
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Empowering Leaders to Excel  

Overview  
VINCI Construction UK Ltd recognised a number of issues that needed to be addressed to 
enable them to increase their profits. These included performance issues, associated with 
leadership issues, and poor employee engagement. Working with behavioural change 
experts from Blue Sky Performance Improvement, they empowered Leaders to become the 
change that was required. This case study describes their approach and the success they 
achieved. 

Challenge 
VINCI Construction UK Ltd, operating in a challenging industry, set goals to grow and 
increase profitability. Data collected, from their employee Engagement Survey and 
Consultation Committees, clarified the challenges they needed to address to achieve their 
goals. These were broadly categorised as follows: 

• Performance 

• The business recorded inconsistent levels of productivity 

• Their safety record was not improving 

• They operated with tight profit margins 

• A high percentage of their contracts were loss-making in certain areas 

• Leaders 

• Promotions had been based on technical competence, rather than leadership ability 

• Many Leaders were problem solvers; task focused, rather than people focused 

• Leaders tended to have a short-term outlook 

• Management of poor performance was inconsistent 

• Employees 

o Employees demonstrated suboptimal levels of engagement  

o There was little drive for innovation 

o Messages about the organisation’s goals did not appear to be reaching employees 

On review VINCI recognised the need for leadership that would inspire and motivate; to be 
more decisive, create a culture of ‘making things happen,’ put the business first and drive 
forward as a team. The requirement was not simply for knowledge transfer but creating a 
shift in leadership behaviour. 

Partnering for Success 
VINCI recognised that they would require support to address this leadership challenge. 
Following a rigorous selection process VINCI selected Behavioural Change experts, from 
Blue Sky Performance Improvement, as their partners to address this need.  
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Together they formulated a performance improvement programme they called, “Empower.” 
The purpose of the Programme, to be endorsed by the Institute of Leadership & 
Management (ILM), was to deliver real and sustainable change in the way VINCI’s Leaders 
behaved. This investment in training would play a crucial role in VINCI’s long-term 
performance improvement. 

In preparation, VINCI doubled their training budget and joined a consortium with 
Construction Skills to secure a grant. 

Key Stakeholders 
A dedicated VINCI and Blue Sky stakeholder team was formed to shape a solution and 
subsequently review the programme. This included VINCI Construction’s Head of Learning 
and Development, Human Resources Director and Managing Director; VINCI Facilities’ 
Managing Director and Blue Sky’s Client Service Director. 

Approach 
Setting Expectations 
Four business objectives, for the Empower Programme, were agreed at the outset:  

• Improve employee engagement by 5% 

• Increase productivity by 10% 

• Increase turnover by 10% 

• Achieve a return on investment (given this was VINCI’s biggest investment in 
training) 

The team also identified three learning objectives for the solution: 

• Create an understanding of what it meant to be a Leader at VINCI 

• Develop Leaders’ skills and knowledge to put desired behaviours into practice 

• Enable Leaders to support and challenge each other to drive business success 

The Structure 
The Empower Programme was designed as a learning journey, over a seven-month period, 
aligned to VINCI’s wider Human Resources strategy. 

The stages of the journey were: 

• Invitation 

• Line Manager conversation 

• Half-day alignment event, making the case for change, describing what was involved, 
Participants’ responsibilities and more. At this point Participants were given prework 
for the Programme and a 360° feedback survey was launched  

• A series of eLearning modules, supporting Participants in learning skills including 
time management, presentation skills, performance management, influencing, 
effective meeting management, and conflict management 

• Three one-day master classes  

• Three two-day workshops  
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• Setting the Standard, followed by a work-based project, with one-to-one coaching 
based on feedback collected in the 360° survey 

• Managing Performance, followed by a work-based project and telephone coaching 

• Getting the Most from Your People, followed by a work-based project and half-day 
on-site observation 

• Institute of Leadership Management elements 

• A half-day Summit Event, with work-based project presentations, senior stakeholder 
reviews, recognition and review of return on investment 

• Eight ‘Sustainability’ days 

The Content 
This journey was designed to go beyond knowledge transfer, to create behavioural change 
in the areas Blue Sky believed would drive performance improvement. 

• Mindset and emotion, aligning values and beliefs so that people consciously want 
to change, addressed in the first workshop and underpinned by one-to-one and team 
coaching 

• Capability, developing the skills and knowledge required to put new behaviours into 
practice, with learning modules addressing specific knowledge gaps (for example, 
“making the un-discussable discussable,” and “tough love conversations”) 

• Working practices, addressing the processes and cultural norms required to make 
change happen 

Blue Sky’s Embedded Learning methodology underpinned the Empower Programme, 
presented visually below. 
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The Schedule 
Empower was developed around the needs of the individual learner and stakeholders, which 
was reflected in the planning, content and evaluation of the Programme. 

• Planning 

• First, an in-depth diagnostic was initiated by Blue Sky, including one-to-one 
interviews, focus groups, telephone interviews, reviewing management documents, 
observing meetings and reporting back findings 

• The pilot for 30 employees was delivered to test course content; of the pilot 
Participants, 98% agreed with the statement “I would advocate that my colleagues 
should do this Programme” 

• A full year’s schedule was released, at the start of the year, so that delegates could 
reserve the time required to commit to the Programme 

• Content 

• Blue Sky brought their Embedded Learning methodology to bear in designing the 
Empower Programme 

• By working both one-to-one and in groups, learners understood how to create their 
own behavioural change 

• Bite-sized eLearning modules were available to be accessed when and where it 
suited Participants, which was a first for VINCI  

• Cohorts worked together to develop and present back projects that added value to 
the business, taking ownership for the Programme’s return on investment 

• Content gave Participants common language, with videos, poster campaigns, 
desktop calendars and a dedicated intranet page to reiterate and reinforce messages 

• Evaluation 

• Participants completed a ‘what’s the difference’ survey, reflecting on what they had 
learnt, how they had helped others to learn, and the value they had added 

• Participants earned an ILM Level 5 qualification: “Developing and Leading Teams to 
Achieve Organisational Goals,” in recognition of their achievements 

Continued Learning 
Four Programme elements ensured Participant learning continued beyond delivery of the 
initial seven months of modules: 

• Participants were supported to be able to sustain their behavioural change through 
the Embedded Learning Methodology 

• The tools from the Programme created a common language, ‘shortcutting’ 
conversations and enabling quicker decision-making  

• Eight ‘Sustainability Days’ were delivered in the year following the initial Programme, 
to reengage, review, renew and reinforce Programme learning 

• Empower became engrained in the working practices at VINCI, through inductions, 
other training programmes and competency frameworks 

Outcome 
Following the initial pilot with 30 Participants, 181 Participants joined the Programme in the 
first year. By the end of the second year, 500 Participants had undertaken the programme. 
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Stakeholder Feedback 
“Empower has the full support of our senior team. It is not simply an altruistic event; we fully 
believe it will improve the profitability of the business” – Andrew Ridley-Barker, Managing 
Director 

“Empower has given people the opportunity to share knowledge, to network, and do things 
differently that actually hits the bottom line” – Jo Mercer Head of Learning & Development 

“The beauty of Empower is that it is self-perpetuating. If one person can introduce a change 
that saves £20k, it will provide funding for more colleagues to attend the course” – Tony 
Raikes, Managing Director, VINCI Facilities 

Business Objectives 
The business objectives set for the first year of Empower were met or exceeded as below: 

• Staff engagement increased by 10% (target 5%). 

• Productivity increased by 26% (target 10%) (VINCI Facilities) 

• Financial turnover increased by 14% (target 10%) (VINCI Facilities) 

• Return on Investment: 200% 

Employee Engagement 
Independent specialists, People Insight, conducted an annual employee Engagement survey 
with all VINCI employees. The results reflected: 

• Employee engagement declined for employees not involved in the Empower 
Programme, but increased by 10% for employees directly or indirectly involved in 
Empower (5% above target) 

• The increase was observed across all questions, showing Empower has led to 
employees becoming more engaged in all aspects 

Tom Debenham, Managing Director, People Insight, comments on the “significant 
differences” in the level of engagement in employees whose Managers had participated in 
the Empower Programme, compared with those whose did not. This is discussed in a short 
video at: http://youtu.be/JQEEid9OYF0 

Year-on-Year Growth  
Empower allowed VINCI Facilities to achieve year-on-year improvements across a wide 
range of areas, including: 

• Grievances reduced by 82% 

• Informal disciplinaries or ‘difficult conversations’ increased by 31% 

• Appraisals increased by 31% 

• Absenteeism reduced by 6% 

• Safety, Health and Environment (SHE) results improved by 14% and carbon 
emissions reduced by 9% 

• Customer satisfaction increased from 72% to 85% 

Return on Investment 
Calculated through savings and mitigated risk, the return on investment for VINCI, in the 
Empower Programme, was measured at over 200%. 
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Key to the success of the Programme, in delivering a return on investment, was Participants’ 
application of their learning to achieve financial savings for the business.  

Personal Development  
In VINCI Facilities, internal promotions increased by 42%. In one year, 22 of the 
Programme’s Participants were promoted.  

Participant feedback included comments such as: 

• “I believe I’ve achieved 10 years’ worth of progress in the last 3 months of Empower!” 
– Jason Lyne, Project Manager 

• “I shared my learnings with a key client, and they are now also using the tools” – 
John Holmes, Project Manager 

The Empower Programme even received press recognition, featuring in the Construction 
Manager Magazine. 

Lessons Learned 
Specific learning identified during the Programme resulted in changes being made to 
address them: 

• The role of Project Manager (PM) needed further focus to shift behaviour, so a 
conference was delivered specifically for PMs 

• There was value in extending the reach of the Programme, so VINCI included a 
selection of Frontline Supervisors in the Civil Engineering division; Taylor Woodrow 
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Editor’s Observations 
Business Psychology combines an understanding of the science of human behaviour with 
experience of the world of work. The approach taken in this case study reflects practices 
supported by models and methods often associated with Business Psychology, although 
these are not named explicitly. To achieve similar results, you may wish to consider 
expanding your understanding of some of these. For example: 

• Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle describes the process whereby knowledge is 
created through the transformation of experience (Kolb, 1984). Kolb’s Experiential 
Learning Cycle concerns learners’ internal cognitive processes. It proposes a four-
stage cycle of learning and four separate learning styles. The four stages are: 
concrete learning, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and active 
experimentation. Effective learning can be seen when the learner progressed through 
the cycle. Whilst learning, individuals may favour one of the learning styles, such as 
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Diverging (feeling and watching), Assimilating (watching and thinking), Converging 
(doing and thinking), or Accommodating (doing and feeling) (Kolb, 1984) 

• Social Learning theory addresses learning processes applicable to natural settings. 
Critiquing behavioural theory, Albert Bandura observed "the importance of social 
agents as a source of patterns of behaviour,” which he believed had been ignored. 
His research offered Social Learning theory, emphasizing imitative behaviour 
(Bandura, 1962). Creation of a learning community, as facilitated in the delivery of 
this Programme, allows time for reflection as well as incorporating Social Learning 
Theory: that new behaviours could be acquired by observing and imitating others 
(Bandura, 1971)  

• The four stages of competence, or the "conscious competence" learning model, 
relates to the psychological states involved in the process of progressing from 
incompetence to competence in a skill (Broadwell, 1969). The Blue Sky model 
includes facilitating conscious choice and choosing behaviour. The four stages of the 
model suggest that individuals are initially unaware of how little they know, or 
unconscious of their incompetence. As they recognize their incompetence, they 
consciously acquire a skill, then consciously use it. Eventually, the skill can be utilized 
without it being consciously thought through: the individual is said to have then acquired 
unconscious competence (Flower, 1999) 

• Intentional practice, or deliberate practice, refers to a special type of practice that is 
purposeful and systematic. While regular practice might include mindless repetitions, 
deliberate practice requires focused attention and is conducted with the specific goal 
of improving performance. The development of expertise requires incorporating a 
self-reflective feedback loop into skill delivery or development (i.e., practice), rather 
than simply performing a task repetitively until mastered. Feedback collection and 
associated coaching in this Programme addressed this opportunity (Doherty & 
Ketchner, 2005) 
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