
 

PEOPLE ANALYTICS AND STRATEGY (B8590) 

SUMMER SEMESTER, 2019 

PROFESSOR BO COWGILL 
Office: Uris Hall 705 
E-mail: bo.cowgill@gsb.columbia.edu 
 

TEACHING ASSISTANTS 
Patryk Perkowski. PPerkowski22@gsb.columbia.edu  

 

Office Hours​:  
● Mon and Weds 4-5pm (unless otherwise indicated).  
● Click here to see the schedule. Book an appointment to guarantee a slot.  
● Email me if you need additional times.  

 

Communications from professors and teaching assistants about the course will take place through Canvas.  

Students should regularly check for announcements and messaging notifications. 

 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 

Strategy is about understanding the drivers of firm performance.​ This course continues the discussion from the core 

Strategy Formulation class -- but focuses on ​internal, managerial and organizational​ factors affecting strategic success. 

In particular, this course is about the human capital determinants of firm performance.  

 

At the cutting edge of business and innovation, both new ideas and their execution depend critically on strategic human 

capital. Elite consulting firms like McKinsey or Bain, technology firms like Google, Amazon and Facebook, or finance 

companies like Goldman Sachs are at the forefront of investing heavily in human capital as a source of competitive 

advantage. People analytics human capital and how people analytics can be used as a strategic tool in a variety of 

settings.  

 

These companies utilize analytical strategies to sharpen personnel management -- a set of strategies and technology 

called ​people analytics​. This course is about human capital as a source of strategic advantage, and how companies, 

consultants, executives, bankers and technologists can harness empirical data to entrench and grow their advantage. 

The course also focuses on how people analytics relate to competitive advantage, i.e. the strategy, of a firm and 

industry. We will examine industry and organizational features and focus on personnel strategies for firms based on 

their competitive advantage.  

 

An important part of this course is the responsible and ethical use of these new technologies. The use of data in 

personnel decision-making raises questions about privacy, algorithmic bias, self-fulfilling prophecies and social impact. 

Blindness towards these issues not only raises ethical questions, but can also destroy shareholder value and sideline 

careers.  

 

Learning in our course will occur primarily through discussion of cases and articles and guest lectures by executives in 

technology, banking and consulting. Understanding of advanced analytic methods beyond the MBA core is not 

necessary. A small number of data assignments can be completed in Excel.  
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TARGET STUDENTS 

This class is designed for all students interested in strategic leadership and its implications for modern workforce 

management, particularly in knowledge industries. This includes students with interests in strategy as it pertains to:  

● Strategy Consulting​. Most strategy and management consulting assignments involve clients’ workforces. Many 

consulting firms, including BCG, Bain and McKinsey, have dedicated practices provide people-analytics services. 

These consulting firms also employ internal people analytics teams to analyze and diagnose their own human 

capital needs.  

● Banking and other professional services sectors​: The core resource of service sector companies is knowledge 

workers.  

● Technology​: The technology sector -- and particularly Google, Facebook and Amazon -- has been a developer 

and early adopter of people analytics practices.  

● General management​: Labor costs generally constitute around 60% of business costs. Managing organizational 

practices will become a major part of your job as you rise to executive ranks, irrespective of the specific firm or 

industry you join after graduation.  

 

The course many also be useful for:  

● Engineering transitioners​: This class will cover examples and issues around how management problems can be 

solved with analytical perspectives originating in engineering.  

● HR Transitioners​: For students with a traditional, non-analytical HR background, the class will help transition 

into a more senior and strategic HR role. It may also help you develop more general technical and analytical skills 

using familiar examples.  

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES  

Student will learn to:  

● Design a personnel strategy from scratch for an example company. Make prescriptions for personnel strategy 

based on a firm’s competitive setting and its source of competitive advantage.  

● Design interventions and collect data to evaluate and test hypotheses about people and workforce strategies.  

● Solicit and respond to employee input and preference data in a sophisticated way.  

● Assess black-box algorithms for quality, effectiveness and bias.  

● Demonstrate awareness of legal, ethical and compliance aspects of collecting and utilizing data in a workforce 

setting.  

 

CONNECTION TO THE CORE 

● Strategy Formulation: ​This course will start at the end of Strategy Formulation. It begins by exploring the 

implications of competitive dynamics and product strategy for acquiring, training, deploying and retaining 

human capital.  

● Business Analytics and Managerial Statistics​: The course will discuss and apply some of the methods in these 

classes, particularly around hypothesis testing and predictive analytics. 

 

REQUIRED COURSE MATERIALS 
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Each session will feature assigned readings which can be downloaded from the links below and/or read in the 

coursebook.  

CLASSROOM NORMS AND EXPECTATIONS 

Students are expected to adhere to CBS Core Culture in this class by being Present, Prepared, and Participating. In 

particular, students are expected to:  

● Complete the reading and discussion question assignments.  

● Use the bathroom and eat before and after class. If you must go to the bathroom during class, please exit 

through the back of the classroom.  

● You are required to fill out a course evaluation. These help our program develop over time. You will also have an 

opportunity to submit course feedback during the class so that we can tailor the experience to your reactions 

and interests as the class proceeds.  

● Do not use electronic devices during class.  

COURSE ROADMAP/SCHEDULE 

Note: I am planning guest speakers for 3-4 of the twelve classes. The exact timing of these will depend on the speakers’ 

availability. .  

Session Topic Required Pre-Readings Notes:  

1 Strategy and People: 
Introduction and 
Overview 

Case: ​Sensing (and Monetizing) 

Happiness​.  

How People Analytics Can Help You 

Change Process, Culture, and 

Strategy​, Harvard Business Review.  

Introduction to the course: Strategic human 
capital as a foundation for competitive 
advantage. Analytics as a measurement 
toolkit for pursuit of this advantage.  
 
Examples of people analytics applications: 
Promise, perils and the tradeoffs.  
 
Course logistics and philosophy.  

2 Theory and Business 
Strategy: People and 
Production 

Read ​Strategy Formulation and 
Competitive Advantage​ with an eye 
towards workforce implications.  

What’s the relationship between 
competitive advantage and people strategy?  
 
How does this depend on the characteristics 
of your firm and industry?  

3 Organizational 
Culture and People 
Analytics 

Case: ​Agoda: People Analytics and 

Business Culture​.  
 

Optional: ​The Happy Tracked 

Employee​, Harvard Business Review.  

At many companies, adopting people 
analytics requires a shift in perspective and 
culture.  
 
How can these organizations change? What 
are the complementary organizational 
practices necessary to adopt and succeed 
with people analytics?  
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https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/418019-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/418019-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbr.org/2018/05/how-people-analytics-can-help-you-change-process-culture-and-strategy
https://hbr.org/2018/05/how-people-analytics-can-help-you-change-process-culture-and-strategy
https://hbr.org/2018/05/how-people-analytics-can-help-you-change-process-culture-and-strategy
https://www8.gsb.columbia.edu/caseworks/BoCowgill/167d0
https://www8.gsb.columbia.edu/caseworks/BoCowgill/167d0
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/tu/ab83ffc0
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/tu/ab83ffc0
https://hbr.org/2018/09/the-happy-tracked-employee
https://hbr.org/2018/09/the-happy-tracked-employee


 

4 Guest Speaker: ​Carla 
Arellano, Partner and 
Director of People 
Analytics Practice at 
McKinsey​.  

  Overview of adoption people analytics at 
McKinsey and at McKinsey clients. 
 
 DUE: Data Assignment #1 

5 
 

Hiring: Estimating 
what Predicts 
Performance 

Case: ​Using Artificial Intelligence to 

Screen Human Intelligence​. 
Measuring performance, its predictors and 
correlates.  

6 
 

Evaluating Hiring 

Methods 

Want Less-Biased Decisions? Use 

Algorithms 

Case: Evaluating Hiring Methods 

through Field Experiments 

How would you know if a new hiring 
strategy is effective?  
 
What interventions are necessary for 
evaluating new hiring strategies?  

7 Incentives, Teamwork 
and Promotion. 
Teams as Units of 
Analysis. 

Microsoft’s Lost Decade​.  Themes: a) Measurement and incentives for 
organizational citizenship. b) Teams as unit 
of analysis.  
 
Application: Promotion. Is promotion just 
like hiring?  

8 Guest Speaker: ​Pat 
Caputo, Director of 
People Analytics at 
Facebook​.  

 Facebook’s applications of people analytics 
to improve hiring, promotion, retention and 
training.  
 
DUE: Data Assignment #2 

9 People Analytics, 
Ethics, Bias and 
Diversity 

“Fairness and Transparency in 
Machine Learning.”  
 
JEP Article about Algorithms and 
Bias  

Career, social and ethical pitfalls of 
irresponsible use of analytics.  
 
The use of potentially biased historical data 
in decisions.  

10 
 

Guest Speaker  Overview of people analytics practice, with 
particular emphasis on ethics and legal 
compliance issues.  
 
DUE: Data Assignment #3 

11 
 

Preference Data and 
Job Assignments 

Making a market in talent​, McKinsey 

Quarterly.  

 

Case: ​Matching Googlers (A) 

Using data about verifiable  characteristics 
and outcomes vs data about self-reported 
preferences.  
 
The course until now is mostly about 
verifiable characteristics. Data about 
self-reported preferences can be useful, but 
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https://www.mckinsey.com/our-people/carla-arellano
https://www.mckinsey.com/our-people/carla-arellano
https://www.mckinsey.com/our-people/carla-arellano
https://www.mckinsey.com/our-people/carla-arellano
https://www.mckinsey.com/our-people/carla-arellano
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/418020-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/418020-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbr.org/2018/07/want-less-biased-decisions-use-algorithms
https://hbr.org/2018/07/want-less-biased-decisions-use-algorithms
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/business/2012/08/microsoft-lost-mojo-steve-ballmer
https://www.linkedin.com/in/patcaputo/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/patcaputo/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/patcaputo/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/patcaputo/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/making-a-market-in-talent
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/718487-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search


 

introduces gaming and strategic 
misrepresentation.  
 
Application: Which workers should be 
assigned to which projects?  

12 
 

Internal Mobility Case: ​Matching Googlers (B) Using data to assign workers to job 
assignments.  
 
Merits of various approaches using in-class 
simulation.  

Due Date for Final Project: Two Weeks after Final Class 

 

USEFUL RELATED READINGS 

● How Much Does Your Boss Make? The Effects of Salary Comparisons 

● "Acting Wife": Marriage Market Incentives and Labor Market Investments 

● The Value of Bosses 

● Social Preferences and the Response to Incentives: Evidence from Personnel Data  

● Cappelli, P., & Keller, J. (2017). ​The historical context of talent management.​ Oxford Handbook of Talent 

Management. Oxford University Press. 

● Why Philosophers Shouldn’t Sign Petitions​, by Agnes Callard. New York Times (2019)  

● Google: To TVC or Not To TVC​? By William Kerr.  

METHOD OF EVALUATION 

 

Attendance 10% 
Participation 25% 
Case Discussion Questions 10% 
Data Assignments 25% 
Optional Final Project 30% 
 

All the components of the grade are individual assignments of type C with respect to the honor code, except where 

otherwise noted.  

Students who participates actively in class, answer pre-questions thoughtfully, and do well on the case write-up can 

receive a maximum grade of HP. Students who wish to receive an H must also submit an individual final project as 

described below. ​There is no reason to do a final project unless you are going to put forth a serious effort on all 

components of the grade​. 

Class Participation 
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https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/718487-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/19-013_873f438d-80f6-4f71-91a8-6d78a12af41d.pdf
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An important course requirement is active involvement in class discussion. Your participation is essential for both your 

own learning and that of other students. Because the academic portion of our class is case-based, much of the learning 

will take place in class discussion.  

Every student should arrive well-prepared and able to answer the day’s assignment questions. Students should also 

expect to be cold called in class. In terms of the quality of participation, the best class comments should: 

1. Articulate a clear stance or argument (as distinct from reciting course facts).  

2. Forward the conversation beyond what has already been stated, i.e., by elaborating on a previously stated point, 

disagreeing with or advancing a new hypothesis.  

3. Raise issues from past classes, current events, or other instances that are relevant to the discussion.  

4. Use data, examples, or your own personal and professional experience to support arguments.  

5. Show curiosity and a willingness to takes others students’ ideas seriously and engage in good-faith debate. You 

may disagree with your fellow students, but avoid questioning the motives, seriousness or integrity of other 

students’ perspectives.  

6. Help others feel safe about participating by inviting further discussion or referring to points that have already 

been made by classmates.  

Students are also expected to be present, prepared, and participate per the Columbia Core Culture. ​Use of electronic 

devices in class is not allowed​. Unexcused absences will affect not only your attendance grade but also your class 

participation grade.  

Case Discussion Questions 

There will be one case discussion question for each case. Case discussion questions will be posted as assignments in your 

Canvas Calendar. They require you to read the relevant case or article and give a short response to one or two questions. 

You must submit your answer to the discussion question through Canvas by 8AM on the day we discuss the relevant 

case in class. 

Data Assignments 

The course will feature three data assignments. In these assignments, students will be given a real dataset and asked to 

answer questions relating to a business decision at the intersection of people and data. After your analysis, you may also 

be asked to design what you would do as “next steps” -- either as implementation, further data collection or a pilot 

intervention or test. Depending on the assignment, you may be allowed to work in groups.  

These assignments will take at most a few hours to complete and will feature one to four open-ended questions. Your 

answer should be backed with empirics from the example dataset. Although there is no single correct answer, the data 

assignments are not subjective opinion exercises in which all perspectives are equally correct. You have data -- the 

essence of this class is that data can lead you towards a more empirically grounded, verifiable answer to problems.  

You will be asked to engage in the tradeoffs between your objectives, the quality of measurement, and the costs of 

making decisions. Write-ups should analyze and persuade rather than recite facts. There is a 700 word limit. Write-ups 

should be uploaded to Canvas by 8AM on the day the associated case is covered in class.  
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Optional Final Project 

The final project is for students who are hoping to receive an H in the course. Completing a final project does not 

guarantee that a student will receive an H, and receiving an H also requires doing well in class participation and on the 

data assignments. I will assign a case relating to people analytics, with discussion questions and a dataset. There is a 

2500 word limit, excluding exhibits. While providing some details is necessary, you should emphasize analysis over 

description. This project will be due two weeks after the final class.  

RELATED COURSES AT COLUMBIA BUSINESS SCHOOL: 

● Lead: People, Teams, Organizations 

● Economics of Organizational Strategy 

● Modern Econometrics for Business 

● Organizational Change 
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Bo's Notes to self about changes for 2020! 

● Add section syllabus about devices in class.  

● Good resources:  

■ https://sites.google.com/view/personnel-economics-resources/home 

■ https://sites.google.com/view/personnelshortcourse/home 

■ https://sites.google.com/view/peter-kuhn/home/teaching-with-personnel-economics 
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