
 

 

CASE STUDY 

From Cynics to Volunteers 

Overview  
Westminster City Council (WCC) initiated a significant transformation, requiring its 
employees to think and work differently. Against a backdrop of limited people development, 
internal research highlighted many barriers to change in employees’ mindsets. 

To overcome this, a multi-company team co-created a strengths-based 360° feedback 
process, coupled with solution-focused personal development planning and coaching. They 
also made the bold decision to make participation in the Programme completely voluntary. 

The initiative overcame company-wide cynicism around feedback and development, 
provided motivation and clarity on ‘what’ and ‘how’ individuals could develop, and paved the 
way for active talent management with an internal ‘pull’ for 360° feedback (a process through 
which feedback from an employee's subordinates, colleagues, and supervisor, as well as a 
self-evaluation by the employee themselves is gathered). 

Challenge 
At the heart of one of the most populous and diverse cities in the world is WCC. In the 
context of austerity and technological change, WCC had to transform, requiring its people to 
be more commercial, collaborative, creative and agile than ever before (Needham & 
Mangan, 2014).  

The appointment of a new Chief Executive and Organisational Development (OD) team 
initiated a focus on people development to underpin this transformation. An Academy was 
developed, providing much needed face-to-face management and leadership training. 
Evaluation of this, coupled with engagement data and stakeholder interviews, highlighted the 
following company-wide barriers to change: 

• Mindset 

• A cynical view of development and mistrust of feedback  

• A belief that development meant classroom training 

• Managers who were commanding, not coaching 

• Capability 

• Limited awareness around what and how employees needed to change 

• Limited ability to provide feedback  

• Low morale  

• A feeling of stagnation  

• A feeling of failing to make progress  

To overcome these barriers, the OD team and Sponsors wanted to conduct a 360° 
assessment to provide insight into changes required at an individual and organisational 
level. However, in an environment where confidence in feedback and capability to provide 
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feedback, support and coaching were low, initiating a 360° feedback Programme risked 
alienating employees. It was therefore essential that the initiative was appreciative and well-
managed, so that it did not de-motivate this workforce who already struggled with low 
morale. (Appreciative inquiry attempts to use questioning style and envisioning to foster 
positive relationships and build on the present potential of a given person, organisation or 
situation (Bushe, 2013).) Further it needed to engage Managers who were used to a 
hierarchical style of leadership, where feedback was discouraged or even considered a 
threat.  

Approach 
To address these challenges, the Practitioners considered the following: 

• When people are thriving, they sense progress and momentum, marked by a sense 
of self-directed learning (Spreitzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshien & Grant, 2005) 

• Employees will alter their mindsets if they perceive value from a change or agree with 
the rationale for it (Dweck, 2006) 

• For behavioural change to take place there needs to be motivation, ability, a trigger, 
and sufficient maintaining forces, including role modelling (Fogg, 2009, Ajzen, 1985) 

Therefore, creating a ‘pull’ for self-directed learning was critical, as success would pave the 
way for a new strengths-based approach to talent management.  

Collaboration 

Actively role-modelling collaboration from the outset, Consultants from Sten10 (Assessment 
Design), Inspiring Insights (Organisational Change) and Spidergap (360° assessment 
providers) partnered with the OD team at WCC. As a project team, they wanted to ensure 
that the 360° assessment: 

• Aligned to WCC values: Productive, Ambitious, Collaborative, Enterprising (PACE)  

• Was appreciative and transparent (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987) 

• Was able to provide clarity on outcomes as well as roles and responsibilities 

• Encouraged self-determination to build confidence and capability in both Managers 
and individuals (Rock, 2008) 

• Embedded a growth mindset (Dweck, 2015) 

Together the team developed the ‘Make It’ approach to plan and communicate the stages 
and collaborative nature of the project. (Kotter, 1996. Lewin, 1947.) 

Visionary interviews with the executive team were conducted via Skype™. This allowed the 
project to progress with pace. The team role-modelled agility and worked collaboratively with 
the executive to secure their sponsorship and agreement on the high-level behaviours and 
measures of success (Outcome Evaluation). The high-risk nature of initiating the 360° 
feedback processes was addressed, and a transparent, strengths-based, appreciative 
approach was signed-off by the Executive Management Team (EMT).  

Design and Pilot 
The absence of a competency framework provided a challenge, but also a unique 
opportunity to work together with a broad range of individuals to define a set of behaviours 
and 360° questions, aligned to the WCC PACE values.  
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The team conducted visionary and critical incident interviews, alongside focus groups, which 
allowed the team to ensure they were transparent, clear, observable and framed in a 
constructive strengths-based manner.  

Focus groups with a cross section of individuals allowed the team to test and refine the 360° 
questions, and the coaching and development tools, whilst transparently setting the standard 
of the strengths-based, two-way, developmental nature of the initiative. A clear 
recommendation from the focus groups was that participation in the 360° process should be 
voluntary and completely confidential. Breaking tradition, the EMT fully endorsed this 
approach. 

Pilot Programme 
A pilot was initiated to demonstrate and test the approach. Council-wide communications 
ensured that the rationale for the pilot was understood. Excitement was generated around 
this strengths-based approach to development, and the participative approach to the design 
and roll-out of the pilot. 

Forty-nine individuals were invited to a briefing to learn about the pilot and all were given the 
opportunity to participate. Role-modelling agility, ‘Just in Time’ training was provided for 
Managers, individuals and feedback providers. YouTube™ style videos were created to 
bring to life why WCC was piloting 360° feedback, what it entailed and how Participants 
should approach others, provide feedback or support their direct reports. Great care was 
taken to ensure every Line Manager of a participating employee was fully briefed and 
provided with the support they needed to support the process. 

A self-service online 360° feedback platform allowed Participants in the pilot to request 
feedback. Facilitated feedback sessions were conducted. These were strengths-based, 
person-centred and conducted by a trained professional. Solution-focused coaching 
sessions helped Participants identify tangible behavioural shifts and maintain focus and 
momentum through the early stages of change.  

Practical tools and techniques were explored, and each Participant documented their own 
Personal Development Plan (PDP). Coaches ensured PDPs were personally exciting, 
specific, stretching but achievable, and called out tangible actions required by Line 
Managers. Change was enhanced by focusing on motivation, ability and sustaining triggers 
(Fogg, 2009). 

Each Participant shared their feedback themes and development goals with their direct 
reports and Line Manager. Line Managers were encouraged to hold one-to-ones and 
support their direct reports to follow through on their PDP. Completed development plans 
were integrated into the next annual performance review, and the insights generated were 
fed into WCC’s newly developed Talent Development process. 

Outcome 
The project was delivered on time and within budget.  

Evaluation measures were agreed with stakeholders during the discovery phase as outlined 
below: 

• Engagement to be measured by take-up and completion 

• Experience to be measured by Net Promoter Score (NPS) and Participants’ 
comments 

• Impact to be measured by personal ownership of development, talent themes and 
‘Your Voice’ survey scores 
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Engagement with the pilot surpassed expectations: 

• Despite the original company-wide negative views of feedback, 100% of the 
individuals invited to participate elected to take part, including 100% of the Executive 
Sponsors. This suggested the voluntary nature of the Programme made participation 
more appealing  

• Of the 48 Participants who completed the 360° feedback briefing and identified 
development themes, only three elected not to take up further coaching (one due to 
having their own external Coach, and one due to resignation) 

The team felt creating a favourable disposition towards 360° feedback was essential. They 
elected to measure this through an NPS (net promoter score) survey indicating the strength 
of engagement and word of mouth recommendation.  

• On the NPS survey 88% of respondents indicated they would recommend 360° 
feedback as a development tool (NPS score 7+) 

• Comments from Participants suggested that 360° was positively received, believed to 
stimulate self-awareness and act as a catalyst for constructive dialogue 

The ability to stimulate ownership of personal development was the primary impact 
measure.  

• When questioned, 94% indicated they were very/extremely motivated to take 
ownership for their development 

• Each individual created a PDP and during coaching 

• Tangible behavioural change and ongoing commitment to development was still 
observed five months after the 360° 

• Participants’ comments captured throughout the coaching conversations indicated a 
large proportion of the pilot group felt re-energised and recognised the impact and 
value of developmental conversations. A number of these translated into improved 
development conversations with their own team/Line Manager  

• Themes drawn from the pilot were used to inform the Council’s talent management 
strategy for the following year 

The team planned to collect evidence of long-term behavioural change through WCC’s ‘Your 
Voice’ survey, and by pilot Participants re-taking a 360° two years later. 

Client Feedback 
Client feedback was very positive, evidenced by the decision of the Corporate Leadership 
Council to approve funding for two further cohorts in the following year. Additional benefits 
were also derived, namely: 

• WCC’s set of common standards, anchored in the PACE values allowing individuals 
and Managers to reflect on their strengths and development areas, were adapted to 
suit both Managers and Individual Contributors 

• The ‘Make It’ model of change was shown to be a useful approach to engage and 
roll-out council-wide OD initiatives 

• The PDP template was seen as suitable to be incorporated into council-wide talent 
and performance cycles 

• Participants observed feedback and coaching in action and took their learning back 
to their teams 
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Lessons Learned 
There were content and process learnings derived from the project including: 

• Engaging broadly and adopting a voluntary participation strategy with a ‘scarcity’ of 
places generated a high level of interest and engagement  

• The use of a pilot enabled the OD team to engage others in co-creating the solution, 
minimising risk of failure with a high-risk intervention  

• Streamlining the 360° questions, and the development of separate questionnaires for 
Managers and Individual Contributors, improved the completion experience 

• Improved education and training were required for Managers to equip them to input 
effectively into development planning 
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