
FBE 532 – CORPORATE FINANCIAL STRATEGY 
Syllabus, Spring 2020 

 
Class Lectures: Thursdays 6:30-9:30pm 

JFF 416 
 
Professor: Mark D Griffiths 
Class number: 

 
Office Hours: Tuesday 2-3 pm; Thursday 5-6 pm and by appointment. 
Office: ACC226 
E-mail:  markgrif@usc.edu 
Online communication regarding this course will be via Blackboard. 

Texts 

The cases and several readings are available electronically from the Custom Publishing Website. See 
the separate instruction guide which you will find in the Course Administration folder on BlackBoard. 
Your textbook from your first-year corporate finance course. I will assume you have been through this, or 
a similar textbook before. Readings in this text are for background and to refresh your memory. 

 
Course Description 
This course examines how the finance theory that developed in your prior finance class(es) can be applied 
in “real world” situations. More importantly, we will be concerned with the implementation of a financial 
strategy. We will take it as given that the past 60 years of research in the academic discipline of Financial 
Economics (which has resulted in at least 9 Nobel prizes in Economics) has had a significant impact on 
the practice of finance, and thus should inform our analysis. All you need to do is consider that 50 years 
ago investment banks and money managers had no use for Ph.D. financial economists, and now they line 
up to hire them. 

Finally, it is useful to consider what we mean by the term “Financial Strategy.” In your first finance class, 
while you learned a set of skills, you considered only two financial decisions (the capital structure and 
dividend payout decisions) and, by and large, evaluated these in the context of an entity that had already 
made its operating and investment decisions. Here we expand the analysis in two ways. First, we consider 
the more realistic situation where today’s financing decision may affect future operating and investment 
decisions; and thus on current value. Second, we broaden the definition of a “financial” decision to include 
things like corporate structure, ownership structure, and the like. We also consider how these decisions 
are affected by the legal and regulatory environment, capital markets, and general societal structures. 

 
Course Objectives 

Upon successful completion of this course students will be able to: 

1. Explain the linkages between the operating strategy of the enterprise and its choice of financial 
decisions. 

2. Describe the effect that different legal systems have on the firm’s governance structure and thus, on the 
operating and financial decisions that managers make.  

3. Provide clear examples of how the theoretical and empirical results from academic finance can be 
applied in the real world.  

4. Demonstrate reasonable consumer acumen in assessing corporate valuation studies 
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Course Procedures: 
 
You MUST spend time PRIOR to class going over the day’s case. To the extent possible, I will not be 
lecturing. Thus, the only way the class works if the students have prepared the case. There are two 
mechanisms for ensuring this. 

First, for each case I will be posting a series of questions. These questions will form the basis not only of 
the case analysis but also of the mid-term exam. 

 
Second, class participation will count for a portion of the final grade. Your attendance and participation are 
essential ingredients to a successful class. I expect you to inform me by email, prior to class, if you are 
going to miss class for any reason. Note that I will cold-call. In evaluating your class participation, I will 
be considering the contributions that you have made to advancing the discussion of the topic at hand. Useful 
class participation does not mean simply speaking; it means participating and moving the discussion along 
in a productive manner. Mere opening your mouth is not good class participation. I am looking for comments 
that are thoughtful and lead the discussion forward, not astray. 

 
 
The nature of the course 

 
This is a case course. Cases provide a rather unstructured and open-ended experience and you will have 
fairly little guidance, and rather larger uncertainty, about what the instructor wants and what the “right” 
answer is. This is intended, as this is the way the real world is. 

This kind of teaching is often uncomfortable for students, as it requires you to learn by dealing with the 
inherent uncertainty of decision making with limited information. These are not simple textbook word 
problems. You will be tempted to look to the instructor in such a course for more guidance. However, it 
is inappropriate for me, or any other instructor in this kind of course, to give much detailed guidance. 
This would defeat the purpose and limit the learning that goes on. For this reason, other than clarifying 
the set pf preparation questions (see above), I will not discuss individual cases with any student prior to 
the class in which that case is discussed. As in the world outside the classroom, there is no single “right” 
analysis of a case. There are some approaches that are more “right” than others, and some that are clearly 
wrong in that they make unreasonable assumptions or proceed in an unreasonable manner. At some point 
in the discussion, I will probably present my ideas of how one might analyze the situation, but mine is not 
the only valid approach and other reasonable approaches may be equally “right.” 

It is generally the case that students will ask for copies of my case notes and spreadsheets after we have 
discussed a given case in class. My policy is not to distribute these notes and spreadsheets. First, as 
stated earlier, given the inherent ambiguity of a case, there is no single “right” answer. There are, of 
course, good and bad arguments and approaches. This course will help you distinguish between them. 
Handing out my solutions would re- duce the ambiguity and defeat the purpose of the course. Moreover, 
it would render that case unusable in the future. 

Because of the nature of this course (and the grading criteria), it is extremely important that 
you attend every class, arrive on time and be prepared to participate. To help me out, you 
should bring a name card and place it on the desk in front of you. I may not remember who 
said what without those cards. After the enrollment in the course has stabilized, I will pass 
around a seating chart. At that point, I ask that you remain in that seat for the entire term. 
This will help ensure that class participation is accurately recorded and rewarded. 



As the cases are all examples of real world decisions, it is possible for you to find out what decision was 
actually made before we discuss the case in class. While this may be of interest, it is really not a good idea. 
First off, I will, in general, end the class by going over what actually happened. More importantly, the 
decisions made by the actual people involved in the case may not have been the right decision. In many 
of the cases, the decision did not work out well for the firm, and, more importantly, some understanding 
of finance theory and empirical results, could have avoided the mistake. You should make no 
presumption that CEO’s always make the right decision. 

 
 
Analyzing a Case 
If you have never taken a case course before or are unsure how to prepare a case for classroom discussion, 
it would be advantageous for you to review the document entitled A Guide to Case Analysis and Rubric 
which you will find in the Course Administration folder on BlackBoard. 

 
Final Exam: 

 
There will be a final exam. At the start of the final exam period, a Final Exam case and supporting Skeleton 
spreadsheets will become available on Blackboard. Do not go to the Final Exam Case until you are prepared 
to do it then and there. You may begin at any time but no later than 4:00 pm on Thursday May 7, 2020. You 
will look at the case and associated spreadsheets and answer a series of questions on the case. You will 
upload your answers and spreadsheets to Blackboard. Instructions will be provided on how to download the 
case and spreadsheets and upload your answers. While you may work on the exam at a time of your own 
choosing, you must submit your answers within 5 hours of the time you initially access the case. I am able 
to track the first time that you examine so much as even the title of the case. Answers submitted more than 
5 hours after accessing the case will NOT be accepted and you will receive a grade of “F” for the course. 
You are not to use the internet for any research during the final exam period, nor may you discuss the case 
and/or questions with anyone. You will be required to certify that you have followed all of these rules and 
any violation of these rules will be considered a violation of the honor code, and you will be subject to 
disciplinary procedures up to and including expulsion. Further, I will put all of the submitted answers 
through our plagiarism detection software. Again, plagiarism is cheating. 

 
 
Grading 

 
You will be required to submit three (3) cases worth 10% each. These cases may be performed on a group 
basis where the group comprises no more than 5 individuals. One of the cases is required (COVERS Inc.) 
The mid-term exam will be worth 20%, class participation will be 10% and the final exam will count for 
40%. Cases must be submitted at the beginning of class – late submissions will not be accepted! The final exam 
is to be performed on an individual basis. Please review the Final Exam section in this syllabus. 

 
 
Class Etiquette 

 
This is a large class and I need your cooperation in ensuring orderly conduct of the lectures. 

• Please turn your cellular phones off before entering the class. 
• Please arrive on time. If you are going to be late on a particular day, for a valid reason, enter 

quietly and sit at the back of the class. 
• If you have to leave early on a particular day, for a valid reason, sit at the back of the class and 

exit quietly. 



Disability Services and Programs Announcement 
 
USC is committed to making reasonable accommodations to assist individuals with disabilities in reaching 
their academic potential. If you have a disability which may impact your performance, attendance, or grades 
in this course and require accommodations, you must first register with the Office of Disability Services 
and Programs (www.usc.edu/disability). DSP provides certification for students with disabilities and helps 
arrange the relevant accommodations. Any student requesting academic accommodations based on a 
disability is required to register with Disability Services and Programs (DSP) each semester. A letter of 
verification for approved accommodations can be obtained from DSP. Please be sure the letter is delivered 
to me as early in the semester as possible. DSP is located in GFS (Grace Ford Salvatori Hall) 120 and is 
open 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. The phone number for DSP is (213) 740-0776. Email: 
ability@usc.edu. 

 
 
USC Statements on Academic Conduct and Support Systems 

Academic Conduct: 

Plagiarism – presenting someone else’s ideas as your own, either verbatim or recast in your own words – 
is a serious academic offense with serious consequences. Please familiarize yourself with the discussion of 
plagiarism in SCampus in Part B, Section 11, “Behavior Violating University Standards” 
https://policy.usc.edu/scampus-part-b/. Other forms of academic dishonesty are equally unacceptable. See 
additional       information       in SCampus and       university       policies       on       scientific misconduct, 
http://policy.usc.edu/scientific-misconduct. 

 
Students will be referred to the Office of Student Judicial Affairs and Community Standards for further 
review, should there be any suspicion of academic dishonesty. The Review process can be found at: 
http://www.usc.edu/student-affairs/SJACS/ . Failure to adhere to the academic conduct standards set forth 
by these guidelines and our programs will not be tolerated by the USC Marshall community and can lead 
to dismissal. 

 
 
Emergency Preparedness/Course Continuity 

 
In case of a declared emergency if travel to campus is not feasible, USC executive leadership will announce 
an electronic way for instructors to teach students in their residence halls or homes using a combination of 
Blackboard, teleconferencing, and other technologies. 

 
 
Support Systems 

 
Student Counseling Services (SCS) - (213) 740-7711 – 24/7 on call 
Free and confidential mental health treatment for students, including short-term psychotherapy, group 
counseling, stress fitness workshops, and crisis intervention. https://engemannshc.usc.edu/counseling/ 

 
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline - 1-800-273-8255 
Provides free and confidential emotional support to people in suicidal crisis or emotional distress 24 hours 
a day, 7 days a week. http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org 
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Relationship & Sexual Violence Prevention Services (RSVP) - (213) 740-4900 - 24/7 on call 
Free and confidential therapy services, workshops, and training for situations related to gender-based harm. 
https://engemannshc.usc.edu/rsvp/ 

 
Sexual Assault Resource Center 
For more information about how to get help or help a survivor, rights, reporting options, and additional 
resources, visit the website: http://sarc.usc.edu/ 

 
 
Office of Equity and Diversity (OED)/Title IX compliance – (213) 740-5086 
Works with faculty, staff, visitors, applicants, and students around issues of protected class. 
https://equity.usc.edu/ 

 
 
Bias Assessment Response and Support 
Incidents of bias, hate crimes and micro-aggressions need to be reported allowing for appropriate 
investigation and response. https://studentaffairs.usc.edu/bias-assessment-response-support/ 

 
 
Student Support & Advocacy – (213) 821-4710 
Assists students and families in resolving complex issues adversely affecting their success as a student EX: 
personal, financial, and academic. https://studentaffairs.usc.edu/ssa/ 

 
 
Diversity at USC – https://diversity.usc.edu/ 
Tabs for Events, Programs and Training, Task Force (including representatives for each school), 
Chronology, Participate, Resources for Students 

 
 
 
Emergency Preparedness/Course Continuity 

 
In case of a declared emergency if travel to campus is not feasible, the USC Emergency Information web 
site (http://emergency.usc.edu/) will provide safety and other information, including electronic means by 
which instructors will conduct class using a combination of USC’s Blackboard learning management 
system (blackboard.usc.edu), teleconferencing, and other technologies. 
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Course Outline 
 
The following course outline will be followed in a lecture and case format, but with sufficient flexibility to 
alter allotted time and emphasis as questions arise. From time to time, class will be conducted on a 
discussion format. You are required to follow the economic news in the press and participate in the class 
discussions. Regardless of which format is employed, questions and comments are always encouraged. 

 
 
 
 
 

 Lecture Financial 
Application 

Topics/ 
Activities 

In-Class 
Exercises 

& Readings 

Homework/ 
Quiz 

Due Dates 
Week 1 

 
1/16 

 Debt & Equity Review of Pricing 
Concepts & Cash 

Flows 

Reading 1.0.4 Wkshp 1.0.1, 
1.0.2, 1.0.3 

 Debt & Equity Review of Pricing 
Concepts & Cash 

Flows 

Excel 1.1.1  

Week 2 
 

1/23 

 WACC Basics, 
Interpretation and 

Issues 

Excel 2.0.1 Wkshp 2.0.2, 
2.0.3 

 Capital Structure 
Pt 1 

Operating vs 
Financial Leverage 

Reading 
2.1.1, 2.1.2 

Wkshp 2.1.3 

Week 3 
 

1/30 

 Capital Structure 
Pt 2 

Dividends & Share 
Repurchases 

 Wkshp 3.0.1 

 Capital Structure 
Pt 3 

Case: 4.0 Capital 
Structure & Value 

 Wkshp 3.0.1 

Week 4 
 

2/6 

 Financial Analysis Case: 4.1 Scottsdale Ceramic Supply Reading 4.1.2. 
Excel 4.1.2 

 Credit Analysis, 
Structuring 

Loans vs. Bonds Agreements Wkshp 5.0.1 
 

Week 5 
 

2/13 

 Comprehensive 
Analysis 

Case: 5.1 COVERS, Inc. Required 
Submission 

    

Week 6 
 

 
2/20 

 Benchmark 
Analysis 

Case: 6.0 The Oxcel Endowment and 
Socially Responsible Investing 

 

 Project Decision 
making 

Case: 6.1 Canyon Johnson Urban 
Fund 

 

Week 7 
 
 

2/27 

 Financial Policy Case: 7.0 Financial Policy at Apple, 
2013 (A) & (B) 

 

 IPO Case: 7.1 L’Occitane en Provence Reading 7.1.3 

  



Week 8 
 

3/5 

  
Mid-term Examination 

Week 9 
 

 
3/12 

 SEO Case: 8.0 Goodyear Tire and Rubber 
Company: Follow-on Equity Issue 

 

 Dual Class 
Shares 

Case: 8.1 Magna International, Inc. 
(A) & (B) 

 

Week 
10 

 
3/19 

 
Spring Break – No Class 

 

Week 
11 

 
3/26 

 Options Lecture Readings: 9.0.0, 9.0.1, 9.0.2 
Capital Projects & Investment 
Opportunities as Real Options 

 

 LBO Lecture   

Week 
12 

 
4/2 

 LBO Case: 9.1 Sealed Air Corporation’s 
Leveraged Recapitalization (A) 

Reading 9.1.1 

 Convertible 
Preferred Stock 

Case: 10.0 Corning: Convertible 
Preferred Stock 

 

Week 
13 

 
4/9 

 Bankruptcy Case: 11.0 Adelphia Bankruptcy  

 Mergers & 
Acquisitions 

Lecture Part 1   

Week 
14 

 
4/16 

 Mergers & 
Acquisitions 

Lecture Part 2   

 Valuation 
Techniques 

Lecture 
Modelling Exercise 

 Wkshp 13.0.1s 

Week 
15 

 
4/23 

 M&A Valuation Case: MCI Takeover Battle: Verizon 
Versus Qwest 

 

 M&A Valuation Case: Vodaphone AirTouch’s Bid for 
Mannesmann 

 

Week 
16 

 
4/30 

  
Course Review Session 

FINAL 
EXAM 

As Scheduled by USC 
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