A SIX-STEPMETHOD FOR WRITING CASES TO FIT SPECIAL NEEDS.

DEVELOPING
CASE STUDIES

BY BRADFORD
B. BOYD

(NOVEMBER, 1964)

Using short case studiesintraining
sessions has long been heralded by
training directors and conference
leaders as an ideal means of devel-
oping the involvement that train-
eesneed. A good instructor knows
that the case study method gives
the trainee an opportunity to test
hisfeelings, opinions and attitudes
in the permissive climate o the
conference room. He also creates
an atmosphere in which he can
gauge the depth o knowledge the
group hasinthe area under discus-
sion, thus enabling him to pace his
instruction to the group's ability to
move forward.

Through the medium o the case
study, then, the trainer can dem-
onstrate hisrespect for the trainee
as an adult learner and stimulate
him to participate in other learning
experiences. In short, he moti-
vates the learner.

The problem facing any compe-
tent trainer isto find exactly the
right case to develop the principle
he wants to teach. Certainly case

studies, or any other method of
group involvement are not chosen
simply to create conversation with-
out direction. Training sessions
are not built around case studies.
Rather the case is selected or
written to introduce the group to
the principles the instructor wants
to teach. It should lead the group
to conclusions he wants devel oped.
If the caseis used to supplement a
well structured training session; if
it is geared to the industry in
which the group works, and if it
presents facts, situations and atti-
tudes that the trainee can accept
as true to life, then the right case
isvery difficult to find. To meet dl
these criteria usudly means the
trainer looks to many sources and
then either compromises or winds
up writing his own. Thus, the logi-
cad question — why not write our
own?

Typical responses might be, "It's
alot of work,” or "I don't have the
kind of talent it takes to write a
case." Each of these might be true,
but only if proven to one's satisfac-
tion after a couple of systematic
approaches to the problem. Ac
tually writing a case can be easier

Training am

and less time consuming than
findingjust the right one. Usually,
any training man who can plan an
effective sesson or program, can
write a good case for the groups
attendng his training meetings.
The first mental barrier to be
hurdled is where does one find the
material and the second is how
does one go about writing a case.
Let's take them one at atime.

Case Study Resources

Literally, the training man is up
to his proverbial ears in resource
material for case study develop-
ment. If he is at dl close to the
training needs o his organization,
the situations are right there
waiting for description and discus-
sion. High frequency, for example,
o fork lift truck accidents suggests
acase situation for safety training.
High absenteeism, tardiness, or
turnover provide leads to the de-
velopment of a case which pin-
points the attitudes underlying
these conditions. We dl give lip
service to the doctrine of identify-
ing training needs as the first duty
o agood training director. As we
identify needs, we build case study
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echniques and methods for participative
learning.

resources.

Arbitration cases provide excel-
lent resource material for either a
case study or its first cousin, the
incident process. In the same
manner grievance hearings and
discipline problems can be the foca
points around which provocative
cases are written. Difficulties en-
countered in the installation of new
methods, policies, rules, and pro-
cedures offer still more opportuni-
ties to build realistic case studies.
Any deviations from standard per-
formance such as recurring drops
in production volume, increases in
unit costs, or frequent failure to
meet quality standards are clues to
problems which become the basis
of good cases for training.

Training directors are often con-
sulted by their management asso-
ciates and trainees concerning
problems they have in their de
partments or with their bosses.
These, too, in the aggregate give
the training director insight into
the human relations problems o
his organization. A trainer sensi-
tiveto the feelings and attitudes of
individuals he associates with soon
learns to build their opinions and
reactions into cases which are en-
thusiastically attacked. Knowledge
of how to disguise the real situa-
tion to protect the “guilty or inno-
cent" is left to imagination of the
developer of the case.

Now then, how does one go
about the actual writing of a good
short case for a training discus-
sion? A simple six-step approach
has proven very helpful in guiding
even the totally inexperienced case
writer to develop productive case
studies. This approach was effec-
tive in the ASTD Institute at the
University of Wisconsin when
participants wrote well conceived
cases under rigid time limitations
in the somewhat noisy atmosphere
of workshop activity.

In spite of the environmental
handicaps, true pride in accom-
plishment was experienced by
most training people preisent.
Here, for example, are three
typical written reactions following
the session: "This was completely
out of my area, but terrificfor just
personal benefit." "l realize now
that cases can be prepared first



hand.” "Although | have written
case studies before, this session
has given me a much easier
method to develop them and a
better sense of direction, plus an
improved ability to write them.”

Let'slook at the six stepsin How
to Write a Case Sudy:

1. Define the principles you are
trying to bring a group to under-
stand. This first step is essential
forit provides the foundation upon
which the case is to be built. A
good instructor does not use a case
simply to stir up activity, he uses
the case to bring his group to the
recognition of a principle he is
trying to teach. In this first step,
then, the trainer sets forth the
direction for his plan. Until he has
defined what he wants his case to
do for him, he has little valid
reason for writing a case.

Example of a defined principle:
Managers have a responsibility to
keep others informed and cannot
afford the attitude communication
isaone-way street leading to them;

and/or
Awareness o the need to com-
municate is the key factor in how
well we communicate with one an-
other.

2. Establish a situation that
illustrates the principle. This step
now begins to give the plans for
writing some substance. It creates
the setting in which the case is to
take place. Here is where we call
upen cur knowledge and experi-
ence of typical problems and prob-
lem individuals around us.

Example: How about a manager
whose attitude is that people
around him create an endless array
of problems because they can’t or
won't communicate with him.

3. Develop the symptoms. Those
that illustrate positively, negative-
ly or both, the principle to be
taught. Now we begin to assemble
the building materials on the site.
What incidents and situations can
we create or relate which are
symptomatic of the attitude de
fined in step 2 and illustrate the
principle identified in step 1?

Examples: a. How about the
attitude expressed in the common
complaint, "Nobody tells me any-
thing."

b. The attitude expressed in the
feeling that people everywhere
have to cooperate with me if I'm
going to do my job.

c. A situation in which the boss
bypasses our "hero" by giving
orders to his subordinates.

d. Reverse the situation — a
subordinate goes over our "hero's’
head to ask afavor of the boss.

e. There are countless examples
o people misunderstanding "sim-
ple" instructions and creating dis-
turbing foul-ups in the daily rou-
tine.

f. How often do we hear com-
plaints because we don't get co
operation when we ask for special
effort.

4. Develop the characters. These
might be "do-righters,” or "do-
wrongers." Either can be true to
life and provide realism for the
case. Developing the characters is
somewhat like assembling the
finishing materials for the con-
struction job. Listen to trainees
describe their bosses, employees,
peers, and associates. We live in a
world of case study characters.

Example: a. Let's give our hero
a name — Bill Newman is as good
as any unless we are working with
a group where names reflect a
predominant nationality group.
Then he might be a Stan Dom-
browski or a Joe Fiore.

b. Place him in the management
hierarchy. For this situation we
might make Bill Newman a general
foreman.

c. What is his attitude or out-
look? Make him a "do-wronger" —
impatient, wrapped up in himself,
looks for others to blame when a
problem arises, typical of "the guy
upstairs who needs this training."

5. Write the case. From here on
it's simple — construction begins.
Build in the essentials. Describe
the situation, the attitudes, the
symptoms and the characters but
don't overburden the case with
detail. If the preparation outlined
in the first four steps has been
carefuly done, the writing is
almost automatic.

Example: "The Case of Bill New-
man" which follows step 6 in this
article.

6. Conclude with questions. They
give direction to your group's
thinking and provide your discus-
son a pathway to the principle.
Questions should state specificaly
what we want considered and dis-
cussed so that trainees approach
the problem aong the lines the in-
structor intends to direct the
discussion.

The Case of Bill Newman

Bill Newman, General Foreman,
feels, "Communication at XYZ
Controls Company stinks." He's
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ready to look for a new job. His
feeling was that you can't do ajob:
(1 if you don't know what's ex-
pected of you; (2) if your supervi-
sors are afraid to take initiative
without having you dot every "i"
and cross every "t"; (3) if changes
are made without your knowing
why; (4) if you're bogged down
with a lot of unnecessary paper-
work; (5) if the pressure is always
onto get higher quality, more pro-
duction and lower costs. "If the old
man wants results, he's got to
cooperate and keep me informed. |
haven't got a crystal ball. And my
supervisors —Jf they want me to
go to bat for them — have got to
keep me posted and give me alittle
cooperation. | can't do it al alone.
Take last week for instance . . .
thisis typical. . .

In checking over the production
reports, Bill foundthat ajob which
should have been finished the day
before was still in process. On
checking with Jim Andrews, he
was told that Jim had been given
orders by the old man to rush ajob
for Crandon Electronics ahead of
what was scheduled. He told Jim,

"You take orders from me and no
one else! | can't have every Tom,
Dick, and Harry coming in here
and lousing up our schedules.”

We went in to register a com-
plaint with the boss in a nice way
and got what amounted to a polite
brush-off. "Bill, the job had to get
out and you weren't around; | can't
say any more than that."

Bill wonders: How in heaven's
name can you run a department
with cooperation like that?

Tuesday Bill got a couple of
complaints about the way the
second shift had left the place in a
mess. He left a note saying, "Get
this place cleaned up before you
leave. | don't want any more com-
plaints!”

Andy Colson, second shift su-
pervisor, had the whole crew
spend the last two hours cleaning
house. No complaints the next
morning. But Bill couldn't figure
why the big drop in production
Tuesday night. When he called
Andy to find out what happened he
blew his stack. Andy assumed that
Top Brass had lowered the boom
and figured Bill wanted a "spit and

polish" house cleaning.

"Who gives you the right to
assume anything? Can't you follow
a simple instruction?' Hangs up!!

Stan Nelson, one of the super-
visors, went to the superintendent
and asked for atransfer to another
section on the floor — a better
opening created by a retirement.
Bill was asked by the boss what he
thought of granting Stan's re-
quest. Bill said he couldn't let Stan
go and suggested Alex Devoe
would be a better man. Actualy
Bill had considered Stan for the
job, but it burned him up that Stan
would go over his head without
discussing it with him first.

When Bill asked Stan why he
didn't come to him first, Stan said,
"I thought | had a better chance
with the old man. | wasn't sure
how | stood with you." You know
now," said Bill. "You'll wait along
time before you get another
chance!"

Friday noon Bill was informed
that ajob scheduled to be finished
on Monday would have to be out o
the plant on Friday. So OK. We've
got to work about two and a hdf
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hours' overtime, but we can do it.
From 2:30 to 3:00 al he got was
griping when he told three sections
d the need to work until 6:00.
Shopping, dinners parties, bowl-
ing, basketball games, school plays
— why didn't he go to bat for
them? Why couldn't they work
Saturday morning? Why did he
have to wait until an hour before
quitting time?

Bill finally told them to quit the
blasted griping and get the stuff
out. How unreasonable could they

get? Can't they see that you have
to accommodate a customer now
and then to keep their good will?

To top it off, no one alerted

shipping and the stuff didn't get
out anyhow — how fouled up can
you get?

A. How do you think Bill saw his
communication responsibili-
ty?

B. What created the problem?

C. What should Bill have done:
1. To avoid the problem in
the first place.

DEVELOPING
CASE STUDIES: AN UPDATE

Thousands of supervisors have men-
tally and emotionally wrestled with the
Case of BUI Newman used to illustrate
this article. Most of them come out of
those discussionswith a new perception
o the importance of communication to
effective supervision. The years have
reinforced the ideathat case studiesfor
specific training sessions are best writ-
ten for those sessions by the trainers
who will be using them.

The six-step method described in this
article has guided the writing of many
case studies for specific training ses-
sions by the author as well as providing
the framework for constructing the
Burt Hall cases in my Management-
Minded. Supervision. Seminars on "How
to Train and Develop Foremen and
Supervisors" conducted for trainers at
the University of Wisconsin's Manage-
ment Institute have a segment built
around this article which is as current
today as when it was first published.

Repetitive use of a case such as the
Bill Newman case creates insights from
a variety of trainees that enrich each
successive use of the case. For example,
the first incident provides an excellent
opportunity to move from a discussion
of what might have been done to avoid
the problem of Bill Newman not being
informed of the change in priorities, to
the more significant emotional reaction
o Bill Newman being overlooked. We
see ahighly favorable emotional climate
building around Bill damaging his rela-
tionships up and down the line, while
very simple and obvious remedies are
available to all parties to the misunder-
standing.

In his note to Andy Colson, "get this
place cleaned up before you leave. |
don't want any more complaints!”, the
obvious lack of specific detail can be
quickly set aside. Of much greater
significanceto the trainer is the oppor-
tunity to enter into discussions of oral
VS. written instructions, the limitations
of written communication, the impact of

non-verbal communication, and of whe-
ther Andy's response to the note
amounted to "antagonistic compliance.”

As the trainer becomes more familiar
with the case, other methods such as
role playing become apparent. Visual-
ize, for example, asking trainees to plan
and conduct a follow-up interview be-
tween Bill Newman and Stan Nelson
after Bill learns of the by-pass. Giving
trainees an opportunity to play Bill
Newman while the trainer assumes the
role of Stan Nelson keeps the trainer in
control of the role play and enhances
learning. If the trainee needs help, the
trainer can be supportive. On the other
hand if the trainee becomes too aggres-
sive, the trainer can provide sufficient
resistance to redirect the trainee along
more productive lines.

Many case-study discussions flow
logicaly into role-play possibilities to
enliven atraining session if the trainer
is alert to them. More important, an
awareness o role play inthe mind of the
trainer leads to writing case situations
specifically for role play. Supervisors at
University of Wisconsin institutes in-
variably ask for more role play when-
ever the method is used. They like the
"real world" approach to learning.

On reviewing the article there are
two aspects that need correction. First,
the increasing entry of women into the
training field makesthe article outdated
in its male orientation. My apologies to
our many women trainers. Secondly,
thereisan implication that the six steps
presented are rigidly sequential. Not
so. My experience is that | jump back
and forth between steps two, three and
four before writing. The writing pro-
cess usualy triggers many new ideas
for stepsthree and four. Carefully stay-
ing with the six steps will yield a good
case similar to the case of Bill Newman
in haf a day. One could look for days
and not find one that fits what we want
to do nearly so well asthe one we write.
— Bradford B. Boyd

2. To correct the problem
once it developed.

The case of Bill Newman was
written to introduce a seven-ses-
sion series on "Building Coopera-
tion Through Better Communica
tion" for a midwestern manufac-
turing concern. The group included
middle management personnel
from production, office, and en-
gineering functions.

The case was developed follow-
ing the six step pattern outlined
above to fit a specia situation.
Although he was a purely fictional
character, most confereesfelt they
knew Bill Newman or that the
situation was uncomfortably true
to life.

It's unlikely that a canned case
could have been found to do the job
that Bill Newman was created to
do — demonstrating that it's
easier and quicker to develop our
own.

Bradford B. Boyd is professor of
management at the University of Wis-
consin, Madison, WI.

A Desk Drawer
Digest of
Punctuation,
Grammar & Style

mmm

by
Jan Venolia

A Training Tool That
Keeps on Training!
¢« Use this lively book to improve

writing skills during training
sessions and on the job.

« Write Right! is fun, easy to use,
and ... it works'.

Available in three versions:
Paperback, $3.95
Spiral-bound, $4.95
Hardcover, $6.95

Periwinkle Press

P.0. Box 1305-B
Woodland Hiils, CA 91365
(213) 346-3415

"An invaluable tool for executives, secretaries,
students ..." Los Angeles Times

"unique in its remarkably intelligible treatment of
common writing difficulties..” Womenin Business

Circle No. 213 on Reader Service Card

Training and Development Journal, June 1980 — 117



