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Course Description

Perspective and Themes
This course is about the creation and maintenance of a long-term vision for the organization.  This means that it is concerned with both the determination of strategic direction and the management of the strategic process.  As such, it deals with the analytical, behavioral, and creative aspects of business simultaneously.

The course is organized around three themes in strategic management: business strategy, corporate strategy, and strategic renewal.
Our perspective in this course is that of the general manager whose responsibility is the long-term health of the entire firm or a major division.  The key tasks involved in general management include the detection of and adaptation to environmental change; the procurement and allocation of resources; the integration of activities across subparts of the organizations; and, at the most senior levels, the determination of purpose and the setting of corporate direction.

General managers, from our perspective, are those who are in the position to make strategic decisions for the firm.  Note that such managers are not “generalists” in the sense that they need to know a little bit of everything, but not very much of anything.  To be effective, general managers need to have in-depth understanding of the generic problems in all the relevant functional areas.  Furthermore, they must be able to deal with problems and issues at the level of the total enterprise and its relationships with relevant external environments.

Functional specialists can benefit from the general management perspective even though they may not be general managers.  Every function’s actions should be coordinated with the overall needs of the business.  In fact, functional specialists are the people on whom general managers must rely to implement their strategies.  Since such functional managers can be subject to suboptimizing pressure, they too need to understand the general manager’s perspective.

Course Format and Pedagogy 
We will start our study of strategy at the business level and examine the challenges of managing a firm competing in a single industry.  An integral part of this study will be an exploration of the components of strategy and how they vary among various settings and situations.  In most large and medium-sized firms, corporate strategy is different from business strategy because of the multiplicity of industries in which the firm is involved. We will explore the differences in corporate and business-level strategies and the requirements each places on managers at different levels in the firm. We will also explore the challenges and opportunities of strategic change. 
Successful general managers are highly competent in problem identification and analysis and have a strong action orientation.  One purpose of this course is to provide an environment that will allow you to hone these skills, while at the same time gain a conceptual understanding of the strategic manager’s task. Most general managers spend very little time reading and even less time writing reports.  The vast majority of their interactions with others are verbal.  For this reason, the development of verbal skills is given a high priority in this course. This has two critical implications for this class:

First, there will be relatively few lectures.  We will, instead, emphasize case analysis and discussion because strategy is best learned by immersion in actual business situations where one can fully appreciate the inherent conflicts, pressures, uncertainties, and risks that general management entails.  

Second, a case-based approach necessitates learning by doing, so your active participation is both integral to your performance in this course and necessary for you to pass.  The classroom should be considered a laboratory in which you can test your ability to convince your peers of the correctness of your approach to complex problems, and of your ability to achieve the desired results through the use of that approach.  
Required Readings
The readings in the Course Packet contain the key concepts and tools for every class. In class we will apply these new concepts and tools to the strategic situations presented in the cases. The development of strategy also requires a solid understanding of the functional strategies associated with marketing, operations, finance, and human resources.  Thus, you will need to bring what you have learned in other courses and your career to bear in Strategic Management.  Our challenge in this course will be to integrate your experiences and functional knowledge with your growing understanding of how to solve strategic problems. 
Course Objectives

Our course objectives include:

1.
Development and reinforcement of a general management point of view—the capacity to view the firm from an overall perspective in the context of its environment.

2.
Development of an understanding of fundamental concepts in strategic management: the role of the general manager, the levels and components of business and corporate strategy, and managing strategic growth and change.
3.
Development of an awareness of the various impacts of external environmental forces on business and corporate strategy.
4.
Practice in distinguishing between the causes of business problems and attendant symptoms.

5.
Practice in working out business strategies and implementation plans.

6.
Integration of the knowledge gained in previous courses and understanding what part of that knowledge is useful to general managers.

7.
Development of analytical thinking and skill in communicating your ideas effectively in both written and oral form.

9.
Familiarity with some of the practical realities of running businesses in different industries.

COURSE PERFORMANCE MEASURES AND FEEDBACK

Performance Evaluation 
Performance evaluation and feedback will be based on your performance in two different settings—class participation and written work. Your grade will be based on four components, as follows:

	Class contribution (individual)
	30%

	Mid-term case analysis (6-person groups)
	25%

	Final case analysis (3-person groups) 
	25%

	Current event application (6-person groups)
	20%

	
	100%


Class Contribution

The essence of strategic management is a willingness to make decisions on the basis of imperfect and limited data, and despite great risk and uncertainty, to have the courage and boldness to carry out proposed actions.  In the end, goals, targets, and ideas must be converted into actions, which requires convincing others.  Consequently, the classroom should be a considered a laboratory where you can test your ability to convince your peers of the value of your ideas and recognize and respond to the valuable ideas of others.  

Clearly, you must participate in class if you are going to share your ideas with others. Yet there is no need to speak in every session.  Quality is more important than sheer quantity. Some of the best contributors participate less often than the most active speakers, but make comments that show deep understanding of the issues.  Truly insightful and persuasive comments count more than frequency of participation.  

At the start of a typical session, a couple of students may be asked to open the class by answering a specific question or discussing a specific issue.  Case preparation, which includes careful thought about the assignment questions and the associated readings, should be sufficient to handle such lead-off responsibilities.  After a few minutes of initial analysis, we will then open the discussion to the rest of the class.  While there are many ways to effectively prepare for class, every student is responsible for having a plan of action for the case protagonist, be it an individual or an entire organization.  Action plans answer three questions: (1) What’s going on?; (2) What do we do next?; and (3) How do we make it happen?  

Toward the end of a typical class, I will ask two students to close the session by listing the bottom-line lessons that should be derived from the day’s case, readings, and in-class discussion.  After the selected students report their conclusions, other students may then comment and possibly modify the list. 

In assessing your class contributions, I ask myself the following questions:

a. Are the points made relevant to the discussion and linked to the comments of others? Is this person an excellent listener and is he/she able to adapt their views and understandings?
b. Do the comments incorporate concepts we have covered in class and in the readings? You may not agree with the all concepts introduced in a particular reading, but you should be able to apply those concepts to our case discussions, and if you see a need, critique them from an informed, data-driven perspective.

c. Do the comments show analysis and insight, or are they simple recitations of case facts?

d. Do the comments improve our understanding by clarifying and highlighting the important aspects of earlier remarks?

e. Does the participant distinguish among different kinds of data – facts, opinions, personal beliefs, theoretical concepts, etc.?

f. Is there a willingness to test new ideas, or are all comments safe?  Example: seconding or repeating earlier comments without elaboration.

g. Does this person raise great questions that appropriately expand the scope of our conversation or help us cut to the heart of the matter?
The questions above deal with both the process of class participation and (of equal or greater concern) the content of what you say.  For those reasons, class participation will be a major portion of your grade in this course.  The appendix to this course description provides additional information on my views of the case method and why it is used so extensively in Strategic Management.

Mid-Term Case Analysis

The mid-term involves a written case analysis that you will do as a member of a 6-person team.  A detailed assignment and the exam case itself will be distributed approximately one week before it is due.  The textual body of your analysis should not exceed 6 double-spaced typewritten pages.  Use 1-inch margins and a 12-point font.  I will read only the first 6 pages, so please stay within assigned limits.  Also, you may include up to 3 additional 1-page exhibits with charts, tables, or figures.  Exhibits that are not directly explained, in order, in the main text will not be read.  There should be only 1 exhibit per page.  Except in extreme emergencies, late cases will not be accepted.  Do not place your names on your analysis.  Instead, write or type names on the back of the last page.  You may not discuss the case itself or your write-up with anyone other than your team until after the exams have been turned in.  The mid-term case analysis is due by noon on Monday,  March 9, 2009.  

Final Case Analysis 

The final involves a written case analysis that you will do with two partners.  A detailed assignment and the exam case itself will be distributed approximately one week before it is due. This assignment should follow the same formatting guidelines as the mid-term case analysis and is limited to 4 double-spaced pages of text and 3 exhibits, with one exhibit per page. The final case analysis is due a week after it is distributed, but no later than May 13, 2009.  

 Current Event Application 
This assignment is intended to develop and test your ability to recognize issues of ‘strategy’ that are present in the periodical press and apply what we learn in the course.  It requires that you apply the frameworks, concepts and ideas raised in the readings and case discussions to the current ‘real world’. 

For this assignment, each 6-person group needs to identify a recent news article that meets the following requirements: (1) the article must have first appeared in press after the beginning of the course period; (2) the article must cover some new events, rather than summarize the history of a firm; (3) the article must center on a specific company, rather than an industry as whole, and must provide strategic information beyond a simple announcement of an event, such as a new market test or a new alliance; (4) the article must relate to the section of the course, for which you are scheduled to present (e.g., business- level strategy, corporate strategy, or strategic change). 
The presentation itself should: (1) quickly describe the company and the situation presented in the article; (2) use the framework covered in class to frame the analysis of the situation; (3) use additional research about the firm, its competitors, and the industry to provide an in-depth analysis of the situation and generate alternatives; (4) make a recommendation as to what the company should do and why (e.g. How will it help performance?). The criteria used to evaluate the presentation will be similar to those used to evaluate your case analyses. The application of relevant frameworks to frame your analysis will be emphasized and the use of qualitative and quantitative data to support your analysis and recommendations are expected.

The presentation time is limited to 15 minutes, followed by 15 minutes of Q&A with the class regarding the analysis and recommendations. The length of the presentation will be strictly monitored. Running over the time limit will negatively affect your grade. Presentations should be professional (clear, concise, based on fact, with references) but you are encouraged to be creative and provocative.  All members of your group should help prepare the presentation, although you may choose how many of you present in class. (There is no need to dress up for the presentation). 

You will need to email me your article of choice at least two weeks prior to your presentation. I will review the article for fit with the general theme it covers and will confirm that it is appropriate. On the day of the presentation you are required to hand in a paper copy of the presentation slides and a full list of references of the sources of information used. After you complete your presentation, please e-mail me an electronic version of it.
Other Points 

Please note the following: 

a. Students must make a demonstrated, good-faith effort on all required elements of the course in order to earn a passing grade.

b. In determining final grades, class contribution is given particular emphasis in settling borderline cases.

c. You are strongly encouraged to form study groups and brain-storm about cases and reading assignments.

d. If you miss class, you are responsible for informing me beforehand and obtaining any notes, handouts, additional reading materials, or assignment changes from your classmates.

e. Learning by doing is a critical feature of this course, and you deprive others of that opportunity if you tell them what happened in your section prior to the start of theirs.  Therefore, in semesters when I teach two sections, it is an honor code violation to send or receive communications about what happened in the first section with anyone attending the second section.  Therefore, no talking (verbal, electronic or otherwise) across sections until after the second section is finished.

f. Per Management Department policy, laptop computers are not allowed.  They must be turned off and closed when class begins, as must PDAs and other electronic devices.  Accommodations will be made for students with disabilities. 

I. Introduction to Strategic Thinking
Session 1:   January 21, 2009  

How to Think about Strategy
Objectives: To introduce the course format, pedagogy, and general approach to strategy

Reading:
 
Hambrick and Fredrickson, “Are You Sure You Have a Strategy?”  Academy of Management Executive, 2001
Elett, W. “How to Analyze a Case?” The Case Study Handbook, 2007, HBS Press. 
Case: 

Alaska Goldmine (class handout)

Session 2:   January 26, 2009  

What Is Strategy?

Objectives: To understand the logic of strategy

Reading:
Porter “What is Strategy?” Harvard Business Review, 1996  
Case:

Lycos (A): The Tripod Decision 

 Preparation Questions:

1. In late 1997, Bob Davis, CEO of Lycos, is “not overly thrilled with the competitive landscape” (p. 3 of the case). Why is Davis worried? How did Lycos get into this tough spot?

2. Was acquiring Tripod the right way to improve Lycos’ competitive position?

3. Now that Tripod has been acquired, what are the internally consistent options for integrating it into Lycos?

4. Which integration option do you support? Why?

Session 3:   January 28, 2009  

Making Strategy?

Objectives: To understand the tasks of a strategist 
Reading:
Gosling and Mintzberg, “The Five Minds of a Manager”, Harvard Business Review, November 2003.

Christensen, “Making Strategy: Learning by Doing” Harvard Business Review, 1997.

Leonard and Swap, “Deep Smarts,” Harvard Business Review, September 2004.  

Case:

Meg Whitman at eBay Inc. (A) 
Preparation Questions:

1. Why is eBay successful?

2. What are the challenges that Meg Whitman faces upon accepting the CEO job at eBay?
3. What is your assessment of the strategy making she puts in place?
4. What is your assessment of the strategy at eBay has developed? What are your criteria for assessing the strategy?
5. What is your overall assessment of Whitman as a manager and as a strategist? 

II. Business-level Competitive Strategy: The Pursuit of Advantage

Session  4:   February 2, 2009

Analyzing Industry Attractiveness 
Objectives: To understand how the external environment, and especially the competitive forces affect industry attractiveness 
Readings:

Porter, “How competitive forces shape strategy” Harvard Business Review, 2008
Case: 
Cola Wars Continue: Coke and Pepsi in the Twenty-First Century 
Preparation Questions:
1. Why is the soft drink industry so profitable?

2. Why is the profitability so different between the concentrate business and the bottling business?

Session 5:   February 4, 2009

Increasing Industry Attractiveness 
Objectives: To understand how strategic actions affect industry attractiveness
Reading:
Brandenburger and Nalebuff, “The right game: Use game theory to shape strategy” Harvard Business Review, July 1995.
Case: 
Cola Wars Continue: Coke and Pepsi in the Twenty-First Century 
Preparation Questions:
1. How has the competition between Coke and Pepsi affected the industry’s profits?
2. Can Coke and Pepsi sustain their profits in the wake of flattening demand and the growing popularity of non-carbonated soft drinks?
Session 6:   February 9, 2009 
Industry Change 

Objectives: To understand how strategic actions create industry change and competitive advantage
Case:  
Global Wine Wars: New World Challenges Old (A) 

Preparation questions:


1. How did the French become and maintain their position as the dominant competitors in the wine industry? Why were they able to maintain this position for several centuries? 

2. What changes in global industry structure and competitive dynamics led France and other traditional producers to lose market share to challengers from Australia, the United States, and other New World countries in the late twentieth century?

3. What advice would you offer today to the French Minister of Agriculture?  To the head of the French wine industry association?  To the owner of a mid-size Bordeaux vineyard producing wines in the premium and super premium categories?

Session 7:   February 11, 2009

Industry Uncertainty 

Objectives: To understand the consequences of environmental uncertainty for firm strategy 
Readings:

Courtney, H., Kirkland, J. and Viguerie, P., “Strategy Under Uncertainty,” Harvard Business Review, November-December, 1997.

Brandenburger and Nalebuff, “The right game: Use game theory to shape strategy” Harvard Business Review, July 1995.
Case:

Robert Shapiro at Monsanto 
Preparation Questions:

1. Is Monsanto’s entry in the “life sciences” business a good strategic move?

2. Does Monsanto have a good strategy for competing in this business?

3. Are the difficulties that Monsanto faced in Europe the result of different environmental conditions or its strategy, or both?

4. If you were a consultant to Robert Shapiro in the late 1990s, what changes to Monsanto’s strategy would you have proposed?

Session 8:   February 16, 2009

Generic Strategies for Competitive Advantage
Objectives: To understand the relationship between firm activities and competitive advantage 

Readings:

Grant, R. Contemporary Strategy Analysis: Concepts, Techniques, Applications (5th Edition), 
Chapters 8 and 9. 
Case:
The Benetton Group
Preparation Questions:

1. Describe Benetton’s “business model.”  Which elements of the industry value chain has it chosen to participate in, and which has it avoided?  Why has it made these choices?

2. Given these choices, has Benetton developed competitive advantage?

3. Is this advantage sustainable?  What challenges does Benetton face in maintaining its historic profitability?

4. Which of the two basic strategies described in the case, if either, would you recommend that Luciano Benetton support?  Explain both the strategic and financial rationales.

5. What are the most important elements of an action plan for implementing this recommendation?


Session 9:    February 18, 2009

Resources, Capabilities, and Advantage 
Objective: To understand how resources and capabilities affect competitive advantage
Readings: 

Collis and Montgomery “Competing on Resources: Strategy in the 1990s,” Harvard Business Review, July 1995
Ulrich and Smallwood “Capitalizing on Capabilities” Harvard Business Review, June, 2004

Case: 
Cirque du Soleil  
Preparation Questions:

1. What is Cirque’s strategy?

2. What are its most valuable resources and capabilities and why?

3. Do they provide Cirque with a sustainable competitive advantage? 

4. What are the biggest challenges that Cirque faces and what should it do about them? 

Session 10:    February 23, 2009

 Sustainable Competitive Advantage 

Objective: To understand how competitive advantage is gained and sustained over time
Readings: 
Nohria, Joyce, and Roberson, What Really Works, Harvard Business Review, July 2003
Case:
Nucor on Crossroads
Preparation Questions:

1. Why has Nucor performed so well in the past?

2. How attractive do the economics of thin-slab casting look?

3. Is thin-slab casting likely to provide Nucor a sustainable competitive advantage in flat-rolled products?

4. What uncertainties does Nucor face in making its thin-slab casting investment decision?  How do these uncertainties affect your evaluation of this investment opportunity?

5. What recommendations would you give to Ken Iverson?

Session 11:   February 27, 2009 

Sustainable Competitive Advantage in Dynamic Environments
Objective: To understand how competitive advantage is sustained in highly dynamic environments 
Case: 

Research in Motion: Managing Explosive Growth
Preparation Questions:

1. How important is it for RIM to grow its pool of software developers?
2. What are the different options for substantially increasing the number of software developers?

3. Which option(s) should RIM pursue? Why?

4. How should Yach go about implementing it (them)?

Session 12 and 13:   March 2 and 4, 2009 

Current Events Applications: Business-level strategy and competitive advantage 
Session 14 and 15:   March 9 and 11, 2009

Self-Study Groups on Business-level Strategy 







Mid-term case analysis due on March 9







(Case will be distributed two weeks in advance) 
III. Corporate-level Strategy: The Pursuit of Growth 
Session 16:  March  23, 2009 

Diversification: Growing from the Core
Objective: To understand the logic of growth through diversification 
Readings: 

Hamel and Prahalad “Strategic Intent” Harvard Business Review. 
Markides, “To Diversify or Not to Diversify,” Harvard Business Review November, 1997

Case: 

Apple Inc., 2008 
1. What have Apple’s historical competitive advantages been, if any?

2. Assess Apple’s position in the PC industry. Has it changed and why?

3. What is your assessment of Job’s turnaround strategy in the 1990s? 

4. The iPod-iTunes has been a spectacular success. Has Jobs found a new formula to create sustainable competitive advantage for Apple?

5. What is Apple’s strategy for the iPhone? 

6. Does Apple have a viable corporate-level strategy? 
Session 17: March 25, 2009 


Diversification: The Scope of the Firm

Objective: To understand the logic of corporate-level strategy in multiple industries
Readings: 

Piskorski, “Note on Corporate Strategy”, 2005, Harvard Business School Note, HBS # 9-705-449

Case: 

HNA Group: "A Miracle in Civil Aviation"
Preparation Questions:

1. What is HNA’s strategic intent? How does its resources and businesses align with its strategic intent? 
2. Does HNA have a good corporate strategy?  What evidence supports your position?

3. Which of businesses have the potential to create multi-business synergies? 

4. Should HNA's corporate strategy and strategic intent stay the same or change and why? What specifically would you recommend that Chen do to create sustainable competitive advantage?  
Session 18: March 30, 2009                       Managing A Diversified Firm 
Objective: To understand how diversified firms are managed to gain synergies across multiple business units 
Readings: 

Goold and Campbell “Desperately Seeking Synergy” Harvard Business Review,
Case: 
                            Saatchi & Saatchi Co. PLC: Corporate Strategy 
Preparation Questions:

1. Why was Saatchi & Saatchi a success for so long?

2. What went wrong?

3. How do you evaluate Louis-Dreyfus’ moves?

4. What should he do now?

Session 19: April 1, 2009 


Mergers and Acquisitions 
Objective: To understand mergers and acquisitions as vehicles for growth 
Readings: 
Bower, “Not all M&As are Alike – and That Matters,” Harvard Business Review, March-April 2001.

Haspeslagh and Jemison, “Acquisitions: Myths and Reality,” Sloan Management Review, Spring 1987.

Case: 
                            Arla and MD Foods--The Merger Decision (A)

Preparation Questions:

1. Put yourself in the position of the CEO of each company. What are the key competitive advantages of your own company? And of the other company?

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of the merger?

3. If undertaken, how should it be implemented?
Session 20: April 6, 2009 
Current Event Applications: Corporate-level strategy and growth
III. Leading and Managing Strategic Change 
Session 21: April 8, 2009 


Responding to Threats

Objective: To understand organizational factors that make strategic change difficult
Readings:  

Sull, Why Good Companies Go Bad, Harvard Business Review, July, 1999

Drucker, P. The Theory of the Business, Harvard Business Review, September, 1994.

Case:  


Kodak (A)

Preparation Questions:

1. Evaluate Kodak’s strategy in traditional photography. Why has the company been so successful throughout the history of the industry?

2. Compare traditional photography to digital imaging. What are the structural differences between the two industries? 

3. Evaluate Kodak’s response to Sony’s introduction of the Mavica in 1981. Was it appropriate?

4. Evaluate Fisher’s attempt to transform Kodak. Why did it fail?

5. What is Kodak’s current position in digital imaging? Would Kodak’s position be different had the company adopted a different digital imaging strategy in the 1980s and the 1990s?

Session 22: April 13, 2009 

Learning Globally
Objective: To understand how global operations affect strategic change 
Reading:  

Bradach, Organizational Alignment: The 7-S Model, 1996, Harvard Business School Note # 9-497-045
Case: 

P&G Japan: The SK-II Globalization Project

1. As Paolo DeCesare what factors do you need to consider in preparing your presentation to the GLT?
2. How does the SK-II globalization project fit with P&G’s overall strategic approach?

3. Which of the three growth options would you recommend and why? What benefits do you expect to gain? What risks do you see?
Session 23: April 15, 2009 


Managing Strategic Renewal

Objective: To understand the logic of strategic renewal in large, established businesses
Zook, Finding Your Next Core Business, Harvard Business Review, April, 2007

Case:  


Change at Whirlpool Corporation (A)
Preparation Questions:

1. Is Dave Whitwam correct in thinking that Whirlpool needs strategic change?

2. Is the proposed likely to give Whirlpool a competitive advantage? 

3. Is the proposed strategy doable? Why? 

4. How should Whirlpool go about implementing the strategy? 

Session 24: April 20, 2009

Managing Strategic Renewal 
Objective: To understand organizational foundations of strategic renewal in large, established businesses
Case:  


TBA
Session 25: April 22, 2009 


Creating Opportunities
Objective:  To understand entrepreneurship in large organizations 
Reading:

Sull, Disciplined Entrepreneurship, Sloan Management Review, October, 2004

Case: Emerging Opportunities at IBM (A) 

Preparation Questions:

1. Why do large companies like IBM find it so difficult to create new businesses? 

2. How did the EBO system evolve over time? What was accomplished during the Thompson era? And during the Corporate Strategy Era?

3. What is your evaluation of the current EBO management system?

4. How should Harreld deal with the businesses reaching H2 status?

5. How should Harreld increase the number of EBOs?

Session 26: April 24, 2009 


Creating Opportunities

Objective:  To understand entrepreneurship in large organizations
Case: TBD 

Session 27: April 27, 2009 


Pervasive Innovation 
Objective: To understand the organizational foundations of sustained innovation 

Reading:  
Hargadon and Sutton, Building an Innovation Factory, Harvard Business Review May, 2000

Case: 
IDEO Product Development

Preparation Questions:

1. How would you characterize IDEO’s process, organization, culture, and management?

2. Decision point: Should IDEO accept the Visor project as is? Should they try to persuade Handspring’s management to change its aggressive launch schedule? Or should they simply decline the project? Please consider both IDEO’s and Handspring’s perspectives.
Sessions 28 and 29: April 30 and May 4, 2009
Current Events Applications: Strategic Change  
Session 30: May 6, 2009 


Course Wrap-up
Final assignment due no later than May 13, 2009
APPENDIX:  THE USE OF CASES IN STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT

WHY WE USE THE CASE METHOD


The case method is one of the most effective means of management education.  It is widely used in schools of business throughout the world, and this use is predicated upon the belief that tackling real business problems is the best way to develop practitioners.  Real problems are messy, complex, and very interesting.


Unlike other pedagogical techniques, many of which make you the recipient of large amounts of information but do not require its use, the case method requires you to be an active participant in the closest thing to the real situation.  It is a way of gaining a great deal of experience without spending a lot of time.  It is also a way to learn a great deal about how certain businesses operate, and how managers manage.  There are few programmable, textbook solutions to the kinds of problems faced by real general managers.  When a problem becomes programmable, the general manager gives it to someone else to solve on a repeated basis using the guidelines he or she has set down.  Thus the case situations that you will face will require the use of analytical tools and the application of your personal judgment.

Sources of Cases


All the cases in this course are about real companies.  You will recognize many of the names of the companies although some of them may be new to you.  These cases were developed in several different ways.  Occasionally, a company will come to a business school professor and request that a case be written on that company.  In other situations, a professor will seek out a company because he or she knows that the company is in an interesting or difficult situation.  Often, the company will agree to allow a case to be written.


Occasionally, cases will be written solely from public sources.  This is perhaps the most difficult type of case writing because of the lack of primary data sources.


In those situations where a company has agreed to have a case written, the company must “release” the case.  This means that they have final approval of the content of a given case.  The company and the case writer are thus protected from any possibility of releasing data that might be competitively or personally sensitive.  Public source cases, obviously, do not need a release.  Given the requirement for release, however, it is amazing the amount of information that companies will allow to be placed in a case.  Many companies do this because they believe in the effectiveness of the case method.

Preparing for Class


When you prepare for class, it is recommended that you plan on reading the case at least three times.  The first reading should be a quick run-through of the text in the case.  It should give you a feeling for what the case is about and the types of data that are contained in the case.  For example, you will want to differentiate between facts and opinions that may be expressed.  In every industry, there is a certain amount of “conventional wisdom” that may or may not reflect the truth.  On your second reading you should read in more depth.  Many people like to underline or otherwise mark up their cases to pick out important points that they know will be needed later.  Your major effort on a second reading should be to understand the business and the situation.  You should ask yourself questions like:  (1) Why has this company survived?  (2) How does this business work?  (3) What are the economics of this business?


On your second reading, you should carefully examine the exhibits in the case.  It is generally true that the case writer has put the exhibit there for a purpose.  It contains some information that will be useful to you in analyzing the situation.  Ask yourself what the information is when you study each exhibit.  You will often find that you will need to apply some analytical technique (for example, ratio analysis, growth rate analysis, etc.) to the exhibit in order to benefit from the information in the raw data.


On your third reading, you should have a good idea of the fundamentals of the case.  Now you will be searching to understand the specific situation.  You will want to get at the root causes of problems and gather data from the case that will allow you to make specific action recommendations.  Before the third reading, you may want to review the assignment questions in the course description.  It is during and after the third reading that you should be able to prepare your outlined answers to the assignment questions.


There is only one secret to good case teaching and that is good preparation on the part of the participants.  Since the course has been designed to “build” as it progresses, class attendance is also very important.

Class Discussions


In each class, I will ask one or several people to lead off the discussion.  If you have prepared the case, and are capable of answering the assignment question, you should have no difficulty with this lead-off assignment.  An effective lead-off can do a great deal to enhance a class discussion.  It sets a tone for the class that allows that class to probe more deeply into the issues of the case.


The instructor’s role in the class discussion is to help, through intensive questioning, to develop your ideas.  The Socratic method has proven to be an effective way to develop rigorous analytical thinking with unstructured data. The instructor’s primary role is to manage the class process and to insure that the class achieves an understanding of the case situation. There is no single correct solution to any of these problems.  There are, however, a lot of wrong solutions. Therefore, my role will be to point out the faulty logic and assumptions and steer us toward identifying several possible scenarios that would deal effectively with the problems presented in the case.


After the individual lead-off comments, the discussion will be opened to the remainder of the group.  It is during this time that you will have an opportunity to present and develop your ideas about the way the situation should be handled.  It will be important for you to relate your ideas to the case situation and to the ideas of others as they are presented in the class.  The instructor’s role is to help you do this.

The Use of Extra- or Post-Case Data


Effective cases analysis requires that you deal with the case AS PRESENTED. You should put yourself in the position of the general manager involved in the situation and look at the situation through his or her eyes.  Part of the unique job of being a general manager is that many of your problems are dilemmas.  There is no way to come out a winner on all counts.  Although additional data might be interesting or useful, the “Monday morning quarterback” syndrome is not an effective way to learn about strategic management. Therefore, you are strongly discouraged from acquiring or using extra- or post-case data.


Some case method purists argue that a class should never be told what actually happened in a situation.  Each person should leave the classroom situation with his or her plan for solving the problem, and none should be falsely legitimized.  The outcome of a situation may not reflect what is, or is not, a good solution.  You must remember that because a company did something different from your recommendations and was successful or unsuccessful, this is not an indication of the value of your approach.  It is, however, interesting and occasionally useful to know what actually occurred.  Therefore, whenever possible, I will tell you what happened to a company since the time of the case, but you should draw your own conclusions from that.

1 
�This note was prepared by Dan. R.E. Thomas.  It is intended solely as an aid to class preparation. 





