Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 217
2nd International Conference on Social, economic, and academic leadership (ICSEAL 2018)

Leadership fostering via teaching business case studies:
opportunities and limitations
Manuela Tvaronavičienė
Vilnius Gediminas Technical University
Saulėtekio 11, LT-10223
Vilnius
Lithuania

Abstract In a contemporary complex environment, sustainable development of SMEs and large companies
considerably depends on effective and efficient leadership. Fostering of business leadership abilities at
contemporary universities could not be imagined and designed without application of case study teaching
techniques.
This paper is devoted to the case studies teaching peculiarities and their implementation in the teaching
process. At first, the format of a business case study suitable for fostering leadership abilities is discussed.
Second, business case studies teaching techniques are presented, and the opportunities of leadership
development are provided. Insights about case studies limitations and their reasons are formulated in order
to shape up the picture. The author relies on over 10 years of business case studies-based teaching experience
that can be used in studying leadership.

1

Introduction

A lot of definitions of leadership could be found in scientific and popular literature and discussion on
leadership styles and their impact is on-going. In this paper we are not going to get into this discussion. On
contrary, we base our investigation on very basic assumption that leadership as phenomenon, is ability to make
decisions and to lead people towards implementations of set goals. In order to lead people, the leader has to
be educated and responsible, otherwise leadership traits can have disastrous consequences.
In this paper we pose a question about possibility to develop ability to make rational decisions trough
analysis of business cases. We tackle particularly business and management students who study at university,
and, are supposed to lead businesses in the future. So, one can wonder when the analysis of business cases can
facilitate development of ability to make right decisions, and what/ when one can encounter limitations of the
used case study method.
The insights provided is this paper are based on more than 10 years teaching of application of case
study method for teaching. Responses of students, observations of professor and overall s atisfaction by year
by year achieved results will be generalized in this paper.
The paper is structured as follows: the first part will be devoted by description of a case study and
teaching methodology in order to avoid misunderstanding what is being meant by a case study and describe
very clearly adopted approach towards its use. The second part will be devoted to observations of opportunities
of leadership development provided by this teaching method, and the final part will outline limitations of this
method. We believe that the finalizing part is the most valuable one, since clear description of limitations
would allow, as we believe, to avoid mistakes and increase efficiency of leadership traits development a whole.

2

Format of a business case study, suitable for fostering of leadership abilities

Inclinations, traits and abilities of students are discussed rather widely in the most recent scientific business
literature (e.g. Naushad 2018; Bogdanović et al. 2018). This increasing attention to students are
understandable; the context of aging societies, complexity of environment and increasing importance of
sustainable entrepreneurship shifts the emphasis on development of new generation of leaders , which were
able to set correct goals, and implement them efficiently in vide variety of situations and equipped with
enormous flows of information including the big data on the job markets of the future (Strielkowski and
Rausser 2013; Koudelková and Svobodová 2014; Kalyugina et al. 2015; Čábelková et al. 2015; Strielkowski
et al. 2016; Zielińska 2016; Durglishvili 2017; Orlova et al. 2018; Plenkina et al. 2018; Ragulina et al. 2018;
Naushad et al. 2018; Białowąs 2018; Shvetsova et al. 2018; Strielkowski 2018; Mikhaylov 2018; Kubeš and
Rančák 2018, Tvaronavičienė 2018).
The enhanced attention to students respectively makes a question of their teaching techniques
increasingly topical. Despite there is almost unanimous agreement that case studies are powerful tool of
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business education, there still rather different opinions could be encountered about what business case should
look like and what techniques of its teaching could be used, what results are to be expected. Therefore, let
us specify what we understand under business case and describe the approach and expected outcomes of its
teaching.
Relevant business case study, which could, to our mind, be recommended for teaching purposes has
to meet specific requirements. Let us go through those requirements, since cont ent of a business case used
for teaching is strongly related to its ultimate impact on students’ abilities’ development. Hence, we believe
that the case study has to be based on real situation, which occurred in real company under real
circumstances. Here we would argue with opponents, who believe that devised situation could serve as
business case for teaching purposes. Real situation, of course, written for teaching purposes is more
convincing, sometimes unexpected, and, in some cases can have continuatio n, which provides opportunity
to examine what decision were made by real managers of company-protagonist. We completely agree
that “compared to other methods, the strength of the case study method is its ability to examine, in -depth, a
"case" within its "real-life" context (Yin 2006). Therefore, when simulated examples are used for lecturing
purposes they shouldn’t be called “case studies”.
The second feature of a good business case is its layout. Business case should be finished at a certain
point, where an important decision has to be made by a company’s CEO. The decision, which address a
problem, which has to be solved by the considered company. It is peculiar that by making decision the CEO
usually has variety of alternative choices. Choosing of the most beneficial for a company option requires all
the spectrum of skills and abilities, which are needed for decision making, i.e. understanding of causes of
the problem and consequences, if one or another decision would be opted. Let us take a closer look at the
process of decision-making, which has to be outcome of analysis of any case study.

3

Opportunities of leadership development provided by application of case study
teaching method: insights to limitations

Let us look at the rather universal scheme of a business case analysis. After discussing the sequence and logic
of teaching, we will indicate how, and at which stage of teaching process leadership skills of students are being
fostered. A selected business case has to be given to students in advance, at least one day before the business
case teaching, in order students had possibility to read it carefully in order to understand the situation. Usually,
guiding questions at very end of the case study are being provided. It is very bad, if students arrive to business
case teaching lecture without preparation. Actually, such students should not be allowed to participate in case
study analysis. In current conditions of aging society, when young population becomes a minority group, and
students transform into clients of university’s fight with unprepared students become a challenge for a
professor, who has to balance between quality standards and pleasing “students-clients”. This externality may
affect quality of business case teaching method, in case professor for one or other reasons is forced to allow
unprepared students to participate in a lecture. Let us allow, that this is not the case, therefore further let us
concentrate on “ideal” business case teaching conditions. At the beginning of the lecture students are assigned
into groups, desirable, not more than 6 students in one group. In those groups students have to share their
responses to questions provided at the end of assigned case, and develop discussion ba sing on opinions
expressed by members of the group. Case study analysis session should start after students had their own
discussions in groups. A professor starts case study analysis from posing a question about problems which
could be found in the company in question. Here, one needs to draw attention to the logic on which the whole
process of case study is being based: since a problem occurred, where unordinary decision has to be made by
CEO, most likely the company itself has some problems, which has to be solved internally. In order to clarify
what is being meant by problems, “which has to be solved internally”, let us provide some examples. Hence,
there could be problems related e.g. with company’s organizational culture, when employees “jump” over
layers of hierarchy in order to achieve their personal goals; organizational values, when declared values do
not match behavioral patterns (e.g. Al-Kahtani 2018), organizational structure, when functions are duplicated;
organizational culture, motivation system etc. Set of another type of problems could be related to company’s
strategy formulation issues, e.g. when more lucrative but more risky strategies have to be balance with more
stable and better-known strategies, which generate lower value added. Human resources’ management style,
e.g. working in teams, and team appreciation versus individual achievement appreciation as well could be
contentious choice for different companies. The examples provided allow to perceive how deep students are
encouraged to dig in order to find solution for conflicts which arise among employees, sometimes among
employees and administration, among companies and clients, or for example among subsidiaries of the same
companies and the like.
A professor starts a lecture by posing a question about problems inside the company which could have
caused the conflict or another situation at the company which requires extraordinary solution. The aim of
professor who acts as facilitator is to get at least 6-7 suggestions from audience which could be later elaborated
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further. Here students are encouraged to express their opinions, explain why they one or another suggest
formulation. Suggestions are written by the teaching professor on a blackboard for further analysis. This case
teaching moment is extremely important as actually is a powerful mean of student leadership abilities
development. Students are encouraged to put themselves into shoos of CEO and make a list of possible
problems. Let us recall that such analysis has been already practiced in groups prior a lecture. Let us put a
stages of case analysis in structured way in order to see all the sequence:
•
•
•

Making an extensive list of possible problems, which are embedded in the analyzed company
Revising critically an extensive list and concentrating on estimated 6-7 problems
Foreseeing and discussing ways of solving of the problems and consequences of their solution
(Figure 1)

Revising critically and
concentrating on
particular problems

Making an list of
possible problems

Ways of problem solving
and expected
consequences

Fig. 1. The first three stages of case analysis
Source: Own results

The problem

Indicated problems usually have multiple alternative ways, or tools set for their solving with respective
consequences. Therefore, each way has to be discussed and consequences of the chosen toolset realized in full
scale (Figure 2).

One way of the problem solving and expected consequences

The second way of the problem solving and expected consequences

The third way of a problem solving and expected consequences

Fig. 2. Considering ways of the problem solving
Source: Own results
The following steps of the case analysis are:
•
•

Making an action plan for solving the problems in longer run
Making a decision how to deal with arisen problem in a short run, i.e “tomorrow”.

The last two stages of case study analysis “making an action plan for solving the problems in longer
run” and “making a decision how to deal with arisen problems “tomorrow” requires additional explanation.
Recall, that a business case used for educational purposes has to finish at the moment, when a company
encounters a problem, which has to be solved without delay. Such urgent problems usually are expressed
through extreme situations, e.g. open conflicts, rude infringements of company’s performance etc. The task
of top management is twofold: one the one hand thorough analysis has to be done, in order to reveal causes
of those problems in order to neutralize them, and, on the other hand, an immediate decision has to be made
in order “to put fire” right now. “Putting fire right now” does not eradicate problems embedded in the
company itself, therefore it is nerveless very important for smoothing companies’ performance in the nearest
future. Those immediate decisions usually are impulsive and not that well thought through as company’s
transformation strategies born as result of thorough analysis. Leadership style is the factor which affects the
immediate decision. Students, which obtain case study experience become rather well prepared for real life
challenges, therefore case study teaching provides a lot of opportunities to develop leadership abilities and
therefore can’t be overestimated.
Despite development of future business leader cannot be imagined without case studies, the
limitations of this methods must be discussed as well. There are a lot of literature devoted both to advantages
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and disadvantages of case studies use (e.g. Vissak 2010). We will provide our authentic insights based on
extensive personal teaching experience. Hence, the following limitations have to be indicated:
•

•

4

Estimated 10-20 percent of students do not accept case studies method at all. It is especially applied
to students, which study business as additional discipline, while the main study area is non-social
studies area, e.g. engineering. Intuition is lack of social studies result in lack of abilities to make
decisions in uncertain situations
Case studies, which require specific knowledge in finance, knowledge in accountancy and overall
economic education is being resolved with much less enthusiasm and mutual discussion if to compare
with cases on organizational culture, human resource management etc. It shows that financial and
economic knowledge appears to be rather frequently weak (Tkacova et al. 2018) and therefore
difficult to apply.

Conclusions

Teaching of business case studies appears to be absolutely compulsory in contemporary universities. Thence,
in order for the teaching to lead to fostering the creation of effective business leaders the case studies used in
the study process have to be carefully selected and contain the methodology that should be carefully crafted
and designed.
In addition, it seems important that these case studies have to be distinguished from artificially
simulated business tasks. Case studies require preparation of students, which has to be done before case study
lecture. One can clearly see that universal transformation of students into clients of universities threaten to
hinder quality of business education, especially in cases when students are allowed to participate in case study
teaching without a priori preparation.
Therefore, using of the case studies in teaching is a powerful tool for fostering of students’ leadership
abilities. In the same time, one has to acknowledge that limitations of case studies used in teaching cannot be
ignored and thence should be carefully thought over, prepared and executed.
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