Introduction to the Case Study Method

You are about to use the case study method in a hospitality specific module: ‘The Hospitality Environment’. The case study method is a teaching device aimed at bridging the gap between your formal academic studies and the real life business world. The case presents, in narrative form and tabular form, a set of facts about a specific management situation. As a student, you must sort out the relevant from the irrelevant, organise the facts into a clear exposition of the problem(s) at hand. Then you need to formulate possible solution, choose and defend a particular solution and design the implementation for that solution.

The purpose of the case study method is to provide a fruitful learning situation, combining management theories with practical service company issues. The sort of problems addressed in case studies vary from day-to-day service system operations to less frequent but highly important occurrences. As a student, you are to put yourself in the position of the management and view the case situation from the management’s perspective. You learn something about the process of making a decision on behalf of an organisation. Developing your decision-making abilities is highly useful for your personal life, but indispensable in a service management company position. The essence of a manager’s work is making decisions.

Instruction by the case study method is participative, and the main responsibility is on the student. In a sense, the case is raw material on which you are asked to practice. Your benefit from the case study method will be approximately proportional to the effort that you put into the analysis of the case. Superficial treatment of the case will result in a superficial learning experience. 

The primary purpose of the method is to develop and sharpen you skills in working through a complex problem. The first stage of that invaluable process is learning to identify the problem(s). Sometimes this proves to be surprisingly difficult. If you, as a student, lack considerable experience with the organisational situation, you may end up dealing with symptoms and side issues instead of with the underlying problems or real challenges. Other courses of action and calculating their relative costs and payoffs, making specific recommendations, and showing what is the best alternative, and finally, designing implementation.

Cases come in a varying degree of intricacy, scope and challenge. Service management cases are set in a variety of different service sectors. Yet the abilities conscientious students develop are almost totally transferable to a variety of service company settings. It is the skill of analytical problem solving that the cases seek to develop, rather than bits of knowledge about specific types of enterprises. 

Practice in analysing the case will help you prepare for a career of decision-making. Most persons start out their careers with little authority to make decisions. Within that limited authority you must try to reach the best decisions and be able to explain why you have reached those decisions. When you are promoted to a position with more authority you will have to face more problems about which you need to reach decisions. The experience of analysing cases should assist you in handling more responsibilities later on in your management career. The person with the analytical mind is going to move forward in the organisation.

The Five Steps in the Case Study Method

Step 1: Identifying the main problem(s) or question(s) / Orientation in the case

The case analysis requires the reading and rereading of the case to identify the principal questions or problems needing an answer. Unfortunately management problems do not arrive labelled “problem.”  Therefore, students must learn to identify the problems(s) or issues raised. It is often appropriate to state the question in the form of an agreement or disagreement with the decision or recommendation made by the company or one of the persons in the case. Such as, “Do you agree with the company's decision to…….?”  Or students might state their question in the following form: “What should the new company service delivery process look like?”  On occasion the main question needs to be broken down into sub-questions, such as the following: “What should the new customer-oriented service delivery process look like? How can we define the needs of the customer? What specific changes in our present customer service delivery system need to be implemented to meet customer expectations?  What steps need to be taken to implement the new service system design?”

In the first step of the case-study method, it is imperative that students locate the basic problem(s) or question(s). For example, it is not meaningful to assert that low sales volume is the problem, since low sales volume is only symptomatic of an underlying problem such as poor supervision and control by sales managers, inadequate co-ordination of the several kinds of promotion, a poor compensation plan, or something else, or a combination of these items.

The problem(s) or question(s) raised in the first step of the case study method determine the parameters for handling the rest of the case analysis. 
Step 2: Gathering the facts / Analysing the situation

Analysing the situation

The next step for the students is to gather and weight the facts. Students should try to visualise the service system under consideration and identify who is managing the various sub-systems. Students can see if they find this to be of assistance. Preparing a diagram depicting these relationships. Some students like to use a systems framework around the service system under consideration to perceive the inputs and outputs of the system, the goals, the organisational structure, the resources available, the set of services offered, the customer demands, the routine operations, the blueprint of the service being analysed, the past decisions and probable actions with desired customer responses.   

Sorting facts on relevance

It is vital that students sift and sort the facts of the case, even if there are a very large number of them. A time-consuming technique, but one that many people find productive, is to order the facts according to their respective ranking. Students should list the most important fact first and the least important fact last. Between them, students fill in the various facts in descending order of importance for answering the question(s) or problem(s) defined in step 1 of the case study method. They should use their best judgement in building this list, but should always ask themselves, “Just what do I need to know in order to answer the question(s) or problems(s) identified in Step 1 of the case study method?”  Students should remind that that some facts may be irrelevant, but care should be taken in discarding any fact. Students can let their imagination play with the fact and see if it fits together with another seemingly irrelevant fact to make one highly relevant fact. When the facts have been completely arranged in order, students should review and revise their list once again on the basis of logic and their intuition. It is necessary again to separate relevant from irrelevant facts for the questions or problems being addressed.

Enough facts have been presented in each case for the students to develop intelligent solutions. However, if students feel it is imperative that they make an assumption in the absence of some extremely important fact, they should go ahead and make a reasonable assumption. Students should be sure to state that assumption clearly in their written report. Additional information on some problems can be obtained from service management, marketing or economics textbooks and web sites. Case problems or questions raised almost always relate to theoretical concepts presented in the prescribed literature study accompanying the case assignment. But you are not limited to utilising that prescribed study material alone. Many of the cases you work on will be situations from real companies. It will often be helpful to check their web site for additional factual information. 

Step 3: The alternative courses of action / Predicting the outcomes

Once the facts have been gathered and weighed, students need to decide what can be done to take care of the problem(s) or how to address the question(s) defined in step 1 of the case.  Stated in a more formal manner, what are the action alternatives or your alternative courses of action? Often students will think of five or six alternative courses of action. However, students may need to dismiss some of these alternatives as unfeasible. For example, some courses of action may clearly violate the long-term objectives of the organisation or some short-term goals of the operating period (such as a year or quarter). These goals are sometimes stated but more often must be inferred. Capital restraints may rule out some alternatives and behavioural factors may also rule others out. When practical, students should reduce the list of alternative courses of action to those three or four that need to receive the most careful, detailed consideration.

The remaining alternatives must be formally evaluated. Students should list the advantages and the disadvantages of each in your written report. Think in terms of the utility that each action alternative can deliver and the risk that it entails. Some alternative actions may be too costly or may be out of line with the expectations of important stakeholders or shareholders. Other alternative courses of action may require a complete reengineering of the service concept or primary process in the service delivery system.  Evaluating the remaining alternatives requires great care but if it is done well it put students in good condition for step 4.

Step 4: The decision and reasoning / Choosing a course of action

Students should now select the action alternative that provides the best answer to their problem(s) or question(s) from step 1. In doing so, students compare and contrast the sets of advantages with the sets of disadvantages developed in step 3. Students make their selection. They should be sure to articulate their main reasons for selecting one alternative course of action over the others.  For each rejected alternative, students should state why their chosen alternative is better. This not only clarifies their own thinking, but it also enables them to coherently ask fellow students during class discussion why they chose another alternative that is rejected by other students and it equips them to defend their choice. The student’s process of reaching a decision is a crucially important analytical ability--- and they must do everything they can to make it a smoothly operating ability! Articulating the process by trying to communicate it orally and in writing to other persons is excellent practice for developing and sharpening this vital management ability.  

Step 5: Implementation of the decision / Preconditions for communication

The student’s decision is not complete until they prepare at least gross operational plans for its implementation. They should draw up a plan of what must be done to carry out their decision; who or what departments in the service organisation must be responsible for carrying out the action(s); when this should be carried out and within what given time frame; and how much it will cost financially and humanly speaking. The students may need to identify how they plan to address the interests of important stakeholders. They must deal with actions, existing or new personnel, a timetable and a rough budget. Usually students cannot give highly detailed or precise answers to the questions of step 5. However, gross estimates are definitely better than no estimates at all, for they force the students to bring to a logical conclusion a logical process of thinking. Students should be sure to double check, making sure that their implementation plan properly addresses and answers the problem(s) or question(s) raised in step 1. 

Case Based Learning at Stenden University
What is Case Based Learning (CBL)?

Case Based Learning is similar to PBL in that you have a group of maximally 10 people who systematically analyse situations, to determine the concepts, mechanisms and principles involved. Cases, however, are generally more comprehensive, divergent, authentic and less structured than PBL tasks. There is not a single problem but a multitude of interrelated problems, not a single right answer but many partial solutions. There is no unequivocally right way to work on the case but a thousand different routes participants can use to create a learning experience, which enhances mutual benefits and contributes to competency development. Cases are usually descriptions of an organisation’s external and internal situation and raise issues concerning the organisation’s vision, mission, strategies and objectives on a corporate, functional and operational level. You will have to analyse this information and apply strategic hospitality management concepts and strategic tools. 
Case 1
Improving Value For Money
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