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2
 http://worldcongress2012.iclei.org/fileadmin/templates/WC2012/Documents/Presentations/URS-Fenton.pdf 

http://www.biofuel-cities.eu/fileadmin/template/projects/biofuels/files/Publications/Procurement_Guide.pdf
http://www.biofuel-cities.eu/fileadmin/template/projects/biofuels/files/Publications/Procurement_Guide.pdf
http://worldcongress2012.iclei.org/fileadmin/templates/WC2012/Documents/Presentations/URS-Fenton.pdf
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Summary  
Case study narratives act as a functional and attractive tool for awareness-raising, exchange of 

ideas and capacity-building. However, recent literature has highlighted problems with the 

ways that case studies present concepts or information. Various authors note an imbalance in 

the presentation of “developed” and “developing” world narratives in academic literature, 

leading to over-representation of cases from Europe and North America. Recent work 

suggests that the increasing volume of case studies in academic literature on urban 

sustainability may contribute to an over-representation of certain kinds of municipalities – e.g. 

cities of a certain size or in certain locations – at the expense of others.  

This paper shows that this trend is observed not only in academic literature, but also in 

practical settings, e.g. the preponderance and domination of certain cities within international 

municipal associations. The paper studies the continents, countries, municipalities and themes 

represented in six collections of case studies published by an international municipal 

association. The paper will assess the possible ways in which the case study collections, by 

representing certain types of activities in particular locations, influence the framing of the 

practice and study of sustainable development in municipalities. By doing so, the paper aims 

to contribute to literature on comparative urbanism, urban governance, knowledge production, 

municipalities, sustainable development, and international organisations. 
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1 Introduction 
In September 2015, the international municipal network ICLEI - Local Governments for 

Sustainability, will celebrate the 25
th

 anniversary of its founding at the 1990 World Congress 

of Local Governments for a Sustainable Future. This anniversary provides an opportunity to 

reflect upon the role of ICLEI and other municipal networks in debates concerning sustainable 

development. It is possible to imagine a wide range of interesting and relevant research 

questions addressing the role of municipal networks. However, this article focuses exclusively 

on the role of ICLEI and its use of case study series as an information tool. 

Specifically, the article considers the continents, countries, municipalities and themes 

represented in six collections of case studies published by ICLEI. The article assesses the 

ways in which the composition of the case study collections - i.e. the representation of certain 

types of activities in particular locations - may influence the framing of the practice and study 

of sustainable development in municipalities. By doing so, the paper aims to identify patterns 

of representation and possible implications for future research on international municipal 

networks and governance for sustainable development. 

 

2 Background 
In recent decades, the importance of sustainable development - and the role of municipalities 

in achieving such a transition - has been assessed in an extensive body of literature. A variety 

of international municipal associations and networks have been established to support 

municipal work for sustainable development, and the role of international municipal 

associations in global governance has been explored in a range of articles (see e.g. Acuto, 

2013; Betsill and Bulkeley, 2007; Kern and Alber, 2009). International municipal associations 

are typically organised as networks of members, who pay subscription fees and receive 

services in a variety of forms, e.g. networking, the opportunity to participate in projects or 

events, coordination of interests, formal representation in the international system, and 

information services such as promotion or dissemination.  

Various international municipal associations use case studies as an information tool (e.g. C40 

Cities, Energie Cités, Eurocities). The publication of case studies enables international 

municipal associations to fulfil multiple objectives, e.g. by sharing information - typically on 

actions that are considered “good” practice - between members and more broadly, to society.  

Case studies may focus on general issues of relevance to sustainable development, or more 

specifically on activities linked to specific themes that in turn may be linked to associations’ 

thematic priorities or financing; case studies may also promote members or by used as an 

incentive to get non-members to join.  

Case studies thus act as a functional and attractive tool for awareness-raising, exchange of 

ideas and capacity-building. However, recent literature has highlighted a number of possible 
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problems with the ways that case studies present concepts or information. For example, many 

case studies focus on a single action in a specific municipality addressing a single theme. This 

striation of “sustainable development” may risk making the concept appear somehow 

geographically, ethnically or thematically specific or limited, and thereby consolidate 

isolationist or elitist norms (see e.g. Ceron Castano and Wadley, 2012; Smith and Wiek, 2012; 

Ward, 2010).  

For example, writers such as Bahia Schlee et al, 2012; Isendahl and Smith, 2012; Raco and 

Lin, 2012; Robinson, 2006; and Smit and Parnell, 2012; note an imbalance in the presentation 

of “developed” and “developing” world narratives in academic literature, leading to over-

representation of cases from Europe and North America. Pierre (2005), McFarlane (2010), 

and others note a similar tendency with regard to the theoretical perspectives applied by 

academics to studies of urban governance, which often were developed with North American 

and European cities in mind. In other words, the frequency, framing and form of assessments 

used by academics may distort understanding of urban contexts in favour of “usual suspects”.   

There are other potential problems with the use of case studies. For example, solutions 

proposed in some case studies may accentuate the problems identified in others (see e.g. Seto 

et al, 2012; Mori and Christodoulou, 2012; Cook and Swyngedouw, 2012) and context-

specific analysis is often developed and presented with limited reference to the global 

challenges that stimulate local action; such lack of performativity means that analysis is 

frequently detached from, or devoid of, meaning (Ceron Castano and Wadley, 2012). 

Comparison between cases may be difficult because - as even advocates of comparative urban 

research note - comparative analysis depends on “some degree of reductionism as a step in 

preparing empirical observations” (Pierre, 2005, p. 447).  

Others contend that case studies - even when they provide interesting information - have 

limited utility, as the scope and format of case studies tends to limit the amount of information 

that can be provided. Even in a non-comparative format, complex issues - such as 

institutional, political, socio-economic or environmental dimensions - may be presented in an 

overly simplified manner, or even discounted by readers on the basis of assumptions about 

perceived relevance. For example, in a study of U.S. municipalities, Dolowitz et al (2012) 

found that when looking to adopt new approaches already used by others, “instead of a 

directed and purposeful search occurring, leading to the best possible policy being borrowed... 

searches were less about best practice and more about convenience and perceptions of 

similarity” (Dolowitz et al, 2012).  

The political will and sincerity of institutional support for sustainable development has also 

been questioned. Municipalities have been criticised for being “purposefully conservative”, 

i.e. doing little more than that which is not impractical or inconvenient (Fitzgerald et al, 

2012). Others argue that norms and short-termism prevail - clientalism or concerns about the 

political impacts of their decisions, municipalities choose “conventional solutions which give 

rise to contradictory situations where political decision making prevails over ecological 

considerations”, implying “local government exhibits an inability to confront the new 
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challenge of urban sustainability” (Aguilar and Santos, 2011; see also Checker, 2011; Chiu, 

2012; Kauko, 2012; Lindholm and Behrends, 2012; Maiello et al, 2011; Oh et al, 2012; 

Prado-Lorenzo et al, 2012). 

In sum, recent works suggests that the over-representation of case studies in academic 

literature on urban sustainability may contribute to an over-representation of certain kinds of 

municipalities - e.g. cities of a certain size or in certain locations - at the expense of others. 

Such a trend is observed not only in academic literature, but also in practical settings, e.g. the 

preponderance and domination of certain cities within international municipal associations 

(see e.g. Acuto (2013) on the “core-periphery” internal geography of the C40). Cities that are 

not represented, under-represented or less visibly active may thus be considered either as 

“free riders” or as “silenced” in debates on sustainable development.  

Against this background, this article focuses on the extent to which different continental 

regions, countries, municipalities and themes are represented in six collections of international 

case studies published by the international local government association ICLEI - Local 

Governments for Sustainability. By illustrating patterns of representation, the article will 

explore if “usual suspects” exist in ICLEI’s collections of case studies and consider the 

implications of such occurrences for both theory and practice.  

 



12 

 

3 ICLEI and Case Studies 

3.1. The history of ICLEI 

Some key milestones in the history of ICLEI are presented on the organisation’s website. In 

1987, the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer was signed. Two 

years later, 35 local government leaders from Canada and the USA met and pledged to 

establish local regulations to phase out the use of ozone-depleting chemicals. At this meeting, 

“Larry Agran, Mayor of Irvine, California, USA and Jeb Brugmann imagined an agency that 

could coordinate local government responses to global environmental problems.”
3
 An 

international consultation with local government officials was held, with the idea receiving 

endorsement from the International Union of Local Authorities (IULA) and support from the 

UN Environment Programme (UNEP). 

One year later, in September 1990, more than 200 local governments from 43 countries 

attended the World Congress of Local Governments for a Sustainable Future, held at the 

headquarters of the United Nations in New York. The Congress concluded with foundation of 

the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI) and adoption of the 

ICLEI Charter.
4
  

Operations began in March 1991, with the basic organisational structure of ICLEI being  

established - the ICLEI World Secretariat, hosted by the City of Toronto, Canada, and a 

European Secretariat in Freiburg, Germany, opened. This world-regional structure has 

developed over time and today, ICLEI maintains eight regional Secretariats in the following 

regions - Africa; East Asia; Europe; Oceania; Mexico, Central America and Caribbean; South 

America; South Asia; and Southeast Asia – as well as four national offices in Canada, Japan, 

(South) Korea, and the USA.
5
 The ICLEI regions broadly correlate with the UN Geoscheme 

of regions and sub-regions, which is used for statistical purposes in the international system.  

Since 2010, the ICLEI World Secretariat has been hosted by the City of Bonn, Germany. Six 

thematic centres are based at the World Secretariat (two), Africa Secretariat, European 

Secretariat, and South Asia Secretariat, plus the Kaohsiong Capacity Center in Chinese 

Taipei.
6
 The thematic centres partly reflect the widening and deepening of ICLEI’s mandate 

and activities over time, as did the formal change in the organisation’s name made in 2003, 

when ICLEI became ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability. Recent years have also 

seen an increase in ICLEI membership - in 2006, New Delhi became the 500th active ICLEI 

member; by November 2008, membership doubled when Mumbai joined. There are presently 

over 1000 active members of ICLEI in 86 countries.  

                                                           
3
 http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=748 

4
 http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=748 

5 http://www.iclei.org/iclei-global/iclei-around-the-world.html 
6
 http://www.iclei.org/iclei-global/our-global-thematic-centers.html 

http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=748
http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=748
http://www.iclei.org/iclei-global/iclei-around-the-world.html
http://www.iclei.org/iclei-global/our-global-thematic-centers.html
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3.2. Agendas and activities 

ICLEI defines itself as having a triple role – as an association of municipalities, a movement 

of municipalities, and an agency for municipalities. In other words, ICLEI is provides a forum 

for members to meet and represents its members in other forums (e.g. UNCSD, UNFCCC), 

whilst initiating and participating in initiatives that raise awareness or increase capacity of 

municipalities and other stakeholders. The broad and multi-dimensional role of ICLEI is 

realised through a variety of initiatives, including campaigns, projects, alliances and 

awareness-raising activities including conferences.  

For example, at the UN Conference on Environment and Development in 1992, ICLEI 

proposed the Local Agenda 21 initiative, which subsequently developed into a significant 

conceptual and practical tool for municipalities to frame and develop their work around 

environmental issues. Similarly, the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign (CCP), launched 

at the First Municipal Leaders Summit on Climate Change in 1993, subsequently developed 

into a significant reference point for municipal work on climate change.
7
 ICLEI also plays a 

central role in a number of other initiatives, such as the European Sustainable Cities and 

Towns Campaign, and the EcoMobility Alliance.  

3.1.1 Information as a key tool 

Dissemination of information occurs on multiple levels and using a variety of means. ICLEI 

has a global website plus dedicated websites for different continental regions, national offices, 

initiatives, alliances, projects and conferences. Dissemination actions include e.g. regular 

newsletters, e-newsletters, conference publications, books, reports, manuals, training guides, 

and case studies. Dissemination of information has multiple objectives, such as providing 

information on ICLEI as an organisation; fulfilling associative needs by representing 

members; or awareness-raising or promotion of past or ongoing actions by ICLEI or its 

members.  

3.1.2 ICLEI Case Study collections 

Since its inception, ICLEI has published case studies. Case studies are a dissemination tool 

which may be used for multiple purposes. For example, case studies may represent the 

experiences of member municipalities or ICLEI initiatives to specific or general audiences; 

highlight specific themes or topics (advocacy); or support capacity-building by illustrating 

particular methods, ideas or processes.  

ICLEI publishes case studies in various series that are both international and national/regional 

in scope. For example, the main ICLEI Case Studies series - issued by the ICLEI World 

Secretariat - addresses international municipal efforts for sustainable development across 

multiple themes. In contrast, the ICLEI Oceania Water Campaign case study series presents 

thematic information with exclusive focus on the Oceania region and actual focus on 

                                                           
7
 http://www.iclei.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ICLEI_WS/Documents/ICLEI_Timeline.pdf 

http://www.iclei.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ICLEI_WS/Documents/ICLEI_Timeline.pdf
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Australian examples. Other case study collections have been published in relation to specific 

international or regional projects or initiatives.  

On ICLEI’s old website, case studies were described in the following way
8
:  

“ICLEI Case Studies profile locally-based projects that support sustainability. 

- the local context of the project 

- the anatomy of the project 

- results 

- lessons learned 

- the project's replication potential 

- budgeting and financial issues” 

Implicitly, the publication of case studies and promotion of the viability of examples suggests 

a willingness to influence other municipalities and promote replication (in appropriate 

contexts) of the described approach. Interest is generated by describing an approach that is 

somehow singular or unique, innovative or successful, implying a normative evaluation of 

case studies as “good” or “best” practices. For example, the Local Action for Biodiversity 

case studies series is promoted using a text stating “Leading cities and towns show 

remarkable creativity in managing their biodiversity.”
9
 The SWITCH project case study series 

contains “case studies of some of these SWITCH cities, but also of other cities that exemplify 

good practice of the approaches, options and technologies laid out in the SWITCH Training 

Kit modules”.
10

  

A number of other municipal networks with similar objectives to ICLEI maintain case study 

collections and also describe or imply case studies in terms of best practice (e.g. C40 Cities, 

Eurocities, Energie Cites, US Conference of Mayors, EU Covenant of Mayors, etc). Thus, a 

normative interpretation of case study collections would consider case studies as 

representations of best practice. This paper does not attempt to analyse whether such an 

interpretation is relevant to ICLEI’s case study collections (i.e. the paper does not attempt to 

evaluate whether the case studies really represent the best or even good practice in such 

normative terms). Instead the paper focuses exclusively on the extent to which different 

regions, countries, municipalities and themes are represented in the collections. A more 

normative assessment requires extensive benchmarking and some academics have attempted 

such analysis (e.g. Fitzgerald et al, 2012; Mori and Christodoulou, 2012); such assessment 

may also, to some extent, be viewed as the role of organisations such as ICLEI.  

 

                                                           
8 http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=publications 

9 http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=city-cases 

10 www.switchtraining.eu/case-studies/ 

http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=publications
http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=city-cases
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4 Data collection and Method 

4.1. Collecting the material 

In early 2013, ICLEI launched a new global website (www.iclei.org). This replaced the 

previous website, which was archived at (http://archive.iclei.org). A message was posted on 

the old website on 4 March 2013, directing users to the new website. The archived website 

remains online, although many of the internal links no longer function (accessed 28 July 

2013). Unaware of ICLEI’s intention to archive the website, I downloaded all content 

published under the section “ICLEI Publications” from the soon-to-be archived website on 21 

February 2013, with the intention of studying ICLEI’s role in international governance 

processes in more detail.
11

  

ICLEI displayed its publications in five categories, each of which contained sub-sets of 

publications with varying themes, purposes or target groups. These categories were: ICLEI 

Case Studies; ICLEI Briefing Sheets; ICLEI Papers; ICLEI Global Reports; and, ICLEI 

Annual Reports. When the old website was archived, a check was performed to ensure the 

publications I downloaded had not been added to or updated. No such changes had occurred, 

and as a result, the publications used to provide data for this paper may be said to provide a 

complete and accurate record for the period from ICLEI’s foundation up until the end of 

February 2013. The case studies published during 2013 were added to this set of data on 28 

February 2014. 

Of course, the method for data collection described above focuses solely and exclusively on 

material gathered from the archived website, with the addition of case studies published 

during 2013 from the new website. Thus, it may be possible that other documents relevant to 

the study but unavailable on the website may exist in other forms or locations, e.g. as paper 

copies, or in collections not mentioned on the Publications page. However, notwithstanding 

this uncertainty, it may be reasonably inferred that the Case Study collections used as the 

empirical data for this study are representative and likely to provide interesting insights into 

the ways in which municipal work for issues concerning sustainable development are 

portrayed.  

4.2. Scope  

Four major decisions were made to limit the scope of the study. The first, explained above, 

was the decision to focus on Case Study collections published on the old ICLEI website prior 

to the launch of the new website. Case studies published on the new website during 2013 were 

                                                           
11

 http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=publications - Presumably, the content published on the archived 

website will be migrated to the new website in time, although at present this is not the case for all of the 

material used in this study. 

http://www.iclei.org/
http://archive.iclei.org/
http://archive.iclei.org/index.php?id=publications
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added in order to provide a complete study of all case studies up to the time of writing. These 

decisions were relatively straightforward, as this article seeks to consider the ways in which 

use of case studies may have impacts upon issues such as representation or have framing 

effects related to the practice of sustainable development in municipalities.  

However, a second and more complex choice - to focus only on case study collections that 

were international in scope - determined which Case Study collections would be used for the 

analysis. This choice was necessary because the organisational structure of ICLEI is 

simultaneously global and continental/regional. As such, some - but not all - ICLEI regional 

Secretariats issues case study collections that focus exclusively on their member countries. 

Including such collections would thus distort the balance of this study.  

As such, the data used for this study comprises the following collections:  

(Main) ICLEI Case Study series (unspecified start date after 1991 – December 2013). This 

collection is international and addresses multiples themes. The Case Studies are numbered 1-

165, although the case studies 98-99-100 are not listed on the website and case studies 94-95-

96-97 are duplicated as 104-105-106-107. Removing the duplicates and missing case studies 

thus gives a total of 158 studies. However, case study 155 comprises not one but seven case 

studies that were published jointly with the International Energy Agency (IRENA) in 2012. 

For this reason, this study proceeds on the basis that the main Case Study series contains 164 

publications (i.e. (158-1) + 7). Henceforth, this collection of 164 publications is described as 

the ICLEI Case Study series.  

The Climate Roadmap series was published at the end of 2009 in connection with the 

UNFCCC COP15 meeting in Copenhagen. The collection includes 32 case studies. A total of 

13 EcoMobility case “stories” were published in 2011 as part of the work of the EcoMobility 

Alliance. A further 23 case studies were published in 2008 as part of the Local Action for 

Biodiversity project; and 6 studies were published in 2011 as part of the SWITCH project on 

urban water management. Together -including the ICLEI Case Study series - these 238 

studies provide the empirical data for this study.  

The collections that were also available on ICLEI’s website, but were excluded from the 

scope of this study, include IKEN (as an external collection with no obvious ICLEI 

logo/connection); ICLEI Oceania Case Studies or Resources (which include case studies, but 

are all regional in scope and exclusively concentrate on Australia); ICLEI Japan case studies 

(national scope; language); ICLEI Canada (national scope; no access); Federation of Canadian 

Municipalities (as an external collection with no obvious ICLEI logo/connection); ICLEI 

Africa (duplication of main series); ICLEI South East Asia (as a regional collection); and 

Local Renewables (duplication plus one external study). 

The second choice thus limited the scope of the Case Study collections assessed in this study 

to those that were international in scope, as opposed to collections primarily defined by their 

geographic or thematic limitations. However, the second choice necessitates a third choice. 

By including both the main ICLEI Case Study series (which may cover any theme under the 
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umbrella of sustainable development) and other collections that are thematic or project-

related, purely on the basis that these collections are international in scope, the ability to draw 

conclusions concerning thematic focus is likely to be skewed somewhat in favour of those 

themes addressed in such collections.  

In addition, it should be noted that the six collections do not only present municipal examples; 

a small number of other sub-national entities such as counties, regions or states are 

represented, as are two national initiatives (from Norway and India respectively), one 

company (from the USA), and the ICLEI CCP campaign. There is also a risk that 

municipalities represented for specific actions in the main ICLEI Case Study series reappear 

in the other collections (i.e. that the main focus of a case study is repeated across collections). 

Ultimately, the main focus of this paper is not to provide methodological certainty about such 

issues, but rather to identify which the frequency at which examples are represented in 

international collections and illustrate general trends concerning themes. Thus, the third 

choice is to present results from the analysis of all six collections, together with separate 

analysis for the main series, in order to distinguish more clearly between the two types of 

collection. 

This is related to the fourth major decision concerning the scope of analysis, which concerns 

the more limited focus on themes, and also the focus on broad themes rather than overall 

content. In other words, it is possible to be quite categorical about data concerning continents, 

countries and cities, whereas the study of themes or topics addressed in case studies 

necessarily implies some degree of interpretation and subjectivity, in the sense that themes or 

topics may overlap, or there may be discrepancies between words and content within or 

between case studies. It is not possible to be quite so categorical. Thus, to clarify, the thematic 

results presented in this study have been developed in the following way.  

First, the key words from the titles of case studies have been added to the main data sheet (see 

below) in which empirical data is stored. Key words are verbs, adjectives or nouns that 

influence the composition of the title and its emphasis. To ensure data was collected from all 

studies, in some cases - in the absence of a clear title - this information was extracted from the 

Case Study’s summary or abstract. In the same way, approximations or synonyms were used 

to simplify data collection. As such, the thematic analysis provides a reasonably good 

overview of the thematic focus of case studies, but little information about the content of 

studies. The thematic data is indicative and should only be interpreted as such; deeper review 

or content analysis would be required to make any larger claims concerning its significance or 

the evidence of trends, etc.  

4.3. Compiling the data 

Data was compiled in a main data sheet, with sub-sheets developed for specific categories. 

The main data sheet records the issues such as the case study collection, case study number, 

the availability of the source document, the case study title, municipality / organisation in 
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focus, country, continental region, year of publication, ICLEI membership status (as of July 

2013), and themes addressed. The sub-sheets contain collations of different information sets, 

e.g. the results on cities presented below. 
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5 Results  

5.1. Results - all international Case Studies 

A total of 238 case studies were gathered from six collections. Figure 1 shows the share each 

continental region has of the total number of case studies, with ICLEI forming a unique 

category as one case study concerns the ICLEI CCP Campaign.  

Studies focusing on the Americas account for the largest share, with 90 studies comprising 46 

North American cases, 41 South American cases, and 3 Central American cases. Europe has 

the largest share for a single continental region, with 69 studies, and 51.5 studies concern 

Asia. 16 studies focus on African cases, and 10.5 on examples from Oceania. To clarify, a 0.5 

study signifies that the study concerned two municipalities in the same or different countries, 

thus “halving” the study.  

 

Figure 1 – Share of all case studies per continental region 

The case studies have been divided into two periods of approximately similar length. 74 case 

studies were published in the period from ICLEI’s launch in 1991 to the end of 2001, with the 

remaining 164 published from 2002 until December 2013 (see Figure 2).  

It is somewhat unclear as to exactly when the case studies in the <2001 period were 

published, as the website simply states 2000 or 2001 as the year of publication, despite many 

of those listed as 2000 having been published earlier. The same is true of the 2002> period, as 

publications published in the 2002-2005 period are listed only as 2005 (despite the actual year 

of publication appearing on some documents, e.g. Case Study 75). Such issues primarily 

concern the way ICLEI presented material on the website, and have no impact on the analysis 

in this paper.  
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Figure 2 – share of all case studies published during each period 

In Figure 3, the continental data provided in Figure 1 is divided into the periods shown in 

Figure 2. Figure 3 shows how the representation of examples from different continental 

regions in case studies has – with the exception of North America – increased for all regions 

over time. In particular, the portrayal of case studies from Asia and Europe has increased 

rapidly during the second period.   

 

 

Figure 3 - Number of studies per continental region during two time periods 
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5.1.1 National results for different continental regions 

The data provided in the previous section forms the basis for the following presentation of 

national representation in the continental region totals. This enables us to see different 

patterns of representation and identify countries that occur frequently in the collections.  

 

5.1.1.1 Africa 

During the first period, case studies from six African countries were represented in the 

collections, including one study from Senegal in West Africa, a Francophone nation. This 

example stands out, being the only such case during the two periods. Indeed, despite an 

overall, if small, increase in the number of studies on African examples during the second 

period, fewer African countries are represented in this period. South Africa emerges as the 

dominant subject of case studies. During both periods, there are no examples from the 

Northern African, the Sahara or the Horn, including populous countries such as Nigeria, 

Ethiopia, Egypt or DR Congo. South Africa is, of course, a fairly urbanised nation, yet so too 

are nations such as Algeria, Libya, or Tunisia. It is thus interesting to consider why the 

presentation of “Africa” in ICLEI case study collections has increasingly come to mean 

Anglophone, Southern (South) Africa.  

 

Figure 4 – Number of case studies per African country during two periods 
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5.1.1.2 Asia 

The Asian continent has the largest share of the world’s population and in recent decades, has 

been subject to rapid urbanisation. It is thus no surprise that there was an increase in studies 

on Asian nations during the second period of the sample. In particular, examples from India 

and Japan were the subject of a large number of case studies, particularly compared to the first 

period. Perhaps surprisingly, China – with its large population and economy, significant 

environmental challenges, and rapid urbanisation – is not so well represented, although 

several other populous countries in the region, such as Bangladesh, Iran, Pakistan and 

Vietnam are not subjects of any case studies. Interestingly, South Korea, as host to ICLEI 

offices, receives no more representation than Thailand. No countries from Central Asia are 

represented in case studies.  

 

Figure 5 – Number of case studies per Asian country during two periods 

5.1.1.3 Europe  

The pattern of representation in case studies for European countries evident during period 1 

appears to be somewhat replicated during period 2, albeit with increased volume and 

diversity. However, few examples from former-Soviet countries are recorded as case studies, 

and together, Germany and Sweden account for around 44.2% of European case studies 

across the two periods.  

In the case of Germany, this is perhaps unsurprising – the country has Europe’s largest 

population and economy and a long history of environmental engagement. Moreover, ICLEI’s 

European Secretariat has been located in Freiburg since 1991, and since 2010, the World 

Secretariat has been based in Bonn. However, the sheer number of Swedish examples is, 

given the country’s relative size, somewhat surprising, despite the country’s history with 

Local Agenda 21 and other efforts to increase sustainability.  
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Figure 6 – Number of case studies per European country during two periods 

5.1.1.4 North and Central America  

These two continental regions are presented together as only three countries are represented in 

the case study collections. Two things are immediately obvious about the results - first, that 

Mexico is the only country from Central America and the Caribbean with case studies in the 

collection; and second, the dramatic reduction in examples from the USA during the second 

period. Indeed, Canadian municipalities are the subject of just as many case studies as US 

municipalities during period 2 (and more if the year 2013 is excluded from the sample).  

This may reflect a number of issues, e.g. US domestic politics, although some would argue 

Canadian politics with regard to environmental issues is not dissimilar; an increase in the 

availability of other fora, e.g. the US Conference of Mayors; or the strong role of Canadian 

municipalities in ICLEI during the two periods, with Toronto hosting the World Secretariat 

from 1991-2010; Edmonton hosting the 2009 World Congress; and with Canadian 

representatives on ICLEI’s Executive Committee.  
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Figure 7 – Number of case studies per North and Central American country during two periods 

 

5.1.1.5 Oceania 

The ICLEI Oceania case study series presents only Australian examples, so it is perhaps no 

surprise that Australian examples also dominate the Oceanian share in other collections too. 

The presence of one example from New Zealand marks an increase in diversity, yet no 

examples from other countries are included. Both Australia and New Zealand have significant 

urban hubs and strong local government systems; this may not be the case for all countries in 

the Oceania region.  

 

Figure 8 – Number of case studies per Oceania country during two periods 
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5.1.1.6 South America 

 

Figure 9 – Number of case studies per South American country during two periods 

The pattern of representation evident for South America is somewhat similar to that of Africa, 

in the sense that volume increases in period 2 whilst diversity does not. Portuguese-language 

Brazil dominates the collection and within Brazil, the examples of Belo Horizonte (host to 

ICLEI’s 2012 World Congress) and Betim from the State of Minas Gerais account for almost 

44% of the national total (and over 25% of the South American total, almost as much as for 

all other countries combined).  
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5.1.2 How are municipalities represented in Case Studies? 

The significant share of two Brazilian cities from one State in their national and continental 

region totals highlights the need to delve deeper into the issue of specific case representation.  

As previously stated, the majority - but not all - of the case studies portray municipal 

examples. Of the 238 case studies assessed in this sample,  117 case studies (49%) present 

examples appearing only once in the collections, whereas 121 case studies (51%) present 

frequently occurring examples. This latter group comprises 44 examples, on average 2.75 per 

case. This means that, in total, 161 municipalities and/or other actors are represented by the 

case study collections. Of these, the 44 represent almost one third of the examples, yet over 

half the actual case studies.  

 

Figure 10 – Share of single or multiple case studies  

In the following section, the composition of the 121 multiple cases will be assessed. Europe 

(37.5), South America (30) and North America (25) have the largest number of cases, 

followed by Asia (17.5), Africa (9), and Oceania (2). There are no multiple cases from Central 

America.  
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Figure 11 – Share of multiple case studies per continental region 

The share of multiple case studies case studies in each continental region’s total varies 

considerably (see Figure 12). South American multiple case studies account for over 73% of 

studies on this region, whereas the corresponding figure is only 19% for Oceania and 0% for 

Central America. This measure reveals the relative diversity of the case studies represented 

per continental region. 

 

Figure 12 – multiple case studies as a proportion of continental regions  

The same data can be used to show the share multiple case studies in each continental region 

have in the total 238 case studies. Figure 13 shows that multiple case studies from Europe 

(15.8%) and South America (12.6%) account for over 28% of all case studies. Together with 

North America (10.5%), multiple case studies from these three continental regions account for 

almost 40% of all studies. In other words, specific municipalities from these continental 
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regions are represented so frequently that their combined total is greater than that of the 

combined total for all case studies from Africa, Asia, Central America and Oceania combined. 

Likewise, the total is greater than that for the combined total of single examples (i.e. those 

appearing only once) from Europe, North America and South America.  

 

Figure 13 – multiple case studies per region as a proportion of all case studies  

The significant variation in the representation of countries is also noticeable when looking 

exclusively at multiple case studies. The countries named in Figure 14 account for 78% of 

multiple case studies and 39.7% of all studies.  Brazil (24) is the country with most multiple 

representations, followed by Germany (15), Canada (14), the USA (11), South Africa and 

Sweden (both 9). Of the “Other” countries, the most represented countries are Indonesia, Italy 

and Japan, with 4 multiple studies each.  

 

Figure 14 – Most multiple case studies per country  
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Following on from this data, Figure 15 reveals the municipalities which are most frequently 

represented in the case study collections, i.e. the multiples. These are all represented in the 

countries named in Figure 14, and it is perhaps no surprise that the three most-represented 

municipalities are located in Brazil.  

The 18 municipalities in Figure 15 account for 63.6% of the 121 multiple case studies, or 

30.8% of all 238 studies. The 9 most-represented municipalities feature in 43 studies, 39.1% 

of multiples and 18.9% of the total collection. 14 of the 18 municipalities are located in 

Europe, North America and South America; there are no Central American or Oceanic 

examples.  

 

Figure 15 – Most multiple case studies per municipality 

The prominence of these municipalities may have various causes and it is possible to 

speculate about possible implications of these choices. It could be that these cases were or are 

judged – according to some criteria or purely subjective terms - to be the most relevant, 

successful, innovative, etc. However, other criteria may have played a role, e.g. participation 

in ICLEI projects, status as host city (Freiburg, São Paulo, Toronto), host to ICLEI World 

Congresses (Belo Horizonte, Cape Town, Edmonton),  or other roles in ICLEI (e.g. 

representative in Executive Committee). As ICLEI is a membership organisation, it would be 

surprising if there were no such effects.  
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Municipalities of different sizes and population are represented, e.g. Betim is a city of 

approximately 400,000 residents, whereas São Paulo is a megacity, and Calvià is small town 

of around 50,000 inhabitants on the island of Mallorca. However, it is noticeable that there are 

no smaller (i.e. village/rural) municipalities. Likewise, the megacities of São Paulo and Seoul 

are an outlier, as no other municipalities in the group exceed the approximately 5 million 

residing in the Greater Toronto area. 12 of the municipalities named in Figure 15 have 

populations in the range of approximately 400,000 - 5,000,000 (excluding Calvià, Freiburg, 

Helsingborg, São Paulo, Seoul and Växjö), accounting for 68.5% of studies on these 18 

municipalities, and 21.1% of all studies. In other words, 12 municipalities account for more 

than one fifth of all ICLEI case studies on sustainable development at the local level.  

 

5.1.3 Which themes or topics are represented in the Case Studies? 

The data presented here should be interpreted as highly subjective, for the reasons described 

in “Data Collection and Method”. Thus, this section does not aim to present a full or 

“scientific” account of the data, but rather to illustrate some basic findings that may inform 

future research.  

A number of verbs and adjectives are deployed when constructing titles. Those that appeared 

most frequently were synonymous with “Involving” (30), “Reducing” (17), “Implementing 

/action” (13), “Managing” (13), “Promoting/encouraging” (12), and “Integrated/integration” 

(12). 10 studies referred to “leadership/best” but only 3 mentioned “ambition”. Of other 

categories, 3 mentioned “fighting/ combating” and 2 “benefiting”. The use of such words 

seems to imply an emphasis on participation and awareness-raising, strategic management, 

and actions to reduce negative impacts.  

Concerning themes, energy (51) and climate change (47) featured prominently, ahead of 

transport (39), urban development (27), environment (23), water (23), and waste management 

(19). Concerning measures for each theme, studies on energy focused on renewable energy 

(31) or energy conservation /energy efficiency (20). Other prominent sub-themes/measures 

included economic development (35), biodiversity (29), emission reduction targets (16), 

welfare/well-being (16) and poverty (14). Other topics featured less prominently, despite their 

past inclusion as strategic priorities of ICLEI, e.g. pollution (3) or soil (1). Themes such as 

agriculture, health, disaster prevention (all 1), together with cultural issues such as heritage 

(1), were also less prominent.  

Concerning organisation and implementation, participation (35), planning (28), management 

(28; including demand management, 32), local cooperation (20), and financial/cost issues (12) 

featured prominently, as did municipal employees /organisations (10). Legal or regulatory 

issues (4) and regional cooperation (3) are examples of issues that featured less prominently.  
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5.2. Focusing on the main ICLEI Case Studies series 

Removing the thematic case study collections from the data and only studying the main 

ICLEI Case Study series has some impacts upon representation. First, the share between the 

two periods is more even, with 74 studies in the period <2001 and 90 in the period 2002>. 

However, the only significant impact on the share of continental regions in the total number 

of case studies are the decreases in the European and Oceanic shares, and increases in Asian, 

North American and South American shares (see Figure 16). 

 

 

Figure 16 – Number of case studies per continental region in the main series.  

Figure 17 shows the number of case studies per continental region during the two periods. 

The significant increase in case studies on Asian municipalities and decrease in North 

American studies observed in Figure 3 is also evident here, although the increase for Europe 

during period 2 is not as strong in this sample.  This suggests the inclusion of other case study 

collections increases the representation of Europe (i.e. Europe is disproportionately studied in 

those collections).  
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Figure 17 – Number of case studies per period and region in the main series 

The USA (26), Brazil (22), Canada and Germany (12 each) are the countries that appear most 

frequently in the main ICLEI Case Study series. In total, examples from 40 countries plus 

ICLEI feature. The 164 case studies include 125 examples - 98 single cases and 67 multiples 

from 27 municipalities. The eight municipalities that appear most often are shown in Figure 

18 and account for 18.2% of all cases in the series.   

 

Figure 18 – Five municipalities with most case studies in the main series 
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6 Analysis 

In 2012, ICLEI published the global review “Local Sustainability 2012: taking stock and 

moving forward”; as a complement to the review, a compendium of case studies, 

“Showcasing progress”, was also published. “Showcasing progress” included 14 short 

versions of the case studies numbered 138-151 in the main ICLEI Case Study series. ICLEI 

was keen to stress that the featured case studies were “not the usual suspects”, suggesting 

their awareness that some case studies perhaps risk becoming too familiar, repetitive or 

informative due to their frequent appearance in collections.  

How well does ICLEI’s claim stand up? Did the collection feature a new group of 

municipalities? Or did the “usual suspects” reappear? The answer, it seems, is both – seven of 

the case studies featured in “Showcasing progress” involved municipalities (and a national 

programme) that had not previously been included in the six case study collections assessed in 

this study. However, seven case studies did present examples from municipalities already 

featured in the six collections.  

Two of these municipalities (Iida and Reykjavik) had only previously featured in one 

collection (Climate Roadmap), but five municipalities had featured on multiple occasions – 

Betim (6.5 other studies), Cape Town (2 other studies), Ethekwini (Durban), Portland, and 

Toronto (each 3 other studies). In terms of the ICLEI case study collections, these 

municipalities – and particularly Betim, Ethekwini (Durban), Portland and Toronto – are very 

much the usual suspects, and Cape Town is perhaps best categorised as a not so unusual 

suspect. Indeed, Portland has subsequently appeared in another case study in the main series. 

This tends to underline the validity of claims that certain kinds of municipalities tend to be 

over-represented in discussions on sustainable development.  

The author does not take the view that such imbalances arise from any particular biases or 

wilful distortions, but are more likely to offer insights into limitations to ICLEI’s 

organisational resources and capacities, or lack of knowledge or information about alternative 

possible cases. Municipalities that have been engaged in ICLEI’s work in an active way, over 

a long period of time, may also feature more prominently.  Nonetheless, the financial 

resources and administrative capacity of municipalities also plays an important role in 

determining who are the subject of case studies; municipalities with limited resources or 

capacity are unlikely to have time to invest in working collaboratively on the content of a case 

study.  

Some authors cite unequal access to resources as a key determinant of power relationships 

(see e.g. Mol, 2011), but such arguments will not be explored here, as the results of this paper 

provide only superficial evidence for such claims. Nevertheless, the results do highlight a 

number of interesting points, which may support or refute different theoretical claims about 

the use of case studies. For example, the results suggest some degree of ethnocentrism, or at 

least a lack of plurality, in line with the claims made by authors such as Bahia Schlee et al, 

2012; Isendahl and Smith, 2012; Raco and Lin, 2012; and Smit and Parnell, 2012. This should 
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not be interpreted as a criticism of ICLEI, as 40 countries are featured in the six collections, 

and there is no inherent reason for any or all countries to be included, just as there is no clear 

way of evaluating which particular municipality should be considered the most appropriate 

for any given case study.  

Nonetheless, the issue is worthy of discussion. The majority of case studies in the six 

collections present examples from Europe and the Americas, at the expense of other 

continental regions. Moreover, a lack of plurality is observed within Europe (i.e. few former-

Soviet countries) and the Americas (i.e. few Central American or Caribbean, overwhelming 

emphasis on Brazil, Canada and USA). The reasons for this are unclear, perhaps reflecting 

resources, history, specific themes or roles within ICLEI. Similarly, Oceania appears to be a 

synonym for Australia (and New Zealand), and examples from vast tracts of Africa, the 

Middle East and Central Asia are absent from the collections. 

National population appears to play a limited role in determining the subjects of case studies; 

various populous countries are not represented at all (e.g. Bangladesh, Nigeria, Pakistan, 

Russia), while others (e.g. China) are seldom featured. Nonetheless, frequently-represented 

examples tend to come from medium-large municipalities, with megacities and small 

municipalities less frequently represented. Again, it is only possible to speculate at the reasons 

for this, which may include resources, languages and the linguistic capacity of ICLEI staff in 

different continental regions, or perhaps a lack of political organisation or limited relevance of 

the sustainable development agenda (and lack of potential studies). The latter points seem 

unconvincing, particularly in environmentally-stressed, urbanised regions such as Africa and 

the Middle East.  

It is entirely possible that municipalities in some regions are active in other municipal 

associations or disseminate information about their work in other ways. Nonetheless, this does 

not preclude the importance of scrutinising representation in the ICLEI collections. Another 

trend illustrated by this study is the declining number of case studies addressing the USA in 

the second period of the study (a trend masked only by a flurry of case studies issued in 

2013). Again, a number of inferences may be made about this, some of which may appear 

oppositional e.g. an increased scepticism on the part of the USA concerning environmental 

issues, or an increased concern, leading to national initiatives on sustainability issues, such as 

that spearheaded by the US Conference of Mayors.  
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7 Conclusions 

This article aimed to assess the ways in which the composition of the ICLEI case study 

collections may influence the framing of the practice and study of sustainable development in 

municipalities. More specifically, by identifying the patterns of representation in the 

collections, the article aimed to identify whether any “usual suspects” are obvious in ICLEI’s 

case study collections.   

The results of this study suggest that there is evidence of both over- and under-representation 

of continental regions, countries and themes in the six international case study collections 

published by ICLEI. Moreover, a number of municipalities - from a small number of 

countries - appear to emerge as “usual suspects” in the collections, despite ICLEI’s claims to 

the contrary. This underlines the validity of some theoretical claims made concerning the risks 

of imbalances when using case studies to portray municipal work for sustainable 

development.  

Future research could add to understanding by deepening the study, by using content or 

discourse analysis to assess the actual content of case studies, it may be possible to draw 

wider conclusions about other perspectives (such as those discussed in “Background”); an 

alternative variation would be to consider the membership status of case study subjects and 

attempt to investigate whether membership/insider status influences the selection of case 

study subjects.  

Another approach would be to widen the study and contrast the composition of the ICLEI 

collections with similar collections published by other municipal networks, or to complement 

the study by contrasting the overall composition of associations’ literature with that of 

academic literature or other interest organisations. Finally, a more comprehensive analysis of 

ICLEI as an organisation, looking at its historic development, varying membership over time, 

and other activities, would enable researchers to make stronger claims about related 

phenomena.   
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