LOCAL FOOD ECONOMICS FACT SHEET

HOW TO WRITE A GOOD
CASE STUDY
ON A FOOD VALUE CHAIN

As part of a project evaluating local and regional food systems, researchers reviewed
and summarized a comprehensive set of US-based case studies focused on food
value chains. The authors conduct a meta-analysis to systematically capture case
study findings on trends in the viability of food value chain businesses, the impact
of these businesses on participating farm vendors, and the associated community
economic development outcomes. Due to a lack of standardized protocols for
case study development, conclusions from case studies on common metrics, best
practices, and impacts of food value chain businesses are limited in availability.
The authors propose a more uniform, project-driven form for future case study
development.
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The Data and Approach

Recommendations
Before embarking on a food value chain case study, determine the type of analysis
you would like to conduct—what are your goals and objectives? Beyond learning
about the specific business, how can the information you collect inform:
»»

Entrepreneurs?

»»

Opportunities for business development and public investment.

»»

The ability of technical assistance providers to clearly articulate best practices/
best promise for impacts and outcomes in a rapidly evolving sector?

A meta-analysis was carried
out by conducting a search
of all published value chain
case studies. After exclusion
criterion were applied, a
final list of 37 articles were
analyzed using a common
rubric and a unique record
was created for each
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-The only metric that was
included in all case studies was
the business name.
-54% of case study records
include information on revenues.
-24% include information on
profitability.
-4% include information on cost
of goods sold.
-2% include information on labor
expenditures.
-1% include information on rent.

Summary of elements and information that should be included in a case study of value chains.
Essential Elements

Key data for economic
viability analysis

Key metrics for wealth
creation analysis

Enterprise business
scope, size and
organizational factors

Name, revenues, product/ service
portfolio, employees, legal structure,
governance model, year of
establishment

Gross margin, net income, asset
value, debt level (or ratio), labor
expenditures, portfolio shares of
key product lines

Mission statement,
commitments to community
partners (environmental,
cultural, political, education)

Competitive
advantage

Market orientation, differentiation
scheme, key alliances, networks and
partners, scale relative to industry
average

Sales attributed to partners/
alliance, financial ratios
benchmarked to industry
averages

Specific evidence of business
alliances or partnerships that are
aligned with mission or strategic
position

Marketing strategy,
channels and
pricing strategies

Number of market channels, share
through major channels, relative price
points (broadly defined)

Price premia (actual or goals
with specific number for key
products), returns to promotions
or differentiation strategies

Sales driven by key partners or
alliances, share of sales pledged to
community orgs, price discounts or
allowances for allied businesses

Sustainability and/
or growth strategy

Intended expansion in geographic
markets (vendors or markets), new
initiatives to differentiate product lines
or coordinate in new market channels

Year over year sales growth,
planned investments in capital
or work force, payback period
expectations on market
expansion plans or investments

Evidence that linkages generate
specific social and political capital
(lower transaction costs, access to
new markets, favorable zoning)

Challenges and
potential threats

Number of new competitors, regulatory
compliance issues, loss of market
channels/partners, cost pressures

Evidence of lower prices
or margins, cost inflation,
estimates of costs to comply
with regulations (food safety,
liability, environmental impacts)

Negative spillovers, unintended
over competition from proliferation
in certain regions, regulatory
scrutiny (food safety or zoning
concerns)

Key Takeaways:

All of the business information detailed in this table
may not be shared because of the proprietary
nature of the information. Goals and objectives
should be framed given the available data.

*The lack of standardized protocols for case
study development is a barrier for learning and
generalizations from which to form managerial or
policy recommendations.
*Guidance is offered to authors who may write
about food value chains in the future and may
want their studies to aid in the evaluation of
how such enterprises contribute to business and
community development outcomes.
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