
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Group Coaching for Culture 
Change 

Overview  
This case study explores the experience of the Human Resource Service at the University of 
Essex. They elected to undertake group coaching in support of their culture change agenda, 
with positive results. 

Challenge 
The Human Resources (HR) Leadership Team (HRDs) at the University of Essex (Essex) 
was looking for support in navigating systemic cultural change.  

Essex’s Leaders were facilitating moving from a risk-averse, academic-style culture to one of 
empowered Leaders who would drive commercial needs using integrity, imagination and 
innovation. They had a vision of a collaborative culture where Leaders acknowledged and 
learned from mistakes, had open and honest conversations and took responsibility for their 
own development.  

Acknowledging that change needed to be driven at every level, and that some resistance to 
change was inevitable, they had restructured the HR service to a more progressive model. 
As the restructure took effect, the HR Leadership Team recognised a need to upskill their 
HR professionals to be resilient, capable and confident Leaders of organisational change. 
This would involve working differently with stakeholders across Essex and across the three 
HR departments within the HR service.  

In considering their approach, the Head of Organisational Development working with 
Business Psychology Consultants at The Myers-Briggs Company drew on the approach of 
diagnosis as a form of intervention (French & Bell, 2000; Harrison, 2004). In the process 
they gained an understanding of the current state and worked together to define desired 
outcomes and how they could be realised. 

(Wendell L. French and Cecil H. Bell, Jr promote behavioural science interventions for 
organisation improvement. Their work offers a “state-of-the-art exploration of the theoretical 
base and practical applications of organisation development.”) 

(Michael I Harrison has written extensively on methods, models and processes for assessing 
organisations and diagnosing effectiveness. His work draws on multiple analytical 
frameworks to produce empirically grounded models of sources of ineffectiveness and forces 
for change.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

Identifying Requirements 
Stakeholders from Exeter worked with the Consultants to identify priority requirements for an 
intervention. Together they agreed that the intervention needed to contribute to the 
organisational strategy, at the heart of which was culture change: shifting from a hierarchical, 
centralist culture to a people-centred culture characterised by collaboration. 
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An earlier Strategic Leaders Programme had been successful in developing the HRDs 
understanding of the new vision, values and strategy. Moving forward, however, translating 
this into consistent operational activity and behavioural change would not be best achieved 
by another classroom-based Leadership Development Programme. Any intervention needed 
to deliver organisational learning, to ensure that the investment moved them closer to 
achieving organisational transition. 

The HRDs saw an opportunity in their teams of HR professionals to role-model the required 
behaviours to lead the change. But it was also clear that not all had yet recognised their 
pivotal role in the success of the change; some were struggling to understand what 
“leadership” meant for them as HR professionals. Relatedly, there was a need for greater 
individual level development exploration and greater collaboration across the HR function. 

The Consultants proposed using group coaching to address Exeter’s requirements. They 
believed that this approach would address the organisational aims of: 

• Developing greater collaboration across the HR function 

• Helping the HR professionals become more proactive in driving change, moving 
them from a ‘provider’ mindset to an ‘enabler’ mindset 

• Providing insight and organisational learning about the enablers and resistors within 
the system that could be leveraged to speed up the pace of change  

• Providing time, space and peer support for individuals to engage with the personal 
transition required for wider culture change 

Approach 
The Consultants proposed a Group Coaching Programme. 

Business Psychology Applied 
Group coaching involves a Coach (or Coaches) and two or more Coachees (Participants). 
Like dyadic (one-to-one) coaching, group coaching tends to be focussed on change and 
growth. However, a primary difference between the practice of group coaching and the 
practice of dyadic coaching is that Group Coaches need a strong understanding of group 
dynamics or group-based dialogue processes, in addition to the individual interpersonal and 
rapport-building skills necessary for dyadic coaching.  

The GROUP Model  

The Consultants proposal was informed by Saul Brown and Anthony Grant’s work. Brown 
and Grant’s paper, “From GROW to GROUP: theoretical issues and a practical model for 
group coaching in organisations,” proposed that keeping focus in Group Coaching could be 
facilitated with their GROUP model (an acronym explained below) (Brown & Grant, 2010). 

(Many Coaches used the GROW model (Whitmore, 2002) to structure their one-to-one 
coaching conversations. Each letter of the acronym GROW represents one stage of a 
coaching conversation. When using the GROW model, the session starts by setting a goal 
for the coaching session. Coach and coachee then explore the current reality, before 
developing options for action and concluding with specific action steps (will; the way 
forward, what the Participant is willing to do).)  

(Brown and Anthony proposed the GROUP model (Goal, Reality, Options, Understanding 
others, Perform) for use in Group Coaching interventions. This model follows the same 
initial phases of goal setting, reality exploration and option generation as the GROW model, 
but these are enacted in a group setting. The differentiation from the GROW model comes in 
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the fourth phase (the ‘Understanding Others’ phase). This phase draws on the group 
dialogue process developed by Otto Scharma (2007) to design and lead deep collaborative 
learning processes, leading to agreements on Performance.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of 
the ABP Awards 

Acronym Description Example Questions 

Goal Group is asked to clarify what they want to achieve from 
each session. 

Determined the focus of coaching. 

What do you want to achieve 
in this session? 

How would you like to feel 
afterwards? 

What would be the best use 
of this time? 

Reality Raise awareness of the present realities. Examine how 
current situation is impacting group’s goals. 

How have things gone in the 
past week?  

How have you handled any 
problems?  

What worked?  

What did not work? 

Options Identify and assess available options. Encourage solution 
focused thinking and brainstorming. 

What possible options do you 
have? 

What worked for you in the 
past? 

What haven’t you tried yet 
that might work? 

Understand 
Others 

Group observes deeply, notices their internal responses to 
what is being said and makes meaning both of what they 
hear and their internal response.  

The group connects to the emerging best future. 

What is your view on the best 
options? 

What did you understand of 
his/her view? 

What was your internal 
dialogue when you were 
listening to that? 

Can you integrate the 
broader group perspective? 

Perform Assist the group to determine next steps. Prototype best 
options. Develop individual and group action plans. Build 
motivation and ensure accountability. 

What is the most important 
thing to do next? 

What can be learnt from this 
prototype? 

What might get in the way? 

Who will be able to support 
you? 

How will you feel when this is 
done? 
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Intervention Design 
The Consultants designed a Group Coaching Programme for 12 HR professionals (using 
Brown & Grant’s definition) to ensure:  

• A primary focus on individual development within a group to leverage peer 
perspectives and experiences 

• An exploration of opportunities for greater collaboration across HR teams 

• Identification of organisation-level drivers of and barriers to behaviour change 

Supported by the literature, this approach drew from the benefits of deepening peer 
relationships, whilst acknowledging the powerful impact of group processes in developing 
leadership, building resilience and embedding a new culture.  

From the outset, the HRDs understood that a key determinant of the Group Coaching 
Programme’s success would be in creating a safe psychological space for reflective 
development and learning (West & Milan, 2001).  

(Psychological safety describes the shared perception of the consequences of taking 
interpersonal risks in their work environment (Edmondson, 1999). Sharing personal 
experiences may be helpful in creating authentic connections and developing empathy, 
leading to psychological safety. In this context, Coaches may model curiosity and encourage 
individuals to voice their diverse perspectives and ideas, actively seeking dissenting views 
and not shutting down ideas.) 

(Reflective practice is the ability to reflect on one's actions to engage in a process of 
continuous learning (Schön, 1983). Reflection is of value in development as Participants are 
supported in paying critical attention to the assumptions, thoughts or beliefs revealed in 
everyday actions. It has been suggested that deliberate reflection on experience is essential 
to development (Loughran, 2002).) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

The Programme was structured with that in mind, which was reflected as follows:  

• One-to-one sessions with the Coach enabled Participants to ask questions and 
surface concerns ahead of the group sessions, accompanied by an exploration of the 
CPI 260® Coaching Report for Leaders and a workbook to support individuals in 
formulating individual goals for coaching 

(The CPI 260 Coaching Report for Leaders provides results on 18 leadership 
characteristics, organised into five core performance areas: self-management, team 
building and teamwork, organisational capabilities, problem solving, and sustaining 
the vision) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

• Introductory sessions for each group to explore concepts and skills required in group 
coaching and to create group contracts. At this stage the Coaches surfaced the need 
to provide themes, that could offer a barometer into the wider organisational system, 
agreeing how to do this whilst not impeding open and honest conversations 

• Five group coaching sessions were conducted at monthly intervals 

• A group wrap up call one-month post-programme completion  

The content of each coaching session was shaped by the Participants’ needs, as the 
sessions progressed with common elements throughout: 

• The principles of action learning (Revans, 1982) lent themselves readily, given the 
action learning cycle of reflection, learning, planning and action. These principles 
helped the Participants ask pertinent questions based on experiences and offer 
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feedback and observations, whilst refraining from advice-giving (Fusco, et al., 2016 
identified these helpful features of group coaching) 

• The Gestalt cycle of experience (Perls, 1969) shaped the sessions which focused on 
what was happening in the ‘here and now’ and brought assumptions into conscious 
awareness, with Coaches surfacing when aspects of group dynamics were interfering 
with the learning process and when interference from the organisational system 
created inaction rather than exploring and overcoming barriers  

• Mindfulness exercises at the start of each session to create a state-change, shifting 
attention from the day job to the coaching setting. Participation in mindfulness 
techniques has been associated with reduced self-reported stress (Cohen & Miller, 
2009; Shapiro, et al., 2007) and, when used in coaching, can provide new ways of 
understanding and facilitating personal change, wellbeing and optimal psychological 
functioning. The exercises were easily transferable into daily lives should Participants 
wish to use them in managing stress  

• Prochaska & DiClemente’s (1982) six stages of change were introduced to help the 
Participants identify their stage, on their own change journey, and to recognise the 
cost/benefit of moving or not to the next stage. This had been found to be an 
effective way of motivating Participants (Grant & Franklin, 2007) 

• Using the concept of single and double-loop learning (Agyris & Schon 1978), each 
session concluded with self-reflective writing and a commitment to try something out 
over the coming month 

The Coaches facilitated a mid-Programme check-in with the HRDs to discuss how the 
Programme was going and they used an anonymous mid-term survey to ask the Participants 
about their experience of the Programme so far.  

At the end of the Programme, having agreed the overarching themes that could be shared, 
the Practitioners met with the HRDs to share these themes and learning points about the 
programme itself. 

Outcome 
The evaluation process involved: 

• A pre-Programme and 3-month post-Programme survey  

• Participant feedback collection at the mid-point of the Programme 

• Qualitative interviews 6-8 months post programme 

The surveys were designed using a 5-point Likert scale using specific scale labels at each 
extreme, instead of ‘strongly agree’ or ‘strongly disagree.’ 75% of Participants completed the 
surveys and 25% took part in the interviews. 

Pre- and 3 Post-Programme Survey Results 

Survey Pre-Programme Post-Programme 

Prompt Average 
Score 

Range Scale label(s) Average 
score 

Range Scale label(s) 

When I work collaboratively 
with my leadership 
colleagues in my own 
department, I ask for input 
into what I am working on 

3.14 2-5 ‘Once I have 
something to talk 
about’ 

4.86 4-5 ‘At the start of the 
project’ 
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When I work collaboratively 
with my leadership 
colleagues across the 
whole HR function, I ask for 
input into what I am working 
on 

2.57 2-3 ‘Only if I need their 
help’ and ‘Once I 
have something to 
talk about’ 

4.14 4-5 ‘Once I have 
created the project 
plan’ 

When I am working on a 
specific project, I keep my 
leadership colleagues 
across the whole HR 
function informed and 
updated about what I am 
doing 

2.71 2-3 ‘From time to time’ 3.14 2-4 ‘From time to time’ 

I understand what 
information to share with 
my leadership colleagues in 
my own department 

3.43 2-4 ‘I think I understand’ 4.14 4-5 ‘I understand most 
of the time’ 

I understand what 
information to share with 
my leadership colleagues 
across the HR function 

3.14 2-4 ‘I think I understand’ 4.0 4-4 ‘I understand most 
of the time’ 

When I consider my 
development goals 

3.57 1-5 Range from ‘avoid 
any discussion’ to ‘I 
set my own goals 
without being 
prompted’ 

4.14 4-5 ‘I set my own goals 
after 
encouragement 
from my line 
manager’ 

I use self-reflective practice 
in my development 

3.43 2-5 ‘Sometimes’ 3.71 3-5 ‘Often’ 

When I think about the 
value the HR service brings 
to the Uni 

3.86 3-5 ‘I can see the value 
most of the time’ 

4.14 4-5 ‘I can see the value 
most of the time’ 

When I think of the 
leadership role that is part 
of my role, I would say that 
I 

3.86 1-5 ‘Have a fairly clear 
understanding of it’ 

4.29 3-5 ‘Have a fairly clear 
to good 
understanding of it’ 

When I think of my role in 
delivering the HR strategy 
for the university, I would 
say that I 

3.86 1-5 ‘Have a fairly clear 
understanding of 
how to do it’ 

4.43 4-5 ‘Have a fairly clear 
understanding of 
how to do it’ 

Achieving Programme Outcomes 
The evaluation data showed some progression towards the desired outcomes; however, the 
data could not be viewed in isolation of other interventions such as the Strategic Leaders 
Programme and the change in expectations as a result of the restructure.  

Developing Greater Collaboration Across the HR Function 

In terms of increased collaboration: 

• Participants were more likely to ask for input at the start of a project and to seek input 
earlier in the project delivery process 
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• Although some Participants felt they were already collaborating well, for most a shift 
in mentality about collaborating and its advantages was evident 

• Participants appeared to be keeping colleagues updated more regularly, with a 
clearer understanding of what information it was relevant to share 

Thematic analysis of the interviews revealed deliberate and proactive efforts to engage team 
members and collaborate with others. Participants showed greater awareness of other’s 
workstreams and how these related to their own projects. Participants reported greater 
confidence in expressing views and in engaging in constructive challenge, leading to better 
project outcomes. One Participant reported finishing a project two weeks ahead of schedule 
due to increased engagement and healthy challenge. 

Helping the HR Professionals Move From a ‘Provider’ to an ‘Enabler’ 
Mindset 

In terms of seeing themselves as moving from a provider to enabler mindset, qualitative 
comments responses on the surveys indicated Participants had a clearer sense of their role, 
for example, to support future planning and culture change by giving clear advice that will 
help decision-making. Across the Group, understanding of – and confidence to – deliver the 
HR strategy appeared to be growing. 

Providing Opportunities for Personal Transition  

In terms of taking responsibility for their own development, Participants rated themselves as 
more proactive in setting goals, either independently or with encouragement from a line 
Manager, and there was a movement towards more regular self-reflection.  

During the interviews, Participants shared examples of increased self-awareness that 
appeared to be rooted in self-reflective practice. The coaching helped three Participants to 
take up development opportunities outside the organisation and, although additional factors 
may have also influenced these decisions, the Senior Leaders viewed this as a positive 
developmental outcome from the Group Coaching Programme.  

Providing Insight and Organisational Learning about Enablers and 
Resistors  

At the end of the programme, four multi-layered themes had emerged consistently: 

• Culture 

• Trust 

• Expert-driver 

• Leadership accountability 

The Consultants presented these as a system map of concentric – from the individual at the 
centre, moving through Team, HR service and Organisation – to highlight influences, 
blockers and enablers, providing organisational learning and insight.  

Lessons Learned 
In their reflections on the Programme, the Consultants observed: 

• Some Participants had found the feedback offered through by the CPI 260® Coaching 
Report difficult to absorb, however it had been powerful in highlighting the leadership 
challenges facing them and was retained for future Programmes 

• Although the small groups had developed high levels of trust, this was not 
generalised across both groups; the Coaches sought to address this and 
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subsequently included large group touchpoints when a second Group Coaching 
Programme commenced 
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