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Enabling Autonomy 

Overview  
Demands are placed on local Councils to provide higher standards of service and increased 
efficiency and effectiveness. This is expected despite shrinking budgets and fewer 
employees. They must maintain the motivation of their employees whilst satisfying 
expectations of the government and an increasingly demanding public.  

As Cumbria County Council restructured and redesigned their systems and processes, time 
and again, they did not achieve all the improvements they needed. So, Business 
Psychologists helped the Council recognise one thing that would not change: the enduring 
value of empowering employees to solve problems autonomously.  

Challenge 
In an effort to increase efficiency, Cumbria County Council had undergone a restructure. 
Part of the change introduced resulted in ‘blue-collar’ and ‘white-collar’ workers (employees) 
being formed into teams together, for the first time. (The term ‘blue collar’ typically refers to 
workers who engage in manual labour in settings such as manufacturing, construction, or 
maintenance. ‘White-collar’ typically refers to workers who engage in non-manual work in an 
office setting, such as administration, management, sales, etc.) 

Feedback from employees indicated that work was needed to improve management styles, 
to ensure all employees were valued; respected and treated equally. The Council asked 
Business Psychologists from PMSL to deliver a Programme to address these issues.  

Convincing Stakeholders  
The first challenge for the Business Psychologists was to set expectations with the Council. 
Rather than just delivering standard, process-focussed training, they needed an intervention 
that would yield the required behaviour change. Behaviour change required more than 
knowledge acquisition. The employees also needed the opportunity to develop the skill level 
required and confidence to apply what they had learned. So, the Business Psychologists 
convinced the Council to target a more significant change: to enable employees to think for 
themselves, enabling employees to make their own decisions in every-day situations. 

The Business Psychologists spent time demonstrating experiential learning to the key 
stakeholders so they could experience the power of the psychological models proposed and 
see how useful they could be in the Programme. This generated significant interest in 
Business Psychology from all stakeholders including the Chief Executive and Corporate 
Directors. 

The next challenge was to design a Programme that would enable the change, equipping 
Participants with knowledge, confidence and skills to decide how to act in a range of 
situations and work effectively as a team. The Participants would include 10 Senior 
Managers and 50 team members. 

Defining Expectations  
The Council’s expectations were that the Programme would: 
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• Increase Participants’ knowledge on important topics 

Senior Team Participants needed to learn how to: 

• Understand how their preferred leadership style contributed to the effectiveness of 
the team 

• Adapt their communication style to influence how others talked to them 

• Convince others they had really listened to them and appreciated their point of view 

• Give assertive feedback to others without being aggressive 

• Effectively tackle poor performance of employees in their team 

• Effectively plan to meet organisational goals 

Team member Participants needed to learn how to: 

• Understand how their preferred team style contributed to the effectiveness of the 
team 

• Adapt their communication style in order to influence how others talked to them 

• Convince others they had really listened to them and appreciated their point of view 

• Give assertive feedback to others without being aggressive 

• Increase Participants’ skill, through application of learning 

• Increase Participants’ confidence in applying these skills 

The Business Psychologists also agreed to a Key Performance Indicator (KPI) for the 
training, based on Participants’ reaction to the training. The ‘Reaction Level’ evaluation 
needed to achieve average ratings of at least 4 out of 5, for all aspects of the Programme. 

Approach 
Business Psychology Models  
A number of models were applied to the design of this Programme, including those listed 
below. 

Cognitive Dissonance 

in “A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance” (1957), Leon Festinger proposed that human beings 
strived for internal psychological consistency to function. A person who experienced internal 
inconsistency tended to become psychologically uncomfortable and was motivated to reduce 
the cognitive dissonance 

Principles of Persuasion 

In “Six Principles of Persuasion,” Robert Cialdini listed science-based principles of 
persuasion according to research in the field of Psychology (Cialdini, 2009). These were: 

• The Reciprocity Principle: individuals tended to ‘pay back’ what they received from 
others in social situations 

• The Commitment and Consistency Principle: individuals tended to stick with 
whatever they had selected previously 

• The Social Proof Principle: individuals tended to have more trust in things that were 
popular or endorsed by people they trusted 
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• The Liking Principle: individuals were more likely to comply with requests made by 
people they liked 

• The Authority Principle: individuals tended to support/follow people who looked like 
they knew what they were doing 

• The Scarcity Principle: individuals were drawn to things that were exclusive and hard 
to come by 

Learning Styles 

David Kolb published a model in 1984 for experiential learning. The theory worked on two 
levels: a four-stage cycle of learning with four separate learning styles. Much of Kolb’s theory 
addressed the learner’s internal cognitive processes. Kolb suggested that learning involved 
the acquisition of abstract concepts that could be applied flexibly in a range of situations. In 
Kolb’s theory, “Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the 
transformation of experience.”  

Double Loop Learning 

Chris Argyris proposed a learning theory which pertains to learning to change underlying 
values and assumptions. Double loop theory is based upon a “theory-of-action” outlined by 
Argyris & Schon (1974) which examined reality from the point of view of individuals as 
actors. Changes – in values, behaviour, etc. – were all informed by the actors’ theory of 
action. An important aspect of the theory was its distinction between an individual’s 
espoused theory and their “theory-in-use” (what they actually do); bringing these two into 
congruence was a primary objective in applying double loop learning. 

Structure 
Kolb’s learning principles were applied to give Participants time to absorb new information, 
use it experimentally and integrate it with their existing knowledge. During the Programme, 
Participants: 

• Attended an initial face-to-face group training course 

• Participated in a one-to-one coaching session 

• Had time to apply their learning at work 

• Participated in another one-to-one coaching session 

• Attended a second face-to-face group training course 

The experiential elements incorporated in activities were suited to all learning styles. The 
focus of all these sessions was on Participants taking responsibility to work out, for 
themselves, how to effectively apply their learning. 

Business Psychology in Practice 
In order to ensure that Participants continued to apply the new skills and behaviours long 
after the Programme was completed, the Psychologists drew on the theory of cognitive 
dissonance. First, they would ensure Participants were committed to the Council’s goals and 
five behaviours (Responsible, Positive, Honest, Committed, Clear). Then, addressing 
Cialdini’s Commitment and Consistency principle, the Programme goals and behaviours 
would be introduced as reflecting those same goals and behaviours. Participants who had 
expressed their support for the Council’s goals and behaviours would be more receptive to 
changing their behaviour to serve these goals. In fact, they may experience cognitive 
dissonance if they did not uphold them.  
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To offer a more natural learning experience, Kolb’s experiential learning model was applied. 
Recognising that people would not typically change behaviour merely by listening to 
instructions, the Psychologists knew more needed to be done. Participants would have time 
to absorb the new information, use it experimentally and integrate it with their existing 
knowledge. In order to embed the new behaviours, Participants would have the opportunity 
to practice the skills in a safe environment (during training). Two one-to-one coaching 
sessions were conducted with each Participant to help them integrate their learning into their 
existing knowledge/behaviours; this gave them time in between training sessions to apply 
the skills at work. Then a second training session was facilitated to further embed the new 
behaviours. 

To ensure Participants put the theory into action, one-to-one coaching sessions allowed 
them to describe how they would apply/had applied their learning. This borrowed from the 
double loop learning model which showed that people would assimilate information more 
thoroughly if they described to others how they would apply what they had learned to their 
own circumstances. 

So collectively, this highly interactive Programme not only gave Participants the knowledge 
and skills needed to work more effectively, but also an understanding of the psychology 
behind the concepts. This ensured Participants understood not only that the models worked, 
but why they worked. 

The Business Psychologists believed this approach was essential to achieving the significant 
change they had promoted to the Council: to enable employees to think for themselves, 
trusting employees to make their own decisions in every-day situations. Training 
Programmes which simply teach Participants to deal with known issues (‘if this happens, 
then do that’) are flawed because training could not cover every eventuality. However, by 
equipping Participants with the ability to translate their learning to new situations, they could 
think for themselves and use the principles learned effectively when new issues and 
situations arose.  

Outcome 
The Kirkpatrick Model (Kirkpatrick, 1955) informed the Practitioners’ evaluation of the 
Programme. Impact at three of the Kirkpatrick levels was considered: reaction, learning, and 
application of skill/behaviour change. 

Reaction  
Feedback on the Programme was very positive. Participants were asked to complete a 
Kirkpatrick Level 1 evaluation questionnaire, rating the training element of the Programme 
on eight factors, using a five-point scale (1 = very low and 5 = very high). The following 
average ratings were received: 

• General usefulness = 4.6 

• Interest value = 4.5 

• Amount covered = 4.6 

• Pace of delivery = 4.6 

• Clarity of delivery = 4.7 

• Social atmosphere = 4.7 

• Flexibility = 4.7 

• Involvement = 4.7 
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Average (mean of means) = 4.6 out of 5 

Learning  
Based on Participant self-assessment post-training, they recorded increases in knowledge, 
confidence and skill: 

• Senior Manager group (10 Participants) 

• Increase in knowledge – 25% 

• Increase in confidence – 34% 

• Increase in skill – 18% 

• Team member groups (50 Participants) 

• Increase in knowledge – 42% 

• Increase in confidence – 38% 

• Increase in skill – 32% 

Application of Skills/Behavioural Change 
The Consultants evaluated the extent to which Participants achieved the objectives they set 
in coaching sessions. All objectives agreed during coaching sessions were focused on 
improving interactions with others and were achieved by the end of the Programme. 
Examples of actions included: 

• I will work with my team to get them to understand their assignments and 
responsibilities. Success will be measured by regular updates/calls/dialogue in an 
open way and clear performance reporting 

• I will work with an individual to plan the approach, agree targets, agree objectives 
and agree how to support them 

• I will improve team emails, for example, headings; reduce emails and replace by 
conversations; start by talking to the team; get them to set measurable targets 

• I will produce a plan for a meeting with people to share info for the ‘XXX’ project, and 
encourage others to come up with solutions 

Lessons Learned 
After the initial training course, Practitioners saw a dramatic increase in Participants’ self-
rated knowledge, skill and confidence levels, but then a slight decrease in knowledge and 
skill as they participated in the coaching sessions. Their knowledge and skill then rose again 
after the second training course. This gave the Consultants an insight into how people learn 
and reminded them that, as people reached the stage of ‘conscious incompetence’ 
(Broadwell, 1969), their self-ratings of knowledge, skill and confidence may go down. The 
Participants’ awareness of what they did not know (conscious incompetence) was brought 
out during the coaching sessions, as they were challenged to think about how they would 
apply their learning at work. 

This reinforced the importance of delivering ‘learning programmes’ as opposed to ‘training 
courses,’ as learning programmes which allowed the opportunity for reflection, assimilation 
and practise took Participants further through the learning cycle and yielded longer-lasting 
results. 
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