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Assignment Questions
for Case Studies
This document contains a general presentation of the case (Overview) and Suggested questions related to each case study.
Students may use them as a guideline in their analysis and recommendations.

The Short assignment is a synthesis of the questions or sometimes the most important one. You do not need to answer the Short assignment if you use the suggested questions.
The Format indicates the orientation and the role that the teams in charge of the presentation or the challenge must fulfill. This format should be used if explicitly required by the Instructor. 
1- Overview and Objectives

2- Suggested Questions

3- Short Assignment

4- Format of Presentation/Discussion
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 Airborne Express (A)

HBS 1998  #9-798-070

STRAT MAGT- Competitive advantage and strategic position of Follower
Overview and Objectives:

Despite being only the third largest player in the express mail industry, Airborne Express has survived and prospered in an industry with significant economies of scale, even it is much smaller than giants such as Federal Express and United Parcel Service.

The Airborne Express CASE explores competitive positioning within an industry and describes Airborne and its rivals’ to understand their differences and relative strategic positions. Data is provided to explain Airborne Express’s cost advantage and other sources of advantage.

Suggested Questions:

1.
How and why has the express mail industry structure evolve in recent years? How have the changes affected small competitors?

2.
How has Airborne survived, and recently prospered in its industry?
3.
Quantify Airborne’s sources of advantage (especially in term of costs).
4.
What must Robert Brazier, Airborne’s President and COO, do in order to strengthen the company’s position?
Short Assignment:

Evaluate Airborne’s advantage and unique position by comparison with the two giants of he industry, Federal Express and UPS, using the material in the case. This comparison will include cost analysis and other factors.

Format of Presentation/Discussion:

The scheduled Team makes the first presentation (with Powerpoint support) representing Robert Brazier and Airborne Express’s top managers.

A second team (volunteer or on call) represents an external consultant in Strategy called in by the Board to study the situation and make recommendations.

The “Challenging” team(s) will not make complete presentations again but simply provide different points of view, adding new elements, contradicting or reinforcing the first vision.
Caterpillar Tractor

HBS 1985  #9-385-276

STRAT MAGT – Industry analysis and strategic responses
Overview and Objectives:

The case is set in late 1981 when Caterpillar has just reported record sales and profits.

The trigger issue focuses on a meeting called by CEO Lee Morgan to review the record results and evaluate Caterpillar’s competitive strategy over the coming years.

After an extensive review of the earth-moving equipment industry, the case describes Caterpillar’s historical development, including the nature and source of its main functional policies. Information is also provided on the company’s organizational structure and culture.

The case ends with some concerns being raised from about changes in the industry structure and economic environment. 

Suggested Questions:

1.
What are the key elements in Caterpillar’s strategy? What are the sources of its outstanding success in the worldwide earth-moving equipment industry?

2.
What changes do you see in the industry and the competitive environment? What implications do they have for companies in the industry?

3.
How well is Caterpillar positioned for the Future? What recommendations would you make to Lee Morgan at the meeting in October 1981?

Short Assignment:

Which risks are the dominant factors that should shape Caterpillar’s strategy?

Which recommendations would you make for the future strategic position of this company?

Format of Presentation/Discussion:

The scheduled Team makes the first presentation (with Powerpoint support) representing Caterpillar’s CEO to assess the situation and make recommendations.

A second team (volunteer or on call) represents Caterpillar’s Board reviewing and assessing those recommendations.

The second team will not make complete presentations again but simply provide different points of view, adding new elements, contradicting or reinforcing the first vision.
Adolph Coors in the Brewing industry

HBS 1987  #9-388-014

STRAT MAGT – Industry analysis and strategic responses
Overview and Objectives:

By the mid 1980s, the US brewing industry has evolved (post-prohibition) from a local industry dominated by numerous small breweries into a national one, dominated by several very large aggressive competitors.

Adolph Coors, historically a regional player, has been critically affected by these industry changes.

Praised in the late 1970s as one of the best investment opportunities in the market, by the mid 1980s Coors’ competitive strategy seems to be coming “undone.”

While Coors’ 1985 financial results seem to imply that there may be light at the end of the tunnel, the future may not be as “rosy” as it appears. Coors faces serious competitive challenges from the major national players.

As the case ends, do nothing is no longer an option.

The case will allow us to review and refine our skills at industry and competitive analysis, and at identifying critical economic/competitive industry drivers.

It provides an opportunity for a quantitative and qualitative analysis of competitive economics.

It also forces us to consider the determinants of the sustainability of a competitive position.

Suggested Questions:

1.
How has the US brewing industry changed from prohibition through the mid 1980s? Why did the brewing industry consolidate?  How have the national breweries been able to gain an upper hand over the local and regional breweries?

2.
List and discuss the critical drivers (critical success factors) in the brewing industry, and how they have changed over time.

3.
What factors accounted for Coors’ competitive advantages in the mid-70s?  Compare Coors’ financial performance in 1977 with that of the other major breweries (Exhibit 9).  What drove Coors’ competitive advantage in the mid-70s?  Did Coors have a sustainable competitive position (advantages) in the mid-70s?

4.
How and why did Coors’ financial performance deteriorate between the mid-70s and the mid-80s?  Compare Coors’ financial performance in 1985 with that of the other major breweries. What drives Coors’ relative disadvantage vis-à-vis Anheuser Busch in 1985?

5.
What went wrong at Coors?  What could it have done differently?  When was its last real chance to change course?

6.
What are the merits and difficulties/problems of Coors’ adopting a national brewing strategy?

Short Assignment:

Compare and contrast the financial performance of Coors’ and its major competitors in 1977 and 1985 (exhibit 9). Examine the differences (variances) between Coors’ operating performance and its competitors, and offer an explanation as to their sources. Why have Coors’ financials changed so much in comparison to their competitors?

To answer these questions, a detailed/annotated spreadsheet and one page executive brief should be enough as a write-up. You may wish to create a comparative table highlighting reasons or sources of success in 1977 and reasons for difficulties in 1985.

Format of Presentation/Discussion:

The scheduled Team makes the first presentation (with Powerpoint support) representing an external consultant in Strategy called in by the Board to study the situation and make recommendations.

The challenging team(s) (volunteer or on call) represent(s) Coors’ Board reviewing and assessing those recommendations.

The challenging team(s) will not make complete presentations again but simply provide different points of view, adding new elements, contradicting or reinforcing the first vision.
De Beers Consolidated Mines, Ltd.
HBS 1998  #9-391-076

STRAT MAGT- Corporate and Business-level strategies
Overview and Objectives:

The De Beers case concerns a company that has, over a century, dominated and shaped the landscape of the diamond business to its advantage.  But a combination of weakening demand and exploding supply is posing the most significant challenge in nearly 50 years to De Beers’ strategy of supporting prices during market downturns by stockpiling diamonds (at the global distribution intermediary that it controls, the Central Selling Organization).

Suggested Questions:

1.
How did Cecil Rhodes originally acquire the mining claims for DeBeers Mining Co.? Did supplier power play a role in this process?

2.
How has De Beers attempted to manage the supply of diamonds and the demand of diamonds over time? 

3.
What is De Beers' pricing policy? Why does it follow this policy? 

4.
Does De Beers' CSO exercise bargaining power over buyers? If so, how?

5.
Why did Harry Oppenheimer say that speculation is problematic for De Beers, even though it caused increases in diamond prices?

Short Assignment:

What elements of the value chain would you recommend that De Beers continue to emphasize in its quest for monopoly profits? In which aspects of the diamond mining and distribution value chain do you believe that De Beers will face increasing competition? List each element of the value chain and evaluate the opportunities and difficulties of maintaining monopoly profits for each element. Conclude with recommendations.

Format of Presentation/Discussion:

The scheduled Team makes the first presentation (with Powerpoint support) being De Beers’ CEO.

A challenging team (volunteer or on call) represents an external consultant in Management and Strategy called in by the Board to make recommendations to address strategic threats and opportunities and make recommendations.

Another challenging team (volunteer or on call) makes the counterpoint, representing De Beer’s Board.

The challenging teams will not make complete presentations again but simply provide different points of view, adding new elements, contradicting or reinforcing the first vision.

Jollibee Foods Corporation (A): International expansion
HBS 1998  #9-399-007

STRAT MAGT – Internationalization
Overview and Objectives:

This case traces the international expansion of Jollibee Foods Corporation, a Philippine based fast food company led by entrepreneur Tony Tan Caktiong (TTC) that is expanding within Asia, and now beyond. It opens with a trigger issue focused on three investment decisions facing the international division’s new general manager, Noli Tingzon. He has opportunities to expand into Papua New Guinea (PNG), Hong Kong or the US, and recognizes that his decision on which project to back will probably shape the broader strategic agenda and organizational model that the company’s  international operations will follow.

Suggested Questions:
1.
How was Jollibee able to build its dominant position in fast food in the Philippines? What sources of competitive advantage was it able to develop against McDonald’s in its home market?
2.
How would you evaluate Tony Kitchner’s effectiveness as the first head of Jollibee’s international division? Does his broad strategic thrust make sense? How effectively did he develop the organization to implement his priorities?

3.
As Noli Tingzon, how would you deal with the three options described at the end of the case? How would you implement your decision?

Short Assignment:

What should Jollibee do in regards of the three possible decisions? What are its sources of competitive advantage?
Format of Presentation/Discussion:

The scheduled Team makes the first presentation (with Powerpoint support) as Jollibee Foods Corp.’s head Tony Tan Caktiong explaining the strategic orientations for the company.
Challenging teams (volunteer or on call) make the counterpoint, representing the entire executive staff trying to help TTC in deciding the main orientations.
Challenging teams will not make a complete presentation again but will simply provide with different points of view, adding new elements, contradicting or reinforcing the first vision.
Komatsu Ltd.: Project G’s Globalization

HBS 1997 March  #9-398-016

STRAT MAGT – General strategic orientations and corporate level strategy

UD: 12/20/2008
Overview and Objectives:

The case provides a history of Komatsu’s strategic and organizational development from the 1960s to the early 1990s, culminating with a decision by the new CEO, Tetsuya Katada, to make a radical change in the company’s deeply embedded strategic objective and organizational configuration.

Under the heading of Project G, this project changes Komatsu’s long-term vision from the laser-sharp strategic intent of “catching up and surpassing Caterpillar” to a broader and deliberately less focused objective of “growth, global, group-wide”.

Suggested Questions:

1.
How was Komatsu able to evolve from a $169m company with low-quality products to become a real challenge to Caterpillar by the early 1980s? How would you evaluate Mr. Kawai’s performance?
2.
Why did performance deteriorate so rapidly in the mid-1980s? What grade would you give to Mr. Nogawa’s term as CEO?
3.
How appropriately has Mr. Tanaka dealt with the problems he inherited? What is your evaluation of his brief tenure as CEO?

4.
How effectively has Mr. Katada taken charge? How do you assess his new vision, his new strategy, and his new cultural and behavioral objectives? What grade would you give him?

5.
As head of Caterpillar’s construction equipment business, what is your assessment of your current situation? Are the objectives Mr. Katada has set for you reasonable? What are your priorities and how would you implement them? How do you respond to the issues and concerns related to the implementation of the globalization process? 

Short Assignment:

Ho would you assess the quality and pertinence of the last strategic moves described in the case, under Mr. Katada’s tenure as CEO?
Format of Presentation/Discussion:

The scheduled Team makes the first presentation (with Powerpoint support) representing a consulting firm hired by Mr. Katada to put in perspective the evolution of Komatsu’s strategy over the last 20 years, and to make strategic recommendations.
The challenging team(s) (volunteer or on call) represent(s) Komatsu Board of directors, which needs to be convinced of the quality of the chosen strategy.

The challenging team(s) will not make complete presentations again but simply provide different points of view, adding new elements, contradicting or reinforcing the first vision.
Netflix

HBS 2007  #9-607-138

STRAT MAGT- Competitive advantage and business models
Overview and Objectives:

Reed Hastings founded Netflix after paying a $40 late fee for an overdue rental copy of Apollo 13. His vision was to provide a home movie service that would do better job satisfying customers than the traditional rental retail model. Founded in 1997 during the emergent days of the Internet retailing, Netflix offered a web portal driven home delivery service of DVDs through the mail.

The company made then a strategy shift to a prepaid subscription model.

The reader is presented with the emergence of the Video-On-Demand VOD. Many industry observers  believed that VOD posed a disruptive threat to Netflix’s core DVD rental business. 

Suggested Questions:

1.
Would you buy Blockbuster stock or short it at the time of the case? How about Netflix?
2.
Did Netflix do the same jobs for consumer than Blockbuster did? How did this evolve over time ?
3.
Compare Blockbuster’s and Netflix’s profit models. How might the differences affect the respective company’s strategies?
4.
As you examine each major shift in Netflix’s strategy, what might have been an assumptions checklist that they might have used at each stage? What assumptions checklist might you use for Video-On-Demand VOD?
Short Assignment:

Evaluate the evolution of the business models in the industry and the threat of VOD for the future.
Format of Presentation/Discussion:

The scheduled Team makes the first presentation (with Powerpoint support) representing Netflix’s top managers.
A second team (volunteer or on call) represents a group of industry observers reporting to the major professional and regulating organization in the industry.
The “Challenging” team(s) will not make complete presentations again but simply provide different points of view, adding new elements, contradicting or reinforcing the first vision.
Tata Group

House of Tata: Acquiring a global footprint

HBS 2008 May  #9-708-446

STRAT MAGT – Growth and corporate level strategy

UD: 12/20/2008
Overview and Objectives:

The case describes the evolution and the strategies of Tata Group, an Indian conglomerate, and first Indian private employer.

Founded in 1868 as a trading firm by Jamsetji N. Tata, the company diversified into the textile business in 1874. Since then, the company has dramatically grown and diversified into various industries such as hotels, steel production, IT services, airlines, etc. 

The case allows to look at some of the main businesses of the firm (for example Tata Motors and Tata steel) to understand their respective business strategies and Tata’s corporate-level strategy, trying to build a strong and efficient global group. Some challenges impacting Tata are developed, as well as the strategic orientations undertaken by Tata as a response.

Suggested Questions:

1.
What are the main evolutions or trends in the Indian economy since the early 1990s, with which consequences for Tata?
2.
How can you describe the evolution of Tata Group over time since its foundation?
3.
Which strategies do Tata’s main businesses (Tata Steel, Tata Motors) implement?

4.
How could you describe Tata’s corporate-level strategy (CL-S and role of Center)?

Short Assignment:

What type of corporate strategy does Tata successfully implement? Which threats could you identify for the future?
Format of Presentation/Discussion:

The scheduled Team makes the first presentation (with Powerpoint support) representing CEO Ratan Tata and his staff describing the evolution of the firm and its strategic orientations.
The challenging team(s) (volunteer or on call) represent(s) a group of influent stakeholders who need some in-depth and detailed information about the future of the firm and the reasons of it success.

The challenging team(s) will not make complete presentations again but simply provide different points of view, adding new elements, contradicting or reinforcing the first vision.
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