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Leadership Challenges 

    The beginning challenge presented in the case study on Westlake Lanes is the managerial 

position.  It was very unfortunate that both experienced business owners passed away during the 

life of this business, but when Shirley Smith entered the manager’s position things seemed to 

deteriorate.  Unfortunately she was brought into the position with little to no experience in 

management.  This can be detrimental to a business, but for the business it wasn’t too bad as she 

was a long time worker of the place.  Another challenge that Westlake Lanes encountered was 

with the Board of Directors.  As it was told by Gary Spalding, “I was grateful for my job during 

tough economic times, but a few kind words from the board to thank me for my honesty and 

loyalty would have been nice” (Hamermesh, 4).  It is apparent that the board did a poor job 

communicating with its workers.  This caused issues with authority, defaulting the employees to 

routine tasks.  With no direction, there was little to be said about any improvements to the local 

bowling alley. 

    When Shelby Givens stepped into leadership she was already multiple steps behind in her 

job.  She entered the office only to find unread emails and unheard voicemails.  One of the more 

disturbing voicemails was from “an insurance broker, communicating an 8% increase in 

employee health insurance premiums” (Hamermesh, 4).  Immediately Givens was burdened with 

this financial issue among many others.  She had to work out month old issues and mend old 

relationships with providers of carpet cleaning services, floor waxing, and bowling shoes that 

had since been forgotten or mistreated.  It seems as if Smith’s lack of experience caused 

fundamental problems.  I would imagine that the position was overwhelming her and she was 

unclear about the expectations the position required.  The number of unread and unanswered 

phone calls and emails could very well be a result of poor time management and procrastination.  
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There were calls from months before that were unaddressed, and there were repairs that should 

have been made that were ignored like the wallpaper by the snack bar (Hamermesh, 4).  If there 

were issues about repairing something as small as wallpaper, there is almost complete certainty 

that there will be issues with the more important things.  The problem of unresolved business is 

rooted very deep within management that eventually transferred to the rest of the staff.  It causes 

carelessness for the business when things that need to be done are left untouched.  In this case it 

went to the worst case scenario and caused major financial troubles for the whole business.  This 

may have in fact brought this business to the point of no return.  It is very fortunate that there is a 

lot of sentimental value held among the community. 

The board of directors seems to lack effectiveness.  There is no active communication 

from the board to the business.  There is no affirmative action from the board unless it is 

absolutely necessary.  An example of their action can be seen when Shirley Smith was offered a 

position as the manager when the predecessor died (Hamermesh, 2).  Otherwise, they are sitting 

back and hardly watching.  The board then is perceived as indifferent about the success of the 

business.  In the eyes of the staff, it seems as if the board does not care.  This gives the staff a 

level of freedom to slack off with no authority.  This happens among the employees as Givens 

witnesses the long time employees step outside to read the paper or take a phone call during 

slower periods (Hamermesh, 4).  No authority causes no direction or leadership for anyone to 

follow.  The business is put into a standstill, and has the potential to move backwards.  Lack of 

authority affects everything in the business including service, quality, employees, customers, 

business partners, investors, and much more.  Sadly, Westlake Lanes has a core problem of 

leadership in its board of directors.  Without their firm hand or voice, the business cannot 

function properly, and it does not function properly because of this issue. 
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Core Problem 

 A core problem in this Westlake Lanes case is the board of directors.   They are not an 

effective authority figure.  In times where there would have been a need for an institution of 

change or renovation in the business, there was no help from the board.  Over the course of a few 

years for this local business, there has been little communication between the board and the 

employees/staff.  One could call the board’s presence non-existent.  The only prominent decision 

that the board was a part of was in hiring a new manager after the previous one died.  Shirley 

Smith, the manager that the board hired, is not the core problem of this business as it may seem 

at first.  She was a solid employee of the bowling alley, but did not hold credentials in 

management.  It would have been highly beneficial for Westlake Lanes to have hired an 

experienced manager.   

It is not Shirley Smith’s fault that she does not have the experience, but her decisions did 

directly affect the business in a negative way.  As was stated in the case, Smith was highly 

overwhelmed by the position she was brought into.  She left phone messages and emails 

unanswered along with other things.  As a board, it is important to keep updated with staff, 

especially in a business this small.  This way, they are able to manage their staff, evaluate them, 

and give them feedback on what they are doing well, but also what they are doing poorly.  

According to the case, there was no monthly meetings setup with the board and employees or at 

least Shirley Smith.  If they had been keeping up with her, they might have been able to avoid 

some of the financial issues they ran into. 

 This problem began under very unfortunate circumstances.  After Dane Sugar, the 

previous owner and manager who “managed all aspects of the business” (Hamermesh, 2) passed 
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away, there was no one to take his place.  Suddenly, “his Raleigh-based son, along with a pair of 

his close friends, became the business’s owners and board members” (Hamermesh, 2).  This 

quick change in leadership created a core problem within the business.  Among all of the 

business owners and board members, they were inexperienced and thrown right into key 

leadership positions.  It is important to prior knowledge about management and leadership before 

entering a position like these men did.  Without any experience, these leaders would be taking on 

a task that is very overwhelming: owning and running a business.  We see their lack of 

experience surface when they hire Shirley Smith, who had no managerial experience, as the new 

general manager. 

 For Westlake Lanes, having no experienced executive leader is nightmare.  Without 

knowledge about finances, or marketing, or managing, or entrepreneurship, there is little room 

for improvements.  Immediately, when the board members are brought into leadership, they are 

needing to catch up on lost ground.  They need to learn how to run the business and every aspect 

within the business.  Their position and involvement, or lack thereof, directly affects the 

business.  They are unable to make effective decisions and the growth of the business has 

probably halted.  The integrity of the business is endangered because at its core, it is being run by 

unqualified men.  This might have ruined the business without order and leadership until Shelby 

Givens came into leadership. 

Solution 

 Westlake Lane’s board of directors have been highly ineffective since their beginning.  

The biggest problem is that they have no experience managing and overseeing a business.  To 

my knowledge, none of them focused on action, communication, or concentration.  As I stated in 
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the “core problem” section, they were not effective when dealing with the rest of the business, 

including the employees.  This severely hurt their business because it left a gaping hole that 

needed to be filled with knowledge about business leadership.  Now that Shelby Givens is in 

charge of Westlake Lanes Bowling Alley, she needs to address one of the biggest issues.  She 

needs to do something about the board of directors.  I propose that she address the issue to the 

board.  This could quite possibly result in needing a new board of directors.   

Having a board of directors with real life business and managing experience would be 

highly beneficial for the business.  Tasks can be distributed among managers and board members 

to get jobs done more efficiently and effectively.  The effect of a highly active board will make a 

world of a difference on the staff overall.  The staff will likely be more success driven and hold 

them to a higher standard knowing that there is leadership paying attention to their every move.  

This is a level of accountability that the lanes currently does not have.  Workers are being seen 

slacking off during business hours: “Givens noticed that Bullock often read magazines discreetly 

behind the counter when business was slow” (Hammermesh, 5).  Many of these little issues 

would be solved with an experienced board of directors, and Westlake Lanes needs it to thrive as 

a local business.  Now this could have the same result if the current board has a change of mind 

and heart.  All in all, Westlake lanes would highly benefit from a change in command through 

the board of directors.  I believe that Shelby givens should find smaller local business owners 

who would be invested in this business as opposed to sitting on the sidelines if the current board 

does not cooperate. 
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Implementation 

 Westlake Lanes needs a new board of directors, or the current board needs to step up and 

contribute.  The current board has been very ineffective and does not seem to have any interest in 

helping run the business.  Since Shelby Givens seems to be the only present leader in the 

business, she needs to take the point position in addressing the board.  Thankfully for Givens, 

there is a local Small Business Association in the city of Raleigh to help her out.  I am unaware 

of the influence or power that they have, but she could use it to the business’s advantage.  

“Givens suspected that she could leverage Raleigh’s Small Business Association to garner free 

or inexpensive consultative advice” (Hamermesh, 6).   

Givens should reach out and contact that association for not only consultative advice but 

for aid in this process.  I would imagine that this Small Business Association would have some 

authority for local businesses, so I don’t think that it would be too difficult for them to step in on 

the board’s operations (if there are any).  Once the necessity for a redefinition of what Westlake 

Lane’s board should look like has been publically agreed upon, Givens, alongside the Small 

Business Association, needs to start working with the board to institute this change.   

Confronting the board of directors will not be easy at this point.  I would imagine that 

they would react poorly to criticism of their job so it could get complex.  I propose that they 

approach them from the standpoint of a failing business, because that was where the business 

was going without their leadership.  Once they are convinced that they need to be involved more, 

it would be smart to create a contract or “rules” of sorts for the board to start abiding by.  They 

should be required to meet and evaluate managers and employees to make sure they are doing 

their job up to par.  They should be willing to help out Givens when she needs it.  Since the 
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business has had troubles in the past financing, they should keep a close eye on that area of the 

business.  If the board is willing and able to make this change, it will greatly improve the 

business’s chance for success and growth. 

Reflection 

 Through the process of analyzing the Westlake Lanes case done by the Harvard Business 

School, I learned how to analyze business cases.  I learned that it takes a lot to fully understand 

all the aspects of the case.  Personally, I had to read through the case a few times in order to gain 

a better understanding of what was going on.  Business cases are very complex and hold many 

different pieces to analyze.  There are ways to analyze executive leadership, managerial 

leadership, and financial troubles. 

 Family owned businesses turn out to experience many struggles that I would not have 

expected.  As successful as family owned businesses can be, they run into trouble down the road.  

Granted, these troubles tend to happen generations later, but it is very hard to keep family owned 

businesses in the family.  Each generation after the first, there is a possibility for loss of interest, 

or lack of business owning experience which can be harmful to the business.  We see this take 

place in the Westlake Lanes case after the previous owner passes away.   

 Previously I did not think that small businesses would have a board of directors.  

Apparently I was wrong.  It does make sense to have a group of investors/backers of the business 

taking part in a certain amount of the decision process.  Also, I saw examples of how smaller 

businesses count on long-term employees.  Consistent employees are beneficial for small 

businesses because it creates familiarity for customers and a sense of reliability for the business.  
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Sometimes, however, this can cause the workers to not work as hard as they have before because 

they believe they have job security. 

 Through this exercise, I was able to look at my first business case.  I had never seen one 

before this, nor had I ever analyzed one.  It was beneficial for me to read through the case and 

see what areas of business are important for executives to know.  It is important to first 

understand the business as a whole before concentrating on specific aspects.  I learned the value 

of background information concerning a business because it helps root out some core problems 

that may be somewhat hidden.  This exercise was valuable for me to work on, and I learned 

much about problem solving in the business world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



10 

Braden Martin 
 

Works Cited 

Hamermesh, R. (May 3, 2012). Westlake Lanes: How Can This Business Be Saved? Harvard 

Business School. 1-14 

 


