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There is no one way to prepare a case.  But to help you get started, we suggest the following approach.  You can take it from there and develop your own methods.

1. Go through the case almost as fast as you can turn the pages, asking yourself, “What is the case about, and what types of information am I being given to analyze?”  In particular, look at the first few and the last few paragraphs and glance over the exhibits.

2. Now read the case very carefully, underlining key facts as you go.  Then ask yourself, “What are the basic problems this manager has to resolve?”  Try hard to put yourself in the position of the manager in the case.  Develop a sense of involvement in the manager’s problems.

3. Note the key problems on scratch paper.  Then go through the case again, sorting out the relevant considerations for each problem area.

4. Develop a set of recommendations supported by analysis of case data.

Let us expand on these steps for a moment.

Problem Definition.  Step 2, developing a statement of the questions that should be answered, is a critically important part of the analytical process.  In cases, the explicit problems are often stated in the opening paragraphs and at the end.  But you may find pieces of the problem scattered throughout the case.  Sometimes the problem is crystal-clear; sometimes aspects of the problem may be implied in the middle of the case with a lead-in such as “Mr. X wondered, too, whether…”  It is useful to pick these statements up, note them on your scratch paper, and then try to make some order out of them before you seek answers.

Problem definition is also a matter of delineating a suitable framework within which to deal with what may be posed in the case as an immediate question.  For example, the manager in the case may be asking, “What should be our advertising strategy?”  That could be the tip of the iceberg, and the more fundamental problem might be, “What should be our target market segment, and how do we develop an overall strategy for reaching it?”  It becomes possible, then, to deal with the specific query regarding advertising strategy within the framework of the broader question.  Thus, problems should be defined in a way that

· resolves the immediate (explicit) issues.

· deals with aspects of the business about which the immediate problem raises (implicit) issues.

The problem scope, however, should not unrealistically and unmanageably broad.  For example, it is tempting sometimes to raise the broad question:  “Should we really be in this business at all---or in some other?”  Much of the time, however, the manager in the case isn’t in a position to redirect the company’s business.  Moreover, the case may not provide sufficient data to deal meaningfully with such a broad problem.  In problem definition, then, it becomes important to take account of the scope of control and authority that the manager in the case has.  That is, indeed, a relevant factor for you in laying out the questions to be answered.

Good problem definition, then:

· names the immediate issues and defines them in a way that calls for action-oriented answers.

· puts these issues in a proper marketing strategy context, that is, the broader issue.

· deals with these problems from the perspective of an individual manager, recognizing all the responsibilities and the scope of authority, as well as the limitations associated with that position.  

Case Analysis.  At this point in your preparation, it will be helpful to jot down relevant areas for analysis, one to a page.  Areas for analysis are different from the problem statement.  For example, if the problems are, “Should we introduce Product X?  To whom should it be sold?  What should be our advertising strategy?”, the areas for analysis might include:

· trends in the marketplace

· buyer behavior

· competition

· break-even analysis

Facts in the case can then be marshaled to help you understand each area and to draw some meaningful observations and conclusions.  These can, in turn, provide the basis for answering the questions that have been laid out.  Inevitably, your analysis will generate arguments that seem to lead to different conclusions.  All the evidence may not point in the same direction.  It is important that you recognize conflicting considerations, weigh the evidence carefully, and decide what in your balanced best judgment is the best course of action.

Having arrived at a decision, you must be able to state your recommendations clearly and to support them with arguments developed from your examination of the analytical areas, using exhibits where it is helpful to back up your recommendations and proposed plan of action.  Then, to complete the work, state any relevant ideas you may have regarding how your plan of action is to be implemented.

A good answer has these qualities:

· It deals explicitly with the specific problems posed in the case and within the context of the broader strategy issues. 

· It is well supported by sound analysis and arguments that recognize the pros and cons of taking any recommended course of action. 

· It includes ideas for implementation. 

A good answer, in some cases, may also have another “plus”:  If, after sound analysis, you reject a course of action proposed by the manager in the case, it will be useful to suggest an alternative.  There may not be one, of course.  Even so, a complete treatment of the case problem will include a consideration of the alternative possibilities that might exist even if these, too, should be rejected.

Finally, one important characteristic of a good answer is that it seems to you to make sense.  If it doesn’t make sense, it is probably wrong!

Case Discussion.  Up to now, your best results will come if you have worked by yourself.  The next step is to meet with your discussion group, present your arguments to the members of this group, and hear theirs.  The purpose of the discussion is not to develop a consensus or a group position.  It is to help each member to refine, adjust, and fill out his or her own thinking.  It is not necessary, or even desirable, that you agree.

The purpose of individual and group preparation is primarily to ready you to learn in class.  The greater your command of the case facts and the more ideas you have about the case problems, the better prepared you are to take in, react to, and learn from the ideas of others in the class.

In class, your instructor will usually let you take the case where you wish.  He or she will then prod you to explore fully the avenues of investigation down which you have started and will lead you into a consideration of other areas that you may have missed.  Finally, if the case calls for it, the instructor will require you to make a decision.  At the end, he or she may summarize the discussion and draw out the useful lessons and observations that come from the case problem and from class discussion comments---or ask some members of the class to do it.

The classroom is a place for you to express, support, and defend your conclusions and recommendations.  We learn through controversy and discussion.  The effective use of cases as a learning vehicle depends heavily on class participation.  Through interchange and constructive controversy we build analytical skills, develop judgment, and gain conceptual understanding.  There is, then, a burden of responsibility on each student not only for his or her education but for the learning of all other students as well.

Perhaps the greatest pedagogical benefit of the case method is that it generates a high degree of involvement in the learning process.  People tend to learn the most from those things in which they are most deeply involved.  But it follows, too, that there is little that can be learned from even the best cases without solid preparation.

Discussion in class is also an effective way for you to think rigorously and to develop skills in communicating, in thinking on your feet, and in responding to questions under pressure.  Talking in class, expressing your own views, and defending them are all part of a distinctive experience.  Seemingly rigorous and tension-building when you are doing it, class participation, in retrospect, becomes one of the most valued parts of the educational experience.

As important as talking is, however, listening is more important.  It’s easy to become so preoccupied with what we think that our minds close to the thoughts of other participants in the discussion.  It is just as important in class to be open-minded and willing to shift positions as it is in business.  The measure of your individual progress in any one case discussion is not based so much on your own after-class assessment of whether your ideas were “right.”  Instead it is more useful to ask, “How much did I take away from the class that I didn’t know when I came in?”
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A few key points to remember:

1. Business strategy involves all aspects of a corporation’s activities.  Therefore, when preparing business strategy cases, the sum of a student’s recommendations must equal a workable whole.  A marketing plan, for example, that does not fit within a company’s manufacturing capabilities or financial reality is meaningless.  That is not to say that the student cannot recommend a different manufacturing capability or a different financial approach, but it is to say that the other capabilities and resources of the business cannot be ignored or assumed.

2. A cohesive business strategy must take account of the market size, competition, and profitability of a particular plan.  Please use the numbers presented in the case when making recommendations.

3. The case method can be discouraging in that the solution of the class as a whole is almost always better than that of one individual or even one study group.  Class participation will be evaluated based on constructive analysis, contributing to a class solution, and solid recommendations as opposed to who has the correct “answer.”  Be prepared to contribute your ideas even if you are not sure that you have the case figured out.  And remember, exams are individual.  You do not have to compete against the collective solution of 35 people.

