
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Social Identity as a Strategic Tool 

Overview  
The aim of The Times “Best Company” survey is to identify levers that assist organisations in 
optimally leading their “only true competitive advantage,” their people. When a young 
organisation received a 3-star rating on the survey, for two years in a row, the Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) recognised an opportunity for improvement. 

Working with Change Consultants, they set about engaging employees (especially 
newcomers) around what was unique and special about their organisation, embedding a 
shared higher purpose. This is their story. 

Challenge 
The client, a Product Development and Technology Consultancy, had experienced a period 
of rapid growth which had created a challenge. This was highlighted when the organisation 
was evaluated by The Times “Best Company” survey and received a 2-star rating for a 
second consecutive year. The CEO wanted to understand this result, and what it would take 
to achieve a 3-star rating. 

A review indicated, to change the organisation's rating, employees would need a shared 
understanding of what it meant to work at the organisation, and what made it a unique place 
to work. Many new joiners in the organisation were not as well integrated as longer-term 
employees. They had reached a size where more explicit communication was required about 
the ‘essence’ of their organisation. They also needed a clear basis for attracting a high 
volume of quality talent. 

They approached Consultants at Ketchum Change to help develop a solution to this 
challenge. Ketchum’s methodology used psychological principles to unite and inspire 
employees around a core concept that would reinforce the organisation’s business strategy.  

Ketchum’s proposal was accepted, to co-create a solution with engagement and buy-in from 
the Senior Leadership Team (SLT), the key project stakeholders. Together they would 
develop an approach to articulate the organisation’s purpose to the employees. Ketchum 
would connect data from the Best Company survey with the organisation’s strategy, to 
create a compelling narrative for employees. Co-creation would ensure the approach to the 
challenge was both business-driven and underpinned by what matters most – the 
employees. Once developed, the purpose statement and values would drive business 
success. 

Approach 
Internal Advocacy 
The Consultants identified the senior individuals in the business who were responsible for 
the touchpoints where employees would most experience a purpose and values; for 
example: the appraisal process, training, etc. They formed a steering committee for the 
project. The Consultants supported these individuals becoming internal spokespeople for the 
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organisation’s purpose and values. This allowed them to legitimately establish these 
individuals as the role models for the organisation’s identity. This approach ensured 
authenticity and fostered trust from employees, two central factors to the project’s success. 

Business Psychology Theories  
Theories considered in the design of this Programme included: 

The Golden Circle Model 

Simon Sinek postulated that leaders could use manipulation or inspiration to motivate others’ 
action. Of the two, he suggested inspiration is more powerful and more sustainable. His 
proposal for a sustainable means of inspiring people is to provide a compelling purpose. He 
addressed this in his book, “Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action” 
(2009). The model he presents could be defended with some psychological concepts, such as 
reflective practice (Borton, 1970). 

Sinek’s model centres on inspiring people with a sense of purpose (or "Why") before 
communicating how they should work or what they could accomplish. Sinek calls this why-
how-what triad “the golden circle,” depicted as concentric circles with "Why" in the innermost 
circle (representing people's motives or purposes), surrounded by a "How" circle 
(representing people's processes or methods), enclosed in the "What" circle (representing 
results or outcomes).  

Business Psychology supports the proposition: as an organisation grows, it becomes more 
challenging to ensure a shared understanding of why it exists. Communicating and 
connecting employees with the reason that it exists allows for deeper engagement, 
compared to only knowing what the organisation does and how it does it. (Rousseau, 1989. 
Van Den Heuvel & Schalk, 2016.) 

Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorisation Theory  

According to the research on Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorisation Theory, creating 
a shared identity for a group establishes communal norms that govern behaviour. By 
reinforcing the shared identity, making it more pertinent and prominent in the group, it is 
possible to strengthen people’s adherence to those norms. (Haslam, 2001.) 

Applied in an organisation, employees could be encouraged to behave in a way that 
supports the goals of the organisation.  

Business Psychology in Practice  
Using a set of criteria (i.e. length of service, seniority, location, function, job role) the 
Consultants identified a diverse group of employees across the organisation to involve in the 
data gathering element of the project. Once identified, 10 semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with these employees to gain a deeper understanding of facets of the 
organisation’s culture: environment, artefacts, decision-making levers, communication, social 
behaviour, leadership and team rituals, processes and reward mechanisms.  

Overarching themes emerged from a detailed thematic analysis of the interview transcripts. 
The themes highlighted a wide range of insights into what it meant to work at the 
organisation. 

To enhance the face validity of the findings, focus groups with 15 additional employees (from 
all levels within the organisation) were conducted. 

Through an interactive exercise, employees allocated the identified themes onto a visual 
‘target,’ in order to represent which phrases were core/central to their experience of working 
in the organisation. 
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Eight themes were consistently identified as being ‘core,’ capturing the essence of what it 
meant to work in the organisation, and those themes were then used to draft Purpose 
Statements.  

An interactive workshop with the SLT was held to present the findings and three draft 
Purpose Statement options. During this session, the SLT reflected on their perceptions of 
the core themes, to refine them. This resulted in the selection of the most relevant Purpose 
Statement.  

The Purpose Statement was tested with a pilot sample of employees, which included the 
heads of all divisions. It was shared in one-to-one semi-structured interviews, to ensure 
alignment to the organisational identity. 

The remaining themes were distilled into values for the organisation, as a subcomponent of 
the organisational identity represented in the Purpose Statement. 

The Consultants supported the organisation with an internal communications campaign to 
embed the purpose and values and bring them to life for employees. The success of the 
tactics in this campaign was measured by quantifying attendance at events, newsletter 
circulation, and overall employee participation in “purpose and value” activities.  

Subsequently, the Consultants developed training for Managers around embedding the 
purpose and values in their people management processes.  

In addition, the impact of the project was demonstrated through the results from The Times 
“Best Companies” survey. 

Outcome 
Support for, and participation in, “purpose and value” initiatives and events was high.  

Managers were asked to assess how useful the purpose and values were in engaging 
employees. Feedback from Managers was overwhelmingly positive, which convinced them 
to embed the purpose and values into all people processes (a project that continued beyond 
the scope of this case study). 

Overall, the quality and success of the project was demonstrated by the organisation 
achieving a 3-star rating in The Times “Best Company” survey for the first time. This was 
their highest achievement to date, following a 2-star rating in the two previous years. No 
other internal initiatives, designed to influence employee engagement, were conducted 
during the period of the project, minimising the likelihood that this result could be attributed 
to an alternative factor. 

Lessons Learned 
The Consultants reflected on changes they could make if they were to conduct a similar 
project in future. Firstly, they proposed integrating more specific identity measurement in the 
work, to track the relationship between identity salience and employee engagement (the 
objective of this project/intervention). Secondly, using a larger number of employee 
Participants in the data gathering phase could be beneficial, to increase the robustness of 
the themes identified. 
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