
Training Supervisors in
Human Relations

By F. J. Roethlisberger

IN THE past decade heavy stress has been
placed on the need for a better understand-
ing of human relations on the part of super-

visors — foremen, office managers, or others
whose role it is to supervise men and women at
work. As a result, training programs designed
to teach supervisors how to deal with people at
work have become increasingly popular. These
programs have run the gamut from those that
try to teach general principles of human behav-
ior to those that are organized at the "how to do
it" level, such as how to handle grievances or
how to induct new workers.

In view of the increasing importance and
popularity of these programs, it would seem
timely to ask ourselves some questions. How
successful have they been? On what assump-
tions are they based? How can they be im-
proved? In this article I should like to try my
hand at answering these questions. If I speak
feelingly about some of these matters, let me re-
mind the reader that it is because they are very
important to me and because it is one good way
of being "objective."

How Successful?

For some time now I have been impressed by
how ineffective and unrealistic many of these
programs are. They do not accomplish what
they are designed to do, that is, to help super-
visors with the hunaan aspects of their jobs.
Many of them raise "loaded" questions, give
facile answers, indulge in platitudes, present

AUTHOR'S NOTE: This article is based in part on a talk
given at a conference of the Training Directors of America
in Philadelphia, March 15-17, 1951.

principles that cannot be applied to concrete
situations, and discuss unreal situations — situa-
tions that never have existed except in some-
one's imagination. In many of them the confer-
ence leader is armed with the points that the
trainees are supposed to make. He is allotted
so much time to draw these points out, and
should the trainees fail to respond, he is in-
structed to naake them himself.

In many of these programs supervisors are
instructed in "why employees behave as employ-
ees." Very few have much to say as to "why
supervisors behave as supervisors." Most of
them tell the supervisor how he should behave.
This telling may be done directly or indirectly,
tactfully or not so tactfully, in terms of facts or
principles or by sentimental appeals, persua-
sion, and "pep talks." But no matter how thin
you slice it (just like baloney), it still remains
telling.

What so often astonishes me is how docilely
supervisors go through these verbal hoops and
how readily they learn the proper verbal re-
sponses with which to please their conference
leader. Every supervisor in the country knows
by now that he should have "all the facts" be-
fore he acts, and that when all is said and done
about these problems of human relationship, "it
is just a simple matter of applying the golden
rule."

What are we trying to do? Surely we must
hope that what goes on in these training ses-
sions will make some difference in the way the
trainees will behave in the future, in the shop
or office. But when the trainee goes back to the
shop or office, he is under particular pressures.
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both internal and external, which determine
his behavior there far more than anything
which has gone on in the training meetings.
Very little is done about these matters in our
training sessions.

Rather, we apparently prefer to spin out our
good intentions and beliefs, mostly erroneous,
about an ideal supervisor — a little tin god on
wheels — that never existed at any place or any
time; a man who is always "objective," who
gets all the facts before he acts, who never loses
his temper, who is always courteous and kind
and, above all, fair, who treats people the way
he would like to be treated, who now can tell
an introvert from an extrovert, who knows
about the private lives of all his employees and
just what is troubling them, who now knows
the four methods of resolving confiict, while of
course at the same time he gets out the work
and maintains cost and quality. What a guy!

Based on What Assumptions?
Because we do not know in a very clear way

what we are after in our programs, we under-
estimate the difficulty of the job. We bring to
our training sessions an odd assortment of be-
liefs and assumptions not only about what a
supervisor should be and how he should behave
but also about the way he learns, grows, and
changes and the time it takes to accomplish
these things. So long as these beliefs and as-
sumptions persist, we cannot improve upon
what we are doing. One of the most persistent
of these assumptions is the belief that learning
from experience is a simple process.

Learning from Experience. From childhood
we have all heard that we learn from experience
and that experience is the best teacher. All of
us would agree that what a supervisor learns
from his personal experience is likely to be
more important to him than what he gets from
any training meetings. Yet often we seem to be
asking supervisors to apply to their problems
rules and principles that ignore or deny their
personal experiences.

Let us explore more carefully this idea of
learning from experience. One of the interest-
ing things about experience is how personalized
it becomes, how important to each of us our
own personal experience is, and how difficult
it is to communicate this importance to others.
What does this personal experience teach us?

Astonishingly enough, personal experience
seems to teach different people quite different
lessons. It often teaches the "wrong" as well as
the "right" lesson. The school of hard knocks
makes criminals as well as businessmen.

In talking to supervisors I have found
that personal experience has taught them a
number of things, if we can take the beliefs
that they express at their face value. For exam-
ple, it has taught them that women are more
easily upset by unimportant things, that you
have to let employees know who the boss is to
gain their respect, and that "it's not what you
know but who you know" that counts in getting
ahead in most organizations. Such statements
and many others like them can be frequently
heard.

These beliefs are not entirely unfounded.
For the people who hold them, such beliefs
reside in personal and social experiences they
have had. Some of them can be traced to certain
experiences that particular supervisors have had
with particular employees, bosses, and organiza-
tions. Some of them have been picked up as
part of the collective beliefs of certain social
groups of which supervisors have been mem-
bers. But these are not very adequate gen-
eralizations from experience; if applied too
rigidly, they may get the supervisor into trouble,
and, perhaps even more important, they may
prevent him from learning any new lessons
from experience. More often than not, instead
of helping supervisors to do better jobs, the
function of such beliefs is to allow supervisors
to maintain their self-respect in the face of their
inadequacies.

Once such beliefs have been built up, it is
astonishing how they persist and how experi-
ence has a way of confirming them. For those
of us who believe the world is essentially a
hostile place, experience has a curious way of
fulfilling our expectations. People with chips
on their shoulders are more likely to find other
people with chips on their shoulders. This is
because we are constantly selecting from ex-
perience those aspects which prove our point
and also because our attitudes toward other
people are likely to determine their attitudes
toward us. There are always enough instances
of poor women drivers to reinforce our convic-
tion that women drivers are always poorer than
men. There are always a sufficient number of
people talking about us to confirm our sus-



Training Supervisors in Human Relations 49

picions that we are being talked about, partic-
ularly if this belief that we are being talked
about makes our behavior sufficiently peculiar
to provoke comment. Just as attitudes of hos-
tility and suspicion tend to provoke similar
attitudes frotn others, so do attitudes of friend-
liness tend to provoke attitudes of friendliness
in return.

If my analysis is correct, it would seem to fol-
low that learning from experience is not the
simple process we so often assume it to be. On
the contrary, it is a rather difficult achievement
to learn the valid and useful lessons experience
can teach us. Our limited backgrounds, let me
emphasize, often tend to produce inadequate
generalizations, beliefs, and attitudes. Hell or
high water, logic or evidence to the contrary,
they tend to persist.

Assumptions versus Facts. It would also seem
to follow from my brief analysis that if we are
to learn the useful lessons new experience can
teach us, we have to question and re-explore
continuously the assumptions and attitudes we
bring to it. And this for most of us is a diffi-
cult business. It is much more comforting to
believe that women are peculiar beings than to
face up to the uncomfortable feelings of inade-
quacy we have when trying to relate ourselves
to them in a work situation. If this be so, the
difficult task, then, which faces most training di-
rectors is not how to tell supervisors what they
do not know about human behavior; it is how
to get supervisors to "unlearn" what they be-
lieve about people that is not true. As some-
one has so aptly said, it is not people's ignorance
but "what they know that ain't so" that gets
them into trouble.

However, when trainers teach "what they
know that ain't so" to supervisors who are
equally convinced of "what they know that ain't
so," the confusion is confounded and com-
pounded. We have a veritable Tower of Babel.
Take, for example, the precept that the super-
visor should have all the facts before he acts.
How often have I heard this said in one
course or another? Why do we persist in
telling supervisors to do what is not only
difficult but impossible to do? No super-
visor, or executive, for that matter, has ever
acted or ever will act in terms of all the

' These selections have been taken from a study of fore-
man training made by A. Zaleznik and shortly to be pub-

facts, let alone all the relevant facts, in a situa-
tion. All action is based on certain assumptions
about the unknown and even the unknowable.
By the kind of assumptions we make about these
matters the wise man is differentiated from the
fool.

Moreover, in this precept we gloss over the
difficulty of getting even some of the relevant
facts in any human situation. We talk of "facts"
as if they were crystal-clear, simple entities
which any fool can observe and find and which
will also be considered "facts" by all other ob-
servers. In the human relations area, I find
nothing more elusive and difficult to determine
and to find than the "facts." Moreover, as has
been said, "facts do not speak for themselves;
they have to be interpreted for their meaning."

That we teach supervisors such "untruths"
does not bother me so much. I realize there
are some important and useful "half-truths."
What does bother me is that this kind of non-
sense goes on in the name of common sense,
realism, and practicality — and that the grim,
earnest, and serious discussion of these silly
little points is not even helpful. It takes all the
adventure out of learning. It is the best way
I know of losing not only your mind but also
your sense of humor. And from what I hear, the
supervisor does not enjoy it or learn much
from it either.

Perhaps we need a more concrete example.
Let me record for you an actual discussion that
took place in a particular training session be-
tween a conference leader and his trainees.^
The topic under discussion was "emotions."
The conference leader was asking for comments
on whether or not the various emotions listed
in the training manual were good or bad.
Included in the list was the word "loyalty."
The discussion I shall record starts here.

1. Conference Leader: How about loyalty?
2. Trainee: Good, you have to have it.
3. Conference Leader: Is it ever bad?
4. Trainee: When the company gives you a

raw deal, you can't be loyal.
5. Conference Leader: Well, then you'd quit.
6. Trainee: Well, I don't know.
7. Conference Leader: Here we have an emo-

tion that is unequivocally good. To whom
do we have to be loyal? First to the com-
pany — to all executives and to all workers.

lished by the Division of Research at the Harvard Bnsiness
School.
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With this pronouncement the discussion
about loyalty ceased. Somewhat later the group
discussed the emotion of "ambition." Let us
listen in to the conversation as the conference
leader is again speaking.

8. Conference Leader: Now take ambition.
Is it important in a group like this?
Damned right! We all want to give the im-
pression of success to outsiders as well as to
our inner self. Suppose you were put in the
vice president's office to copy the encyclo-
pedia at a salary of 110,000 a year. How
long would you be happy?

9. Trainee: All my life. [Laughs]
10. Conference Leader: He doesn't want a

cinch. He wants to do something. And
110,000 is not enough to keep you satisfied.
What about fellows who don't have ambi-
tion, are they executive timber?

11. Trainee: No.
12. Conference Leader: You want to shoot for

the boss's job. All right. But ambition has
a twist. Can it have a bad effect?

13. Trainee: If a guy has a swell head.
14. Another Trainee: If you try to chop down

smaller guys, that's bad.
15. Conference Leader: Ambition might drive

a man to underhand tactics. That's com-
pletely undesirable. Ambition drives him.
Ambition is like fire — it's essential, but
when uncontrolled, it's dangerous.

16. Trainee: Is a man without ambition useless?
17. Conference Leader: If he is an executive,

yes.
18. Trainee: Suppose a supervisor gets to be

an assistant general manager, and he is
satisfied and does a wonderful job?

19. Conference Leader: That's not good. He
can't continue to do a wonderful job.

As I see it, many of our training programs
fall short in the area of human relations because
(1) they are oriented more to words and tech-
niques than to the understanding of situations;
(2) they ignore the feelings and attitudes which
supervisors bring to these training sessions; (3)
they "misevaluate" the complexity of the learn-
ing process; and hence (4) they substitute good
intentions and wheezes for intelligent reflection
about experience. As a result, it is not surpris-
ing that supervisors often leave these meetings
little changed except perhaps for having ac-

^ See Williaru F. Whyte, Human Relations in the Restau..
rant Industry (New York, McGraw-Hill Book Company,
Inc., 1948); and Daniel Katz, Nathan Maccoby and Nancy

quired a slightly enlarged vocabulary and a few
tricks.

How Secure Improvement?

This evaluation of our training efforts shows
the need of more realistic objectives. For our
aims I feel we should choose nothing short of
the highest. What may sound idealistic is also
common sense and practical.

Educated People. What industry and busi-
ness must have in their supervisory and execu-
tive groups is more educated people — not
more trained seals. I realize the word "edu-
cated" may prove a stumbling block, so let me
say what I mean. I am not saying that super-
visors should necessarily be college or univer-
sity graduates. Lord forbid! By an "educated"
person I mean a person (1) who knows what he
does not know; (2) who has an honest perplex-
ity and curiosity about his personal experi-
ence; (3) who has a stop, look, and listen atti-
tude toward his own experience so that he is
capable of re-evaluating it and learning from
it; and (4) who has some skills in the direction
of being able to receive communications from
others.

In short, my picture of an educated person
is a person with those mental attitudes which
allow him to grow from his experience in the
direction of learning how to live better with
himself and others. We can find such people in
all walks of life and with varying degrees of
formal education. I find little evidence to con-
firm the belief that only universities turn out
such people. In fact there is some slight evi-
dence that in such institutions one is least likely
to find them.

Be that as it may, please note that my picture
of an "educated person" is a far cry from a per-
son (1) who has all the answers; (2) who
knows clearly right from wrong and what the
"proper attitude" of people should be; (3) who
accepts the maxims of others as a substitute for
reflection and re-examination of what experi-
ence can tell him about himself and others; and
(4) who is insensitive to the opinions, feelings,

and attitudes of the people with whom he
works. Recent studies ^ would seem to indicate,

C. Morse, Productivity, Supervision and Morale in an Ofpee
Situation (Ann Arbor, Michigan, Institute for Social Re-
search, University of Michigan, 1950).
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moreover, that supervisors who have the atti-
tudes toward experience I call "educated" are
also the supervisors who seem to be better able
to secure the cooperation of others.

If this be so, it would seem as if the aims of
"real education" are consistent with the kind
of person we would like our supervisor to be.
With these aims in mind we are now in a bet-
ter position to state more clearly what our role
as trainer in these training sessions should be.

Facilitating Self-Learning. I shall start nega-
tively first. We should stop giving supervisors
"the word." This I imagine is going to be diffi-
cult for some of us. "Do you mean," I can hear
someone ask, "that we can no longer tell super-
visors anything?" Let there be no mistake about
it; I mean just that. We have to stop telling
supervisors how they should behave and what
their attitudes should be. We have to stop try-
ing to change their personalities. We have to
stop talking down to supervisors, lecturing
them, giving them pep talks and little sermon-
ettes. We have to give up our precepts, max-
ims, wheezes, and even their more dignified
manifestations called "principles."

Why must we stop these things? For the
simple reason that once and for all we are going
to take seriously the idea that supervisors learn
by themselves from their own experience, and
what we can do most effectively is to help them
in this process. Let us remember that our new
objective is to assist people in learning from
their own experience. We are no longer trying
to change them; we are giving them the oppor-
tunity to change themselves, if they wish, by
reflecting upon and re-evaluating their own ex-
perience.

This last point may need to be underlined.
We are not interpreting their own experience
for them; we are not telling them our personal
•experience. Instead we are allowing them to
examine and re-evaluate their own experience.
Let us not confuse these quite different phe-
nomena, as I fear too many people do.

So let us be clear. We are not even going to
tell supervisors what they should have learned
from their own experience. They are going to
have to learn the hard way. No more spoon
feeding, no more ten commandments. They
are big boys now, and "poppa" is no longer
there to provide them with the answers. Each
supervisor is going to have to work out his own

salvation, to find the particular answer which
best fits himself and his own situation.

Under this new objective, therefore, what we
do is to set the conditions which will facilitate
this process of self-learning. What are these con-
ditions? In considering this question I shall
have to go back to my analyses of how and what
we learn from experience. Regarding personal
experience I made several assertions; let me
repeat thena:

1. Personal experience has a way of being
very important to the person whose experience it
is.

2. Not only is each person's personal experi-
ence extremely imLportant to him, but he is an au-
thority on the subject. Nobody else knows raore
about it than he.

3. Different people learn different lessons from
experience, sometimes useful, sometimes not. -

These facts — and I shall call them that —
make our problem both difficult and intriguing.
They make us realize that learning the valid
and useful lessons which experience can teach
us is a very complex process. It means that
there is no such thing as uninterpreted experi-
ence. Experience is constantly being evaluated.
And lest we forget, please remember that each
one of us is doing the evaluation. Sometimes
we may interpret from too limited experience.
Because of certain attitudes we bring to experi-
ence, we may misevaluate it and fail to see its
significance. Therefore, before we can learn
some things, we have to unlearn "many things
that ain't so."

But this is difficult because of the reality to
each of us of his own interpretations, no matter
how limited and "screwy" they may be. Try
to tell the supervisor whose experience has
taught him to beware of redheads that not all
redheads are volatile and explosive, and you
will see what I mean. How does one get out of
this impasse? I shall enumerate three ways
that I find helpful:

(1) One can help people to recognize the feel-
ings and attitudes which they bring to experience.
For most of us these feelings and attitudes are im-
plicit or unconscious; often we do not realize we
have them. Nevertheless they determine in good
part what we see and hear. They underlie our
beliefs and conceptions. They provide the frame
of reference for our interpretations. They function
as ill-defined and vague questions. Until we rec-
ognize more clearly some of these feelings and at-
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titudes, there is no way of correcting them. We do
not see how they distort the meanings we assign to
our experience.

(2) If experience does not speak for itself, if we
have to keep asking questions of it in order to
elicit its useful meaning, we can be helped to ask
"better" questions of experience. By "better" I
mean clear and answerable questions. There is
no clear answer to a vague question, but perhaps
still more important to realize is that there is no
answer to an unanswerable question. It is astonish-
ing how often we ask and continue to persist in
asking of experience questions which experience
cannot answer. Scientists no longer feel frustrated
because experience cannot tell them how many
angels can sit on the point of a needle; they have
given up asking such questions. But in human af-
fairs we have not progressed that far; we continue
to ask unanswerable questions and feel frustrated
because we cannot answer them.

The most common questions we ask in matters
of human affairs are: "Who is to blame?" Who is
the villain?" "What is the cause of all our woes and
miseries?" That the mutually interconnected, in-
terrelated, and interdependent character of ex-
perience makes these questions unanswerable does
not bother us. This hunt for the "spherical son-
ovabitch" — and by that I mean a sonovabitch
from every point of view—goes on. I do not need
to remind you that the search for this person or en-
tity is rampant in the world today, and that for
short periods in history we think we have found
him or it. In our wishful thinking there must be
such an entity, and in spite of our repeated disil-
lusionments the quest continues.

(3) Not only can we help persons to recognize
the feelings they bring to experience and to ask
better questions of experience; we can also help
them to be better observers of experience. We can
provide them with a useful way of thinking about
experience, which will allow them to make their
own observations. Not until they can m âke better
observations do they have something concrete
against which to check their questions and to revise
their beliefs and assumptions. It is futile, for ex-
ample, to ask supervisors to address themselves to
the feelings of employees when they are not yet
able to recognize a feeling when it is expressed to
them. If people have no capacity to observe the
effect of their behavior upon others, it is little use
to tell them to "listen." So many of our precepts,
maxims, and principles fall by the wayside because
of this limitation. The practice of a precept can be
no better than the observations in the concrete
territory to which the precept is applied.

"For examples of the kind of cases I mean, see John D.
Glover and Ralph M. Hower, The Administrator: Cases on

The Case Method Approach

The time has come to raise the I64 question
which by now I feel may be lurking in the back
of many readers' minds. Let me try to state it:
"We accept the propositions that the process
of self-learning is facilitated (1) by helping
people to recognize the attitudes they bring to
experience; (2) by helping people to ask better
questions of experience; and (3) by providing
them with a useful way of thinking about mat-
ters of human behavior so that they can make
better observations about themselves and their
relations to others. This is all very fine, but
please don't leave us hanging in the air. Get
out of your ivory tower and become concrete.
Just how can this be done?"

At this point I shall have to become extremely
personal. I cannot tell you how you should do
it; I can only tell you how I try to do it. The
approach I take represents my own personal
understanding and adaptation of the case
method of instruction as used at the Harvard
Business School. For this understanding I am
greatly indebted to my colleagues there, so that
what I have to say is far from original. Never-
theless I shall continue to talk in personal terms
so as to avoid any possible embarrassment to my
colleagues for any shortcomings in my under-
standing. Moreover, I am only speaking of the
case method as applied to the area of "human
relations," since it is to this area alone that my
experience has been limited.

Setting Up the Discussion. In the first place,
because learning begins with concretions and
not abstractions, I choose a description of a con-
crete case for discussion — not an "armchair
case," but a description of a real situation, of
something that actually happened, of what ac-
tual people said, felt, did, and thought in a
particular situation. This description does not
contain all the facts, but rather some of the
facts that some of the people involved in the
situation have or that are available to them. I
have the students or trainees (students or train-
ees — it does not matter) read and prepare this
case before the discussion. This description
may involve as little as two or as many as twenty
pages of reading matter.®

In discussing this case, I ask the students or

Human Relations in Business (Chicago, Richard D. Irwin,
Inc., 1949).
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trainees what they would do in such a situation
if they were in a position of responsibility. I
generally choose for this position of responsibil-
ity one of the minor characters in the situation,
let us say a department head or foreman rather •
than a president of the company. I do this be-
cause it allows me very soon to ask them not
only what they would do but also how they
would do it. Most students are much more ar-
ticulate with "what to do" than "how to do it."
This is much truer when they are assuming the
role of a foreman than when they are assuming
the role of the president. I am always interested
in how many supervisors think the president
is a "free agent" and can do anything. I some-
times wonder how complimented presidents
would be if they realized what prodigious feats
their supervisors thought they were capable of
accomplishing.

By stressing not only what needs to be done
but also how to go about doing it, I help the
student to realize the difference, for example,
between "being tactful" in general and what
the particular tactful remark in a particular
situation would be. By this device I hope the
students will realize how often their solutions
are merely verbal. Notice I am not telling them
anything. After they tell me that they would
be "tactful," I merely ask them to tell me what
they would say in particular to this particular
person in this particular situation. The sweat-
ing, fumbling, silence, exasperation, or sheep-
ishness which generally follow this question
are more meaningful to them than anything I
can say.

Helping Them to Recognize Their Attitudes.
There are several different assumptions that
students or trainees are likely to bring to bear
on a case:

(l) While they are discussing and "solving" the
case, I usually observe them "hunting for the vil-
lain." There is never complete agreement on just
who in particular the villain is, but that there is
one and that he should be exterminated is almost
always assumed. "A" wants to fire Joe Blow, "B"
wants to fire the foreman, "C" wants to fire the de-
partment head, and "D" may even want to fire the
president. By the time every villain has been ex-
terminated in some fashion or other and there is
no one left in the situation to do any work, I call
the group's attention to this interesting "solution"
and ask for any further comimLents. In my best

wolf-in-sheep's-clothing manner, I perhaps mut-
ter something to the effect that it does seem odd to
me that we can only correct this condition by firing
everybody in it.

(2) During the discussion I observe not only the
"hunt for the villain," but also the "hunt for per-
fection." After their energies in the direction of
exterminating villains have worn a bit thin, stu-
dents often like to play God. With a flip of the
wrist they change the personalities of the charac-
ters in the case. They make them objective, calm,
dispassionate people who see all, know all, and hear
all. I give this God-playing tendency full reign.
Generally during this phase I am merely mutter-
ing such phrases as "How interesting?" "You don't
say?" "Bless my soul!" "Really?" "Extraordinary!"
"I wouldn't have believed it," and equally innoc-
uous remarks.

(3) Concurrent with the hunt for the villain and
the hunt for perfection there frequently occurs
also the "hunt for authority." Thiis game is a
favorite pastime of people in staif positions. The
reason why they cannot get certain things acconi-
plished, these people claim, is because they do not
have "authority." Without it they are impotent;
with it they could issue orders and injunctions
which would be immediately obeyed. Their un-
derlying assumption is that they lack authority,
never that they lack understanding or skills. The
solution therefore is to put themselves in a posi-
tion as close to the president as possible, so that
they will have the authority to get their plans and
schemes accepted by the people below them.

During this period in which they are elevating
themselves to higher and higher positions in order
to get things done, I merely ask them, how they
would get there and, assuming they did get there,
how and in what way, if at all, their behavior
would change. Do they see any difference between
the "authority" which is earned and recognized
by the bottom and the "authority" which is con-
ferred from the top?

(4) By this time the group becomes restless. The
teacher does not seem to be approving of their be-
havior, although let me assure the reader that I am
deeply interested. I am neither approving nor dis-
approving. I am just observing and reflecting my
observations; but this is not the way the stereotype
of a professor should behave. So by this time the
group becomes a bit "aggressive." They begin to
complain, "You haven't told us all the facts. How
can I tell how to do it when I don't know if
Joe Blow is an introvert or an extrovert? You
haven't told us." I readily confess my guilt and
then ask, "Let us assume that Joe Blow is an intro-
vert. Just what difEerence, if any, would it make
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with regard to what you would do and how you
would do it?" Sometimes I ask, "O.K., you don't
know, but how would you find out if Joe Blow is
an introvert or extrovert?" I wouldn't quite say
that these questions have a soothing effect on the
class, but, to put it crudely, it does set them "back
on their heels." They have to think again for
themselves, and that is disagreeable.

(5) Now the class is filled with tension. The
students have exterminated villains; they have
played God; they have sought for a mystical au-
thority; they have asked for more "facts"; and still
the professor or leader does not seem to be satis-
fied. At this point their attitude is likely to be,
"We've worked hard enough. You tell us. You
give us the answer." Here is the toughest nut to
crack. Being human and having also a nervous sys-
tem, I would like to tell them "the solution." But
so long as I am not too fatigued to hold out against
them, I generally say, "The discussion has been
very interesting. I'm not sure I know just what
should be done or how it should be done. I can
tell you what I would do and how I would go
about it. But that would not be the answer. It
would be my answer. Perhaps we should discuss
another case next time."

Note that I am not telling the students or
trainees what to do. I am merely pointing out
to them the assumptions they are making and
the attitudes they are bringing to the problem.
I am trying to help them to recognize these at-
titudes so that they can question and re-examine
them. I do not force them to re-examine their
assumptions. My attitude is permissive but
questioning. "So you like to exterminate vil-
lains? So you like to play God? So you like to
be given the facts, the authority, and the an-
swer? How human, how interesting, but how
come? Are we engaged here in an exercise of
wishful thinking, or are we realists and men of
practical affairs?"

Please do not think that there is not a very
difficult problem of "timing" the innocuous
and perhaps facetious remarks I make, but then
I cannot give you all my "secrets." Also please
do not think that these hunts for the villain,
perfection, authority, the facts, and the answer
are the only assumptions students or trainees
bring to these case situations. I have only men-
tioned some of the most common ones for
purposes of illustration.

Helping Them to Ask "Better" Questions.
Before considering this step, let me emphasize

the importance of helping students to recognize
the feelings and attitudes they bring to experi-
ence. This phase of the case discussion is very
important. It is by far the most difficult to learn
for those who are beginning to teach by the case
method. It is time consuming; it requires the
patience of Job; it plays real havoc upon the
nervous system of the case discussion leader.
Moreover, it involves that aspect of the learn-
ing process which is most ignored — that we
have to unlearn some things experience has
taught us before we can learn some of its more
fruitful and helpful lessons. Until this is real-
ized by the learner — even if only in an intui-
tive way — knowledge in the area of human
relations remains sterile.

In matters of human affairs I often find it
more helpful to ask "What is going on here?"
than "Why are things the way they are?" The
former question often helps us to sharpen our
observations about what is going on right under
our noses; the latter question frequently leads
to idle speculation. The clinician, for example,
has to be able to diagnose "a case of measles"
before he can help the patient to get well.
Moreover, the diagnostic skill of being able to
recognize that "this is a case of measles" is as
important to the physician and the patient as
to try and answer the question of how the pa-
tient got the measles. In fact, in medicine the
recognition of a syndrome precedes any expla-
nation of its etiology. The skill of the clinician
is his capacity to identify what is before him
here and now.

When we instruct in the human relations
area, this fact is often ignored. We talk as if
there were no such equivalent diagnostic skill
based upon an intuitive familiarity with the
way people behave. We try to solve problems
intellectually, abstractly, and analytically in-
stead of trying to identify and recognize what
is taking place here and now. When Joe Blow
comes up to complain to us, instead of trying to
listen to the feelings he is expressing to us here
and now, we are wondering about how his wife
treats him, whether his mother rejected him as
a child, whether he has an "inferiority com-
plex." So we observe nothing and hear nothing.
We do not even hear or observe ourselves re-
sponding to our speculations rather than to the
feelings of Joe.

So in the discussion of cases, instead of en-
couraging students to speculate as to why people
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behave the way they do, I try to turn their at-
tention to the way a particular person in a par-
ticular situation is behaving and the effect of
this behavior upon others. "Tell me," I ask,
"do you see what this particular person is do-
ing, what he is saying, what feelings he is ex-
pressing, here and now? Can you see in this
particular case that the foreman is doing all the
talking; can you see how this prevents Joe Blow
from talking; can you identify some of the feel-
ings Joe Blow expressed in the few moments
he was allowed to talk? Can you see whether or
not the foreman responded to these feelings of
Joe or to his own preoccupation? Can you see
what effect upon Joe the foreman's particular
response had?"

Notice that the new questions I am raising
are questions which can be answered by obser-
vation here and now. I am hoping that when
the supervisors go back to the shop or office,
they will ask similar questions of their present
situation. In this way I hope to encourage them
to make better observations, which will allow
them to learn from their present experience.

Helping Them to be "Better" Observers.
In discussing the previous point I have already
discussed in part this one. I defined a "better"
question as one which can be answered approx-
imately by experience. Experience, if it is to be
useful, requires more precise observation. Ob-
servation occurs in the present — not in the
past or future. By "better" observation I there-
fore mean the recognition and identification of
what is taking place here and now.

Before we can observe skillfully, we need a
useful way of thinking about the phenomena
we are observing. Because most of us do not
have a very clear way of thinking about what
is happening when two people are talking to-
gether, we do not observe very clearly what is
occurring. As a result, we are likely to pay
more attention to what is being said than to
the person saying it. In human relations we
are observing events which involve the relation-
ships of people. By relationships I do not mean
logical relationships. I mean the activities
which bring people together or separate them
from one another. I mean the sentiments and
feelings they do or do not share. I mean the in-
teractions they have, how often or how few.
Note that activities, sentiments, and interactions
are referring to things that can be seen and

heard. They are elements to be found in any
human relationship.

For the human relations observer, this need
for a conceptual scheme — for a way of thinking
about human relationships — is paramount.
Without such a conceptual scheme, his observa-
tions become dissipated. Let me try to illustrate
what I mean in terms of the conversations I re-
corded earlier between a conference leader and
his trainees in a training session. What did you
(the reader) observe or hear in them?

Were you preoccupied with such questions
and observations as the following:

1. What is loyalty anyway?
2. Did the conference leader answer the ques-

tions of the trainee correctly?
3. The trainee is right when he says, "You

can't be loyal when the company gives you
a raw deal."

4. The conference leader does not seem to be
too bright.

5. The trainees do not seem to be too bright.
6. The conference leader should have said

this or that, etc.

Or did you see and hear the following activi-
ties, interactions, and sentiments and their in-
terrelations, and did you consider the follow-
ing questions:

1. The conference leader began and ended
each conversation.

2. The one conference leader Used more words
than the several trainees put together and
spoke more often (ten times to their nine).

3. The conference leader was frequently ex-
pressing how people should feel.

4. When they had a chance, the trainees were
expressing how they felt.

5. The conference leader did not address him-
self to the trainees' feelings and thus did
not seem to encourage the trainees to speak.

6. The feelings of the trainees acted upon the
feelings of the conference leader and vice
versa.

7. The discussion was about "words" rather
than about "situations."

8. The conference leader assumed that words
meant something — not that people meant
something. As a result, the "words" dis-
cussed provoked more heat (feelings) than
light (exploration).

9. The trainee in statement no. 4 might have
been talking about a previous personal ex-
perience.

10. What is likely to be the trainee's feeling
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when the conference leader responds to his
statement (no. 6) with statement no. 7?

11. What is the trainee in statement no. 16 try-
ing to say?

12. Did the conference leader help him to say
it? Etc. . . .

It is my contention that if you (the reader)
made the latter kind of observations and raised
the latter kind of questions, you had a more use-
ful way of thinking about these conversations.
You were thinking of man as a creature living
and learning in and through a network of re-
lationships. You were thinking of what pur-
poses are secured and what needs are satisfied
in these relationships. You were thinking that
what man brings to his experience in terms of
assumptions and feelings determines in part
what he perceives (sees and hears). You were
thinking that what takes place in a conversation
when two or more people are talking together
is more likely to be an interaction of sentiments
and feelings than a strictly logical phenomenon.

Therefore you were sensitive to the feelings
which the trainees were trying to express.
Therefore you were sensitive to the possible
effect of the conference leader's feelings upon
the feelings of the trainees and vice versa.
Therefore you were curious about "what the
hell" was going on there. In short, you had a
way of thinking which allowed you to observe
what could be observed instead of indulging in
idle analysis and speculation.

Accordingly, in helping students to be better
observers, I try to provide a useful frame in
which they may observe what is occurring in a
concrete situation and in which they may think
and operate on the facts. Such a way of think-
ing not only assists the observer to make cer-
tain observations; it also helps him to see certain
uniformities in the facts — certain recurring
phenomena. To cite some very simple cases,
he can begin to see that persons are likely to
talk more freely to him about naatters that are
of importance to them if he tries to understand
what they are saying from their point of view
rather than from his own. He can begin to see
how persons resist changes that do too much
violence to their customary ways of behavior.
These uniformities in the territory he can ob-
serve over and over again. Once they can be
recognized and identified, he can begin to take
them into account in his behavior and the be-
havior of others.

Not until the student reaches this stage of be-
ing able to recognize some of the brute and
stubborn facts of human behavior does "human
relations" become something more than words,
good intentions, rituals, and techniques.

Helping Them to Make "Better" Decisions
and to Behave Responsibly. It is my belief that
in the area of human relations making better
decisions is dependent on the three points al-
ready discussed; i.e., that better decisions will
only follow from better observations, better
questions, and more self-awareness. I assume
that the conscious decision-making process in
the area of human relations is only a very, very
small part of the evaluational process which is
constantly going on at various levels of con-
sciousness in the minds of people in positions
of responsibility. The supervisor or executive
is "evaluating" every minute of the day (and
night too, sometimes). These evaluations de-
termine what he assumes, sees, hears, feels, and
does in the many interactions he has each day
with superiors, subordinates, and colleagues.
These evaluations enter very strongly into his
more conscious deliberations and decisions. To
treat "decision-making" apart from the personal
and social evaluations of persons in which it is
deeply imbedded would be a grave error — a
form of "misplaced concreteness."

For these reasons I allow my students to
make up their own minds, to reach their own
decisions. I only try to make them more aware
of what they are assuming^ feeling, perceiving,
doing, and saying and of how these processes
are interdependent. By such a process of self-
awareness I assume they not only will make
"better" decisions but also will act more re-
sponsibly. Responsible behavior is acting with
awareness of the effect upon oneself and others
of what one is doing. Without such an aware-
ness, good intentions are not enough. Without
a capacity for observation, awareness cannot be
achieved.

Conclusion

In conclusion I should like to make four
comments:

(1) I know I have treated a very serious and
difficult problem in a very cavalier fashion. Articles
or books, for that matter, could be written on each
of the last four points I have been considering.
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My only excuse for my oversimplified treatment
is that my purpose has been to intrigue the reader
with a point of view rather than to expound it
systematically.*

(2) What I have been trying to say is a matter
of deep concern to me. My plea in this article has
been for more spontaneity and humility in the
teaching of human relations. The teaching of hu-
man relations can be a great adventure, a great
challenge, and a great hope. Let's not make it a
farce.

(3) In the many human relations programs in
business and industry, I see an opportunity for the
recovery of spontaneity, a sense of perspective,
as weir as a sense of humor. Too often in each of
his many courses the supervisor is too much con-
cerned with the grim, earnest, and often humorless
discussion of some specialization, so that nowhere
does he get a sense of perspective with regard to

*For those readers who are interested in more scholarly
presentations of useful ways of thinking about matters of
human relationships, I should like to recommend George
C. Homans, The Human Group (New York, Harcourt,

the nature of his job as a totality. In my opinion,
the human relations area offers an ideal oppor-
tunity to regain this lost sense of proportion about
matters of supervision. It is the one place where
the supervisor can be himself — without having to
pretend to be an expert on all matters. Let's keep
it that way.

(4) I realize that what I have been talking
about is not so simple to do as my remarks may
have seemed to indicate. The skills of teaching by
the case method cannot be learned in three easy
lessons. Nevertheless, in spite of this handicap,
the case method of instruction should not remain
unexplored by business. It is realistic, down-to-
earth; it provides an ideal medium for helping
self-learning to take place. Moreover, particularly
in an institution like business which is unham-
pered by academic tradition it could really grow
and develop.

Brace and Company, 1950); Carl R. Rogers, Client-Centered
Therapy (New York, Houghton Mifflin Company, 1951);
and William F. Whyte, Pattern for Industrial Peace (New
York, Harper & Brothers, 1951).

From: William Foote Whyte, Human Relations in the Restaurant Industry

The successful supervisor must be able to handle people, and, in order
to be able to handle people successfully, he must be able to understand
and to manipulate the symbols to which people react. . . .

Symbols can only be understood in terms of concrete examples. . . .
The question of the wearing of hose by waitresses and cafeteria counter'
girls is a case in point. Executives in quality restaurants feel that their
standards of refinement require these employees to wear sheer hose while
on duty.

The problem arises because many of the younger employees do not
have the same attachment to the hose symbol and give it quite a different
meaning. More and more, young girls are growing up in bobby socks,
wearing hose seldom, if ever. To them, bare legs are a natural and healthy
phenomenon. Therefore it is natural for them to look upon the hose
requirement as an expensive nuisance. If the bareleg fashion spreads, it
will be more difficult to enforce a hose requirement.

This discussion is not intended to be an argument for or against the
wearing of hose by restaurant employees. It is simply used to illustrate
the point that different groups in the organization are attached to differ-
ent symbols.

— (New York, New York, McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1948),
p. 334 and pp. 342-343.






