
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Creating Systemic Change  

Overview  
This case study shares the experience of a STEM Consulting business who sought to create 
a foundation for systemic change. They approached Business Psychology Consultants to 
define the leadership behaviours that they needed to deliver long-term sustainable growth. 

They worked with Consultants at OPP (Oxford Psychologists Press, acquired in 2016 by 
CPP, Inc., publisher of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator® assessment), who shared this 
experience. 

Challenge 
Having grown from a small start-up into a thriving STEM Consultancy, the Directors of this 
business found themselves facing a challenge that was common for successful start-up 
businesses. They wanted to retain their original culture and values, the essence of what 
made them successful at the start, whilst rapidly expanding.  

To complicate things further, having achieved significant growth in a short period of time, the 
Owners had taken investment from Venture Capitalists (VCs). As a result, they had 
ambitious growth targets to achieve, in line with the anticipated return on investment 
expectations of the VCs.  

The Directors’ success up to this point was largely attributed to their outstanding technical 
and selling skills. However, they recognised that they needed to adapt their leadership 
approach to achieve the desired expansion. With increased scrutiny from the VCs, they 
needed a plan to develop the leadership capability of the organisation. This in turn would 
offer confidence in their capability to deliver their strategic plans. The VCs favoured a 
management school style approach to developing the Directors. But the Directors wanted to 
work with Business Psychologists. 

Although the three-strong Executive Team (ET) was relatively lean, the Senior Leadership 
Team (SLT) was 15-strong and spread across the world. The alignment between these 
teams was not optimal and the structure was not delivering the agility required to further 
grow the business. The ET needed to optimise their leadership abilities, releasing control 
and increasing their strategic delivery, whilst the SLT needed to be supported and 
empowered to achieve growth. 

OPP could help them to articulate their aspirations, expectations and desired behaviours for 
the future leadership of their business. They would then support leadership development, 
targeted to the individual needs that emerged for the ET and SLT. 

Approach 
The ET were looking to redefine what it meant to be a Leader for the future of this 
organisation. The OPP Consultants brought an external perspective and expertise to help 
them articulate this. Together they created a leadership behaviour framework which 
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addressed the requisite capabilities required to deliver the organisation’s strategy, around 
which their development activities could be unified. 

By seeking to change the way in which the organisation was led and managed, this 
development intervention had the potential to change the organisation systemically. 
(Systemic change requires that a change be fundamental, impacting how the whole system 
functions. Systemic change in an organisation may be gradual, progressive, but each reform 
must be based on and aimed at a transformation of the fundamental qualities of the 
organisation.) 

Defining Good Leadership 
Through a series of interviews and focus groups the Business Psychology Consultants set 
about helping stakeholder groups to articulate what good leadership looked like in their 
growing organisation. This included all members of the ET, the SLT, the VCs’ Board and the 
Chairman. The ET were initially reluctant to include the latter two stakeholder groups. The 
Consultants were aware of the VCs concerns about the approach, so they insisted upon 
their inclusion. This consultation had the potential to capture their insights and promote the 
value of the approach. 

Actively including the SLT at this point was essential for two reasons. It signalled the move 
to empowering the SLT, creating a more adult-to-adult relationship between the ET and SLT, 
which had in the past been somewhat parent-to-child. (Refer to Eric Berne’s Transactional 
Analysis theory for ego-states and more information on the nature of these relationships.) 
Additionally, the SLT had the most significant developmental journey to undertake; gaining 
their engagement in the process early could increase the likelihood of their support for it later 
on. 

Following a thematic analysis of the data gathered, and applying insights into effective 
leadership, the OPP Consultants created a leadership behaviour framework. This was 
presented back to each of the key stakeholder groups for validation and refinement. At this 
point the VCs started to understand how this work could be an effective route to systemic 
change.  

Once the leadership behaviour framework was signed-off, the real work of benchmarking 
and developing the organisation’s Leaders could begin. Each Leader was engaged in a 
Development Programme.  

Format 
The Development Programme started with completion and feedback of the Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator (MBTI) for each of the Leaders. Thereafter, four modules were delivered, 
some face-to-face and some virtual sessions, on the following themes: 

• Module 1: Enhancing self-awareness (group session) 

• Module 2: Leadership learning (group session) 

Following this session, the Leaders underwent a 360° feedback process, completing 
a questionnaire based on the leadership behaviour framework themselves and 
gathering feedback from selected stakeholders. This served as a basis for 
understanding their strengths and development areas in relation to the framework 

• Module 3: Taking responsibility for learning – using 360° feedback (group session) 

Following this session, the Leaders received their reports and a custom-designed 
workbook to use for preparation for the development planning session 

• Module 4: Development Planning (one-to-one session with OPP Consultant) 
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Response 
The ET recognised from the feedback they received that a number of systemic challenges 
existed. These related to how they were, or were not, influencing and empowering the SLT, 
and how their own actions were often unintentionally reinforcing unwanted behaviour. This 
was addressed in honest conversation with the ET as part of a team coaching session. As a 
result, they changed how responsibilities were allocated between themselves. And 
subsequent sessions, in larger and smaller groups, supported further progress. 

The leadership of this organisation was on its journey to deliver what was required for the 
organisation’s successful growth. This process had offered the extended leadership team a 
clear view of the challenges they faced and what was expected of them. It also increased 
their self-awareness in this context. With greater alignment and resilience, they were better 
equipped to make progress individually and collectively. 

Outcome 
Leadership Changes 
In evaluating this work, OPP looked at the changes to the leadership of the organisation as 
an important source of data. A change could be seen in how the Leaders saw their future 
within this organisation.  

Having experienced the same development process as the rest of the leadership group, the 
ET received feedback that helped them to understand how their individual approaches 
impacted the effectiveness of those around them. That helped them to understand how they 
wanted to be as Leaders of this business and where their strengths lay. For example: 

• For one Director, his strengths lay in developing new business opportunities. This 
new understanding of his strengths and development areas led to him to take on a 
role that would make the most of his talents and give him a greater sense of 
satisfaction 

• A second Director realised that he was not articulating his vision for the future in a 
way that was engaging other Leaders. He took on a clearer strategic role and began 
to work at articulating his strategy to better inspire the leadership of the business 

A second impact came from the articulation of new expectations, through the leadership 
framework and 360° feedback process, leading to surfacing some uncomfortable truths 
within the SLT. Some individuals found that their skillset did not align to those needed for a 
future Leader of this organisation. They had to make decisions about whether they were 
prepared to develop these behaviours or not, resulting in one individual leaving shortly after 
the Development Programme was delivered. 

Catalyst for Change 
One group of Leaders, who had for some time disrupted the flow of information, appeared to 
want to side-step the leadership behaviour framework and carry on working as they always 
had. During the Development Programme process this behaviour was exposed. Dealing with 
this situation took resilience and determination from the ET. The ET’s determination to 
ensure that these “maverick” Leaders were not allowed to derail the process was a clear 
indication that the framework was becoming embedded in their approach. 

Through facilitated sessions, the ET started to face up to the collective impact they were 
having in managing the business. This enabled them to start dealing with performance 
issues directly, in an aligned way, tackling under-performance from a behavioural as well as 
financial perspective.  
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As a result, a group of disruptive individuals left the organisation. This carried a cost for the 
organisation, as they lost some of their largest contracts due to the actions of these 
individuals. That demonstrated clearly that those individuals were not working in the 
organisation’s best interests and their departure meant that the ET could focus more 
effectively on business growth. 

The leadership team was reduced by c.25% as a result of natural attrition following this 
Programme. This meant there was better balance in the distribution of Leaders in the 
organisation. 

Although the organisation was temporarily rocked by these departures, the work that had 
been done through the development of the framework enabled the remaining Leaders to 
galvanise efforts and focus on how they could recover the position. In itself, it provided a 
catalytic effect which saw the Leaders restructure into clearer geographic regions and take 
stock of what they needed to do – to move away from day-to-day management approach 
towards stronger strategic leadership. This was the kind of proactivity and resilience that the 
ET had wanted to see emerge from their Leaders when they started the Programme. 
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