
As a marcom writing assignment, high-tech case studies have something to offer
both willing and reluctant writers. They give willing writers a chance to display
a small measure of creativity and journalistic style, and they simplify the life of

reluctant writers by allowing them to follow a paint-by-numbers approach and still
deliver a serviceable story. 

This white paper describes a step-by-step method, including an outline, for producing
a readable, complete case study. Beyond that, it offers advice, tips, and do’s and don’ts
based on writing more than a hundred case studies over 15 years. You can adopt 
the method as a whole, or just use parts of it to modify or supplement your current
process. Either way, the goal is to help you produce, in the shortest time possible, a
story that serves as an effective testimonial and includes the key messages your client
wants to communicate. 

Laying the Foundation

• Read the background on the product the case study is about, for example, a financial
application from Acme Software. You’ll need it to be able to ask the right questions
during the interview with Acme’s customer. You aren’t expected to be an expert on
every customer’s products and technology, but you can and should be familiar with
what your client sells and what it does. 

• Find out from the product manager or your client contact why the client wants to
do this case study. In other words, What’s the story here? What’s the most important
aspect of how the customer is using the product? That will tell you what to empha-
size and will ensure you introduce the key messages early in the story. 

Be sure to ask if anything about this deployment is the first, the most, the best, the
only. For example, it’s essential to know if this is the first customer in a new vertical
market (finance, health care, etc.) to use the product, or if the customer has found 
a unique way to use the product to receive a specific benefit.

• Go to the customer’s web site and find the boilerplate paragraph at the bottom of one
of their releases. Copy it so you can modify it and use it in your story to give the read-
er a quick overview of the customer. (It also does that for you.) After you’ve interviewed
the customer, you might want to return to this site to read more about the company’s
technology, products and markets. You should also go back here after the interview to
get the correct spelling of company products and short product descriptions. 

Preparing Your Interview Questions

• Write out your questions ahead of time. You should have a standard list that you
ask all customers and some specific ones (maybe three or four) that result from the
research you did in Laying the Foundation. Don’t ask customers to tell you facts you
can get from their web site. 

• Email your questions to interviewees at least the day before the interview. Most of the
time they don’t even look at them, but they might, and sending them shows you’re
organized. Occasionally someone will not only look at them, but write out and send
you answers. That’s a time-saver, but it doesn’t take the place of the interview. You’ll
invariably need to follow up with them to get more detail on some of the answers.
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• Here are the essential questions to ask:

– What is the principal business problem or challenge you bought this product 
to solve? 

– How does the product solve the problem?

– When did you buy it?

– Exactly what product(s) did you buy? 

– Give me a high-level overview of your IT architecture and tell me where my
client’s products fit in.

– Why did you buy this product over competing solutions?

– How did the implementation process go?

– What are the three or four key benefits you are receiving or anticipate receiving?
Can you quantify any of them in terms of ROI, time and money saved, enhanced
productivity, etc.? (Help the interviewee by asking questions about the specific
features and benefits of your client’s product.)

– How is this product helping you achieve your business (as opposed to technical)
objectives? Be specific.

– What is your overall level of satisfaction with the product? Why?

– Is there anything I haven’t asked about that you’d like to point out regarding
how your organization is using this product?

That last question is important to ask; interviewees often volunteer a really good
quote, or an excellent summary statement, or some other observation that your
questions didn’t get at. 

Conducting the Interview

• Via phone or email, set up a day and time for the interview. If you do it by phone,
confirming by email isn’t a bad idea. Specify whether you will call them or vice
versa—that’s often a source of misunderstanding. And watch your time zone differences!

• Phone interviews are usually shorter, more focused, and easier to tape than in-per-
son interviews. Go with your own preference, but that’s mine.

• Avoid group interviews like the plague. They’re difficult to control, and the interac-
tion among the people in the room often prevents you from getting what you need.
Two people is manageable; more than that really isn’t. Besides, it’s rare that you
need to talk to more than two people to get the story.

• Tape the interview. It’s too hard to listen carefully, understand what’s being said,
take good notes, and formulate follow-up questions all at the same time. 

• Don’t be afraid to ask dumb questions. If you don’t understand what someone is
telling you, say you don’t understand and ask them to explain it again. Don’t be
afraid to interrupt in the middle of the explanation and say, “That’s the part I don’t
get.” If you don’t understand it during the interview, you won’t understand it when
you write about it, and that will be apparent.

• You should be a patient listener, but you must control the interview because you
know what information you need and the interviewee doesn’t. So let them talk as
long as you think what they’re saying will be useful; interrupt and move on when
you can tell it won’t. You’ll develop an ability to judge in real time the value of
what someone is saying—and once you do, you’ll know when to keep listening and
when to tactfully move the interview along so you’re not wasting the interviewee’s
time or yours. 

Transcribing the Interview

• Sit at your computer and play back the tape. Stop it a lot to type out correctly what
you just heard. But don’t transcribe the tape word for word; far from it. Just type out
the things you know you can use. Don’t try to improve the interviewee’s language at
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this point; just get down what he or she said. From a half-hour or 45-minute inter-
view you should get a page and a half or two of single-spaced notes—and that’s
plenty of material (added to your background information) to write a standard 850
to 1,000-word story. 

• As you type the notes, skip a line and start a new paragraph for every new subject
or statement; it makes finding specific statements easier when you write the story.

Organizing the Information

Many companies have established templates or outlines for their case studies. If your
client has one, you need to follow it. If not, here’s a generic one that conveys all the
information in a logical flow. 

Headline that includes the customer’s name and key marketing message or 
product benefit.

Creative lead in a sentence or two that describes the central problem to solve.
Generalize the problem to other businesses if possible. State that your client’s prod-
uct solved the problem and name the specific benefits or attributes that enabled it
to do so. 

Benefits-oriented Subhead

Paragraph of background on the customer company.

Description of the problem they had and what the status quo ante was.

Brief explanation of the comparison process they went through to evaluate other
options and why they chose your client’s product.

Benefits-oriented Subhead

Overview of IT architecture and where your client’s product fits in.

In-depth description of how the product’s features enable it to solve specific problems for the
company and how doing so helps the company achieve its business objectives.

Benefits-oriented Subhead

More instances of how the product’s features enable it to solve specific problems for the company
and how doing so helps the company achieve its business objectives.

Summing up of the product’s big-picture business benefits, and how it will help the
company as it evolves and adapts. Summing up quote from interviewee.

Snapshot listing of key facts, which can include customer’s industry, the function the
product performs for the customer, specific products purchased, key IT environment
facts, and key results/benefits in bullet point form.

Writing the Story

• If your standard case study style is to write a headline (instead of just putting the 
customer’s name at the top), write one that states the main message, such as “ABC
Corporation Streamlines Business Processes, Saves Millions Annually with Acme
Financials Software.”

• The story lead is your opportunity to show some creativity—within the limits of a
business document, of course. There’s not much room for creativity and flair else-
where because it throws readers off and draws attention to the style instead of the
substance, so take this chance to make your story stand out from the typical dreary
case study by writing a lead that’s intriguing or clever or catchy in some way. But
don’t take more than 100 words to do it. 

• Look at previous case studies on similar deployments to see if you can find copy there
that you can use intact or can modify for your story. This is often the case for short
descriptions of products. (You should devote a short paragraph to a description of the
product so readers will know exactly what you’re talking about.) Remember, if some-
thing’s already been said well in another story and approved by your client, you can
save everybody time by using that copy. But don’t just cut and paste if it really doesn’t
apply, or if you can say it better.
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• Don’t hesitate to call the interviewee back with a few very specific questions to get
clarification or more detail on certain topics. You often won’t discover what you
don’t know or understand until you start writing. It takes less time to call the cus-
tomer and get it right at this stage—and they don’t mind the call—than to have them
make changes later that you have to rewrite. 

• A word on quotes: Change what interviewees say to make it clearer and give it more
impact. You’re not a journalist; this is marketing. No one has ever said to me when
reviewing a story: “I remember exactly what I said and that’s not it. You misquoted
me.” In fact, you’ll find that people appreciate your making them sound so well-
spoken. So keep the gist of what your interviewee says, but change the words as
much as necessary to produce effective quotes. 

For example, here’s exactly what the customer at ABC Corp. said in the interview: 

“We integrated the financial systems our suppliers and partners use so we could
budget and forecast like never before. And when you do that, you save big-time on
transaction costs by reducing paper processing, transit times, people costs and so on.
We estimate we’ve saved two million dollars a year. There’s no question it’s made us
more profitable.”

And you write:

“We received substantial benefits from integrating our financial systems with those
of our key suppliers and partners,” said John Doe, chief financial officer, ABC Corp.
“With that insight into their planning process and buying cycles, we’ve been able 
to manage production and inventory costs much more effectively. We also estimate
we’ve saved $2 million a year in operations costs by reducing paper-based processing
and assigning our staff to higher-level tasks. There’s no question those improvements
have saved money and made us more profitable.”

• Don’t quote anybody stating facts or straightforward information. For example:
“Acme Financials software supports e-business processes and helps us deal with the
tax and accounting systems of different geographies,” said John Doe. That’s not
worth a quote; just state it somewhere.

Getting Approvals

• Don’t let a rough draft out of your hands—ever. You never know who’s going to see
it and judge it as they would a final draft. Make the story as complete and well-
written as you can before sending it out for review. Send it to your client first, so
they can be sure it contains the right messages and positioning and takes into
account any customer sensitivities they know about. 

• When your client returns the story, make any requested changes, then send it to the
customer representative you interviewed. Ask them to make changes to the electronic
copy with the Track Changes feature in Microsoft Word turned on, which makes it easy
for you to find their changes. Give them a deadline—one week is reasonable.

• If you have a form that customers sign to show they’ve approved the story, send it
along at this point. If you don’t, keep their copy with changes along with their email
sending the story back, which should indicate that they’ve reviewed and approved
the story. However you do it, it’s not a bad idea to have some proof that the customer
said the story was OK to publish.

• If there are graphics associated with the story, like the customer’s logo or an IT
architecture diagram or a screen shot, request them when you send the story for
approval. Ask the customer to send the graphic(s) back with the approved story. 

That’s it—you’re done. Good luck using some or all of this advice to produce better
technology case studies, and to make the writing process faster and easier. Believe me,
the more case studies you write, the faster and easier it gets.

______
Eric Ahrendt has more than 15 years experience writing high-tech marketing communications materials.
He can be reached at eawriter@attbi.com. Copyright © 2001, Eric Ahrendt. All rights reserved.
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