The Empty Well
Facilitation Guide

Overview

These case studies are narrative accounts designed to stimulate dialogue about the virtues that
shape professional life. They differ importantly from the ethical case studies most faculty and
students encounter in professional training. Rather than presenting a moral dilemma to be
resolved, each case illustrates the presence—or absence—of a particular virtue as it operates in
everyday practice. The goal is not to reach a verdict on what a character should have done, but
to explore what a virtue looks like in action—and what may be at stake when it is absent.

Cases are organized by virtue and professional context, but many will resonate beyond their
primary category. A case about curiosity in a business setting may illuminate curiosity in
medicine or law. Instructors are encouraged to use cases flexibly and across disciplines.

General Facilitation Tips

Focus on virtue, not verdict. Keep discussion centered on how the virtue appears (or is
absent) in the case, not on whether the character made the right call. If the conversation
drifts toward "what should they have done?", redirect gently.

Start with observation. Open by asking what students noticed before asking what they
think. Grounding early discussion in specific moments from the case prevents
premature judgment.

Use questions as starting points, not a script. Follow student energy. If a student raises
a more generative question than the ones provided, pursue it.

Push back on easy agreement. If the room converges too quickly, the case's complexity
may not have been fully engaged. Invite students to complicate their own claims and
consider opposing readings.

Invite connection to professional life. The richest moments often come when students
link the case to patterns they've observed or anticipated: "I've seen something like this
when..."

Let silence work. Resist the urge to fill every pause. Students often need a moment to
arrive at their most substantive responses.

Close with reflection. Reserve a few minutes to ask students what will stay with them —
a question, an image, an unresolved tension. A sentence or two naming what they now
understand about the virtue that they didn't before is a strong closing move.
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Discussion Questions

1. Do you think Jean demonstrates a lack of humility or the wisdom of experience? What
would it look like to apply both humility and experience to this conversation?

2. What is the business value of respecting the culture and expertise of a smaller

company? What difficulties are there in maintaining different cultures within the same

large company?

How does a humble approach to business integration differ from an arrogant one?

4. In what ways can humility serve as a strategic advantage in negotiation or business
transactions? To what extent do most business decision-makers perceive humility as an
asset? How should the collective valuation of a virtue within a field influence an
individual’'s commitment to embodying that virtue?

5. Imagine that in addition to the case above, the following information is revealed,

w

“At first, post-merger operations seemed smooth. Yet within months, Cresthold began
experiencing high turnover with the new team, as key members of BrightMesa began
leaving for new ventures. While exit interviews cited varied reasons, privately they spoke of
feeling undervalued and constrained by Cresthold’s bureaucracy. As the talent drain
accelerated, BrightMesa’s once-vibrant culture dissolved, undermining the deal’s projected
profitability and significantly devaluing the acquisition.”

How if at all would this change your thoughts on the case?

Facilitation of this Case

Resist making Sarah a cautionary tale too quickly. The case ends with consequences and guilt,
which can push students toward a clean verdict: Sarah failed, and here is what it cost. But the
more instructive question is how she got there. She is not an indifferent nurse; the case
establishes early that she is skilled, caring, and genuinely proud of her ability to connect with
patients under pressure. The failure of compassion here is not a character flaw so much as an
accumulated erosion. Help students locate the specific moments where that erosion happened
rather than simply judging the outcome.

Use the resident's observation as a teaching moment. A newer and less experienced colleague
notices something Sarah dismisses. This detail is easy to overlook but worth dwelling on. Ask
students what allowed the resident to see what Sarah couldn't (or wouldn't). Compassion
fatigue doesn't just affect how we feel; the case suggests it affects what we perceive and how
we reason. That connection between emotional state and clinical judgment is one of the case's
most important insights.
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Let the anchoring bias question open up rather than close down. The third discussion question
introduces a clinical concept—anchoring bias—that names what Sarah did technically. But
students should be pushed beyond the label. The question is not just that Sarah assumed
Arthur's symptoms were alcohol-related; it is why that assumption felt so available and so easy
to maintain. Compassion fatigue doesn't cause anchoring bias in some mechanical way — it
creates the conditions in which a clinician stops asking the next question. That distinction
matters.

Slow down the moment Sarah flags the chart. The decision to move Arthur to the hallway and
mark him lowest priority is the pivot on which the case turns, and it deserves close attention.
Sarah tells herself she is triaging effectively, and on the surface, that framing is not absurd. She
has a trauma case coming and sick children waiting. Ask students what is true in that reasoning
and what it is covering. The language of triage can do real moral work in clinical settings, and it
can also serve as a way of not looking too closely at a decision already made on other grounds.

Copyright 2026, Practical Virtue
Practical Virtue is a production of Virtues & Vocations housed at the Institute for Social Concerns at the University of Notre Dame
virtuesvocations.org



Copyright 2026, Practical Virtue
Practical Virtue is a production of Virtues & Vocations housed at the Institute for Social Concerns at the University of Notre Dame
virtuesvocations.org



