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  Let’s Practice 

Case Study 
  



 
 
 
Case: 
 
Your Program’s Chief Housing Officer has informed your professional 
staff team that you will be going on an overnight summer retreat in July.  
They have asked that as a team you decide where you will be going.  
You have been informed that the retreat will be paid for by the program 
and should cost no more than $1000.00 including food, travel, tax etc.  
 
  



 
Problem:  
The professional team needs to decide on a summer retreat location. 
 
 
Decision Criteria: 
Work in your group to come up with a maximum of three decision criteria 
for the problem above. 

1.  ______________________________________________ 

2.  _______________________________________________ 

3.  _______________________________________________ 
 
 
 
  





Recommendation: 
 

_______________________________________________________ 
 
Implementation: 
 
Immediate Term ( __ - __ weeks): 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
Short Term (__ - __ weeks): 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
Long Term (__ - __ weeks): 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 



A Framework for Decision Making  

Kenneth F. Harling,  
Wilfrid Laurier University 

A good decision involves selecting the best alternative from among those available. Determining 
which is the best is most easily done using a framework that ensures systematic analysis of the 
alternatives. Different frameworks have been described over time. Which framework is best 
depends on the complexity of the situation being addressed. 

When dealing with simple situations the sequential process of decision-making appears to work 
well. This approach is often the one presented in case courses students take early in their 
educational programs. Students are taught that they have to proceed through seven steps: 
problem definition, situation analysis, definition of alternatives, analysis of alternatives, 
comparison of alternatives, recommendation of an alternative, and a plan of action for 
implementing the recommended alternative. As they perform each step, they write down the 
information pertaining to that step. Apart from appearing to work well, this process is attractive 
because it is easy to teach. This process, however, does not transfer well to decision making in 
more complex situations found in later courses. Those who try to apply it find that, though they 
follow the method as instructed, they produce weak and inconsistent analysis. What has gone 
wrong? 

The problem is that decision-making is never a linear process though reporting on it can be. Good 
decision-making is built upon recognizing all sorts of interrelationships among the steps, even in 
simple situations. The reason that decision making in a simple situation appears linear is that the 
student decision-maker is able to absorb and keep in mind all the notions in the case and extract 
them as required to satisfy a linear reporting process. Unfortunately, this creates the perception 
that decision-making is a linear process. Laboring under this illusion does not become a problem 
until one has to deal with complex situations. Then the decision-maker is no longer able to keep 
everything in mind because so many facts and so many interrelationships have to be 
remembered at once. Overloaded with data and information, the decision-maker misses many 
facts and interrelationships and so produces weak and inconsistent analysis.  

To deal with more complex decision situations, a fresh approach to decision making is needed, 
one which is more robust than the linear process and can deal with a situation of any complexity. 
It must recognize the relationships among the steps explicitly. Good analysis is then guaranteed 
because the stopping point for analysis is that each step is consistent with the others. If there are 
inconsistencies among the steps, then further analysis is needed until all steps are consistent 
with each other. 

Here we propose such a framework. It recognizes each of the steps of the simple process but 
embellishes that process by allowing the explicit consideration of the relationships among the 
steps in the process. This approach has proven itself in practice by both improving the quality of 
analysis in each step and the consistency among the steps. The framework is not tied to a 
particular set of variables or issues or to a particular discipline. Indeed, any set of criteria seen as 
central to a particular decision-making perspective can be inserted and used as the basis for 
problem definition and choice. All that is required is a decision situation. 

An understanding of the framework and how it can be used is best developed by first describing 
its overall parameters. This is done in the overview of the framework. Having done this, we will 
then turn to fitting the individual steps of decision making into the framework. First each step is 
considered in its own right. The need to put specific content in each is critical, as this is what 
gives rise to consistent relationships among the steps. Once a thorough understanding of each 
step is achieved, the relationships among the steps are described. The outcome of this 
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explanation is a thorough understanding of the model. Use of the model will then produce sound 
analysis of any situation where a decision has to be made. 

 
Overview of the Framework 

The framework for decision-making is most easily appreciated as a matrix (see Figure 1). Putting 
it in this form provides a clear mapping of the relationships among the steps so that they are 
easier to remember. Decision-making is broken into two principal dimensions, time and focus. 
These dimensions appear on the top and left-hand side of the figure. The time dimension reflects 
the fact that the need for a decision exists at the present time and that making the decision 
means things will be different in the future. This means that the time dimension of the case can 
be separated into the present and the future. The present includes the current problem and the 
details of the current situation underlying it. The future deals with the solving the problem by 
defining alternatives, comparing them, selecting the best and working to put the selected 
alternative in place. 

Focus, the second dimension, reflects the need to see the decision and the context within which it 
must be made. This dimension can be separated into a central and a general perspective. From 
the central perspective, one deals with the specific problem and alternative choices that will 
resolve it. From the general perspective, one deals with the contextual and general 
considerations relating to the decision. These considerations include the criteria for defining the 
problem and for assessing and comparing the alternatives, and the features of the plan of action 
for implementing the selected alternative. They are classified as "general" because what is 
included can be wide-ranging. They include the more specific and finer features of the situation. 

Organizing one's thoughts within the matrix helps one organize his/her thinking about a problem, 
encouraging more systematic thought and greater recognition of what needs to be considered. It 
does so by helping one sort out and position diverse facts and ideas, which are then related to 
each other. Furthermore, once organized in the framework, facts and analysis can be 
manipulated so that consistency and thoroughness of analysis are achieved. We will now 
consider each of the decision making steps, placing each in the matrix, and showing how it 
relates to the other steps.  

 

Figure 1: The Decision-Making Framework 
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Details of the Framework 

The seven parts of the decision making process which appear in Figure 1 will be described 
sequentially. After these have been defined, the relationships among them will be described. 

 
The Problem 

The first part that we address is the problem that needs to be addressed, or alternatively the 
decision that needs to be made. It is the overriding issue in the situation. By this we mean that it 
is the biggest and most significant decision that has to be dealt with. There may be many other 
decisions but most of them fit within the big decision. Definition of the problem is very important 
since it provides focus and direction to the rest of the decision process. Furthermore, its definition 
implicitly sets the boundaries on what will be considered when making the decision. If it is too 
narrowly defined, then other issues will be left outside the decision process. 

Definition of the problem includes identifying who is making the decision and what they are trying 
to accomplish. Identifying the decision-maker is necessary because each decision-maker has 
certain authority and responsibilities. This means that who makes the decision is critical when 
defining the problem. There is little sense in defining a problem that the decision-maker can do 
little or nothing about. Having identified the decision-maker, the problem is stated in terms of the 
end results he/she desires; in other words, the goals or benchmarks that the decision-maker will 
use to define a satisfactory solution.  

The statement of the problem is best presented using three or four sentences that identify the 
central problem and case facts and analysis to support why this is so. Presenting it in general 
terms helps it provide overall focus to analysis. The danger of describing it in terms of case 
details is that doing so leads one to loss of focus--one looses sight of the forest for the trees. Nor 
should the problem be defined in terms of alternatives that the solution can be selected from. 
Doing so closes off the search for viable alternatives. Also, it does not fit within the framework 
because alternatives deal with the future, not the present. 

 
The Situation 

The situation, the second part, is the context within which the overriding decision is being made. 
Analysis of the situation has to produce two results: the definition of the overriding problem and a 
complete understanding of the situation relevant to the problem. Defining the problem involves 
finding a pattern in all that is known about the situation. The pattern itself reflects various aspects 
of or subsidiary issues associated with the overriding problem. The complete understanding of 
the situation means that everything relevant to the overriding problem is surfaced. This is critical 
because the situation, as described, provides the foundation for all further analysis. Only those 
aspects identified here can be considered in further analysis. Adding new information regarding 
the situation later on implies that the definition of the problem and analysis of alternatives was 
based on partial information and so was ill informed. 

Knowing how to present information on the situation is and will always be a challenge because 
three separate objectives are being pursued. First, one is trying to bring rhyme and reason to 
what appear to be disparate facts. To accomplish this, one has to organize the facts so he/she 
can draw conclusions regarding them. Second, one is trying to show that the items identified 
support the overall problem. This means that each item must be allowed to capture some of the 
details and at the same time relate readily to the overriding problem. Accomplishing this is easier 
when hierarchical analysis is possible. By this we mean that facts are analyzed to produce 
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conclusions at the initial level, and these conclusions in turn become facts which are analyzed to 
produce a higher order conclusion and so on until the single, overriding conclusion is reached 
which reflects the overriding problem. Third, one is trying to organize material so that the analysis 
of alternatives is straightforward. Accomplishing all three involves considerable work and the 
analysis typically is seldom pushed far enough to satisfy all three objectives. 

Though there is no right way to organize material, a managerial orientation is promoted by 
organizing material in terms of decisions that have to be made, or issues that have to be 
addressed (an issue is a decision posed as a question). The relevant information and analysis is 
then organized by decision or issue.  

Whatever way is chosen to aggregate material, the groupings in effect define the criteria which 
will be the basis for all general analysis within the framework. 

 
The Alternatives 

The alternatives are the third part of the decision making process. They are mutually exclusive 
solutions to the problem. Each alternative provides an acceptable solution to the problem but, 
because each is different, presents a different future. Each alternative will be complex in its 
features and these differences are what set it apart from the other alternatives. The more different 
each alternative is, the better, since this means a fuller range of solutions is considered. 

 
Analysis of Alternatives 

The detailed consideration of alternatives is broken into two parts in this framework: analysis and 
comparison. This is done both to simplify the analysis and to ensure that the future posed by 
each alternative is fully appreciated before the alternatives are compared. Without this fourth part, 
called analysis, comparison of alternatives may be superficial, as the implications of pursuing a 
particular alternative are not well understood.  

Analysis of alternatives involves profiling the future situation presented by each alternative with 
respect to the criteria (issues, decisions or key factors) identified under the situation. In other 
words, the decision-maker projects what the future will look like by criterion if the alternative is 
chosen. The feasibility of moving from the present situation to the future posed by the alternative 
also needs to be considered. This includes consideration of what is needed to implement change, 
what resources are available for making changes, what the costs and benefits are, what the 
adverse side-effects are, and what risks are associated with trying to achieve it. New information 
is permissible in the analysis but only to the extent that it deals with the future. The reason for 
introducing it, however, must build on the situation described earlier. 

 
Comparison of Alternatives 

The fifth part is the comparison or alternative futures developed under the analysis of alternatives. 
The alternatives are compared criterion by criterion. The purpose is to see which alternative 
provides the most attractive future and at the same time how achievable that future is. The result 
of this comparison is a statement, criterion by criterion, as to which alternative appears most 
attractive. If one is dealing with meaningful alternatives, each alternative can be expected to be 
superior in some regards and weaker in others. When one alternative is superior to all other 
alternatives on every count, rethinking the alternatives makes sense as the other alternatives 
appear to be little more than "straw men," alternatives that have been created simply so it can be 
said that alternatives were considered but they were not really meaningful. 
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The Recommendation 

The recommendation is the sixth part. It includes identifying the suggested alternative, stating 
how it deals with the problem and why it is the best alternative. The latter steps are all part of 
selling the recommendation. Showing why an alternative is the best is rarely easy because one is 
rarely better in all respects. The way to handle this is to recognize the superiority of the 
alternative with respect to the most important criteria, and its weaknesses with respect to less 
important criteria. When the recommendation is that multiple alternatives be adopted, the 
alternatives need to be redefined because they are not mutually exclusive. 

 
Plan of Action 

The seventh and final part is the plan of action. This presents the actions required to put the 
recommended alternative in place. Describing the general tasks that are to be performed and 
their relationship to the recommendation helps show that the plan implements the 
recommendation. But to be actionable, the plan has to be detailed. The general tasks have to be 
specified in greater detail. Providing such specificity is possible because prior analysis of the 
situation and the alternative produced sufficient appreciation for the two that it is possible to say 
what needs to be done to bridge the gap.  

The plan is best accompanied by a Gantt-type chart in which the key tasks that have to be 
performed are laid out, they are assigned to individuals or organizational units, and the time of 
starting and completing the various tasks is given. In addition to the chart, supporting material can 
include the results expected as the plan unfolds, specific resources needed to carry out each 
task, specific details on particular tasks, and contingency arrangements if the plan does not 
unfold as expected. 

 
Relationships Among the Steps 

The seven parts of the matrix are tied together through relationships among them. The fourteen 
relationships that tie together the various steps in the analysis are displayed in Figure 2.  

 
 
Figure 2: Relationships in The Decision-Making Framework 
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Let us now consider each of these relationships in detail 

1. The size-up of the situation allows a pattern to be deciphered among the various issues 
facing the decision-maker. This pattern suggests what the overriding problem is.  

2. Having determined what the problem is, one revisits the situation from which it was 
derived. If most or all of the issues in the situation are captured within the boundaries of 
the problem statement, one can be reasonably sure that he/she has produced an 
accurate definition of the problem. If the problem statement fails to include many of the 
situational issues, then the definition of the problem needs to be rethought. This test is 
especially useful when doing case analysis because good cases rarely include needless 
data.  

3. The problem needs to be solved by finding a solution. Each alternative is produced so 
that it represents a satisfactory solution to the problem facing the decision-maker.  

4. The analysis must deal with each of the key factors identified in the situation analysis. 
Since the issues in the situation were the foundation of the problem, then solving the 
problem means that each alternative must address these issues. Consequently, analysis 
of an alternative requires determining what will happen or have to be done for each issue 
if the alternative is accepted. Sometimes the alternative will have no impact on particular 
issues. This needs to be recognized as well when comparing alternatives.  

5. In the process of analyzing the implications of an alternative, one may develop a greater 
appreciation for the character of the alternative being analyzed. This greater 
understanding can then be used to clarify more succinctly the definition of the alternative.  

6. The definition and characterization of each alternative suggests how various issues 
identified in the situation section have to be dealt with.  

7. The comparison of alternatives relies completely on the data that is generated in the 
analysis of alternatives. 

8. The statements comparing each alternative in terms of issues are used to determine 
which alternative will be recommended.  

9. The recommendation must be an alternative so that the problem identified is satisfied or 
solved.  

10. The recommendation is put in place through actions described in the plan of action. 
When all the actions have been performed, the recommended alternative should be in 
place.  

11. What has to be done is based on moving the organization to the future suggested by the 
alternative selected. 

12. The plan of action has to be tested to see if it will produce the future described by the 
alternative.  

13. What has to be done is based on moving the organization from the current situation.  
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14. The plan of action has to be tested to see that it starts with the situation the business 
currently finds itself in.  

 
Working the Framework 

This framework can be used both when writing and when analyzing cases. When writing a case, 
the decision-making framework can be used as a template. The writer can use it to ensure that 
the case has sufficient content to allow students to make a decision. The writer can increase the 
challenge posed by the case by including more data and concepts in the situation, by not stating 
the problem and by not providing alternatives. Note that not all cases allow use of the full model. 
For example, implementation cases may deal with moving from the present situation to the 
selected alternative. But in every instance, the model helps the case writer include sufficient 
material for satisfactory case discussion.  

When analyzing a case using the framework, the initial step is to size up the situation. Then, as 
one turns to analysis, the relevance of material in various steps of the model becomes evident. 
The order in which the steps are considered is not critical if one is collecting data within the 
framework. Moving methodically from one step to the next does not necessarily create 
information. Rather the decision-maker sees one matter and when exploring that, recognizes 
other aspects, and so on. The logical process is much like putting together a picture puzzle or 
working out a crossword puzzle. As one deals with one piece of information or analysis, insights 
into other are created. As thinking develops and a more comprehensive understanding is 
developed, steps of the model can be expanded upon and later validated. Toward the end, 
consistency among the steps can be examined. Once analysis is done, it can be reported or 
presented in a linear, step-by-step order since, by then, the information has been fully digested. 
At this point the goal of producing well-formed, logical analysis has been achieved. 

 
Summary 

The purpose of this note has been to provide a framework for structuring decision-making that 
helps the reader organize his/her thinking about complex problems, encourages more systematic 
thought and increases his/her recognition of interrelationships among the various steps required 
to come up with a solution. These relationships are important because they provide the 
foundation for building consistency among the steps. As one works to build consistency through 
iterative analysis, the quality of the analysis is improved. 
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