GUIDELINES FOR WRITTEN CASE ANALYSES

Managing Effective Work Teams, 70-318

In your case write-up, you should succinctly present the major issues and problems, your analysis of their underlying causes, and appropriate corrective actions.  The page maximum may seem like a small amount of space, but it is more than sufficient if you get to the point and make it clearly.  What takes time is to figure out what point you are trying to make and to communicate it succinctly (which is why Thoreau once wrote "Sorry I wrote such a long letter, I didn't have time to write a short one.").

You can assume that I know the obvious elements of the case, even though I may need to have my memory refreshed (for example, by providing examples to illustrate any abstract points you might make).  Your task is to clarify the underlying dynamics brought about by the particular problems discussed in the case and to recommend solutions.  The best analyses will offer insightful speculations that are not apparent to the players in the organization and will explain these ideas in terms that the members of the organization and I can understand. 

Your analysis of the issues and recommendations for management action should be based on theoretical and applied concepts from the readings and lectures.  Given the limited space allotted, a concise way to indicate that you have brought in relevant concepts is to cite the source, e.g. "As noted by Lawler (1988), job involvement is an appropriate strategy to use in this situation because task interdependence is high." 

Structuring your Report

Your report should consist of the following sections: (1) Issues and Analysis; (2) Problem; (3) Management Actions; and (4) Analysis of Actions.  Papers should be double-spaced, using 12-point font.  The following sections describe both processes for working on the case and the information that should be included in each section.

An important strategy in case analysis is to read the case more than once.  The first time through, read to get an overall sense of the situation.  You will probably want to note points to return to when you read the case again.  You can then proceed with a systematic process using the following suggested steps.   In addition, the Problem Solving Skills handout, which is available from the Course Handouts section of the course web page, describes tools that you can use for analyzing cases.




Issues and Analysis

Identifying issues and analyzing the problems both require collecting relevant data and examples from the case and applying appropriate theoretical material to support your conclusions.  

The first section of your report should identify critical issues in the case and analyze their underlying causes.  Issues include symptoms of problems and other important aspects of the situation.  For example, an issue might be that team members are experiencing a great deal of interpersonal conflict, a team is losing market share, or other examples of poor team processes or performance.  You may wish to point out other factors that make the issues particularly problematic, e.g., if the team’s product accounts for a large percentage of the organization’s profits, the organization is facing an important deadline, etc.  

Identifying the critical issues may involve some hard choices.  There are many issues in any given case but not all of them are equally important.  One way to identify key issues is to look for factors that threaten the survival, goals, or performance of the organization or its major departments.  In your report, make it clear why you think these issues are important.  

Next, identify the factors producing the situation described in the case.  Do not confuse issues or symptoms of the problems with the problem sources.  Using data from the case and theoretical material, identify the root causes of the issues you described.  Be sure to include brief examples or information from the case and theoretical material to support your conclusions about the causes of the problem. 

Identifying problem causes is often the most difficult part of the assignment because it involves theorizing about why things have happened rather than just describing what occurred.  Although difficult, this section is essential because if you can figure out why the situation arose, then you can identify appropriate corrective responses.  Thus, the analysis should set the stage for the problem statement and management actions.  

Problem
In the next section of your report, succinctly describe the key problem (or problems) to be addressed.  The implicit question asked in a problem statement is “What do we want to change?”  Problem statements should be free from causes (which are identified in the analysis section) and solutions (which are presented in the management action section). 

Identifying the key problem(s) may involve some hard choices.  In complex situations, there are far more problems than we can attend to, and not all of them are equally important.  Therefore, your problem statement should follow clearly from your analysis section.  Further, make sure you are posing a problem to which your solutions (under "Management Action") will be responsive.  While this section will be brief (a sentence or two), it is where you cull the key problem that you think lies at the heart of the case.  

Management Action
Identify a set of actions to address the key problem(s) you identified.   I suggest that you use the following steps.  First, use brainstorming to identify all possible actions that will address the problem(s) and issues.  Use relevant theory and course concepts to help you identify actions.  Next, identify criteria that you will use to assess the actions.   For example, criteria might include cost, time frame for implementation, fit with corporate culture, and so on.  Next, evaluate your list of possible actions in terms of these criteria and select a set of actions to implement.  In addition, be sure to choose actions that address the issues raised initially and solve the underlying causes of the problem(s).   

Your report should describe your selected course of action and the criteria you used to select the actions (i.e., do not report the list of all possible actions).  In describing your actions, be specific, and state the means as well as the ends.   For example, it is not enough to say, "Management should communicate more with the employees".  You also need to specify exactly what should be communicated, by whom, how, when, and so forth.  Describe how you would implement the recommended actions and how you would monitor and evaluate results.  The key problems that most students have here include being vague (e.g., don't say "they should cooperate more" -- tell me what should be done specifically to get them to cooperate) and specifying the ends without the means (how will you achieve your desired states?).  

Analysis of Actions
All recommendations have potential costs or disadvantages, and it is important to think about them in advance. As your boss, if I implement your recommendations and something unexpected goes wrong, then I am likely to blame you. The best proposals for action are those that are thoroughly evaluated with respect to both the positive and negative consequences, coupled with corresponding contingency plans (where possible) for potential negative effects.  Therefore, in the final section of your paper, identify any obvious or potential downsides of your recommendations.  For example, what direct and indirect costs will be encountered?  How will the recommendations be difficult to implement?  Which, if any, employees might resist the actions?  How might the actions be counterproductive or backfire (i.e., what are possible negative side effects)?  Finally, for each downside or cost, either briefly identify contingency plans to deal with the problems, or if contingency plans are not possible or realistic, make a case that the organization simply has to live with the negative consequences. 

Grading Criteria

Cases will be graded for the following criteria:

Issues and Analysis

· identifies key issues 


-
provides documentation/support for importance of issues


-
analysis is specific, e.g., presents evidence to support conclusions


-
analysis is conceptually sound.  That is, problems are diagnosed accurately in terms of all relevant course principles  

Problem

· follows directly from analysis

· is comprehensive

· identifies critical problem

Actions

-
follow from the analysis


-
are specific


-
are sound in terms of course principles


-
are realistic/feasible


-
address all of the central issues raised in the analysis 


-
are comprehensive, i.e., enough recommendations are proposed to solve the problems and their underlying causes

Analysis of Actions

-
important weaknesses of the recommendations are identified


-
appropriate contingency plans are proposed or authors make a compelling case that the organization must live with the potential costs

Organization, grammar, etc.

-
accurate grammar and spelling


-
organized and well written report


Frequently Observed Problems with Case Analyses

The following is a list of frequently observed problems with case analyses.  You may wish to use this as a checklist to verify that these problems are not present in your written analysis.


Issues and Analysis
1.
Description of issues is scant.  What about it is at issue?

2.
Issues are off-target -- refer to extraneous or irrelevant items.

3. It is not clear why issues are important enough to address.

4. Misses key issues.

5.
Why?  Analysis does not explain the causes of what you observed, or what caused the problems to occur.  

6.
The point is not based on evidence from the case.

7.
Analysis is too vague.  Need evidence to support with a few facts/details from the case and with relevant concepts and/or examples from readings.

8.
Descriptive, restates the case facts.

9.
Does not show interactions and dynamics that lead to cause-effect relationship.  Cause is there; effect is there; but the link is not made explicit.

10.
So what?  Analysis does not address the implications or whether they are important.

11.
Missing key information.  Analysis is not complete.

12.
Comment is prescriptive and should go under "actions," not analysis.  "Should" and "need to" are signals that comments are prescriptive.


Problem
13.
Problem seems to come out of nowhere and is not based on analysis in any obvious way.

14.
Statement restates analysis, rather than summing up the crux of the analysis in a brief statement and identifying the key problem.  Problem statement should be free from causes.

15.
Focuses on the symptoms, not the problem.

16.
Focuses on relatively minor issues.

17.
Brings up issues that should have been addressed in analysis section.

18.
States solution.  What is the problem?

19.
Addresses too many problems to solve.


Actions
20.
Relevance to stated problem is not clear.  Why would this action help?  If not clear from the analysis, need to make explicit the purpose for the action.

21.
Actions are not consistent with analysis -- solutions do not follow logically from the cause/effect links identified in analysis section. 

22.
Doesn't address all central issues that were raised and analyzed earlier.

23.
Actions are not concrete (e.g., "Have meetings" is a little too vague.  What would be discussed?  Who should be involved?  Why would those involved want to participate?  What specifically would be done?).

24.
It is not clear how one would implement the recommended actions.

25.
Actions are not realistic.

26.
Need more actions to solve the stated problem.

27. Actions are not theoretically sound.

Analysis of Actions

28. Doesn't address the potential negative consequences or risks if recommendations are pursued 

29. Analysis of downsides is off-target.

30.
Doesn't suggest how to deal with potential problems and obstacles.


General Comments -- Across Categories
31.
Redundant.  Space is too limited to replace your other ideas with redundancies. 

32.
Poor grammar or awkward sentence structure.

33.
Typos or spelling errors.  Be sure to use spellcheck and to proofread.

34.
Report is too long -- not fooled by small print and narrow margins.  Need to be more concise or choose only the most important case features.  Choose both words and issues carefully.

35.
Write-up lacks direction and seems disjointed.  Pick your issues, choose a clear focus or position, analyze the issues, and direct your actions towards your specific, chosen focus or goals. 

36.
Lack of theoretical/course material used in analysis and/or actions sections.

Collect relevant data and facts








Identify and interpret critical issues








Identify possible actions	





Identify criteria for actions





Evaluate actions against criteria 





Choose best course of action and identify potential obstacles and contingency plans








Identify problem	








� Adapted from Sim Sitkin.





