Northouse, Leadership: Theory and Practice, Seventh Edition: Instructor Resource 


Case 11.1: Silence, Stigma, and Mental Illness
Case synopsis and analysis
[bookmark: _GoBack]Madeline Halpert and Eva Rosenfeld wanted to write and publish an article in the high school newspaper that detailed students’ battles with depression.  They hoped that publication of the article would diminish the stigma of mental illness and planned to use the full names of students in the article.  All students, and their parents, consented to the article.	Comment by Ellen: a previous case hyphenated –school adjectives before nouns; fix throughout if this is preferred style
Unfortunately, the high school principal felt that publication of the article could lead to bullying of the mentally ill students.  Madeline and Eva protested, claiming that printing an article with students’ real names was crucial to diminish the stigma of depression.  The principal and district, however, refused to publish the article.  In response, Madeline and Eva wrote an op-ed piece, “Depressed, but not Ashamed” which was published in The New York Times. The article discussed their dismay with having the article halted by school administrators—an act that they believe further stigmatized those with mental illnesses.   
The case study highlights the difficulties of implementing change.  Students are asked to consider the complexity of a difficult, touchy issue from several angles and decide how leadership failed in this case.  
Learning objectives:
· Students should be able to recognize the need for adaptive leadership in a given case study.
· Students should be able to analyze whether a leader’s behavior comports with effective adaptive leadership behavior.
· Students should be able to understand what a holding environment is and see how the wrong holding environment diminishes potential for adaptive change.
Answers to questions in the text:
1. How do you define the problem the editors were trying to address?  What this a technical or an adaptive challenge? 

This was an adaptive problem.  Adaptive challenges are problems that are not clear-cut and cannot be solved by the leader’s authority or through the normal ways of doing things in the organization. Adaptive challenges require that leaders encourage others, with their support, to define challenging situations and implement solutions. Adaptive challenges are difficult because they usually require changes in people’s priorities, beliefs, roles, and values.

Here, the editors were trying to challenge the stigma associated with mental illness.  People (including the principal in this case) believe that some mentally ill individuals are fragile and in need of protection.  The editors were trying to address and diminish that stigma a bit and empower depressed individuals by sharing their stories.  This sort of challenge is difficult because mentally ill individuals do need assistance and can be bullied as well.  The editors hoped to change people’s beliefs and priorities from one where protection of the mentally ill comes first to one that considers empowering the depressed to share their stories without shame.

2. What is your reaction to what the principal did in this situation? How do you think what she did fits in with providing direction, protection, orientation, conflict management, and productive norms? 

Students will likely be unsatisfied with the principal’s behavior.  Some may recognize the need to protect the students in the article, and others may feel that the students should be allowed to share their stories.  Either way, it seems as though the principal could have handled the issue with greater compassion and collaboration.  She was also not effective at providing direction, conflict management, and productive norms.

Providing direction involves identifying the adaptive challenges that others face and then framing these so they can be addressed.  In this case, it seems the principal did not address the challenge well with the editors.  The issue was the stigmatization of depression, and the principal’s swift actions indicate an unwillingness to discuss or highlight that stigma with the editors.

Protection refers to a leader’s responsibility to manage the rate of adaptive change for people.  In this case, the principal seems to recognize that minimizing the stigma of depression is a daunting task.  Sharing names in the article may lead to unforeseen ramifications, and it seems the principal was trying to protect students from explosive change.

Conflict management refers to the leader’s responsibility to handle conflict effectively. The question is not “How can people avoid conflict and eliminate change?” but rather “How can people mange conflict and produce positive change?”  Here, the principal was trying to avoid conflict by not printing students’ names.  Perhaps rather than try to avoid it, she should have asked how the students will be able to handle the conflict.  As well, it seems that the principal was avoiding conflict in the way she refused to publish the story.  Her leadership decision was swift, without much input and discussion from the editors.  She was authoritarian and perhaps should have discussed the issue more thoroughly with the editors.

Establishing productive norms is a responsibility of the adaptive leader.  Norms are the rules of behavior that are established and shared by group members and that are not easily changed.  Here, the principal needs to establish healthy norms about how students’ names are used in the newspaper.  The principal should discuss key priorities for the paper (including protection of students, confidentiality), and establish clear norms that align with those priorities.

2. Describe the holding environment in this case.  Was the holding environment sufficient to meet the adaptive challenges in this situation?  How would you improve it? 

Creating a holding environment refers to establishing an atmosphere in which people can feel safe tackling difficult problems but not so much so that they can avoid the problem.  A holding environment is a structural, procedural, or virtual space formed by cohesive relationships between people. It can be physical space, a shared language, common history, a deep trust in an institution and its authority, or a clear set of rules and processes that allow groups to function with safety.

It seems as though the holding environment in this case was insufficient to meet the adaptive challenges.  The students and principal met in the principal’s office and did not have a cohesive relationship.  The office highlights the power difference between the students and principal and does not allow for the group to function safely.  

4. Based on Figure 10.1, discuss who were the adaptive leaders in this case.  Which of the leader behaviors (get on the balcony, identify adaptive challenges, regulate distress, etc.) did these leaders exhibit?

The student editors were adaptive leaders who fought to change people’s perceptions about mental illness.  Unfortunately, they were not effective at adaptive leadership.

The student editors did not effectively get on the balcony and consider the problem with a bird’s-eye view.  They fought to write the article but seemingly did not consider how administration might react and also how bullying and such could result in greater problems if the change were implemented too swiftly.  

In this same way, the editors did not identify the adaptive challenges well because they did not foresee the difficulty of this change.  Too, these editors did not regulate the distress and concern of the principal.  They were unable to ease her concerns, which essentially prevented the change.

Some students may claim that the principal is also an “adaptive leader” because she wanted to highlight the problem but in a smaller way.  She was willing to encourage change, but only to a certain extent.  Others may say that she is not adaptive and only hoped to maintain the status quo.  

It does seem as though the principal could “get on the balcony” and see the problem with a wider perspective.  She foresaw how the publication could harm students, identified challenges that may result from the change, and protected the leadership voices from below.  Unfortunately, she did not effectively manage the editor’s distress, which resulted in the publication of their story in The New York Times.

Potential teaching approaches: 
Below is a way to structure a class based on skill theory and case study 11.1:
· Ask students to read case 11.1.
· Debate exercise 1 below.
· Hold a lecture on adaptive leadership.
· Discuss questions 1 through 4 in the case study as a class. 
· Finally, the professor may choose to conduct in-class exercises 2 and 3 below.
  
Exercises for this case study: 
1) Debate: Students should read the case study and debate the publication of the article.  Should the principal have published it or not?  The professor can ask students to split into groups based on their personal beliefs or assign students to a position.  

2) In small groups, students should turn back the clock and 

A) Pretend that they are the editors poised to meet with the principal for the first time about the article.  The students know the principal does not want to publish and need to develop a persuasive list of reasons why publication is important.
B) Pretend that they are the principal poised to meet with the student editors for the first time about the article.  The principal does not want to publish and needs to develop a plan for how to approach and discuss the issue with the students.
Students should develop the editors’ list (A) and principal’s plan (B) and share some of the ideas with the larger class.
3) Students again turn back the clock and role-play the first discussion with the principal and editors.  This discussion should center on publication of the article, using the findings from question 2 above as a guide.

