
business school alumnus

Powell Niland, now of

Washington University,

has observed, “puts the

student in the habit of

making decisions.”16

Day after day, classes re-

volve around protago-

nists who face critical

choices. Delay is seldom

an option. Both faculty

and students cite the

“bias for action” that results—what Fouraker professor of busi-

ness administration Thomas Piper calls “courage to act under un-

certainty.” That courage is essential for corporate leadership. “The

businessman’s stock in trade,” wrote two long-time faculty mem-

bers, the late Walmsley University Professor C. Roland Chris-

tensen and Abraham Zalesnik, now Matsushita professor of lead-

ership emeritus, “is his willingness to take risks, to decide upon

and implement action based on limited knowledge.”17 Cultivating

these attitudes is the raison d’etre of the case method.

But it also raises concerns. At times, courage is di∞cult to dis-

tinguish from foolhardiness. Competitive information may be un-

available; technologies may be underdeveloped; employees may be

untrained or unprepared. Sometimes the wisest course of action

is to wait and see.

The case method does little to cultivate caution. Decisiveness is

rewarded, not inaction. Students can become trigger-happy as a

result, committed “to taking action where action may not be jus-

tified or to force a solution where none is feasible.”18 Class discus-

sions can easily polarize. Persuasiveness is valued—but not pub-

licly changing one’s own mind. Few students do so in the course

of discussion; if anything, positions tend to harden as debate con-

tinues. Skilled managers, by contrast, try to stay flexible, altering

their positions as new evidence and arguments emerge.

Increasingly, the case method is being used to teach sophisti-

cated techniques like valuation, forecasting, and competitive

analysis. These techniques are essential to modern business liter-

acy and are required for employment at investment banks, con-

sulting firms, and large corporations. But they come with a price.

“Too many of our cases,” says Kester, “are turning into glorified

problem sets. They have a methodological line of attack and a

single, preferred, right answer. They are exercises in applied

analysis.” Diagnosis, decision-making, and implementation—the

action skills the case method was originally designed for—re-

ceive much less time and attention. The challenge is com-

Tosteson sought to connect science and medical practice.

For years, the “technology” of cases remained static. They were

written documents consisting of text, tables, and illustrations.

Today, however, information and communication technologies are

transforming cases—and with them, the processes of class prepa-

ration and discussion—in ways that produce greater realism, en-

gagement, and interaction.

The business school has invested heavily in “multimedia” cases.

Faculty members, working closely with information-technology

experts, have produced approximately 35 to date, on subjects

ranging from the choice of an advertising strategy for Mountain

Dew to the launch of a new software product by Microsoft. In ad-

dition to text, these cases include videos, simulations, and ani-

mated exhibits, all available on-line and navigable in multiple

ways. Judy Stahl, the school’s chief information o∞cer, says, “Stu-

dents love them because they’re di≠erent—even though they re-

quire more time to prepare.”

The school’s first multimedia case, “Pacific Dunlap,” developed

in 1996, examines the challenges of running a textile factory in

China; it includes a video tour of the manufacturing floor, video

interviews with case protagonists, and an interactive spreadsheet

that students use to explore possible changes in the production

process. The most recent multimedia case, “Paul Levy: Taking

Charge of the Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center,” contains

hours of video interviews with the hospital’s new CEO, recorded

during his first six months as he led a turnaround of the hospital,

which had been losing more than $50 million annually. Every two

to four weeks, Levy met with the casewriters and camera crew

for lengthy question-and-answer sessions, thus diminishing the

usual problem of first-person narratives, which are infused with

the wisdom of hindsight. He also provided excerpts from his

daily calendar, selected e-mail correspondence, internal memo-

randa and reports, and news coverage, all of which are available

through a single website. Students access these materials through

a calendar of events that presents activities chronologically, as

Levy worked through problems. The students can also follow his

work by category—such as dealing with the board or formulating

the recovery plan. And they can retrieve supplemental material

on leadership style, managing diverse constituencies, and so on.

(A brief video clip from the Levy case is available at www.-

harvard-magazine.com/on-line/03so/levy.html.)

Multimedia materials add richness and depth to cases, bringing

students that much closer to reality. The medical school has car-

ried the idea a step further, using technology to mimic real life. An

experiment named ICON (“interactive case-based online net-

work”) puts all case materials, research papers, and associated ref-

erences on the Web for ready access and includes a module called

“Virtual Contact” that allows students to interact directly with

the protagonists in the case, who are played by medical-school fac-

ulty. Students pose questions, and the faculty members respond—

true to form and wholly in character. A renowned specialist might

curtly dismiss a naive question, while a family member might pro-

vide intimate details about a patient’s condition. Students in one

tutorial were paged in the middle of class and told that their pa-

tient had been admitted unexpectedly to the emergency room at

two the previous morning. How did they plan to respond?

E≠orts like these bring students into the case problem, causing
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pounded by the continued influx of Ph.D.s with backgrounds in

economics, political science, psychology, and sociology into busi-

ness-school teaching. That leaves some professors wondering:

how do we continue to teach the art and craft of management?

Fostering a Spirit of Inquiry
For most of the twentieth century, medical schools fol-

lowed the model proposed by Abraham Flexner in a report to the

Association of American Medical Colleges in 1910. The first two

years of medical school were devoted to basic-science courses in

biochemistry, anatomy, pharmacology, and other core disciplines.

Most teaching was done in large lectures, and students were ex-

pected to memorize huge quantities of information. The follow-

ing two years were devoted to clinical training—interactions

with live patients in which students learned such skills as taking

histories, conducting physical examinations, and making diag-

noses. Most clinical training took place in small groups directly

on the hospital floor. The preclinical and clinical years were

largely separate.

For decades, critics complained about this approach, citing the

tedium of the first two years, the force-feeding of material, the

lack of connection between science and medical practice, and the

weary, unhappy students who were the result. But despite re-

peated calls for action, there was little change.

When Daniel Tosteson, an alumnus, became dean of Harvard

Medical School in 1977, he drew upon his prior experience as a

professor of cell biology and as dean (at Chicago) and immedi-

ately convened a series of faculty discussions, workshops, and

symposiums aimed at reforming medical education. A 1979 work-

shop examined “What do we want Harvard Medical School grad-

uates to know how to do, and how does the learning environment

foster or hinder the achievement of these goals?” A 1980 sympo-

sium examined the problem of information overload: with more

than 600,000 biomedical articles published each year, how could

students, and physicians, keep current?19

These discussions resulted in a series of broad design principles

and the commissioning of several planning groups, the first of

which involved the Business School’s C. Roland Christensen, cel-

ebrated for his mastery of the case method and his case-teaching

seminars. Additional case-method experience came from Gordon

Moore, professor of ambulatory care and prevention, another

medical-school graduate and also a recent graduate of the busi-

ness school’s Advanced Management Program, who oversaw cur-

riculum design and development. After pilot testing, the “New

Pathway” was up and running in 1985. By 1992, it had become the

school’s sole mode of instruction.20

“Medicine,” Tosteson argued, was “a kind of problem solving,”

and each medical encounter was “unique in a personal, social, and

biologic sense…. All these aspects of uniqueness impose on both

physician and patient the need to learn about the always new sit-

uation, to find the plan of action that is most likely to improve the

health of that particular patient at that particular time.”21 Stu-

them to invest heavily in the outcome. For even greater realism,

the medical school relies on Stan the man(nequin), a high-fidelity

patient simulator. Stan is the ultimate in realistic cases: a life-size,

computerized dummy with a heart that beats, lungs that breathe,

pupils that dilate, and vital signs that are readily visible on nearby

digital monitors. He has been programmed to experience a wide

range of medical conditions, such as acute asthma attacks, renal

failures, and congestive heart disease. On command, Stan’s breath-

ing becomes labored, his pulse erratic; then, the monitors spring to

life, with all the accompanying bells and whistles that indicate a

real emergency. A voice transmitter, operated by a nurse or doctor

in a back room, ensures that Stan airs his feelings personally.

Students respond as they would to a real patient: they check

Stan’s blood pressure, administer drugs, insert breathing tubes,

and give supplemental oxygen. The simulator then recovers (or

dies) exactly as a patient would in real life—but with none of the

risk. Many tutors now use Stan to supplement their written

cases, providing students with a deeper, more experiential sense

of the conditions they are studying. In the process, says James

Gordon, director of the program on medical simulation, “They be-

come emotionally attached, and learn at a di≠erent level.”

The law school has done the least to jazz up its curriculum

with multimedia and simulation technologies. Appellate court

decisions, after all, rely heavily on the written word. Instead, the

school has used networks to improve connectivity, build commu-

nity, and tighten the links between students and faculty. One tool

is H2O, created by the law school’s Berkman Center for Internet

and Society, a polling and messaging system with the ability to

swap comments among students. A professor might ask members

of her class to take a position on a hypothetical law, for example:

are they for it or against it, and for what reasons? Arguments

must be written up and submitted to the system. Then, at a pre-

set time, H2O randomly trades students’ comments: every stu-

dent in favor of the law is sent an argument from a student who is

opposed, and vice-versa. Students must then frame rebuttals to

the arguments they have received.

This process gives students the opportunity to engage each

other during the preparation process, building a more cohesive

group. It enables them to practice legal writing, an essential

lawyerly skill. And it provides instructors a better sense of the di-

versity of students’ opinions, as well as a preview of the most

common and cogent arguments. Class time, says Jonathan Zit-

train, Berkman assistant professor of entrepreneurial legal stud-

ies, is that much more productive: “I get to see where the fault

lines are. Sometimes, it’s 90 percent for and 10 percent against,

when I expected it to be completely di≠erent.” 

In his course on “The Internet and Society,” held in one of the

school’s wired classrooms, Zittrain uses the network to stimu-

late class participation. Students can contribute verbally or via

the Internet. Rather than raising their hands, they can e-mail

questions and comments to a teaching fellow sitting with an

open computer at the front of class. Periodically, Zittrain turns

to the teaching fellow and asks if anything interesting has come

in; if so, those comments become fodder for discussion. Foreign

students, in particular, find the opportunity to put their

thoughts in writing helpful, as do those who are least comfort-

able speaking extemporaneously. 

As these examples suggest, technology is slowly infusing the

case method. Used wisely, it o≠ers greater realism, a closer con-

nection with the external world, and a heightened sense of com-

munity. But it is not a panacea. Technology can enhance and

deepen cases, but only a skilled teacher can bring them to life. 
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