
 

 

CASE STUDY 

A Caring Culture 

Overview  
Kitnocks House, a specialist Care Home in Hampshire for residents with dementia, had a 
change in leadership. The incoming Registered Manager recognised that work needed to be 
done to improve the culture. She called on Business Psychologists from KO Consulting Ltd 
to help, with positive results. 

Challenge 
Working in a specialist dementia Care Home is low paid work which requires huge 
dedication and commitment – thus the culture created in the organisation is key to employee 
engagement (Gifford, Zammuto & Goodman. 2002). Happy, satisfied and committed 
employees provide better patient care, and engagement is a powerful predictor of 
performance in NHS trusts (West & Dawson, 2012). In fact, there is substantial evidence 
showing the link between leadership, teamwork, engagement and patient care in the 
healthcare sector. (Horak, Guarino, Knight & Kweder, 1991; Cox, 2001; Shortell, 
Zimmerman, Rousseau & Gillies 1994.)  

Aspirational Standards  
Prof. Michael West’s substantial research, published in several papers, has shown what is 
required to create cultures of high-quality care in the healthcare sector. That is: 

• Leaders who bring values, such as wisdom and learning, courage, humanity, justice, 
prudence and appreciation, to the organisation 

• Leaders who communicate an inspiring vision in messaging, practice and behaviour  

• Leaders who translate the vision into a small number of key objectives, which are 
monitored and measured, with feedback collected 

• Leaders who consult with and learn from employees 

• People Managers who manage in an empowering and involving way, creating 
engagement 

• Well-managed Human Resources (HR) functions, with sound people processes, 
including recruitment, induction, performance management, learning and 
development, and talent management 

• Colleagues working in effective teams with clear, shared objectives (Young, Charns 
& Desai, et al., 1998; Morey, Simon, & Jay, et al., 2003), also shown to reduce injury 
and error rates  

New Management 
When a new Registered Manager took over the home, she inherited the previous Manager’s 
legacy of command and control leadership and a culture of fear and mistrust. (A Registered 
Manager holds a registration with the Care Quality Commission. They are required to be 
appropriately skilled to manage regulated activity, with relevant qualification(s), knowledge 
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and experience to demonstrate competence.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP 
Awards 

She started to make improvements, but employee turnover was still high. The legacy of 
mistrust in management remained, as did the inconsistent standards of care and numerous 
performance issues. Employee engagement levels were mixed, and lower than needed to 
drive change. Those who were more engaged were increasingly frustrated by their 
disengaged colleagues. 

The new Manager’s challenge was to work out how to engage the entire team with a vision 
of high-quality care. She needed to engage them sufficiently that they would be willing and 
able to change the way in which they worked with each other and their residents.  

She set out to create a culture of high-quality care, stemming from an engaged multi-
disciplinary workforce. To do this, she worked with Business Psychologists to: 

• develop a stronger leadership team, capable of managing people in an empowering 
and involving way, to build trust and create engagement 

• involve employees at all levels, so they felt heard, trusted and valued and were able 
to share their views, ideas and feelings openly 

• identify, and put in place, actions to address issues raised by employees 

Approach 
Working with the client, the Business Psychologists designed a multi-faceted Engagement 
Programme, including employees at all levels and drawing on best practice throughout. 

Their first step was to work with the multi-disciplinary leadership team comprising the Chief 
Executive, Registered Manager, Matron, Head of Occupational Therapy, Finance Director, 
Administration Manager and Lead Nurses. They designed and facilitated an away-day to 
develop their team effectiveness, using a psychometric preference inventory as a basis for 
discussions. Facilitated sessions helped the Participants understand themselves and each 
other better, to create a foundation for building trust and openness and better understanding 
of the team dynamic. At the away-day, they also explored the journey that the Care Home 
had been on, and the future they would like to create. This culminated in the creation of an 
inspirational vision and identification of behavioural shifts required to create the culture 
needed to deliver the vision.  

The Psychologists designed and ran a series of Engagement Workshops, to which all 
employees were invited. The Registered Manager attended the start of each workshop to 
share the vision, and behavioural shifts to be made, and hear employees’ reactions. The 
Psychologists then confidentially facilitated the rest of the session. Each employee had an 
opportunity to express their views, ideas and feelings on what engaged and disengaged 
them in their work, and to propose ideas for change. In connection with the vision 
specifically, and shifts to be made to behaviour, each employee was invited to commit to 
actions that they personally would take to make these happen. 

The Psychologists collated all the feedback into a detailed qualitative report and debriefed 
the leadership team, for them to build an action plan based on the findings and 
recommendations. 

Based on the findings from the Engagement Workshops, and the desired vision and 
behavioural shifts to be made, the Psychologists created a set of five core values for all 
employees. Each core value had four simple behaviours associated to it, to define how they 
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related to all employees and Kitnocks House. Engaging employees with these ensured they 
understood how they should behave, day-to-day, to create a culture of high-quality care.  

Alongside this engagement of employee at all levels, attention was given to developing a 
stronger leadership team. The Psychologists created and facilitated a modular Department 
Heads’ Leadership Development Programme, to support the development of the Care 
Home’s Leaders. The aim of the Programme was to enable them to develop team cohesion 
and skills in authentic and empowering leadership.  

The Leadership Development Programme included one-day workshops addressing topics 
such as Emotional Intelligence, Empowering Leadership, Leading Engaging Change, Team 
Development and Crucial Conversations. The workshops incorporated work on real issues 
the team were facing and peer coaching sets.  

The Psychologists also helped to successfully recruit a Human Resources Manager, to 
develop the HR and people processes needed to support the vision. 

In the following year the Registered Manager, no longer new to the role, was promoted to 
Operations Director, overseeing a number of homes. The Psychologists continued to provide 
her with one-to-one coaching to support her in successfully leading the organisation. They 
also coached her successor at Kitnocks House, focusing on leadership of the Care Home 
and engagement of the team.  

Outcome 
The Business Psychologists supported the Care Home’s management in making a number 
of positive changes. Together they achieved the three primary objectives for this work, 
having a stronger leadership team and involved employees at all levels, responding to 
issues raised. 

The Business Psychologists’ initial findings from the Engagement Workshops included: 

• There was a need for improved communication, teamwork and trust 

• Employees needed to have clear responsibilities and consistently take greater 
accountability 

• Supportive, visible, empowering management was important 

• The employees gained a sense of purpose from caring in their work 

• Investing in the décor, furnishing and facilities of the home had value for both the 
Residents and employees 

Department Heads in the Leadership Development Programme reported positive shifts in the 
three months following the Engagement Workshops, including: 

• Employees believing change could happen 

• More people taking on more responsibility 

• An increase in teamwork  

• Employees with higher levels of motivation becoming more person-centred in their 
approach to care of Residents 

• Employees were less tolerant when let down by less motivated colleagues and were 
asking Managers to tackle poor performance 

• The ratio of motivated employees improved, with 70% motivated and only 30% 
unmotivated 
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A further six months later, follow-up workshops were run with employees to find out how they 
were feeling almost a year into the change programme. Those who could not attend in 
person were invited to offer confidential written feedback via a postal questionnaire, sent 
directly to KO Consulting. employees reported positive shifts, clearly showing increased 
levels of engagement. 

• Employees felt empowered to come up with ideas and use their initiative, 
approaching opportunities with a “can do” attitude 

• Employees reported increased levels of trust and support amongst and between 
teams 

• Most employees felt proud to be part of Kitnocks House and cared about their work 

• Employees reported improvements in standards of care and support to Residents 

• Employees experienced greater clarity around responsibilities and greater 
accountability being taken by more people 

• Employees recognised a greater ethos of person-centred care, respecting every 
Resident as an individual, seeing the person within, and planning care to their unique 
needs 

The employees attributed these changes primarily to the following factors, clearly linked to 
engagement: 

• Strong, consistent, supportive, empowering, trustworthy leadership 

• Improved staffing (employee allocation) and team structures, feeling more valued 
and supported to work effectively 

• Team ethos and morale 

• Improved facilities and refurbishment of the home 

Communication was still seen as an area for improvement. To address this, the 
Psychologists worked with the Leadership Team to develop a three-month action plan 
around improving communication, which was then successfully implemented. 

Thereafter, at the Care Home’s Care Quality Commission inspection (the external body 
responsible for regulating standards of care), the Inspector commented unprompted that 
they could see that the vision and values were being lived around the home, and how caring 
employees were. As demonstrated by Professor Michael West’s research, high levels of 
care are testimony to high levels of employee engagement. 
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Editor’s Observations 
The approach taken in this case study reflects a number of practices supported by models 
and methods often associated to Business Psychology, although these are not all spelled 
out in the case study. To achieve similar results, you may wish to consider expanding your 
understanding of some of these. For example: 
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• Edward Thorndike introduced the concept of reinforcement and was among the first 
to apply psychological principles to the area of learning. (Thorndike, 1905) The “law 
of effect” principle he developed suggested that: "responses that produce a satisfying 
effect in a particular situation become more likely to occur again in that situation, and 
responses that produce a discomforting effect become less likely to occur again in 
that situation.” When supportive practice is built in to learning activities, this can 
create satisfying experiences (Gray, 2011) 

• Lewin's Field Theory proposes individuals exist within a field of forces, and patterns 
of interaction with their environment could be understood. Any change within their life 
space (holistic experience) is subject to psychological laws. Accordingly, an action of 
the person or a change in the environment resulting from said action, can be 
considered behaviour, which in turn had a larger or smaller influence on the totality of 
the life space (Deutsch, 1954) 

• The Hersey-Blanchard situational leadership model which characterises leadership 
style in terms of the amount of task behaviour and relationship behaviour that the 
Leader provides to their followers. The fundamental principle of the situational 
leadership model is that there is no single "best" style of leadership. Effective 
leadership is task-relevant, and the most successful Leaders are those who adapt 
their leadership style to the performance readiness (ability and willingness) of the 
individual or group they are attempting to lead or influence (Hersey & Blanchard, 
1969) 
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