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Multimedia case studies: development and use in management education
P. Bielli
S. Basaglia
Bocconi University
Information Systems Department
Milan, Italy
Abstract - The paper discusses the role of multimedia case
studies in management education basing on direct experiences
derived from an on going E.U. project. Literature has analysed
in depth the role of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT) in education [Angehern, Thierry, 1996;
Jonassen, 1993, Leidner, Jarvenpaa, 1995], mainly emphasising
their positive or negative effects [Bowers, 1988, Van Baalen,
1999].
However few has been written about multimedia case studies
and still few cases are on the market, because of both the
development costs (in financial and time terms) and the
immaturity of the demand. Sponsored by the European
Commission, the consortium Busines-Linc1 has the development
of 18 multimedia case studies as main objective.
Pre-requisite for the case design and development was the
analysis of literature about teaching and ICT in order to define
a theoretical framework for multimedia case development.
One key assumption leading the project is consistentwith the
so called interpretive -hermeutic approach (Lee, 1994;Van
Baalen, 1999) of ICT in education: technology per se is neither
good nor bad in education; its use might produce positive or
negative effects depending on the consistency with the learning
and teaching objectives and on the interaction with the
environment.
After a short overview of contributions about learning
processes in management education, the paper affords the
relations between ICT and teaching approaches and it describes
in more detail the role of case studies. Using the Sogema case2
experience, the authors will discuss similarities and differences
in the deve lopment process of traditional and multimedia case
studies and will present some first results from its use in MBA
classes.
Obviously generalisations are not possible - given the limited
research sample - but some warnings and suggestions might be
useful for all researchers working in this rapidly evolving field.

I. INTRODUCTION
Knowledge is the most important resource of present time
for any country. Consequently the educational system
assumes a pivotal role in the path of economic growth. In the
past absolute and universal truths determined what was
1

The consortium, lead by the university of Cologne, includes other five
partners (Bocconi - Milan, CBS - Copenhagen, Erasmus - Rotterdam, NHH Bergen, SSE - Stockholm)
2
Sogema case has been developed by Bocconi University.

important to know. The objective of the educational system
was the transmission of a determined and structured
knowledge. Nowadays, the environment surrounding
educational system is highly dynamic, turbulent and
unstructured. Moreover there are no longer those comforting
truths which guided the actions of teachers.
Present trends involve a great change of the previous
educational paradigm. The new objective of the educational
system is "teaching to learn"3 . This change involves a
redefinition of roles in the learning process. Teacher must
become a sort of mentor or coach, in the mean time student
must become an active learner who learns the right way to
ask the correct questions. In this new paradigm the learner
knows and learns through direct and/or indirect stimulus of
the teacher and through autonomous elaboration of
information flows 4 .
Another characteristic of present time is the great
explosion of information and communication technologies
(ICT). ICT are changing how organisations operate.
Educational institutions are not excluded from this trend5 .
The union of the new educational needs with the
development of ICT leads us to believe that one of the more
interesting solution of the educational questions is the Open
and Distance Learning (ODL) 6 .
The European Commission defined Open Learning with
the following words7 : "any form of learning which includes
element of flexibility which make it more accessible to
students than courses traditionally provided in centers of
education and training. This flexibility arises variously from
3

"Flexibility, adaptability, responsiveness to change, the ability to deal with
ambiguity, complexity, and diversity - these are increasingly important skills
for today's managers. Although it is important that future managers learn
these skills, it is not at all clear that they can be taught, at least in the
traditional sense. Additionally, the shelf life of knowledge is decreasing, that
is, much of what we teach will be outdated by the time our students are in
position to apply it. In our view, these increasingly evident facts translate
into a need for management educators to place much more emphasis on
helping future managers learn how learn: learn how to learn on their own
rather than in traditional structured environments, learn how to learn with
rather than in isolation from others, learn how to be proactive rather than
passive, reactive learners". V.J.Ramsey, P.D.Couch, 1994.
4
This new educational paradigm can be seen as a socratic way of teaching.
E.C., 1997.
5
R.C.Larson, 1997.
6
K.Harry, 1999; A.Briganti, 1998; Larson, 1997; ISFOL, 1992.
7
E.C., 1995.
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the content of the course and the way in which it is
structured, the place of provision, the mode, medium or
timing of its delivery, the pace at which the student proceeds,
the forms of special support available and the types of
assessment offered (including credit for experiential
learning). Very often the openness is achieved, in part at
least, by use of new information and communication media".
On the other hand according to the European Commission
Distance Learning is "any form of study not under the
continuous or immediate supervision of tutors, but which
nevertheless benefits from planning, guidance and tuition of a
tutorial organization. Distance learning has a large
component of independent or autonomous learning and is
therefore heavily dependent on the didactic design of
materials which must substitute for the interactivity available
between student and teacher in ordinary face to face
instruction. The autonomous component is invariably
supported by tutoring and counselling systems which ideally
are provided at regional/local study centers and to an
increasing extent by modern communication media"8 .
However, executive education needs a face-to-face
relationship because the two factors influencing learner
choice are:
1) the content in terms of trainer and business school;
2) the possibility to exchange experiences among "peers".
Therefore, in this paper ODL is not seen as a substitute of the
face-to-face education, but as a support of this traditional
type of teaching and relationship. In fact the main objective
of the adoption of ODL is to improve the general quality of
teaching.
II. LEARNING PROCESSES IN MANAGEMENT EDUCATION
The development of a new educational paradigm implies a
rethink of traditional learning processes and teaching
techniques 9 .
The object of this chapter is to connect the needs of change
in the field of education with the ICT growth.
First of all, to understand the relationship between learning
processes and ICT, it is necessary to analyze the basic
assumptions of the learning theories permeating, in an
explicit or implicit way, the actions of educational institutions
and the utilization of different teaching methods and/or
techniques.
Literature proposes three different learning models 10 : the
objectivist model, the constructivist model and the

8

E.C., 1995.
M.Reynolds, 1999; S.Grementieri, 1998; E.C., 1997; R.C.Larson, 1997;
M.Lee, H.Letiche, R.Crawshaw, M.Thomas, 1996; V.J.Ramsey, 1994;
F.S.Hall, 1994; F.M.Battisti, 1993.
10
D.E.Leidner, S.L.Jarvenpaa, 1995.
9

sociocultural model. Each model owns implicit or explicit
pedagogical assumptions about learning and teaching.
The objectivist model of learning considers the reality an
external variable, independent from the interpretative scheme
of each individual. The first task of instructor is to structure
objective reality into abstract and/or generalized
representations, then he/she tries to efficiently and effectively
transmit these representations to the learner. Under this
perception learning coincides with an uncritical absorption of
objective knowledge by the learner. The teaching and
learning style consistent with the basic assumptions of the
model are, respectively, top-down and passive.
The second model of learning is the constructivist model.
The constructivist model considers the existence of an
objective world, but, unlike the objectivist model, denies the
existence of an external reality independent of the
interpretative scheme of each individual's mind. The learner,
not the instructor, constructs the "reality" which is his own
subjective representation of the objective world. This poietic
process is based on particular learner's experiences and
biases. In this sense learning is the formation of abstract
concepts to represent reality, while the task of teaching is to
enable this creative process11 . The objectivist model is
instructor-based because the instructor has control of the
learning environment, while the constructivist model is
learner-based because the learner is the protagonist of the
learning process. Then according to the principles of the
model the learning style and the teaching style are
respectively active and bottom-up.
Literature 12 proposes two interesting offspring of the
constructivist model: The co-operative model of learning and
the cognitive information processing model of learning.
In the basic constructivist model the learning process has
an individual dimension, in fact the process is based on the
interaction between the individual (with his own experiences
and biases) and the objective world. The collaborative model
substitutes this individual dimension with a group dimension
in which the knowledge emerges in consequence of the
interaction of individual with other individuals. In this sense
the goal of teaching is to facilitate the group dynamics.
The second extension of the constructivist model focuses
on cognitive processes used in learning. The assumptions of
the model are:
1) The learners differ in terms of their preferred learning
style;

11

Von Glaserfeld [1984] defines constructivism: "a theory of knowledge in
which knowledge does not reflect an objective ontological reality, but
exclusively an ordering and organization of a world constituted by our
experience".
12
Van Baalen, 1998.
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The individual's prior knowledge is represented by a
mental model in memory which influences how
effectively the learners process information flow;
3) The attention of the learner is selective.
The third and last model of learning is the so called
sociocultural model of learning. The basic assumption of the
model in question is that there exists neither an objective
reality nor an objective world. The consequence of this
statement is that learning is subjective and individualis tic
without any link with an objective dimension. The learning
process is entirely embedded in the cultural and social
environment of determined person. Therefore the figure of
instructor remains in the background both without the role of
protagonist of the objectivist model and without the role of
organizer of the constructivist model.
Learning models influence the selection of both the
knowledge object of teaching and the teaching methods
utilised.
As far as knowledge is concerned the objectivist model
shows preference for "hard knowledge" - laws, formulas,
rules, calculations - on the other hand the constructivist
model and the sociocultural model effectively and efficiently
support "soft knowledge" - theories, principles without or
with poor quantitative evidence13 .
Literature often proposes hierarchies of learning
objectives, such as the “Bloom’s Learning Taxonomy”14
which classifies cognitive learning objectives according to
the complexity of information processing needed in the
learning process (Fig. 1)15 .
At the bottom level the learner is expected to recall models
and information (Recall and Recognition). At the second
level, Comprehension, the learner understands models and
theories. At the Application level the learner applies rules,
formulas or models to particular situations. In the Analysis
level the enter in depth into theories or disciplines and
divides parts and components. At the Synthesis level the
learner is able to identify links between system or theories
and to put together elements or parts in a whole. At the top
level, Evaluation, the learner makes comparisons, assesses
alternatives and takes decision for given purposes.
In addition to cognitive learning objectives we should
mention also other kinds of objectives, such as emotional
objectives and practical or task related learning objectives16 .

13

P.van Baalen, R. van der Linde, 1998.
See: Bloom, B., S., Krathwohl, D., R.: Taxonomy of Educational
Objectives, Handbook 1: Cognitive Domain.
15
See the Learning scenarios defined by the consortium and presented in D1,
part II, December 1998.
16
In the Learning scenarios proposed by the consortium this class of
objectives was defined as "motoric". See Busines-Linc, D1.
14

Complexity of info. processing

2)

Evaluation
Synthesis
Analysis
Application
Comprehension
Recall and Recognition

Fig. 1. Bloom’s and Krathwohl's Taxonomy of learning objectives

Emotional learning objectives are related to motivation and
attitude and can be ordered according to the extent of
“internalisation” of the information. The purpose of
emotional objectives is to ensure also the attitude and the
motivation to use these skills are transferred. Practical
learning objectives include skills for dealing and
manipulating material or things (e.g. repairing an engine,
opening a machine, connect to a system).
III. LEARNING PROCESSES AND ICT
As regards to teaching methods and techniques it is
interesting to understand the role of new technologies in
learning processes.
From a pedagogical point of view ICT applications can be
divided into two main groups: interactive ICT and noninteractive ICT. In this paper interaction implies a feedback
to the user from the system consequent to a user's action,
request or decision17 .
17

Sometimes literature defines interactive applications as those applications
which require interaction with other users. The non-interactive ICT
applications coincide with the so called one-alone techniques, while the
group of interactive ICT applications includes one-to-one techniques, one-tomany techniques and many-to-many techniques. The one-alone techniques
do not require the intervention of an instructor or another student: "the
student performs his learning task by retrieving information from online
resources". The one-alone techniques are: on-line databases, on-line journals,
one-line applications, software library, on-line interest group and on-line
interviews via e-mail. The one-to-one techniques utilize electronic mail to
individualize learning and teaching; in fact learners can consult via e-mail an
expert about specific problems. The one-to-many techniques "are
characterized by presentations to student by one or more individual experts
or by interacting experts". These techniques, which utilize computer
conferencing systems, bulletin boards or distribution list for e-mail, are:
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The spectrum of ICT-based pedagogical techniques is so
vast that it can support any learning models. However,
literature especially focuses its attention on the relationship
between ICT-based pedagogical techniques and the
constructivist model of learning because the general
statements of contructivist model are consistent with the new
trend in the educational field. In fact this consistency
characterized the three attributes that an effective learning
process must possess to be able to confront the information
economy. These attributes are 18 : active learning and
construction of knowledge, cooperation and teamwork in
learning and learning through problem solving.
Traditionally the objectivist model is identified with the
"chalk and talk" lecturing style. Nevertheless this does not
mean that objectivism does not consider the potential role of
ICT. In fact ICT applications can support and enhance the
learning processes which get inspiration from the objectivist
principles in order to improve the effectiveness and
efficiency of knowledge transmission. If the objectivist
model is identified with tradition, the constructivist model is
seen as the new model of new era. The role of ICT
applications, within the learning process connected with the
assumptions of constructivist model, is pivotal because the
potentiality of the model can fully disclose in relation with
the growth of ICT applications. Therefore the ICT application
do not simply support the constructivist learning process, but
enable it. In fact ICT applications, in particular multimedia
applications, give a concrete sense to the concept of
autonomy, interaction, tailored teaching19 . Multimedia
applications create a sort of virtual environment in which
both the systemic thought and analytical thought are
involved20 . This does not mean that ICT completely replace
the face-to-face relationship between teacher and learner, but
lecture, symposium and skit. The many-to-many techniques implies that each
participant must interact within the learning and teaching processes. These
techniques are: debates, simulations or games, role plays, case studies,
discussion groups, brainstorming, delphi techniques, forums and project
groups. Paulsen, 1995; P. van Baalen, R. van der Linden, 1998.
18
M.Alavi, B.C.Wheeler, J.S.Valacich, 1995.
19
"With technology -facilitated peadagogies, there are important shifts in
emphasis: teaching is replaced with learning, with the learner pulling in
knowledge from a variety of sources rather than the teacher pushing out
material; listening passively to lectures is replaced by active goal oriented
learning; a learner traverses the knowledge space nonlinearly in a manner
that matches his learning style, interests and prior knowledge; contrary to
much popular belief, interactions between learner and teacher can be
enhanced and increased with technologies". R.C.Larson, 1997.
20
The human brain is made up of two different hemisphere: the right
hemisphere and the left hemisphere. The right hemisphere controls the visual
elaboration, the spatial organization, the emotional interpretation and
bestows a privilege on global analysis; in other words the right hemisphere
supports the systemic and metaphorical thought. On the other hand, the left
hemisphere controls the linguistic and arithmetical conventional languages
and bestows a privilege on analytical analysis; in other words the left
hemisphere supports the linear and rational (scientific) thought. Comazzi,
1999.

means that this relationship in the age of digital connectivity
must be rethought21 . It is necessary to redesign not only the
business processes of corporations, but also the educational
processes of universities and business schools.
The sociocultural model also desires a change of the
traditional learning processes, but with different ways from
the constructivist ones. According the sociocultural model
the learning process is entirely embedded in the cultural and
social environment of determined person so "the learning best
occurs in the context in which it will be used"22 . The ICT
applications enable a virtual network to be created in which
each participant remains embedded in his own sociocultural
context thus less being influenced by the dominant culture.
Table I summarizes the main characteristic of the learning
models and connects these characteristics with ICT topic.
TABLE I
OVERVIEW OF LEARNING MODELS AND ICT SUPPORT
Model

Objectivism

Constructivism

Socioculturism

Main assumption

There exists an objective
reality which is external
and independent of the
interpretative scheme of
each individual's mind

There exists an objective
world, but not an
external
reality
independent
of
interpretative scheme

There exists neither an
objective reality nor an
objective world

Pedagogical implications

ICT support

Learning is an uncritical
absorption
of objective
knowledge

ICT
applications
can improve the
effectiveness and
efficiency
of
knowledge
transmission

The goal of teaching is to
efficiently and effectively
transmit knowledge

Learning is the formation of
abstract concepts to represent
reality through a creative
process
The goal of teaching is to
enabled the creative process

Learning is a subjective and
individualistic interpretation
of knowledge
The goal of teaching is to
emancipate learner from the
dominant culture

ICT
applications
can create a virtual
environment which
support the creative
process

The
ICT
applications enable
a virtual network to
be created in which
each
participant
remains embedded
in
his
own
sociocultural
context thus less
being influenced by
the
dominant
culture

ODL, the form of learning and teaching defined in the
introduction, realizes a link between the general principles of
new learning models (the constructivist model and the
sociocultural model) and ICT applications.
21

"Old and new learning technologies should be used in a complementary
way, utilizing the amplifying function of various media". P.J.van Baalen,
1999.
22
D.E.Leidner, S.L.Jarvenpaa, 1995.

search
The practical realization of the new models (in particular
the constructivist one) in the form of ODL is especially
important for executive education, because this sphere of
business education is in strict contact with the practices of
management.
The practices of management have a contextual, contingent
and relatively unstable nature and understand a team-based
activity. In this sense business administration is a "soft
knowledge" which needs an heuristic way of learning. The
constructivist model can satisfy this need and the ICT
applications can contribute to create a virtual environment in
which the learning process become more experiential and
authentic than traditional one.
IV. IMPACT OF ICT ON CASE STUDIES
Case studies are one of the most effective tools in
management education. A case study is the description of a
real situation cut or interpreted in relation to specific teaching
purposes. It is a document investigating “a contemporary
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly
evident”23 . The use of case studies in management education
is not recent: Harvard Business School already used them at
the beginning of the 20th century in a course of law
[Bombelli, 1998]24 . Since then their impact on learning and
teaching has been studied and actively tested in classes.
Case studies are mostly effective to rationally understand a
complex reality, in other words when:
• the learner has to get used to the assessment of pros and
cons of a specific situation (contextual analysis);
• the teacher wants to present a complex situation;
• the
teacher
aims
to
synthesise
different
(multidisciplinary) approaches to a problem or decision.
The use of cases in education reinforces specific skills of the
learner, such as the ability of:
• analysing situations or problems,
• identifying necessary information to support a decision,
• designing alternative solutions to a problem,
• making and justifying decisions.
The limits of the case approaches are also clear:
• the case is a static description of a reality with the risk of
oversimplifying it,
23

Hamel, J., Dufour, S., Fortin, D.: Case study methods.
“In the original sense, a case study was an in-depth study of a particular
case - usually a business situation. In this sense, the term case study was used
at the Harvard Business School. It required a student to examine a large body
of data about the given business situation, do some complex analytical work,
and produce a detailed report on the issues that were present. Context case
materials go beyond this definition of case study.” Div, More About Cases,
http://context.tlsu.leeds.ac.uk/mcmphil.htm
24

•
•

learner cannot test his/her decision in reality,
information is already present in the case (in a more or
less explicit form) and the student hardly learns how to
find them,
• often cases focus on decisions, but they do not afford the
consequent problem of implementing them.
The advantages of traditional25 case studies in comparison
with other teaching techniques are evident [Invernizzi, 1994]:
• elasticity – with the exception of the so called closed
cases, cases can be used for different teaching purposes,
emphasising different issues or events described in the
text;
• variety – in terms of style, problems afforded, length,
eventual video support, etc. which make case studies
more dynamic than lectures;
• originating learning motivation in learners - students
interacting in small groups and in plenary sessions play
an active role and feel more involved in the teaching
process;
• limited technical constraints – their easy-to-use character
makes cases a user friendly tool both for learner and
teacher.
As teaching tools case studies might fit to different
teaching approaches, depending on their desired role in the
education process.
Cases might be used in a deductive approach, where they
highlight and explain some general principles presented by
the instructor.
In the inductive approach case discussion originates theory
and principles and tentatively creates generalisation for the
learned lessons.
Another relevant topic is the development process of case
studies [Bombelli, 1998].
The first step is the clear identification of teaching
objectives (in terms of contents, expected target groups, etc.)
leading the case design.
Then a control list with all information, actors, messages
necessary for achieving the objectives is of utmost
importance.
Finally, the next step is case writing with all related
activity of data and material collection.
At this point questions and teaching notes can be prepared
where also a proposed time scheduling for the use of the case
is included.
After this short overview of traditional cases it is possible
to investigate the changes induced by ICT.
25

In this paper we will use the expression traditional cases for paper-based
cases, while multimedia cases are cases supported by ICT (e.g. CD-Rom or
on line cases), as discussed in the following note.
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First of all, these technologies modify the format of the
case, which is no longer paper-based-only. The expression
multimedia case (MM cases) points out that several means
(e.g. text, audio, video, images) support the learner in the use
of the case26 . The combination of different data increases the
realism of the case that is able to involve more actively the
user.
A second group of changes refers to the content of cases.
MM cases overcome some limits of traditional cases, such as
the static perception of the problem, low degree of
personalisation or the trivial access to information. Videos
introduce movement while presenting shots on the company
or the actors. In modular MM cases it is feasible to introduce
localised or customised parts which can be activated in
specific situations or by specific users. Besides, volumes of
data available to the user are much bigger then in traditional
cases; they might be metadata (such as web addresses or
bibliographical references) the user is expected to enter in
more depth.
Also from the maintenance point-of-view MM cases might
present advantages, such as the speed in updating the case
and distributing it. Indeed, thanks to ICT it is possible to
substitute obsolete modules, renovate interviews or data,
without re-writing the whole case. This update is quicker in
on line teaching material.
All the three listed changes have an obvious impact on
teaching (in terms of objectives and organisation of a
lecture/course) demonstrating that MM cases offer additional
opportunities to users or, on the opposite, they present new
limits.
At one side, teaching objectives might focus more on
make-abilities. In fact, MM cases stimulate an active role of
the user, with special focus on decision making, project
assessment, building alternative scenarios, what-if analysis,
etc.
At the other side, teaching time scheduling should foresee
more time for individual learning and work (this is consistent
with the constructivist approach of § 2), as MM cases are
usually self-explanatory and can be used any time and for any
duration by the user.
Obviously a trivial consequence is the need for technical
infrastructure both at the teaching and learner side to use
these teaching tools.
Up to now we generally referred to MM cases as if they
were a single class. In reality it is possible to define several
types of cases; the classification scheme proposed in BusinesLinc is summarised in table II.

26

In literature the term multimedia is not defined and used in an unequivocal
sense [Hemsley, 1997, Hofstetter 1997]. In the paper the expression includes
two characteristics: presence of data with different nature (audio, video, etc.)
and interaction between user and system.

TABLE II
BUSINESS- LINC LEARNING SCENARIO

1. Main target
groups
2. Learning
objectives

3.
Organisation
of Learning
4. Learning
environment
5. Level of
guidance
6.
Organisation
of content
7. Preparation
of information
8. Carrier
Technology

Scenario 1:
Business
Simulation
Graduates,
postgraduates

Scenario 2:
Guided Tour/
Virtual Course
Undergraduates

Apply
knowledge,
improve
planning and
problem
solving skills
First
individual,
then
classroom
discussion
Real
(discussion
after self study)
Self-driven

Acquisition of
knowledge,
information
retrieval and
handling skills

Modular
(“intelligent
objects”)
Advanced
m ultimedia
CD-ROM

Scenario 3:
Information Pool

Scenario 4:
Training case

Graduates,
postgraduates,
executives
Create new knowledge,
strengthen
communication and
presentation skills

Executives, post
graduates

First individual,
then group
discussion

First individual, group
work, classroom
discussion

Individual
(eventually
questions/comme
nts to teacher)

Virtual
(discussion)

Real (discussion after
self -study)

Virtual (no
discussion)

Directed by
teachers or
“intelligent
agents”
Sequential/struct
ured

Initiation by teacher,
self driven case
analysis
Modular with hyperlinks

Self-driven,
eventually
supported by
intelligent agents
Sequential/struct
ured

Basic multimedia

Basic multimedia

Combination of CD ROM and Internet

Internet

Internet

Apply
knowledge and
create new
knowledge

Source: Business-Linc, D1, 1998.

Given the definition of multimedia adopted in this paper
(see footnote 26), scenario 1 and 4 represent real MM cases,
as the interaction between user and system is high. The
system gives feedbacks to the user, proposing alternatives,
showing the impacts of a decision or supporting the creation
of different paths.
Scenario 2 and 3 own only one of the needed
characteristics of a multimedia case - technological support while the interaction level is very low (access to multimedia
materials stored in the case).
Obviously MM cases have also cons. In particular, they
might have psychological and financial disadvantages.
First of all, MM cases can induce resistance to use in non
specialised users. Especially in executive education the use of
ICT might be rejected by managers who see courses and
workshops as a way to exchange experience and not as a
moment to learn tools.
From the financial point of view multimedia development is
an expensive activity, as it requires professional expertise
whose availability is still restricted27 .
In terms of development process, MM cases require a
careful planning and design as stated in the following figure:
27

One reason for this is the competition of entertainment tools. As users get
used to technological standards of videogames and professional products,
they will not use products whose interface or function is not as professional
as the others.
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TABLE III - B-Linc overview
The transfer of valuable and practically usable knowledge
and experiences concerning business processes, business
innovations, technology solutions, and the change
processes to implement them is one of the most desirable
ways to strengthen the competitiveness of enterprises of
any size and sector in Europe. Traditional ways to transfer
business and innovation knowledge are limited to certain
degrees of dissemination. To overcome the deficits,
especially to improve the application of the disseminated
knowledge within companies, new types of transfer
activities and products, which focus on the learning and
adoption of innovation knowledge on the user’s side, are
needed. The rationale of Project BUSINES-LINC
(BUSiness Innovation NEtworkS - Learning with
Interactive Cases) is to support Business Innovation
Processes within European Companies through the
provision of interactive and inter-linked innovation case
studies.
Source: http://www.wi-im.uni-koeln/b-linc/overview.htm

Source: http:/www.wi-im.uni-koeln.de/b-linc/approach.htm

Fig. 2. Business-Linc development process.

V. THE SOGEMA EXPERIENCE
The Busines-Linc
project (Esprit) of the European
Commission (see Table III) aims at developing multimedia
tools to support executive education in the field of business
innovation. Output of the project - in March 2000 - will be 18
CD-Roms presenting 18 cases in the field of innovation and
electronic commerce. The project partners agreed from the
very beginning that the cases should not be pure ODL tools,
but they would have been part of in-class activities. This
decision strongly influenced the design and implementation
of all cases.
One of the first cases produced within the project is about
Sogema, a small service company in the field of integrated
logistics.The case has been designed having in mind MBA
students and participants to executive courses of Bocconi
Business School, interested in deepening the analysis of:
• opportunities offered to companies by Information and
Communication Technologies (ICT),
• their organisational impact and
• the selection process of Information Systems (I.S.)
projects.
The case is suitable for the discussion in classroom, with
possibly individual preparatory job and therefore it is not a
pure self-learning or distance learning tool.
Videos, pictures, company memos, suppliers' offers, market
research and articles from newspapers and specialised
magazines constitute the core of the information that must be
organized by the users to identify the relevant elements for
the feasibility studies.
From the technical point of view the case is readable with
an Internet browser (Netscape or Microsoft Internet Explorer
versions 4.x or following) and the software Real Player
version G2 or following; to prepare his/her own feasibility

study the user might use End User Computing tools, such as a
spreadsheet and a presentation tool28 .
The case study has been divided into two logical sections.
The first one presents Sogema through the words of one of
the founders and of his son. The access to the material
available in this section is possible while crossing from left to
the right the "Lostics Road" (represented in the frame, in the
upper
part
of
main
screen)29 .

28

The CD-Rom includes a Microsoft Powerpoint template with the
suggested structure of the feasibility study. But any other tools can be used
for the same purpose.
29
See Fig 3.
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Fig. 3. The Logistics Road

The Logistics Road shows what happens from the
departure of goods from the factory until they arrive to the
store shelf, in one full day time spanning - from dawn to
sunset. In the last video of the introductory part the
entrepreneur invites the participant to enter the second
section, playing the role of Stefano Bigazzi, the new I.S.
manager of Amegos. Amegos is the virtual twin company of
Sogema. Indeed, for teaching purposes we needed to stress
some attitude, to invent some roles or to let people say
exactly a key-sentence. To achieve these objectives the real
company - with real managers - did not fit. We decided to
create Amegos and to use professional actors for dialogues.
The business pro blems and their solutions are real, but
videos and people characters are designed.
The virtual I.S. manager finds on his desk (Fig. 4) two
main projects: the automation of warehouses ("Warehouse")
and the tracking of the deliveries to the final customers
("Tracking").

Fig. 4. The virtual I.S. manager desk

Each project presents two solutions that emphasize
respectively the best technical alternative and mostly desired
organizational impact. The support material the user can
access is graphically disguised under objects reachable from
Bigazzi's desk; video of a phone call by the Marketing
manager by clicking the phone, memos of the projects by
clicking the folders laying on the desk, newspaper articles
by clicking the press review on the desk, etc.
The data available in the case lead to a desired solution
for both projects. While in the first project (project
"Warehouse") the suggested solution is the most
sophisticated one from the technological point of view, in
the second one (project "Tracking") the proposed solution is
the most realistic one from the organizational perspective.
Given the modularity of the case and with regard to time
available and to the size of the class, it is possible to
discuss
only one project, without jeopardizing the
effectiveness of the case and the teaching objectives.
In terms of development process, the contacts with the
company started in June 1998 and it took about four months
to have - via interviews - a clear picture of the enterprise and
its industry. At that point the development group had enough
information to design in detail the case, starting with teaching
objectives and skills to develop. The design phase was the
longest one, in terms of both time and human resources, as
the authors had to write down also the script of dialogues for
the actors.
From the very beginning it was clear that this type of
teaching material needed professional expertise to be
implemented and therefore a service company in the field of
multimedia was contacted. The service company was
responsible to selecting actors, video shooting, designing and
programming html pages, integrating different data type in
the html pages, testing the CD-Rom. The implementation
started in April 1999 with the video shooting and ended in
June with the first language version of the case. With this
version the check step could start.
The test of the teaching objectives and of the case contents
lasted about two months: it was partially a desk control and
partially an in-class-control, with real students conscious of
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being the tester of a new case. The project group collected
remarks and suggestions and slightly improved the case,
finalised the teaching notes and completed the product with
the second language version (November 1999).
At this point only few activities are missing, in particular a
test organised by other institutions to check the usability of
the case independently from the original context. Fig. 5
represents the temporal dimension of development process30 .

Contact
with the
company

June
1998

Design
Phase

Implementat First
ion
Language
phase
Version and
check phase

April
1999

June
1999

•

Second
Language
Version

Nov.
1999

•
Fig. 5. Development Process.

VI. LESSONS LEARNED
The Sogema experience was very rich in lessons and
practical evidence for the development of case studies. The
main conclusions the authors derived from it are listed below:
• In terms of classes, Sogema partially belongs to Scenario
3 (Information Pool), and partially to Scenario 1
(Business Simulation). In fact, the case is first of all a
relatively sophisticated multimedia database, with some
interaction with the user. The CD-Rom plot tries to
involve the user from the very beginning (the
enterpreneur presents the user the expected output, the
video recorded meetings have always the user's Bigazzi's - perspective, the actors address to the user
directly, also shaking their virtual hands with Bigazzi);
also the interface tries to highly involve the user, for the
main screen is the virtual desk of Bigazzi. But anyway a
real interaction (with fully or partially personalised
feedbacks) with the user is not present;
• The technical decision to use an internet browser as
navigation tool has pros and cons. The main advantage is
the high user friendliness31 . The disadvantages are the
limited functions (e.g. in the internet environment it is

•

•

•

difficult to introduce controls based on time or to
centrally monitor the access to data). The alternative to
use proprietary systems is probably more efficient in the
development step and gives more sophisticated
interfaces, but it produces a less intuitive CD.
In MM cases design and planning are even more
important then in traditional cases and when an external
supplier (service company) is involved they must be very
careful. In particular, a detailed planning of teaching
objectives, related multimedia item supporting the
objective and the single data available must be
analytically identified and listed. In fact, it is clear that if
an issue (e.g. financial return of an investment) is not
foreseen in the teaching objectives, is not supported by
multimedia materials (e.g. during a meeting the general
director declares that the company will not accept
investments without financial return) and has not enough
data for solving it (e.g. the technical offer from the
suppliers or the cost of the involved personnel), can
hardly be added in the MM case in a second step.
In the authors' opinion the design of teaching objectives
is not strictly related to a single course, but to a problem
or an issue. It means that a good MM case can be
adopted in different contexts and by different users
without problems. The teaching notes might include
suggestions for an effective use of the case, for
discussion topics, for teaching perspectives adoptable.
In comparison with other ICT based teaching tools MM
cases are easy to develop and more stable to manage in
classes. One alternative could be the integration of
several different technologies (video conferencing,
specialised SW tools, access to on line databases) by the
teacher or by a specialised provider. In financial terms it
could be a cheaper solution, but in terms of technical
complexity the logical integration would be quite high.
Multimedia cases are one necessary step to implement
ODL, but the sophistication of design and planning of
ODL is so high that real distance courses are yet to be
found.
In comparison to traditional cases, it is the opinion,
MM cases are more effective32 because they are able to
present opinions and data which could not be available in
the paper-based world or whose introduction would have
been too expensive or heavy. In the future they will play
an even more relevant role as future students will be
even more used to get information of any kind in a
multimedia format. The problem is then how to measure
effectiveness and how to balance contents and special

30

At the end of the project the case will be available by ECCH.
The in -class-test showed that the students felt immediately comfortable
with the case and they were immediately able to navigate, even if it was the
first time they saw it.
31

32

Even if there are not scientific studies proving this statement (as reported
in Deliverable 1 by Busines-Linc consortium).
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effects, to avoid two poles: boring products at one side or
amazing CD with a minimal content.
The road to come to a solution for this dilemma is still
long, but experimentation has eventually started.
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