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INTRODUCTION
The use of case study discussion has increased greatly in the past few years. It is being used all the way
from the classrooms of the most respected universities to on-the- job training of foremen. It has been used
in 4-H conferences and in training Extension personnel.
The basic outline of what happens in a case study conference is quite simple.
The first step is a need. There is need for a group to learn something .about people and their reactions and
inter-reactions. Exactly what area is being dealt with depends, of course, upon the needs of the group . But
the subjects have this in cOiiiffion: people are involved in the learning area,
The next factor is the case.
It is a set of facts about people in a specific situation. It involves personalities, an environment and behavior of significance and interest to the group. It is a slice of life.
Ideally, it describes a complex situation, with many interacting human factors. And, again ideally, there
is no provably right answer or answers to the problems it raises,
WHAT HAPPENS
We now have a group and a case. What happens next can be stated far more briefly than it actually happen s .
The group discusses the case. That's all. When there's nothing more anybody wants to say, the case study
is over.
The utter simplicity of this procedure sometimes seems a little baffling.
Most puzzling to some people is the fact that the group is not expected to come up with an "answer", or a
set of "answers" to the problems raised in the case. In fact, in most cases, it cannot find "answers".
There are several reasons for this:
First, the case has been selected or constructed so that many factors of human emotions and attitudes are
involved. No !lingle answer, or set of answers, could cover all of them with certainty. You just can't be
certain about the way a given person may react in a given situation.
Second, the case never states all the facts. It couldn't. It is like life in that respect. Do we ever know .
with absolute certainty . . . that we have all the facts about any situation in real life which involves people?
And that question includes the real-life situations in which we personally are deeply involved.
Finally, suppose that, by a stretch of the imagination, an "answer" could be developed to fit a given set of
facts, as set forth in a case. Even that "answer" would be nearly useless.
For instance, suppose the case involves the efforts of county agent Jones to explain the advantages of balanced farming to farmer Smith. A group decides that, considering all the facts known to them, county agent
Jones should have made moves A, Band C. If he had only done that, farmer Smith would have seen the light
. . . to his advantage.

Of course, there's no certainty that those moves would have worked, since the group doesn't have all the
facts. But assume, for a moment, that they did have all the facts. They are the "answer" I
We know that people are different from day to day. They are different from person to person. And they are
different from situation to situation. So, if we change either the people, the time or the environment, we
no longer have a valid "answer".
That is, we have an "answer" only to that one situation described in the case . . . involving agent Jones and
farmer Smith, at a specific time, at a specific place, under specific circumstances.
The "answer" won't necessarily help agent Doe when he talks to farmer Roe in a different environment . In
fact, it wouldn't necessarily have helped even the original agent Jones if he talked to farmer Smith just one
day after the events reported took place.
Our answer, it appears, is not going to be very useful to us.
SO WHAT?
So, if a case study group does not come up with "answers",

what~

it gain?

It gains understanding of how a certain set of people reacted under a given set of circumstances.
It penetrates relatively deeply into some of the possible causes of their behavior and feelings.
Its penetration is deep because each member of the group brings to the examination of the case a different
combination of experience, attitudes and knowledge. One set of facts is examined from many angles. As
Glover and Hower put it:
"Because of differences in background and differences in the way they look at things, no two students
will see the same things in a given case. "
Is this understanding of people, their reactions and the possible causes of their reactions useful to an extension worker . . . whose business is people?
If your answer is "Yes", the following more detailed notes will explain a method which has proved its ability to aid that kind of learning.

TYPES OF CASES
The particular case you select for your group to discuss will depend upon your purposes, the group's inter ests and competence and the amount of time available for the discussion.
If long cases are used, you should allow time for the group to study them thoroughly before the conference
opens . Short cases can be studied in the conference itself, A method for doing this is suggested below.
In what follows, the term, "case", is reserved for reports more complex than any which states just a sin-

gle problem.
OBJECTIVES
The "general case" as opposed to the "problem case" can be used by the conference leader to achieve the
following objectives:
1.

To improve the ability of a group's members to communicate with each other both in and outside
the conference. It focuses the attention of all upon a single situation, set of problems, cast of characters and environment. As they talk with each other about this common subject, the members
gradually learn more about what each means by the word-symbols he uses.

2.

To secure exploration of a subject area like human relations, organizational practices, or even
accounting in which individual interpretation of facts and judgment are essential to meaningful behavior.

3.

To develop team spirit and cooperative behavior in a work group. Discussion of a series of case
studies tends to weld the conference group into a more effectively coordinated entity.

4.

To provide exercise in the analysis and handling of complex situations involving several overlapping
problems and interrelating personalities.

5.

To provide experience for the group in the treatment of situations in which many of the facts are
unknown. The value here, of course, lies in the case's parallel to the situations the group must
face in their everyday lives. In the typical real-life situation, the individual must often act without knowing all the facts. If people are involved in the situation to be treated, all of the facts can
never be known.

6.

To give the group exercise in dealing with circumstantial versus factual evidence. Or to put it another way -- with second-hand evidence versus things the member has himself observed first-hand.
If, in his regular job, the group member must rely on and work through other people, he needs
proficiency in dealing with circumstantial and second-hand data.

7.

To provide insight for each member into the workings of the minds and personalities of other members of the group.

8.

To sharpen each member 1 s skills in self-expression, persuasion-- and, occasionally, in debate.

9.

To develop awareness of the impact of each member 1 s background, work experience and personality pattern upon his reaction to and behavior in a given situation.

10.

To improve each member 1 s respect for and tolerance of the viewpoints and judgment of others in
the group.

11.

To provide -- if a series of conferences takes place -- an experience for the group in how a group
changes and grows during su~h a project.

12.

To illustrate -- again in an extended series of Case Study Conferences -- how various group pressures influence the behavior of individual members of the group.

A SERIES IS BEST

The use of case study discussion in a series of conferences instead of just a single session was mentioned
above. Case study seems to require a series of conferences for full effectiveness,
There are several reasons for this:
The average group, conditioned to conferences on a single issue or problem, may well be confused at first
by the complexity of the general case study discussion with its multiplicity of data and issues, They may
become frustrated by their inability to digest the case completely and work through to a. pat solution for
what they consider its most important problem.
In fact, this problem may never be clearly identified, even if it should exist. And most often there will be
no single problem that any two members of the group can agree is the dominant one.
The objectives listed above will be so incompletely achieved in a single session, that the group may be entirely unaware of their being approached at all. Thus, the net result of a single conference may simply be
to confuse the group, give them an inadequate and 11 lost 11 feeling, and convince them -- in defense of their
own egos-- that case study discussion is valueless.
Thus when you plan to use case studies at all, it is well to do so in a series of conferences. Then the values
implied in the numbered list of objectives will have an adequate opportumty for realization.
THE LEADER 1 S JOB

One other aspect of case study work that requires mention is the severe demands it makes upon the conference leader.
He must be thoroughly familiar with the cases he uses. But he must refrain from imposing his interpretation
of them upon the group. Otherwise, the group 1 s learning will be limited to what the leader has found in the
case; and often this is a very small portion of its content, no matter how much experience and study of the
case the leader has had.
He should behave in a manner that will cause the group members to develop their own initiative and exercise
their own capabilities as a result of discussion, instead of simply increasing their dependence upon the
leader.
He must be highly skilled in the use of the conference method.
But most important is the self- concept he holds -- or the attitude with which he approaches his conference
task.
If the leader considers himself an expert on the case, and undervalues the qualifications of his group to excel his own competence in handling it, he is defeated before be begins. The discussion is likely to turn into
a guessing-game in which the group tries to imitate the leader 1 s reactions to the case.
If the leader commits himself to a. particula:r stand on any issue in the case, the group is likely to stop trying to do its own thinking.

If the leader picks a fight with any member, the discussion may degenerate into bickering at one extreme
or non-productive agreement with the leader's viewpoints at the other.

The leader's function is simply to understand-- and help the group understand-- the m ·e aning and significance to the case of each comment that is made.
An exception may occur when the group has learned that its leader is non-autocratic or permissive and has
confidence in their ability to stand on their own feet and solve their own problems. After this realization,
they often are able to accept the leader as almost a full-fledged member of the group.

When they do thus accept him, he can sometimes serve as a resource person and out of his experience with
the case, make an occasional commen~ on it himself or point out a fact which has apparently been overlooked.
But if he is to preserve the group's initiative and interest, he must avoid ever becoming defensive when the
group takes issue with his comments.
When they are inserted at .all, the leader's personal comments on the case should be presented as simply
additional ways of looking at the sitl.\~ti'<>n. No claim should ever be made, even by inference, for their superiority to the group's own opinions· on the issue in question.
It is no easy trick for the case study leader to learn all he must know about the case before he goes into the
conference, and still avoid imposing his personal convictions concerning the case upon his group. But if
they are to learn to think for themselves, this must be accomplished.

Adapted from material prepared by William E. Bright, Jr. , Chairman, Committee for Employee
Development, Pure Oil Company, for the National Project in Agricultural Communications.

