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Best practice

Best practice was written by Maja Makovec Brenčič and Monika Lisjak, Faculty of Economics, University of Ljubljana, Slovenia, as a part of Leonardo da Vinci project “Moving towards the case method”. The idea of this form is to document the process of writing a case study and a teaching note. The aim is to facilitate other case writers in the future by illustrating the different phases and accompanied successes and pitfalls in the phases of case writing.

1. Selecting the company / Management issue

Why and how did you do the choice?

Company has been selected for multitude of reasons. However, four of them should be emphasized: (1) the company is a fast growing SME as it won the award of Slovenian bronze gazelle 2004, (2) the company faced challenges that are relevant to issues covered in the course, (3) appealing story and interesting industry, which is easy to relate to, and (4) established contacts with management.

Hints: Company selection is a key step in case writing process. It requires careful evaluation of company attractiveness to target audiences and relatedness to course issues. Having established relations with management may also help in guaranteeing company collaboration.

2. Before the company visit

How did you approach the company? What preliminary work (data gathering etc.) did you do before the actual visit?

Chairman of the board has been approached by an email explaining briefly project content, project objectives, institutions involved, motives for company selection, and tasks that should be performed by the company. After that, a short meeting followed where case authors explained more in-depth previously listed issues, and stressed company suitability for the project as well as the benefits the company should gain by involving in the project. On that occasion case authors showed also a case collection that has been published by the home institution in order to attract management attention. Besides, also a preliminary version of the contract authorizing company’s permission for publication was showed. During that meeting dynamics for further work has been accorded and general questions asked, which entailed authors to get acquainted with interesting issues that could be covered in the case. 

Prior to the actual visit to the company case authors have done a preliminary work that consisted of visiting company’s and competition’s home pages, gathering industry data, and reviewing recent articles that involved the company under investigation. Secondary research data and information received during meetings were the basis for formulation of relevant questions to be asked to top management. An outline of questions was sent in advance.

Hints for approaching company: (1) contact with top management or people that are influential in the company, (2) reveal your identity, title, institution, (3) explain what a case is and its objectives, (4) list institutions involved, (5) describe motives for company selection, (6) list benefits for the company, and (7) tasks that should be performed by the company.

Hints for preparing for the first visit: (1) become acquainted with industry dynamics (trends, key success factors, sources of competitive advantages), (2) get insides into company operations (domestic and international operations, financial figures, ownership structure, stage of their development, core products, strategies etc.), and (3) prepare an outline of questions to be asked during the first visit.

3. The company visit

What happened during the company visit, what did you focus on, what did you achieve?

The objective of the visits was to get to know the company better in order to come up with ideas for case study. For this reason very general questions have been asked at the beginning in order to allow the interviewee to focus on desired issues. After most interesting topics have been detected, authors started to ask more fine-tuned questions. The interview has been recorded with interviewees’ permission.

Hints: (1) be prepared!, (2) have a professional attitude (dress code, wording used etc), (3) during first meeting live interviewee the possibility to focus on desired issue, (4) record the interview as you will not have time to write everything down (recorded tapes would be useful also for quotes), and (5) inform interviewee of the possibility of a second visit, in case the need would arise. 

4. The actual writing process

Describe the phases that were included in the writing process of the case study and the teaching note: how did you proceed, how much time did you use etc. 

First draft Before starting to write the first draft of the case it is recommendable to outline the case structure and main topics in advance. Than case author can start drafting notes about each topic. During this phase new ideas arise as well as the need to find additional primary or secondary information. Once completed, case author can start writing the first draft having in mind the target audience. Then a process of rewriting and improvements follows. While writing the case study it is useful to start already thinking about the teaching note as this would influence decisions regarding information to use either in case or teaching note.   

Revising the draft: Once the first draft has been written it is useful to let time pass by. After a while it is possible to start revising the draft as ideas crystallise and authors acquire new motivation for case improvement.   

Obtaining company approval: Company have agreed to cooperate in the project already during the first meeting. However, final approval was obtained only after top management read the rewritten version of the case study and teaching note.  

Revising the draft after teaching: this part cannot yet be written.

Hints: (1) Define target audience and teaching objectives of the case, (2) define problematic and main issues, (3) write an outline (case structure), (4) write the first draft, (5) rewrite it by making sure you used past tenses, and (6) make sure the story will appeal to students. In the case writing process be creative, persistent and self-critical!   

6. Own comments of the whole writing process

Case writing is a sequential process that involves many loops and requires communication, listening and analytical skills as well as story writing capabilities. Nevertheless it is an enjoyable experience as it gives you the opportunity to familiarize with real business cases, further sharpen your skills, and makes the teaching experience more involving and rewarding.  
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