
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Culture Shift for Profit 

Overview  
An organisation reporting ‘a clear disconnect between Managers and employees’ sought 
support from Business Psychologists at The Occupational Mind Group. Their honest 
evaluation of the organisation’s culture revealed significant potential for improvement. This 
case study describes the multi-level programme of interventions they delivered to shift the 
organisation’s culture to one which was more desirable and productive. 

Challenge 
Faced with 80 employees who were experiencing significant conflict, creating a toxic working 
environment, a Chief Executive Officer (CEO) was advised by a business consultant to 
consider resilience training for the employees. 

The CEO then sought advice from Business Psychologists who endeavoured to get a 
deeper understanding of the challenges the organisation was facing, rather than simply 
supplying what the CEO had requested (resilience training). 

Business Psychologists at the Occupational Mind Group took time to get a better 
understanding of the client’s challenges. The process of diagnosing the issues started with 
interviewing the CEO, then key stakeholders. The Psychologists identified a number of 
concerning indicators: 

• high sickness absence rates (96 days in the preceding three months) 

• low productivity 

• poor performance 

• inconsistent spans of control (e.g. the CEO had nine direct reports whereas other 
Managers had only one direct report) 

• frequent employee conflict 

• an employee Net Promoter Score (NPS) which had fallen steadily over 12 months to 
a low of -9% 

• a failed Silver Investors in People (IIP) re-accreditation  

(Investors in People is a standard for people management, offering accreditation to 
organisations that adhere to the Investors in People Standard. The standard defines 
what it takes to lead, support and manage people well for sustainable results. 
Rigorous assessments are done against a framework to indicate the level which an 
organisation has achieved. There are four levels: Accredited, Silver, Gold and 
Platinum.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

• a projected loss of £600k by year end 

Employee engagement survey responses over the previous 12 to 18 months additionally 
offered employees’ perspectives such as, “there is a clear disconnect between what the 
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Managers think is happening and what is really happening,” and “no one listens, we keep 
filling out these surveys and nothing is changing.” 

From quantitative and qualitative research, the Business Psychologists also diagnosed a 
range of cultural concerns across the organisation, including: 

• A fundamental lack of trust across the business 

• A highly reactive climate with an over-reliance on hierarchy 

• A lack of psychological safety for employees 

(Psychological safety is being able to show and employ one's self without fear of 
negative consequences of self-image, status or career. It can be defined as a shared 
belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking. In psychologically safe 
teams, team members feel accepted and respected.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of 
the ABP Awards 

• A lack of purpose for the organisation  

(A contemporary theory on motivation from Dan Pink (2000) suggested people seek 
purpose as a source of motivation, a cause greater and more enduring than 
themselves.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

• A lack of autonomy and mastery for the employees 

(Dan Pink additionally suggested people are motivated by autonomy, having freedom 
to self-manage tasks, time and technique, and mastery, being driven to get better at 
things.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

• Sporadic, unclear and often unfair reward and recognition practices 

The biggest challenge the Business Psychologists observed was that this culture was being 
driven by the CEO’s own behaviour, as well as that of the Senior Leadership Team. 

Having clarified the issues to be addressed, the CEO retained the Business Psychologists to 
address four specific outcomes within a six-month agenda:  

• Regain Silver IIP accreditation  

• Increase employee engagement (NPS and other measures) 

• Improve individual performance and organisational productivity  

• Reduce sickness absence rates  

The Occupational Mind Group worked with this client, using Business Psychology-based 
approaches, to lead a cultural shift program across their organisation and meet their 
objectives. 

Approach 
Business Psychology Applied 
The solution proposed by the Business Psychologists was based on research into employee 
engagement (the harnessing of an employee’s full self in terms of physical, cognitive and 
emotional energies to work role performances), as this supported the idea that engaged 
employees perform better and are more productive (Kahn, 1990; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2014; 
Corporate Leadership Council, 2006; Gallup Management Journal, 2005).  

This approach was informed by research which demonstrated employee wellbeing and 
burnout were strongly related to employee engagement, with engaged employees having 
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higher health and wellbeing scores, less stress, burnout or sickness. (Dollard & Bakker, 
2010; Gartner HR Report, 2019; Maslach & Leiter, 1997; Robertson & Cooper, 2010; 
Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007.)  

Furthermore, as the client organisation was family-run, the Business Psychologists believed 
surfacing intrinsic motivation would be vital. Intrinsic motivation can be related to job 
satisfaction, internalisation of organisational goals, organisational citizenship behaviour and 
effective performance management. (Baard, Deci & Ryan, 2004; Deci, 1975; Deci & Ryan, 
1985; Gruman & Saks, 2011; Macey, Schneider, Barbera & Young, 2009.) These could be 
used to help improve individual and organisational productivity. 

Engaging Leaders 
The project started with individual meetings with each member of the Senior Leadership 
Team. The Business Psychologists gained approval from the CEO to administer a Saville 
Wave assessment for each Board member.  

(The Saville Wave personality questionnaire is a validated psychometric tool, demonstrated 
to predict workplace performance and potential. It can be useful in identifying alignment 
between work motives and talents and forecasting workplace performance.) - Clodagh 
O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

This Wave assessment allowed the Business Psychologists to raise the Senior Leadership 
Team members’ self-awareness. They sought to increase team members’ understanding of 
how their own behaviour impacted others, whilst gaining insight into the individuals’ 
behavioural preferences, competencies and experiences. 

Coaching sessions with the CEO led to the realisation that the role of CEO may not have 
been one they were ideally suited to. The CEO decided to pursue other opportunities, 
allowing the organisation to appoint another, more suitable CEO.  

A training day was then conducted with the new CEO and the Senior Leadership Team, to 
facilitate co-designing of the final project plan. The Leadership Team was helped to better 
understand the science of human behaviour underpinning delivery of the project. They 
agreed to a leadership development schedule of one day per month, for the duration the 
project, to ensure the Board and Managers were empowered to lead the culture change 
project internally. And, during this session, the organisation’s purpose, a new vision, and 
initial objectives were agreed. (These were further refined, during the project, to empower 
the teams to take ownership and begin to break down the hierarchical structure feeding the 
legacy culture.) 

Moving to Action 
The Business Psychologists worked at an individual, team and organisational level, and 
delivered the following interventions:  

• A new organisational design that was fit for purpose, agile and future-proof. The new 
structure aligned roles to business needs, ensured clear accountability and 
responsibility, delivered role clarity and ensured productive spans of control  

• A new behavioural framework which incorporated the existing organisational values. 
The framework described desirable behaviours at three levels to allow individuals to 
assess the level at which they were working and track their future progress  

• A Management (and New Manager) Development Programme. This was delivered 
across the organisation and covered the fundamentals of people management with 
topics including but not limited to:  

• Self-awareness 
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• Feedback tools 

• Coaching tools 

• Performance management techniques 

• Emotional intelligence 

• Unconscious bias 

• Resilience 

• A change model 

• Circle of control 

• Internal and external locus of control 

• Transactional analysis 

• Difficult conversations 

The Programme was delivered in the agreed monthly leadership development 
sessions, aligned to the challenges Managers would be facing at the time with their 
teams 

• Lunch & Learn sessions the employees were invited to attend, at which advocates 
were identified who were deployed to help increase the momentum of change 

• Mandatory development and feedback sessions were delivered to employees to 
discuss their performance and development, the Behavioural Framework, and what 
the change and these tools meant for them personally 

• Team development days and cross-team development sessions were facilitated to 
break down barriers, empowering employees to take ownership and deliver solutions 
to frustrations they had been experiencing 

• Standardised Human Resources templates, with improved processes, new role 
descriptions and updated procedures and policies. These were rolled out across the 
business to ensure consistency, transparency and fairness 

Progress was made throughout the project, but early wins helped to increase confidence in 
the potential of the project. Quick wins were identified based on employee feedback and 
were delivered in the first two to six weeks, including easy-to-use one-to-one discussion 
templates, a new more cost-effective HR system, and a Reward & Recognition Council. The 
impact was seen almost immediately, reducing dissenting voices and increasing trust in the 
project. The quick wins served to increase momentum and were the first positive step 
towards unilateral support for the new initiative. (Kotter, 1998; Neenan & Dryden, 2014.) 

Outcome 
The project delivered all objectives and, with support from all the employees, many 
objectives were exceeded.  

Regain Silver IIP Accreditation  
By the end of the project, the Silver IIP award was achieved with the benchmark score 
increasing to 735, which exceeded the industry benchmark and outstripped the previous 
benchmark of 677 the previous year. The client exceeded expectations for eight of the nine 
indicators. Having made strong progress, they reasonably anticipated achieving a Platinum 
rating at their next assessment.  
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Increase Employee Engagement The employee NPS increased from -9% before the project 
started to 22% a year later.  

The Best Companies survey was taken to benchmark the organisation, and they achieved a 
One Star accreditation four months into the cultural change initiative. The highest Pearson 
Correlations were “I love working for this organisation,” and “the training in this job is of great 
benefit to me personally.” 

(Within the Best Companies survey 49 out of the 70 statements, which are rated when taking 
the survey, make up the eight factors used for scoring purposes. Factor scores are 
calculated by averaging scores of each statement within that factor. The Pearson Correlation 
is calculated by comparing pairs of scores from two variables across all the respondents in 
the organisation. The highest correlations are the statements which have the greatest 
relationship with engagement.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

Anecdotal feedback reflected the change in the organisation. A supplier came into the 
offices, following the project, and said “Wow, I wish I worked here. It’s like a hive of excited 
activity and feels such a nice place to work.” A long-serving employee said, “I think the 
cultural shift has been fantastic, it feels like a different organisation.” 

Individual Performance and Organisational Productivity  
The forecasted £600k annual loss was turned around to deliver a £90k profit by year end. 
Average monthly sales income increased from £250k per month at the start of the project to 
£452k per month after it was delivered. 

Turnover per employee increased by 31% from £20,918 in the second half of the previous 
year, to £27,459 in the same period of the next year.  

Staff sickness reduced by 35% in the first quarter, in the year following the intervention, 
compared to the same period in the previous year. 

Customer service also improved, with complaints dropping by a staggering 80%.  

The Financials before, after and during the six-month Culture Shift Project are illustrated 
below: 

 

Overall Review 
During the project evaluation, alternative external and internal factors were reviewed to 
ensure that the results could not be attributed to other factors. The organisation’s portfolio 
had remained the same, the industry was stable although Brexit uncertainty was having a 
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slightly negative impact. Reviews with the stakeholders, and all the employees, unanimously 
supported that the results delivered were a result of the cultural shift project.  

The Business Psychologists reflected on how much was achieved in this project. Putting 
people first drove change, increased performance and delivered a return on investment to 
the organisation. Profits were increased and costs reduced.  

Understanding what intrinsically motivated employees, and empowering and developing 
Managers and Leaders, created a climate where employees were given the autonomy to 
create change. The employees used their personal skills and competencies and worked 
together for a clear purpose. (Arnold et al., 1995; McClelland, 1985; Pink, 2009.) 
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Editor’s Observations 
In the Management Development Programme delivered in this case, the Business 
Psychologists refer to addressing a number of topics. A few of these are discussed below for 
consideration of Readers considering similar approaches. 

• Unconscious biases are learned stereotypes that are automatic, unintentional, deeply 
ingrained, universal, and able to influence behaviour (Noon, 2018). These social 
stereotypes about certain groups are formed outside of individual’s conscious 
awareness, and stem from individuals’ tendency to organise social worlds by 
categorising information. Unconscious bias training usually involves raising individual 
awareness, revealing people’s unconscious biases, and providing tools to adjust 
automatic patterns of thinking which could be discriminatory (Fiarman, 2016) 

• The SARAH model was referenced in context of understanding individuals’ 
responses to change. It is worth noting however that this model is associated to the 
Kübler-Ross model, a model for understanding grief or response to very negative 
news. Although commonly referenced, the existence of the stages of grief described 
has not been empirically demonstrated (Bonanno, 2009). Nevertheless, some have 
found it helpful, when managing change, to anticipate the range of emotional 
responses that individuals may experience. And the SARAH model suggests some of 
these. SARAH is an acronym for Shock, Anger, Resistance, Acceptance, and 
Healing or Hope 

• The ’circle of control’ was also referenced. Stephen R. Covey referred to this in his 
book, “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People.” He there referenced two circles, the 
circle of concern and the circle of influence. The circle of concern describes an all-
encompassing ring around everything in an individual’s life that has an effect upon 
them. The circle of influence, on the other hand, is a subset of the circle of concern; it 
includes only the things within the individual’s life that they can impact or affect. It can 
be useful for individuals to recognise aspects of their lives/experience which they can 
affect, and those which they cannot, and to understand the difference between the 
two. For example, an individual may be concerned by the weather, it may have an 
impact upon their experience, but they cannot change or control it. How they dress, 
however, in response to a weather forecast, is something they can control  

• Internal and external locus of control is another useful perspective for individuals to 
understand to improve their experience at work. “Locus of control” describes the 
degree to which people believe that they, as opposed to external forces, have control 
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over the outcome of events in their lives. The concept was developed by Julian B. 
Rotter in the fifties and recorded in his paper, "Generalized expectancies for internal 
versus external control of reinforcement," in 1966. People with an internal locus of 
control believe that their own actions determine the outcomes they experience, while 
those with an external locus of control believe that their experience is outside of their 
own control, and that their own behaviour may not have much impact on the 
outcomes they experience. Rotter’s concepts have been further studied and 
developed since his original presentation and ‘locus on control’ has been 
demonstrated to predict several work outcomes, specifically, job satisfaction and job 
performance (Dormann, Fay, Zapf & Frese, 2006) 

• A model from the theory of Transactional Analysis was also presented, with 
reference to Parent/Adult/Child ego states. Transactional Analysis is a social model 
of human interaction. This application of Transactional Analysis is about identifying 
which ego states are present in interpersonal transactions so that individuals can be 
more conscious of their thoughts and behaviours, and ultimately have better, more 
constructive transactions with others (Berne, 1964) 
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