
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Enabling Leadership 
Transformation  

Overview  
London South Bank University (LSBU) was one of the lowest ranking Universities in the UK 
university league tables. Student numbers were falling, staff engagement was poor and staff 
surveys showed low trust in senior Leaders to act. In this case study we show how they used 
Business Psychology in conjunction with an ambitious five-year strategy to raise their 
reputation.  

Challenge 
London South Bank University (LSBU) was one of the lowest ranking Universities in UK 
higher education league tables.  

Increased competition and necessarily higher student fees meant Universities had to 
demonstrate value for money whilst offering a quality student experience. This was 
necessary to brand themselves in a way that would attract a greater volume of student 
applications. 

But, with the University close to the bottom in league tables, student numbers were falling, 
employee engagement was poor and employee surveys showed low levels of trust in Senior 
Leaders. A focus on savings had diminished morale, engagement and pride in the 
organisation. It was time for change. 

A new Vice Chancellor was recruited to deliver a Transformation Programme, with an 
ambitious five-year strategy, to raise LSBU’s reputation.  

There was a radical restructure which resulted in the University transforming from four 
faculties to seven schools. Administration and technical services were centralised. And 
several changes were made in senior leadership; only one member of original Executive 
Team remained on the new Vice Chancellor’s Executive Team.  

The necessary restructuring and change created further uncertainty and anxiety. Changes in 
the way people were being asked to work, and a renewed focus on performance and 
accountability, led to talk about the “good old days.” And legacy issues remained including 
low levels of trust, silo working and poor communication. These issues, and low staff morale, 
were evidenced in employee engagement survey results. And several employees, including 
some in senior positions, opted to take voluntary severance. 

Finding Focus 
The employee engagement survey results, and other key performance indicators, suggested 
that the LSBU culture and leadership behaviour were not fit for purpose.  

Leaders’ values and actions can reinforce the culture of an organisation. “Through the 
example they set, Leaders shape the culture in their words and actions every day… shaping 
how employees operate.” (Deloitte, 2016.) So, an opportunity was recognised to apply 
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Business Psychology to improve LBSU’s situation. By working with their Leaders, developing 
their awareness and capability, Business Psychologists could create a positive and 
productive leadership climate, and organisational culture.  

Business Psychology Consultants from JCA Global were retained to enable the leadership 
team to achieve the necessary improvements. 

Approach 
JCA Global undertook to work in partnership with LSBU over several years. Their objective 
was to enhance the LSBU Leaders’ leadership capability (skills) and climate (how it felt to 
work around the Leaders and the tone they set). The desired outcome was for LSBU’s 
Leaders to be more empowering, hold others accountable, promote openness to change and 
innovation, and inspire and engage those they lead. 

Phase 1: Diagnostic  
The Consultants started with a diagnostic phase, conducting structured interviews with the 
Executive and Operations teams, comprised of 26 people. These included interviews with 
the Vice Chancellor, the Human Resource Director and the Organisational Development 
Director (the Sponsor for the project). This enabled the Consultants to better understand the 
current culture, Leaders’ behaviours, their aspirations and challenges. And this approach 
enabled the Consultants to build trust and credibility with the senior team from the start. 

Phase 2: Intervention  
The second phase was a three-stage intervention with the Senior Leadership Team (26 
people). 

Stage 1 

During Stage 1, the Consultants helped the Senior Leadership Team understand themselves 
and their impact. Through facilitation, they were enabled to identify and change how they 
worked, in support of the desired culture change.  

The Consultants` used a variety of methods, such as reflecting on individuals’ values in 
action, physically drawing metaphors of the current and desired culture, and mapping 
behavioural patterns onto JCA’s Leadership Climate model. 

Stage 2 

Stage 2 followed, where the Consultants launched a Leadership Climate Survey, sent to the 
direct reports of the Senior Leadership Team and those working for them (n=127). This 
survey sought to gain an understanding of the extent to which leadership behaviours were 
currently aligned with those desired for effective change. The survey also asked qualitative 
questions about what Leaders should start, stop and continue to do.  

The Consultants facilitated an exploration of the data collected from the survey, in a series of 
reflective conversations using laddering and world café techniques.  

(The World Café methodology is a creative process for leading collaborative dialogue, 
sharing knowledge and creating possibilities for action in groups of all sizes. It is designed to 
create a safe, welcoming environment to intentionally connect multiple ideas and 
perspectives on a topic, by engaging participants in several rounds of small-group 
conversations.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 
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An Open Space Technology approach was used to allow Leaders to take ownership of 
issues collectively. To further foster collaborative working, a peer support and challenge 
process was set up to observe progress.  

(Open Space Technology meetings or collaborations are distinctive for their initial lack of an 
agenda, which sets the stage for participants to create the agenda for themselves.) - 
Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

Stage 3 

At Stage 3 the Consultants conducted a critical incidents and card sort analysis to identify 
desired behaviours for Leaders across LSBU, linked to their strategy and culture change.  

(Card sorting is a technique used to gather information in a structured way, in context of 
particular concepts or topics. Topics, descriptions or categories, for example, are reflected 
on cards. These can then be used in discussions regarding categorising, prioritising, or 
evaluating the topic. It is a useful approach for collecting and comparing different individuals’ 
points of view on the relative importance, prevalence or priority of the topics.) 

(Critical incident questioning involves interviewers or facilitators questioning participants, 
with prompts to identify specific incident/s that have been critical in a particular context or to 
a particular objective. Usually, in a critical incident interview, the participant is given time to 
think of each incident before describing it, collecting thoughts on all relevant aspects of the 
event, as recall can often take time.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

Phase 3: Embedding  
At Phase 3 (Embedding), the Consultants used the input collected in Phase 2 (Intervention), 
along with testing in focus groups of university Leaders, to construct a Leadership Attributes 
Framework. The Leadership Attributes Framework articulated what good leadership was 
expected to look like at LSBU with behavioural indicators for each attribute. This provided 
clarity and shared understanding of cultural expectations.  

The Framework described 35 behaviours for Strategic Leaders (Executive and Operational 
Board positions leading functions, schools or service provisions) and Operational Leaders 
(those responsible for implementing strategy).  
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LSBU Leadership Attributes developed with JCA Global 

 

The behaviours were used to create a bespoke online 360° feedback tool, which was 
completed for all Strategic and Operational Leaders. The Consultants then delivered 
feedback sessions for the Strategic Leader population and trained the LSBU OD and HR 
team to conduct feedback sessions for the Operational Leaders. This feedback process 
provided each Leader with a personalised development plan and coaching to put their 
personal development plan into action. 

Following this, LSBU created a Leadership Academy, offering development programmes 
based around the leadership attributes and core skills and knowledge required of Leaders. 
The Consultants created a module called “Leadership at LSBU.” The module provided 
Leaders with an understanding of the Why (values, strategy and purpose), What (leadership 
behaviour/focus of efforts) and How (Emotional Intelligence) of leading at LSBU. It provided 
an opportunity to re-induct Leaders, creating consistency, confidence and connections 
(networks) enabling them to lead through change. Content included reflecting on leadership 
as opposed to management, the leadership attributes, the Leader’s own state, reviewing 
JCA’s Snapshot Emotional Intelligence Profile and exploring links between attitudes/mindset 
and leadership climate. They also provided a set of tools for Leaders to use in managing self 
and others through the emotions and challenges of change.  



 

 

CASE STUDY 

(JCA’s Snapshot Emotional Intelligence Profile is a short report designed to give individuals 
a quick reference as to their strengths and development areas in Emotional Intelligence.) - 
Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

Outcome 
To demonstrate that the objectives for the project had been met, JCA and LSBU identified a 
comprehensive range of evaluation metrics associated with the Kirkpatrick model. 

(The Kirkpatrick Model has long been used to evaluate the effectiveness of learning 
interventions. The model assesses increasing impact at four levels: reaction, learning, 
application of skills/behaviour change and business impact/results (Kirkpatrick, 1955). In this 
case study, the outcomes were evaluated at three of these levels.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, 
Founder of The ABP Awards 

Reaction  
Reaction to the interventions was measured with evaluation forms completed by the 
Leadership at LSBU events. 

Application of Skills/Behavioural Change 
The LSBU Engagement Survey showed a 5% increase in ratings for leadership and 
confidence in leadership. The average staff engagement score rose from 58% in the first 
year to 69% by the third year. At that time, responses to 92% of the 48 questions used (that 
were consistent across the period) showed improvement.  

Looking in more detail at the employee engagement survey results, and changes between 
the first and third years: 

• “I feel safe to speak up and challenge the way things are done,” increased 22%  

• “Working at LSBU makes me want to do the best work I can,” increased 6%  

• “I receive regular and constructive feedback on my performance,” increased 6%  

• “Poor performance is dealt with effectively by my line manager,” increased 18%  

Business Impact  
The business objectives for this work were to improve performance to the extent that LSBU’s 
position on the Higher Education League Tables could be improved. Additional external 
recognition or awards were considered desirable as well, as they would contribute to 
improving the LSBU brand and potentially increasing student attraction. 

League Table Performance 

• Guardian University League Table 

• Year 1: 112/116 (3rd percentile) 

• Year 3: 78/121 (35th percentile) 

• The Times and Sunday Time University League Table 

• Year 1: 122/123 (1st percentile) 

• Year 3: 106/128 (17th percentile) 

• The Complete University Guide League Table 

• Year 1: 120/123 (2nd percentile) 
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• Year 4: 93/131 (29th percentile) 

At the point of preparing this publication, the League Table results on LSBU’s website 
showed an overall positive trend in their ranking, over a four-year period. 

 

External Recognition 

Additional evidence of business results was demonstrated through external awards and 
recognition achieved in the first few years: 

• Year 2: LSBU won “Entrepreneurial University of the Year” in Times Higher 
Education awards  

• Year 3: LSBU awarded a silver rating in Teaching Excellence Framework, set by the 
government to recognise and reward high quality teaching  

• Year 3: LSBU made The Sunday Times League Table UK Top 20 for graduate 
prospects  

• Year 4: LSBU, won the “UK modern university for graduate salaries” and “University 
of the Year for Graduate Employment” in The Times and the Sunday Times Good 
University Guide 

While these business outcomes might not solely be the result of the Business Psychology 
interventions, the strong evidence from reaction and transfer of learning evaluation 
measures, as well as anecdotal information, suggests that there have been significant 
enhancements to the leadership climate, driving a new culture in LSBU. 
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Editor’s Observations 
The Business Psychologists working with LSBU indicated that they used Emotional 
Intelligence (EI) models to inform their approach.  

The term Emotional Intelligence was used in literature as far back as the paper, “The 
Communication of Emotional Meaning,” by Davitz, & Beldoch (1976). It gained popularity 
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somewhat more recently, however, after Journalist Daniel Goleman published the book, 
"Emotional Intelligence," in 1995. And it has been popular in the decades since.  

Emotional Intelligence has been defined as the capability of individuals to recognise their 
own emotions and those of others, discern between different feelings and label them 
appropriately, use emotional information to guide thinking and behaviour, and manage 
and/or adjust emotions to adapt to environments or achieve one's goal(s). (Coleman, 2008.) 

There are many studies that have addressed the use of emotional intelligence constructs in 
performance improvement and development. (Petrides & Furnham, 2001. Pérez, Petrides & 
Furnham, 2005. Cavazotte; Moreno & Hickmann, 2012.) 

Noteworthy, however, are criticisms that have been levelled at models of emotional 
intelligence. These include, for example, that: EI is poorly defined and poorly measured; EI is 
a new name for familiar constructs that have been studied for decades; and claims about EI 
are overblown. For those interested in further reading, consider the paper by Kevin Murphy, 
entitled, “A critique of emotional intelligence: what are the problems and how can they be 
fixed?” (Murphy, 2006.) 

As with all psychological models, the reader is encouraged to apply good judgement in 
determining which may be best fit to a particular requirement. 
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