
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Person-Centred Culture Change 

Overview  
Lancaster University is a leading academic institution that aims to retain its Top 10 university 
ranking in the UK. But it has not always held that impressive rank. Before it reached this 
level, some entrenched processes and people had to change. 

Taking a highly personalised approach, Business Psychology Consultants supported 
significant change within the Student Based Services (SBS) department, which was credited 
with contributing to improved student satisfaction rankings. 

The impact of applying Business Psychology within this academic context provides a model 
for any organisation looking to transform their service delivery. 

Challenge 
Three national rankings of universities in the UK were published annually (by The Complete 
University Guide, by The Guardian and jointly by The Times and The Sunday Times). Many 
of the best universities in the UK were among the best in the world. Criteria for top spots in 
these rankings were manifold and included, for example: 

• Entry standards 

• Student satisfaction, also called assessment and feedback 

• Value added 

• Research quality 

• Degree completion 

• Good honours (the proportion of firsts and upper seconds) 

• Graduate prospects (a measure of the employability of graduates) 

• Teaching excellence (a measure of confidence in academic standards and in which 
teaching and learning, student progression and learning resources were ranked) 

With their aim of becoming a ‘Top 10’ university in the UK, it was with a sense of urgency 
Lancaster University realised a new approach was needed to move their culture from an 
education provider (supplier) mindset to a student-focused (customer) approach. To help 
achieve this goal, the University’s 100-strong SBS department needed to play a greater role 
in improving student satisfaction.  

In looking to benchmark against top universities, the quality of SBS’ processes would 
demonstrate the University’s calibre, and the involvement and innovation of SBS would be a 
major factor in achieving the requisite higher student satisfaction scores.  

New staff members, recruited to bring about change in the service, had faced barriers 
highlighting a need to identify and address underlying issues which created barriers to 
change. Two potential blockers were identified for attention, specifically: 

• Long-term incumbents who were resistant/ill-prepared to change 
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• Individual contributors failing to recognise the impact their way of working had on the 
institution 

Resistance to Change 
The majority of staff had long tenures (up to 25 years) and had never worked in a corporate 
environment or been exposed to ‘change’ programmes. Many responded with resistance 
and scepticism to any proposed change which most perceived as a threat. 

As a result, even necessary changes in process management had not been made in the 
past. For example, many were resistant to using new technology as it became available, 
preferring instead paper-based processes they were more familiar with. These old habits 
impacted the quality of service that could be delivered to students. 

Individuals in the Institution 
The prevailing culture stripped individuals of their accountability and responsibility and had 
left them with a belief they were powerless to make a real difference to the organisation, and 
its culture, through their actions. 

A pervading belief from within the department suggested that many had not perceived that 
their work had a direct impact on the institution as a whole. For the process changes to be 
adopted and innovative initiatives to gain traction, this would need to change. Especially as 
this limiting perspective could be observed not only in the staff but in Senior Managers too. 

Previous attempts to break down these barriers, (such as awaydays, regular meetings and 
leadership development training), only scratched the surface of what needed to be done in 
terms of changing the underlying culture and behaviour of those involved. So, those leading 
the change in SBS would need to work on both an individual and team level.  

Setting Direction 
The catalyst for the Programme came after the SBS Head of Strategic Development (Claire 
Povah) attended a one-day Insights Discovery Programme with people and organisational 
development training provider Learning Cog. 

Insights Discovery used a four-colour model to offer an understanding of personal 
preferences, indicating how communication could be improved by learning to adapt to 
others. In context, Claire recognised the opportunity for this Business Psychology model to 
be used in addressing the very personal self-limiting beliefs affecting the department.  

Having recognised that the Insights Discovery Programme could help inform practical 
changes into how one worked on an individual basis, to the benefit of a team, Claire sought 
buy-in from the SBS Director (Tom Finnigan), who had also previously benefited from the 
Programme. 

Then the broader senior management team was approached to seek their support for use of 
the Insights Discovery model in their teams. They were helped to understand the benefits 
the Programme could offer, not only for them but also for their staff and the organisation as a 
whole. Once their support was secured, the Insights Discovery Programme could be rolled 
out across the department. 

Approach 
The Tool 
The Insights Discovery model was based on the extensive research of Swiss psychologist 
Carl Jung and one of his leading students, Dr. Jolande Jacobi. Jung proposed that 
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personalities are created from the interaction of two attitudes: introversion and extraversion. 
And four functions: two rational functions (thinking and feeling) and two irrational functions 
(sensation and intuition).  

Combining these elements to create personality types, Jung suggested that how individuals 
balanced the interactions of these functions made them unique (Jung, 1921 and Jacobi, 
1967). In the Insights Discovery model this is reflected in four colours. The four colours 
represent observable behavioural patterns measured by the Insights Discovery evaluator 
which, when completed, produced an individuals’ Insights Discovery Personal Profile. 

It was created to help individuals recognise that each person is unique with different styles of 
working, needs and expectations. The Insights Discovery model referenced a simple four 
colour model to help individuals remember their personal preferences and more easily 
identify the feelings of others. The model was designed to be easy to understand and 
remember so that Participants could apply what they learned during and long after the 
workshop. 

The Process 
Preparation was critical to the Programme’s success. The Consultants dedicated significant 
time to working on how people within the department would experience the training and the 
context within which it was being delivered. This understanding was vital in recognising how 
best to transform the underlying mindset permeating the service. They then moulded the 
Programme to SBS’ specific requirements. 

To deliver the most effective results, the Consultants felt it was essential to work with the 
Managers individually and then expand the Programme to include all teams and 
departments. So, they undertook the project in two parts: 

• First, a development Programme focused on the department’s 14 Senior Managers, 
achieving buy-in from this key group of stakeholders 

• Second, the Senior Managers’ teams would be introduced to the model 

Senior Managers would go through the process first individually, then again within their team 
once they had already experienced the benefits of the Insights feedback. They would prove 
to be an essential factor in achieving the desired outcome: better personal relationships and 
a transformation of team mindset from passive to proactive. 

A Personal Touch 
There was a clear need to work on a personal level with each workshop Participant. The 
client felt that the Learning Cog Facilitator, Ric Hayden’s approach in delivering the 
Programme to the audience was central to its success. To ease the suspicion of the 
department, he engaged Participants on a personal level and was able to win over the team, 
removing resistance early on. 

During the Programme even Participants with a lack of enthusiasm were able to develop a 
strong belief that they could support the organisation to achieve its objectives. This was 
attributed not only to the model/Programme content, but the delivery of the workshops using 
“alternative elements, relevant to the context as well as seemingly unrelated ideas, to keep 
the team members engaged.”  

By focusing on engaging the person first, rather than trying to ‘teach,’ they successfully 
overcame the substantial barriers to developing the team’s understanding of themselves and 
how they operated in their wider context.  
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Outcome 
At the outset SDS knew the quality of their processes – through involvement and innovation 
– could demonstrate the University’s calibre and improve its ranking. On this basis, the 
Discovery Insights Programme was a success. 

Involvement and Innovation 
Resistance to change within SBS turned around. Having identified individuals in the 
department who were primarily process-driven (as assessed on the Insights spectrum), they 
were trained on Lean Six Sigma. This was a new investment for the department. 

There were also noticeable changes within the department, with discussions regularly 
coming back to the Insights Programme. Staff were better able to consider their interactions 
with other team members and adjust accordingly, bringing long-term benefits. This was 
significant considering the suspicion with which the Programme was initially viewed.  

The most important transformation observed within SBS was a changed belief among 
department members that they were able to enact change and make a difference to the 
whole organisation. Early examples included: 

• Creation and delivery of a ‘welcome site’ for new students, something which did not 
exist prior to the Programme and which was driven by SBS 

• The development of a Student Journey Mapping project, a cross-organisation project 
driven by SBS, to map the student journey with a view to identifying areas for 
enhancement 

Improvement in Rankings 
A key benchmark in judging the Programme’s transformational effect was the university’s 
improved National Student Survey (NSS) scores in the period between implementation and 
subsequent review.  

NSS scores, awarded based on direct student feedback on the quality of service provided, 
were the closest metric to a customer satisfaction score available in the academic sector. 
Before the Programme, Lancaster University sat in fourteenth and nineteenth place for 
student service satisfaction, in the two years prior to the Programme. After the Programme, 
the university jumped significantly to seventh position (a position the University still held 
some years later, in 2020). The SBS indicated this improvement was due primarily to the 
widespread improvements in the processes within student services.  

Feedback Collected 
From the outset, a key measurement of the Programme’s effectiveness was immediate 
feedback after delivery. This informed the subsequent Insights Discovery sessions in a 
process of continuous improvement.  

Structured feedback from the sessions highlighted an overwhelmingly positive reaction to the 
Programme. Anonymous post-workshop feedback included: 

• “This day was great as we all gained a clearer understanding of who each other is 
[sic] and can work more effectively together...”  

• “As an approach to change management this day has been a tremendous step 
forward for the majority of the group…” 

Ultimately, success was judged by the positive impact on the relationships within the teams 
and across the department. The client commented that this improvement was “immediate 
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from the completion of the Programme,” and reported that it was sustained in the years that 
followed. 

Overall, the Programme proved so valuable that it was undertaken on a recurring basis to 
ensure new team members benefited from the experience and could support the renewed 
ethos of the department. 

In ruling out other explanations for the outcomes, it was important to note this was the first 
ever major Programme successfully completed across the SBS department. No parallel 
initiatives ran during the same period, nor other more individualised approaches to transform 
staff behaviour. The approach to performance management within the service was not in any 
way consistent, so it could not be credited with affecting change. On review, the 
Programme’s positive results were straightforward to measure due to the absence of other 
possible contributing factors.  

Lessons Learned 
Most resistance came from senior management holding on to beliefs, more so than team 
members. Once management changed their approach, team members were free to develop 
and grow.  

It was also clear there were several individuals who were direct resistors at the beginning of 
the Programme. The Facilitator accounted for this proactively and was able to minimise the 
impact these individuals had on the experience of other team members, at the next stage of 
the Programme. As a learning point the Facilitator recognised this could have been 
addressed even more proactively if these individuals had been identified even earlier in the 
process. That could have made the Programme even more effective. 
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