CASE STUDIES

Aims
It is traditional for books on management to include different kinds of case studies that link theoretical concepts to real practice.  There are several ways of presenting case studies, and this book concentrate on two formats:  

1. ‘Ideas in practice’ which give a series of illustrations throughout the text.  These are examples of actual problems, decisions that managers made to overcome them, analyses they used, and consequences for the organisations.  But they do not tell the whole story and are really starting points for discussion.  Have managers done things properly, what alternatives did they have, is their organisation successful, and so on? 

2. ‘Case studies’, which give a formal description of a problem at the end of each chapter.  These focus more on a statement of a problem, saying ‘this is the problem – if you were the manager what would you do?’  The emphasis is more clearly on analysing a problem, leading to a discussion of options, likely consequences and decisions.    

Many people prefer very long case studies, but we have stuck to short ones that focus on core issues and avoid getting bogged down in detail.  It is often possible to find more details about a case by searching their Websites, annual reports, or other publications.  Then the case studies could be expanded to consider more depth or related issues.
These two formats are different, but their aims are largely the same – which is to get people thinking about strategic management in practice.  They all describe real situations, but occasionally the organisation has been disguised.  And the problems have been simplified to concentrate on important features.  It is important to remember that the cases are meant as a teaching tool and do not necessarily show either good or bad management.  Many of the companies mentioned are very successful – but even the best run companies can make mistakes, or they could often have done things differently and achieved better results.  And conversely, a company may make all the right decisions and still end-up going out of business.

We can summarise the aims of the case studies as:
1. helping to acquire skills for putting theoretical knowledge into practice

2. increasing understanding of the things that managers must do to improve business performance – and conversely, show the things that they should not do 

3. learning to think clearly in ambiguous situations and still devise consistent and creative plans
4. developing analytical skills, critically assessing problems, increasing ability to systematically question conditions in  different industries, markets and conditions

5. enhancing a sense of judgement, considering issues, comparing alternatives, and evaluating the consequences of decisions rather than accepting other people’s views, the status quo or accepted orthodoxy

6. giving exposure to conditions and problems that are actually met in different types of organisation 
7. recognising the value and significance of information, and determining the value of information that is missing

8. communicate in groups

These aims show that case studies are an educational tool, using practice to increase skills and abilities.  And it is important to remember that there is no single ‘right’ answer that we are trying to find.  Real problems do not have unique solutions, and there are usually several feasible answers that could each give reasonable results.  The result of a case study is identification of these alternatives, and good arguments for each.  There may not even be a consensus, as people tend to maintain their own opinions, even when there is little conclusive evidence.   

Of course, it is often possible to do a search and see what a particular company actually did.  But this is still not the answer to the case, as it only gives the consequences of one decision.  If the result is good, this may have been the right decision; if the result is bad it may have been the wrong decisions.  But this does not show the other alternatives that the company could have adopted, the consequences of these, or their reasons for actually selecting one course.  So the purpose of a case study is not to see what a business actually did, but to develop judgement about what to do and how to do it.  The results are not a final decision, but an analysis of circumstances, identification of alternatives, arguments for each, comparison of consequences, explanation of assessments, and defence of proposals. 

Preparing a case analysis

Most cases describe a problem with a limited amount of data.  Sometimes the data may seem inadequate or even incorrect, but it is the best available and typical of real problems.  If information is missing, it is reasonable to make defensible assumptions.  The final outcome may depend on the quality of these assumptions and the balance between qualitative and quantitative argument.  

The case studies are meant to give projects of reasonable length, and they can be used in different ways.  Some people like to use case studies as a focus for discussion; others like groups giving formal presentations; others are more interested in written reports; others see cases as a starting point for wider analysis.  This, again, is largely a matter of personal preference.  There are many other sources of case studies that can supplement those in the book. 

Case analysis depends on a reasonable amount of preparation, and there is little to be gained from listening to other people discussing a case and giving their views.  The key point is to do the work personally, reach a conclusion, and be prepared and have the material to defend this position.  For this a reasonable approach is to:

1. Read the case through quickly to get an overall impression of the situation and issues.

2. Read it through more carefully, understanding the details of the case and issues to be tackled.  Pay particular attention to any specific questions asked, and develop tentative answers.

3. Define the strategic problems and issues – in other words, what has to be achieved, how to tackle the problems, what tools to use, and generally how to proceed.  Sometimes these issues are clear, but often details have to be extracted from the description. 

4. Consider any numbers and tables carefully, as these can point to important features.  The numerical evidence often shows key points and provides strong evidence to defend views.  Do not forget to check the validity and accuracy of any data.  

5. Identify alternatives for the strategic questions.  There are usually different ways that managers could make progress.  

6.  Evaluate these alternatives using whatever tools and analyses are relevant.  Remember that operations strategy does not just depend on opinions, as there are many tools that lead towards conclusions.  Only some of these are described in this book, so it is worth looking for others that might be useful.
7. Choose the best option.  This means considering all factors and coming to conclusions that are based on rational analyses and objective views Case studies need a well-reasoned conclusion, not just a statement of opinion.  So any interpretation of evidence should be stated – avoiding unsupported opinions, generalisations, platitudes, exaggeration, over–dramatisation, use of emotional terms, or prejudiced.  And defending a particular viewpoint does not mean a one‑sided argument that omits all aspects not favourable to certain conclusions.  
8. Develop a set of recommendations and plan for implementation – prioritise recommendations and make sure that they can be carried out in a reasonable time, at acceptable costs, and with the skills available. 

9. Review findings and make sure that they address the problems and issues identified.  Remember the risks involved and avoid recommending actions that could go disastrously wrong. 

Reporting

Reporting on case studies is usually in three parts;

1. A presentation to the class – either formally by a nominated person or group, or informally arising from discussion
2. A discussion involving the whole class – remembering that everyone should contribute.  This is an opportunity to share ideas and learn, not listen to others giving their views
3. A written report, which generally follows the development of the case and typically consists of:

•
A short executive summary which describes the main findings of the study.  This should be aimed at a busy executive who wants to know the main conclusions and recommendations of the study but does not have time to read the details of the report.
•
A brief description of the problem area, background, company, context, etc.  This ensures the circumstances of the problem and its environment are understood and everyone is thinking in the same general terms.
•
Identification of the real problems and not just the symptoms.
•
Identification of alternative ways of tackling each problem.  There are usually several ways in which a problem might be tackled and this section should describe the alternatives, constraints, objectives and so on.
•
Selection of the best alternatives, with defensible justification, assumptions, expected benefits, drawbacks, constraints, data availability, and so on (perhaps with more detail in appendices).
•
Summary and conclusions, to give a brief report of recommendations including any further that which may be needed.
•
Appendices, containing all details which reinforce views given in the body of the report. The main report should be easy to read, so anything that would interrupt the flow of the report should be removed and put into separate appendices.  But be careful not just to add everything that might be useful and leave readers to sort out the meaning.  
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