
Evan: “Learning Case” for Eleanor 
 

Leadership Practice 
 

Client’s First Name:       Eleanor 

Name for This Practice: From a dysfunctional group to a high-functioning faculty team  

Current Behavior Desired Behavior 

Faculty meetings are tense with lots of overt 
and covert conflict - more heat than light. 

I’m stuck, showing uncertainty, acting like it is 
my problem. 

 

Stay curious, sit back, let them own the 
problem, stay open 

Current Mindset Desired Mindset 

Faculty meetings are not safe places. A few 
members dominate the meeting agenda and 
the atmosphere.  

This is damn hard, what is wrong with me? 

We’re all in this together and everyone has 
something to contribute to the health and 
mission of the department. 

Hope, understand past, stay positive 

 Primary Action Arena:       Leading Teams 

Type of Agility:       Context Setting and Stakeholder Agility 

Shift in Agility Level:  Achiever to Catalyst 

Capacities to Develop:  

Knowledge: Understand who they are, their goals, and the pressures they face. 

Empathy: Feel what it’s like to be them in their shoes. 

Setting direction: develop a ‘catalyst culture’, Make changes that improve ST and LT 
effectiveness 

Situational Awareness: Sees human systems 

Sense of purpose: Strategic capacity building 



 
Relevant Background 

 

 

Level of Reflective Action to Develop:       
Intent: to create a satisfying culture that performs sustainably.  
Awareness: Reflect in the moment, can see and appreciate the human system 
 

Client’s Role in the Organization:  Department head      

Type of Organization (e.g., for or non-profit, industry):        
University 
 

Motivation for Coaching:        
Eleanor is a “reluctant leader.” She says she ‘failed retirement’ and returned to teaching after 
her first retirement. The dean asked her to take on the dept head role, and she agreed to do it, 
not really realizing what she was getting herself into. 

Context/situation:  To provide you with helpful feedback what would it be helpful for us to 
know about the larger situation in which your client is working?        

The university is operating entirely on-line, so there are no face-to-face meetings, either 
among individuals or groups. 

The faculty has successfully driven three previous directors away. For a bunch of social 
workers, they are remarkably good at triangulating, defending, blaming, and controlling their 
turf. It is a very negative and toxic workplace. These behaviours suboptimize faculty meetings 
and the effectiveness of the department. They’re also at risk for losing really good people; who 
wants to work in that kind of environment? 

There is an Admin Team, which functions as a leadership team. There is an entire faculty. And 
there is also a T&P (Tenure & Promotion) Committee, which is a high leverage point for faculty 
relations. The T&P is chaired by someone Eleanor calls her “problem child.” This chair is highly 
defensive and eager to point fingers at other people’s failings. She has a tight grip on the T&P 
committee and uses it to intimidate the rest of the faculty, especially adjunct or tenure-track 
people. The current T&P process is highly opaque: Candidates make a presentation and then 
leave the room. The committee talks about them in their absence and then gives them 
anonymous written feedback. Candidates are so intimidated by the process that the 
department is at risk of losing good people because they don’t want to be treated in this way. 

Challenge:  What led you to use this “case” for receiving feedback? In helping this person 
develop their desired behavior and mindset for this practice, in what way do you feel 
challenged or unsure of the best way to proceed?  Please be as specific as possible.        

This is complex because it seems to involve both improving stakeholder agility and context 
setting agility. There are also (clearly) a number of pivotal conversations that need to take 
place.  



 

Last week we met, and Eleanor committed to having a series of pivotal conversations as the 
leverage point for making change. None of those meetings happened because overt conflict 
had to be dealt with first.  

We met again Thursday, and debriefed about these conflicts, and she decided to approach her 
admin team to gain their commitment to working at resolving conflicts. In our conversation, I 
encouraged her to focus on mission (Why does the mission of this school matter to the world? 
Our state needs good social workers…. justice….) and to describe the impact the intra-faculty 
conflicts are having on the faculty’s capacity to meet their mission. 

I also suggested she read Patrick Lencioni’s The Five Dysfunctions of a Team. She laughed 
when she saw the title. 

Feedback:  What kind of feedback would be of greatest value to you?        

What else can I do to help my client focus her intervention? She has the heart of a social 
worker, so she sees how people are scared, angry, and hurt. She sees that even in the people 
who are most problematic. Should she focus on the pivotal conversation with the T&P chair? 
Should it be in creating momentum for a more transparent T&P process among the entire 
faculty? What are the questions I can ask that will help me better understand the situation and 
help her find a path forward? 

 


