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REVISITING THE SAME CASE: AN EXERCISE IN REFRAMING

Case teaching is a well-accepted management pedagogy.  Instructors teaching case courses often assign a wide assortment of cases that introduce students to an array of institutional settings as well as a core of central management concerns.  In teaching with cases,  many instructors feel compelled to examine a fresh case with each topic,  continuously searching for new and different cases to keep students engaged and challenged in the classroom.


I have found,  however,  that powerful student learnings about organizations and management come from revisiting the same case multiple times.  I do not mean continuing to discuss a case situation over multiple, adjacent classes to assure a thorough exploration.  Rather,  I mean reassigning the same case at different times throughout the term and using that same organizational situation to explore a radically different set of issues and dynamics.  Returning to the same case situation,  students explore a slice of the organizational "real world" in depth,  while learning about the specific organizational or management issue of the day.   But,  more importantly,  they have opportunities to experience the complexity that is a reality in organizations and to develop/practice their own skills in reframing -- exploring the same event from multiple perspectives.

City Bank Revisited
: a case example

An exploration of a repeated use of the First National City Bank Operating Group (A) (B) cases in a course on organizational theory and behavior illustrates the power and potential learnings from multiple use of the same case. 


First National City Bank Operating Group (A)(B) is first introduced in a course unit designed to explore organizational structure,  the relationship between an organization and its environment,  and organizational design processes.  Here, case discussion revolves around questions like:

1.  What were the structural changes that Reed and White made in the Operating Group?  

2.  What influenced their organizational design choices and options?  In what ways are the Operating Group's goals,  task, and technology reflected in the design changes?

3. How would you assess the effectiveness of those structural changes?

4.  From a structural perspective,  what if anything would you do differently?

To inform their analysis,  students read chapters 3, 4 and 5 in Bolman and Deal's Reframing Organizations (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass,  1991);   chapters 1, 4, 5, 6 in  Perrow's Complex Organizations: A Critical Essay (third edition) (New York: Random House,  1986);  and Lawrence and Lorsch's Developing Organizations: Diagnosis and Action (Reading, Mass.: Addison‑Wesley, 1969). 


This structural exploration of City Bank leads to clear acclaim for John Reed and his design team.  The changes enabled the Operating Group to improve its operations,  address its major problems,  decrease its costs and workforce,  minimize costly errors,  and increase its productivity.  From a structural perspective,  the design changes in the case are brilliant.  In fact,  they revolutionized backroom operations in the banking industry.  


Students with business experience quickly reach these conclusions.  Young undergraduates and those new to the business world need more time and may require assistance sorting through the banking jargon in the case.  Instructors will want to manage the discussion carefully for all students to keep them focused on and working with the structural aspects of the case.  There is great temptation to stray from the macro aspects of organizational design, especially for audiences new to the topic,  into more micro issues of employee feelings and reactions to change.  There is ample time to explore these micro issues when the case is reintroduced later in the term.  


The First National City Bank Operating Group (A)(B) cases are revisited in the course four weeks later when exploring human resource issues in organizations,  like worker satisfaction,  employee participation and involvement,  the management of planned change,  and employee needs for support and training.  Here,  students prepare the cases again,  this time using a human resource perspective to guide their analysis.  Class discussion focuses on questions like:

1. From a human resource perspective,  how would you describe the change strategy used by Reed and White?  

2. From a human resource perspective,  how would you assess the effectiveness of the changes made at the bank?  

3.  Using human resource thinking as a guide,  what if anything would you do differently?   

Student reading assignments to guide a human resource approach to the case include chapters 6,7 and 8 in Bolman and Deal;  Argyris's Integrating the Individual and the Organization,  pp. 1 ‑ 112 (New York:  Wiley,  1964);  and  P. Gyllenhammar,  "How Volvo Adapts Work to People,"  Harvard Business Review reprint, July‑August 1977.  When exploring human resource issues,  student discussions often focus on the negative implications of the speed and lack of worker participation in the change process,  the pressure and dilemmas middle managers feel in the new system,  the loss of a loyal workforce,  worker dissatisfaction that threatens unionization,  and the creation of a workplace that seems more satisfying for upper management than other employees.  


Suddenly,  students who were quick to give Reed and White an A+ for their structural changes are confronted with a desire to give the same men failing grades for their people management skills.  They realize that when revisiting the City Bank case from a human resource perspective,  the change strategies and outcomes are not as brilliant as they seem using pure structural criteria.  The recognition of the paradox and potential conflict for John Reed and his design team at City Bank can be explored for its insights into the complexity of life and choices in all organizations.  This then leads to rich discussion about the perceptions and pre-conceptions that students bring to the case and to organizational analysis,  and the implications of all this for their own organizational and managerial effectiveness.  Students who just a few classes earlier were confident that they had mastered the City Bank case,  return with new humility to re-explore their old structural analyses in light of new findings about human resource concerns.  They see clearly the hazards of limited judgments and begin to acknowledge the importance of exploring organizational events from multiple perspectives. 


This is powerful learning for students  --  insights that many managers acquire only after years of experience.  In the same way that the students  assume complete knowledge after one good pass over the City Bank case,  managers can underestimate the complexity of organizational reality.  They can approach sticky problems and challenging situations by assuming that their present lenses and diagnoses are complete enough to solve the problem before them.  In many cases,  this means,  personal blinders in place,  managers continue to tackle organizational problems in the same limited way that they always have  -- like the manager whose twenty years of experience translates into merely redoing his first year of management twenty times.  By asking students,  counter to their intuition,  to assume that they will see more if they look again at the same situation,  that they will see differently with different lenses,  and that they will expand their options by reframing,  we remind students that organizational life goes on at multiple levels simultaneously  --  personal,  political,  symbolic,  and institutional.  Good management and leadership requires them to be flexible in their thinking and always willing to ask "What else might really be happening here?"  Revisiting the same case brings that home clearly.  

revisiting cases: advice to instructors

Instructors may intuitively feel that students will be bored by the repeat of case material.  This is not so.  In fact,  students are quite surprised how a return to the same situation with different lenses and questions leads to substantially distinctive class discussions and conclusions.


On the other hand,  students are initially surprised by the request to prepare the same case a second time.  In fact,  many assume a mistake on the syllabus and in my instructions.  They search for what they think are missing (C) and (D) cases in their packets.  Students are often skeptical about what a return to the same case could accomplish.  They feel they have already "done" the case --  as if the thoroughness of the last discussion yielded all possible insights and learnings from the situation.  


Because of these beliefs,  instructors need to pay special attention to student preparation for the repeat of the case.  Clear study questions help.  For younger audiences,  instructors might want to make case preparation a written assignment to assure that students take it seriously.  


Despite their fears and questions,  when students immerse themselves in the case a second time,  they discover something powerful about organizations,  about the diagnostic tools and beliefs that they bring to organizational life,  and about themselves.   Students also learn about the purpose and process of case analysis.  This activity,  in fact,  strengthens student abilities to learn from case discussion.  


Many young students,  for developmental reasons (Gallos,  1989,  1991b) or for lack of organizational experience,  think that cases teach "the right answer."   They falsely believe that managerial success is dependent on remembering what worked in the case and transferring that solution to similar situations.   By revisiting the same situation from a different perspective,  students are challenged to make sense out of contradictory case conclusions and to reflect on their own reasoning about case facts.  Grappling with the data and its seeming inconsistencies opens the possibility for student developmental growth and increases student appreciation of what case analysis really means and why case studies are used to prepare future managers and organizational leaders.
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�        Additional information about the use of these two cases and other teaching materials to explore the art of reframing can be found in Gallos (1991a).





