
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Analysing Executive Interaction 

Overview  
In this case study Business Psychology Practitioners worked with the Executive Team of a 
UK charity who felt they were struggling. Besides a team coaching process, they felt that 
they could do more. The Chief Executive Officer (CEO) wanted to effectively understand and 
manage his own and his team’s performance at an important time of transformation. 

The Practitioners applied a rich mix of Business Psychology tools to deliver meaningful 
insights the Executive Team could act upon. This process enabled difficult conversations to 
take place by providing a structure, process and common language.  

Challenge 
This UK charity organization was in a challenging position: what they had been doing was no 
longer working; they had to make changes to improve their finances and grow.  

They had started working on a major transformation initiative to address these challenges, 
but it was creating considerable tension in the Executive Team. Unaddressed difficult 
working relationships and uncertainty over succession planning seemed to be compounding 
the situation. All this resulted in a senior team who did not appear to be pulling together 
effectively, at a time when they needed to start driving a real change agenda.  

The CEO recognised the need for change, observing that team interaction ‘felt like a dinner 
party’ most of the time, because tough conversations simply did not happen. And yet he had 
not discerned his role in creating this situation, for example when he closed some 
conversations prematurely. 

They consulted a Business Psychology Practitioner, who was an experienced Executive 
Coach and Facilitator, with a brief to help them achieve a break-through. All stakeholders 
agreed to work together to see if the psychology-based approach could make that happen.  

Approach 
Applying Science 

Research has shown that groups of senior leaders find it difficult to perform as a team 
(Hackman, 1990). Feedback is seldom offered at a senior level (Kaplan, 2011), although 
receiving it can significantly enhance performance (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996), particularly when 
it is specific and objective (Edmunds, et al., 2010).  

The Consultant’s experience indicated that senior teams want data and designed a solution 
to provide that in abundance. She elected to use a mix of Behavioural Analysis, 270° and 
180° feedback based on predefined behaviours, a semi-structured interview, the 
Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness Personality Inventory (NEO PI), as well as group and 
one-to-one feedback. This rich mix picked up on behavioural and personality themes, 
looking at them from different angles. This would provide the Executive Team with insight to 
reflect, and act, upon.  
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Behavioural Analysis 

Behaviour Analysis is a form of interaction analysis used to observe behaviours (referred to 
as ‘utterances’) of individuals in a group and the overall behaviour of the group itself. It helps 
to identify behaviour patterns and has been indicated to be one of the most objective 
methods of observation analysis (Rae, 2002).  

McCredie (McCredie, 1991) described a selection of behaviours determining discrete 
observation categories used in Behavioural Analysis. The categories used included: 
Proposing; Building; Supporting; Testing Understanding; Summarising; Seeking Information; 
Giving Information; Bringing In; Shutting Out; Disagreeing; and Defending/Attacking.  

The Practitioners also added categories based on their experience:  

• Signposting: offers structure to information given 

• Requesting Action and Confirming Request: provides insight into relationships and 
interdependencies within the team 

• Seeking Opinions, Seeking Feelings, Giving Opinions and Giving Feelings: offer 
granularity about the specific type of information given. These are important when 
managing complexity and change 

• Social Interaction: indicates relationship beyond transactional and discussion 
processes 

• Noise: influences the efficiency of the meeting 

• Positive Fillers: reveal mutual involvement and encouragement 

In total there were 21 (excluding Defending/Attacking) individual behaviours to categorize. In 
addition, conversation flow was notated by the Consultants in real time, to see where 
relationships, power and influence lay.  

In order to reliably categorise behaviours, each meeting was observed, video-recorded and 
transcribed. Once transcribed, all verbal utterance made by the attendees were both 
categorised and timed to quantify types of behaviours and timings by individual and by 
group. After the meeting, attendees filled out a ‘perceived meeting effectiveness’ 
questionnaire. This questionnaire was based on items described by Jung & Sosik (Jung & 
Sosik, 2002). Perceived meeting effectiveness was then compared to behaviours and 
timings established by the Behavioural Analysis.  

Aligned Analysis 

In addition to Behavioural Analysis, leadership behaviour data were collected through: 

• semi-structured interviews 

• 180°/270° assessments 

• NEO-PI 

Findings were collated and described in written reports, produced at an individual and team 
level. The Executive Team report was shared with the CEO and the individual reports were 
shared with each team member. 

The team report included the Consultants’ findings regarding behaviours shown during 
Executive Team meetings. (See graph.)  
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• The top four behaviours comprised 70% of the overall behaviours analysed: these 
were Giving Information, Giving Opinion, Social Interaction and Positive Fillers 

• Giving Information and Giving Opinions made up 52.1% of overall behaviours: 
together they indicated sharing but not action, problem solving, or collaboration. 
Given that there were pre-reads for many of the topics, the Practitioners observed 
that there appeared to be duplication between what had been read and what was 
then stated 

• Social Interaction and Positive Fillers (‘great,’ ‘good’) comprised 17.9% of the overall 
behaviours, which the Consultants believed to indicate high levels of connectedness 
and trust, as well as a readiness for open conversation and potential willingness to 
get to the next level; the team needed a little push towards this, given how little 
disagreeing there was during this meeting. However, the minimal disagreement 
observed also indicated to them that the team needed some more encouragement in 
this area 

• Behaviours classified as either Seeking Feelings, Seeking Opinions, Summarizing, 
Building, Confirming Request, Testing Understanding, Shutting Out, or Seeking Ideas 
accounted for ≤1% of the interactions 

On review, Executive Team meetings did not appear to be an effective use of senior 
leadership time, and that this was true for the majority of the team’s meetings. This insight 
presented an opportunity for positive change. 

Further, when individuals received their feedback report, each was encouraged to review it 
by analysing which data was shocking, surprising, challenging or a confirmation of their 
existing perspective. They were then invited to share this with each other as a group, and to 
decide what to do as a team. This was facilitated by two Coaches; one to lead the session 
and the other to observe the process and individuals.  
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Outcome 
Insight Delivered 

The Charity’s CEO observed, “It is immensely interesting to hear your reflections on the way 
that we work from the perspective of someone who had observed a lot of other senior teams 
over the years, and it is really making me think. I was frankly astonished by how much you 
picked up during our Executive Team meetings and the subsequent analysis.”  

Practical Outcomes 

• The Executive Team realised they would need to change the purpose and content of 
their meetings if they were to drive transformation. Writing better briefing papers and 
reading them in advance needed to become the order of the day, to prevent 
everyone simply repeating information and wasting time 

• The CEO became aware that transactional business did not add value or momentum. 
The efficient use of an agenda was unimportant if the meeting content failed to drive 
the organization forward and match the context 

• The COO, who was ear-marked for the CEO role, was removed from the succession 
plan, as there was clear videoed evidence of undermining and blocking; this was 
reinforced by the 270° feedback. He also failed to engage collaboratively with the 
women in the meeting (for example, see conversation tracker visual below, where 
there were no comments between Exec D and Exec H) 

 

• Intriguingly, the person who spoke most throughout the meeting thought the meeting 
was least effective 
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• The CFO improved his contributions to the meetings and his preparation, once he 
saw how little he was adding to those meetings, and understood others’ perceptions 
of that 

• The team started to focus on quality of conversation, not quantity of subjects covered 
in their meetings 

• Individuals started to sit in different places to change the dynamics of the room. They 
started to evaluate all their meetings as part of a regular feedback processes 

• A regular team Coach used the individual reports in one-to-one work 

• The team committed to repeating the process the following year to reassess 
themselves 
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