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Abstract 

 

 

In this paper the use of case studies as a teaching technique for developing practical skills in 

hospitality students is examined. The effectiveness of using the case method of instruction to 

enable students to solve problems through the use of observation and examination of 

particular hospitality related cases is looked at. Using the Case method of instruction provides 

an interactive learning approach that promotes student discussion and team work and in so 

doing increases communication skills. Such problem-solving and communications skills are 

considered to be crucial for hospitality students to acquire.  Understanding how particular 

concepts can be applied to actual concrete hospitality situations helps to contribute to the 

student‟s executive ability, such skills which are often learned on the job, can now be taught 

using carefully selected cases that can be adapted to meet course objectives. 

 

This paper looks at how hospitality students respond to and approach learning from the case 

method of instruction and how it can help to prepare them for the real world. It provides 

recommendations on changes that can be made to current teaching practice to ensure better 

deployment of case studies across all modules in the final year stage of the course.  
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Introduction 

The on-going challenge to engage students in higher education is a key concern for many 

tutors. The expectations and learning styles of 21
st
 century students are very different from 

those of their lecturers (Oblinger and Oblinger, 2005) and as such teaching and learning 

approaches must be synchronised more closely with the ways students live and interact 

outside of the classroom (Christen, 2009). This involves a change in the role of the teacher 

from simply transmitting and presenting information to facilitating and guiding student 

learning (Donnelly and Fitzmaurice, 2005). 

Increasingly companies are looking for graduates with a more practical view and this is 

particularly true of the hospitality industry where Connolly and McGing (2006) found that 

hotel managers had a strong preference to hire people with problem-solving and decision- 

making skills. 

Given the number of different learning styles, the student retention rate and the diverse 

groups of students in a class, the challenge facing a teacher is how to plan a programme of 

lectures that will engage all the students and at the same time achieve the learning outcomes. 

This is particularly relevant in the case of hospitality students where the subject is best 

learned from experience rather than by being taught. Higgs as cited in Edwards et al (2001) 

stresses this point where she explores gaining an understanding by „doing‟ rather than by 

being „told‟. Fletcher (2005) refers to this as the active learning model which in contrast to 

the transmission model of teaching encourages learners to make sense of topics by engaging 

in the learning process through participation in a structured learning activity to obtain desired 

learning outcomes. 

 

This paper explores the effectiveness of using case studies as a teaching technique with a 

focus on hospitality students. It examines how the case study method of instruction can assist 

in providing students with a more practical skill set. The emphasis is on how case studies are 

currently used and what issues may assist their proper deployment in the classroom. 

The study surveys second and third year undergraduate hospitality students in Griffith 

College to assess the ability of the case study approach in assisting them develop their 

management and communication skills. It focuses on areas such as strategic planning, 

decision making, operational problems and the allocation of resources.  In addition it attempts 

to understand how useful the students found the approach in terms of using theory as an 

analytical tool and to assist them to apply it in a practical way. 

 

Use of Case Studies  

The case study as a means of teaching business had its origins in Harvard and Northwestern 

Universities in the late nineteenth century (Schlossman et al., 1994). The method was 
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originally adopted due to a scarcity of teaching material whereby instructors used the 

experiences of prominent businessmen to inform class discussion. 

 

Hammond (2002) argues that the case method is the most appropriate and practical way to 

acquire managerial skills and further suggests that perhaps the greatest benefit of cases is 

helping students develop skills associated with learning to ask the right questions. This is 

reinforced by Jonassen (2004) who maintains that using cases provides a learning activity 

that mirrors the decision-making process needed in the workplace and helps students 

understand that learning must go beyond simply learning material to do well on 

examinations. Indeed, Lamb and Baker (1993) argue that the case study method of instruction 

assists students to bridge the gap between classroom learning and problem solving /decision 

making in organisations.  

 

This is important where a more „hands on‟ approach is valued by employers such as that 

found by Connolly and McGing (2006,p56) in their research where one hospitality manager 

stated: 

  

“Problem solving is a strength which cannot be overlooked in hospitality-keeping 

 customers happy is always a priority”  

 

The use of case studies can assist in achieving that which Higgs as cited in Edwards et al 

(2001) refers to as the „doing‟ part and as such the teaching approach is two dimensional 

where the theory is applied in a practical business situation. In this way the students are 

empowered with those very skills which Lamb and Baker (1993, p44) contend are provided 

by the use of case studies namely:  

 

“assessing situations, defining opportunities and problems, and making  

 decisions under conditions of uncertainty”.  

 

Case studies are seen as one approach that moves teaching beyond the use of examples for 

illustrative purposes to a deeper level of engagement that shifts student thinking towards the 

use of theory as an analytical tool (Brooke, 2006). In this way they can be used as a 
mechanism to resist the increasing standardisation of undergraduate education and can 

capitalise on group diversity enabling students to reveal and explore the complexity of 

organisational life ( Rippin et al, 2002) 

 

Much research has looked at how class size can enhance or hinder the ability of the teacher to 

engage with the students  (Hayes and Devitt,2008; Herington and Weaven,2008;  Jepsen and 

Rivkin, 2009). The size of the class is important for the success of case study use as Lamb 

and Baker (1993) indicate groups of two do not yield the necessary interaction experience 

and groups of more than four have difficulty coordinating the tasks to each other. In addition 
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if the groups are too large the teacher may have difficulty in determining the extent to which 

each member contributed.  

 

The difficulty experienced by many tutors is the challenge to get all students to participate in 

the learning activity. With the student-led case presentations the lack of participation by those 

students not assigned to present can pose a problem. Lamb and Baker (1993) suggest 

overcoming this dilemma through grading. They contend that the students will be more 

motivated to participate and engage with the material if a percentage of their final grade is 

dependent upon them doing so.  

 

This poses a problem for many third level institutions where there is a reluctance to expose 

final year students to detailed group work, such as the extended case studies proposed by 

Walker (2009) would involve, due to the difficulty of grading individual work as part of a 

group.  

It is interesting also to note that participation in itself is not enough. As Fletcher (2005, p314) 

states:  

“It is not enough that students simply do the activity, but the activity must be 

linked to thinking and reflection about the outcome and process of the learning 

activity. This is what allows the activity to have meaning.” 

 

Fletcher‟s suggestion to link the activity in order to engage students in deeper thinking and 

reflection supports Walker‟s (2009) proposal of using extended case studies where students 

adapt to the changing world around them. This is of particular relevance to hospitality 

students who need to have „the ability to think on their feet to solve problems‟ (Connolly and 

McGing, 2006, p55). 

 

 

Research Methodology 
 

For the purpose of this study the author decided to focus on second and third year 

undergraduate students participating on the BA (Hons) International Hospitality Management 

programme at Griffith College in Dublin. These classes were chosen due to their small sizes, 

approximately 20 students in each class, as a review of the literature revealed that the size of 

the class can hinder the ability of the tutor to engage with the students (Hayes and Devitt, 

2008; Herington and Weaver, 2008;  Jepsen and Rivkin, 2009) and affect  the success of case 

study use (Lamb and Baker, 1993). Using these class sizes ensured that the case study 

approach would be more meaningful as the students were able to divide into groups of four 

enabling them to coordinate the tasks of the case study to each other and each student 

contributed to the work (Lamb and Baker, 1993).  

 

These classes were also chosen due to the number of students which come from a range of 

different cultural backgrounds. As revealed by the literature case studies can provide a 
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mechanism to resist the increasing standardisation of undergraduate education and can 

capitalise on such group diversity enabling students to explore the complexity of real 

business situations (Rippin et al, 2002). 

 

The students were asked to work on a case study of The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Group. This case 

study was used by each class to examine different topics.  The third years used it as part of 

their Business Policy module and looked for evidence of how the Ritz -Carlton group use 

their Culture, Capabilities and Competences to assist in future planning and resource 

allocation. The second years undertook the case study as part of their „Marketing 

Management‟ module. They were tasked with examining the Ritz-Carlton‟s Service 

Characteristics in terms of providing a greater understanding of the issues of Intangibility, 

Inseparability, Variability and Perishability in Services Marketing. Within each class the 

various groups of students focused on these different issues and presented their findings to 

each other.  

 

At the end of the session the students were surveyed about how useful they found the case 

study in developing certain skills.  For this purpose a questionnaire was deployed using the 

Turning Point technology audience response system. This technology allowed the questions 

to be put up onto power point slides and then the students submitted their responses to the 

questions electronically. To do this they used a „clicker‟ keypad and in this way their 

responses were anonymous.  Multiple choice questions were selected using a grading scale 

from Excellent = 1 to Very Poor =5 in order to determine how useful the students found the 

case study approach. The responses were then documented in percentage levels to provide a 

greater understanding of what number of students felt about how helpful the case study 

method is in areas to include teamwork, problem-solving and strategic planning. 

  

There are however a number of limitations relating to the research being carried out in this 

way.  With such a small sample these percentages can be misleading, a more comprehensive 

study and result could have been achieved with the use of larger class samples.  In addition, 

the use of the Likert scale type questionnaires may have created a bias for students‟ 

responses.  For example only in one question did students tick „poor‟ and  „ very poor‟ was 

never ticked.  On reflection it may have been more appropriate to narrow the gap between 

„satisfactory‟ and „poor‟ by inserting „unsatisfactory‟ which would not have been as extreme 

as „poor‟ and students might have been more inclined to use it.   

 

Findings 

 

Each questionnaire had a total of 8 questions (See Appendix 1 and 2). The questions were 

highly structured and followed a logical order The questions were chosen to ascertain how 

useful the students find the case study approach as a teaching technique in developing certain 

skills revealed by the literature review such as managerial and planning (Hammond, 2002), 

decision-making (Jonassen, 2004), problem solving (Lamb and Baker, 1993; Rippin et al, 
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2002) resource allocation (Fletcher, 2005) and applying the theory to practical situations 

(Brooke, 2006).  

 

The first question aimed at gaining an insight into how well the students feel the case study 

activity helps to develop their strategic planning skills. Over 50 % of second years and more 

than 68% of third years found the use of this activity excellent or very good at helping them 

to develop such skills.  This finding supports the view of Brooke (2006) who argues that case 

studies provide a deeper level of engagement that shifts a student‟s thinking towards the use 

of theory as an analytical tool.    

 

 

Figure 1.0:   Development of Strategic Management Skills  

 

  

 Second Years     Third Years 

 

          

             

 

 

It is interesting to note that a higher percentage of the third years found the case study 

approach more helpful in this regard which may reflect their experience in the use of more 

case work as a teaching method. 

 

The second and third questions relate to the usefulness of the case study approach in 

developing the students‟ decision-making and problem-solving skills.   
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Figure 1.1:  Development of Decision-Making Skills 

 

          Second Years     Third Years 

 

         
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2:  Development of Problem-Solving Skills 

 

  Second Years     Third Years 

 

           

 

 

 

Here the majority of second years (80%) and third years (56%) found the approach excellent 

or very good for developing their decision –making skills. In addition over 62% of third years 

and 50% of second years found it very good or excellent for assisting with their problem-

solving ability. This finding supports the work of Jonassen (2004) and Lamb and Baker 

(1993) who argue that the case study method assists students to bridge the gap between 

classroom learning and problem-solving / decision- making in organisations. 
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Question four deals with the issue of how the case study approach can help in developing 

students‟ ability to understand how resources can be allocated. In both classes the majority of 

the students found that it assists in this regard. It is interesting to note that more third years 

(68%) found it very good or excellent at helping with this compared to second years (50%) 

and again this could be to do with the former having more experience with the case study 

method. This finding supports Flectcher‟s (2005, p314) argument that the „activity must be 

linked to thinking and reflection about the outcome‟. 

 

 

Questions five and six were concerned with the students‟ feelings on how well the case study 

approach assists them with their communication and management skills within their group or 

team. Interestingly the results from both classes indicate that while the majority find case 

studies helpful in developing these skills with their peers, a smaller number find that the case 

study approach is poor in this regard ( See figure 1.3 and 1.4 below):   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3:  Development of Communication Skills amongst your Peers 
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Figure 1.4:  Development of Management Skills 

 

 

  Second Years     Third Years 

 

               
 

 

 

As indicated in the figure 1.3 and 1.4 above over 37% of third years find case studies poor or 

very poor as a tool to assist them with their communication skills while 10% of second years 

had the same experience.  Similarly, with regard to developing management skills, 25% of 

third years found it poor in helping with these while 10% of second years had the same 

experience. These findings may be due to the large number of multicultural students in the 

classes working together on the study but further research would be needed to delve deeper 

into the possible reasons for this.  

 

The final two questions related to how the students would rate the case study approach  in its 

ability to interest them and how practical a tool they feel it is in assisting them to relate theory 

to practice. The majority of the students in both classes (85%) found that the use of the case 

study as a teaching method did have the ability to interest them. This is in line with what 

Flecther (2005) refers to as the active learning model where students are engaged through 

participation in a structured learning activity.  In addition, over 81% of all the students found 

the approach an excellent way to apply theory to practice and this finding supports the „doing 

part‟ as referred to by Higgs as cited in Edwards et al (2001) where the theory is applied in a 

practical way (See figure 1.5 and 1.6 below): 
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Figure 1.5:  Ability to Interest the Students 

 

 

Second Years     Third Years 

 

              
 

 

Figure 1.6: Usefulness in Relating Theory to Practice 
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Conclusions and Future Work 

 

 

The challenge for lecturers teaching the highly connected and stimulated hospitality students 

of today is to create learning activities which reflect the way business is carried out and the 

way that students engage with the world.  As Flynn and Klein (2001) argue the analysis of 

cases and the weighing up of possible options rather than focusing on “right way” solutions 

helps develop professional skills to apply in real-world settings.  

 

This paper set out to examine the value of using case studies as a teaching technique with a 

focus on hospitality students. A review of the literature revealed how the case study method 

of instruction may assist in providing hospitality students with a more practical skill set such 

as decision-making (Jonassen, 2004) and  problem solving (Lamb and Baker, 1993; Rippin et 

al, 2002).). The research methodology was designed to build on this information and the 

findings from the primary research highlighted the following issues:   

 

 

 The majority of hospitality students who responded indicated that they feel the case 

study approach assists them well in developing their strategic management skills. One 

may conclude that such an approach provides a deeper level of engagement that shifts 

a student‟s thinking towards the use of theory as an analytical tool (Brooke, 2006).  A 

higher percentage of third years found the approach more helpful in developing these 

strategic management skills and this may be linked to their level of exposure to the 

case study method of instruction. Further research would help to reveal the reasons 

behind this finding. 

 Much of the literature referred to the usefulness of the case study method in 

developing both decision-making (Jonassen, 2004) and problem-solving (Lamb and 

Baker, 1993; Rippin et al, 2002 ) skills, both of which are so valued by employers in 

the hospitality industry (Connolly and McGing, 2006). The results from the primary 

research reinforced these findings. The majority of the students who responded found 

the case study approach very good or excellent at developing both of these skills, a 

finding that should encourage the use of more case studies in the classroom to 

facilitate the transition of students into industry.  

 When asked to indicate how useful they find the case study approach in helping them 

to allocate resources in the firm, the majority of the students found such an activity to 

be very good or excellent at achieving this task.  Such a finding supports much of the 

research revealed by the literature where the activity is linked to the outcome 

(Fletcher, 2005) and the theory is used as an analytical tool (Brooke, 2006).   

 Hammond (2002) found that the case study approach can assist students with their 

communication and management skills and indeed such attributes are widely valued 

by the hospitality industry (Connolly and McGing, 2006). Interestingly, the findings 

from both classes indicate that while the majority of the students feel the case study 
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method is helpful in developing these skills with their peers, a smaller number feel 

that such an approach is poor in this regard. A similar finding was revealed when the 

students were asked about their management skills in the group and this may be due 

to the large number of multicultural students working together. However further 

research is needed to determine this.   

 The majority of the respondents from both classes rated the case study approach as 

positive in its ability to interest them supporting Fletcher‟s (2005) argument that the 

active learning model engages students through participation.  

 Much research has revealed that the use of the case study method of instruction is 

effective at bridging the gap between knowledge and being able to apply it in a 

practical way (Hammond 2002; Jonasson, 2004; Lamb and Baker, 1993; Higgs as 

cited in Edwards et al, 2001).) Evidence from the research reinforces such findings 

where the majority of the students found the case study method useful in assisting 

them to relate the theory to practice.  

 Finally the literature review revealed the difficulties experienced by many tutors in 

getting all students to participate in the learning activity. One suggestion to overcome 

this is to motivate the students to engage through the use of grading (Lamb and Baker, 

1993). However, the common dilemma in third level institutions of not  exposing final 

year students to group work which is graded (due to the difficulty of marking the  

individual‟s work as part of group) needs to be addressed particularly by those 

schools involved in hospitality education as these activities can be very effective in 

preparing students for the real world. 

 

 

While the findings of this paper in conjunction with the literature review give us an 

appreciation of pedagogic theory in the use of the case study method, the subject is worthy of 

further study. This work provides only the „tip of the iceberg‟ of the research required to 

comprehensively understand the usefulness of the case study approach as a teaching 

technique.  Indeed, hospitality students similar to all students of business have diverse needs 

and possess different learning styles making the lecturer‟s task of engaging the entire class as 

a group a more challenging one.  
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Appendix 1 
      

               Appendix 1 

 
Second Year Hospitality Students 

      

1.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your strategic planning skills? 

   

 

   

   Responses 
 

        

Excellent           10% 
Very Good        70% 
Satisfactory      20% 
Poor                    0% 
Very Poor           0% 

10 100% 
 

   

          

   

 

   Responses 
 

        
 

3.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your ability to solve operational problems? 

          

   

 

    
Excellent           10% 
Very Good        40% 
Satisfactory      50% 
Poor                    0% 
Very Poor           0% 

       

4.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your ability to understand how resources can be allocated? 

          

   

 

   

   Responses 
 

        Excellent           20% 2 20% 
 Very Good        30% 3 30% 
 Satisfactory      50% 5 50% 
 Poor                    0% 0             
 Very Poor           0% 

0 0% 
 

5.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your communication skills amongst your peers? 

          

   

 

   Responses 
 

        Excellent          40% 4 40% 
 Very Good       40% 4 40% 
 Satisfactory    10% 1 10% 
 Poor                  10% 1 10% 
 Very Poor         0% 0 0% 
 

     
10 100% 

 

20%
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50%
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Excellent Very Good Satisfactory Poor Very Poor
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40%
50%
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0%

Excellent Very Good Satisfactory Poor Very Poor20%
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40%

40%

10%
10% 0%

Excellent Very Good Satisfactory Poor Very Poor

10%

70%

20% 0%
0%

Excellent Very Good Satisfactory Poor Very Poor
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6.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your management skills within the team? 

          

   

 

   Responses 
 

        Excellent          20% 2 20% 
 Very Good       30% 3 30% 
 Satisfactory     40% 4 40% 
 Poor                   10% 1 10% 
 Very Poor          0% 0 0% 
 

7.)  How would you rate the case study approach in its ability to interest you? 

          

          Responses 
 

 

        Excellent          40% 4 40% 
 Very Good       50% 5 50% 
 Satisfactory     10% 1 10% 
 Poor                   0%   0 0% 
 Very Poor         0% 0 0% 
 

8.)  How helpful do you feel the case study approach is as a practical tool to assist in relating the theory to practice? 

          

          

   

 

Responses 
 

        Excellent           50% 5 50% 
 Very Good        40% 4 40% 
 Satisfactory     10% 1 10% 
 Poor                     0%  0 0% 
 Very Poor            0% 

 0 0% 
 

     
10 100% 
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               Appendix 2 
      Third year Hospitality Students                                                      Turning Graphical Results by Question 
      

               

1.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your 
strategic planning skills? 

   

 

   

   Responses 
 

        Excellent              3 18 
 Very Good 8 50% 
 Satisfactory 5 31.25% 
 Poor  0 0% 
 Very Poor 0 0% 
 Totals 

    
16 100% 

 
 

2.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your 
ability to make decisions? 

          

   

 

   Responses 
 

        Excellent 2 12.50% 
 Very Good 7 43.75% 
 Satisfactory 7 43.75% 
 Poor  0 0% 
 Very Poor 0 0% 
 Totals 

    
16 

  

3.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your 
ability to solve operational problems? 

          

   

 

   Responses 
 

        Excellent 2 12.50% 
 Very Good 8 50% 
 Satisfactory 5 31.25% 
 Poor  1 6.25% 
 Very Poor 0 0% 
 Totals 

    
16 

  

 

   

 

   

   Responses 
 

        Excellent 4 25% 
 Very Good 7 43.75% 
 Satisfactory 4 25% 
 Poor  1 6.25% 
 Very Poor 0 0% 
 Totals 

    
16 100% 

 

18.80%

50%

31.20%
0%

0%

Excellent Very Good Satisfactory

Poor Very Poor

12.50%

43.80%

43.80%

0%

0%

Excellent Very Good Satisfactory

Poor Very Poor

12.50%

50%
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6.20% 0%

Excellent Very Good Satisfactory

Poor Very Poor

25%

43.80%

25%
6.20%

0%
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5.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your 
communication skills amongst your peers? 

          

   

 

   Responses 
 

        Excellent 1 6.25% 
 Very Good 3 18.75% 
 Satisfactory 6 37.50% 
 Poor  5 31.25% 
 Very Poor 1 6.25% 
 

Totals 
    

16 
 100% 

 

6.)  How well do you feel this case study activity has helped develop your 
management skills within the team? 

          

   

 

   Responses 
 

        Excellent 2 12.50% 
 Very Good 3 18.75% 
 Satisfactory 7 43.75% 
 Poor  4 25% 
 Very Poor 0 0% 
 Totals 

    
16 100% 

 
        

7.)  How would you rate the case study approach in its ability to interest 
you? 

          

          Responses 
 

 

        Excellent 4 25% 
 Very Good 5 31.25% 
 Satisfactory 4 25% 
 Poor  2 12.50% 
 Very Poor 1 6.25% 
 Totals 

    
16 100% 

 

        

8.)  How helpful do you feel the case study approach is as a practical tool 
to assist in relating the theory to practice? 

          

          

   
 

Responses 
 

        Excellent 5 31.25% 
 Very Good 6 37.50% 
 Satisfactory 5 31.25% 
 Poor  0 0% 
 Very Poor 0 0% 
 Totals 

    
16 100% 
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