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Abstract— Both private and public sectors are ready for a new management
model that engages the workforce. Necessitated by the baby boomer retirements
rates, lower unemployment, an increased demand for skilled and unskilled labor,
and the newest generation in the employment pool, companies have a need to
create cultures that attract and retain talent like never before. As a result, a variety
of new books, articles, and theories have been introduced to the body of
knowledge, including concepts to attempt to change the organizational culture.
This case study demonstrates an experiment conducted in a Fortune 500
company, integrating theories and practices from a variety of domains to improve
the team culture and ultimately business performance. The tools and techniques
are offered for replication.
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1

Introduction

The concept of employee engagement is not new to those in the management field.
In the academic literature, employee engagement, job satisfaction factors, employee
retention, morale, and culture are so densely intertwined it is seemingly impossible to
dissect them into distinct bodies of knowledge (Kim, Kim, Woo, Park, Jo, Park, & Lim,
2017). The topic is found embedded in the domains of management, organizational
psychology, adult learning theory, leadership, organizational behavior, operational
excellence, and more. Understanding employees – people – has become an industry in
and of itself. There is no shortage of content for a would-be practitioner to sort through
in an effort to make a difference in their organizational culture or team dynamics.
Some believe we are at the crossroads of a new change of age, with a need to focus
on the workforce as a family (Chapman & Sisodia, 2015), creating self-directed work
teams that operate like a community rather than a hierarchy (Appelo, 2016; Laloux,
2014) with distributed decision making (Marquet 2014; Robertson, 2015) and a focus
on each employee’s unique intrinsic motivation (Appelo, 2011; Appelo, 2016; Pink,
2011; Senge, 2015). This new perspective of leadership and management also requires
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new organization structures (Appelo, 2011; Appelo, 2016; Laloux, 2014; Robertson,
2015).

2

Concepts

Job satisfaction factors were identified in 1935 in the book Job Satisfaction written
by Robert Hoppock. Vroom (1962) explained that when employees were personally
involved in the work they were performing, they had higher job satisfaction (Lewis &
Wescott, 2017). In this action research pilot project, a corporate team experimented
with a variety of new tools to see if employee engagement could be measurably
improved.

3

A History of Management and Leadership Models

Although the literature is rife with content, this section highlights some of the most
notable research, publications, methods, and scholars associated with the historical
transformation of society’s changing perspective on leadership and management. Each
of these seminal concepts caused a significant shift in our thinking and practices that
led us to the business environment we operate in today. This literature review offers a
primer through a journey of management and leadership models.
Frederick Taylor is touted to have invented the concept of management, using the
scientific method, measuring the performance of every employee to the designated time
allotted for the task (Kanigel, 2005). In this paradigm, employees were not permitted
to engage or offer suggestions and were relegated to a lower position in the
organization, elevating managers to center stage with tools to measure and hold
employees to account (Kanigel, 2005). Taylor’s publication of The Principles of
Scientific Management (1929) ushered in the management model now referred to as
Taylorism which persisted in organizations as late as the 1940s (Kanigel, 2005).
In the 1940s a management shift from Taylorism resulted from the now infamous
Hawthorne Studies in 1932 which began to explore the human condition in relation to
physical conditions of the workplace (Pirson & Lawrence, 2010). Kurt Lewin, notable
social scientist, introduced concepts related to change theory, action research, and
action learning among other contributions, which later became branded Organizational
Development (King, 2005). Trist introduced the theory of Sociotechnical Systems,
making a complete divergence from Taylorism, identifying the workplace as a set of
systems with people and technology structures that need to support one another for
efficiency, productivity, and job satisfaction (Long, 2013; Newton, Long & Sievers
2006).
The decade of the 1950s was transformational to business as research began to truly
uncover the human condition and the impact the work has on our daily lives. In this
era, we were introduced to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Peter Drucker’s concepts of
motivating and developing people, and Frederick Herzberg’s hygiene factors, directly
translating Maslow’s concepts to the workplace to enhance employee performance
(Appelo, 2011). These works have stood the test of time as they are still commonly
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referred to and held in high regard in business literature and in management practices
that exist today.
The 1960’s led us through Theory X and Y in McGregor’s The Human Side of
Enterprise which guided industry to institutionalize standard personnel policies and
practices to manage employees along a modified package of Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs (Heil, Bennis, & Stephens, 2000). Likewise, Blake and Mouton (1964)
developed a management grid that defined two necessary leadership behaviors depicted
on two dimensions with axes of concern for people and concern for task (Van De Vliert
& Kabanoff, 2017).
The 1970s and 1980’s highlight the work of Tom Gilbert (1978) and Tom Peters
(1978) who each contributed to the integration of continuous process improvement and
employee performance metrics and standards. Both authors asserted the need for
performance requirements linked to process performance and started a new era of
management consulting firms.
The business excesses and successes of the 80’s generated a world of successful
management consultants, new research, new paradigms, and management models that
directly led to the proliferation of 1990’s. Among those are Jim Womack, John Shook,
and others who learned from the management philosophy of the Japanese
manufacturers and introduced the lean management system resulting from work
introduced by Deming and practiced at Toyota (Lewis & Wescott, 2017). The
management movement was focusing on quality and continuous improvement of
business processes and rewarding people for their engagement in those activities.
Changing technologies resulted in new concerns around ethics and compliance.
In the 2000s, we find the work of Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline, that introduced
metanoia and the concept of a learning organization with the best leaders being those
who ask questions and learn with the team members, acting more as facilitators than
rulers. Daniel Pink (2009) built on this work and began to look at the importance of
aligning and promoting work with intrinsic motivators rather extrinsic.
This new change of age seems to be in a fledging stage now, with examples of a new
way of managing, leading, and organizing companies proliferating the bookshelves and
academia alike. Laloux (2014) built on the work of Beck and Graves and others to
introduce a philosophy of organizational maturity as categorized by colors. The most
mature organizations, demonstrating self-direct work teams and distributed decision
making are identified at teal (Laloux, 2014). We have examples of new startups opting
out of the existing organizational paradigms, instead creating organizations that are
holacracies, autonomous teams with decision making authority, operating as a
community invested in the success of the team (Laloux, 2014; Robertson, 2015). To
achieve teal, the highest level of maturity in this new organizational paradigm, there
are three primary targets: evolutionary purpose, self-management, and wholeness.
These levels align with developmental evolution of consciousness addressed in research
by Abraham Maslow and Clare Green (Laloux, 2014; Robertson, 2015).
Laloux (2014) reflects to the works of Beck and Cowan Spiral Dynamics (1996) and
the concept of creating a community within our companies that focus on social values
rather than the individual, with everyone having an equal voice. This kind of culture
may not fit everywhere, but certainly steps toward that goal will create a better
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organizational culture. There is little doubt that improved cultures result in improved
business performance (Chapman & Sisodia, 2015).
Appelo (2011, 2016) offered a variety of tools, games, and practices also leveraging
distributed decision making and concepts of intrinsic motivation to bring more
happiness into the work center. Many of these games, tools, and methodologies were
incorporated in this experiment.

4

Pilot Program

A cohesive team of 18 employees (10 female, 8 male) of a publicly traded company
set out to experiment with some of the tools touted to improve morale, increase
engagement, and build team member trust. Two members of the team were
geographically separated, participating virtually and traveling in for some activities.
The team members ranged in tenure with the company from three days to ten years.
Gallup’s Q12 employee engagement survey (Gallup, 2018) was selected as the
measurement tool. A pre-project survey was conducted to establish a baseline score and
to identify the lowest scoring areas to focus the improvement project activities around.
The results were documented and reviewed as a team with a neutral, third party
facilitator who documented the pilot program and performed this action research.
The tools used in this pilot were determined based on research conducted in a 30day period to search for activities techniques to drive cultural change, specifically
around the lowest Q12 category scores. The selected tools were presented to the team.
The activities deployed and recorded according to the plan and ran for a total of seven
months. Five key metrics were the focus of this experiment based on the results of the
Gallup Q12:
1. Diversity and inclusion (D&I): How did the team feel about opportunities for
D & I candidates - baseline 85%
2. Morale: How did the team feel about working in the department -baseline 77%
3. Professional Development: How did the team feel about growth opportunities
in the department-baseline 75%
4. Onboarding satisfaction: How did new hires rate our onboarding process: baseline 82%
5. Communication: How transparent were the communications between team
members- baseline 50%
Additional measures included dimensions of trust, participation in leading events,
and general employee engagement.
The team were introduced to 15 potential tools, games, and practices touted by the
research. They selected just nine to begin their experiment. The following section will
review the nine tools and practices that were implemented during this experiment.
4.1

Kirton Adaption-Innovation (KAI) Instrument

Although a variety of psychometric measures were considered, the team selected the
Kirton Adaption-Innovation (KAI) inventory as it was supported with over 50 years of
academic published work to include correlation and reliability data (Buffington &
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Jablokow, 2015; Stum, 2009). This 33-question instrument determines the cognitive
problem-solving style of respondents. The team hired a certificated practitioner to
administer the instrument and facilitate a three-hour workshop. The workshop revealed
their KAI results and helped the team understand the cognitive gaps between team
members. As a result, they discovered the interpersonal variances between the
preferred cognitive problem-solving style and strategies to engage in a more
harmonious fashion (Stum, 2009). Each team member learned their place on a
continuum between highly adaptive and highly innovative and how these cognitive
gaps could influence team dynamics.
4.2

Monthly Surveys

The team selected to use the Gallup’s Q12 employee engagement survey (Gallup,
2018) and to respond to monthly surveys to provide a continuous flow of measures
related to the progress the activities were having on the metrics. This offered an
opportunity to see if activities were having generating the desired impact, if team
members found value in them, and if any changes needed to be made.
4.3

Daily Climate Check

In search of a way to rapidly collect data, the team devised a daily climate check with
a remarkably simple process. A red plastic box and a green plastic box were mounted
near the door to the department. Each Monday, the team leader issued five poker chips
to each team member. Daily, team members would drop their poker chip into the green
box if they had enjoyed working in the department on that day. If they had not enjoyed
their day, they entered the chip in the red box along with a color-coded note that helped
to identify the reason. These cards, mounted near the red box, offered with a color
legend for easy access and selection. Some of the reasons were:
• Too much work – felt overloaded
• Inefficient meetings
• Something outside of the team control but inside the organization (another
team, etc.)
• Something outside of the organization (a family issue, etc.)
This activity was intended to help refine the morale measure to understand if there were
any changes within the control of the department.
4.4

Gratitude Board

A laminated board was mounted in the conference room with the image of a bucket
and the header Have you filled someone’s bucket today? This was an idea the team had
after reading How Full is Your Bucket (Rath & Clifton, 2005). A box of adhesive notes
mounted beside the board provided an easy opportunity to jot down the note and stick
it to the board. Employees were encouraged to fill out a note when someone on the
team went beyond expectations on a work-related item or a personal item. These notes

8

https://www.i-jac.org

Case Study— Case Study Experiment: A Toolkit to Drive Cultural Change

were read aloud during each team meeting and distributed to the person identified. The
activity of expressing gratitude is uplifting for the giver even more than the receiver
(Rath & Clifton). At the team meetings, each of the notes were removed, read aloud,
and handed to the recipient, providing an avenue for recognition in front of the team.
4.5

Celebration Grid

A celebration grid was mounted on a wall of the conference room. A training event
introduced the purpose and the team determined the frequency of review. A celebration
grid (Appelo, 2016) helps team members recognize failures and the learning that occurs
from them. Learning from failure is a key concept found in lean, agile, and many other
programs but Appelo (2016) offered a straightforward way to think about which failures
were worthy of celebration and how to recognize failures you should not celebrate. The
greatest learning from failure occurs when a team member finds a new concept and
experiments with it, knowing there is a 50-50 chance of success in making an
improvement. This research project itself fits this definition.
4.6

Moving Motivators

Considering the content from Laloux (2014), Pink (2011), and Appelo (2016) a
variety of tools were used to understand each team member’s intrinsic motivation.
Appelo (2016) offered a deck of 10 cards for team members to rank according to their
own motivations. The cards represent categories such as status, freedom, honor,
mastery, and other topics that align with intrinsic motivation. The participants organize
the cards in the sequence of importance to them in general. The facilitator then
introduces an organizational change situation that might occur and ask the participants
to adjust the sequence based on this new change. This activity quickly demonstrated
the power of the simple exercise. The participants each shared that is was an
enlightening process. Team members were encouraged to share their experience with
the team explore commonality and differences.
4.7

Team Boards and Toyota Kata

Team boards were mounted in a conference room to create a location for the team to
congregate and discuss progress on the experiments and the results of the monthly
surveys. These boards and the review cycles conducted every monthly and followed
the kata coaching model (Rother, 2010). This model encourages the concept of leader
as coach, with leaders asking a routine set of questions in the same sequence at each
meeting. The kata coaching cards were used to help the team create a standard routine
for each meeting. The questions encourage the team member to begin to think
differently about their work. This kind of structured review cycle encourages team
members to learn to apply the scientific approach to their work, learn a coaching skill,
and stabilize the reporting of results.
4.8

Quarterly Team Offsites
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Quarterly, one-day, local offsite meetings were scheduled and prioritized with
specific agendas. Each session included routine business topics like strategy
deployment progress, project changes since the last session, and business updates. In
addition, updates on all experimental activities and their impact on the measures were
shared and as a team, they decided on activities to start, stop, or continue to impact the
engagement metrics. Additionally, new learning and celebration was a recurring
agenda item. The team celebrated birthdays, graduations, and other important team
member topics.
Upon conclusion of the project, the team conducted a session to gather information
related to the lived experience of the team members which aligned with
phenomenological research techniques (Moustakas, 1994). This information was
critical to understanding which activities were perceived to be most influential in the
marked improvement in the scores.
4.9

World Café Facilitation Model

The technique of world café technique (World Café Community Foundation, 2015)
was used as the facilitation model. This model assigned topics to breakout tables and
allowed all team members to rotate multiple times through each table, capturing their
thoughts and ideas related to each topic. Table topics were a) Which activity had the
greatest impact on you and why? b) Do you feel more connected to your team members
now? c) What could we have done differently? D) Which activities do you wish to
continue doing after the program ends?

5

Pilot Program Results

Throughout the pilot program, the scores improved each month. Upon completion
of the pilot, measures were compared to the baseline scores and the results were clear:
1. Diversity dimension improved from 85% to 92%
2. Morale dimension improved from 77% to 100%
3. Professional Development (Growth) dimension improved from 75% to 96%
4. Onboarding dimension improved from 82% to 100%
5. Communication dimension improved from 50% to 85%
At the end of the pilot program, June 2018, a final World Café session was facilitated
to collect their perceptions of the program. The team identified the following list of
benefits of each of the activities and how they contributed to the measures:
5.1

Kirton Adaption-Innovation (KAI) Instrument
1.
2.

10

Diversity: Helped the team understand diversity is not just race, religion, or
sex, but including and respecting diversity of thought and approach to
problem-solving helps the team be more effective.
Morale: Team members had a better understanding of each other and a newfound common ground that improved the interpersonal relationships.
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3.
4.
5.

5.2

Daily Climate Check
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

5.3

Diversity: Helped the team understand that everyone is different, with various
factors that influence their perception of a good or bad day.
Morale: Required the team members to reflect and understand why they were
having a good or bad day and assign the cause appropriately.
Professional development: The reflection activity required them to face the
situations that were driving their mood and assign the cause appropriately,
rather than just saying they had a bad day.
Onboarding: New hires integrated into the team culture quickly as they learned
the causes of reported good or bad days.
Communication: Team members reported changing their own behaviors,
being more friendly, supportive, and communicative to help team members
report more good days.
Gratitude Board

1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

5.4

Professional development: Team members found new techniques to engage
co-workers with whom they once felt conflict.
Onboarding: N/A. Because no new hires joined the team after the KAI session
was conducted, we cannot attribute improvement in this dimension to the use
of KAI.
Communication: Team members reflected the KAI explained the tension
they felt with some other employees and gave them techniques to improve
communications and therefore relationships and project execution.

Diversity: Demonstrated everyone was contributing, in some way, to improve
the culture.
Morale: Employees who drafted the kudos were more positive after writing
them down and after hearing them read aloud to the recipient. Recipients
began collecting their notes of recognition and posting them in their offices as
coveted awards, worthy of display. Team members worked to create
encounters where others would document their contribution, so they could be
recognized each week.
Professional development: Developed the skill of complimenting and thank
people for their contribution to the team success.
Onboarding: New hires integrated into the team culture quickly as they learned
the behaviors that made the team a cohesive, highly functioning group.
Communication: Team members changed behaviors, asking how they could
help. They learned how to recognize and be recognized in a public setting,
some had reported being uncomfortable in both roles at the onset of the pilot.
Celebration Grid
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The celebration grid was the least utilized tool of the program for a few reasons. It
was the last activity introduced to the pilot and never really gained traction. The team
reflected on how it could have been used to drive professional development and new
learning, if they had embraced it more holistically.
5.5

Moving Motivators
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.

5.6

Team Boards and Toyota Kata
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

5.7

12

Diversity: Helped the team understand the diversity of the team, recognizing
that they were each motivated by various aspects of the work and the
environment. When a change occurred, some team members inspired, and
others were dispirited
Morale: Team members understood themselves and their team members
better, improving relationships.
Professional development: Team members recognized what was important to
them and began to reflect on and appreciate elements of their work and the
team culture that aligned with their most important intrinsic motivations.
Onboarding: New hires enjoyed the activities as it allowed them to quickly
understand their new teammates, the culture of the organization, and how
those things aligned with their own intrinsic motivations.
Communication: The recognition of how different the team members were
in regard to their motivations offered a new way to communicate with one
another. It also provided an opportunity to collaborate on team projects
differently, transferring tasks that aligned better with another team member’s
motivation.

Diversity: The team identified this technique was a way to level set the great
diversity of learning styles as well as experience levels and provided a great
platform for learning.
Morale: Team members reported feeling a growing sense of pride as they
developed this new skill.
Professional development: Team members recognized this new technique as a
leadership technique that they would be able to use throughout their career.
Several reported exporting this technique to other areas of their work and even
into their family engagements.
Onboarding: New hires benefited by understanding how to think about their
new work and reported learning their new roles quickly because of the Kata
questioning technique.
Communication: The team reported the impact of the kata technique as
instrumental in developing a new way to listen to and report out progress
status.
World Café Facilitation Model
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1.

2.
3.
4.
5.

6

Diversity: The team identified this technique was beneficial in engaging all
team members to provide feedback, regardless of their experience levels,
tenure with the company, or personality. It provided a collaborative and safe
way to share ideas.
Morale: Team members reported they felt the collaborative nature of the
activity helped them get to know one and understand another better.
Professional development: Team members reported this as a technique that
they could easily replicate and use throughout their career.
Onboarding: New hires benefited by listening to and collaborating with their
new team members, quickly getting to know people and the importance of
their work.
Communication: The collaborative nature of the activity supported
communication and built rapport quickly, with a spill over into daily
communication activities.

Participant Testimonials

Team members were also encouraged to provide feedback on the pilot program in
totality, offering insight into their lived experience during the seven-month experiment.
Participant 1 said, “I really enjoyed the team offsites, especially the one when we
were allowed to bring our family. That helped me get to know everyone so much
better.”
Participant 3 said, “I feel like I know my teammates on a much deeper level now. It
was a great experiment! Now I feel more connected, which I think is the same as trust.
I know them so much better now so I’m more comfortable trusting them.”
Participant 6 said, “Understanding my internal motivations with the cards was eyeopening for me. I have talked about it with my family as well and tried to walk them
through the game myself. We are still talking about our motivators six months later! It
has really helped me focus on what matters to me and understand why that is
important.”
Participant 7 reported, “I think the gratitude board was so simple but had a great
impact. It not only gave us a chance to recognize each other, we got to hear about
projects people were working on and how they helped each other be successful.”
Participant 9 said, “I liked everything about our project but if I had to pick one thing
I’d have to say learning about kata coaching and meeting with the team regularly was
my favorite. I started using the technique at home with my kids. It has eliminated some
of the chaos of my home life which is amazing.”
Participant 14 said, “The KAI session was amazing! It helped me understand so many
of the frustrations I was having with certain people at work. Now we can openly laugh
and say well we know you are more adaptive than I am and then we are on the same
page again.”
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7

Conclusion

We are in an era of change related to management, leadership, and organizational
designs that will be a difficult transition for many companies that are mired in historical
hierarchies and models. The need for practices and techniques that are simple to
institutionalize, respectful of team member’s time, and effective will be in great
demand. Preparing a toolkit of repeatable practices that busy managers can deploy
rapidly will help in the cultural shift necessary to be an employer of choice and increase
retention.
The results of this pilot program demonstrate how the tools and techniques can
quickly improve employee morale, perception of their team, and ultimately their
commitment to the organization. Activities that build rapport, break down barriers, and
help people connect to one another result in higher team effectiveness. This
combination of activities contributed to the significant improvement in the employee
engagement metrics.
As organizations seek their competitive advantage, they now must not only consider
competitors in their market, they also must consider competitors for their workforce.
Appelo (2011), Laloux, (2014), and Robertson, (2014) are some of the new voices that
are encouraging this change of age related to organizational culture. They challenge
organizations to think differently, to create holacracies where organizations behave like
communities, focusing on the greater good, social values, what is best for their
employees, what can make a difference in their lives and the communities, with
everyone having an equal voice.
While it is unlikely that most organizations will achieve the elusive title of a teal
organization, the incremental pursuit is a worthwhile effort that will create better
cultures, improve employee morale, and engagement. Improved business results are
clear when employee morale and engagement are increased (Chapman & Sisodia, 2015;
Marquet, 2012). Retention is increased as well, a necessity in the current state mass
exodus of baby boomers and a shortage of eligible workforce in so many industries and
areas of our country (Bartash, 2018; Kim, et.al, 2017).
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