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Using the Cases in This Book

The cases reported in this book are, with few exceptions, based on true stories that I have gathered from a broad spectrum of supervisors and managers. While the essential features of each story have been retained, the names of the people and organizations have been changed to protect their identities, as well as to make the cases more flexible for training purposes.

I have used these cases successfully in various management and supervisory training programs over the years. From my experience, I have found that they produce recognition, discussion, and even debate. Invariably, they challenge trainees and encourage them to rethink and reexamine the fundamentals of being an effective leader. Together, as presented in this manual, they cover a full range of management and supervisory issues and concerns.

Although the cases are written primarily in the context of service industries, with a few cases set in the manufacturing industries, they go straight to the heart of universal leadership challenges, and their application extends into virtually any organizational area. They include such issues as dealing with a difficult employee, improving performance, training and coaching, selecting the right person for the job, and managing fairly and effectively. These challenges are likely to confront any manager or supervisor in any kind of organization, and developing the ability to respond to them productively and to learn from them is what this book is all about.

The Case Studies in This Book

The Cases

Many of the cases are presented in one complete story; others are subdivided into sections that highlight major decision points in the development of the story. Suggested questions for discussion or assignment follow each section or are at the end of the case.

Case Discussion

Accompanying each case is the Case Discussion. This helpful guide contains a summary of the case, along with answers to the suggested questions presented in the body of the case. The Case Discussion attachment is intended for use by the trainer or discussion facilitator.

Case Issues Index

The Case Issues Index lists the cases and the major management and supervisory issues addressed in each (see page xxi). Use the index to locate the issue you want to cover; then read the case summary in the Case Discussion to learn the specifics.

Using Case Studies in Training Programs

There are several ways by which you can profitably include case studies as part of your training programs. These options are reviewed below.

Preparing for the Training Program

Putting sufficient effort into the preclass preparation process can make the difference between a focused, effective training session and a fragmentary, inconsequential one. As a regular practice, I require managers and supervisors who will be participating in my training programs to submit a case report drawn from their personal experience as part of this preparation process. There are several reasons for doing so:

1. Case write-ups serve as a needs assessment, revealing the issues and concerns of the people who are coming into the program.

2. Case preparation begins the process of orienting the participants to the training.

3. For the cases selected, learning materials specific to the client organization and its unique management needs can be prepared and used in the training.

A Case Report Worksheet designed for the preclass case assignment is provided for your use at the conclusion of this introductory section (see page xv). You can distribute this worksheet to participants some time before the scheduled start date. Participants return their completed forms to you. You look for cases that seem representative and important, and then write a case based on that information for use in the training.

The Training Session

To use either the cases provided here or ones that you develop as part of the training, select a case(s) that fits the topic under study.

In the training session, the participants are organized into leaderless groups, and the cases are distributed. The groups are given anywhere from 10 to 30 minutes to read and discuss the case. When the participants are ready, debriefing is conducted, beginning with a prompt recitation of the story’s main facts. This review leads directly into the questions supplied at the end of the case.

Case discussions are important features of the training and serve two functions: First, they promote participant involvement, encouraging participants to talk and interact with one another; second, they offer marvelous opportunities for participants to apply and extend what they have learned to specific problems. The productivity of these case discussions can be increased by reviewing the steps in Analyzing a Case, page xvii, or by providing each participant with a Case Analysis Guidelines Worksheet (see page xix). These worksheets help participants evaluate the cases and apply their problem-solving skills to each group consensus on case solutions.

Cases and Role Playing

In many of the cases, a meeting between the manager/supervisor and the employee(s) is needed. Several different kinds of goals are possible for such a meeting: to communicate decisions, to listen for information, to negotiate a solution, to chastise, or to recognize good work. In this context, these cases present natural gateways for role-playing practice exercises.

To use these exercises as a lead in to role-playing, the trainer assigns to participants the various roles of supervisor, employee, or anyone else integral to the case. Then, the participants are given the task of conducting the meeting already discussed by the group. The case establishes the situation, but how the role players, especially those in supervisory roles, deal with the situation is up to them.

The participant who plays the role of the supervisor usually has the most control over how the situation develops—and the most decisions to make. For example, if the scenario is a disciplinary meeting, what should the supervisor say? And, how should he or she act? While there might be commonsense rules about proper action, the use of more specific behavioral guidelines is often desirable.

There are numerous sources of behavioral guidelines that are appropriate for use in case scenario role plays. Some behavior-modeling training programs provide a list of steps a manager should take in any given situation; thus, a set of behavior principles for coaching can be applied in these situations. Guidelines may also be drawn from the general literature. The behaviors associated with assertive communication, for example, are rather widely known and can be used as the basis for training and role-playing activities. Finally, keep in mind that the organization that employs the participants may itself be an invaluable source of guidance. The organization’s policies and procedures in disciplinary matters, for instance, may clearly indicate what a supervisor should do and say, thereby providing the role player with an established model of conduct for dealing with disciplinary problems.

The cases, which create the context for action and the role-playing exercises, bring participants into the sphere of action and help them further develop problem-solving and decision-making skills. Using these cases in conjunction with role-playing exercises and the appropriate guidelines can thus result in a highly effective training method.

Questions and Answers About the Cases

How Were These Cases Developed?

These cases, collected over the past 10 years, are based on the experiences of managers and supervisors in a variety of professions. The occupational environments represented here include financial, health-care, educational, governmental, retail, and manufacturing settings.

Each case tells the story of a particularly compelling or challenging management and supervisory situation. Representing the “critical incidents” in the lives of managers and supervisors, these stories have been generated by the kind of circumstances that, whether simply unusual or quite extraordinary, can have profound effects on individuals and organizations. They are also circumstances for which clear-cut rules and routine procedures do not always apply.

Because the cases were developed according to the accounts of real-life circumstances, there often is neither one absolutely correct answer nor a single correct course of action to follow that will neatly solve the problems they pose. Such realistic difficulties only increase the power of these cases as learning tools. When a case situation can support several different possible responses, it promotes discussion and stimulates competing opinions and alternative points of view. Case discussions, in turn, promote the evaluations of options and help build judgment in considering how to handle difficult leadership situations.

A Note on Leadership Orientation

Several of these cases were developed for use with training in situation leadership methods. Situational leadership is an approach to directing employees in which the type of appropriate leadership style depends in large part on the maturity level of the employees. For instance, according to this method, a highly competent employee should not be managed in the same way that an untrained, poorly motivated new employee is managed: a supervisor or manager should use a more individualized style of leadership.

The classic statement of this approach is given by Paul Hershey and Kenneth Blanchard in Management of Organizational Behavior: Utilizing Human Resources.

Where Did the Answers to the Case Studies Come From?

The answers provided in the supplementary Case Discussion sections are based on my experience in managing employees, in training managers and supervisors, and in administering human resource management systems. Others may see the cases in different ways and recommend courses of action that vary from those that I have recommended. Case discussion will often yield a wealth of opinions that, through case analysis, can be developed into several options for resolving the case; then, the “best” alternative from among those options can be chosen (see page xvii, Analyzing a Case: A General Strategy). Again, equally competent managers and supervisors may arrive at different—yet equally plausible—solutions.

Can the Cases Be Adapted to My Organization?

If necessary, you can adapt and customize these cases by changing the identity of the firm and/or industry while retaining the essential features of the story. For example, with very little effort, you can shift the setting of a case from healthcare to finance by just changing names and some slight details. “Data processing” in a hospital could be translated into “information systems” in a bank, for instance, in order to fine-tune the case to your specific situation.

I do not recommend, though, using the name of your organization in the case. By using your firm’s name, you invite participants to make analogies and speculate on whom this case is really about, and it would not be unusual for rumors to start. Moreover, the important issues of the case can become secondary to these distractions.

For similar reasons, I also do not recommend using the names of public figures, whether real or fictional, for case characters. If a boss is named Michael Scott (in The Office) or an employee Sue Sylvester (in Glee), participants will immediately apply the character traits of those fictional personalities to the individuals in the case, which, again, distracts participants from a full consideration of the case issues.



Case Report Worksheet [image: image]

Please answer each of the items on the form below. Certain cases will be adapted for use in training. If your case is selected for use, you will be contacted for your permission to use it and, if permission is given, for more details. The case prepared for final use will be written so that all people involved, including yourself, will be anonymous.

Name: ________________       Work phone: ___________________

Describe a challenging situation you have faced or are currently facing as a supervisor. There are several reasons why the situation may be challenging:

• It was unusual.

• Even though it was unusual, you were not sure what to do about it.

• The demands or conditions were complicated.

There could be other reasons. The situation could be a problem or an opportunity. It might involve an individual or a group you manage directly, or someone you do not manage at all. Use the reverse of this page or attach additional paper if you need more writing space.

1. Identify the people who were involved: use job titles (no names) and describe each person’s age, gender, years in current position, and/or any other relevant characteristics.

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

2. Describe the nature of the situation. What is going on? What is happening? What is the performance issue?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

3. What was your role? What did you do? What happened?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________



4. What was the conclusion, or what is the current status?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

Return to: _____________________________________    By: ____________


Analyzing a Case: A General Strategy

A case is a story that describes a problematic incident, event, or situation. It typically reports in-depth information about certain aspects of the situation while underreporting others, and its conclusion is commonly left open-ended. The mission of the case analysis is to make sense of the given material and to identify appropriate actions for handling the situation.

Successful case discussions begin with an analysis of the key issues in the case. This analysis then serves as the basis for defining the most desirable outcomes and considering what options are available. This process usually results in a diversity of opinions, as participants view the case situation from their individual perspectives, stressing different values and promoting different outcomes. Such diversity of opinion is the strength of the group case exercise. Participants should value these differences, recognizing them as essential to learning, and make a special effort to encourage new opinions about the case. As a result, the case exercise will become an even more profitable learning experience.

In case analysis, participants also evaluate the different opinions about the case and use their evaluations as the basis for forming a common opinion. By working together in this way to build group consensus on case solutions, participants gain a deeper understanding of how they can constructively deal with real-life leadership issues. Included below are case analysis guidelines that constitute a seven-step method for reaching group consensus. These steps provide participants with a common source of direction for addressing case issues and also appear in the form of a handy Case Analysis Guidelines Worksheet at the conclusion of this section (see page xix).

Case Analysis Guidelines

Step 1.   What are the key issues or problems of the case?

Any case may suggest several interpretations of what the focal concerns are. It is helpful to begin by identifying as many different interpretations as possible. Have each participant state why he or she identified the issues or problems as key.

Step 2.   Prioritize the problems.

Participants should focus on the key issues of the case. This may involve selecting one of the issues already raised or creating a new statement that identifies the problem. In some cases, there may be several problems at work, in which case participants may wish to simply rank the problems in terms of either potential importance or timing of impact.

Step 3.   Consider whether it is necessary to determine the “cause” of the problem.

In some cases, it is important to determine what caused the problem in order to identify the appropriate solution(s). In other cases, the cause of the problem is not as important as what to do about it. Therefore, when working on a case, always ask whether it is necessary to decide what the cause is.

It should be noted that speculating on the motivations of the individuals in a case seldom does more than sidetrack a case study. By training to determine why a person acted in a certain way, participants can easily fall into unproductive discussions that revolve around guesswork instead of focusing on the situation at hand. Managers and supervisors often must respond to actions (or lack of actions) made by the people with whom they work, and reflecting on the motivations of others is, in this regard, only a diversion.

Step 4.   Brainstorm the options available to the leader.

There is always one option: Do nothing. However, there are usually several ways to respond to a problem, and helping participants identify those options is an important part of case discussions. Participants should be encouraged to use their best brainstorming skills to determine what the options are.

Step 5.   Evaluate the options.

Each option will have advantages and disadvantages. In management and human resource issues, there are several criteria that may be useful for evaluating different options, including:

• The power of the option to solve the problem

• The impact of the option on organizational performance and/or morale

• Legal or regulatory liabilities and requirements

• Cost of the option

• The ability of the person(s) involved to carry out the option (in terms of skill, authority, or basic motivation)

Step 6.   Select the optimum solution.

The ideal solution will produce the best outcome at the least cost. In management situations, this may not be possible. Therefore, selecting the best solution may involve balancing competing opportunities and constraints with an optimum solution that produces satisfactory outcomes on as many criteria as possible.

Step 7.   Describe how the solution should be implemented.

Create a plan or “script” of what the manager or supervisor should do to implement the solution.
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1. What are the key issues or problems of the case?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

2. Prioritize the issues or problems.

1) _________________________________________________

2) _________________________________________________

3) _________________________________________________

3. Is it necessary to identify the cause of the problem?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

4. Brainstorm the options available.

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

5. Evaluate the options:

•___________________________

•___________________________

•___________________________

   Advantages:

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

   Disadvantages:

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

6. Select the optimum solution.

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

7. Describe how the solution should be implemented.

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________


Case Issues Index





	CASES

	ISSUES




	1. How Come They Make More Than I Do?

	Human resources and compensations




	2. “She’s a Smart Enough Broad”

	Assuming leadership role; establishing performance standards




	3. Improving Performance in Business Services

	Leadership style; improving performance; responding to errors




	“Looney Tunes on Parade” (Three related but free-standing cases)

	 




	4. Part 1—Getting Started on the Right (or Left?) Foot

	Establishing a new relationship, etc.




	5. Part 2—Kicking into Gear

	Performance management, controls




	6. Part 3—A Time for Action

	Termination




	7. Mary Corey

	Performance problems




	8. Shipping and Receiving

	Sexual harassment




	9. They Came from Docu-Max

	Sexual harassment




	10. He’s Just Not the Same

	Disabled employee




	11. Special Checking Is Handed a Loss

	Performance problems; orientation; leadership style




	12. Beverly Comes Full Circle

	Career/employee development; mid-career changes; counseling




	13. It Was Really So Simple

	Leadership; orientation; delegation; coaching




	14. Pain in Claims

	Dealing with disruptive employee




	15. Don’t Let Her Get Behind You

	Dealing with problem employee




	16. Kathy Showers

	Dealing with disruptive, problem employee




	17. Forgetting Claims

	Coaching, counseling




	18. Answering the Phone “Good News, Bad News” (Three related but free-standing cases)

	Training planning




	19. Part 1—The $15.00 Mistake

	Customer relations; employee insubordination




	20. Part 2—Judy, Judy, Judy

	Group morale; problem solving; coaching; discrimination




	21. Part 3—The Storm Breaks

	Disruptive conflict; performance management; problem solving




	22. Conflict in Customer Service

	Sex discrimination; coaching; problem solving




	23. Don’t Let an Old Flame Die

	Job enrichment




	24. The Contradiction of Business

	Business problem solving




	25. Problems Behind the Counter

	Formal disciplinary procedures




	26. Wanted: Good Secretary

	Coaching; dealing with productivity problems




	27. Another Staff Meeting

	Communicating; conducting meetings; employee participation




	28. The Case-in-Case Analysis

	Coaching; disruptive employee; morale




	29. A “No” in the Field

	Insubordination




	30. Buddy Jefferson

	Assuming leadership role; poor performance; coaching; counseling; orientation




	31. A Wet Pain in the Neck

	Managing for service quality; coaching; leadership




	32. “Well, excuuuse me!”

	Customer service; managing off-site employees; responding to customer problems; training




	33. The “B” Is Back

	Abusive behavior; bad employee morale




	34. Who’s Telling The Truth?

	Sexual harassment




	35. A Leadership Challenge

	Assuming a supervisory position; team-building; selection; problem employee
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The 35 Case Studies


Case 1 [image: image]
How Come They Make More Than I Do?

Background Information

Fran Jefferson began her job as the supervisor of the Training Department of Metro Bank and Trust Company almost four years ago. She was generally pleased with the four trainers and one secretary in her unit. Indeed, Fran took pride in her ability to create a high-morale and high-performance unit. This was particularly pleasing to Fran because they were constantly busy and barely able to keep up with the volume of training expected from them.

Then, early on Wednesday morning, Fran’s secretary, Judy Martin, knocked on Fran’s door and asked to see her. Fran liked Judy and considered the secretary to be one of her “stars.” Indeed, in an effort to develop Judy’s talents and abilities, Fran had gone out of her way to give Judy special assignments, including her in all the major planning activities of the department and entrusting her with the administration of certain departmental programs, such as tuition assistance and evaluation follow-through. By now, Judy functioned more as an administrative aide than as a secretary.

It was clear that Judy was upset about something as she seated herself in the chair next to Fran’s desk. Slowly, Judy placed a job-posting application form in front of Fran. She would not look her supervisor in the eyes.

Fran was surprised, to say the least. As far as Fran knew, Judy liked both her job and working in the Training Department. In turn, everyone else in the department liked and respected Judy.

Fran looked over the form and said casually, “So you want to post for the executive secretary job in the Branch Management Division.” She paused. “Could I ask you for some additional information, Judy? I’m kind of surprised.”

Judy looked at her clasped hands, thinking. Fran waited.

Finally, Judy looked up and said: “I noticed in last week’s job posting that the executive secretary position is graded as a 14. Now that’s two grades higher than my job!”

She caught her breath. “You know my friend Mary Johnson works over there. She told me that half the time the secretary sits around doing nothing.”

Judy continued, gathering some anger in her look and resentment in her voice. “Look, Fran, you know how hard I work, how hard we all work, around here. I mean, I’m always busy. I don’t see why I should work in a job graded at a 12 and work twice as hard and yet not be paid the same as that secretary. The requirements for the job are just a little higher than mine, and the merit raise you gave me last month hardly helped at all.”

Fran listened, then she replied: “It sounds to me, Judy, that you’re feeling angry because you think you should be paid more for the work you do and that you want to switch jobs rather than put up with things as they are. Am I right?”

Judy nodded her head in agreement.

Fran knew, though, that the Metro job evaluation system was up to date and that the executive secretary position to which Judy referred did require additional background experience, skills, and responsibilities beyond what was needed in Judy’s current job. Because her secretary was such a good employee and a nice person, Fran was quite concerned. She felt strongly that moving to the executive secretary job would not be what Judy really wanted, and she hated to lose Judy, especially if her decision was based on faulty reasoning and the move would not be good for her.

Fran tried to figure out what to do.




CASE QUESTIONS

1. What are the reasons given by Judy Martin for wanting to post for a position in another department? Which points are accurate and which are debatable?

2. How should Fran respond to Judy’s request to transfer?

3. How should Fran respond to Judy’s salary complaints?



Case Discussion:
How Come They Make More Than I Do?

Summary

Fran Jefferson supervised the Training Department of Metro Bank. One of her star employees, Judy Martin, surprised Fran one day with a job-posting application. Judy wanted to transfer to another department where the employees made more money (in higher evaluated jobs) and supposedly did less work. In the ensuing discussion, Fran learned that Judy was very unhappy with the merit increase she had recently received. Judy believed she could earn more money in the open position, which was three grades higher than the position she currently occupied.

Judy now functioned more as an administrative assistant than as the departmental secretary (the position for which she had been hired). Fran knew that the job evaluation system in use was valid and up-to-date, and that grade differences between Judy’s job and the open position meant real differences in responsibility, skill, and accountability.

Fran did not want to lose Judy.

Answers to Case Questions

1. What are the reasons given by Judy Martin for wanting to post for a position in another department? Which points are accurate and which are debatable?

Judy’s line of reasoning is as follows:

(a) Her recent merit increase was not adequate enough reward for her hard work.

This is Judy’s opinion, and for her, it is true.

(b) There is an open position that would pay much more than what she is making now.

It is true that this open position would pay her more than she is making now.

(c) She has heard that the job in question is easier to do than the one she has now.

Unfortunately, this point is misleading and probably wrong. Her information is based on hearsay. In fact, grade differences of three levels mean these jobs require higher levels of talent, initiative, and responsibility. Judy has confused being busy with working at a higher level of difficulty.

(d) Therefore, she wants to get an easier, higher paying job by moving to that new position.

She might get a higher paying job, but it would not likely be an easier job.

2. How should Fran respond to Judy’s request to transfer?

In many job-posting systems, the posting employee is required to notify his or her supervisor of the intention to post for a position. However, the employee is not required to obtain the supervisor’s permission. To the extent that this rule applies here, Fran cannot do anything but pass along the posting application.

However, it would be prudent of Fran to help Judy make the best career decision in this manner. While agreeing to move the job-posting application along, Fran should also counsel Judy. First, she should encourage Judy to do some career and job informational interviewing. For example, Judy should be encouraged to meet with people in the other department to learn what they really do. Second, she needs to think about what she wants in a job. Finally, Fran should explain to Judy that the jobs are graded differently because there are real and significant differences in the jobs. She should caution Judy that hearsay can be misleading and that she should look at the executive secretary position in terms of levels of skills and accountability, not just in terms of dollar differences.

3. How should Fran respond to Judy’s salary complaints?

It is likely that Judy is motivated in part by her anger and resentment over what she sees as an inadequate recognition of her hard work. Fran should work to communicate her appreciation for Judy’s contributions. In addition, Fran needs to note that Judy is performing a job that is higher than the job for which she was hired. Judy should institute a job re-evaluation request.


Case 2 [image: image]
“She’s a Smart Enough Broad”

Background Information

The young man glanced at the nameplate on his desk after closing the file cabinet drawer: James Washington, Center Manager. He leaned against the cabinet for a moment, smiling and thinking.

James really liked the way that title sounded. And why not? He was only 24 years old, had just completed the company’s Management Associate Trainee Program, and had just assumed the manager’s job at the Northview Servicing Center. He was eager to do a good job in this first assignment, and there was a lot about the job that he liked. However, there was one thing he didn’t like, and he could see her through the glass partition of his office out on the service center’s main floor.

His problem was Dorothy Rogers or, more exactly, the way he felt about her. In his opinion, she was both pushing and resisting him.

Dorothy was something of an established figure at Northview, having worked there for over 12 years as an assistant manager. She was now 59 years old and had dropped hints occasionally about retiring. “If only…,” James thought to himself.

He remembered the first time he met Dorothy about six weeks ago. James had just learned he was being promoted into the Northview manager’s job. He went to visit the service center to meet the personnel and begin the transition process with Hank Waters. Hank was the current manager and was being moved to manage a larger branch of the company closer to his home. He had been at Northview almost two years.

After showing James the facility and introducing some of the sales and service representatives, Hank had walked James to Dorothy’s desk and introduced them. Although she was very pleasant and nice, James watched rather uncomfortably as Hank tried to pass along an assignment to her regarding a customer account investigation. Six weeks later, their exchange, which follows, remained clear in James’s memory.





	Hank:

	By the way, Dorothy, can you follow up on the Williams’s account problem we talked about earlier today? I just got word from downtown that…




	Dorothy:

	(interrupting in a soft yet determined voice) Now Hank, you know that if I do that for you, I won’t be able to take care of the budget reconcilement report you have me do each week. Don’t you think you can take care of it yourself?




	Hank:

	(pausing a moment, obviously thinking) Well, yes, I know you’re busy. I was just hoping that you could…




	Dorothy:

	(jumping back in, this time with a certain accusatory tone in her voice) Look, Hank, what do you want me to do? I can’t do both. You know I’m busy. (She stares expectantly at Hank; James looks at her desk, which is neat and clean.)




	Hank:

	Well, you know… okay, you may be right. Let me go ahead and do it.




	Dorothy:

	(nodding in agreement) That’s better, I think. Don’t you?





Hank had seemed relieved to end the conversation. He walked with James back into his office. Dorothy went to get some coffee.

“She really runs this place,” Hank told James. “I hate to impose. She knows so much about all the operational and service matters of this center.”

James nodded his head. “I guess she must be pretty important.”

Hank hadn’t reacted as he sat behind his desk.

James moved back to the chair behind his desk. He continued to look at Dorothy as she finished working with her customer. He thought back to his first few weeks on the job. At first, Dorothy had been fine and, in fact, very helpful. This was perfect because not only did James still have a great deal to learn about Northview’s operations, he also had a lot of work to do elsewhere. For example, much of his time was spent outside the service center, meeting existing customers, doing sales calls, attending training, and fulfilling similar obligations. In the month that he had been at Northview, he had spent probably no more than a total of five hours with her.

Unfortunately, most of that time with Dorothy had spent sorting out and listening to a problem between her and senior service associate, Bonnie Johnson. Bonnie was Dorothy’s age, but that was about all the two women seemed to have in common, for Bonnie was rather quiet and reserved. James had expressed his interest in Bonnie taking a more active role in working with the other service associates, but Dorothy had not liked that idea, thinking that James was trying to take away some of her job duties. Consequently, she started fighting with Bonnie over any little detail.

James learned about this bickering from comments and meetings with both Dorothy and Bonnie, as well as from some of the center’s other service associates. Last Monday, after what seemed like a week of nonstop arguing, he called them both into his office.

“Look, you two,” he told them, “I’m really getting tired of all this squabbling. I expect both of you to cooperate and function as a team. I’m the one running the show here. If this fighting doesn’t stop, I’ll have to put you on probation. And if it doesn’t stop after that, I may just fire you.”

Shocked and silent, both had left his office without barely a glance in his direction.

After that meeting, Dorothy became quiet, but seemed unmotivated. She appeared to have settled into a low-energy and low-output mode. She would do what she was supposed to do, but nothing more than that. And James had overheard her complaining to other employees, both at Northview and elsewhere, about a number of things, including the company, the service center, and James. He had thought to himself, “She’s just a negative person. Sure, she’s a smart enough broad. She knows how far she can go. But don’t expect her to be of any real help.”

Upon remembering those thoughts, James leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes. He could not argue with that estimation of Dorothy, only confirm it. His mind turned to what had happened at closing yesterday. The memory was so vivid it was as if the events were taking place at that very moment.

The last customer had just left and the doors are locked. Everyone is busy closing their stations when suddenly Dorothy brings out a small portable television, makes herself comfortable at her desk, and turns the television on, clearly intending to watch it.

James, seeing her do this, is dumbfounded. He thinks to himself, “What in the heck is she doing? If my boss comes here, I’m in big trouble.” He remembers the recent memo from headquarters, demanding more productivity and application to getting the work done.

He walks over to her desk. She smiles as he approaches and says, “Oh, it’s okay, James. We do this every so often. Hank said I could watch it when I had to stay and finish up routine work, as long as I wouldn’t let it interfere with the work.”

James feels pushed to the limit. He decides not to say anything to her and leaves, certain that at this point she’s testing him, trying to find out how far she can go. She is challenging his authority again, he feels, and this time he must do something dramatic.

James was still trying to decide what to do as he watched Dorothy finish with the customer and return to her seat.


CASE QUESTIONS

1. Is there a problem(s) here?

2. What is (are) the problem(s)?

3. What should be done?



Case Discussion:
“She’s a Smart Enough Broad”

Summary

James Washington was a young graduate of the organization’s Management Associate Trainee Program. He recently assumed the manager’s job at one of the organization’s service centers, Northview Servicing. Dorothy Rogers had been an assistant manager at Northview for over 12 years and was more than twice James’s age. After a series of encounters with her, James began to feel that Dorothy was resisting his taking over leadership of the service center and was working behind his back to undermine his authority. James threatened to fire her at one point. Subsequently, she became passive and withdrawn. To James’s astonishment, one day after the store had closed, she brought out a portable television and placed it on her desk, intending to watch it. This act was in direct violation of company directives. James wondered what to do about the situation.

Answers to Case Questions

1. Is there a problem(s) here?

Yes, there are several problems here.

2. What is (are) the problems?

First, there is the immediate problem of Dorothy violating company rules by bringing out the television.

Second, there is the more deep-seated problem of James need to establish a working relationship with someone with whom he has had difficulty. To complicate matters even more, James is dependent upon Dorothy for help with managing the center because of her expertise and background. Unfortunately, James indicates that he has an attitude and set of assumptions about her that can hamper the establishment of a good working relationship (for example, his derogatory and backhanded compliment that she was a “smart enough broad”). James’s limited experience managing others will be a drawback in this respect.

Third, there is the more profound problem of establishing effective control and leadership over the service center.

3. What should be done?

First, it is not too late for James to hold a “transition meeting” with the staff. In this meeting, there is a mutual communication about expectations, styles, and needs. Such a meeting would allow him to detail his performance expectations and management practices, as well as learn more about what employees want and need. Thereafter, he can hold follow-up meetings with each employee individually.

Second, he should ask to talk with Dorothy privately. As part of that session, he should indicate matter-of-factly but firmly that television watching is not acceptable; he should explain why and ask for Dorothy’s help. During this meeting, he should also raise the problem of how he has been feeling—that she is pushing and resisting him. In this way, they can establish a more effective working relationship.

James should raise these issues assertively. That is, he should preface his remarks by noting that he is still new to managing and that he will likely make some mistakes. For example, it would be appropriate to apologize for the firing threat made earlier. He should explain his frustrations in trying to find a good working relationship and ask if she has any similar feelings. This approach could be a nonconfrontational way to open up for discussion on how they will work together.

It appears that Dorothy is technically a very competent employee, although her motivation level is average. A participative style of managing is suggested. Thus, a general strategy would be to recognize and capitalize on her technical abilities while trying to improve her motivation. Clearly defined authorities and a regular reporting relationship can help achieve the former, while including her in center planning and decision making can hopefully improve the latter.

James’s efforts to redirect the quality of their relationship does not mean, though, that he abdicates center leadership duties. He should spend more time working with both Dorothy and Bonnie Johnson to define and implement any changes in their respective duties. For example, in a discussion with Dorothy, James should state his plan and his rationale as well as ask for her help and suggestions. James should also be attentive to indications that he is failing to establish a workable relation with Dorothy. If there is an inadequate response on her part, he may need to begin either to transfer her, to discipline her, or to terminate her.




End of sample
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