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A NOTE ON CASE STUDYPRIVATE 

Managing often requires making decisions under conditions of uncertainty.  While management principles can provide a framework for analyzing complex situations and for making decisions, they can be difficult to grasp when presented in a sterile, theoretical manner.  

Cases present situations from real businesses in order to provide opportunities to perform qualitative and quantitative analysis, to consider various managerial alternatives, and to formulate and present action plans.  

Analyzing a case involves examining data that are presented, suggested, or implied.  To get the full meaning of the information it is usually necessary to relate the various pieces of data to each other in the context of the situation.  It is then possible to generate alternative solutions, evaluate the merit of each alternative, and finally decide upon  and be able to defend  a course of action.  

What you get out of case study will depend upon what you put into it, but without some guidelines to follow, case analysis can be a frustrating and time-consuming activity.  The purpose of this note is to help you to work through the cases and to present your results, both orally and in writing.  Although everyone has his or her own style of learning, here are a few suggestions that can help to add structure to an unstructured problem and point the way through the management situation presented in the case.

But First . . . A Word About Assumptions

Assumptions affect decision-making in two ways:  within the data itself and within the model chosen to analyze the data.  In situations of uncertainty you will have to make assumptions about the data itself.  For example, you may assume that the data presented in the case for the month of April are representative of the whole year.  It is often useful to quantify assumptions.  For example, you might state, "Assuming that the scrap rate is reduced from 20% to 10%, the savings realized will be $____."  You may be able to identify some data assumptions by asking yourself what else you would want to know if you had the opportunity to talk to the people or observe the situation in the case. 

The models you choose to analyze the data will also embody certain assumptions.  For example, a linear programming model assumes that all relationships are in the first degree (no exponential relationships).

Both data and model assumptions should be identified and explicitly stated so that everyone knows the basis for your decisions. 


WORKING THROUGH A CASE ANALYSIS

  I
The Big Picture
A.  Read through the assignment questions that accompany the case. These will help to frame your initial view of the situation.

B.   Read through the case.  Highlight or make notes of important points or issues. Read through the exhibits, too, but hold off on numerical analysis until you have developed a sense of the direction of the case.

C.  Go back through the case, noting again the areas you highlighted as important and also noting the issues as you perceive them.  Think about each issue you identify as important : is it a cause or merely a symptom?

 II
Details:  A Closer Look
A.   Review each exhibit carefully.  Why was it included?  What information does it provide?  How does it relate to your perception of the situation and to other exhibits?

B. Crunch the numbers in light of the problems/issues you identified.  What do they suggest about the overall situation?  Are there trends?  How are the numbers affected by events or occurrences alluded to in the case? 

C. Consider specific techniques for modeling the problem.  Would a spreadsheet help to organize the data and perform the calculations?  Would a mathematical programming formulation be helpful?  Is simulation applicable?

III
A Step Back:  The Big Picture Again

A.
Think about the numbers you generated.  How does the numerical analysis fit your perception of the problem/issue?  

B.   Identify solutions.  What managerial alternatives are available?

 IV
Details Revisited

A. Consider the implications of each solution you define.  Identify the pros and cons of each solution.  Re-run the numbers to see the impact of the solutions you are considering.  Consider costs, outcomes, chances of success.  Perform sensitivity analysis to quantify the effect modifying the solution.

B. Define the behavioral implications of your decision.  How will the people in the case be affected?  What might their responses to your solutions be?

  V
Putting It All Together:  Seeing the Forest and the Trees

A. Make a decision:  which course of action would you take if you were the decision-maker?


B. Develop an action plan for implementing your decision.  Who should do what?  Consider immediate, intermediate, and long-term solutions.  What obstacles might be in the way?  How would you overcome them? 

Final Thoughts About Case Preparation


Here are some final thoughts, solicited from past students and presented for your case analysis pleasure: 

· "Read the case all at one time.  Don't rush."


· "Underline or make a note of the main idea of every single paragraph.  These main points may play a crucial role in the process of analysis.  However, their importance is easily overlooked when the case was read the first time."


· "Ask yourself, 'why are these particular exhibits presented?'"


· "Put yourself in the situation.  'What would I do if I were manager X?'"


· "Always ask yourself what the numbers are saying." 


· "In solving the problems, don't work only with numbers.  Ask, 'how will this affect the people in the situation?  How will they react to the solution?'"


· "Don't get too caught up in the numbers.  Step back and approach with some good old fashioned common sense."


· "Think about what will happen if we implement our solution."

PRESENTING A CASE IN CLASS

Cases may be presented formally by individuals or groups or may be presented through participation of the entire class in open discussion.

Informal Case Presentations:  Class Discussion

There are a few general guidelines to consider for your participation in case discussions.

Opening the Case

Opening a case means presenting a few sentences about the case situation to set the tone for discussion.  These opening remarks should include:



· A brief description of the company, its history, its position in the industry, its products, its major competitors.

· A brief description of the major issue or problem in the case

For example:

"New England Health Plan is the largest staff model HMO in the Northeast.  At the time of the case the Health Plan comprises ten health centers, five of which are associated for gynecologic surgery with Northeast General Hospital.  The case revolves around Dr. Stevens, who is faced with physician complaints regarding access to operating room time, and with patient perceptions that their waits for surgery are too long."

Opening the case should not include small details about the problem, nor should it begin to address solutions.  


Ongoing Discussion

Ongoing discussion should, in general, move from problem identification and clarification toward solutions.  Case discussions are most fun, and best for learning, when students interact with each other, not just with the instructor.  High quality case discussion includes:

· bringing in new facts or information about the situation

· asking follow-up questions of students who have spoken

· agreeing with comments, then building upon them

· disagreeing with comments, then stating why.

High quality case discussion usually does not mean reiterating what has already been stated, unless the point needs emphasis.

When you and your group have prepared well for class, it is useful to come with overhead transparencies that show your numerical analysis or that clarify discussion points.  Process flow diagrams, spreadsheets or formulas, diagrams, and layouts are all useful material for overheads.



Formal Case Presentations

Formal case presentations are your opportunity to practice presenting your ideas clearly in front of a group.  There are several key points to remember in making your presentation:

1.
Face the group and make eye contact with people in all parts of the room.



2.
Speak in a clear voice, stating your position simply and with emphasis on key ideas.

3.
Use overhead transparencies to focus your presentation and to highlight principal points.

a. Keep the overheads simple; don't put too much information on a page.


b. Use graphs to illustrate ideas: a picture is worth a thousand words (and maybe ten thousand numbers)!

 c.  Be prepared with back-up transparencies showing numerical calculations, just in case you need to demonstrate how you got your numbers or how you justify your recommendations.

Case presentations are most fun when you get into the spirit of the situation.  Consider framing your presentation as a consulting group's recommendation, an enactment of a presentation by people in the case, or a board of directors meeting.  

WRITING A CASE ANALYSIS
A well-written case analysis should be organized more or less as follows:

  I
Very brief summary of the case situation, similar to "opening a case" in class.  This should be no longer than a paragraph and take up at most one-third of the first page. 

 II
Statement of the problems/issues of the case.  Refer to the exhibits that show your numerical analysis.  For example:


"Exhibit 4 demonstrates that the utilization of the ORs is quite low, ranging from ___ to ___%, despite the fact that physicians are having difficulty with access to OR time.
III
Statement of potential solutions and their pros and cons.  Again, refer to your exhibits for analysis of each. 

 IV
Proposed action.  Present as immediate, intermediate, and long-term plans.  

  V
Exhibits.  Keep the numerical analyses here as much as possible.  Make sure your exhibits can more or less "stand alone."  Each should have a title, and if a conclusion is to be drawn, it should be summarized at the bottom of the page.

Some Tips:
1. Don't forget to read your paper before you submit it.  Fix those spelling and grammatical errors;  they detract from the content of the paper.

2. Use bullets to indicate important points. Bullets help to make your point more clearly and make reading the paper and searching for major ideas much easier.  For example:



"There are several problems facing Dr. Stevens at NEHP:




-
Patients concerned about waiting times for surgery




-
Physicians upset about lack of access to OR times




-
Lack of communication between scheduling coordinators at the health centers




-
Long intercase times in the ORs."

3.
Number all pages.


4.
Remember:  it is harder to write a short paper than a long one.  Express your ideas clearly and without excess verbiage.


This note was prepared by Janelle Heineke, Associate Professor of Operations Management, 1998.
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