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Knotworking’ and ‘not working’: a realist evaluation of a culture change intervention with a 
frontline clinical team in an acute hospital

Focus 

Culture change and teamwork are often cited in healthcare policy 
and research as central to improvements in patient care.  A litera-
ture review suggested that culture change interventions are rarely 
evaluated in implementation research and there are few rich quali-
tative accounts of clinical team development in context.

The research aimed to understand the processes and outcomes of 
a multi-faceted culture change intervention with a clinical team in 
a large acute teaching hospital.  Prior to the project, I had led an 
eighteen-month culture change intervention to support the team 
because it had been identified as a “team in difficulty” following a 
serious clinical incident. The project examined the impact of the in-
tervention on various stakeholders and on the context of care, and 
identified improvements in development practice.  identified improvements in development practice.  

Approach

A single case study design drew on the principles of realist 
evaluation to identify what worked, or did not work, for 
whom and in what circumstances. It addressed the follow-
ing research questions using multiple methods in a prag-
matic and reflexive way:

1. How does a clinical team, identified as being in difficulty, 
experience a change process directed at changing team cul-
ture? 
2. How do collaborative change processes engender culture 
change in the context of teams in difficulty?

As the evaluation phase of an organisational development 
intervention, the research sought to empower team mem-
bers through a person-centred, emancipatory approach and 
employed Appreciative inquiry as a collaborative method of 
formative evaluation.

Impact and Effects

The project provided a framework for realist evaluation with clinical teams in difficulty. It recommended that intervention and evalua-
tion be collapsed into a single approach of collaborative inquiry, and provided easy- to- use resources for clinical teams to evaluate 
and improve their team culture in a climate of psychological safety.  A practice model of creating a critically appreciative space was 
proposed and described.  

Since conducting the research, I have presented a paper to the Trust Board called “Lessons Learned: Teams in Difficulty” on collabora-
tive, narrative based evaluations of staff experience, and the creation of critically appreciative spaces which have supported teams in 
difficulty to learn and improve.  As part of their monitoring process, the Trust Board now requests regular story-based feedback from 
teams in difficulty so that they can appreciate their lived experience of development, rather than focusing solely on quantitative per-
formance data, in the same way that patient experience stories are reported at each Board meeting.  

The model and methods produced through the research have been included in all internal leadership development programmes.   
Through these programmes, and on-going availability of support from the organization development team, senior and frontline lead-
ers are empowered to hold collaborative inquiries and to understand how their behaviour contributes to creating an appreciative cul-
ture in the areas for which they are responsible.  Previous ward managers and team leaders who have experienced a critically appre-
ciative development experience have been invited to present their learning and insights at internal and external leadership and pa
tient safety improvement events.  All organisational development support for teams in difficulty follows the model developed as a 
result of my research project.

Beyond the Trust, I presented my early research findings at The King’s Fund, Transforming Patient Experience Annual Conference in 
November 2012 in a presentation entitled: South Tees’ journey towards safe, patient-centred care: working with leaders and teams. I 
have also presented my research regionally within a workshop on Appreciative Inquiry philosophy and methods for the NHS North 
East Leadership Academy Organisational Development Network in September 2014.  This was attended by development practitioners 
from other NHS Trusts in the North East and a senior nurse from Cumbria leading a change process for a Trust in difficulty.  They have 
reported successfully using the model developed through the project in non-acute healthcare settings.reported successfully using the model developed through the project in non-acute healthcare settings.
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