How to Use Cases to Teach:

Case Analysis-A Student’s Perspective

What am I to do with this "business story"? How should I handle this undifferentiated mass of details and prepare for class in a meaningful way? Most importantly, how do I ever deal with a case as an exam? As a student I liked cases. Classes were dynamic and interesting and the cases themselves told  interesting stories. Learning was involved: a struggle between me and the situation described in the case. 

However, it took too long for me to realize that cases demanded a disciplined, systematic approach if the information was to be organized in a meaningful way, the volume of work was to be handled effectively, and  I was to maximize my learning.

The purpose of this note is to provide a framework for approaching cases and case exams.

Purpose of case method - The case method provides students with the opportunity to deal with actual situations faced by decision‑makers. Students learn to analyze these situations and develop action plans in a controlled, non‑threatening environment.

What do I learn from case analysis - The case method of study provides the student with three enduring capabilities:

· the ability to handle complex problems and situations

· the ability to make sense out of a wide variety of industries and contexts they would not otherwise be exposed to, and 

· the ability to make decisions and plan for their implementation.


Case analysis involves: 



1. analyzing, interpreting, discerning and prioritizing complex information 



2. considering alternatives, and 



3. making recommendations.  

Guidelines for case preparation
How to approach a case:
First Reading ‑ A rapid first reading of the case is helpful in getting a general idea of what the case is about. The objective in the first reading is to become familiar with the type of business, the apparent problems, the kinds of information, the people, their roles and responsibilities, and other major factors involved in the case.

Determine Perspective ‑ Case analysis cannot be approached as an academic problem. You cannot assume the passive role of an observer when you analyze cases. Instead, you must assume an active role by taking the perspective of the decision‑maker in the case (usually given). Your approach should be, "What would I do if I were this person?"  Remember that it is about “what would I do now, given what has transpired” – it is not about “What should I have done”.  Certainly you will need to analyze the past to make sense of the situation, but your goal is NOT to figure out who to blame.  Rather, it is about what options should I consider and should I do now.   

Second Reading ‑ The second reading is conducted slowly and carefully in order to gain a comprehensive grasp of the facts. A thorough second reading facilitates the organization and analysis of the facts and the identification of any inconsistencies in the case.

Application of case analysis elements ‑ After the careful second reading, the focus moves to completing the case analysis format outlined below.

Elements of case analysis:
Identification of problems and issues ‑ Problems and issues in the case need to be identified and prioritized. This step is crucial as it will provide the basis of your analysis. When identifying problems and issues it is useful to ask yourself the following questions:

· Have I listed the problems and issues in order of importance and immediacy? 

· Have I identified underlying problems or merely symptoms of problems?

· Are the problems I have identified free of judgement and evaluation, i.e., have I been objective?

Analysis of the situation ‑ In this step, application theory is utilized to determine the causes and implications of the identified problems: The following questions may prove helpful in your analysis:

· What are the facts? (Distinguish between case fact and someone's opinion).

· What inferences can I make from the facts? Do the facts support the inferences I have made?

· What theories or models could I apply to this data in order to better understand what is going on and why?

· Have I made good use of theory?

· Have I examined the apparent consistencies and inconsistencies in the case?

· Are there multiple causes to the identified problems?

· Have I drawn clear implications and conclusions from my analysis?

When developing your analysis, ensure that you are NOT rehashing the case or evaluating what should have been done or who is to blame. Your task in analysis is to understand why things have happened as they have.

Decision criteria ‑ Decision criteria provide a means of assessing alternative solutions, as they consist of the factors which must be addressed by any final recommendation. Decision criteria may be qualitative or quantitative; however, they must be specific and clearly stated. An example of decision criteria would be: minimum 15% return on investment with no loss in job satisfaction of organizational members.

Generation of alternatives ‑ Viable and relevant alternatives should be considered. (Don't make the mistake of considering highly improbable or worthless alternatives). They are then evaluated in terms of:

· possible consequences (positive and negative and mixed)

· the realities of the situation or context described in the case 

· stated criteria.

When generating alternatives, pros and cons, and consequences, don't settle for only one or two or confine yourself to the obvious; in all cases, a reasonable number and range should be examined. Alternatives should represent the major possible options the decision maker needs to consider and not be a laundry list of possible actions. If there is no real choice amongst alternatives, you probably do not have a good list of alternatives!  These more detailed elements of the alternative that is selected can be set out in the recommended action plan.  

Decision ‑ This step consists of a statement of your decision and a brief rationale for that decision (which alternative or combination of alternatives you recommend and why). Your decision should be consistent with your analysis and with the stated criteria.

Recommendation(s)/Action plan - An action plan is the means of implementing your decision and consists of a "timed sequence of conditional moves". The action plan specifies who does what, when they do it and how it is to be accomplished (timed sequence). The plan also anticipates the consequences of particular actions and suggests contingencies (conditional moves) should things not unfold as originally planned. A decision tree is helpful in illustrating contingencies. You can evaluate your decision and action plan by asking yourself:

· Do my recommendations fit my analysis? Am I consistent? 

· Have I addressed all the identified problems and issues in my proposed solution? 

· Have I identified the implications of my recommendations? 

· Have I been specific and clear in my recommendations? 

· Would I know what to do to implement my plan if I were reading the analysis for the first time?

In developing your action plan, remember that you are addressing what you should do now ‑ NOT what you should have done.

Individual vs group analysis:
Case analysis is enriched if each case is discussed in a small group prior to finalization. The trade‑off of time for learning is worthwhile, particularly if group members have diverse backgrounds and opinions. It is not possible to go into full details about all issues in this note; however, the following issues should be considered when using groups:

· individual analysis must be done prior to meeting in small groups

· time must be carefully controlled to maximize learning

· the special skills of group members should be used whenever possible

· rules or norms of conduct must be established for the group, including such things as preparation, meeting scheduling, time management, and interpersonal conduct in the meetings (e.g., understanding the difference between rigorous debate and helpful conflict over ideas versus attacks that are personal and not helpful and/or individuals who tend to dominate meetings in order to get themselves heard)

· thought should be given to disciplining members who do not carry their share of work. Too often slackers are allowed to get away with little or no contribution. In our view, if a person doesn’t contribute, they are not part of the group!  Thought should also be given to how to respond to individuals who breach other norms of conduct or rules that have been agreed to

· teams should set aside some time on a regular basis to assess how well they are performing as a team, with a view to learning from the experience and figuring out how to become more effective

Case Analysis in the Classroom

Participation:

There are two elements to the case method: the first is the case itself ‑ the problem or situation presented for analysis; the second is the group discussion of the case which is conducted in the classroom. Classroom discussion places a heavy responsibility on the participants. Casual preparation and inadequate analysis lead only to shallow discussion; careful preparation and serious thought lead to stimulating discussion and mutual benefit. In the classroom, the onus is on each member of the group to contribute to the best of his/her abilities.

The best discussion requires: 

· well prepared individuals 

· class members willing to risk participating 

· sharing of ideas and perspectives 

· an unwillingness to permit sloppy arguments 

· individuals who challenge each other's viewpoints

· faculty members who engage the class in ways that promote the above conditions

Choosing a role, or "How to make classroom case analysis interesting"

Participation in a classroom setting is not easy for everyone, as some people are reluctant to speak in groups while others prefer to listen and absorb. With the case method this type of behaviour is discouraged ‑ participation is vital. Fortunately, there are a number of ways an individual can participate in case analysis discussion:

Lead off/summarize ‑ This participation role is ideal for the individual who is intimidated by group discussion. This individual could choose to lead off the discussion which, in the first part of the class, usually consists of reiteration of case facts or a statement of one's action plan. Or the individual could choose to summarize the group analysis at the end of the class.

Key point ‑ This role consists largely of actively listening to the class discussion and speaking up only to offer key points which may redirect the discussion.

Devil's advocate ‑ The devil's advocate champions the less accepted or approved causes for the sake of argument. Class discussion is usually lively when someone chooses to take this role.

Enthusiast ‑ This individual is very comfortable about expressing his/her viewpoint. However, there are different types of enthusiasts:

Challenger ‑ is interested in pitting his/her position against another's for the sake of arguing and testing each position. 

Meanderer ‑ is often prepared but has difficulty in articulating his/her position. This individual usually talks around a position without getting to the point. 
Supporter ‑ will back up other participants and clarify and add to arguments already made.

Outside expert – This person researches the case company or situation and brings in valuable information to the classroom. This can add real world richness to the case experience. 

Parasite ‑ The parasite is the quintessential games person. This individual comes to class prepared, listens to the class discussion until he/she grasps the major concepts and proceeds to participate on this basis. He/she is easy to spot: he/she speaks in generalizations and buzz‑words and fails to get down to specifics. (While it might not be obvious, profs can usually spot these as well!).

Class norms and dynamics, or "Beyond talking in class" 

Being prepared and contributing to class discussion are the most evident forms of participation, but participation can mean more than just talking in the classroom. Other forms of participation include:

· encouraging positive participation from your classmates (challenging faculty assumptions and arguments, allowing others to get involved, motivating quiet classmates to participate). 

· discouraging negative participation from your classmates (dissuading parasites, preventing personal attacks). 

· making constructive suggestions for class process (role plays, presentations, outside speakers, etc.)

· after the class, reflecting on the experience and asking “what was learned?” and “what can I take from the class?”

In Summary

Case classes can be a stimulating, challenging learning environment. Active participation means that you will learn more and remember more for longer periods of time. You will learn the skills of debate and persuasion. But preparation for class is essential and involvement necessary for maximum learning. The class objective should be to foster learning in a challenging environment, not simply getting by.

Case Reports and Case Exams
General Format for Hand‑in Cases:
Hand‑in Format ‑ For case hand‑ins with no page limit, the case analysis format described above provides an acceptable structure.

Page Limits ‑ Page limits represent a complication as the student must not only conduct a thorough analysis, but must decide what to include and what not to include in the write‑up. The following format is a condensed version of the case analysis elements discussed earlier; the difference is that many of the elements are explicitly identified below:

· 
executive summary 

· problem statement

· 
analysis 

· 
solution criteria 

· 
alternatives and their evaluation 

· 
recommended, SPECIFIC plan of action and contingencies

Use of Exhibits ‑ Exhibits are a useful tool in case analysis reporting, especially when there are page limits, because they can illustrate relationships more easily than prose. For optimum use of exhibits, make reference to the exhibits and include only implications and conclusions in the text. Don't reiterate information available in your exhibits.

Quality of the Writing ‑ A key ingredient in a written report is the quality of the writing. The reader has a right to expect that the report will be well organized (heading and subheadings will assist) and well written (e.g., no spelling errors, well constructed sentences, logical and easy to follow). References should be cited (if used), and exhibits should be easily interpreted and referenced in the body of the report. To do less than this is to risk losing the reader's interest and attention and/or cause the reader to discount your ideas due to sloppy presentation.
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