
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Talking Change 

Overview  
This case study is set in a mature pharmaceutical company located in Northern Europe, with 
historically high financial returns. Traditionally, the culture at this company challenged the 
value of change and of improvement tools. However, the client was keen to adjust the 
company’s culture to pursue continuous improvement, following trends towards ‘Enterprise 
Excellence.’ 

Starting with the Executive Team, Consultants successfully utilised Business Psychology 
tools, over a twelve-month period, to show them how language use affected the actions of 
those around them, and that deliberately choosing interaction styles could improve their 
leadership skills. 

Challenge 
The client wanted to create and sustain a culture of continuous improvement (‘Enterprise 
Excellence’) within their organisation.  

A stakeholder-led assessment of the existing maturity of this company's climate for 
successful Enterprise Excellence (using The Shingo Model™) found evidence of only 
modest levels of employee engagement. The leadership style was found to hover between 
‘directive’ and ‘suggestive,’ driving inadequate accountability and limited discretionary effort 
on the part of employees. 

Culture Change 
Creating and sustaining a culture of continuous improvement requires specific social 
interactions. Depending on the phase of Enterprise Excellence maturity (reactive, 
standardised or proactive), leaders, managers and professionals need to be able to 
seamlessly transition from teaching by correction to teaching by discussion. However, the 
majority of people have a tendency to be more inclined to one or other way of working, as a 
result of skill and attitude. But without this versatility, a culture of continuous improvement, 
with its concomitant high levels of engagement, is difficult to achieve. 

The client set themselves a target to move the business to the next level of maturity over a 
twelve-month period. The outcome was to be evidenced by an increased pace of 
improvement within the business, and improved bottom-line results. But the next level 
required a much stronger inquiry-led (coaching) style of leadership.  

The Consultants engaged to support this project had decades of research and experience to 
inform their approach. They believed that developing the quality and character of the social 
interactions within the business would be fundamental to improving the culture in a 
sustainable way. However, they recognised that the business had several barriers to change 
that would need to be addressed, including: 

• a series of early attempts at Enterprise Excellence that had gained only limited 
traction 
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• a management population unaware of the new skill demands of Enterprise 
Excellence 

• limitations of somewhat contentious employee relations  

• suspicion at how 'behavioural change' could be helpful 

To address these background circumstances, confidence in the consultant-client relationship 
also needed to be established quickly. Then, the leadership team needed to understand the 
benefits that they personally – and the business generally – would achieve if they committed 
to change.  

Approach 
Beginning with the Executive Team of 10, a Programme of Leadership Coaching for 
development was undertaken, ultimately incorporating the 60 most senior Managers in the 
business. The design for the Programme was agreed and was subject to frequent review 
with the client as the Consultants adapted and tailored the approach.  

The demands of an Enterprise Excellence culture meant these business leaders would have 
to seamlessly transition between coaching styles. Their versatility, in coaching their teams, 
would be essential to increasing employee engagement, necessary for continuous 
improvement. 

Using a talk-based tool, these Managers could achieve this objective through training. They 
were able to learn to coach without reliance on conventional models of coaching training. 
Rather, Managers were invited to reacquaint themselves with the plasticity of language. 

The Tool 
SoundWave® analytics provided critical insight. Through voice recordings and 
questionnaires, SoundWave provided Managers with insight into the way they used 
language and constructed dialogue, and the impact this had on the thoughts, feelings and 
actions of others.  

The SoundWave approach was informed by various models including systems science and 
systems thinking, dialogue models, mental models and team learning research. (Senge, 
1990. Flood, 1999. Isaacs, 2008, Rother, 2010.) 

Rather than focus on behaviour, the Consultants used tools which viewed human social 
interaction through the lens of 'talk.' The nine SoundWave ‘voices’ (or verbal strategies) 
served to demonstrate how different preferences and patterns could be used to shift the 
style of an interaction. These could then be aligned to the demands of Enterprise 
Excellence.  

The verbal strategies measured were Articulate, Advocate, Advise, Challenge, Critique, 
Correct, Probe, Inquire, and Diagnose. 

This approach allowed Participants to understand their unique interaction preferences. They 
could also see how capable they were, through adoption of the styles less natural for them, 
of becoming more effective leaders.  

The Process 
The Leadership team made a serious time commitment to this process. Three two-day 
workshops were conducted, themed around: 

• Tendency: how I naturally prefer to interact and construct my dialogue 

• Skill: how I actually interact and how I build-in greater flexibility  
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• Sensitivity: becoming acutely aware of when to shift my dialogue towards or away 
from a more inquiry-led (coaching) style 

Between the workshops, Participants undertook intense one-to-one coaching sessions with 
a Consultant over a two-hour period. This 'reverse-coaching' had each Participant coach the 
Consultant. They received real-time feedback on their effectiveness and style, based on their 
language choices.  

In later sessions, Participants were observed in the workplace and provided with feedback 
and coaching, and/or their interactions were recorded and analysed, to understand the 
impact of their style on others.  

The demanding nature of these developmental practices was critical in driving skill 
improvements. 

As the Programme was extended, groups aligned. They met, shared experiences and 
agreed on commitments to continue to practice and apply the new capabilities. This aligned 
Participants’ behaviour and encouraged sustained effort. It was often at these meetings that 
client-led enhancements to the Programme were proposed, and it was here that a 
community of practice developed. 

360° Feedback 
A year into the Programme, the Consultants and client agreed to further increase the effort in 
developing Managers’ social interaction skills. The Programme had heightened awareness 
and sensitivity to the role of 'talk' in social interaction. Now it was time to collect feedback on 
how the Managers were doing.  

The SoundWave360 questionnaire was completed by each Participant’s Manager/s, team, 
peers, network and self, to establish how they were being heard by others.  

Importantly, the feedback was actionable. It demonstrated to the Participant how different 
stakeholder groups heard them in different ways. This drew attention to how they may be 
adapting their dialogue, depending on the type of social situation or pressure they were 
experiencing. From this perspective, they became better equipped to address particular 
relationships, in specific ways, for example by challenging others more or less.  

Outcome 
Evaluation of the effectiveness of the Programme concerned whether Participants extended 
their range of social interaction to accommodate a more inquiry-led (coaching) style. 
Observable results included: 

• Self and peer assessments in workshops attested to a noticeable improvement in 
coaching capability 

• Workplace (naturalistic) observations of Participants by Consultants attested to 
improved, but imperfect, skills application across a range of situations, including: 

• Supervisor-subordinate weekly one-to-one updates 

• Facilitating meetings as part of the Tiered Meeting Structure (daily, if not more 
regular, meetings with multiple levels of hierarchy to problem solve) 

• 'Go-Look-See' Gemba walks (standing back from day-to-day tasks to walk the floor of 
a workplace to identify wasteful activities) (Womack, 2011) 

• Formal coaching meetings 
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• Structured interviews with a random sample of Participants confirmed that individuals 
could cite situations in which they consciously coached and achieved positive 
outcomes 

• Structured interviews with a random sample of Participants’ Coachees confirmed that 
their Managers were inquiring more, and that there were benefits from this 
experience 

• Feedback survey results heightened self-awareness of next developmental steps to 
be taken 

Impact on Business Performance 
The first quarter of Year 1 saw an uplift in overall business performance, compared with the 
same period the previous year. Specifically, there were zero batch rejections, and customer 
delivery was 100% on time, in full.  

These results were directly connected with process management and the newly introduced 
tiered meeting process, both led by Managers. They afforded the business greater visibility 
of production status, enabling early elimination of risks and problems. As there were no 
significant technical investments in this period, credit for the performance in these areas 
could be attributed to the Managers’ increased effectiveness in engaging their employees. 

Additionally, increased incidence of shop-floor-initiated and shop-floor-led improvements 
were observed. This suggested an increased investment of discretionary effort by 
employees, indicating a positive trend in employee engagement.  

Lessons Learned 
The Consultants reflected: 

• The more their coaching practice centred on real-world observations, the more 
impactful it was 

• Audio recordings of naturalistic conversations, in which the Coach listened to and 
analysed their own voice for its impact on others, had greater learning benefits than 
expected 

• In the client’s view, making 360° feedback available earlier in the Programme would 
have been more beneficial 
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