
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Empowering Continuous 
Improvement 

Overview  
Kier has worked hard to establish a culture of continuous improvement. They recognised an 
opportunity to improve their Safety, Health and Environment (SHE) culture and performance 
improvement Programmes by taking a more holistic view. 

Their Organisational Behaviour Management (OBM) team created a Programme to address 
behavioural change, cultural change and business improvement. By engaging individuals in 
continuous improvement, their in-house Business Psychologists triggered not only a number 
of performance improvement projects but also a change in their overall culture. 

Challenge 
Kier had over 20,000 staff performing tasks from emptying refuse bins to building nuclear 
power stations. Historically the organisation had invested in a range of behavioural safety 
Programmes in different divisions, although they were lacking a cohesive strategy across the 
organisation. Additionally, their past approaches had most typically focused on safety, rather 
than taking a big-picture view of culture and performance improvement.  

OBM, a subdiscipline of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), had gained some ground in 
organisations since B.F. Skinner’s work in the 1950s. And many organisations like Kier had 
used OBM tools. But its full potential had not been demonstrated. More often OBM was a 
business unit, which had a budget to allocate to an intervention and a specific requirement 
associated with the investment. So, in general, the Programmes funded led to the 
application of behavioural science within safety, losing focus on areas such as health, 
environment, quality and performance. 

Kier’s OBM team recognised the opportunity to take a more comprehensive view, and 
created a SHE Programme based around three core principles: 

• Behavioural change, looking how they engaged with people 

• Cultural change, looking at how they measured and improved the overall culture 

• Business improvement, applying processes and tools to improve behaviour and 
culture 

At the same time, they wished to be descriptive not prescriptive in their approach. Due to the 
diversity of the organisation, a “one size fits all” Programme would not work. 

Approach 
Lean is a business methodology, born of a manufacturing practice (Womack & Jones, 1996). 
Lean encourages a practice of evolutionary change, called continuous improvement, rooted 
in a fundamental respect for people. Kier’s OBM team applied these guiding principles in 
their work. 
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The OBM team intended to take a holistic view to create a SHE Programme that reached 
beyond individual divisions of the business. First, they developed a unique Example Cultural 
Change Programme, to use as a base, from which they could customise the application of 
the Programme for the individual business divisions. They devised a multi-level Programme, 
looking at: 

• Person, the individual 

• Culture, based on Schein (Schein, 1999) 

• Leadership, what made an effective health and safety leader 

• Process, the data cycle of business improvement (Wallace & Michael, 2006) 

 

The model centred on ‘the Person’ because, to work effectively, they needed to engage with 
frontline staff. Improving safety performance would impact that population directly, and their 
engagement was essential to make lasting behavioural and cultural changes that would 
affect the performance of the organisation. 

Person 
The Person section of the Programme introduced Participants to the Chimp Paradox model 
in the context of health and safety. The Paradox reflected the potentially competing 
influences of ‘the Chimp, ‘the Human,’ working with ‘the Computer,’ all manifest in human 
responses. 
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Based on understanding of the outer edge of the brain, known as the cortex, two competing 
influences were focused on for attention. 

Principally, the orbito-frontal cortex in the brain interpreted thought by impression, feelings 
and emotions. It had direct links to the amygdala, the strongest emotional centre within the 
brain. When identified as ‘the Chimp,’ it described the reactive emotional machine that may 
seek to achieve a task no matter what the risk. 

The dorso-lateral edge of the brain interprets information in a more rational, logical way. 
Referred to in this model as ‘the Human,’ it assesses risk and thinks about the 
consequences of a certain behaviour. 

Both the Chimp and the Human have access to ‘the Computer,’ memory banks where one 
stores information upon which to make decisions. 

The Chimp Model offered a simplified way of understanding two typical ways of thinking and 
how a person could learn to use them to their best advantage. The model was not purely 
scientific fact, nor entirely hypothesis. Rather, it offered a representation to aid 
understanding of science and ease application. It drew attention to the emotional aspect 
within the brain that could think and act without permission (the Chimp). And, for the sake of 
application to safety, focused on working to enhance the influence of the logical ‘real 
person,’ the rational, compassionate and humane Human. 

Culture 
The Culture section broke down culture into constituent parts: customs, beliefs and 
surroundings. It also considered how these were inherent in the language use of the 
group/organisation. 

These cultural expressions in a group typically defined and guided what individuals 
perceived to be appropriate and inappropriate attitudes and behaviours. These could occur 
on a macro level (e.g. executive directions or shared celebrations) or a more micro level 
(e.g. references to acronyms and standards or regular peer activities) (Little & McGivern, 
2014). 

By drawing the Person’s attention to the Culture, it allowed individuals to better understand 
what the culture was. Only from understanding it could individuals recognise opportunities to 
improve it. 

Leadership 
The Leadership section was broken into three areas; the effect of leaders on the 
organisation, on the people that they lead and how they manage themselves and their own 
behaviour. It covered a collection of subjects and incorporated a range of psychology in a 
variety of improvement tools and techniques, many of which Kier’s OBM team developed 
themselves. 

Vroom’s Expectancy Theory informed their models, recognising performance choices, which 
deliver an outcome associated with a reward, as a process controlled by the individual. 
(Vroom, 1964.) As did Transactional Analysis which supports individuals’ understanding of 
their role in interactions (transactions), so that they can be more conscious of their thoughts 
and behaviours, and ultimately have better, more constructive transactions with others 
(Berne, 1964). 

Deployment 
The Programme was rolled out through a Train the Trainer model. For this they looked for 
volunteers from Kier sites and enabled them to deliver the Programme locally. The Trainers 
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came from a variety of backgrounds from within Kier and their supply chain and joint venture 
partners. 

Many of the volunteers had never delivered training before, so the training addressed 
development of both their knowledge of the course content and their competence and 
confidence in delivery of the Programme. In order to do this effectively, the OBM team took 
volunteers through a defined shaping process (Skinner, 1953), which covered their 
development while in the classroom and in the early stages of their delivery on site. (In his 
book, Science and Human Behaviour, B.F. Skinner described shaping as differentially 
reinforcing successive approximations toward the aspirational behaviour, analogous to the 
way a potter shapes clay.) 

Outcome 
Whereas many improvement Programmes (especially those focused on safety) measure the 
“inputs” into the system, such as the number of pieces of paper filled in, Kier’s focus was on 
measuring the “outputs,” the things that changed in the culture. 

The two examples below are illustrative of the results achieved by over 30 improvement 
projects across the organisation. These examples reflect the diversity of improvement 
Programmes created, all based on Kier’s core principles of respect for the worker in a culture 
of continuous improvement.  

Highways Collaborative Planning Trial 
The team within a depot defined a problem that they wished to fix as an issue with the 
planning of work.  

They took a measurement of the current number of tasks which failed, due to poor planning, 
and the number of times traffic management was put out for tasks. Their analysis showed 
that there was an opportunity for improvement. So, they took an existing tool (Collaborative 
Planning) and adapted it to ensure completion of all paperwork was checked, before 
planning commenced.  

They were able to reduce the amount of Traffic Management put out by planning multiple 
works. The result of this was a reduction of 124 closures (instances of Traffic Management 
being put out), saving £331,000 in costs, just in the pilot period.  

This was sufficient to demonstrate the value of the solution, and this depot team’s solution 
was then spread across the Highways division. 

Housing Maintenance & Build UK Recycling Project 
This team was made up of staff from two divisions who found they had a common issue: 
waste. Particularly waste that could be recycled and re-used. 

From the Housing Maintenance division, recyclable/reusable waste included furniture, etc. 
that was removed for clients from social housing, where the tenant had vacated and left 
property behind. From the Building Division (BUK) items could be collected when they 
cleared a school for example, or white goods and furniture were left when a building site was 
finished. 

The team started by measuring the waste that came from one contract (less than 10% of 
their contracts at the time) for one month. They recorded 50 sofas, 80 beds and 40 
televisions.  

They wanted to offer these recyclable/reusable items to a charity but needed this to be done 
efficiently. So, they identified charities which could provide national coverage and had the 
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capacity to manage the volume of furniture. They were then able to agree a Service Level 
Agreement with the British Heart Foundation (BHF).  

Once operationalised this provided a potential saving to Kier of £46,000, plus 200 man-hours 
per year, on just one project. Additionally, this had the environmental advantage of diverting 
a huge amount of waste from landfill. 

The value of sales for BHF from one month’s “waste” from one contract was £7,300, 
sufficient to fund 146 heart scans. Across all 13 contracts, this could mean well over 
£1million in additional income for BHF each year. 

Acknowledgements 
Tony Roscoe, Head of OBM, Kier 

Clare Davey, OBM Advisor, Kier 
 
 


	Overview
	Challenge
	Approach
	Person
	Culture
	Leadership
	Deployment

	Outcome
	Highways Collaborative Planning Trial
	Housing Maintenance & Build UK Recycling Project

	Acknowledgements

