
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Leadership in a Leaderless Team 

Overview  
A Senior Team in the NHS Community Health Services had been without a leader for some 
time. Despite a reputation for good delivery, they were struggling to meet ever increasing 
workloads and fill key vacancies. Morale was at an all-time low. When the Business 
Psychologists were brought on board, they observed that the Senior Team were not 
stepping up to make strategic decisions, and lead service delivery, and they had become 
isolated from other services.  

This case study explains the Business Psychologists’ approach to addressing these issues 
and improving the situation in a matter of weeks.  

Challenge 
Through outcome-based enquiry and a needs analysis, involving both Leadership and 
Development (L&D) and the Assistant Director of the Team (AD), the Consultants 
established the team’s needs. The team’s leader had been out of the organisation for some 
time. While the team had tried to keep the day-to-day operations running, the cracks in the 
service were beginning to show. A new way of working was needed. 

The Business Psychologists’ challenge was to enable this team to collaborate and find a 
more strategic way of working.  

Objectives for the engagement were established as:  

• Focusing the team on solving underlying problems, not just reacting to operational 
crises  

• Ensuring they were working strategically to anticipate problems and make decisions 
in line with the organisation’s needs 

• Integrating the team, to work more effectively with each other and with other services 
and providers, sharing ideas and resources to the benefit of service users 

Given the absence of a single leader, the Consultants decided that a team-focused 
development intervention was needed. The team needed to collaborate, share responsibility 
and play to their strengths. They needed to understand that even when their leader returned 
(part-time), they would still be active leaders in the system. This would involve practicing the 
skills of collaborative transformational leadership; learning from role models and each other 
to reflect and refine their approaches.  

The Psychologists discussed with stakeholders which Business Psychology approaches 
would be most effective. Together they recognised the advantage of combining several 
models. Overall, they elected to apply Social Learning Theory, a theory of learning process 
and social behaviour which proposed that new behaviours could be acquired by observing 
and imitating others (Bandura, 1962). They also selected positive and strengths-based 
approaches to harness the Senior Team’s own energy and creativity to address their 
problems. (Research has shown the advantages of strengths-based approaches at work. 
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, Linley & Kauffman, 2007, Harzer & Ruch, 2012.)) 
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Finally, the solution would incorporate a high Locus of Control for the team, involving them in 
how the Programme would be shaped at each step, which would help to build responsibility 
and trust. (Locus of control refers to the degree to which people believe that they, as 
opposed to external forces, have control over the outcome of events in their lives. (Rotter, 
1954.)) 

Approach 
A Team Development Programme was decided upon, applying Business Psychology 
principles to optimise the learning and development experience. So, Business Psychologists 
were required to be involved in Facilitation to ensure that the psychological principles built-in 
to the design were correctly applied.  

Business Psychology Applied 
• Social Learning Theory supports the learning process with observation and imitation 

of others, including learning from observation of rewards and punishments. The 
theory expanded on traditional behavioural theories by placing emphasis on the 
important roles of various internal processes in the learning individual (Bandura, 
1962) 

• Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle addressed learners’ internal cognitive processes. 
Kolb believed, “learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the 
transformation of experience.” (Kolb, 1984.) Kolb described a four-stage cycle of 
learning. Effective learning could be seen when the learner progressed through the 
cycle. The four stages were: concrete learning, reflective observation, abstract 
conceptualization and active experimentation. Kolb also referenced four separate 
learning styles: Diverging (feeling and watching), Assimilating (watching and 
thinking), Converging (doing and thinking), and Accommodating (doing and feeling)  

• Lewin's Field Theory proposed that individuals exist within a field of forces, and 
patterns of interaction with their environment can be understood. Any changes within 
their life space (holistic experience) would be subject to psychological laws. 
Accordingly, an action of the person, or a change in the environment resulting from 
that action, could be considered behaviour, which in turn had influence in the life 
space (Deutsch, 1954) 

• Edward Thorndike introduced the concept of reinforcement and was perhaps the first 
to apply psychological principles to the area of learning. (Thorndike, 1905) The “law 
of effect” principle he developed suggested that: "responses that produce a satisfying 
effect in a particular situation become more likely to occur again in that situation, and 
responses that produce a discomforting effect become less likely to occur again in 
that situation.” When supportive practice is built in to learning activities, it can create 
satisfying experiences (Gray, 2011) 

Programme Outline 
Stakeholders were consulted on the overall design. Additionally, the Business Psychologists 
sought to understand the environment they were working within (Understanding the Field). 
This resulted in a “Joined Up Working” Programme to promote integrated working, and the 
Programme Manager was contacted to establish consistency across tools.  

The team development Programme consisted of four one-day interventions over a four-week 
period. 

• Day One:  
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• Understanding the self in the team and the team in the system (Lewin’s Field Theory) 

• A helpful learning environment was co-created and contracted with the team’s input 
(Locus of Control) 

• NHS videos and timeline activities added context 

• Myers–Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) feedback provided feedback on differing 
preferences  

• Fun team activities and problem-solving allowed introduction of the reflective learning 
process (Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle) 

• Other activities explored team and leadership behaviour 

• Helpful leadership behaviours were identified and rewarded (Social Learning Theory) 

• Day Two:  

• When real-work projects were introduced (Thorndike’s Identical Elements), the team 
reverted to its bad habits. The Consultants observed them fail to think externally and 
rush into allocating actions before really understanding what they were trying to 
achieve. Participants became frustrated and started to ‘blame’ 

• Employing Field Theory, they recognised they were reverting to discomfort at not 
being ‘led.’ The Kolb Reflective Cycle helped raise awareness and find potential new 
ways of behaving 

• A skills gap was identified, and tools for building these skills were introduced. In this 
way, the Programme constantly evolved in response to the needs of the team (Locus 
of Control)  

• The Programme Manager was invited to observe the second day, and present 
together with an external speaker to share lessons learned from integrating services 
in a similar setting (Social Learning Theory) 

• Day Three:  

• Challenging review of Day Two (Experiential Learning)  

• Skill building using stakeholder management tools and team strengths  

• Self-reflection in a safe environment (which led to higher than normal levels of self-
challenge without prompting) 

• Further work on projects with constructive progress 

• Negotiated design of day four to include additional time to work on presentations 

• Feedback activity between all team members, evoking some intense resistance. A 
Field Analysis was used to raise awareness and explore how the team could create a 
‘safer’ environment. The Business Psychologists observed Participants responding 
favourably, taking control and processing their disagreements to find an acceptable 
way forward 

• Day Four:  

• Presentation preparation including role play (Empty Chair Technique) to experiment 
with Participants’ anxieties about managing stakeholders (Experiential Learning 
Cycle) 

• Tools were presented, to prioritise work and delegate effectively, to create time for 
more strategic decision-making (Urgent/Important Grid) 

• Project presentations were delivered, demonstrating notable progress as well as 
thoughtfulness of content and style 
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The stakeholders (AD and L&D) were given feedback on the progress from day one and 
relevant information from the wider field was shared. For example, there had been interviews 
to promote one of the team and one had been unsuccessful. This was incorporated into the 
check-in for the second day. The AD fed back that there were already noticeable changes 
and was briefed to reward all positive changes. Support was provided in exploring additional 
needs for the Participants to support organisational aims (Field Analysis). This level of 
debrief occurred between all sessions. Following one project review session, stakeholders 
commissioned two more sessions to further develop one of the most challenging and crucial 
areas for the team: strategic decision-making. 

Measuring Impact 
To be able to measure and establish the success of the intervention, the Business 
Psychologists decided on the following actions: 

• Administer a pre- and post-Programme questionnaire to the team in relation to: 

• the three key objectives 

• their overall sense of their ability to improve services  

• their sense of wellbeing at work 

• Take Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) at three and six months, including: 

• a wellbeing survey 

• pulse engagement scores 

• service delivery targets 

• Facilitate the Senior Team initiating two integrated service projects which would be 
presented to key stakeholders 

Outcome 
While still waiting on feedback from the KPIs, the Business Psychologists reported many 
observable outcomes from changes in the Senior Team’s performance during and after the 
intervention. 

Evidence of starting to work in alignment with the Programme objectives was observed. The 
team’s two integrated working projects made good progress. By the fourth day of training, 
their approach was more aligned with the key intervention objectives, such as: consistent 
approaches, integration, working together more and working with other services and 
providers to the benefit of service users. 

The team adjusted to using evidence-based decision-making. They started to use a 
business prioritisation tool to be strategic with service planning and mindful of business and 
commissioning group priorities. Taking responsibility for completing strategic documentation 
began to happen more effectively.  

Once the team were made aware of their tendencies toward passing responsibility to each 
other, and not taking action in the absence of a leader, they were able to address and 
change their behaviour. They moved forward with efficiency and enthusiasm. They 
understood the importance of getting clarity on the purposes of projects before they began, 
as well as the productivity of effective teamwork. This was reflected in their successful 
projects. 

Using Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle led to trialling new approaches and reflecting. This 
meant that there was a large element of skill building in the Programme. The content was 



 

 

CASE STUDY 

negotiated with the team, allowing the Business Psychologists to co-design with them. Their 
comments were highly influential, as reflected in feedback collected. For example, “I like that 
the Programme was flexible enough to recognise where it needed to change within and 
between sessions to get the most out of our team.” 

Elements of the Programme that the team said were most helpful included: “strengths,” 
“strategies to problem solving,” and “stepping back and thinking about the bigger picture.” 
When asked what they wanted next, Participants expressed a desire to be “involved in 
strategic decisions that may/could involve our service.”  

Additional evidence of positive impact included the commissioning of two follow-up events 
for the team using the same design principles to further build on strategic thinking. At that 
session the Consultants gained self-report observations from the team on progress, one 
month on from the initial intervention.  

In review, stakeholders said they were “delighted with the obvious progress.”  

Notable individual development included a team member being promoted. In stakeholder 
briefings prior to the intervention, questions had been raised about this person’s behaviour. 
Following positive feedback from Facilitators regarding this person’s ability to reflect and 
grow in the intervention sessions, and the opportunity for a stakeholder to observe the 
person during the presentations on the fourth day, the stakeholder singled out this 
Participant as being ‘seen in a new light,’ demonstrating the effectiveness of the 
intervention.  
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