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My Own Case Method Academic Journey

• Economics MS & PhD

• Game theory: Science 
of strategic thinking

• Pure lecture & theory 
with zero case method

• Management strategy

• 100% case method MBA 
& Exec Ed teaching

• Significant case study 
research & writing

• Strategy & economics

• Business, policy, & 
national security

• Case method for 
military & government

• National Security & 
Resource Strategy

• Industrial Analysis

• Blend of case method 
& lecture instruction

Game Theory  Management Strategy  National Security
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Case Study Methodology

What is Case Method?

Why Case Method?

What Makes an Effective Case Study?

Why Not Case Method?

What are Common Pitfalls to Avoid?

Agenda
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What is Case Method?

https:/ / www.youtube.com/ watch?v=Zp70pCiqcwk

https://youtu.be/Zp70pCiqcwk
https://youtu.be/Zp70pCiqcwk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zp70pCiqcwk
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What is Case Method?
Lecture Approach Case Method Approach

“Sage on the Stage” “Socrates”
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What is Case Method?

Where is the locus of thinking & analysis?

Analysis & Conclusions from Students Only

Case Material Instructor Student
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What is Case Method?
Case Study Method for Teaching Theory

Observation

Hypothesis

Theory

 Case method assures the practical relevance of theory
 If a theory can’t be taught via case method, maybe it 

should not be taught at all in professional education!
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What is Case Method?

Case study method …
 Does not replace, but complements, teaching of theory
 Can be a more effective way of teaching theory
 Takes a simple theoretical idea, makes it frustratingly 

complex, and then makes it simple again 

Case Study Method for Teaching Theory

Simply Theory Complex Reality Simple Theory
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What is Case Method?
Collaborative Creation of Know ledge

End-of-Class 
Generalization

Class 
Discussion

Small Group 
Discussion

Appropriate Level 
of Understanding

Individual 
Preparation

Time
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Why Case Method?
The Learning Pyramid

Source: National Training 
Laboratories, Institute of Applied 
Behavioral Science, Bethel, MD

Domain of
Case Method 

Learning

“I hear and I forget.
I see and I remember.
I do and I understand.”

– Confucius
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Why Case Method?
History of Success in Professional Education

Professional Education  Know ledge AND Skill
 Practice   Experience   Wisdom
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Why Case Method?
Art & Science of M ilitary Leadership

Science
• Underlying principles
• Can be taught via lecture

Art
• Must practice to master
• Requires experience –

including mistakes!
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What Makes an Effective Case Study?

Case Study Content:
• Many PME relevant contexts or themes
• Facts & quotes, but not analysis or conclusions
• Written like mystery novel, not after-action report

Case Study Sources:
• Numerous business & policy schools
• Best sources provide teaching notes
• Internal development for custom content
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What Makes an Effective Case Study?

Potentially useful as case study material, but these often … 
 Provide analysis & conclusions – so not a “mystery”
 Not explicitly designed for teaching or to foster debate

What may not be a good (teaching) case study?
Selected Books

or Chapters
Collections
of Articles

Guided Battle
Terrain Tours
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Why Not Case Method?

 “Case method learning requires more work
than just reading & listening to lectures”
 “I’m uncomfortable making & defending on-

the-spot decisions with limited information”

Valid Concerns from Various Perspectives

Students

Faculty

Institution

 “Case method teaching requires more work 
than just preparing & delivering lectures”
 “I’m unfamiliar & uncomfortable with Socratic 

method of case discussion leadership”
 “Knowledge retention may be higher, but we 

can’t deliver as much content with cases”
 “Commitment to case method requires major 

changes in faculty recruiting & development”
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What are Common Pitfalls to Avoid?
1.Not preparing students for the 

expectations of case learning

2. Insufficiently developing, 
supporting, or motivating faculty

3.Using cases as a rare rather than 
common pedagogical approach

4.Not committing to potentially 
develop your own case studies

5.Seeking only to learn from history 
rather than to learn in history
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Questions?
Dr. Peter J. Coughlan
Professor of National Security & Industrial Base
Eisenhower School for National Security & Resource Strategy 
National Defense University

https://www.linkedin.com/in/petercoughlan/
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