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 AN INTRODUCTORY NOTE ON THE CASE METHOD 
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Much of the study of business administration is accomplished through the study of business cases, a 
method chosen for its effectiveness.  This note’s goal is to help you learn how to deal with cases.2 
 
 
WHAT IS A CASE? 
 
This note uses the term “case” to refer to a written description of a situation actually faced by a manager.  
Cases commonly involve a decision to be made, a problem to be solved or an issue to be settled.  Although 
in some cases the authors might have disguised names, places, and other facts at the request of the 
organizations involved, most of the cases you will encounter are real situations that real people have faced.  
The objective of each case is to leave you at a point much like the one that the individual in the case 
actually confronted — you must make a decision. 
 
In each case situation, the decision maker is expected to determine what problems and opportunities 
existed, to analyze the situation, to generate and evaluate alternative courses of action, and to recommend 
and implement a plan of action.  Except for the fact that you will not have the actual opportunity to 
implement the plan of action and see the results, you will be expected to go through this same process. 
 
As they grapple with problems, decision makers encounter a number of common frustrations:  a shortage 
of good information on which to base decisions, a shortage of time in which to make decisions, uncertainty 
about how plans will work out, and a lack of opportunity to reduce this uncertainty at a reasonable cost.  
You will experience these same frustrations because the cases try to give you the same information, time 
pressures, and so on that the decision maker had.  In short, you will simulate the experience of decision 
making.  However, cases do simplify the task somewhat: someone has already collected and sorted all the 
available data for you and presented it in a reasonably neat package.  In real life the decision maker also 
faces the task of collecting the data that might be relevant for making a decision. 
 
 
 
                                                           
1 This material appears as Chapter 1 of:  E. Grasby, M. Crossan, A. Frost, J. Haywood-Farmer, M. Pearce and L. Purdy, 
Making Business Decisions, 9th ed., London, Ont.:  Richard Ivey School of Business, 2016. 
2 For a more detailed account of the process of learning with cases see:  L.A. Mauffette-Leenders, J.A. Erskine, and M.R. 
Leenders, Learning with Cases, 4th ed., London, Ont.:  Richard Ivey School of Business, 2007. 
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THE CASE METHOD 
 
The case method is not a single approach, but rather several variations.  The general theme, however, is to 
learn by doing, rather than by listening.  According to the Chinese scholar Confucius:  “I hear and I forget.  
I see and I remember.  I do and I understand.”  This quotation illustrates the importance of hands-on 
experience in learning.  Class sessions using cases are not lectures but discussions that emphasize the 
development of skills in problem solving and decision making.   In a typical case discussion everyone in 
the room works toward a solution to the particular problem being addressed.  Consequently, students will 
interact with one another as well as with the instructor.  The student’s role, then, is one of participation and 
contribution — active listening and talking with others in the class.  The instructor’s role is not to lecture 
the group but to guide the discussion by probing, questioning, and adding some input. 
 
Cases can be used in several ways.  You will probably be asked to deal with them in some or all of the 
following ways: 
 
1. a. Individual preparation for a class discussion, followed by 

b. Small group discussion in preparation for a class discussion, followed by  
c. Class discussion. 

2. A written report or in-class presentation of a case. 
3. A written examination of your ability to handle a case. 
 
Each of these methods is somewhat different and will require some variation in your approach.  Also, your 
instructor will undoubtedly have his or her own comments to add to the following general remarks about 
approaches to cases. 
 
 
INDIVIDUAL PREPARATION FOR CLASS 
 
Cases can be complicated and controversial.  In reality, they are unstructured problems.  Watch out — the 
process of case preparation can be deceiving!  Some students think they are on top of the situation without 
really having done much work.  They read over cases casually once or twice, jot down a few ideas, go to 
class, and listen to the discussion.  As points come up they think, “I touched on that,” or “I would have 
reached the same conclusion if I had pushed the data a little further.”  However, when exam, report, or 
presentation time arrives and they must do a case thoroughly on their own, they find themselves in serious 
difficulty.  These students spend all their time in the exam trying to learn how to deal with a case, rather 
than tackling the case issues on which they are being tested.  Because this is the first case these students 
have really tried to do from beginning to end, this situation is not surprising.  Their position is similar to 
that of someone who trained by watching others practise for a number of months and then entered a 100-
metre race at an official track meet. 
 
To help provide you with some structure, your instructor might assign specific questions to be addressed as 
you work on a case.  You should consider such assignment questions as a means to assist you in getting 
started on the case and not as the limit of your preparation.  When your instructor assigns no questions, it is 
up to you to develop the structure.  In class, your instructor will still expect you to be ready to give a 
supported decision concerning what you would do as the decision maker in the case.  Accordingly, you 
should regard each case as a challenge to your ability to: 
 
1. Define a problem; 
2. Sort relevant from irrelevant information; 
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3. Separate fact from opinion; 
4. Interpret and analyze information; 
5. Come to a reasoned decision and course of action; and 
6. Communicate your thoughts clearly and persuasively to others during class discussions. 
 
Cases also serve to communicate a good deal of descriptive information about a wide variety of institutions 
and business practices.  Many cases are sufficiently complex to absorb all the preparation time you have — 
and then some!  Therefore, it is extremely important that you develop skill in using your preparation time 
efficiently. 
 
Much of your preparation time should be spent analyzing and interpreting information.  In effect, the case 
presents facts and opinions.  Your job is to become acquainted with those facts and opinions and to know 
how they relate to the decision.  The following steps will help you in your individual case preparation: 
 
1. Read the case once quickly to get an overview. 
2. Skim any exhibits in the case just to see what type of information is available. 
3. Find out — frequently from the few paragraphs at the beginning and end of the case — who the 

decision maker is (this will be your role); what his or her immediate concern, problem, or issue 
appears to be; why this concern has arisen; and when the decision must be made. 

4. Read the case again, more carefully.  This time highlight key information, make notes to yourself in 
the margin, and write down ideas as they occur to you.  At this stage you are trying to familiarize 
yourself as thoroughly as possible with the case information.  Having done so, you are ready to begin 
your analysis. 

5. Try to answer at least the following questions: 
a. What business is the organization in?  What are its objectives?  What are its strengths and 

weaknesses?  What opportunities and threats exist?  Who are its customers?  What does it have to 
do well to satisfy customers?  How do you know? 

b. What is the decision to be made, problem to be solved, or issue to be resolved?  How do you 
know — what is your evidence?  (Let the case data guide you — most cases will have sufficient 
data for you to “solve” the problems and are unlikely to contain vast amounts of completely 
irrelevant data.) 

c. What facts are relevant and key to a solution?  Are they symptoms?  Causes?  What is your 
quantitative and qualitative evaluation of the organization’s strengths and weaknesses? 

d. What do the facts mean for the problem?  Here, learn to analyze — ask and answer lots of 
questions. 

e. What are the decision criteria? 
f. What are the alternatives?  Are they relevant to the problem at hand?  Although it is usually 

unwise to ignore the obvious solutions, most instructors appreciate creative solutions, provided 
they are sensible and supported by reasonable data. 

g. What is your evaluation of the alternatives in view of the decision criteria?  What are the pros and 
cons of each? 

h. Which alternative or combination of alternatives would you choose?  Why? 
i. What is your plan of action?  Outline your plan by answering the questions who, when, what, 

where, why, and how. 
j. What results do you expect?  Why? 

 
 
 
 

For the exclusive use of C. University, 2019.

This document is authorized for use only by Cornell University in 2019.



Page 4 9B08M085 

 
 

SMALL GROUP PREPARATION FOR CLASS 
 
If possible, prior to class you should informally discuss your preparation of each case with some of your 
classmates.  Many students find such study group sessions to be the most rewarding part of case method 
learning.  A good group session is a sharing experience in which you discover ideas you might have missed 
or to which you did not give enough weight.  Your colleagues will also benefit from your input. 
 
The effectiveness of a small group case discussion can be increased substantially if you and the other 
members of the group adhere to the following guidelines: 
 
1. Each student must come to the group meeting with a thorough knowledge of any assigned readings 

and analysis of the case.  The small group session is not the place to start case preparation. 
2. Each group member is expected to participate actively in the discussion — it is an excellent place to 

check your analysis before going into class. 
3. It is not necessary to have a group leader.  All members of the group are responsible for making their 

own decisions based on what is said plus their own case analysis. 
4. It is also not necessary to have a recording secretary.  Participants are responsible for their own notes.  

It is important to be able to recognize a good idea when you hear one. 
5. Consensus is normally not necessary.  No one has to agree with anyone else. 
6. If it is important to you, work at clarifying individual disagreements after the small group discussion, 

especially if only one or two people are involved. 
7. Set a time limit for discussion and stick to it.  Effective small group case discussions can take less 

than 30 minutes and, because of your workload, 30 minutes will have to be adequate for most cases. 
 
Remember, a group can be as small as two people.  If you cannot get together in one place, spend some 
time on the phone with a classmate reviewing your respective case analyses.  You will be more confident, 
feel better about your own preparation, and probably contribute more to the class discussion. 
 
 
CLASS DISCUSSION 
 
Cases are complex and there are never any completely right or wrong answers.  Consequently, groups of 
managers who address the kinds of issues represented by cases nearly always express different views on 
how to interpret the data and what action could and should be taken.  They see the world differently, and 
this diversity is one reason management is worth studying.  You should expect something similar: during 
discussion of a case, your classmates will express several different views.  The essence of the case method 
is the process of putting forward different points of view, defending your position, and listening actively to 
others in order to understand and constructively criticize others’ points of view.  Only rarely will you leave 
the classroom with your position or perspective unchanged after discussing a case; indeed, if you do so, it 
was a waste of your time to go to class. 
 
However, despite the common interest of all class members in resolving the case issues, and regardless of 
guidance from the instructor, class discussions sometimes will seem repetitious and unorganized.  This is 
unavoidable and natural, especially during the early stages of a course.  Over time, as a group develops its 
group decision-making ability, case discussions will become more orderly, effective, efficient, rich, and 
satisfying to all. 
 
The need to be a skillful communicator arises repeatedly in management.  The case method presents an 
ideal opportunity to practise communication skills — both talking and listening.  Some people, because 
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they find talking in a group difficult and threatening, avoid talking in class even though they might realize 
that by being silent they are not getting full value out of the experience.  If you are one of these individuals, 
the only way to overcome this problem is to jump in and begin.  Make a habit of participating regularly in 
class.  Do not wait until you have a major presentation to make in which you will hold the floor for a 
lengthy period.  You can add a key piece of information or question something in just a few sentences, and 
this might be the best way for you to begin active involvement.  Your instructor and your classmates will 
support your efforts.  Remember, the classroom is a place where we can learn from one another’s mistakes 
as much as, and often more than, from one another’s solutions.  The cost of making a mistake in class is 
very small compared to making it in an actual situation.  Other people have poorly developed listening 
skills.  Some individuals do not listen: they simply wait for their turn to talk.  The case method depends on 
the willing two-way interaction of the students.  Without that essential ingredient, the cases become 
interesting stories rather than opportunities to develop the ability to make and argue for and against 
management decisions. 
 
Not surprisingly, students are interested in finding out what actually happened in a case or what the 
instructor would do.  Only rarely will you be provided with this information.  Learning comes from the 
process and habit of making decisions, not from reviewing what others decided to do. 
 
 
AFTER CLASS 
 
After class take a few minutes to assess your preparation by comparing it with what happened in class.  
Were you in the ball park or completely off base?  Did you spend enough time preparing on your own?  
Was your small group session effective?  What can you do better next time?  What general lessons did you 
learn?  For example, although you might not be interested in remembering how the market for athletic 
shoes can be segmented, you should want to remember how to segment a market. 
 
 
EVALUATING PERFORMANCE 
 
In a typical class discussion of a case, exactly what gets done depends not only on the work done by the 
students — what preparation they did, who actively participated in the discussion, how well people related 
their comments to previous discussion — but also on the instructor’s pedagogical objectives and 
performance as a moderator and discussion leader.  Instructors view case courses as sequences of problems 
that gradually foster the development of decision-making skills.  With this longer time horizon, instructors 
often find it advisable to emphasize a specific analytical technique on one occasion, stress problem 
identification on another, and so on.  Thus, it is possible that many class sessions will seem to be 
incomplete, unbalanced developments of a case analysis and plan of action.  Although this might frustrate 
you, have faith that your instructor is trying to develop your skills over one or more terms. 
 
How do instructors assess performance?  The answer, of course, varies from one instructor to another.  
However, there are some common factors.  Above all, instructors develop your ability to demonstrate that 
you can think logically and consistently by being able to: 
 
1. Identify, prioritize, and deal with issues and problems; 
2. Judge the quality and relevance of information — fact, opinion, hearsay, lies, and so on; 
3. Make and assess necessary assumptions; 
4. Relate the information to the issues, problems, and decisions in the case; 
5. Resolve conflicting information; 
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6. Analyze by asking and answering the right questions and correctly using appropriate analytical tools; 
7. Determine and rank appropriate criteria for making decisions; 
8. Generate and evaluate alternative courses of action; 
9. Make a decision (take a stand) and defend it with persuasive, well-ordered, convincing argument; 
10. Develop a reasonably detailed action plan showing an awareness of what might happen; 
11. Build on other students’ arguments to advance the discussion toward a coherent conclusion rather 

than making unrelated points or repeating ones already made; and 
12. Generalize: in traditional lectures instructors expect students to take the general lessons from the 

lecture and apply them to specific problems; case method instructors expect students to go from the 
specific lessons in a case to more general lessons. 

 
In addition to assessing performance in class on a daily basis, most instructors will provide some 
opportunities for more complete, balanced treatment of cases.  Sometimes instructors allow extra 
preparation time and ask for an oral presentation of a case by an individual or group.  Sometimes 
instructors require students to prepare a written report on how they would handle a particular situation and 
why.  Frequently, case method courses have cases as examinations: students are given a case and asked to 
do whatever analysis and make whatever recommendations they deem appropriate. 
 
In reports, presentations, and examinations, instructors expect a more complete, balanced argument for a 
particular course of action.  Such exercises are not usually intended to result in a diary of how a student or 
group looked at a case or in a rewritten version of the case.  A report, presentation, or examination is 
supposed to be a concise, coherent exposition of what to do and why — it usually starts where most 
students leave off in their regular individual preparation for a case class.  Think of a report, a presentation, 
or an examination as an organized, more fully developed (and perhaps rewritten) version of your regular 
class preparation notes. 
 
You will find that your audience — instructor, business executive, or whoever — has particular ideas 
about how a report, presentation, or examination should be organized.  Try to find out as much as you can 
about format expectations before embarking on your task.  You might use the following general outline: 
 
1. Executive summary (written last but appearing first);  
2. Statement of problem, opportunity, and objectives;  
3. Analysis of the situation; 
4. Identification and evaluation of alternatives; and 
5. Decision, course of action, and implementation. 
 
 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
Case teachers are less interested in the relatively straightforward problems typically found at the ends of 
chapters in most texts than in the unstructured problems more typical of real situations and exemplified by 
cases.  The key to dealing with unstructured problems is to learn what questions to ask.  Ironically, 
answering the questions is usually easier than asking them because the questions focus thinking.  It is like 
trying to find your way in the wilderness.  Almost anyone can follow a trail; the key skill is knowing which 
trail to follow. 
 
Like many generations of business students, you will probably find case study a very rewarding way to 
learn.  Good luck with it! 
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