
Strategy for MBA – ECON 551 
Syllabus, Fall 2015 

Professor Mauricio Varela  

Office: McClelland Hall 401BB 

Phone:  520-626-3165 

Email: mvarela@email.arizona.edu 

Class Time: Tuesday & Thursday, 8:30am – 10:10am 

Office Hours: Monday & Wednesday, 3:15pm – 5:00pm, by appointment 

TAs: Timothy Cawthorne and Jesse Bertin  

Text Book: Strategic Management, Saloner, Shepard, and Podolny, John Wiley and Sons Inc (required) 

Other Required Material: The course will require case studies and readings that you can download from 
the web. Some of this material is copyright and you will be required to purchase it. Some readings can 
be accessed through Factiva or other university resources. Cases can be purchased from Harvard 
Business Publishing or at https://cb.hbsp.harvard.edu/cbmp/access/21734951  

Optional Material: HBR’s 10 Must Reads On Strategy, Harvard Business School Publishing, 2011 

Midterm: Saturday, November 14th; 9:00am – 11:30am  

Final: Friday, December 11th; 1:00pm – 3:30pm 

Learning Objectives: 

This course is concerned with long-term strategy of a business or an organization. It deals with 
identifying, analyzing, and communicating past and current strategies. You will also learn to formulate 
and implement new strategies.  

The student will obtain technical knowledge on strategy: What is strategy and how to formulate it? 
What is value and what is required to capture it? What is a competitive advantage and what is required 
to sustain it? How to assess the potential profitability of an industry? How to organize teams/firms such 
that they are aligned with the manager’s strategy?  

A critical learning objective of this course, in addition to the technical knowledge, is to be able to 
identify the key facts of an industry setting, formulate the problem at hand, analyze it, and recommend 
solutions. Like in many business settings, this is to be done with limited information and in a group 
environment. The group environment will include co-responsibility (each member is accountable for the 
complete and final outcome) and positive interdependence (all members must cooperate to complete 
the task). Students should recognize how personal attitudes and values affect individual and group 
performance.  

Course Methodology: 

https://cb.hbsp.harvard.edu/cbmp/access/21734951
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This course is case-based. I expect you to read, analyze, and communicate the key aspects of the case 
and potential solutions. In class, I will moderate a student discussion on the case that will cover the 
concepts for the specific topic and foster communication skills. I also expect you to have read all 
relevant material before coming to class and to have discussed it with your teammates. Participation in 
class is critical to the learning process. By participating in class discussions, you learn how to 
communicate your ideas to a large audience and your fellow peers learn from your analysis.  

If I call on you to answer a question you don't know the answer to, PLEASE say you don't know rather 
than try to bluff through it. I think I am safe in saying no one (you, your fellow students, or I) benefits 
from a bluff. 

Every case will involve a team write-up that will answer questions relevant to each case. These 
questions are at the end of the syllabus. Each teams should have three or four members. The write-up 
should be no more than four pages long. This means your analysis must not only be sound, but must 
also be concise. You may lose points on the assignment for answers that are not concise. Feel free to 
organize your answers as you wish: prose, bullets, explanatory text, etc. Your work should also be 
complete, answering each question fully, drawing from case facts, recommended readings, and class 
discussions. Each write-up is due at the beginning of class and no exceptions are made for late work. If 
you and your teammates cannot assist or will be late for class, you may email me your assignment prior 
to the start of class.  

Some tips for writing these assignments: 

 Answer the question upfront. It is easier to follow your arguments if I know what you think early on.  

 Be concise. Less is more. Pick the important ideas and do not waste time (yours and mine) on less 
important ideas. 

 Support your ideas with facts and logical thinking. Do not only state the obvious, but also explain the 
non-obvious. “Drill down” into the problematic.  

 Facts alone are not answers. Answer the question and support it with arguments and facts.  

 Use the knowledge/techniques from the course. You can complement with outside knowledge, but 
it will be difficult for us to grade your knowledge of the class if you do not use what you learn in 
class. 

 Additional insight and creativity is always well received.  

The Activity Presentation 

Each team will be required to fulfill an ‘Activity Presentation’. Each activity describes a scenario that is 
likely to arise in the course of ordinary work. The team assigned to the activity must prepare and give a 
20-minute presentation that addresses a specific issue at hand, as requested in the activity itself. The 
audience participates by asking questions and playing the role of the relevant audience. As each activity 
is different, the interaction between the audience and the presenters differs with each activity.  

The Activity Presentation takes place during the last 30 minutes of most lectures. Prior to giving the 
presentation, the team assigned for that day must briefly explain to the classroom what their specific 
activity consists of: the background description and the task at hand. Then they should proceed with the 
presentation, with questions being accepted throughout. The audience is encouraged to ask questions 
and engage with the presenting team, as if they were playing the role given by the activity.  



Strategy for MBA – ECON 551 
Syllabus, Fall 2015 

The activities themselves (which are on blackboard) are vague in nature. This is by design. The purpose 
of keeping the activities vague is two-fold: first, the team must learn to deal with uncertainty; secondly, 
it requires that the team do outside research to obtain better information on the issue and to make 
assumptions that are capable of driving a discussion. As preparation of this activity requires a significant 
investment of time, the team assigned to present on a given day is exempt from answering the case 
questions for that day.  

I will assign teams randomly to the different activities on the first week of class.   

Both the content and delivery of the presentation are graded. The activity is worth 12 points, of which 7 
are driven by the content (the slide deck), and 5 are driven by the delivery.  As for the delivery, I expect 
the presenters to engage with the audience, communicate clearly and succinctly, be attentive to 
questions, try to address them in the best way possible, and, most importantly, give a presentation and 
not recite a slide deck. The content is graded on the detail of information provided, the depth of the 
analysis, the clarity of the deck itself, the level of creativity, and on how the presentation indeed tackles 
the problem of the activity.  

Grading 

Each case is worth 4 points. There are a total of 13 cases, but since you are only graded on 12 of them 
(because of the ‘Activity Presentation’) cases account for 48 points. The ACTIVITY is worth 10 points. 
Participation is worth 12 points, of which seven your teammates assign to you. The midterm and the 
final exams are worth 15 points each. The total grade is 100 points.  

Participation 

Participation points assigned by me depend on how often you participate in the class discussion and in 
the quality of your comments. The quality of the comments will depend on your understanding of both 
the case and the conceptual frameworks presented. It is important that you listen carefully to what your 
classmates say and that you build on/criticize their participations as needed. Some of the specific things 
that have an impact on effective class participation and on which you will be graded include: 

Are the points that are made relevant to the discussion? Are they linked to the comments of others and 
to the themes that the class is exploring together? Do they significantly advance the discussion? 
Comments that simply repeat case facts get no credit.  Does the speaker sustain a line of argument or 
point of view through a significant part of the class session, or is it an isolated comment?  Is there a 
willingness to challenge the ideas that are being expressed? Playing "Devil's advocate" often exposes 
new perspectives and provokes interesting debate. Such contributions are particularly valued.  Does the 
participant integrate material from past classes or the readings where appropriate? Do the comments 
reflect cumulative learning over the course, or does the participant merely consider each case in 
isolation?  

I will try to learn your names as quickly as possible. To facilitate that, please use a name card during 
class. I will be happy to discuss the course, your progress, or any other issue of concern to you on an 
individual basis. Feel free to contact me by email for office hours and I’ll try to accommodate you as best 
as I can. I will also be happy to go to lunch with groups of students. I encourage you to arrange such 
outings early in the semester as I find that an informal lunch helps "break the ice." 
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The seven participation points assigned by team members are assigned four at the midterm and three at 
the final. So as to not inflate grades, each teammember will be required to distribute a total of four 
points at the midter (three at the final) across all team members, excluding self. If all team members 
distribute all points evenly to all other members, then each member receives the respective four points. 
If, for one reason or another, you would like to prize a specific team member with more points, it will 
have to be at the expense of the rest of the team. This is designed to encourage cooperation within the 
team, as those who work the most will most likely receive more points than average and those that 
work the least will receive least. In addition, by allowing half of the points to be distributed at the 
midterm, any team member who is underperforming without knowing it should notice such at the 
midterm and be able to adjust as necessary for the second half of the course. 

Accessibility and Accommodations: 

It is the University’s goal that learning experiences be as accessible as possible. If you anticipate or 
experience physical or academic barriers based on disability, please let me know immediately so that we 
can discuss options. You are also welcome to contact Disability Resources (520-621-3268) to establish 
reasonable accommodations. Please be aware that the accessible table and chairs in this room should 
remain available for students who find that standard classroom seating is not usable. 

Other notes 

The Honor Code requires that a student not seek an unfair advantage over other students, including but 
not limited to giving or receiving unauthorized aid during completion of academic requirements; to 
truthfully represent fact and self at all times; and to respect the property and personal rights of all 
members of the Eller community and general community. I expect you to adhere to this honor code and 
university policies. Please refer to the university guidelines for more details: 
ugrad.eller.arizona.edu/academics/standards/policies.asp 

 

  

tel:%28520-621-3268
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CLASS SCHEDULE 

INTRODUCTION 

Tuesday, October 20th – Course Overview 
Welcome to course. Syllabus overview. Review of the case method.  
SSP Ch. 1 Introduction 
 
Thursday, October 22nd – Strategy Statement 
CASE: Enterprise: 

 Deciding to Make a Major Acquisition, B Hite, WSJ, July 31 2009 

 The Rent-A-Car Jocks Who made Enterprise #1 Forget Hertz and Avis, B O’Reilly, Fortune, Oct 28 
1996 

 Enterprise’s Unconventional Path, G Jacobson, TNYT, Jan 23 1997 

 The Big Surprise is Enterprise, C J Loomis, Fortune, Jul 24 2006 

 Share My Ride, M Levine, TNYT, Mar 8 2009 
READINGS: SSP Ch. 2 Business Strategy 
ACTIVITY: N/A 
 
Tuesday, October 27th – Competitive Advantage: Positions 
CASE: The Economist (9-710-441)  
READINGS: SSP Ch. 3 Competitive Advantage; Porter M., "What is Strategy?” HBR, Nov/Dec 1996, v74n6, 
61-78 
ACTIVITY: N/A 
 
Thursday, October 29th – Competitive Advantage: Capabilities 
CASE: Wal-Mart Stores Inc (9-794-024) and Wal-Mart in 2002 (9-702-466) 
READINGS: SSP Ch. 3 Competitive Advantage; Mankins, M. and Steele, R., “Turning Great Strategy into 
Great Performance”, HBR Jul 2005   
ACTIVITY: Preparing for Investors [AA]  
 
Tuesday, November 3rd - Internal Context: Coordination/Motivation 
CASE: Capital One (GSB SM-135)  
READINGS: SSP Ch. 4 Organization Design; Nielson, G., Martin, K., & Powers, E., “The Secrets of a 
Successful Strategy Execution”, HBR Jun 2008 
ACTIVITY: WalMart Europe 
 
Thursday, November 5th –Internal Context: Organization 
CASE: Innovation at 3M Corporation (A) (9-699-012) 
READINGS: SSP Ch. 5 Organization and Competitive Advantage; Porter, M., “The Five Competitive Forces 
that Shape Industry”, HBR Jan 2008 
ACTIVITY: Molybdenum 
 
Tuesday, November 10th – External Context: Industry Analysis 
CASE: Crown, Cork, and Seal in 1989 (9-793-035)  
READINGS: SSP Ch. 6 Industry Analysis 
ACTIVITY: Marketing Consumer Credit 
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Thursday, November 12th – External Context: Oligopoly 
CASE: Airborne Express (A) (9-798-070) 
READINGS: SSP Ch. 7 The Spectrum of Competition and Niche Markets; SSP Ch. 8 Competition in 
Concentrated Markets; Kim, W. and Mauborgne, R. “Blue Ocean Strategy”, HBR Oct 2004 
ACTIVITY: N/A 
 
Saturday November 14th – Midterm 
 
Tuesday, November 17th – External Context: Two-Sided Markets 
CASE: PayPal Merchant Services (9-806-188) 
READINGS: SSP Ch. 12 Strategy in Markets with Demand Sided Increasing Returns 
ACTIVITY: IT Incentives  
 
Thursday, November 19th – Dynamics: External Context 
CASE: Cola Wars Continue: Coke and Pepsi in 2006 (9-706-447)  
READINGS: SSP Ch. 11.1 – 11.5 Strategic Management in a Changing Environment; Johnson, M., 
Christensen, C., & Kagermann, H., “Reinventing Your Business Model” HBR Dec 2008 
ACTIVITY: Investing in Entertainment 
 
Tuesday, November 24th – Dynamics: Internal Context 
CASE: Charlotte Beers at Ogilvy and Mather Worldwide (A) (9-495-031) 
READINGS: SSP Ch. 11.6  Strategic Management in a Changing Environment; Gadiesh, O. & Gilbert, J., 
“Transforming Corner-Office Strategy Into Frontline Action” HBR May 2001 
ACTIVITY: Tucson Cares 
 
Tuesday, December 1st – Dynamics: External and Internal Context 
CASE: CEMEX (A): Building the Global Framework (1985-2005) (3-080-022) 
READINGS: SSP Ch. 13 Globalization and Strategy 
ACTIVITY: Social Cannabis 
 
Thursday, December 3rd – Corporate Strategy and Diversification 
CASE: The Walt Disney Company: The Entertainment King (9-701-035) 
READINGS: SSP Ch. 14 Corporate Strategy 
ACTIVITY: Sysco-US Foods  
 
Tuesday, December 8th – Summary 
READINGS: Beinhocker, “Strategy: Racing the Red Queen” Chapter 15 from Origins of Wealth 2006 HBR 
Press pp 323-348 
 
Friday December 11th – Final 
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CASE QUESTIONS 

Enterprise 

 Write a one-sentence strategy statement for Enterprise. (Refer to SSP Chapter 2 in doing this). Then 
explain the logic in detail.  

 Where do economies of scale arise in car rental? (Mention at least 3 areas of the operation in which 
they do or do not arise and explain)  

 Describe Enterprise's hiring and incentive policies and how Enterprise capitalizes it to form a 
competitive advantage. A complete answer should describe the hiring profile and process, the 
incentive schemes present at all levels of the firm, explain how these two complement each other and 
how these capabilities give Enterprise a competitive advantage over rivals. Finally, it should also 
include a comment on the sustainability of this strategy and implications for the future. Why has 
Enterprise been more successful than its main competitors? Be specific. 

 Fleet management is said to be an important competitive advantage of Enterprise. Explain what is 
meant by this, where such advantage stems from (which assets / capabilities), and if it is sustainable, 
and why so.  

 Does ZipCar pose a threat to Enterprises business model? Why so or why not?  

The Economist 

 Write a one-sentence strategy statement for the Economist. (Again refer to SSP Chapter 2 in doing 
this). 

 Describe the Economist's competitive advantage in terms of positions and capabilities 

 Explain how the Economist's competitive advantage is or is not sustainable on the long run. 

 If consumer taste would have continued to follow the trend for simplification, how could the Ecnomist 
use its competitive advantage to thrive in this industry? 

 How can the Economist leverage Mass Intelligence even further? Explain how that uses The 
Economist's competitive advantages or, if not, how to develop the required competitive advantages to 
thrive in these new endeavours. 

 Run a regression of price per magazine, total revenue, and of price per-ad page per-circulation on 
number of advertising pages. Explain. (You can use the excel regression command) (Note: number of 
advertising pages is your X variable, the other three are your Y variable, to be run in three different 
regressions).  

Wal-Mart 

 What was Wal-Mart’s strategy in the early years? What were their competitive advantages? Are they 
sustainable? Describe in terms of positional advantages and capabilities. 

 How has Wal-Mart's competitive advantage changed over time? What are its competitive advantages 
at the time of the end of the first case? Are they sustainable? 

 How did Wal-Mart’s original competitive advantage help foster/develop the competitive advantages 
they had towards the end of the case? Illustrate the evolution of the competitive advantages.  

 What is the 'right' indicator to use for labor productivity and why? How has Wal-Mart's labor 
productivity changed over the years? 

 What is the 'right' indicator to use for capital productivity and why? How has Wal-Mart's capital 
productivity changed over the years? How is it different than labor productivity and why is it 
different? 
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Capital One 

 Write a one-sentence statement that summarizes Capital One's strategy.  

 Explain in detail the logic behind Capital One's strategy. Describe the firms key functional strategies 
and/or company policies and how they support/fail to support the company's overall strategy and 
objectives. 

 Describe the firm's Architecture, Routines, and Culture, and how they reinforce each other or 
contradict each other. 

 Evaluate Capital One's strategy. Is it sustainable? Is it internally consistent? Is it externally consistent? 

 Evaluate the America One and Summit Acceptance Corporation initiatives. Trying not to use hindsight, 
would you have supported either? Both? Why? Why not? 

3M 

 Is 3M an Exploration or an Exploitation firm? Explain in detail. 

 What is the role of the process engineer in the product teams? How else could this purpose have been 
achieved? What are the benefits and drawbacks of having the process engineer in the team? 

 Describe the internal organization of the firm in terms of the ARC framework. Detail which items 
foster exploration and which foster exploitation. 

 Why are focus groups useful (or not useful) for the discovery of radical innovation ideas? 

 Would you recomend using Lead User across all divisions in 3M? Why or why not? What changes 
would you have to apply to the firm to make its application succesful? 

 Would you recommend changing the division's strategic statement to include “upstream 
containment”? Why or why not? 

Crown, Cork and Seal 

 Perform an industry analysis to answer the question, "How attractive is the U.S. metal container 
industry from the point of view of long run profitability?" Include in your answer an analysis of 
Potential Industry Earnings (PIE), buyer power, supplier power, barriers to entry, and the strength of 
competition. 

 What has been Crown Cork and Seal's strategy in this industry?  How has Crown Cork and Seal been 
successful? Is their success attributable to capabilities, industry attractiveness, or industry position? 

 Should Avery expand the firm's presence in metal can business by acquiring existing metal can 
producers? 

 Should Avery expand the scope of the firm beyond metal cans? How? To plastic containers? To 
aluminum products? To something else? Defend your answer.  

Airborne Express 

 Perform an industry analysis to answer the question, "How attractive is the express mail industry from 
the point of view of long run profitability?" Include in your answer an analysis of Potential Industry 
Earnings (PIE), buyer power, supplier power, barriers to entry, and the strength of competition. 

 How has Airborne survived, and recently prospered, in this industry? Is its success attributable to its 
capabilities, its position, or industry attractiveness? 

 Quantify Airborne's sources of advantage. First, how does the willingness of customers to pay for 
Airborne's products compare to their willingness to pay for its competitors' products? Second, what is 
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Airborne's cost position relative to Federal Express? The case provides detail to compare the cost of an 
overnight letter shipped by Airborne to one shipped by Federal Express. 

 What should Brazier do to strengthen the company's position in the future? Include in your analysis 
how to respond to distance-based pricing and whether Airborne should move toward a closer 
relationship with RPS.  

PayPal Merchant Services 

 What explains PayPal’s early success? 

 How vulnerable are Visa and MasterCard to share erosion in e-commerce payments?  What, if 
anything, should the card associations and their members do about PayPal’s “off-eBay” initiative? 

 Does Google represent a serious threat to PayPal?  What strategy would you recommend for Google?  
For eBay/PayPal in defending against Google’s attack? 

 What strategy should PayPal pursue for Merchant Services?  How should PayPal allocate investments 
between the merchant and consumer sides of its network?  On the consumer side, should PayPal 
target existing or new PayPal users?  Should it target large or small merchants? Why? 

Cola Wars 

 Why historically has the soft drink industry been so profitable? 

 How did Coca-Cola and Pepsi manage to survive the “Cola Wars” with margins relatively intact? 

 Compare the economics of the concentrate business to the bottling business: why is the profitability 
so different? 

 Why did the concentrate producers not forward integrate in the early years? Why did they forward 
integrate in the later years? What changed?  

 How has the competition between Coke and Pepsi affected the industry's profits? 

 Can Coke and Pepsi sustain their profits in the wake of flattening demand and the growing popularity 
of non-carbonated drinks? What steps would you take as the CEO of Coke or Pepsi to try to ensure 
this? Develop three scenarios (cfr. SSP Ch. 11.6) with three different strategies that you could follow 
given the current changes in the industry.  

Charlotte Beers at Ogilvy and Mather Worldwide (A) 

 What is Oglivy and Mather’s competitive advantage?  

 What has changed in the advertising industry? How has that affected Oglivey and Mather’s 
competitive advantage? 

 What ARC does Oglivey have that support their competitive advantage? How do those ARC have to 
change to adapt to the new industry settings? 

 What is Beers doing to change those ARCs? What challenges is she facing? Explain and illustrate. 

 How would you go about changing the ARCs? Defend your answer.  

Cemex 

 Why have global companies emerged in the cement business? What is the advantage of being global?  

 Explain why most of Cemex’s expansions abroad were through acquisitions and not through build-up. 
Why was Cemex more profitable at operating the foreign plants than the foreign firms themselves? 

 What is the basis for Cemex's competitive advantage? How does this provide a competitive edge for 
Cemex against other global cement companies?  
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 How should Cemex view the developments in Southeast Asia? Should it look to make acquisitions 
there? What factors should enter the decision? What countries should it consider? Is there a way to 
mitigate the risk if it decides to expand there?  

 Cemex’s three major lines of business are cement, ready-mix (concrete), and aggregates. Which of the 
three do you consider the most profitable one? Why? Which of the three do you consider is growing 
the fastest? Why? Which one would you focus resources on? Defend your answer. 

Disney 

 Why was the company so successful under the direction of Walt Disney? Why was the period 
following his death a difficult one for the Disney companies? 

 By 1984, Disney is a multi-product entertainment company? How are its various businesses related to 
each other? What logic ties this company together? 

 What initial steps does Eisner take to reverse the company's decline? What contributes to the 
turnaround in Disney's financials by 1987? 

 By 1994, Disney is a more diversified entertainment company. What benefits does it gain from its 
increased diversification? What challenges does diversification pose? What logic ties this company 
together? 

“Strategy: Racing the Red Queen 

 What is the history of high performance companies maintaining their position? 

 Why do high performance companies fall short over time? 

 What does it mean when we say: “The economy is too complex, too non-linear, too dynamic, and too 
sensitive, to the twists and turns of chance, to be amenable to prediction”? 

 What does this mean for understanding sustainable competitive advantage and risk? 

 What does it mean to say: Companies don’t innovate, markets do? 

 What are the implications for innovating within a company?  
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CLASSROOM EVACUATION PROCEDURES 

When fire sirens sound in UA buildings, Arizona law and University policy require you to evacuate.  

 In all cases, when notice is made to evacuate, leave the building right away in an orderly manner 

using established evacuation routes and stairs. 

 Take immediately available personal items with you (purses, backpacks, keys, phones) – they 

may not be available to you for some time.  

 Do not use the elevators. 

 Persons with handicaps who cannot exit the building should remain in the nearest stairwell until 

an emergency responder comes to help.  If you know the location of such a person, report as soon 

as possible to an emergency responder. 

 Help others identify safe passage out of the building. 

 Move away from the building. 

 DO NOT go back into a building to retrieve personal items Go to your pre-determined gathering 

point (if you know of one) or remain at a distance of at least 200 feet from the building.  In the 

case of McClelland Hall, this means at or beyond the Speedway underpass or across Helen Street.   

 Follow all orders from authorized persons.  

 As information becomes available, you will receive status updates from designated personnel. 

 Stay together as a class, if possible. 

 Do not re-enter to the building until directed to do so by emergency response personnel. 

 

 

 

 


