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Abstract
A method is described that enables students to make sense and thereby learn by analysing the similarities and differences between case studies written around a common theme or topic.  The sense making comes from within the students and, when done in the classroom, provides a context that enables them to also learn by sharing the unique insights they gather from the case.  This paper may appeal to not only lecturers who make extensive use of cases and stories but may also appeal to those who do case study and story research.  That is because the technique described here can, and has been used to analyse stories in the research context.  An example of the outcomes of the method used is described with knowledge that the method enables similar revelations and discoveries for students in the classroom.
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Making Sense of Case Studies

This paper presents a method used in research in the analysis of stories (Hill, 2004) and which the current author has also used in the classroom to analyse case studies.  Used in the classroom this procedure enables students to learn and gain insight by considering the similarities and differences between several case studies on a common theme or subject matter.  It is not uncommon in contemporary times for authors and editors to publish case books containing numerous case studies common to a specific academic discipline. A recent example is a book of management communication cases by Page and Zorn (2007). The method of case analysis described below may be particularly useful for instructors who adopt these kinds of case books in their academic courses.

 First and foremost the procedure involves doing within-case analyses followed by between-case analyses.  The methods are founded in Personal Construct Psychology (PCP;  Kelly 1955, Fransella, Bell & Bannister 2004, Jankowicz, 2004).  An adaptation of a PCP method known as Self Characterisation (Kelly, 1955, Androutsopoulou, 2001) is used to carry out the within-case analysis of each story.  The method used here is an adaptation of that demonstrated by Caputi (1997) at a Constructivist Methods workshop conducted in Auckland, New Zealand.  A PCP method known as Repertory Test  is used to carry out between stories analysis.
Self Characterisation Technique

It is not intended here to introduce readers to the Self Characterisation analysis method in depth.  However, a brief introduction to some of the procedures in the analysis may be of interest.  It is really a method for gaining in-depth familiarity with a story or case study and trying to uncover themes within it.  It is a method designed to enable the analyst/student to make sense of the story.  In its typical form self-characterisation is used in therapy as a method for getting clients to produce a type of brief auto-biography or written self-portrait.  A variation of the subsequent analysis part of that process is described below.

First, in Self Characterisation analysis, students would read the case through and try to identify the main themes within it.  Was there a single theme?  A few themes?  Several themes or many themes?  They make a list.
Self Characterisation analysis uses techniques such as taking the first sentence of a case, as if that was all there was and identify what is expressed in that sentence alone.  What message was received from this one sentence?  This might be repeated with the last sentence of the story, or other single sentences in the story.

Another technique is to divide the case into a beginning, middle and end then compare and contrast the ways these three parts of the story are similar and different.

A third technique involves taking a highlight pen.  The reader chooses a handful of key sentences from the case.  They take the first of these sentences, read it aloud and highlight the words that they place emphasis upon.  What message comes from the sentence?  They then take a second colour of pen and randomly highlight some of the other words in the sentence, then read the sentence aloud, this time emphasising the newly-highlighted words.  How does the message change?  Readers may repeat this for two or three other sentences.  The current author has found that this technique often reveals the hidden or less obvious messages in a case or story;  or by highlighting what the case writer did not intend to be interpreted in the case, it often reveals more clearly messages that were intended. This technique also often reveals the voices or discourses within the case.
Lastly, the analyst/student would be encouraged to draw together some synthesis of all the above and which succinctly summarises the sense they make of the case.

Repertory Test Technique

Students might make sense of several stories using the adapted Self Characterisation method and thereby develop deep familiarity with the content of each case, the embedded messages and be equipped with a summary.  In this context Repertory Test would involve taking three of the cases at a time and asking “In what way are two of these stories similar and yet different from the third?”  It is important to have a corollary to this question, being “in terms of . . .  (whatever is the focus of your attention in class).”  For example,  “In terms of the content of the story”;  “In terms of leadership in organisations”  or “In terms of what the stories tell us about communication in organisations.”  Without “In terms of . . .” students may come up with responses such as “This case was long and these two were short” or “these two stories are in Times New Roman font and this one is Arial.”
Students repeat this process with several other threesomes of story, each time trying to produce different responses as to how they are similar and different. To summarise, Repertory test technique is the process of taking a threesome of elements and identifying ways in which two of them are similar and yet, on the same dimension (or construct) different from the third. 
An example

This method was used in research that examined the games people play to influence others (Hill, 2004).  The researcher gathered ten stories from people working in organisations that described a way that they, or someone they knew, had used a trick or game to influence someone in the organisation who was otherwise, in some way, immune to their message.  In other words these were cases where employees were denied voice and reverted to other tactics to get their ideas heard. Abridged versions of the actual stories that Hill (2004) used have been included as an appendix. These same stories have been used by the current author as case studies in organisational behaviour classes exploring power and politics.
Hill (2004) used an inter-rater reliability process whereby three different people simultaneously used Self-characterisation for within-stories analysis and Repertory Test for between stories analysis.  As a result the following insights were revealed.

Within-stories analysis:  When the stories were divided into a beginning, middle and end, the beginning generally represented an initial story about an unsuccessful attempt by the story teller to get a suggestion heard in the face of a character who was acting as a blockade.  Those trying to have their voices heard were often hitting their heads against a brick wall usually when they attempted to use proper channels.  The raters noted that stories often referred to the egotism of the blockade person and their high need for status.
The middle generally represented a sub-story about the use of a tactic employed to overcome the blockade and lead to successful influence.

The stories tended to end with either a triumphant announcement of success, or an epilogue indicating downstream consequences following the success, or both – typically the story teller lost their job or left the organisation frustrated and discouraged.

Between stories analysis:  From the Repertory Test technique comparing and contrasting the stories, the three coders in Hill’s (2004) research identified the following main reasons why the influence attempts had been successful.

· The targets of the influence were unaware of the influence attempt and that precluded them from counteracting it.
· In many cases the influencer allowed the target to take credit for the successful change – thus allowing the target to gain recognition.  The tactic appealed to the target/blocker’s need for status.

· The influencer was often so single-mindedly committed to the benefit of their idea they did not care who got credit for it.

· Often expert jargon was used to baffle the target.  In this respect the three coders reported that it appeared that gobbledegook worked if initial use of logic fails.

· Influencers often used a third party to carry the message to the target.

· Informal networks seemed more successful than use of formal channels.

· In some cases influencers protected an idea that was precious to them by introducing extraneous factors (say, a deliberate mistake) that distracted the target away from noticing the precious item.
The coders identified the following reasons why blockading, ignoring or resisting occurred.
· There was frequently a gatekeeper within the proper channels who blocked the normally accepted flow of information.  This enabled the gatekeeper to control the agenda.
· Egotism and high need for status led these people to be gatekeepers and they also displayed an arrogance that led them to believe they knew best and hence acted dismissively of others.

· In most cases there was a them versus us competitive relationship – often between geographically-distanced offices such as ead ffice aHead Office and Regional Office.

· The blocker often had a hidden agenda that was not made public.
Implications for Academics.
Personal Construct Psychology (PCP) it is a well respected psychology with academic journals, several conferences staged worldwide on a biennial basis and a number of research centres throughout the world. Not only is PCP rich theoretically it is also rich in methods for making sense of events, learning from experience and thereby growing and developing psychologically. PCP provides several methods for elaborating meaning from events in one’s environment. This paper presented two of those methods only, and applied them to a process of case study analysis.

This paper was written with a primary and secondary purpose in mind. The primary purpose was to suggest to fellow academics that these methods can be added to their repertoire of techniques that they use for teaching and learning.  The methods can and have been used by the current author in the classroom learning environment to explore, make sense of and make discoveries from case studies. Instructors are invited to try them in their classrooms.
 A secondary purpose, however, was derived from the knowledge that many of these fellow academics were also active researchers, and that many may favour case study, story and narrative research methods. The secondary purpose was therefore also an invitation to add to the repertoire of analysis techniques that researchers might use in research based on stories, narrative and cases.
Conclusion
The above describes the revelations that emerged from using this case analysis method in a research context.  As highlighted above the current author has used this same method in the classroom using cases based on the same topic – the use of power and political tactics in organisations.  The same sort of revelations that emerged in Hill’s (2004) research context can be discovered by students and in their own terms.  In other words, it reveals the sense they make of the selected topic of the cases.  When done in the classroom students can discuss and share their unique insights in groups. In this way they can additionally learn from one another. 

This paper highlights the value of familiarising oneself with stories and cases by carrying out within stories analyses. The paper provides a method for doing so. It also highlights the principles of Personal Construct Psychology (PCP) which holds that people learn by noticing patterns in events, and that they do so by considering the similarities and differences in those events. In this case a method was described for identifying similarities and differences as a means of between stories analysis. The paper also highlights that for academics these techniques are also useful as research methods.
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Appendix A
Summaries of the ten stories/cases used by Hill (2004) and used by the current author to explore organisational power and politics in organisational behaviour classes. 

(Note, these are not the actual full stories)
Story A: Deliberate mistake. Architects working at a regional office required projects to be approved by a geographically distant Head Office. When the architects had design principles that were precious to them, they would include a deliberate mistake. Having discovered the mistake, Head Office would instruct the architects to change it and the rest would slip through. In this way the architects overcame lack of autonomy and lack of self-control by exploiting Head Office’s need to be needed by directing attention to mistakes and thereby distracting attention away from other issues.

Story B: Focus on process not logic. In a health related institution, a significant clinical problem was identified and systematically investigated, from which a clear recommendation was apparent.  Although management approved the investigation, when it came to decision making they fell short of using logic. They invariably balked at cost and went for a diluted version of the solution. Using logic and content as the basis for an argument seemed to result in group impotency. The story teller changed tactic away from logic and content to focus on process. It appeared that concern with process and what enabled a group to be potent, led to greater potency than what was actually discovered in the investigative process.

Story C: Creative Accounting. Just minutes before an important Board Meeting of powerful people some Accountants noticed an error in the figures in the Board papers and did not have time to amend it. The error was apparently noticed by a member of the Board but when asked about it one of the Accountants, feeling at risk and daunted by the powerful officials present, responded by using advanced-accounting jargon (which actually meant nothing at all). The officials, who did not understand the language and concepts, accepted the explanation.

Story D: Use of hyperbole. A scientist was working on a plan to reduce stock from crossing high-country ranges from one property to another. The plan had good scientific support but one local government official seemed intent upon disabling the project. At a Catchment Board Meeting, the scientist took a risk and used hyperbole and exaggeration to convince the official. The official conceded, the Board approved the project and it had significant downstream impact.

Story E: Being fully informed.  A Resource Use Planner had held information sessions with local district councillors. Despite their decisions being informed, the Planner’s General Manager (GM) was unhappy with the decisions. But by comparison, the GM was poorly informed. At a meeting the GM challenged the councillors persistently, but at every turn his arguments were calmly refuted and by each councillor in turn. The GM had been unduly arrogant in believing he could get his own way; but well informed rationale prevailed in the end.

Story F: Use of the company gossip. Management of a company planned something special for staff at Christmas time – an additional week of paid holiday - but being protective of their staff, they did not want to make a promise that they might not be able to fulfil. Management officially did not want to announce the plan to staff, but because it relied on the staff completing all of the December work a week earlier than normal, management wanted the information to be known. They achieved the plan and its implementation by ensuring that the company’s known gossip heard of it and by judicious use of the informal communication network.

Story G: Paperclip Story. Head Office and Regional Office were separated geographically and by virtue of this Head Office staff of one section had access to power. The people in this section were the stars of the past and felt insecure and threatened by the rising stars in the equivalent section at the Regional Office. For this reason they deliberately blockaded formal proposals from the Regional Office. However, the regional office wanted approval to implement a specific policy. As a timely coincidence a story was told in the Regional Office about a lost document that fortunately turned up attached to another document that had been sent to Head Office. It was decided to try a deliberate replication by attaching a copy of the desired policy with a paperclip to another document going to Head Office. The policy arrived back at Regional Office within a few weeks, re-typed along with a statement that it was to be implemented at Head Office and a recommendation that it be implemented at the Regional Office.

Story H: Self-Fulfilling Rumour. An employee of a government agency was sent to South East Asia for 2 years. He did not wish to remain there that long and took a speculative gamble that he could start a rumour about himself that he was to be sent home. Although he feigned ignorance of the rumor it escalated until he was sent home at the end of just one year.

Story I: Just Do it. An organisation had an unwavering policy to disallow use of a well known brand of database software. However one person in the organisation developed a programme with that software. His superiors in his work section ignored the policy and used the programme to beneficial effect for the organisation. However a similar programme developed by a colleague was blocked when approval was sought using the proper channels. In effect, by disallowing similar programmes to develop, the organisation undermined its own efficiency and potential.

Story J: Use of a third-party. Two branches of the same organisation, geographically separated but in neighbouring regions found themselves in competition rather than cooperation. This occurred because the manager at one office (who we will call “Mgr.T”) had seniority over the manager of the other office (who we will call “Mgr. R”). Mgr. T was very egotistical and would dismiss suggestions made by Mgr.R without consideration.  In one particular episode Mgr.T blocked a proposal by Mgr. R. that already had widespread support and that everyone else knew was an excellent suggestion. Mgr. R. lobbied with influential people who intervened, convinced Mgr. T that the idea was a good one, and that it would be of great credit to his status if it appeared that it was his decision. Mgr. T approved the proposal and stole the glory. He was never told that the influential persons were indeed working on behalf of Mgr. R.

1

