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Case 5.1: Marathon Runners at Different Levels 
Case synopsis and analysis
Three different groups of runners, with varying skills, knowledge and motivation, are training for a marathon.  Halfway through training, the coach, David, finds that each group is struggling for a variety of reasons.  The case study asks students to assess how David should best lead each of these groups.
One team, new to marathon running, is yearning for structure.  Another team has some experience but a lot of questions about the effectiveness of their training.   Finally, a third team has high expectations and a great deal of experience but lacks some motivation.  
Due to the brief nature of the case, there is some room for discussion and disagreement about followers’ developmental levels.  However, the case does provide a nice format to engage in that deliberation and discuss the intricacies of situational approach.     
Learning objectives:
· Students should be able to determine the developmental level of three different groups of followers under the SLII model. 
· Students should be able to determine the appropriate style for a leader using the SLII model.
· Students should recognize some of the complexities and limitations of situational approach.
Answers to questions in the text:
Questions
1. Based on the principles of the SLII model, how would you describe the runners in Group 1? What kind of leadership do they want from David and what kind of leadership does David seem prepared to give them? 
The first group of runners is largely new to marathon training and concerned about how to train for and complete the race.  They ask basic questions and seem unclear about the task of training.  They are at level D1 because they are new to the process, lacking competence but seemingly high in commitment.  They need direction from the leader but not much support according to the situational approach.  It seems David is frustrated by this group and not attuned to their needs.  Rather than express frustration, David should recognize their level and be more directive with them.  
Some members of this group seem to be lacking motivation and need support.  Students may think that this group is closer to D2 level.  This could be a valid argument and lead to a discussion about some of the weaknesses of situational approach, particularly as applied to a group.  It is very difficult to accurately determine a group’s correct developmental level and to be sure that the corresponding leadership style is actually the best one to use in a given situation.
2. How would you describe the fit between the runners in Group 2 and David’s coaching style? Discuss. 
The second group of runners is a bit more experienced and has a training program in place.  They want to know if changes or tweaks to their plans will help them because they want to improve their performance. This group will likely fall at the D2 level, as they seem to have moderate competence and commitment.  They need a leader who offers them some direction as well as coaching and support.  David is giving this group some support but should help them feel more confident in their abilities and offer them direction as well.
Students may argue that this group is at the D3 level (moderately developed) or they may claim that these followers do not need support, no matter what the SLII model says.  Both arguments could have some validity and lead to a discussion about the limitations of the situational approach in general.   
3. The experienced runners in Group 3 appear to be a challenge to David. Using SLII, explain why David appears ineffective with this group. 
The last group of marathon runners is skilled and has excelled in previous races.  The group knows what to do but lacks excitement about running and feels flat overall.  They have rather high competence but seem to need support.  They likely would be D3 followers, in need of a leader who is highly supportive but less directive.
David is offering direction to this group, which they do not need.  He should limit the direction he gives them and offer them pep talks and support instead.   
4. If you were helping David with his coaching, how would you describe his strengths and weaknesses? What suggestions would you make to him about how to improve?
David is often supportive and has knowledge about how to train.  However, he does not recognize the varying and individual needs of each group.  He should pay close attention to their developmental levels and offer each group a different type of leadership based on the situational approach. He needs to be more adaptable in his approach and to change based on the follower’s level.  
Potential teaching approaches: 
Below is a way to structure a class based on skill theory and case study 5.1:
· Ask students to read 5.1
· Students then brainstorm ways to motivate/lead each of the 3 groups without relying on situational approach
· Hold a lecture on situational approach
· Discuss questions 1 through 4 in the case study as a class 
· Finally, the professor may choose to conduct in-class exercise 2 below.
  
Exercises for this case study: 
1) Create an action plan for David based on the situational approach.  What exactly should David do with each group this week, this month, and for the remainder of the training?  Students can develop a plan individually, in small groups, or as a class.
2) In small groups, students should discuss a story of inspiring leadership that they experienced.  Then they should determine what their developmental level was at the time and the corresponding leadership style suggested by the situational approach.  Students should discuss whether the leader did indeed behave in accordance with the situational approach.  If the leader did not behave in that way, would he/she have been more or less successful using the approach?  Discuss.  Then a few students could share their stories with the entire class. 
