiple companies 
or NGOs working on the same issue in a similar physical space or social 
arena. One could, for example, compare how corporate social responsibility is 
defined and operationalized in the mission statements of several similar sized 
companies based in an urban area where voters have demanded evidence of 
such responsible actions. In this chapter, we add a vertical axis to the horizon-
tal in examining studies that have explored a phenomenon across homologous 
sites and have traced connections among actors and authoritative texts at dif-
ferent scales. For example, Meg Gardinier (2012, 2014) examined the role 
of key educational actors in Albanian educational reform and democratiza-
tion following the fall of the communist dictatorship. In the post-communist 
period, Albanian policymakers increasingly adopted internationally prevalent 
models of education for a democratic, market-based, global knowledge society. 
Yet, despite a seeming convergence of national and international educational 
aims, such interventions resulted in a wide variation of results on the ground. 
Based on 32 months of multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork, Gardinier investi-
gated the changing roles and identities, sources of knowledge, and professional 
practice of international experts, national education leaders, and teachers as 
they developed and implemented educational projects for democratic citizen-
ship and the global knowledge economy. She found that, although national 
policymakers aimed to modernize the Albanian education system by infusing 
international models, teachers strategically interpreted and adapted these for-
eign models to reflect their experience with the political context of schools, 
their pedagogical and subject knowledge, and their familiar forms of teaching 
practice. The vertical axis reminds us to follow the phenomenon itself, be it a 
practice or a policy, as it enlists and engages actors whom one might otherwise 
assume operate in bounded spaces.

The examples we have selected for this chapter are two particularly rich 
studies whose vertical dimensions are enhanced through their use of analyti-
cal tools that show how people, objects, and discourses are connected through 
policy. Although the study of policy is not the only purpose for the kind of 
comparison we put forward in this chapter, it is a particularly appropriate one 
for reasons laid out in the next section. As we discussed in previous chapters, 
an approach to policy studies that treats the nation-state as an entity unto 
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Vertical Comparison 75

itself is woefully inadequate in an era when new forms of global governance 
affect policymaking in nations both large and small. The same can be said 
for ethnographic studies of a single site that do not recognize the networks 
of local and national (and frequently international) human actors and non-
human actants that interact and reshape practice in specific cases.

The first study we examine is Jill Koyama’s deeply engaging book, Making 
Failure Pay: For-Profit Tutoring, High-Stakes Testing, and Public Schools (2010), 
which adeptly used actor network theory to develop vertical and horizon-
tal comparisons in its analysis of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the U.S. 
education act that went into effect in 2002 and shaped national, state, and 
district policy for more than a decade. The second example is Christina 
Kwauk’s exemplary dissertation, Playing for the Future: Sport and the Production 
of Healthy Bodies in Policy and Practice (2014), a study that used critical dis-
course analysis to explore the global sport for development movement and 
how it is manifested through policies affecting everyday life on the Pacific 
Island nation of Sāmoa, a country with one of the highest rates of obesity in 
the world. Although there are many other examples we could have explored 
in this chapter, the studies by Koyama and Kwauk are particularly important 
owing to their disavowal of rigid local/national/global levels in their analyses 
and their embrace of network and discourse analysis.

Vertical Comparison: Central Assumptions

We have already discussed the rationale for vertical comparison, but it is useful 
to review some of our central assumptions to make clear why this dimension 
of the CCS approach is particularly relevant for the study of policy. These 
assumptions are related to the discussion of culture, context, and comparison 
in Chapter 1, and they can be summarized as follows:

 • Comparison of homologous entities at the same scale, such as two pri-
mary schools in the same city or four health-care providers in a single 
county, runs the risk of reifying culture when the actions and discourses 
of a group of actors are disconnected from the sociopolitical context in 
which they are situated. The study of policy, however, encourages us to 
consider how actors respond similarly and differently to a mandate from 
state or federal authorities even though the actors are putatively ‘of’ the 
same culture. Their variable appropriation of policy as discourse and as 
practice is often due to different histories of racial, ethnic, or gender poli-
tics in their communities that appropriately complicate the notion of a 
single cultural group.

 • Comparative research often begins by selecting, a priori, multiple contexts 
of different scales for a study, such as an examination of global agricultural 
policy, comparing its effects on corn farmers in Kansas and on the staff at the 
Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) in Rome. Although this may 
lead to interesting findings, it overdetermines the geographical distinction 
and physical distance between these two settings without considering the 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
W

is
co

ns
in

 -
 M

ad
is

on
] 

at
 1

4:
26

 2
4 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
7 



76 Vertical Comparison  

networks in which they may be mutually enmeshed (Leander & Sheehy, 
2004). We assume, instead, that the context in such a study would be estab-
lished by tracing the formation and appropriation of a policy on the use of 
genetically modified seeds, for example, and the network of actors and act-
ants that might include groups of Kansas farmers and staff at the FAO, and 
most likely, representatives of agro-chemical corporations like Monsanto 
and activists with the Millions Against Monsanto movement. We assume 
that policy studies would benefit by tracing the processes by which actors and 
actants come into relationship with one another and form non-permanent 
assemblages aimed at producing, implementing, resisting, and appropriating 
policy to achieve particular aims.

 • Comparison between countries often overemphasizes boundaries and 
treats nations as sovereign or as containers, when, in reality, international 
actors and institutions greatly influence national policy, especially in 
heavily-indebted countries. As in the example above, a country’s agricul-
tural policy may bear the seal of the national government but reflect the 
priorities of international organizations like the FAO, the World Trade 
Organization, and the World Bank, and of multinational corporations 
like Monsanto. We assume that national governments are receptive to 
global policy recommendations to varying degrees owing to the ways they 
are positioned within policy networks as a result of their differing degrees 
of economic and political power vis-à-vis international institutions.

With these assertions in mind, we now turn to consider two analytical strate-
gies that promote the analysis of how actors and texts are connected vertically 
to the phenomenon of interest. These include actor network theory and criti-
cal discourse analysis.

Actor Network Theory

Actor network theory (ANT) seeks to explain the interactions of human and 
the non-human actors by tracing the non-permanent assemblages they form. 
In the case of policy studies, the people who develop and enact a policy, as well 
as the non-human policy itself and its attendant forms, tests, and documenta-
tion, are granted equal analytical significance, a process known as “generalized 
symmetry” aimed at the “levelling of a priori dualisms” in the study of any 
sociotechnical network (Brown, 2011, p. 25). True to the ethnomethodologi-
cal tradition from which it emerged, ANT does not seek to provide a general 
theory of action, nor does it assume that actors are bound by particular cat-
egories before they enter established networks; rather, ANT is used to explain 
“the specific materializing processes through which policymaking actually 
works to animate educational knowledge, identities, and practices” (Fenwick 
& Edwards, 2011, p. 710).

As developed in the field of science and technology studies, most notably 
by Bruno Latour and his colleagues, ANT considers how, within networks, 
people and objects get invited, excluded, and enrolled; how linkages are 
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established, shift, and dissolve; and how social acts curtail or facilitate future 
actions (Fenwick & Edwards, 2011). ANT has been taken up in a number of 
fields in recent decades, including education, geography, and organizational 
studies, as a way to guide the study of complex interactions among actors 
within a network rather than focusing on the pre-determined location (local, 
national, or global) they are assumed to inhabit within it. From this perspec-
tive, people, objects, and texts become vested and act, and in so doing produce 
networks—they become “enrolled” in them and are then “accountable” to the 
networks (Fenwick & Edwards, 2011, p. 8).

Actor network theory is ideally suited to the exploration of the verti-
cal dimension of a comparative case study as it provides a rationale for and 
guidance on tracing spatially non-contiguous assemblages of human and non-
human actors. If one follows actors as they interact horizontally across sites 
and as they move vertically across scales, as ANT demands, then the presump-
tion of cultural or national boundedness that burdens much of the traditional 
case study research is mitigated. Similarly, we can combat the tendency in 
traditional case study research to treat the phenomenon of interest and the 
context in which it is situated as either the same thing or distinct; with ANT, 
one focuses on how phenomena and context come into being, and how they 
are interrelated (Sobe & Kowalczyk, 2014).

In this way, ANT can contribute to the production of network ethnogra-
phy wherein the network is both a conceptual and a methodological tool that 
helps to develop historically-specific, spatially-aware analyses of social rela-
tions (Ball, 2016; Hogan, 2016). Network ethnography starts with the policy 
rather than a pre-determined context like a company or a rural community, 
and it follows the networks of actors and actants using methods commonly 
associated with ethnographic research, such as participant observation and 
interviewing. The aim, according to Ball (2016, p. 4) is to “map and build 
the network” by documenting the connections among actors. He put forward 
several questions that frame network ethnography, and these may be helpful 
for you to consider as well:

What spaces do policies travel through on the way from one place to 
another? Who is it that is active in those spaces and who moves between 
them? How is space/are spaces reconfigured as policies move through it/
them and how are policies changed as they move?

(p. 4)

These are questions addressed in different ways in the two cases to follow.

Example 4.1: Establishing Vertical Linkages 
Using Actor Network Theory

Let us now return to the ethnography by Jill Koyama mentioned above, which 
(as is often the case) began as her dissertation. Koyama used ANT in a fruitful 
way to examine the No Child Left Behind policy and how it linked a wide 
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78 Vertical Comparison  

range of national, state, and school-based actors in the process of “making 
failure pay” across the United States. Focusing on the production of school 
failure, she engaged in vertical comparison by showing how NCLB, a national 
policy, articulated with New York City policies and with school-specific pro-
grams aimed at improving student performance that were already in place 
when NCLB arrived. NCLB enlisted multiple actants through its nearly 600 
regulations, and Koyama examined how they came together to form a policy 
network, rather than how the policy coerced or determined their actions. As 
she stated, “NCLB directs, but does not determine, the performance of activi-
ties enlisted across, and within, state and local levels to achieve certain goals, 
including leaving no child behind” (2010, p. 27).

One of the most insightful elements of Koyama’s analysis concerns the con-
nections among key actants at the federal, city, and school levels who were 
temporarily brought together in the formation of the NCLB policy network.1 
For example, she showed how NCLB, enacted in 2002, and Children First, a 
policy specific to New York City initiated in 2003, were both targeted at “fail-
ing schools” and both employed private services and market-based initiatives 
to change school governance structures by making principals more account-
able for student improvement. Although federal and city leaders (especially 
multi-billionaire New York mayor Michael Bloomberg) at the time shared a 
similar view of the merits of the market to improve education, many school 
principals felt otherwise. Principals did not necessarily welcome the idea that 
they were being held even more accountable for students’ progress each year 
and had to use private companies specified in these policies to make it hap-
pen (see also Koyama, 2014). The companies at the heart of NCLB provided 
supplemental educational services (SES), which were mandated by the policy 
as a way for students in Title 1 schools (schools with a high percentage of 
low-income students) to obtain additional academic assistance free of charge 
during times when school is not in session (“Description of supplemental edu-
cation services,” 2012). This move marks a significant change in the notion 
of public education, as Koyama pointed out: “By mandating failing schools 
to contract with private tutoring companies to provide afterschool tutoring, 
SES blurs the boundaries between government, schooling, and commerce and 
brings the associations between public and private entities to the fore” (2010, 
p. 6). Approximately 75 percent of the New York City principals interviewed 
expressed concerns that the cost of SES was negatively affecting the quality 
of services provided to students during the school day and after school. As one 
principal complained:

Face it, schools don’t want to give this money to multi-million dollar 
companies to do some elevated homework help. We know where we need 
the money and we aren’t too happy that the feds [federal government] are 
telling us we need to give it to SES providers.

(2010, p. 61)
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Although principals across the U.S. may have faced similar dilemmas, the use 
of ANT as an element in Koyama’s ethnographic analysis of the NCLB policy 
enabled her to create a detailed picture of how policy actors in New York City 
were acutely affected by the dual mandates of NCLB and Children First. These 
two policies, she contended, created a plethora of technologies like databases 
aimed at measuring and tracking student and school performance. These com-
plex databases—non-human though they may be—designated certain schools 
and their principals as failures, with concomitant actions taken against them 
(see also Koyama, 2011). In explaining this process vis-à-vis ANT, Koyama 
put forth the following argument:

Nonhuman objects, like NCLB, can be mobilized by human actors. Once 
linked to human actors, such nonhuman objects, which are often denied 
in cultural analysis, become an admittedly important part of culture. In 
fact, they join with human agents to create joint vectors of agency, and 
together, they do things. They mediate, they translate, and they get other 
entities to take action.

(2010, p. 11)

This example is one of many in Making Failure Pay that shows how human and 
non-human actants do things, and compel others to do so as they become con-
nected in the formation of a policy network. In this case, the policy mandate 
that schools provide supplemental educational services required principals to 
reallocate federal Title 1 monies to private, for-profit tutoring companies. It 
also meant that test scores and the databases in which they were recorded were 
actors in that they arbitrated between school principals anxious to show their 
schools were improving (and nervous about losing their own jobs), and city, 
state, and federal officials who needed to demonstrate to the public that they 
were not about to leave any child behind (see also Koyama, 2012). Tracing 
and interpreting such negotiations and interactions across different scales is 
essential to vertical comparison, and it is especially important for the analysis 
of policy.

Exercise 4.1 How Might You Design a Vertical Comparison 
Informed by Actor Network Theory?

Jill Koyama carried out an unconventional educational ethnography in that she 
did not focus on one site and the students and teachers in it. Instead, she focused 
on two related policies—No Child Left Behind and Children First—and the 
human and non-human actors working in schools, in private companies, and for 
the government who came together as a result of it. Thus, this work “expands 
the field of study to transactional spaces that transcend physical locations,” and 

(continued)
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80 Vertical Comparison  

it is to this end that she applied ANT as she engaged in her vertical comparison 
(2010, p. 7). This study illustrates what Ball refers to as network ethnography, a 
particularly productive way of thinking about the vertical axis in a comparative 
case study.

As you reflect on this vertical comparison and on ANT, the following ques-
tions may help you to apply this example to your own research project:

 • What policies have shaped the phenomenon of interest to you? In Koyama’s 
case, she was interested in school failure. Though produced at different 
scales, the influential and interrelated policies of NCLB and Children First 
illustrated a similar logic about accountability and markets to bolster stu-
dent success. Are there similar policy pairings at different scales that might 
be relevant for you to examine?

 • Whether your study does or does not have a strong policy component, how 
can vertical comparison that traces actors across scales and sites help you 
to understand the central phenomenon as processual, as something that is 
in the process of being made through the human and non-human actants 
that constitute it?

 • Who or what are the primary actants that you imagine, at this point, you 
will want to understand more fully? In Making Failure Pay, the supplemen-
tal educational services companies, the NCLB policy, and school principals 
were some of the most important ones. Who or what might they be for your 
study?

{{ If you do not agree with the basic tenet of ANT that non-human 
entities can have agency, can you still make use of this theory in your 
study? If so, how so?

{{ What is your hunch—only an educated guess at this point—as to how 
these various actants at different scales may be coming together to 
form a network? Draw the emerging network of actants as you see it 
based on what you already know about the phenomenon of interest to 
you. Retain a copy of this diagram as part of your fieldnotes because 
you may find yourself returning to this initial diagram of your net-
work and adding or pruning it as your research progresses. Remember, 
though, that the network is dynamic, and relationships you observe 
now may not endure; this process of mapping should be ongoing 
throughout the life of your research project.

Critical Discourse Analysis

Returning to our assumptions about vertical comparison, we find that case 
study research must be multi-scalar if it is to make claims about the phenome-
non of interest that extend beyond a single, putatively-bounded site. Engaging 
in multi-scalar research means that one thinks there is something important 
happening that spans the local and the national, the national and the global, 
and that the researcher no longer sees these as binaries or as discrete levels. 

(continued)
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Your goal, as a researcher, is to study interactions and trace connections. There 
are many ways that researchers analyze diverse texts to which actors in differ-
ent social locations may be responding, and this section takes up one way that 
is particularly well-aligned with comparative case studies with a critical bent 
to them. This approach is called critical discourse analysis, or CDA, and it is 
ideally suited to the study of social practice, including the practice of policy as 
it is, by definition, a social text imbued with authority.

Critical discourse analysis invites us to consider how influential represen-
tations of certain groups of people, places, or issues come into being through 
language. It asserts that this is a form of power—the ability to exercise control 
over how something is represented—and that it is essential to understand in 
an era when direct coercion by dominant groups is increasingly risky to their 
interests (think here of how police violence can be captured on smart phones, 
circulated widely, and protested by organizations like Black Lives Matter). 
CDA assumes that there is a fundamental relationship between social struc-
tures in society and the discourse structures of influential texts, such as the 
speeches of political candidates, a national policy like NCLB, or even a widely 
circulated meme.

Policies are certainly not the only kinds of influential texts that can be 
analyzed using CDA. To return to the example in our introduction, corpo-
rate or university mission statements are also influential texts, as are media 
reports. However, policies are particularly ripe for such analysis because 
they do a great deal of representational work to establish problems— 
failing schools and inadequate annual assessment of students in the case 
of NCLB—and to categorize certain actors as part of these problems or 
as potential allies in solving them. Yet CDA does not assume that mean-
ing is fixed or that representations do not change; rather, it submits that 
language and social practices “articulate” and “disarticulate” at different 
historical moments. In the process of being (re)articulated, discursive ele-
ments that have been brought together in a specific moment of practice are 
transformed, some achieving stabilization or permanence, others becoming 
disjunctive and ambiguous (Moretti & Pestre, 2015; Vavrus & Kwauk, 2013; 
Vavrus & Seghers, 2010).

Critical discourse analysis may sound a bit like actor network theory, and 
it should because they are ontologically similar. Both suggest there is no ‘real’ 
objective world out there for researchers to discover, as the ontology of objec-
tivism would have it (Crotty, 1998). In ANT, for instance, networks are not 
assumed to exist prior to actors coming together to form them. As explained 
in Making Failure Pay:

There is no stable presumption of the actor. The radical indeterminacy of 
the actor is a necessary element of the network. . . . What becomes signifi-
cant is not dependent on actors as personalized positions, but as members 
of a network to which they are, even momentarily, accountable.

(Koyama, 2010, p. 41)
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82 Vertical Comparison  

Similarly, CDA starts with the constructionist (also called subjectivist or 
interpretivist) ontological position that social relations and social phenomena 
like written texts are always in the process of being reinscribed with meaning. 
As Christina Kwauk, whose dissertation we will explore below, and Frances 
Vavrus wrote in a policy analysis article, CDA

assumes that the meaning of any signifying system, such as language, 
does not reside in objects or words themselves but rather that mean-
ings are constructed by social actors in particular cultural and historical  
contexts . . . . This view does not deny the materiality of ‘things’ like 
school fees or conditions like poverty; rather, it presumes that objects 
and states are inscribed with meaning through socially produced signify-
ing systems and practices that change over time.

(Vavrus & Kwauk, 2013, pp. 352–353)

Thus, it makes sense to think about how you might use ANT and/or CDA in 
your comparative case study, but first let us look a bit more deeply at CDA.

As noted above, CDA is a way of examining how authoritative texts 
perform their ideological work. To do so, one needs to think simultaneously 
about the linguistic dimensions of texts and the representational dimen-
sions that make certain kinds of texts authoritative in the first place during 
particular moments in time (Foucault, 2002). James Gee, a linguist who 
has helped to develop a certain strand of CDA, made a useful distinction 
between “discourse” (‘little d’) and “Discourse” (‘big D’) (2004). In this 
model, “discourse” is the rubric used to describe the linguistic features of oral 
and written texts, such as the lexicon, morphology, and syntax. “Discourse” 
with a capital D is used to connote broader socio-cultural and political 
contexts that shape the formation of texts and how to respond to them. 
Influenced by Foucault’s discussion of power/knowledge, Ball asserted:

Power and knowledge are two sides of a single process. Knowledge does 
not reflect power relations but is immanent in them. Discourses are, 
therefore, about what can be said, and thought, but also about who can 
speak, when, where and with what authority.

(1990, p. 17)

The approach to CDA associated with Norman Fairclough, considered by 
many to the founder of the field of critical linguistics, provides a comple-
mentary way of conceptualizing the discourse–Discourse relationship (1992, 
2000, 2003). According to Fairclough, what Gee calls Discourse is discussed 
extensively in contemporary social theory—think about how often you have 
seen the phrases educational discourse, policy discourse, or development discourse 
in academic books and journal articles—but this theorizing does not ade-
quately consider language in the ‘little d’ (discourse) sense. For Fairclough, 
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a linguist by training, “there is a pervasive failure amongst social theorists to 
operationalize their theorisations of language in ways of showing specifically 
how language figures in social life within social research” (2000, p. 164). If 
one is to embrace CDA as Fairclough, Gee, and others have conceptualized 
it, then the study of discourse is essential to understanding Discourse (see also 
Van Leeuwen, 2007; Vavrus & Kwauk, 2013; Wodak, de Cillia, Reisigl, &  
Liebhart, 2000).

The most robust CDA projects examine three elements at once, namely, 
the lexical and syntactic structures (discourse) in a text, the processes of 
discourse production, and the dissemination and circulation of Discourse. 
Fairclough named each of these three dimensions of CDA: (1) discourse-as-
text, the most ‘micro’ level of analysis of the linguistic building blocks of texts; 
(2) discourse-as-discursive-practice, the meso-level analysis of the production 
and distribution of texts; and (3) discourse-as-social-practice, the macro-level 
analysis of Discourse (2003). Thus, CDA attends simultaneously to linguistic 
elements in spoken or written texts, such as grammar, vocabulary, and cohe-
sion, and to the broader socio-cultural and political context that shapes the 
formation of texts and how people think, feel, and act in response to them. 
In short, CDA engages researchers in a process of “revealing the relationship 
between linguistic means, forms and structures and concrete linguistic prac-
tice, and making transparent the reciprocal relationship between discursive 
action and political and institutional structures” (Wodak et al., 2000, p. 9). 
This is an especially useful approach for vertical comparison of policy because 
it links micro-level textual analysis with the macro-level exploration of how 
authoritative knowledge is generated and distributed by national and interna-
tional policymaking institutions.

Example 4.2: Establishing Vertical Linkages 
Using Critical Discourse Analysis

The compatibility of CDA and ethnography is not self-evident, but there 
have been a number of efforts in recent years to show how the two might 
be combined productively in a single study of policy (Johnson, 2011; 
Krzyzanowski, 2011). Christina Kwauk’s dissertation (2014) offers an excel-
lent example of how one might bring the two together in the study of policy 
networks. She went into greater detail in her use of CDA in an article using 
the same set of data (Kwauk, 2012), so we draw on both texts in this case 
study of the international sport for development movement and the policy 
networks that constitute it.

Kwauk spent a total of 12 months in Sāmoa studying the Discourse of 
Healthy Islands Through Sport, or HITS, as it has been constituted by 
actors across scales and sites, such as the Australian Sports Commission, the 
Sāmoan Ministry of Health, and in Sāmoan secondary schools. She consid-
ered how global policies regarding sport, development, and health have been 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
W

is
co

ns
in

 -
 M

ad
is

on
] 

at
 1

4:
26

 2
4 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
7 

clair
Resaltado



84 Vertical Comparison  

formulated and disseminated across the Pacific by multiple actors and insti-
tutions, and have been appropriated by a range of actors on the islands that 
compose this archipelago. Her vertical comparison of policy and practice was 
informed by many of the CDA scholars mentioned above, most notably Gee 
(2005) and his Discourse/discourse pairing. For instance, she began her dis-
sertation with a vignette describing the international Beyond Sport Summit 
she attended in Chicago, at which speakers insisted on the potential of sport 
to help countries in the global South meet the United Nations Millennium 
Development Goals, a set of eight goals for improving education, health, and 
especially economic development by 2015. Critical of such grand claims, 
Kwauk then laid out her central argument:

Yet as this global big “D” discourse of sport for development is increasingly 
inscribed upon and re-produced by the local, it simultaneously threatens 
to crowd out alternative little “d” discourses of sport for development  
(cf. Gee, 2005). These little “d” discourses have emerged from local expe-
riences of sport, conceptualizations of health, and visions of development 
that complicate international commonsense assumptions about the role 
that sport plays in improving people’s lives.

(2014, p. 4)

How did Kwauk support this claim that there is a disjuncture between 
global Discourse and local experience regarding sport and development? 
To represent this conceptually, she opted not to use the terms macro, meso, 
and micro and, instead, posits a framework that highlights the points of 
articulation between them by using micro:meso and meso:macro throughout 
her dissertation. Viewing sport for development as a policyscape as dis-
cussed in Chapter 1 (Carney, 2009), Kwauk provided her rationale for this 
conjoining of terms:

Specifically, I ‘followed’ the concept of sport for development to compare 
the meanings of healthy living and development as they were (inter)
discursively formulated and constructed by actors at the translocal 
(micro:meso) and inter/national (meso:macro) rungs of a sport for devel-
opment policyscape. Each of these levels and the actors within them, 
while geographically spread, are in an ongoing relation with each other, 
creating fluid, hybrid, and evolving chains of ideas, terms, and images of 
sport and development.

(2014, p. 36)

These relationships are captured in Figure 4.1, which serves as a visual depic-
tion of these pivotal points in the development and appropriation of sport 
for development policy. The micro:meso analysis centered on the discourses 
and practices of people who participated in village-level sports groups, such 
as Village Sport Councils and youth groups, and those involved in setting 
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and monitoring policy at the national level through the Sāmoan Ministry 
of Education, Sports and Culture (MESC) and its various efforts, includ-
ing the Sāmoa Sports for Development Program (SSfDP). The meso:macro 
linkages were examined as Kwauk compared and contrasted national policies 
and programs and views of Sāmoan policy actors at the national level with 
those of international bodies like the Secretariat of the Pacific Community 
(SPC) and the World Health Organization (WHO). Kwauk summed up her 
framework as follows:

This … vertical and relational reconceptualization of the field 
provided me with a conceptual framework for seeing how ‘local’ artic-
ulations of sport, health, and development in Sāmoa were situated 
within broader inter/national and translocal flows of material, money, 
and bodies.

(2014, p. 39)

Kwauk used CDA in various ways in her research, but it was particu-
larly useful in her analysis of policy discourse at the meso:macro juncture. 
She showed how this coming together of policy actors produces the HITS 

Figure 4.1  Christina Kwauk’s Depiction of the Policy Actors in Her Study of Sport for 
Development.
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86 Vertical Comparison  

Discourse that links high rates of non-communicable diseases related to 
obesity to economic collapse and moral disintegration in the Pacific. In 
the tradition of CDA, Kwauk did not ignore the materiality of the prob-
lem at hand, such as the prevalence of diabetes and heart disease in the 
region, but she noted that the focus on biomedical and individual aspects of 
these issues masks their political dimensions: “Technical language not only 
conceals the political nature of development project ideas, choices, and 
goals, but it also functions to de-author those who claim the inevitability 
of these threatening changes and to elide tougher debates that need further 
negotiation” (2014, p. 98). In this case, some of these “tougher debates” 
included where Sāmoa is located in global food chains that supply canned 
meat and other foods high in fat and sugar to the islands, and how global 
media promote narrow notions about beauty and body size that conflict 
with cultural views about puta (to be fat) and pa‘e‘e (to be skinny/scrawny) 
(2014, p. 393).

In Kwauk’s research, she looked closely at international policies and 
frameworks that have shaped national sport and physical education poli-
cies in the Pacific and have helped to produce a central ‘truth’ in the 
Discourse of HITS: Sport as the main solution to the health crisis in 
Sāmoa. Even though national health policy also encouraged people to 
reduce alcohol consumption and cease smoking, sport was given particu-
lar prominence as a way to improve not only the physical body but also 
the collective national body that is languishing economically. In her dis-
sertation, Kwauk honed in on texts produced by the Australian Sports 
Commission (ASC), which played an outsized role in sport policy and 
programming in Sāmoa, and she examined how the organization shifts the 
focus on sport for health to sport to address a broader array of social ills 
that the ASC identifies among its island neighbors. For example, ASC 
reports repeatedly used phrases describing sport as “socially engaging,”  
“a convenor of people,” an “effective tool for empowering youth and older 
women in developing countries,” and as “easy, exciting, enjoyable, and 
everywhere” (cited in Kwauk, 2014, p. 102). These reports, according to 
Kwauk, also rely on what on CDA scholar Van Leeuwen (2007) calls the 
“language of legitimation” in policy, in which a set of particular policy 
interventions are legitimated due to the intensity of a crisis. The ASC 
texts represent, in various ways, the bodies of Pacific Islanders as abnor-
mal and legitimate targets for intervention so as to produce physically and 
psychologically stronger persons:

In contrast to the image of the sickly, immobile, and disempowered 
Pacific Islander, the HITS governing apparatus simultaneously attempts 
to inscribe a new (healthy) persona onto the bodies of Islanders: one 
that is productive, disciplined, and responsible. Strategically con-
verging with its discourse on the power and goodness of sport, HITS 
discourse constructs an image of what Pacific Islanders could be like if 
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they participated in more sport and physical activity: they will “increase 
their ability to organise, lead, network, communicate, cooperate, self-
determine, become more active and develop a sense of responsibility 
and fair play.”

(ASC, 2011, p. 1, cited in Kwauk, 2014, p. 115)

By employing both biomedical discourse and a neoliberal discourse that  
‘individualizes’ economic and social development, a broader sport for devel-
opment Discourse is produced that has a global reach but seizes onto specific 
national and local ‘crises’ to help legitimize and mobilize it.

In her article, Kwauk used an even more refined set of CDA tools to exam-
ine three additional international policies and declarations on sport, health, 
and development that have affected policymaking in the Pacific. She devel-
oped a three-prong approach for her analysis, drawing on Fairclough (2001) 
and Greene (1999), and the following extended quote describes her primary 
strategies:

I scanned the documents … looking specifically for collocated (or  
co-occurring) concepts, overwording, and the use of metaphors. Next, I 
used Fairclough’s (2001) tools for interpretation and explanation of the 
texts to understand how the documents reflect an interaction between 
text (vocabulary) and ideology (of its producers), and between ideol-
ogy and social orders. I re-read the documents for presuppositions and 
commonsense assumptions, paying specific attention to moments of 
disjuncture and ambiguity. Finally, I used Greene’s (1999) invention, cir-
culation, and regulation schemata to help guide my interpretation of the 
findings derived from the initial and second readings of the documents…. 
I continually referred back to the texts to locate any disconfirming discur-
sive occurrences, as well as to delve deeper into a self-reflexive analysis of 
my own interpretive procedures and commonsense assumptions used to 
understand those of the authors of the documents I was analyzing.

(2012, p. 43)

Although we cannot illustrate all of these strategies, several stand out for their 
relevance to the analysis of authoritative texts like policy. First, Kwauk showed 
how overwording, which indicates the intensity of an ideological struggle 
playing out in a text, was evident in the 2004 World Health Organization 
(WHO) policy on physical activity and health she included in her corpus. She 
found that, in the first three pages alone, the policy repeatedly uses words like 
“diet”, “risk factors,” and “burden”—up to 14 times in the case of “burden,” 
for example.

Second, Kwauk looked at the use of metaphor, a particularly powerful 
discursive strategy in that it profoundly shapes our view of social reality 
owing to its cognitive and affective dimensions (Guo, 2013). In the case 
of the WHO policy, Kwauk showed how it relies on the “value-heavy 
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88 Vertical Comparison  

metaphor of the ‘burden of disease,’” which she argued helped to link the 
domains of health and economics:

‘burden’ (burden of disease, disease burden) is both an economic and social 
burden for governments and families who must pay a price (figuratively 
and literally) to care for those who are not healthy. The use of the term 
‘disease’ works then to medicalize fatness and to transform obese bodies 
into diseased bodies ….

(2012, p. 45)

Third, Kwauk discussed the process of regulation, which in this case has to 
do with maintenance of obesity as a “rhetorical controversy” (p. 48). She 
explored the way that the collocation of three key term—diet, physical activ-
ity, and health—worked to naturalize them as biomedical solutions to the 
‘crisis’ of obesity in the Pacific and positions them as “politically neutral, 
socially (and biologically) natural, and outside the realm of ideology” (2012, 
p. 49). Regulation, one of several important processes by which ideology is 
maintained, can be studied systematically through the analysis of influential 
international texts as well as authoritative documents produced domestically 
and at much smaller scales such as schools in Sāmoa. Through the use of 
multiple analytical strategies, including but not limited to these three, Kwauk 
built an effective argument about the co-production of the Discourse of HITS 
and the discourses by which it is constituted.

Exercise 4.2 How Might You Use CDA in Your Vertical 
Comparison?

Christina Kwauk’s ethnography of the Healthy Island Through Sport Discourse 
focused specifically on Sāmoa but included research in other countries—
including the U.S.—because she wanted to understand how particular ‘truths’ 
about health and sport have been conveyed through global Discourse. Like Jill 
Koyama, Kwauk’s study spanned locations and used a variety of research meth-
ods, including CDA.

Think about the following questions in relations to Kwauk’s study and your 
own as you consider how CDA may be used to enhance your analysis of texts 
produced at macro, meso, and macro levels (or macro:meso and meso:micro 
junctures as Kwauk suggested).

 • Taking each of the terms in CDA in turn—discourse-as-text, discourse-
as-discursive-practice, and discourse-as-social-practice—what makes this 
approach to discourse analysis critical in the sense of critical theory dis-
cussed in Chapter 2?

{{ If you do not see yourself as a critical scholar or do not view your 
research as making an intervention to interrupt oppressive social rela-
tions, do the techniques of CDA still make sense? Why or why not?
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Vertical Comparison 89

Make a list of the texts (e.g., policies, mission statements, media) produced 
by others that you have gathered or will gather that are relevant to your 
study.

 • What approach might be best to analyze these, and why? For example, 
might CDA, discourse analysis, conversation analysis, or content analysis 
be best, and why?

{{ How might you analyze them in terms of ‘little d’ discourse?
{{ How might you compare these texts vertically to make an argument 

that a particular Discourse is relevant to the phenomenon of central 
interest to you?

 • What are the different types of texts that your study is likely to generate 
(interview transcripts, fieldnotes, etc.)? Will you analyze those documents 
linguistically? If so, how?

Conclusion

In this chapter, we presented the vertical axis of the comparative case 
study. We showed how tracing associations, networks, and phenomena 
across scales can interrupt traditional notions of context and culture, 
frame the broader sociopolitical and economic contexts of relevance, and 
follow the inquiry. We explained how actor network theory informs verti-
cal comparison and then examined Jill Koyama’s exemplary book, Making 
Failure Pay, as an example of a vertical comparison of educational policies. 
We then reviewed the method of critical discourse analysis and consid-
ered how Christina Kwauk skillfully used it to explore the global sport for 
development movement and how it is manifested through policies affect-
ing everyday lives in Sāmoa. In both cases, we hinted at how Koyama and 
Kwauk masterfully integrated both vertical and horizontal comparisons to 
the benefit of their studies.

In the next chapter, we turn to the final axis—the transversal—to demon-
strate how a historical perspective on comparison can further enhance social 
research.

Note
1 NCLB was replaced in 2015 with a new national policy, the Every Student Succeeds 

Act.
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5 Tracing the Transversal

We come at last to the transversal. As we have already noted, the transversal 
axis connects the horizontal elements to one another and to the vertical scales 
to study across and through a phenomenon as a way of exploring how it has 
changed over time. We have argued throughout this book that we need new 
ways of studying interconnections across dispersed locations that include exam-
ining multiple sites at the same scale—such as three schools or NGOs in the 
same city—and across scales to understand how School A may be configured 
differently from Schools B and C. There are many reasons why this might be the 
case, but one may be historical differences in linkages to state officials or in the 
ways that national policy has been appropriated by those in School A compared 
to its neighboring schools.

We have also maintained that traditional case study research has not 
adequately attended to historical work. Yin (2014), we believe, drew too 
stark a distinction between present and past in suggesting that the phe-
nomenon of central concern be “contemporary” because he contended 
that “events extending back to the ‘dead’ past” cannot be studied through 
interviews and observations (p. 24). Other advocates of case study meth-
ods have also largely ignored historical elements. Although observation 
and interviewing are often very useful research methods, we aver that 
sense-making by researchers studying contemporary phenomena should 
include comparisons across contemporary sites and scales, and over time. 
We have seen repeatedly in the cases explored in this volume that act-
ants who appear similar in some ways are enlisted in social networks, 
especially policy networks, to different degrees and move into and out 
of them at different historical moments; it is the temporal study of these 
changing assemblages across sites and scales that we mean by tracing the 
transversal.

In this chapter, we discuss an array of methods that can be used for 
transversal analysis and several extended examples, including our own lon-
gitudinal research, to illustrate the importance of temporal study.1 These 
include life histories, oral histories, archival research, and surveying because 
these are the methods we have found most beneficial in our research and 
in the work of others using a CCS approach. We first provide an overview 
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Tracing the Transversal 93

of these methods and identify sources that provide much greater detail on 
them. We then discuss studies that draw upon different combinations of 
these methods as part of qualitative or mixed methods longitudinal pro-
jects. Throughout, we pose questions to help you think about the transversal 
dimension of the phenomenon that interests you. First, however, we outline 
central assumptions that inform a transversal comparison, followed by the 
examination of several illustrative cases.

Transversal Comparison: Central Assumptions

The previous chapters focused on horizontal and vertical comparisons. In each 
case, we mentioned examples of studies that also incorporated historical anal-
ysis by way of previewing how to integrate transversal perspectives. Here, we 
briefly review key premises that inform the transversal axis: 2

 • Social phenomena of concern to us today have historical roots. For 
example, racial disparities in education in the U.S. reflect centuries of 
systematic underfunding of schools for people of color and the political 
machinations that have allowed for the perpetuation of separate districts 
and schools and of performance-based tracking. Similarly, colonialism 
as practiced by the U.S. and European powers continues to reverberate 
into the present, affecting economic relations and social issues such as 
migration and educational opportunities. We believe that the study of 
any contemporary issue needs to go back in time to understand how it 
came to be in the first place.

 • History offers an extensive fount of evidence regarding how social 
institutions function and how social relations are similar and different 
around the world. Historical analysis provides an essential opportu-
nity to contrast how things have changed over time and to consider 
what has remained the same in one locale or across much broader 
scales. Such historical comparison reveals important insights about 
the flexible cultural, social, political, and economic systems humans 
have developed and sustained over time.

 • Time and space are closely connected. Returning to the example of 
racial disparities in U.S. education, we can consider how, over the 
course of many years, wealth gaps have grown between black and white 
communities owing to a range of factors, including disparities in home 
ownership, federal policies that redlined people in predominantly black 
neighborhoods, and discriminatory lending; unequal schooling; and 
inequalities in the labor market, including employment discrimina-
tion. When funding for schooling is tied to local property taxes, schools 
in wealthier—and typically whiter—districts have more resources. 
Thus, spatial disparities in housing are linked to geographically  
disparate access to well-funded schools, and these differences have 
accumulated over time.
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94 Tracing the Transversal

 • The study of history allows us to assess evidence and conflicting  
interpretations of a phenomenon, heightening our ability to question 
assumptions about the shape and form it has taken in the contemporary 
era. Too often, researchers take for granted the ways institutions oper-
ate today rather than looking at them analytically through a historical 
lens. For instance, classrooms segregated by age may seem ‘natural’ in 
the U.S. today, but the history of U.S. education shows that this organi-
zational system was not inevitable and that schools could have been 
organized—and are organized around the world—in other ways. Thus, 
the study of change and constancy over time opens up alternative expla-
nations for phenomena that may seem self-evident if examined only 
from a contemporary perspective.

Methods for Developing the Transversal Axis:  
Longitudinal Research

As we have seen in previous chapters, there are many ways of looking at 
change over time in a comparative case study. This might involve focus group 
discussions and actor network analysis, and so, too, the four methods we focus 
on in this section: life histories, oral histories, archival research, and surveying. 
Although some of the scholars discussed in the previous chapters used these 
methods, we have not discussed them extensively or shown how they can be 
used alone or in combination with other methods to analyze the temporal 
dimension of a CCS.

Life Histories and Oral Histories

Life histories and oral histories are, in many respects, quite similar. Here 
we include both, though specialists might wish to distinguish them. Life 
history interviews have been an important tool for anthropologists since 
the foundation of the field. Some of the earliest, and most famous, life 
histories were conducted with Native Americans.3 Life history methods 
grew to fame for their use by Chicago School sociologists in the 1920s and 
1930s to document life in urban environments. The resulting studies gave 
insights into the lives of particular people and how larger social structures 
influenced their life stories (e.g., Anderson, 1923; Shaw, 1930; Cornwell 
& Sutherland, 1937). Though life history methods were marginalized by 
the rise of quantitative methods in sociology, and to a lesser degree by the 
emphasis on observation demonstrated by those invested in social interac-
tionism and ethnomethodology, they continued to be used by some social 
scientists throughout the twentieth century. Life histories featured cen-
trally in influential anthropological studies of the 1960s, such as Marjorie 
Shostak’s Nisa (1961) and Oscar Lewis’s The Children of Sanchez (1961). 
Feminist researchers, in particular, value life history methods for their  
ability to give participants more control over interactions and to make the 
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Tracing the Transversal 95

experiences of ordinary people more central to research (Goodson, 2001; 
see also Maynes, Pierce, & Laslet, 2012). These methods of interviewing 
also appeal to those who distrust cultural analyses that have oversimpli-
fied groups and presented coherent, static cultures, because they highlight 
the different ways that lives among a putatively similar group of people are 
lived. In addition, life histories raise fascinating questions about the phe-
nomenological process of comparing oneself to others and of blending the 
perceptions of investigator and subject/participant (Frank, 1979). Life his-
tory methods are also attractive to scholars influenced by post-structuralism 
whose emphasis on subjectivities moves them away from modernist master 
narratives, even as some have questioned the tendency of life histories to 
suggest a linearity, teleology, and coherence that would make post-structur-
alist scholars skeptical (Munro, 1998).

The 1990s witnessed an efflorescence of life history research, particularly 
by feminist scholars whose interests lay in the ways that individuals use narra-
tive to make sense of their lives. By focusing on “cultural scripts and narrative 
devices,” research using life history “emphasizes the truth of the telling versus 
telling the truth” (Frank, 1995, p. 145, emphasis ours; see also Linde, 1993 and 
Rosenwald & Ochberg, 1992).

Ruth Behar’s Translated Woman: Crossing the Border with Esperanza’s 
Story (2003) provides an eloquent example of the power of life history 
methods. Using narrative techniques more characteristic of novels than 
life histories, Translated Woman tells the story of Esperanza Hernandez, an 
iconoclastic woman from Mexquitic, 500 miles south of the U.S. border. 
Esperanza experienced significant abuse as a child and later as a wife, as 
well as extreme deprivation and the loss of many children. She vividly 
describes the coraje that propelled her to leave her husband and become a 
street peddlar to support herself and her children. Refusing to assume tra-
ditional gender roles, Esperanza confronted her husband’s lover, harshly 
judged her own children, and ended up socially outcast, considered by 
many to be a ‘witch.’ Esperanza found redemption in a spiritist cult directed 
by an androgynous leader and built around Pancho Villa, the Mexican 
Revolutionary hero. In the controversial final chapter to the book, the 
anthropologist Behar drew parallels to her own life as a Jewish Cuban 
immigrant to the U.S. She described the pain of being mistreated and 
underestimated by her own father, as well as by her teachers. The result-
ing book caused quite a stir in anthropology when it was first published 
because of the questions it raised about voice, anthropological representa-
tions, privilege, the possibilities and limits of relationships forged during 
fieldwork, and the ability to know others who are fundamentally different 
from ourselves.

Oral history represents an effort to broaden individual life histories because 
it uses interviews with various individuals and families, not one person’s story 
alone, to document memories of important events or processes. For example, 
in his poignant oral history of a 1944 Nazi massacre of 335 unarmed civilians 
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96 Tracing the Transversal

in Rome, Portelli (2003) draws on oral histories with relatives of the victims, 
survivors, and partisans who fought the Nazis to consider the struggle for free-
dom under fascism. Oral historians generally endeavor to obtain information 
from different perspectives, and they often complement these sources with 
archival materials. For example, Kathy Davis’s (2007) book, The Making of 
Our Bodies, Ourselves: How Feminism Travels across Borders, used the Boston 
Women’s Health Book Collective’s records at the Schlesinger Library, as well 
as interviews and focus groups with collective members and staff, to document 
the evolution of the landmark volume on women’s bodies and sexuality. It 
then relied on interviews with translators, focused on the Latin American 
and Bulgarian versions, to look at how the volume was not only translated but 
transformed as it was internationalized. Davis emphasized the book’s episte-
mology, which encouraged women to use their own experiences as knowledge 
resources, as the basis for its broad and revolutionary appeal and its success in 
avoiding the imposition of U.S. feminist ideologies.

Oral history, of course, involves a complex set of analytical and ethical 
issues. There are lively debates over processes of interpretation; whether 
the approach should more closely resemble art or social science; how theory 
influences method; the politics of representation; reporting and interpreting 
memories; transcription; the role of audio- and video-recording; legal ramifi-
cations; and ethical considerations, among many others (see Ritchie, 2011; 
Perks & Thomson, 1998; Sheftel & Zembrzycki, 2013; Cave & Sloan, 2014). 
Nonetheless, life history and oral history offer fruitful approaches to including 
a transversal element in a research project.4

Archival Research

Archival research is a way of helping to identify the historical forces that have 
shaped the phenomenon of interest in a study. We can think of an archive as 
a collection of primary sources, such as personal letters, photographs, films, 
minutes of meetings, official correspondence, and reports, with some archives 
being freestanding institutions and others located in the special collections 
section of a library. In working with archived materials, there are both political 
and practical considerations that affect how one conducts historical research 
and writes about the available sources.

Regarding the politics of the archive, it is important to keep in mind that 
what is catalogued and kept in an archive is never neutral and can, in fact, 
be highly contentious (Derrida & Prenowitz, 1995; Gandhi, 1998; Manoff, 
2004). This is because the materials in an archive had to have been deemed 
important to save, and it is generally the papers of more powerful individu-
als that are collected and catalogued. Moreover, people who cannot write for 
whatever reason tend not to have such records, so there is not equal docu-
mentation of the lives of people regardless of class, gender, and race. In earlier 
eras, there was a sense that the archivist served as the neutral conduit through 
which unfiltered historical facts flowed from the materials s/he collected to 
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Tracing the Transversal 97

the historian who read, recorded, and wrote about them. Today, historians’  
general rejection of positivism’s certainty about the truth being ‘out there’ 
to be discovered has generated great interest in studying archivists and the 
archive. As Dodge explained:

We cannot ever know ‘what really happened’ in spite of the obdurate 
belief of some who cling to the positivist view that we could know, if we 
just spent enough time sitting in that reading room wrenching the truth 
out of hapless documents by applying an objective, rational eye to them; 
who cling to the view that the documents and records chosen by, and in 
the custody of, the archivist, are objective, immutable relics which have 
a direct, unmediated correlation to the past, and, which once discovered 
by the historian and fully contextualized, can be arranged as an accurate 
reconstruction of the past.

(2006, p. 346)

In addition to the politics of the archive, there are also practical considera-
tions to using them. One of the frustrating—or liberating—aspects of archival 
research is that there is no agreed upon method for doing it. In fact, some 
historians do not believe that we can teach others how to ‘do history’ at all; 
rather, students should be given examples of well-written historical studies and 
carefully examine these exemplars in the field (Domanska, 2008). There are, 
though, a number of useful textbooks that include sections on, or are devoted to, 
archival research (Claus & Marriott, 2012; Ramsey, Sharer, L’Eplattenier, &  
Mastrangelo, 2010), but they are not ‘how to’ books as one finds in the case of 
survey research (see below). We offer a few recommendations for those who 
believe archival research might enhance the development of the transversal 
axis in their comparative case study while acknowledging that this is not an 
exhaustive list of suggestions.

Beginning with a rather obvious point, it is essential to create a system of 
cataloguing the materials you find because you will need to cite them so that 
you and others may locate them again in the archive. Unlike more famil-
iar citation systems in the social sciences like the American Psychological 
Association (APA) format, archived materials often need to have more 
details recorded, such as a file number or a box number, or the author and 
the recipient of a letter to distinguish it from another letter written by the 
same person on the same date. Cataloguing can be done in a variety of ways, 
with the old index card system having given way in most cases to reference 
management software programs like Endnote or Zotero. The important point 
from our experience is not so much the technology one uses as it is the careful 
recording of details about each documents and even the sections within them 
to facilitate easy review and retrieval.

In addition, we recommend that you consider how you might preserve 
the materials you find, because many archives around the world do not 
receive adequate funding to maintain documents properly. Thus, paper 
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98 Tracing the Transversal

starts to disintegrate, and files may be misplaced or lost altogether between 
one visit to an archive and the next, which, for a longitudinal project, may 
be many years apart. The photocopies or digital images that you make may 
become one of the only sources of these materials in the future, making the 
preservation of documents an important act of academic stewardship.

Finally, we recommend that you do a great deal of memoing—writing of 
notes to yourself—to help you think about the ways that the archival material 
you find might help you develop a temporal understanding of the phenomenon 
of interest to you. For example, you may be able to find a great deal of infor-
mation online or in your university’s library about contemporary educational 
policies to promote literacy in Tanzania, but how might your understanding 
of these policies change if you were to find in the Tanzania National Archives 
letters and reports by departing British colonial officials documenting previ-
ous efforts to bolster literacy or previous literacy policies by the government 
of independent Tanzania? It may not be immediately apparent to you as you 
read through the first few files on the topic, but you may, over time, develop 
a theory of how present and past literacy efforts resemble each other, leading 
to questions about how new or novel current approaches to bolstering literacy 
may be.

Surveying

In contrast to archival research, surveying requires that one’s informants still 
be living, and research methods tend to be quite precise. There are many use-
ful guides to survey design and analysis (Fowler, 2013; Groves et al., 2009), 
with most of them focusing on how to gather quantitative information about 
a group of people thought to share key attributes with a larger population of 
interest. For this reason, survey research is usually variable-oriented rather 
than process-oriented (see Chapter 2) as it is well designed to help us under-
stand how variation in variable A co-occurs with variation in variable B. For 
example, a researcher might want to know how income level and philanthropy 
are related, and so s/he might administer a survey to a stratified random sample 
of residents in a city who are stratified by their monthly earnings but sampled 
randomly within each strata.

In the case of the CCS approach, surveying might be useful in comparing 
horizontally, vertically, or transversally. We could consider using a survey to 
study employees in four different technology start-up companies in Silicon 
Valley, for instance, whose parental leave policies vary widely. We could also 
administer a survey to a randomly selected group of high-school students in 
San Francisco who are enrolled in technology courses and to managers in 
technology companies across northern California to compare how different 
demographic and educational attributes correlate with perceptions of ‘work-
place readiness.’ We include surveying in this chapter on the transversal axis 
because we believe surveys are an under-utilized method in comparing a phe-
nomenon over time, as seen in Example 5.2 below. If a researcher wants to 
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Tracing the Transversal 99

understand whether adherence to a national policy or access to a key social 
institution is increasing or decreasing, then it is possible to design survey ques-
tions that help to establish this temporal dimension of a study.

In addition to quantitative surveys, there are also qualitative surveys 
that enable researchers to study a process or policy but across a larger 
population than interviewing or observing would typically allow. Hansen 
(2010) argued that qualitative surveying has been largely ignored in the 
social sciences: “Surprisingly, the term qualitative survey (and/or the alter-
native diversity survey) is almost non-existent both in textbooks on general 
social research methodology … and in textbooks on qualitative research 
methods” (para. 7). She contrasted quantitative and qualitative surveys 
based primarily on the difference between seeking to know how something 
is distributed across a population, such as years of schooling or access to 
health care (quantitative survey) compared to finding out how much diver-
sity there is in the population, e.g. in relation to their perspectives on or 
experience with schooling, health care, and the like (qualitative survey). 
Hansen noted that a qualitative survey might include some forced-choice 
items as one typically finds in a quantitative survey but would also have 
open-ended questions where participants can elaborate on their views. 
Moreover, these surveys typically differ from quantitative surveys in that 
the questions often emerge after an initial phase of qualitative research, 
such as six months into an ethnographic study, when the researcher has 
developed some initial categories and explanations that s/he wants to 
explore among a larger population.

In an exemplary longitudinal study that employed both ethnogra-
phy and survey research, Peter Demerath and his colleagues studied the 
myriad ways that the phenomenon of academic success is produced in 
U.S. high schools (Demerath, 2009; Demerath, Lynch, Milner, Peters, & 
Davidson, 2010). During their four-year ethnographic study, they devel-
oped a “grounded survey,” which emerged from their intensive study of 
one middle-class high school in a suburban community in the Midwest. 
They developed closed items on the survey that allowed them to exam-
ine correlations between variables they thought might be significant for 
their analysis, such as students’ socioeconomic status and their grade point 
average. They also created open-ended questions that enabled them to get 
input from more students than they could have by conducting interviews 
alone (N = 605). The questions included items like the following: “How 
are you preparing to gain admission to the college of your choice?” (2010, 
pp. 2962–2963), and “Do you think you know better than your teachers 
how you ought to learn?” (p. 2966). By grounding the survey in their ongo-
ing ethnographic fieldwork and using both quantitative and qualitative 
analysis in it, Demerath and his fellow researchers created a contextually 
meaningful research instrument that allowed them to gauge the circum-
stances and perspectives of a significant student population without losing 
any of the richness of the larger ethnography.
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100 Tracing the Transversal

Exercise 5.1 How Might You Engage Methods to Focus on 
Change Over Time?

The methods outlined above give you a sense of the different ways you might 
examine how the phenomenon of interest to you has changed over time. This 
might be by conducting life history and/or oral history interviews; analyzing 
letters, reports, and policies in archives; or carrying out surveys of a cohort of 
people whom you may be able to follow over time as they move along a critical 
stage (or stages) in the life course. We encourage you to consider the ante-
cedents of contemporary phenomena and the processes through which social 
problems have developed.

 • What are the main historical forces that you suspect most influence the 
phenomenon at the center of your study? These might include things such as 
patterns of migration, social policy, employment opportunities, and the like.

 • What research methods might you use to study those forces, including but 
not limited to the ones discussed above?

 • What is a research question relevant to your project that could be answered 
using the historical method you listed above?

 • How would an historical analysis of the central phenomenon in your study 
fit with the other components of your study? What new knowledge or 
additional comparative perspectives might you gain?

Integrating Methods in Qualitative Longitudinal Studies

Qualitative longitudinal studies engage core qualitative methodological  
techniques, such as interviews and observations, to understand how processes 
unfold over a long period of time. They also often use life history or oral history 
interviews and grounded surveys as Demerath and his colleagues employed 
(2010). These studies may be designed to follow a cohort during a milestone 
period in the life course, such as the high-school years, or they may be a restudy 
where the same or another researcher re-interviews some the same people 
many years after the initial study was completed (e.g., Burton, Purvin, &  
Garrett-Peters, 2009). There is little consensus in the field over what con-
stitutes a sufficient period of time for a study to be considered ‘longitudinal.’ 
Saldaña (2003) joked that it requires simply a “lonnnnnnng time” (p. 1). How 
long is long, or long enough, depends on the research project, but the ration-
ale for such a study is typically the same: longitudinal research is necessary 
when you want to understand how particular actions and interactions are situ-
ated temporally and remain constant or, more commonly, change over time.

Compton-Lilly (2015), a literacy scholar who has made excellent use of 
qualitative longitudinal methods, helpfully described four purposes of lon-
gitudinal research: (1) offering “contextual depth”; (2) examining “change 
over time”; (3) tracing “trajectories within institutional settings”; and  
(4) considering the “construction of ways of being over time” (pp. 223–227). 
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Tracing the Transversal 101

In her own work, Compton-Lilly (2003, 2007, 2012) followed a group of urban 
students from first grade through high school and examined the understand-
ings about reading that these students brought to classrooms and how their 
attitudes changed over time as they progressed through school. Her ten-year 
longitudinal study included interviews with parents, students, and teachers, 
observations at school and (later) work, and the collection and analysis of 
school and art work by students, photos, and journals. This close examination 
of the same cohort of students over time enabled Compton-Lilly to describe 
quite specifically how educational institutional settings and socioeconomic 
factors shape students attitudes towards reading, their reading experiences, 
and their educational outcomes.4

Two excellent examples of restudying the same community or group come 
from Lois Weis (2004) and John Laub and Robert Sampson (2003). In the 
late 1980s, educational sociologist Weis (1990) conducted a rich ethnogra-
phy of the students and teachers at Freeway High School, a predominantly 
white, working-class school in the northeastern Rust Belt. Specifically, she 
worked closely with 40 young white working-class men and women in their 
third year of high school, during a period of de-industrialization, the decline of 
the U.S. labor movement, and the emergence of the New Right. Fifteen years 
later, she returned to follow up with the participants, who were by then in 
their early thirties. Her comparison across time, developed in her monograph 
Class Reunion (2004), examined how neoliberal political and economic condi-
tions in the U.S., the region, and (more specifically) the state and town have 
reshaped race, class, and gender identities, resulting in “a distinct class fraction, 
one distanced in key ways from other parts of what might be considered a 
broader working class” (p. 6). Weis asserted that, in 1985, white working-
class identity derived from patriarchal expectations of home and family life 
and racist beliefs about African Americans and immigrant populations. Yet, 
she noted, the high-school girls “do not embrace the fantasies that they will 
be taken care of by the men in their lives” (p. 52), and, for this reason, these 
young women were adamant about getting jobs of their own. By 2000, Weis 
found, the majority of the women were married, and almost half had earned 
a university degree. In contrast, the story for the men was more mixed. Those 
chasing dwindling industrial employment were struggling. Those who had not 
only accepted service jobs (which they viewed as more ‘feminine’), but also 
eschewed their idea of a wife at home and instead partnered with women 
who earned solid salaries, experienced greater stability and less hardship. 
Weis wrote, “It is those men who are willing and able to transgress the con-
structed working-class gender categories and valued masculinity of their high 
school youth for whom the new economy can produce ‘settled lives’” (2004, 
p. 92). Thus, she demonstrated through this restudy how male members of the 
white working class sustained their economic standing by relying on women’s 
demands for economic and educational opportunities. At the same time, Weis 
documented how racial positioning vis-à-vis African-Americans and immi-
grants remains central to the white working-class identities of her participants.
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102 Tracing the Transversal

By conducting this restudy, Weis was able to trace how deindustrialization  
had, over time, influenced gender relations, economic opportunities, and 
racial identity formation. This beneficial approach illuminated the decid-
edly gendered paths that the young people had pursued. Weis was candid 
about the challenges of such work: she described the difficulties of tracking 
down the people from the original study and convincing skeptics to par-
ticipate in the follow-up. Nonetheless, her results demonstrate the value of 
longitudinal methods in social research.

Laub and Sampson’s Shared Beginnings, Divergent Lives (2003) is an extraor-
dinary book which shows the deep insights gained by studying the whole life 
course, beginning in childhood and ending in later life. This restudy looked 
into the “the mechanisms underlying the processes of persistent offending and 
desistance from crime” (p. 38) by reinterviewing a group of men who had been 
part of a study conducted in the 1940s by Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck. They 
studied a sample of 500 Boston men (born 1925–1935) who were remanded 
to reform school. Between 1940 and 1965 the Gluecks collected a mass of 
data from these young men, who were interviewed at an average age of 14, 
again at 25, and finally at 32; they published the results in Unravelling Juvenile 
Delinquency (1950) and subsequent works. Many years later, sociologists Laub 
and Sampson conducted extensive state and national criminal history record 
searches and death records searches to find these same men. These data were 
complemented with life history interviews of the 52 men found, who by that 
time were in their sixties, using a stratified sampling technique. The result-
ing study vividly illuminates the sources of desistance from, and persistence 
in, crime over the men’s lifetimes. Those interviewed identified four major 
turning points for desistance: marriage, military service, reform school, and 
neighborhood change. Laub and Sampson found that men who desisted from 
crime following their experience in reform school were rooted in structural 
routines and had strong social ties to family and community. The authors 
showed that, though the full life course matters immensely, it is rarely studied, 
and they make a make a clear case for the value of longitudinal studies.

This fascinating study by Laub and Sampson provides unique insights 
into the phenomenon of juvenile delinquency, and it also draws attention 
to the challenges of longitudinal research, particularly a restudy when many 
years have passed between research periods. It clearly requires patience and 
persistence, and this is becoming more difficult for researchers who are expe-
riencing ever greater pressure to obtain fast results and publish them quickly. 
Further, when participants move, as they are likely to do over the course of 
decades, then a great deal of time is needed to locate them and travel costs 
mount to conduct follow-up interviews. There are also important methodo-
logical considerations as well, as documented in a range of methods texts 
(e.g., Neale & Flowerdew, 2003; Saldaña, 2003; Holland, 2007; Holland, 
Thomson, & Henderson, 2006). For example, careful planning is essential 
in order to build into your interview guide prospective questions, so you will 
not simply rely on retrospective comments. Thus, those who are intrigued by 
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Tracing the Transversal 103

qualitative longitudinal work may wish to read the methods literature in this 
area as well as studies that engage the method. In what follows, we offer an 
extended example of a qualitative longitudinal study of our own to show how 
it addresses the transversal axis.

Example 5.1: Tracing the Transversal in a Qualitative 
Longitudinal Study at a Bilingual High School in New York City

In the monograph Additive Schooling in Subtractive Times: Bilingual Education 
and Dominican Immigrant Youth in the Heights (2011), Lesley Bartlett and 
Ofelia García worked with a team of researchers5 to document the unusually 
successful efforts of one New York City high school to educate Dominican 
newcomer immigrant youth at a time when Latino immigrants constituted 
a growing and vulnerable population in the nation’s secondary schools. We 
(Lesley and Ofelia) engaged in four and a half years of qualitative research at 
Gregorio Luperon High School in the neighborhood of Washington Heights 
in Manhattan to explore how the school staff and faculty supported students 
academically, socially, and linguistically. Drawing on classroom observations, 
interviews with administrators, faculty, students, parents, and founders, and 
focus groups with young people, we described how the school establishes and 
maintains strong relationships with students and their families, and how it 
utilizes a culturally-sustaining pedagogy to enact a dynamic bilingual approach 
that helps students develop academic Spanish and English.

The book traced the transversal axis of additive bilingual education in two 
ways. First, it attended to the historical antecedents that shaped the emergence 
of Luperon High School during the 1990s in New York City. We documented 
the history of the school’s formation based on oral history interviews with the 
founders. We also engaged in an historical review of the Dominican school 
system from which the majority of the students immigrated, using secondary 
sources and international assessments. Our goal was to understand why the 
founders of Luperon believed an additive approach to bilingual education would 
be better for Dominican students than the traditional ‘subtractive’ approach 
whereby learning English, not developing English and Spanish literacy, was 
the norm. Thus, we also examined the ways in which the federal No Child Left 
Behind policy, New York State accountability measures, and New York City’s  
educational reforms under Mayor Michael Bloomberg impeded the efforts of 
Luperon but also afforded certain unusual ‘work-arounds’ and created a great 
degree of solidarity among school staff, parents, and students.

Second, in order to understand better how students’ trajectories were medi-
ated by counterproductive educational policies, post-secondary schooling, and 
the broader ethno-racially stratified economy, we decided to organize a lon-
gitudinal study of twenty newcomer immigrant youth. Our stratified sample 
included equal numbers of males and females and equal numbers of students from 
three categories of performance in their ESL (English as a Second Language) 
class: low, middle, and high based on a variety of English literacy tasks.  

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
W

is
co

ns
in

 -
 M

ad
is

on
] 

at
 1

4:
26

 2
4 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
7 



104 Tracing the Transversal

This element of the study involved annual interviews with this cohort of  
students over a period of four and a half years, beginning while they were in 
high school and followed by an interview four years after most had graduated 
high school. Four of these 20 students dropped out of high school: two because 
of pregnancy, and two because of failure on standardized tests. These four were 
among the most impoverished in the study. Four other students graduated 
and sought work immediately, but they found only service or retail positions 
that paid little more than they might have earned without a diploma. Eight 
members of the cohort went to community colleges; however, none had com-
pleted a degree four years later. The four remaining youth went to a four-year 
college upon graduating from Luperon High School. Yet, of these students, 
only one had graduated four years later. These outcomes give pause, indicat-
ing how additive bilingual education at a relatively successful high school is 
still conditioned by the “subtractive times” in which first-generation college 
students find themselves. If we had not studied the longer-term trajectories of 
these students beyond graduation, we might have assumed that the eight who 
had attended college or university had ‘made it’ and were succeeding in post-
secondary education.

The benefit of a multi-year qualitative study is that it allowed us to extend 
the transversal axis, starting from the origins of Luperon and the conditions in 
Dominican and U.S. schools that necessitated an additive approach to bilin-
gual education to four years after the focal cohort of students graduated from 
high school. Although it is rarely possible to carry out such an extended study 
as a graduate student, we encourage you to think about how a master’s thesis 
or doctoral dissertation might be the starting point for a project that continues 
over time.

Exercise 5.2 How Might You Design a Longitudinal 
Qualitative Study?

Lesley Bartlett and Ofelia García conducted a longitudinal qualitative study of 
a bilingual high school for newcomer Dominican youth in New York City. To 
illuminate the transversal axis of additive bilingual education, they considered 
the history of the school’s formation, and they examined policies related to edu-
cation in the Dominican Republic and in the U.S. before and during the period 
under study that bear on migration patterns and the likelihood of graduation. 
One major strand of the study involved following the lives of twenty students 
at Luperon over a period of four and a half years, with another brief interview 
four years later, to see how the former students’ trajectories were mediated by 
counter-productive educational policies, post-secondary schooling opportuni-
ties, and the broader ethno-racially stratified economy in both the U.S. and the 
Dominican Republic. By looking at change over time and space, the authors 
were able develop a comprehensive picture of how social mobility is limited 
even for graduates of a high school with a strong additive bilingual program.

As you reflect on this study, the following questions are intended to prompt you 
to think about how your own project might benefit from a temporal component.  
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Tracing the Transversal 105

It might involve the use of interviews, observations, and document analysis in 
one or more sites, or you might want to imagine your current project as the 
beginning of a study that might unfold (or could be revisited) over time:

 • If you were to include longitudinal interviews with the same group(s) of people 
over time, who might be the people to track over time, and why? What 
might be the appropriate period of time to follow this group, and what is 
your rationale for doing so? How frequently might you wish to interview the 
participants? What topics might you want to discuss with them and why?

 • Do you know of any ‘restudies’ in your field? If so, review them and identify 
the aspects of the restudy that you thought were successful? What might 
you change if you were to conduct the restudy and why?

 • Are there any existing studies in your field that you think merit a restudy? 
If so, is a restudy feasible, and what would it require?

 • If you were to plan your study so that the research you conduct now were 
to constitute the first phase, and you were to return to the site(s) and 
participant(s) at a later date for a restudy, what methods or questions would 
you need to include now to facilitate that possibility?

Example 5.2: Tracing the Transversal in a Mixed 
Methods Longitudinal Study of Secondary Schooling 
on Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania

Lesley Bartlett and Ofelia García’s longitudinal study relied primarily on 
qualitative methods, but there are times when a combination of qualitative 
and quantitative methods may be most appropriate for a comparative case 
study. We have already discussed how a survey might include both closed 
and open-ended questions, and we have seen that it is possible to design the 
first phase of a study with the aim of returning to the same community and 
participants at a later date. Frances Vavrus has done just that in her research 
during the past 20 years that has explored various dimensions of second-
ary schooling in Old Moshi, a community of approximately 20,000 people 
in northern Tanzania (1996, 2003a, 2003b, 2015; Vavrus & Moshi, 2009). 
I (Frances) began working in Old Moshi as a secondary school teacher in 
1993 and returned in 1996 as a doctoral student carrying out an ethnogra-
phy of the school where I had taught three years earlier. Although I was not 
engaged in formal research the first time I lived in Old Moshi, the experi-
ence raised many questions about why secondary schooling for girls was so 
actively encouraged in this part of the country when international discourses 
generally characterized African parents as unsupportive of their daughters’ 
education. I also wondered about the subtle differences in resources I noticed 
from one ridge of this mountainous community to another, such as more 
cinderblock houses around some of the primary schools in Old Moshi and 
electricity lines along one of the major dirt roads but not the other.

Over the course of the past two decades, I have carried out two longitudi-
nal studies using mixed methods approaches. The first was based on research 
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106 Tracing the Transversal

I carried out for my dissertation in 1996, which I extended by conducting a  
follow-up survey and focus group discussions in 2000 with some of the same 
youth to explore how the desire for secondary schooling was contributing to 
the spread of HIV/AIDS (Vavrus, 2003a, 2003b). The second was a 12-year 
study of youth who had completed primary school in 2000 or 2001 in one 
of four different topographical zones in Old Moshi and whose post-primary 
trajectories included secondary schooling, vocational education, informal 
training, or no additional education at all (Vavrus, 2015; Vavrus & Moshi, 
2009). In these two studies and others over the years, I have relied on five 
research methods to varying degrees: archival research, focus group discus-
sions, interviewing, participant observation, and surveying. Focus groups, 
interviews, and participant observation have been discussed in other extended 
examples in this book, so I will limit my discussion in this section to archival 
research and surveys as potentially useful methods for studying the transversal 
axis of a comparative case study.

I carried out archival research in 1996 as part of my doctoral work, and 
it involved spending a month at the Tanzania National Archives in Dar es 
Salaam going through files containing correspondence, policies, and reports 
written by British colonial officials responsible for education and health in 
Tanganyika (as the mainland was called until 1964), and by Tanganyikan 
leaders—primarily chiefs and their scribes—in response to these policies.  
I was specifically seeking information about the Kilimanjaro Region and the 
chiefdom of Old Moshi to understand how contemporary attitudes towards 
schooling, especially for girls, and the current over-representation of post-
primary schools in the area relative to the rest of rural Tanzania came to be. 
I also visited the major public hospital in the country at the time, Muhimbili 
Hospital, and the flagship national university, the University of Dar es 
Salaam, to locate reports, theses, and dissertations in their archives pertain-
ing to girls’ education and health. I have returned to these archival sources 
on many occasions over the years as I consider new perspectives on linkages 
between present and past.

The longitudinal survey project began in 2000, when I was a post-
doctoral fellow, and it involved a research team comprised of four to five 
Tanzanian researchers for each round of data collection6. We developed 
surveys that were administered to 277 students who, in 2000, were in the 
final two years of primary school at one of four primary schools in Old 
Moshi (there were 11 primary schools at the time). We also administered 
a comprehensive household survey to each student’s parent or guardian. 
These surveys were administered to all households in 2000, 2001, 2006, and 
2012. The survey for the students was only administered in 2000, but we 
followed up with interviews of 36 of these former students in 2006–2007 
and 20 of the 36 youth in 2012. These youth were selected for interviews 
based on the five post-primary school trajectories we had identified from 
the 2000 survey to ensure that we had representatives of each possible path: 
(1) immediate transition to secondary school; (2) delayed transition to  
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Tracing the Transversal 107

secondary school; (3) enrollment in vocational or other formal educational 
programs; (4) informal or no training but employed; or (5) not employed 
or irregularly employed. Due to time and financial constraints, we selected 
interview participants who, in 2007 and 2012, were living in one of three 
regions of the country where my research assistant and I could travel  
relatively easily.

The student surveys in 2000 were primarily forward-looking, asking the 
youth both closed and open-ended questions about what they would like 
to be doing the following year, what level of education they sought, and 
what kind of jobs they hoped to have. The household surveys, on the other 
hand, asked almost exclusively closed questions about the educational his-
tories of family members, including the highest level of education of the 
interviewee (typically a parent but sometimes a grandparent) and of the 
interviewee’s spouse, parents, and other children. These surveys also asked 
about household wealth, such as electricity and water in the home, owning 
a bicycle or car, and land ownership for substance and cash crops; birth and 
death histories; and questions about aspirations for the student in the study 
(Vavrus, 2003a; 2015). Each time the survey was administered after 2001, 
we added a few open-ended questions regarding an issue of interest that had 
emerged as potentially relevant in explaining the differentiation over time 
in terms of the percentage of students, siblings, and parents from the four 
primary schools who had gone to secondary school or college. For example, 
we added questions about access to different sources of water in the 2001 
survey because the initial survey in 2000 indicated that this might be a 
factor affecting girls’ enrollment. We also added questions to subsequent 
surveys about new education policies that went into effect between 2002 
and 2009, allowing us to integrate the analysis of quantitative data about 
education, births/deaths, and wealth with qualitative responses to these 
additional questions.

As in the Bartlett and García study, the advantage of following a cohort 
of youth over time meant that we were able to see how patterns of post-
primary schooling were affected by topographic differences in the landscape 
of Old Moshi that likely influenced where missionaries and colonial officials 
established schools, clinics, and administrative outposts (Vavrus, 2015). For 
instance, among the 277 youth in the study, only 62 (22 percent) ended up 
going to secondary school in the year immediately following the completion 
of primary school and finishing the secondary school cycle six years later. Of 
the youth who did follow this path, those from the primary school catchment 
area nearest to the one paved road in the area were 3.4 times more likely than 
students from the other three catchment areas to have done so. Moreover, 
youth from the primary school located very close to one of the oldest second-
ary schools in the country were 3.11 times more likely than students from the 
other primary school catchment areas to have reached the level of college 
or university by 2012 (Vavrus, 2015). Coupling these quantitative findings 
from the survey with the archival research into when and where schools 
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108 Tracing the Transversal

and other social institutions were established in Old Moshi allowed me to 
develop a theory regarding the social production of educational inequality 
over time and a framework for a critical geography of schooling.

Exercise 5.3 How Might You Integrate Archival and/or 
Survey Research in a Comparative Case Study?

Researchers typically do not bring archival and survey research together in 
the same project because archival research is seen as the domain of histori-
ans and interpretivist social scientists, and survey research is frequently used 
by positivist or post-positivist researchers who seek to find ‘real’ answers to 
the questions they ask. However, the research by Vavrus over the past two 
decades shows that the two methods can be used together productively when 
one’s project warrants it. It may be most useful to you at this point to contem-
plate doing one or the other for your current project but to continue thinking 
about a master’s thesis or a dissertation as the starting point for much longer 
engagement with a group of people, a place, or a core institution.

 • If you wanted to explore the historical antecedents of the phenomenon 
of interest to you, what records might exist that trace its formation? You 
might think about policies, laws, minutes of meetings, letters, or other 
forms of correspondence. How could you go about locating archives where 
these materials might be kept?

 • What systems have you developed so far to keep track of sources you have 
found for your study? Where could you learn about more exacting or robust 
ways of documenting what you are finding and ensuring that you can find 
specific information again when you need it?

 • What aspects of your project might lend themselves to a survey as a way to 
learn more about the central phenomenon in the present and past? If you 
have not taken a class in survey design and analysis, is this a commitment 
you want to make and, if so, is it feasible to do so? If not, are there other 
resources at your university or in your network of colleagues that could help 
you plan, design, and/or analyze a survey?

 • In what ways might a survey help you to illuminate the transversal axis 
of your comparative case study, if at all? How would it fit with the other 
methods of research you have planned?

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have laid out a rationale for the temporal dimension of the 
CCS approach and discussed a variety of methods that can be used to examine 
change over time in the phenomenon of interest to you. We also illustrated 
how different researchers, including ourselves, have used different combina-
tions of these methods in their longitudinal studies and why the studies are 
stronger because of this temporal focus.

The importance of the transversal axis in the CCS approach cannot be 
overstated because it helps us as researchers redress the tendency to study 
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Tracing the Transversal 109

social problems in the present with little analytical appreciation for the  
conditions that created them. It also reminds us to think about time and space 
as inextricably interconnected. Throughout this book, we have attempted to 
illustrate this point by showing how contemporary problems at the local or 
national level are rarely the result of spontaneous circumstances happening in 
‘the now’ or circumscribed conditions that only affect one neighborhood, city, 
or state. There is a process to their manifestation that arises over time and in 
relation to decisions being made hundreds or thousands of miles away. Other 
scholars have argued for the importance of multi-sited and multi-scalar social 
research, and we could not agree more. To this call we add a temporal one to 
encourage the development of horizontal, vertical, and transversal axes.

Notes
1 We offer these examples even though we realize that graduate students, and many 

fellow professors, do not have multiple years to put into a single study. However, 
when we began these projects—Bartlett with the New York City study and Vavrus 
in the Kilimanjaro Region of Tanzania—we did not anticipate they would extend for 
as many years as they did.

2 This explanation is informed by two important sources. The first is a 1998 
essay by Peter Stearns titled “Why Study History?” (available at https://www.
historians.org/about-aha-and-membership/aha-history-and-archives/archives/why-
study-history-%281998%29). The second is the introduction to Knowing, Teaching, 
and Learning History (Stearns, Seixas, & Wineburg, 2000).

3 See Crapanzano (1977, 1984) on the use of life history in the field of anthropology.
4 Readers with specific interests in education may wish to review some of the power-

ful U.S. histories of education that feature oral history techniques. Scholars like 
R. Scott Baker (2006), David Cecelski (1994), and Ansley Erickson (2016) have 
memorably engaged oral history to demonstrate how educational policies, includ-
ing the closure of traditionally African American schools and the development of 
new curricula and testing policies, have reinforced racial inequalities throughout the 
American South.

5 Researchers on this project included César Fernández, Ali Michael, Jill Koyama, 
Norma Andrade, Elizabeth “Betsy” Cromwell Kim, Dina López, Carmina Makar, 
Ivana Espinet, and Natalie Catasús.

6 There were three members of the research team who participated in every round 
of data collection: Charles Moshi (team leader), Bertha Moshi, and Fideles Mero. 
Others who assisted with one or more rounds of surveying were Flora Kisaka, Edna 
Mero, and Frank Nyange. Emmanuel Moshi and Goodiel Moshi both contributed to 
data entry and analysis, and Zaina Mshana and Charles Moshi assisted with the inter-
pretation of the qualitative and quantitative data throughout the life of the project.
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6 Follow the Inquiry
Reflections on Comparative  
Case Study Research

We hope the heuristic of horizontal, vertical, and transversal axes in the CCS 
approach has proven to be fruitful to you in thinking about your current or 
future research. While single case studies can be useful, we wanted you to 
consider the value of building into your study a comparative approach. You 
may have decided, definitively, that this approach does not match your epis-
temological orientation, your methodological preparation, or your available 
temporal and monetary resources. That, too, is a worthwhile discovery—in 
being explicit, methodologically, about what we don’t want to do and why, we 
can gain greater clarity about our goals, purposes, and plans.

Our original impetus in developing this approach stemmed from our efforts 
to explain to colleagues in comparative social science fields the value and 
virtues of qualitative, and even ethnographic, research methods. We hoped 
to increase the space in the field of comparative education, in particular, for 
work that is decidedly qualitative, though not necessarily exclusively so. An 
important additional goal, from the start, has been to encourage qualitative 
researchers to think more creatively and broadly about research possibilities, 
including the study of policy. Too often, qualitative researchers select an issue, 
a community, or a population as their case, and then burrow deep into the 
topic, collecting rich, compelling, and ‘thick’ data but sometimes without situ-
ating this case within a wider landscape of relevant issues, factors, or trends. 
We, too, have been guilty of conducting research that did not sufficiently 
account for how the enduring dilemma(s) or phenomena that were the focus 
of our studies might have varied across groups or sites. This book has been our 
effort to share what we have learned over the years about case study research 
and the importance of comparison across space, scales, and time.

At a minimum, we hope to convince researchers such as yourself of the 
value of including in a research project what we might call a ‘broadening’ 
phase. For example, a study on the challenges faced by newcomer Latino 
youth in secondary schools in a specific ‘new Latino destination’ city in the 
U.S. southeast could begin by conducting key informant interviews with prin-
cipals and educators at all ten high schools in the district before selecting one 
or more focal schools. A project on one country’s policies to promote civic 
engagement among youth could be expanded to compare these policies to  
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114 Follow the Inquiry: Reflections

recommendations and initiatives of international development institutions  
and/or to the enactment of those policies in the everyday life of a civic 
engagement program. A study of identity formation among a group of political 
activists might explore how the conditions that have given rise to their pro-
tests came into being over the course of years, decades, or longer spans of time. 
We can imagine doing such ‘broadening’ work at the beginning of the study, 
which would help not only with research design but also with case selection, 
or near the conclusion of the study, when insights derived from the primary 
study could be examined in the light of other cases.1

Related to this call, we encourage scholars who primarily use qualitative 
methods to be both more daring and more explicit in their methodological 
decisions. The advent of multi-sited ethnographic work, network ethnog-
raphy, methods influenced by actor network theory, and similar approaches 
provides scholars with substantial methodological flexibility to entertain the 
possibility of conducting studies that focus on more than one school, group, 
or community. This is not to say that there isn’t still much to be learned from 
a small, focused ethnographic study; rather, we believe this should not be the 
default option for a qualitative researcher. Terms like “ethnography” or “case 
study” have served as a kind of methodological blanket in two senses—first, 
they have offered the comforting sense that we are continuing in a revered 
line of research, but, second, they have shielded us from the necessity of 
explaining, quite explicitly, our methodological choices. There are times 
when even we, diehard fans of ethnography, feel like ethnographers demand 
that we suspend our disbelief and trust in the veracity or value of their story. 
This makes it very difficult for novice researchers to understand how one goes 
about conducting such research, and it frequently leads to less convincing or 
compelling analyses.

We believe that new kinds of studies are needed that inventively defy tradi-
tional expectations of thick description for only one locale while minimizing 
or outright ignoring the forces by which this case was constituted. We sug-
gest following a process or phenomenon across space and time, such as when 
Desmond (2016) followed the processes of eviction as he moved through 
trailer parks, public housing units, eviction courts, shelters, abandoned 
houses, churches, funerals, and AA meetings in a single city, documenting 
poverty as a relationship. At the same time, we need these methods of trac-
ing ideologies, processes, and policies to be explicit. We need to explain, in 
our work, the logic of our methodological decisions. Perhaps we avoid this 
kind of talk because it feels imitative of quantitative sampling approaches, but 
we have found that explicitly accounting for the choices we make in terms 
of selecting cases, sites, populations, events, and techniques makes for much 
more substantial research.

Another impetus for this book, as more thoroughly described in  
Chapter 2, is to breathe new perspectives into the case study literature itself. 
For many years, we have taught research methods courses and felt that the 
available and widely circulating literature on case studies is, simply, wanting. 
Let’s reconsider, for a moment, Yin’s definition of a case study as inquiry that 
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“investigates a contemporary phenomenon (‘the case’) in depth and within its 
real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 
context may not be clearly evident” (2014, p. 16). Why focus on the contem-
porary, divorced from the past? What does he mean by “real-world context”? 
If “phenomenon and the context” are not clearly bounded, why does much 
of the case study literature make ‘bounding’ the case such an important step 
in the research design? Too often context is presumed to signal place. It is 
important to expand our notion of context spatially and relationally. We 
have read passages from this literature on context and culture and felt them 
to be limited, limiting, and not well aligned with most contemporary inter-
pretivist social science. We balk at the suggestion that case study research 
is primarily descriptive or exploratory, with little explanatory or analytical 
power. Moreover, we think there is immense, untapped potential in compara-
tive cases of the type that we have described here, which go well beyond the 
“replication logic” suggested by Yin (2014) or the acontextual vision of com-
parison that echoes through Stake (1995). Students in too many fields are 
introduced to a very limited conceptualization of qualitative case studies and 
of their analytical and theoretical potential. We hope this volume has made 
some progress toward expanding the possibilities of case study research.

Frequently Asked Questions

When presenting our work on comparative case studies, we frequently encounter 
similar questions from people who are interested in, or even cautiously enthu-
siastic about, the CCS approach, but who are not yet certain that it is right for 
their work. In this section, we address some of these questions in the hopes that 
they will allay concerns.

What Is a Case?

This seems like a straightforward question, does it not? Except it isn’t. 
It’s a very tricky one, as we discussed in Chapter 2. Let’s say you want to 
study learner-centered pedagogy, and you identify six Tanzanian secondary 
schools as homologous horizontal cases (as we and our colleagues did—see 
Chapter 1). Are the schools your cases? Are the participating teachers in 
the schools your cases? Is phenomenon of the learner-centered pedagogy, as 
promoted by development organizations and implemented by the Tanzanian 
government, your case?

Cases are traditionally denoted, from the beginning of the study, with 
time and place boundaries—e.g., New York’s Chinatown from 1990 to 2000, 
or Mr. Adam’s classroom in Central Elementary School in Chicago in 2016. 
But throughout the book we have argued against the impulse to rigidly 
‘bound’ the study a priori. We aver that traditional notions of context, which 
are often place-specific, should be enhanced by attention to “fuzzy fields,” 
as well as by structures and processes beyond the specific place of study that 
help to socially produce that place and relations within it. In other words, we 
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116 Follow the Inquiry: Reflections

promote a notion of context that is informed by the concept of social field 
(à la Bourdieu) and by spatial theory, rather than a place-bound concept. 
In addition, we have cautioned against the tendency to denote, deductively 
and before the initiation of the study, a time period, as it often causes us to 
focus on the present and might lead us to ignore events that fall outside this 
temporal delineation, even if these events are revealed through the research 
process to be significant. Instead, we encourage scholars to follow the inquiry 
and allow the study to unfold, depending on where the data lead. This fun-
damental move honors the commitment of qualitative scholarship to include 
inductive reasoning (often by combining it with deductive reasoning). As 
anthropologist John Comaroff said about ethnography, this work

rests on a dialectic between the deductive and the inductive, between the 
concept and the concrete, between its objectives and its subjects, whose 
intentions and inventions frequently set its agendas. The failure to grasp this 
may account in part for the autonomic dismissal of ethnography as unrig-
orous, unreplicable, [and] unfalsifiable.

(As quoted in Becker, 2009, p. 546, emphasis ours)

Thus, scholars who wish to define cases as empirical units must, when using 
the CCS approach, constantly revisit the bounds or delimitations of their 
case. In addition, it is valuable to consider that empirical sampling may be 
people-focused (e.g., families or on-line communities), structure-focused (e.g. 
organizations), or activity-focused (e.g., critical incidents) (Patton, 2002). 
Each of these approaches requires us to rethink the notion of context.

Another approach to defining a case or cases is to waive an empirical defi-
nition of cases in favor of a theoretical one (Ragin, 1992). In this view, cases 
are not found but made—they result from our theoretical constructs. Thus, a 
scholar may be interested in the concept of state fragility and therefore use 
this concept to ‘make’ a comparative study of Somalia and South Sudan; or a 
scholar may be interested in the phenomenon of alternative cultural capital 
formation among high-school-aged youth and use that concept to ‘make’ cases 
from two arts programs in Chicago. Further, these cases may only become 
apparent over time, as the data collection and analysis unfold. In such a situ-
ation, like Ragin and Becker, we urge researchers to continually ask: “What is 
this a case of?” In considering that question:

The less sure that researchers are of their answers, the better their research 
may be. From this perspective, no definitive answer to the question “What 
is a case?” can or should be given, especially not at the outset, because it 
depends. The question should be asked again and again, and researchers 
should treat any answer to the question as tentative and specific to the 
evidence and issues at hand. Working through the relations of ideas to 
evidence answers the question “What is this a case of?”

(Ragin, 1992, p. 6)
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Thus, scholars have to think about whether they are using an empirical notion 
of a case or a theoretical notion of a case, and whether they embrace an  
a priori or evolving delimitation of the case. To complicate matters further, 
some combination of these could be mobilized—one might begin with an 
empirical notion of a case but allow it to remain flexible over time, resulting 
in a more theoretical definition. Thus, as we can see, the question “What is a 
case?” is quite complex, indeed.

Exercise 6.1 What Are Your Cases?

As described above, cases can be defined in a number of ways.

 • What are the different possible ways in which you could define the case or 
cases in your study?

 • What are the implications of each choice in terms of methodological 
techniques, time, money, and/or speaking to a specific audience with 
your work?

How Do I Select Cases?

It is essential to recognize that your definition of a case and your overall episte-
mological stance will shape your strategy for selecting cases. As we discussed in 
the first two chapters, case studies that are oriented by what Maxwell (2013) 
calls a variance approach generally aim for a form of generalizability that 
aligns with a neo-positivist epistemology. That is to say, they often implic-
itly accept the idea that case studies should elucidate features of a broader 
population. Common strategies for case selection, given this stance, include 
typical, diverse, extreme, deviant, influential, most different, and most similar 
approaches (Seawright & Gerring, 2008; see also Patton, 2002). Alternately, 
researchers guided by an interpretivist orientation may choose cases for their 
intrinsic qualities (Stake, 1995). In other words, the case is often selected for 
its own sake, because the context is inherently of interest to the researcher.

In contrast, process-oriented studies generally use an emergent design, fol-
lowing the inquiry as it evolves across the lifespan of the research. Given the 
argument above regarding how cases may be made and not found, we suggest 
that you routinely ask yourself whether you are looking at the best case or 
cases to help you understand the phenomenon at the core of your study as your 
research progresses.

In general, qualitative case studies, whether following the CCS approach 
or not, do not aspire to statistical generalizability; they aim for analytical 
generalization through theory. Process-oriented studies seek to generate such 
insights. They tend to use a form of purposive sampling in case selection, but 
with the caveat that sampling may be an emergent process. Purposive sam-
pling seeks to select cases that are relevant to the conceptual framework and 
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the research questions, generate rich data on the phenomenon of interest, 
enhance the analytical generalizability, or transfer of insights, from the study, 
and produce believable, trustworthy descriptions and explanations (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). As Patton (2002) noted, there are a range of specific strat-
egies for purposive, or what he calls purposeful, case selection. They include 
(and here we are paraphrasing, but staying quite close to his words):

 • Extreme cases: Learning from highly unusual manifestations of the phe-
nomenon of interest, such as outstanding successes or notable failures, 
crises, etc.

 • Typical cases: Selecting populations or events considered typical, normal, 
or average for a particular phenomenon. For example, instead of observ-
ing a classroom daily for 30 days, one might choose to observe that class 
on what the principal or teacher determines to be a typical day.

 • Intense cases: Include information-rich cases that manifest the phenom-
enon intensely (not extremely), as in below-average students rather than 
the lowest- or highest-performing students.

 • Maximum variation of cases: Purposefully picking a wide range of varia-
tion on a dimension or several dimensions of interest. This strategy could 
document variations that emerge in adapting to different conditions. 
It also identifies important common patterns that cut across variations. 
For example, if you are interested in how first (or home) language affects 
high-school achievement, you would want to identify all the present lan-
guage groups in a school and be sure to include multiple participants from 
each group.

 • Homogeneous cases: Selecting cases that minimize variation. This strategy 
simplifies analysis. In the example provided above, a study might focus 
only on students whose first language is Spanish.

 • Politically-important cases: Such cases attract attention to the study (or 
you could avoid attracting undesired attention by purposefully eliminat-
ing from the sample politically-sensitive cases).

 • Criterion-based cases: Cases that meet some predetermined criterion or 
criteria of importance. For example, someone studying how new voter 
registration laws influence political participation might interview all 
those who were not allowed to vote at select polling sites. The sites them-
selves might be selected using different criteria, such as socio-economic 
status of surrounding homes.

 • Convenient cases: Selecting a case or cases for their convenience; thus, 
this is technically not purposeful. It saves time, money, and effort, but 
provides a poor rationale and low credibility for findings.

 • Critical cases: Cases that are likely to “yield the most information and 
have the greatest impact on the development of knowledge” (Patton, 
2002, p. 236).

 • Theory-based or operational construct cases: When scholars seek manifesta-
tions of a theoretical construct of interest so as to elaborate and examine 
the construct (Patton, 2002, pp. 231–241).
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Follow the Inquiry: Reflections 119

Patton, and other authors, provide strategies beyond those listed above that 
may be more appropriate for your study (e.g., Palys, 2008; Becker, 1998). For 
example, you may prefer a most-similar design, which looks for cases with 
the presence of many similar causal factors but the absence of the outcome 
of interest, or a most-different design, which compares cases that vary by the 
presence of potentially causal factors but nonetheless share the outcome (or 
dependent, structures, organizations, activities, or variable) of interest (e.g., 
Przeworksi & Teune, 1982). The point is that you need to think critically 
about the people, places, events, partnerships, and/or theoretical constructs 
you are sampling, and why—and you need to be able to explain those to yourself 
and your audience.

Furthermore, and this is crucial to note, you may use different sampling 
strategies, or logics, for different parts of your study. For example, imagine that 
your phenomenon of interest is nurse–patient interactions in end-of-life care. 
You might select a typical hospice program at a hospital; stratify the nurse 
participants by some criterion you expect to be important, such as years of 
experience; and use maximum variation sampling to select the communica-
tion incidents will you observe. Once you have completed that phase of the 
work, you might ‘broaden’ the study by comparing this hospice program to 
one where nurses and patients typically share the same religious faith or eth-
nicity. If you have developed from the first phase a theory regarding a key 
factor that influences communication, you might identify a case featuring the 
same factor and see if you find the same outcomes. Alternately, if you adopt a 
process orientation, you may originally select three cases to study a phenom-
enon, but after an initial round of data collection, you may realize you need to 
add another site (or more), consistent with purposeful logic, for reasons that 
become clear as you do the work.

It is important that you not fall back on neo-positivist considerations 
to guide case selection if you are pursuing a process orientation. As Small 
(2009) reported in his ingenious article, “‘How Many Cases Do I Need?’: 
On Science and the Logic of Case Selection in Field-Based Research,” new 
scholars are often urged to select cases using the goal of statistical gener-
alization and the language of logical positivism, when neither match their 
aims. They are encouraged to make their samples representative or unbiased, 
imposing a language and logic that do not fit their goals. Small suggested, 
instead, that logical inference, informed by the discovery of relationships, 
should inform case selection and the effort to transfer insights. He explained:

It would be erroneous for [someone] to hypothesize that because he 
observed a preponderance of, say, public cocaine consumption in his 
neighborhood, then the average poor neighborhood will exhibit a pre-
ponderance of cocaine use in public. In this hypothesis, logic played 
no role; it is a descriptive inference based on one case …. But sup-
pose [the researcher] had observed that whenever a crime erupted in 
the neighborhood, some people retreated into their homes while oth-
ers felt compelled to get organized. He also observed that those in the 
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latter group had stronger connections to the neighborhood … [He] 
might have uncovered a causal relationship between attachment and 
participation. He might then hypothesize that the reaction to crime will 
depend on the strength of local attachment, such that those strongly 
attached (through various mechanisms) are likely to participate while 
those weakly attached are likely to retreat. This is not a descriptive 
hypothesis; it is a logical … one.

(pp. 22–23)

Thus, Small urged scholars to move away from a naïve effort to generalize, 
statistically, from a case. Instead, he posited that a single case can generate 
valuable propositions regarding processes, which can be examined in other 
cases.2

Overall, we exhort qualitative researchers to be more transparent about 
the logic of their methodological choices. We have known many qualita-
tive researchers who avoid a discussion of methods, as if thinking explicitly 
about research methods will automatically ally them with a neo-positivist ori-
entation. We have read many ethnographies that fail to give an account of 
research methods; we’ve heard talks that forgo all discussion of research strate-
gies; and we’ve heard qualitative colleagues claim that any effort to compare 
flattens and thus diminishes the cases under consideration. We feel strongly 
that an unwillingness to discuss methods has undermined the possibilities for 
qualitative research to have a greater impact on policy and public debates 
because, essentially, we are asking audiences to trust our methods rather than 
explaining their logic.

Exercise 6.2 Case Selection

Case selection in a process-oriented study presents challenges if you are seeking 
to follow the inquiry and not ‘bound’ the case or cases at the outset. If you think 
about your study as consisting of phases with case selection being more emer-
gent, you might want to consider these questions as you are designing your study 
and throughout the research process:

 • What different case selection strategies or logics might you use for different 
phases of your study? What are the pros and cons of each strategy?

 • What logistical challenges, such as getting research permission from your 
university’s human subjects oversight panel (often called an institutional 
review board or IRB), might these strategies impose that would be different 
from setting out your cases a priori?

When Is a Case Not a Case?

Here is another wrinkle: Part of your study may not be a case at all. Depending 
on how you conceptualize your study, you may have elements that don’t fit 
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as a ‘case.’ For example, if you were to conduct a comparative case study of 
corporate sponsorship of girls’ education programs in Rwanda, you might 
select two programs as your cases, or you might identify 20 young women 
(purposively sampled using select criteria) in one program, or across several 
programs, as your cases. You might then move across scales to do interviews 
with the corporate funder(s) based in Rwanda, South Africa, and Belgium. 
In such a scenario, you might conceptualize the research in the two programs 
or with the 20 young women as “cases” but the interviews at other scales as 
background or contextual information—and that’s fine. Alternately, if you 
conceptualize your case as the phenomenon of girls’ education programs in 
Africa sponsored by one corporation such as Nike, then the entire network 
of actors who get enrolled in planning and enacting Nike programs become 
part of your case. Notably, in this approach, the single case is inherently com-
parative. Your understanding of the case will evolve as you answer Ragin’s 
question, “What is this a case of?”

In addition, given the emergent nature of qualitative research, you may 
add elements mid-stream that were not originally planned, or you may pursue 
some part of the work that ends up being irrelevant to the study at hand. 
There may be dead ends and U-turns during the research process that inform 
the work only indirectly as background information (or, sometimes, not at 
all). Although this can be frustrating when time and money for a study are 
limited, these moments should not be completely dismissed. You may revisit 
these experiences and find them to be sources of inspiration for future projects.

How Do I Analyze the Data?

Another question we are frequently asked concerns how to analyze the data 
of which a comparative case study is composed. Each CCS will require a 
different data analysis plan because each will be composed of different meth-
ods. In other words, there is no single way of analyzing data using the CCS 
approach because it encourages the use of multiple methods. It may seem 
obvious but is worth spelling out: If your study entails archival research, then 
follow the standards in history for analyzing archival materials; if it includes 
discourse analysis, then you will need specific training in how to analyze these 
data. The data analysis plan has to be tailored to include all of the methods 
used. If your study involves surveys or other methods requiring quantitative 
analysis, you will have to maintain quite different logics in the data analysis 
from those that drive the analysis of observations. In any situation, though, 
it is important not to allow the sometimes more familiar, and often more 
dominant, neo-positivist epistemology of one method to dictate the terms of 
data analysis for the others.

There are some data analysis techniques specific to comparison that you 
may find useful, providing you followed a sampling frame that is consistent 
with their logic. For example, Miles and Huberman (1994) discussed compar-
ative case analysis. They recommended “stacking comparable cases” (p. 176), 
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which entails writing a series of cases with an eye toward key factors shared 
across cases, and then using matrices or other display formats to compare 
across and explore interrelationships. Bazeley (2013) offered a nice illustra-
tion of this effort, aiming

to explore similarities and differences across cases, with a view to 
increasing understanding of the processes that shape each case and the 
hope of identifying more general patterns and processes that can then 
assist in understanding experience or explaining behavior across a wider 
population.

(p. 275)

Ragin (1997, 1993) developed a Boolean qualitative case analysis (QCA) 
technique to examine the various ways in which specified factors interact and 
combine with one another to yield particular outcomes. George and Bennett 
(2004) discussed process-tracing, which forces the researcher to consider 
alternative paths through which the outcome might have prevailed and then 
to compare with other examples to reveal the conditions under which given 
outcomes occur. Small (2009) outlined a sequential case analytical technique. 
All of these are feasible, provided they match your research design and case 
sampling strategy.

Keep in mind that qualitative data collected with a process orienta-
tion requires an emergent, iterative approach to analysis. This statement 
does not absolve us from having a data analysis plan. On the contrary, in 
some ways we need to be more explicit about our initial data analysis plan, 
our intention to remain flexible as data analysis unfolds, and the logic we 
expect to use to process our methodological decisions. Heath and Street 
(2008) encouraged qualitative researchers to review their data on a regular 
basis—e.g., weekly or monthly, depending on the intensity of data collec-
tion. They helpfully suggested that researchers write regular conceptual 
memos, which could include three sections: (1) “problems and setbacks …  
[which] indicate unexpected occurrences”; (2) “overview, [which] indi-
cates the hours in the field, physical locations, and primary sources of 
data”; and (3) “patterns, insights, and breakthroughs, [where] the eth-
nographer hones in on patterns detected, insights or trends, and ‘aha!’ 
realizations” (p. 80). Overall, it is important to provide a clear articula-
tion of your conceptual and empirical goals and methodological decisions. 
Such statements make it easier for general readers and reviewers to evalu-
ate the quality of the work.

Most importantly, your data analysis plan will require an extra step—
a synthesis of the data collected across multiple sites, scales, times, and 
methods. The mixed methods literature discusses synthesis as a phase of the 
research and provides some guidance for this phase (e.g., Heyvaert, Maes, &  
Onghena, 2013; Small, 2013; Boaz et  al., 2006). If different techniques 
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are meant to answer the same question, scholars might pursue synthesis 
by aggregation, which “entails the assimilation of findings considered to 
address the same relationship or connection between two or more aspects 
of a target phenomenon” (Sandelowski, Voils, Leeman, & Crandell, 2012,  
p. 323). If different techniques are meant to answer distinct but related 
questions, scholars might pursue synthesis by configuration, which

entails the arrangement of thematically diverse individual findings, 
or sets of aggregated findings, into a coherent theoretical rendering of 
them. In contrast to the judgment of thematic similarity among find-
ings required to aggregate findings, findings in configuration syntheses 
are conceived as thematically diverse and therefore as not amenable 
to pooling. Instead of confirming each other (by virtue of repetition of 
what are judged to be the same aspects or associations), thematically 
diverse findings may contradict, extend, explain, or otherwise modify 
each other.

(Sandelowski et al., 2012, p. 325)

Thus, configuration requires scholars to consider and resolve, analytically, the 
disparate and at times discrepant evidence provided via different methodolog-
ical techniques. Though challenging, this approach can be extremely fruitful.

Exercise 6.3 How Will You Analyze Your Data?

Consider the different possibilities for data analysis outlined above and the dif-
ferent methods for conducting your study that you have written about in earlier 
chapters.

 • Which approaches do you believe are more consistent with your research 
questions, methods, and case selection strategy? Imagine that you are writ-
ing this as a proposal for funding. What argument can you put forward to 
defend your views?

 • Write a short paragraph or two in which you describe your data analysis 
plan for your most immediate audience, whether it is for a doctoral com-
mittee, funding review committee, or a general audience of readers in 
your field.

Isn’t the CCS Approach Simply too Ambitious?

This may be the question we receive most frequently. For the most part, 
people seem unsettled by the emergent nature of the research. They wonder: 
“How can I plan the work? How can I anticipate how long I will be in the 
field? When will I know I have completed certain phases of research?” Such 
questions are understandable for many reasons. Scholars typically have to 
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submit a plan for funding and for the IRB committee; some may need to 
schedule when research will be completed and publications submitted for 
promotion and tenure reviews; doctoral students may need to anticipate 
when they will complete the dissertation and graduate. To such concerns, 
we say: Yes, these are real concerns, but we know it is possible to use the 
CCS approach because we have done it, and we have advised many students, 
now colleagues, who have used it. The truth is, researchers who use multi-
sited ethnography or participatory action research face many of the same 
challenges. Comparative case studies require intellectual dexterity and meth-
odological flexibility; they demand a regular review of the data collected to 
date and an analysis of emergent findings while the research is underway (as 
opposed to waiting until data collection is completed); and they necessitate 
thinking of research as composed of phases so that one phase can inform 
methodological decisions for the next phase.

In part, though, the question is motivated not only by the uncertainty 
caused by emergent methods, but also by the anxiety generated when one 
thinks of trying to work across scales, or across methods, or across sites. One 
answer to this dilemma is to work in research teams, even when one is a doc-
toral student or faculty member required to produce a single-authored study. 
A team might focus on the same problematic, while members work on various 
parts of it. For example, members might divide into sub-teams dedicated to the 
horizontal, vertical, and transversal axes of a large project from which many 
studies emerge. However, as discussed by the Mixed Methods Working Group 
(Weis, Eisenhart, & Duncan, 2016), constituting a mixed methods team poses 
a challenge:

Investigators tend to develop in-depth expertise in particular theoretical  
and methodological perspectives. Those who lead and become part 
of mixed methods and multi-disciplinary teams must exhibit an intel-
lectual and personal flexibility. They must also see the value of other 
methods and perspectives and develop a willingness to work across 
these methods and perspectives in the service of broad-based research  
questions. …. The goal is not to undermine the value of one meth-
odological or disciplinary perspective but rather to recognize that 
approaching questions from a mixed perspective has the potential to 
expand the knowledge base in key areas.

(p. 4)

In all teams, whether mixed methods or not, it is essential to have regu-
lar team meetings to debrief, develop emergent propositions with adequate 
supporting evidence, and tweak the methodological techniques accordingly. 
This option is more feasible at certain stages of one’s career than others, 
and it will depend heavily on the availability of funding or the willingness 
of researchers to essentially dedicate (and sometimes donate) their time to a 
collective effort. Further, there are challenges to team research; if you select 
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this option, it may serve you well to read the available literature on this 
topic in the sociology of social research (e.g., Leahey, 2008). As we have 
learned from our own collaborative efforts, challenges may emerge in the 
areas of selection and mobility; funding; mentoring, training, and socializa-
tion; communication; timing; and the research process (Bartlett et al., 2013; 
see also Creese & Blackledge, 2012).

Another answer to the question of whether a comparative case study is too 
ambitious is to rely on secondary sources for one axis. For example, you could 
use primarily sources written by others for the transversal axis and focus your 
own energies on the horizontal and/or vertical axis. As we stated in Chapter 1,  
few of us can give equal attention to all three axes. Limitations of time and 
money will make it difficult for most researchers except those with a great 
deal of time and a research team to conduct equally rich analyses along each 
axis. Nonetheless, we aver that it can be valuable to consider all of the axes 
in designing the study, and to consider whether and how to add them more 
centrally at a later date.

Exercise 6.4 Considering Your Own Constraints

While in this book we argue against setting your case boundaries a priori, we are 
fully aware that researchers have limited time, money, and other resources to 
spend on research.

 • What are your constraints, both professionally and personally?
 • How might these constraints shape the study that you design?
 • What strategies might you use to overcome some of them?

Conclusions

We wrote this book with many of our former and current students and col-
leagues in mind because we have been fortunate to watch as they have 
developed comparative case studies and to talk with them about how to refine 
the approach and our articulation of it. They have helped us generate the 
questions in this chapter and the exercises throughout the book, which came 
from years of teaching research methods courses and dissertation seminars.

We encourage you to consider the CCS approach for a current or future 
project, especially one that might otherwise be quite bounded culturally, 
spatially, or temporally. Whether you decide to do so or not, we hope the 
exercises in the book serve as a guide for any research journey upon which 
you might embark because they were designed to follow a process of thinking 
through a new project that many of us in the interpretive social sciences have 
found useful.

Final Note. We would love to hear from readers as they use the CCS 
approach. We can imagine how this approach could be applied in fields as 
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varied as communication studies and rural sociology. We particularly seek 
examples in fields underrepresented in this volume. Further, we also welcome 
your questions and suggestions on how to make this book more useful to 
future researchers.

Notes
1 This decision is not unlike discussions in the mixed methods literature on the 

value of sequential, versus simultaneous, mixed methods work (e.g., Small, 2011; 
Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2008).

2 Further, Small (2009) drew on Yin (2002) and Ragin and Becker (1992) to recom-
mend that qualitative researchers reject statistical “sampling logic” in favor of what 
he called inferential “case study logic.” He explained that sampling logic refers to 
the idea that all units will have an equal probability of selection and will be subject 
to the same research procedures (e.g., questionnaire), thus producing statistical rep-
resentativeness. He contrasted this approach to “case study logic,” a version of Yin’s 
replication model but with an important, sequential twist. Small suggested that case 
studies might proceed by following a sequence:

In a case model, the number of units (cases) is unknown until the study is 
completed; the collection of units is, by design, not representative; each unit 
has its own probability of selection; and different units are subject to differ-
ent questionnaires. The first unit or case yields a set of findings and a set of 
questions that inform the next case. If the study is conducted properly, the 
very last case examined will provide very little new or surprising informa-
tion. The objective is saturation. An important component of case study 
design is that each subsequent case attempts to replicate the prior ones. 
Through ‘literal replication’ a similar case is found to determine whether 
the same mechanisms are in play; through ‘theoretical replication’ a case dif-
ferent according to the theory is found to determine whether the expected 
difference is found. Sampling logic is superior when asking descriptive ques-
tions about a population; case study logic is probably more effective when 
asking how or why questions about processes unknown before the start of 
the study.

(pp. 24–25)

 Small explained how a scholar could conduct a series of interviews as if each were a 
successive case, gathering more and more refined data about a proposition.
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