Trade secrets of wrting...

Case studies

What’s thesecret to writinga good @se study?

It’sknowing the answer to asimple question: what is acase study for?

Isacase study a chance to show off your breadth of capabilities by saying ‘we did this’ and ‘wedid that’? No. Is it
a place to wax lyrical about your incredible, internationally-renowned client? Again, no —althoughof course, the
client mustbe happy enoughto signit off.

It &5, quite smply, anopportunity for you to prove to your prospects that you cando something fantastic. For
them.

‘Proof’ and‘prospects’ - these are two magic words. If you want to sellsomething to a specific community of
interest, you’ve gotto provetothemthat they need it, and that you’regood atit. Perhaps this sounds obvious,
but it’s surprising how many case studies out there - case studies that are beingwritten, designed and printed
using hard-earned and overstretched marketing budgets, right now — do not fulfil this deceptively simplecriteria.

Case studies - the cardinal sins

To see if you may beguilty of missingout your proof and forgetting your prospects, here’s a selection of cardinal
case study sins that we see committed far too often:

e (Casestudies that startby talking (often at length) about the austomer’s business.

If youdo thisright at the start of your case study, it’s areal problem. What do 400 offices, 30 countries
and 20,000 staff matter unti you’ve proven your capabilities? Is £250mturnoverand a FTSE top 50 place
ofinterest until you’ve caught the attention of your prospects? No. To add credbility, this kind of
material should be inboxes at the side of your document, instead of forcing your readerto switchoff

from the very start of your case study.
® (Casestudies that have a challenge, asolution... and hardly anyresults.

This linear format aside (we’ll come onto the merits ofthis and other formats later), what is the use of a
case study without any real results? Proof is the name of the game. No results proves precisely nothing

about whatyou’ve done or sold.
e Case studies with no quotes.

Thevoice of the customer iscriticalinall casestudies. You may as well not bother otherwise. Without
quotes, all you're saying is “We think we’re great”. And how does that prove anything?

e Casestudies that are just plain dull.

Long and complex words and sentences, unnecessary jargon, awkward flow of thought from one
section to the next... all of these things add up to make a case study that is really, really boring. No
prospect will want toread it, which means it doesn’t make use of your chance to prove yourself.



Thefact is, acase study that falls into any oneof thesepitfalls isa missed opportunity. Sowoe betide those who
areguilty ofmore than one!

What counts as a ‘good’ casestudy, however,isn’t simply one that manages to avoid these pitfalls; it’s much
more than that. A good casestudy is written inthe appropriateformat to help you meet your objectives. The
wrong casestudy format canundermine your competitive edgejust as much as the wrong content.

So, how doyou decide whichcase study format is best for your objectives? On the next page we discuss arange
of themin turn, and how each should be used to help you achieve your marketing purpose.

Different case studies for different jobs

Supporting case studies - Best for supporting sales situations

Perhaps themost common form of case study is the linear-narrative, ‘supporting’ case study. These tend to be
very formukic and often follow a variant of the following structure:

1. Who was the client?

2.  What was their problem?

3.  What was the solution?

4. What werethe business benefits [ results?
5. Conclusion/plans for the future

Thisformat works particularly well when companies want to add credibility to asales situation; for example,
when a salespersonis trying to sell a particular product or solution, andwants to prove that the theory works in
practice. It also works reasonmably welin publications aimed at a captiveaudience - thatis, whenthe readership
is familiar with your company and would generally be interested in your products.

However, the structure doesn’t havethe flexibility youneed if youwantto catchthe attention ofa readerthat
isn’t listening — or if you want to persuade thereaderto changetheir mind about something. In such
circumstances, it is necessary to grab the reader’s attention and maintain it long enough to convey the key
marketing messages. The typical ‘challenge’, ‘solution’, ‘results’ formatis too restrictive.

Almost certainly, there are anawful lot of casestudiesout there in this ‘supporting’ format right now which
simply aren’t fit for purpose.

Evangelial case studies - Best for grabbing interest and changing opinions

If you find yourself needing to change opinionsor speak to individuals that aren’t really listening, what youneed
is an ‘evangelical’ case study.

Unlke a supporting case study, ‘evangelical’ case studies do not assumethat theaudience will beinterested in
either your company oryour products. Written more inthe style of a magazine article, they take ageneric
subject and ‘spin’ it to resonate with your target audience. Thisencourages readers to identify with the story, at
which pointit becomes relatively straightforward to introduceyourbusiness which just so happens to be
putting theory into practice.

Because they assume no realcompany knowledge on the part of the reader, they also work very well for PR
purposes, for inclusion in magazines and for Direct Mail campaigns. They are also ideal for communicating
success and thought leadership to a more senior, CxO audience.



Hybrid case studies - Best for both

Of course, there areno firm rules about the structure of case studies. Beween the ‘supporting’ and
‘evangelical extremes thereis a whole gamut of structures which to some extent do both jobs.

Such ‘hybrid case studies workwell as printed collateral and may include an evangelical case study and a
generic opinion piece, as wel as a technical section. This enables them to be usefulin both supporting and
evangelical situatiors.

At Writing Machine, we call these “showcase documents”, as they do infact provide a mini showcase of
your business and itscapabilities. Because they are so self-contained and work well for so many audiences,
these documents areideal to supporta rangeof sales situations, and areexcellent as event giveaways.

Business ase documents - Best for big stories

Some organisations, however, are fortuitous enough tobe ableto produce ‘business case’ documents.
These are indepth, business-level studies —aslongas 12 to 16 pages in length — which aredesigned to make
a compellingbusiness case to board level individuals for choosing your organisation.

Thisis ‘fortuitous’ because the conditions for writing abusinesscase have to bejust right. At Writing
Machine, we’ve produced a number of these for our clients, but we only do it when they fulfil four
important criteria:

® Ourclient has the opportunity to make a board-level sale

e Ourclient has a really ‘big name’ customer they wanted to write about

e That customer has beeninvolved inavery interesting and very high profile story - very important
e Thestory tiesin wellwith our client’scompetitive positioning at the corporate or campaign level

It’sno good producing a business casedocument if youcan only fulfil one of these criteria. For example, if
you've just got a bigname, so what? Lots of companies do. Ifit’s a really interesting story but no-one’s
heard of thecompany, it’s probably not worththe effort. And ifthe story doesnt reinforce any ofyour
competitivemessages, why bother?

(It goes without saying that if you’re not goingto get anywhereby talking to theboard, then there’s no
point in writing this kind of case study at all.)

Of course, adocument like this will also help toraise your profile in PR terms. However, with budgets as
tight as theyare it'sprobably not justifiable to producesuch a document for PR purposesalone.

Which case study is right for you?

If you’re not sure which casestudy you need, then why not follow the flow chart onthe followingpage?
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Conclusn
Ultimately whichever case study you choose must be fit for your purpose if it’s going to be effective.

Thetrade secret is this: don’tlet yourself be constrained by how you think your case study should be written. To get the

greatest value fromyour written investment, think hard about your story, your prospectsand what you want yourcase
study to achieve, before youdecide how to write it.
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