Preparing a Case Analysis

Conducting case analyses will assist you in digesting the MBA curriculum in several ways.  Because the cases assigned to you will typically include both positive and negative examples of managerial decisions, you will gain a great understanding of what managers should and should not do in order to steer their organizations toward success.  You will develop the ability to evaluate your organization's strengths and weaknesses, particularly with respect to the condition of your industry and of your competitors.  You will acquire some experience in analyzing strategic issues, generating and evaluating alternative strategies, and creating action plans.  You will learn to rely on your own judgment in unfamiliar business territory.  And you will be exposed to some new industries, which may pay off in your long-term career planning.  This handout will introduce you to recommended process for analyzing a case.

 1. Read the case twice.  During the first reading, you are not looking for details--you're just trying to get a sense of the situation and issues involved.  If the case includes any study or discussion questions, read these carefully.  Then read the case a second time, paying more attention to the actual facts of the case.  You may find it useful to answer any study or discussions questions provided at this point, or simply write yourself a summary of the situation the case describes.

2. If the case includes exhibits, look at them carefully.  When you are first preparing cases, you may be tempted to skim over exhibits that relate to business disciplines where you believe you are weaker--for instance, putting aside financial statements because you're not sure you understand them.  Resist temptation and make sure you understand the information each exhibit is intended to convey.

3. Make a preliminary diagnosis.  Decide what the real issues of the case are.  You won't be able to conduct an effective analysis of the case until you understand all of the issues it raises.

4. Crunch the numbers.  If the case includes numeric information, such as financial statements, growth rates, etc., take the time early in your analysis to calculate financial ratios, profit margins, cost per unit, or any other statistics which the available data will allow.  Some of the calculations you perform may turn out to be unnecessary to your analysis, but doing a quantitative analysis of the case up front will prevent you from missing hidden information and will also give you a sense of progress on the case if you've having trouble determining where to start.

5. Check your analysis arsenal.  The point of a case assignment is to give you experience using the tools that you are picking up in your MBA courses.  Whenever you approach a new case, consider which tools you've been given most recently and start there.  However, never lose sight of the fact that your MBA program uses a building-block approach, and that tools you have picked up in previous coursework may be critical to conducting an effective analysis of the case at hand.

6. Form your own opinions.  Often, the cases you analyze will include the opinions of one or several people, and often you'll be given conflicting perspectives on the issue.  Examine the data, consider the reliability of your sources, and make an informed judgment about which perspectives are valid and which are questionable.

7. Answer the question "Why?"  Go back and review the analysis you've conducted up to this point, and make sure that you could offer a defense of your diagnosis and judgments if you were called upon to do so.

8. Create an outline.  As a manager, you would not be able to stop with correctly summarizing your organization's issues and identifying a problem--you would need to develop and implement a solution.  Use what you've learned to propose an appropriate course of action to correct the problems you've identified (and assist you in tackling the written analysis).

9. Prepare a written case.  By the time you are ready to write a case analysis, the hardest part of your work is over.  Your written case analysis will typically consist of these basic sections:

· Executive Summary

· Challenges

· Company Analysis (perhaps a SWOT to supplement)
1. Note that a SWOT is not a stand-alone analysis. It is designed to supplement, your research/analysis. It is a tool. Remember: no random charts; if you simply present a chart, with bullets, and no ‘take away" and/or implications it will count against you.  USE A SWOT WISELY.
· Industry Analysis (perhaps a Porter, a CAGE, etc. to supplement)

· Alternatives (at least three)
· Recommendation

9. (cont’d) Tips:

A. Be sure you understand what an executive summary is supposed to be/do. It should stand alone, as a one-page summary. It contains the ability to tell a manager everything they need to know about the case (i.e. background, challenges) and how the author recommends overcoming and solving those challenges. Resist the urge to reiterate every piece of information offered in the case itself--you are now an expert on this case and know which details are relevant and which can safely be excluded.

B. Make sure that your evaluation is composed of logical arguments supported by evidence.  If you find yourself writing statements that could easily begin with, "Everybody knows that…" delete them--your evaluation should not assume that everyone knows anything that is useful in managerial decision-making.  As a test, try taking a sentence from your evaluation and tacking the word "because" on the end, and see if you can finish the clause.  If you can't, you haven't completed your evaluation.  Finally, make sure that your evaluation is reasonable and objective. 

C. You should evaluate your own recommendation(s) in light of three issues.  

· First, you should be relatively confident that your recommendations would succeed.  Risk-taking is often called for in management, but unless an organization is in such dire straits that options are extremely limited, betting the farm is generally not the best management style.  

· Second, your recommendations should offer enough detail that a manager who sought your advice would understand exactly how to implement your plan.  

· Finally, your action plan should be one that you would be willing to implement yourself if it were your job on the line. 

D. Make sure your case analysis is well-organized and free from grammatical errors. Reread, and correct…have someone else read it…especially of you are an ESL student; this oftentimes helps with grammatical struggles.
E. NEVER use “I, me, or you” in professional papers.



Expectations for a case analysis

I do not believe in “spoon-feeding” MBA students. Having said that, I do think it important to provide you with a few guidelines as you prepare your case analysis:

1. Here are the components on which your paper will be graded:

a. Identification of the Main Problems/Issues

b. Analysis of the Issues

c. Comments on effective Strategies

i. Note that a strategy is NOT a tactic. A strategy is a big picture solution/recommendation, comprised of tactics.

d. Links to External Sources and/or Additional Research

e. Conceptual Understanding

f. Effectiveness of Charts/Financial Analysis: you must crunch a few RELATIVE numbers

g. Connections: Theory & Practice: link the text book concepts/vocabulary to the case

h. Alternatives/Recommendations:  Alts. include pros and cons, and Recs. include short-tern vs. long-term solutions

i. Writing Skills/Organization

2. Here are the components on which your presentation will be graded:

a. Delivery & Enthusiasm

b. Visuals

c. Analysis of the Issues

d. Recommendation

e. Time Constraint: 15 minutes

3. Rule of Thumb: one slide for every minute you plan on presenting.

4. Light color background/dark letters; the inverse does not work well for many reasons.

5. NO RANDOM CHARTS

6. Use headings & sub-headings to drag the reader through your paper.

7. No hanging headlines….insert page breaks.

8. Fit all charts on one page, even if it means reducing the font size of the chart/graph.

9. Individual case: 15-20 pp, group case: 20-30 pp.

10. I am willing to take a look at your GROUP presentation (time does not allow me to perform such tasks for the individual case analysis) and/or paper via e-mail prior to their due dates. However, please note the following:

a. I will look at content/organization

b. I will give GENERAL feedback…surrounding major issues

c. I will NOT grade it

d. I will NOT read it word-for-word.

11. Current, external research separates the “superior” from the “good”. Feel free to use updated information to support your decisions.

Michael Porter's famous Five Forces of Competitive Position model provides a simple perspective for assessing and analyzing the competitive strength and position of a corporation or business organization.








Porter’s Five Forces of Competitive Position





New Market Entrants, eg:





entry ease/barriers


geographical factors


incumbents resistance


new entrant strategy


routes to market





Supplier Power, eg:





brand reputation


geographical coverage


product/service level quality


relationships with customers


bidding processes/capabilities











Buyer Power, eg:





buyer choice


buyers size/number


change cost/frequency


product/service importance


volumes, JIT scheduling

















Competitive Rivalry, eg:





number and size of firms


industry size and trends


fixed v variable cost bases


product/service ranges


differentiation, strategy











Product and Technology Development, eg:





alternatives price/quality 


market distribution changes


fashion and trends


legislative effects














