
 Experiments in Wellbeing 
 Overview 
 When considering how to address issues associated with workplace wellbeing, Business 
 Psychologists at Arup decided not to work alone. 

 They elected to challenge themselves by working in an innovative way and including other 
 organisations in their journey to “study and practice improving working lives.” This is an 
 example of what Business Psychology is all about! 

 Challenge 
 Arup is a multinational professional services firm which provides engineering, architecture, 
 design, planning, project management and consulting services for all aspects of the built 
 environment. 

 Despite many organisations recognising the potential benefits of wellbeing, work-related 
 illness levels had remained almost flat for almost two decades. Anecdotally, from their 
 clients, Arup’s Business Psychologists/Consultants heard questions such as: 

 −  How do we help our organisation recognise the link between wellbeing and people 
 performance? 

 −  I struggle enough with my own wellbeing; how can I promote its importance for 
 others? 

 −  There are so many elements to wellbeing, how do I bring them all together? 

 Having identified that there remained unanswered questions in relation to workplace 
 wellbeing, these Consultants at Arup decided to invite a broad range of internal and external 
 stakeholders to join them in exploring the broad question: ‘what is good wellbeing?’ 
 Collectively they hoped to work together in the interest of improving individuals’ wellbeing. 

 Why Business Psychology? 
 Being Business Psychologists, the Consultants knew that Business Psychology could help. 
 They set out to apply well known psychological models to the challenge of workplace 
 wellbeing in a user-centred way, inspired by the principles of design thinking. 

 They engaged with potential supporters for a Programme, from various organisations, and 
 invited them to work together to understand the systemic, root issues of poor wellbeing, so 
 that they could find and facilitate better responses. 

 Theory-U 
 The Consultants identified an appropriate approach: following the Theory-U approach, which 
 framed the need to move from reactive actions to meaningful, longer term changes. 



 Theory-U is a change management method and the title of a book by Otto Scharmer (2007). 
 The principles of Theory-U are suggested to help individuals break through past 
 unproductive patterns of behaviour that prevent them from empathising with others’ 
 perspectives, potentially holding them back, in ineffective patterns of decision making 
 (Léautier, 2007). 

 The core elements of the Theory-U approach are: 

 −  Co-initiating common intent: Stop and listen to others and to what life calls you to do 

 −  Co-sensing the field of change: Go to the places of most potential and listen with 
 your mind and heart wide open 

 −  Presenting inspiration and common will: Go to the threshold and allow the inner 
 knowing to emerge 

 −  Co-creating strategic microcosms: Prototype the new to explore the future by doing 

 −  Co-evolving through innovations: Ecosystems that facilitate seeing and acting from 
 the whole 

 "Moving down the left side of the U is about opening up and dealing with the resistance of 
 thought, emotion, and will; moving up the right side is about intentionally reintegrating the 
 intelligence of the head, the heart, and the hand in the context of practical applications." 
 (Scharmer, 2007.) 

 Convincing Stakeholders 
 The Consultants submitted an application for internal funding for this initiative by Arup, 
 convincing senior colleagues of the value in this opportunity by sharing: 

 −  Anecdotes of wellbeing challenges faced by their clients 

 −  An overview of the psychological framework we would utilise 

 −  Case studies of the successful application of this framework 



 −  A clear business case, benefits including capability generation and broadening their 
 relationship network internally and with clients 

 −  A structured project plan, defining Programme timelines, resources and costs 

 Approach 
 The intention for the Programme was to engage a broad range of internal and external 
 stakeholders in exploring opportunities to meaningfully improve wellbeing in their 
 organisations. 

 From the outset the Consultants set clear performance indicators, such as the number of 
 Participants who would maintain engagement, to enable them to evaluate and demonstrate 
 value from the funding they had received. 

 Business Psychology Applied 
 The Consultants sought to firmly establish a psychological evidence base for their approach. 

 Using the Theory-U model to guide the process aligned to Kolb’s Experiential Learning 
 Styles (1984) and Mezirow’s Transformational Learning Theory (1978). 

 (Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle describes the process whereby knowledge is created 
 through the transformation of experience (Kolb, 1984). And Jack Mezirow developed 
 transformative learning theory starting in 1978, which evolved "into a comprehensive and 
 complex description of how learners construe, validate, and reformulate the meaning of their 
 experience." (Cranton, 1994.) Transformative learning is supported by use of rational 
 processes and imagination as a part of a creative process. Or, as framed by Edmund 
 O'Sullivan, “Transformative learning involves experiencing a deep, structural shift in the 
 basic premises of thought, feelings, and actions.” (O'Sullivan, 2003.)) - Clodagh O’Reilly, 
 Founder of the ABP Awards 

 The process began with experiential learning (getting out and ‘doing’). Mindfulness and 
 self-reflection were used to challenge Participants’ beliefs and assumptions, before using 
 that insight to create new ideas and options. 

 The Consultants also applied principles drawn from individual transition models, such as the 
 Kübler-Ross (1969) Five Stage Model, applied in the context of change rather than grief. 

 The Consultants integrated principles from learning organisations and systems thinking 
 (Edgar Schein, Peter Senge), applying action learning techniques to challenge assumptions 
 and increase group understanding and insight. 

 (Edgar Schein proposed a model of organisational culture where the basic assumptions 
 shape values and the values shape practices and behaviour, which is the visible part of 
 culture. (Schein, 1996.) And Peter Senge described systems thinking, focusing on how the 
 individual that is being studied interacts with the other constituents of the system. His work in 
 organisational development led to the publication of his book, “The Fifth Discipline,” in which 
 he developed the notion of a learning organisation which conceptualised organisations as 
 dynamic systems in states of continuous adaptation.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the 
 ABP Awards 



 And, finally, they applied their knowledge of imagery being a powerful tool to clarify goals, 
 boost self-efficacy and motivation to think differently about a challenge (Callow, Hardy, & 
 Hall, 2001; Lazarus, 1984; O'Connell, Palmer & Williams, 2013). 

 Stakeholder Engagement 
 The Consultants tailored a careful approach to stakeholder management, as they were 
 aware that the framework they were applying was novel, and their approach would require 
 Participants to test the boundaries of typical working practices, solving problems in an 
 unconventional way. 

 Having completed a stakeholder mapping exercise, they structured a detailed invitation 
 outlining the Programme, addressing questions which had been raised by stakeholders: 

 −  What will we actually be doing? 

 −  What might you get out of the experience? 

 −  Who will be there? 

 −  What is required of you? 

 They then hosted a clarification session, providing the opportunity for interested people to 
 understand and help refine the proposed process. They particularly considered the language 
 used, being aware as they were that the Theory-U language could be difficult for some to 
 understand. Where appropriate, more familiar terminology was used, whilst respecting the 
 principles of the approach. 

 Following the initial session, Participants were invited to decide whether the experience 
 would be useful for them. Informal discussions supported their decision-making, ensuring 
 those who engaged with the Programme were committed to its success. 

 Programme Design 
 Participants joined five face-to-face collaboration sessions, delivered over six months, 
 interspersed by virtual group work and individual reflective and experiential practice to 
 enhance the effectiveness of the learning approach. 



 Based around the principles of Theory-U and aligned to the learning theories noted above, 
 the sessions broadly followed this format: 

 −  Opportunity to experience a new way of gathering information or discussing a topic 

 −  Opportunity for deep reflection 

 −  Opportunity to make sense of learning, and think about new routes for actions 

 −  Later sessions then moved this forward to the final stage of learning, opportunity to 
 try out new ideas 

 Participants were supported to expand their skills and knowledge around: 

 −  Personal leadership – self-awareness, one’s role in building wellbeing around oneself 

 −  Building and using empathy more effectively 

 −  Gathering and analysing information 

 −  Reflection 

 −  Prototyping solutions to test in the Participants’ ‘home’ context 

 These skills enabled Participants to identify, analyse and problem solve around their 
 own/their organisation’s particular wellbeing challenges. 

 An example of an exercise that utilised imagery was 3D sculpting. Participants were invited 
 to form a sculpture that represented their current situation. Participants then reflected on the 
 sculpture with a partner, exploring questions such as: 

 −  What energises you about it/draws you to it? 

 −  What do you really like/love about it? 

 −  If this situation were designed for you to learn, what might it be trying to teach you? 



 After an initial reflection, Participants were invited to change their sculpture such that it better 
 represented the future that they wanted to create. Again, other Participants (partners) then 
 probed the sculptor to explore the actions needed to realise this. 

 Measuring Success 
 As this was a novel Programme, and a novel approach, an initial indicator of value was the 
 number of interested parties who supported it, and noting drop outs. 

 A core of 16 Participants took part throughout. These Participants travelled to work with the 
 Consultants, in some cases for several hours, showing a high level of commitment to the 
 process. 

 Participants represented a number of disciplines including: building performance, learning 
 and development, digital, health, safety and sustainability. Partner organisations included 
 Costain, The Crown Estate, Action for Happiness, Avis, Openfield Agriculture and Future 
 Cities Catapult. 

 This was the Consultants first experience of delivering a Programme using the Theory-U 
 methodology, so they welcomed feedback throughout as a crucial means to ensure sessions 
 provided high value. 

 In relation to the performance indicators the Consultants had set for the Programme, 
 Participants made progress on their wellbeing agendas. This was not without effort, 
 however. The Consultants received feedback at the midway point suggesting Participants 
 were struggling to move to tangible actions. So, they redesigned later sessions to spend 
 more time on action planning. 

 Outcome 
 The Consultants evaluated the impact of the Programme at regular intervals, gathering both 
 qualitative and quantitative data through questionnaires and interviews to explore their 
 Participant-level performance indicators, as follows: 

 −  Facilitated space 

 −  Did we create a safe space in which Participants could explore their Working Well 
 challenge with vulnerability? 

 −  Application of skills 

 −  Are Participants using the tools and techniques in their daily lives, have they changed 
 their behaviour? 

 −  Working well 

 −  Have Participants progressed their Working Well challenge/opportunity? 

 They gathered data across three of the Kirkpatrick levels of evaluation: 

 −  Reactions, through post session survey response 

 −  Learning and behaviour, through longer survey response at end of the Programme 

 −  Results, via interviews conducted several months (up to a year) post Programme 

 (The Kirkpatrick Model is an effective approach to measuring impact of learning related 
 interventions (Kirkpatrick, 1955). The model proposes assessment of increasing impact at 



 four levels: reaction, learning, behaviour (change) and (business) results. Three of these 
 levels were used in evaluating the outcomes of this work.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the 
 ABP Awards 

 Reaction 
 Evaluation interviews were facilitated by impartial colleagues to remove bias from the 
 evaluation process, and feedback questionnaires were used. Feedback was collected 
 anonymously to enable Participants to share experience honestly. 

 Questionnaire and interview data were then thematically analysed, again by impartial 
 colleagues, to ensure the evaluation themes reflected the experience across Participants, as 
 opposed to any minority. 

 The evaluation showed that the Programme successfully delivered against the 
 Participant-level performance indicators that had been set, initially in terms of facilitating a 
 learning environment. Facilitated space was achieved as intended. Participants described 
 the Programme as a “safe space to share views, discuss challenges and explore ways 
 ahead’” which provided the “opportunity to learn from the views and feedback of others,” 
 “with diverse backgrounds.” 

 Application of Skills/Behavioural Change 
 As evaluation continued, evidence was clear that the Programme had successfully delivered 
 against the Participant-level performance indicators to the extent that, for some, behaviour 
 changed. 

 Application of skills took place in most cases. Six months after completion, 84% of 
 Participants agreed that the Programme was helpful, reporting (for example), “I picked up 
 knowledge or skills that I have put into practice to benefit myself, my colleagues, or my 
 organisation.” Qualitative feedback revealed other outcomes such as, “it made me a better 
 listener,” and “improved my approach for conflict management.” 

 The Programme was effective in supporting Participants to progress their wellbeing plans. 
 Immediately after the Programme, Participants commented that the Programme had helped 
 them, for example: 

 −  Personally: “helped me establish a tangible action plan towards improved personal 
 resilience” 

 −  Organisationally: “it has put the issue of employee wellbeing under focus and 
 management are making positive steps with regards to this” 

 Business Impacts 
 Feedback collected six months after the Programme demonstrated sustained impact, with 
 the application of skills and behaviour change. This feedback demonstrated how the 
 Programme had been of value, through actions taken by individual Participants. For 
 example: 

 −  “I have started a new venture, to enable more people to run in cities, which emerged 
 through the working well Programme. Much of how the business has taken shape 
 has relied heavily on the methods and thinking I was exposed to during the 
 Programme” 



 −  “I would say the benefits have been far reaching and nothing short of 
 transformational. The Programme helped me to identify a clear purpose, and then 
 articulate why that was a route I wanted to pursue such that when I resigned, the 
 Non-Exec Board and my C-level peers not only understood but have been engaged 
 and supportive. I can't thank you enough!” 

 Quotes such as these demonstrated that the outcomes achieved were rooted in the 
 Programme the Business Psychologists delivered and may not have been realised without it. 

 Lessons Learned 
 Overall, this was a novel experience for the facilitators and these sessions provided an 
 opportunity for personal development. The facilitators ensured the quality of the process 
 through drawing on an experienced Theory-U practitioner throughout the design and delivery 
 of the Programme, who challenged their thinking, sharing best practice and lessons learned 
 from applying the methodology across sectors. 

 On reflection they took time to evaluate their delivery against their own objectives for the 
 Programme. For example: 

 −  Capability generation: Had they broadened the skillsets of those involved in the 
 delivery of this offering?  

 −  Quality of process: Had they conformed to best practice in their ‘process’ and had 
 they effectively used the facilitation tools and techniques that were selected? 

 −  Lessons learnt capture: Had they gathered evidence to generate feedback loops and 
 evaluate the impact of the process? 

 The Business Psychologists (Consultants who facilitated the Programme) reflected: 

 −  The methodology allowed them to reach a real level of authenticity, honesty and 
 depth very quickly with the group 

 −  They felt a high level of satisfaction with the work they were doing; they felt they were 
 doing something valuable and worthwhile 

 They also identified lessons that informed how they may work differently in future. For 
 example: 

 −  The Programme could have been supplemented by frequent meetings on a 
 professional or personal basis in between formal events 

 −  Although powerful for the majority, there were some Participants who struggled at 
 times because the process was too different from their usual learning approach. 
 There remained a question about how the methodology could be made more 
 inclusive and appropriate for all, whilst retaining the element of challenge that 
 stimulated a productive learning environment 
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