Dr. Henrik Eger, Delaware County Community College (DCCC), heger@dccc.edu
Description, Analysis, & Solutions: 

How to write an effective Communication Case Study

1. Select a conflict situation in your life that you recall vividly and that was important to you.  For example, a misunderstanding between you and one of your parents, boss, or friend, etc.  

2. Only write about a situation that you feel comfortable writing about.  If you feel so bad about a particular situation that you feel angry or embarrassed, then don’t write about it but feel encouraged to see one of our counselors at the Career and Counseling center on the ground floor of the academic building.

3. This study must cover exactly one-page in Arial 10, single-spaced, following the format in the sample.

4. Present your case study in three parts: Description, Analysis, and Solutions, each of which would occupy 1/3rd of a page. 

A. Description: Describe in as fair and neutral a way a conflict situation between you and someone where the communication broke down.  Do not use any negatively loaded language such as “bastard.”  Instead, imagine the other person was writing about you and you want the scenario to be described as objectively as possible. You can quote one or two relevant short statements that you or the other person made—such statements would be considered a primary source.  However, do not quote anything from a secondary source, such as your textbook.  

B. Analysis: Start by thoroughly reading and annotating Chapter 9, “Managing Conflict and Power” in our textbook Reflect & Relate. When you have finished reading it, look at the parts that you have highlighted and mark those that you consider most important for your Case Study.  Out of these important statements, pick between four to six phrases that would best fit your analysis.  The idea behind this project is for you to link your personal situation to the research in Communication so that, as a result, you can look at any given communication situation from different perspectives.  Many students who wrote a Case Study in my classes learned to look at the conflict situation not only from their point of view, but from that of the other party as well.  As a result, a fairly balanced picture emerged which often led to a reconciliation between the two partners who had experienced a conflict.  

C. Solutions: Ask yourself which action of yours would best lead to a win-win situation.  Then describe it in as concrete a way as possible.  Present the actual steps you would need to take to solve this communication misunderstanding or crisis.  Then offer a second solution which must be quite different from the first solution.  You may wish to brainstorm the alternative solution with some close friends, asking them what they might do in a similar situation.  Out of these discussions with friends, most likely an alternative will evolve that would feel comfortable for you and that you consider a good second solution.  Then present that as well.  Both sub-sections of the solution unit, combined would come to about one-third of a page.  Avoid quoting anything in the solutions section.  Instead, concentrate on the step-by-step approach on how to solve the communication conflict in a fair way.  

5. Format: Please follow the MLA format for in-text citations where the source, in this case, the author’s last name McCornack gets placed in parentheses behind only the first quotation, followed by a space and then the page number.  Use only one source, namely McCornack, Chapter 9, and identify all subsequent citations by the page number, which you would place in parentheses.  Example: Apparently, I practiced “the avoidance approach to conflict” (McCornack 306).  Looking back now, I realized that I had created a “pseudo-conflict” (307) that could have had disastrous consequences. 

6. Name your first version Communication Case Study, Version 1 (due week 3).  After you have received it back from me with my recommendations for improvement, name your revised & final version, together with the new date: Communication Case Study, Version 2, then submit both versions week 6.
7. Make the writing of this Case Study a true breakthrough experience in your life so that you develop the tools to handle possible misunderstandings and conflicts that might occur in the future
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Communication Case Study 
Description

My sister is three years younger than I am.  As children we used to clash a great deal but when we were in our twenties, she and I seemed to have a good relationship.  However, the last few years have seen many outbursts of her: she tends to raise her voice and use foul language in public, almost always when we meet in restaurants.  Several times she has attacked me verbally in front of others, accusing me of things I haven’t done.  She claims that I was given preferential treatment ever since she came into this world, and that she can’t stand my way of communicating with her.  Sometimes she hangs up when I try to call her and often lets years go by before she is willing to accept any message from me. 

Recently, after I had a long telephone conversation with her and after her invitation to visit her, she has begun communicating again and has, as always, accepted my gifts, even though I have a sense that the ice may still be thin on which I’m walking.  I avoid talking about my life as much as possible and, instead, listen to her non-stop talk about her work-related issues and concerns.  Nevertheless, I congratulate her on her achievements and let her know that our late father would be very proud of her.  While I say and write these things, deep down I still feel uncomfortable because I am aware that I am not really addressing important issues in our sibling relationship and am scared that any honest, direct outreach might make things worse and lead to a total and permanent shutdown of any relationship.

Analysis

The relationship between brother and sister seems to suffer from “the negative outcomes of unmanaged conflict” (McCornack 270).  I have a sense that we are both “hurting those [we] need to or want to be with” (270).  I’m also aware of what I ought to and want to do, even though the resulting “approach-avoidance” (272) creates even more of a conflict within myself.  If I do confront some of the main issues, I might lose her altogether; if, by contrast, I say nothing and pretend that everything is all right, I feel uncomfortable, if not to say dishonest and non-supportive.


Looking back at our childhood and adolescence, I realize now that there was a kind of “competition, a controlled form of conflict” (270) which could have led to “innovation, creativity, and change” (270) for both of us.  Instead, I did my thing, unaware that my younger sister apparently saw every achievement of mine as yet another reminder of our different upbringing.  It seems that she chose aggressive "defensive strategies" (100-07) to "maintain [her] self-esteem" (74-75).

Two Different Solutions

Possible Solution: As my ostrich-attitude, my pretense that everything is all right, clearly hasn’t worked, I need to build toward a stronger relationship by sending her a gift that she might appreciate and a note, assuring her that I want to hear her without any critique or judgement, requesting a meeting.  And once she agrees to a meeting, however casual, I will stick to my end of the bargain.  Once I have built more trust in our sibling relationship, which might take many meetings, telephone calls, or letters, always listening to her, however unfair she might appear to me, I can begin to open up and share with her what is bothering me, going for a win-win situation where I can acknowledge her concerns, celebrate her achievements, and be myself without having to hide things that are of great concern to me. 

Alternative Solution: I could write her a short letter in which I share with her that I love her, no matter what.  I could tell her that I do not wish to infringe on her in any way and tell her that she could reach out to me if and whenever she wants, that I would always be there for her.  As a result, I may have to wait several years, perhaps even a lifetime, but at least I no longer have to worry about a family prison with a poor sibling relationship, verbal abuse, and frequent criticism.  Instead, by letting go, I can live my life more fully.
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