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1. INTRODUCTION 

For state institutions to continue to play their important role, it requires multifaceted 

leaders who are knowledgeable and have planning, budgeting, communication and 

management skills. In addition, these leaders should be able to engage at all levels 

and are transparent, decisive and delivery-oriented. All these [expectations] exist in a 

context of institutional change and restructuring that has been the currency of the past 

eighteen years of our democracy. However, a state institution such as the South 

African National Biodiversity Institute [SANBI], like any other organisation, is only as 

good as the sum of its parts and those parts are largely people: executives, managers, 

researchers, administrators, garden staff, clerks and cleaners.  

 

This is how Dr Tanya Abrahamse, the SANBI’s Chief Executive Officer (CEO), described the public 

service context and leadership needs. Likewise, many public sector leaders are faced with 

substantial pressures from multiple directions. On a daily basis, these leaders are required to 

respond to a multitude of demands in an uncertain, complex and turbulent society and 

organisational environment. In such an environment, how do public leaders effectively lead change 

in their organisations?  

This is the story of SANBI’s transformation journey in implementing their transformation agenda. 

The Technical Assistance Unit (TAU) of the National Treasury supported SANBI’s journey from 

November 2009 to April 2012. The case study tells a story of how the transformation process was 

implemented by SANBI through adopting a change management approach that integrated 

executive leadership coaching. A detailed case study is available at www.gtac.gov.za.  

2. BACKGROUND 

The mission of the SANBI (www.sanbi.org) is to champion the exploration, conservation, use, 

appreciation and enjoyment of South Africa’s exceptionally rich biodiversity for all people. The 

SANBI is listed as a public entity as per section 38 (1) of the PFMA and governed by a Board of 

Directors. The SANBI was established in 2004 by an Act No. 10 of Parliament, the National 

Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act (NEMBA). By then, SANBI had a total staff 

complement of about 750, from garden workers to world-renowned scientists, across all the nine 

national botanical gardens and three research centres in the country.  The SANBI amalgamated 

functions and staff members from the former National Botanical Institute (NBI) and some functions 

and staff members from the Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA). The NBI had a history of 

botanical exploration and research in South- and southern Africa dating back more than a century. 

The transition from the NBI to the SANBI presented a number of challenges for the newly 

established SANBI, such as, an expanded mandate without sufficient financial resources, 
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leadership change, employment equity, human resources, organisational transformation direction, 

internal social cohesion, physical relocation and the role of the trade union. These challenges 

contributed to a disparate organisational culture and values that negatively impacted SANBI’s 

ability to function optimally.  

In order to maximise delivery through effective and efficient use of limited resources, Dr 

Abrahamse and her executive team strove for optimal organisational performance. They 

recognised that their most valuable asset was their employees; therefore they were committed to 

an empowering organisational development process that allowed individuals and teams to excel in 

pursuit of the SANBI’s vision. In 2008, the SANBI’s executive team identified issues of class, race, 

ethnicity, age, skills, traditions and history that required attention.  

In November 2009, with the objective of comprehensively addressing these burning issues that 

were part of the organisation’s transformation agenda, the SANBI executive team sought 

assistance from the National Treasury’s Technical Assistance Unit (TAU). While there have been a 

number of other initiatives in the past, the senior management felt it was important to embark on 

an organisation-wide process that would ensure that all SANBI staff members had a common and 

shared vision, values and goals of transformation. The expected outcome for SANBI was to have a 

common and shared vision, as well as shared values and goals among all staff members.  

The TAU project support team comprised of principal and senior technical advisors, and project 

administrators. The SANBI Head of Branch: Research, Policy and Knowledge Management was 

the TAU counterpart and was supported by the SANBI HR Division. The support approach to the 

SANBI was based on the TAU consulting approach or interaction cycle. 

The TAU team leader, Ms Gloria Mbokota, stated that “the real challenges in government 

departments have not necessarily been of a technical nature. While there is a challenge of 

technical capacity in many government departments, it is exacerbated by poor quality relationship 

management in these departments.” Some of the elements contributing to the negative or poor 

relationships between the senior managers and the executives, as reported in the Public Service 

Commission report (2008), are poor rapport, poor communication, poor conflict management skills, 

role confusion, lack of tolerance and lack of mutual respect for the other, lack of a supportive work 

environment and job insecurity. These issues continue to plague the South African public service. 

The Head of the TAU, Ms Eileen Meyer reflected on the TAU’s ten-year journey in providing 

technical support to government institutions:  

Key to TAU’s approach to consulting is capacity building and development at an 

individual, team, organisational and institutional level. This approach is based on the 

principle of building capacity amongst officials of client departments (organisations), so 

that when support is completed officials have the ability to do what they were not able 

to do before. However, departments’ organisational development problems have 
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become more complex and demand multi-disciplinary specialised support. It is in this 

context that coaching was identified as one approach to capacity building and 

development that TAU could use for its counterparts and clients linked to change 

management. 

3. THE TRANSFORMATION PROCESS: APPLYING THE TAU CONSULTING 

APPROACH  

For the CEO of the SANBI, Dr Abrahamse public sector institutions: 

funded by taxpayers’ hard-earned money have an obligation to be the best that they 

can be. They have to be relevant to the sustainable development of our country. They 

must fulfil their mandatory requirements in the most efficient and effective way 

possible. To achieve their mandates, public institutions must harness the capacities 

and capabilities of all their staff and partners. They must also use scarce financial 

resources wisely and in innovative ways, and deliver tangible benefits to society.  

To support the CEO’s vision of government institutions and their transformation, the TAU team 

applied the TAU consulting approach (www.gtac.gov.za) comprising of four phases: engagement, 

initiation, support and close-out (Figure 1).  

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Technical Assistance Unit consulting approach. 

The “support phase” includes the TAU Programme and Project Management (PPM) model 

(www.gtac.gov.za) and a set of other consulting and capacity building methods. These methods 

and the PPM model were applied along the TAU consulting cycle in the support to the SANBI 

transformation project. 

3.1 THE ENGAGEMENT PHASE: READINESS FOR CHANGE 

The Engagement Phase included an initial meeting between the TAU and the SANBI Executive 

team to understand the problem and how the support could be provided. This process also 

involved inducting the client on how TAU operates and the methodologies that would be used in 

the planning and implementation of the project. Key to the engagement phase was the 

establishment of the Project Steering Committee (PSC) and a communication strategy. The PSC 

comprised the SANBI CEO, the Head of Branch: Research, Policy and Knowledge Management, 

and Chief Director: Human Resources, the TAU project leader and other TAU team members. This 

team provided guidance throughout the planning and implementation phases of the project. It met 
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regularly to de-brief and review progress. A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between 

SANBI and TAU outlined both organisations’ commitments to the different phases of the project. 

It was agreed that the most cost-effective way of communicating would be to start with the existing 

communication mechanisms such as the CEO’s monthly newsletter and HR’s quarterly newsletter. 

However, there was a need to look at ways in which effective communication should be done at 

garden level, e.g. using the regular staff meetings with the Curator. 

3.2 THE INITIATION PHASE: ALIGNING AND PLANNING FOR CHANGE 

The Initiation Phase involved detailed planning of the project. While TAU led the planning process, 

the PSC was at the centre of this process. The TAU Programme and Project Management (PPM) 

approach comprising five phases (i.e. concept, definition, planning, implementation and close-out) 

was used in the planning and implementation of the project – as illustrated in Figure 2. The 

planning involved the development and approval of the project charter, the identification and 

mobilisation of teams for each phase, the selection of approaches, methodologies and tools to be 

used, and the consideration and planning for logistics during implementation.  

 

Figure 2 .The TAU programme and project management (PPM) model. 

A variety of methodologies and tools were utilised in the different phases and within the same 

phase of the project.  

During the Initiation Phase two key activities were undertaken: an in-depth organisational 

diagnostic study and feedback sessions. For the diagnostic study an extensive planning 

process was followed during which a comprehensive diagnostic tool (based in the TAU diagnostic 

tool) was developed. Given the size of the SANBI (750 staff members) and the issues that were 

raised during the diagnostic study, feedback sessions used the World Cafe methodology. In 

addition, the Neuro-linguistic Programming (NLP)/Meta Coaching principles of giving and receiving 

feedback were used. The feedback sessions were used to generate recommendations that would 

serve as input into the action plan at both the head office and the garden levels. 



 7 

Diagnostic Study 

The intention of the diagnostic study was to understand the current organisational climate and 

transformation challenges. The diagnosis was conducted using a variety of data collection 

methods, including a survey, in-depth interviews, focus group discussions and reviewing of 

relevant documents. All of the senior managers were interviewed. In addition, those staff members 

who wanted to be interviewed were given an opportunity to participate. With regard to the focus 

groups, a representative sample across all gardens, across staff levels and across divisions was 

selected. Diagnostic reports were produced for the nine gardens and the national head office.  

Key Findings 

The diagnostic study findings showed that the SANBI had a number of strengths and weaknesses: 

 Identity and position in sector: The organisational environment determines the enabling 

environment for the organisation to perform its functions. The overall conclusion was that 

the SANBI operates in a favourable environment where it is recognised as a leader by its 

external stakeholders and policy makers. The SANBI is a leader in the biodiversity sector 

and, as a result, it is able to influence policy decision in government. However, the internal 

organisational environment does not give confidence to employees of the SANBI’s 

programmes and financial sustainability. 

 Mandate implications: The SANBI has a clear mandate as per NEMBA. The transformation 

of the mandate and core business from NBI to SANBI had been characterised mainly by 

organisational restructuring; however, there was not a comprehensive review of the 

implications of the new mandate in an environment of increasing financial constraints. A 

large number of people had an understanding of the core business, including the vision and 

mission, however, due to the expanded mandate, the mission was often contested by 

different parts of the organisation.  

 Communications: The SANBI is a compliant organisation with regards to formal 

(prescribed) organisational policies, systems and procedures. However, the managers did 

not always implement these policies and procedures. For example, while some 

communication systems were in place, these were not viewed as adequate for effective 

communication in the organisation. Communication of key messages was either not 

happening or the mode of communication was inappropriate, especially at the garden level. 

 Human Resources: The SANBI’s staff were passionate about the work they do across the 

entire organisation. The success of transformation has mainly been in relation to the 

changes in the diversity of the staff composition in most divisions. Human Resources 

Development either did not happen at some levels, or where it does occur it is not properly 

coordinated. There was no comprehensive Human Resources  strategy at the SANBI to 

address these shortcomings. The SANBI has systems for performance appraisal, however 

employees were of the view that performance appraisals were not implemented fairly and 
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that appraisals were not linked to personal development. The application and 

implementation of HR policies and systems was inconsistent across the organisation. This 

included the implementation of policies such as recruitment, job evaluations, performance 

evaluations and labour relations. 

 Organisational values: This was an area of major weakness for SANBI, and it included the 

following issues:  

– The SANBI had a set of values, but it seemed that these values were not modelled 

(or lived) by management and staff.  

– Organisational values were not known, shared by all staff or modelled by leadership 

across the organisation. Negative stories prevailed in the organisation, and positive 

stories were not encouraged by leadership. 

– For some managers, the ability to work or deal with people was an area of 

weakness. 

3.3 THE SUPPORT PHASE: BUILDING CAPACITY FOR IMPLEMENTING THE CHANGE 

Support to the SANBI started during the Initiation Phase. During the planning, conducting the 

diagnostic study and providing feedback to the client, the TAU team also offered support to the 

SANBI in a variety of areas, for example assistance with developing messages to be 

communicated, support to the CEO and to the HR Division. This support was provided throughout 

the project. 

The Implementation Phase included the following key activities: 

I. Developing a change vision, values and integrated plan; 

II. Coaching skills training for senior managers; 

III. Individual executive leadership coaching; 

IV. Senior management and divisional team group coaching; and 

V. Communicating the change process  

 

These sets of activities are described below: 

I. Developing a change vision, values and integrated plan 

While the training was taking place the TAU team facilitated a process to develop the change 

vision (which later was called the “change statement”), values of the organisation and an 

integrated action plan for change. This was Phase Three of the PPM cycle. The development of 

the vision, values and integrated plan was a consultative process taking a bottom-up approach 

from the garden workers and union representatives, all the way up to senior management. 

II. Coaching skills training for senior managers  
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The “unfreezing stage” is one of the more important stages to understand in the world 

of change we live in today. This stage is about getting ready to change. It involves 

getting to a point of understanding that change is necessary and getting ready to move 

away from our current comfort zone. This first stage is about preparing ourselves, or 

others, before the change (and ideally creating a situation in which we want the 

change). The more we feel that change is necessary, the more urgent it is, the more 

motivated we are to make the change. 

 

Kurt’s Lewin’s model of change informed the “unfreezing” training sessions. This training was 

critical for two reasons: firstly, one of the issues that emerged from the diagnostic study was that of 

the communication challenges between staff members and the management level, secondly the 

training was intended to prepare the team for the managers’ coaching programme. The 

assumption was that the training would increase coaching readiness and minimise resistance to 

coaching. The approach used was to separate managers into small groups. These managers 

attended training with participants from other organisations. This approach was also designed to 

challenge the existing organisational culture, i.e. to break-up the group and expose them to non-

SANBI participants. It was assumed that this design would contribute to the creation of a new 

organisational culture. 

 

III. Individual executive leadership coaching  

The SANBI Executive Management Committee (EXCO) comprised of the CEO, CFO, Head of 

Branch: Research, Policy and Knowledge Management and six of the Chief Directors who 

managed various divisions in SANBI. While leadership or executive coaching generally focuses on 

areas such as skill enhancement, leadership skills and the grooming of individuals for leadership 

roles, with the SANBI group of executives, based on the leadership self-assessment, the focus 

was on developmental growth in relationships and leadership skill enhancement. 

Each executive member had one introductory coaching session, which was followed by six 

coaching sessions. The introductory coaching session was aimed at confirming coaching 

readiness, and setting individual coaching outcomes. The individual coaching sessions were tailor-

made to suit the needs of the individual executive. However, a structure based on the needs 

identified in the group session(s) was designed to guide the individual sessions. The executive 

coaching programme ran over a period of eight months (August of 2011 – March 2012) with an 

average of one session per month.  

IV. Senior management and divisional team group coaching 

The SANBI coaching programme was initially designed for individual coaching of the executive 

team members, and team coaching of all senior managers in the various divisions of the SANBI. 
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However, after the training component on coaching, it was felt necessary to include group 

coaching for all the divisional teams, so as to facilitate a common vision across the organisation. 

The group and team coaching focused on group dynamics, interpersonal relationships, 

organisational behaviour with the aim of developing values and vision, consensus and 

understanding, motivation, responsibility, skills for dealing with conflict and cultural differences, and 

productive teams. 

The senior management group coaching included all senior managers from all SANBI’s 

divisions. The two group-coaching sessions focused on leadership coaching, vision and values 

coaching, and conflict resolution. The first group coaching session was at the beginning of the 

coaching programme. In this initial session a leadership self-assessment exercise was done with 

all the senior managers. Group coaching outcomes were also identified. In addition, the TAU team 

provided an input on leadership skills based on the 21st century leadership principles based on 

Michael Hall’s model. This session formed the basis for launching the individual coaching 

sessions.  

The final group coaching session was held after the completion of all team-coaching sessions and 

served to close the coaching programme and a celebration of achievements. The coaching 

session provided a space to consolidate the learning at which the managers were provided with a 

structure of change and guidance on how to continue to improve their skills after the TAU support. 

Each senior manager developed his or her personal leadership matrix and steps to apply their 

knowledge and skills for improving personal and organisational performance. Time was taken to 

celebrate the individual and organisational achievements realised. 

The senior managers spoke of the factors that undermined their development as a leader such as 

“feeling worn-out”, “fatigue”, impatience”, “pressure”, “rushed”, “over-responsible” and the “need to 

fix others”. In addition, the senior managers identified four areas of weaknesses that they needed 

to focus on:  

 Alignment: a strong sense of personal congruence and whole-life balance; 

 Inspiring others; 

 Flexibility to adjusting to the style of others; and    

 Communicating clearly and forthrightly. 

The divisional team coaching sessions were organised for each SANBI division and comprised 

of six teams. The team coaching focussed on the vision and mission, coaching team development, 

diversity coaching and conflict resolution. Each divisional team had three team-coaching sessions 

(over six months from November 2011 to April 2012). Invariably, the team coaching sessions were 

used to consolidate what was covered in the individual coaching sessions. These sessions had 

discussions on key questions such as: “To enhance team effectiveness and efficiency, what are 

the conversations we need to have in our team that we do not have?” 
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 The first team coaching session contextualised the team-coaching sessions within the SANBI 

transformation project. This was followed by checking-in with each of the individual team-

members on where they were in relation to the leadership outcomes determined by the entire 

team on 15 June 2011. 

 The second team coaching session focused on the structure of a high-performing team, and 

worked with the team to support and build skills to function as a high-performing team. 

 The third team coaching session focused on change leadership and the structure as well as 

skill of having difficult conversations, including confrontation.  

The team coaching sessions resulted in each divisional team developing a team vision that 

brought the team together around a common purpose. Each individual was able to identify their 

highest personal intention and what drives them in the work they do. Additionally, each person 

located his or her vision/dream within the team’s and the broader SANBI vision. This process 

brought about high levels of team and leadership cohesion and a new level of commitment for 

change in the organisation.  

V. Communicating the change process 

Given the climate of the organisation at the start of the project it was critical to give priority 

attention to communication. Various methods were used to communicate to all staff regarding 

different aspects of the project.  

 For communication about the project concept/purpose and project plan to all managers from 

Deputy Director upwards, a presentation at SANBI’s Content Lekgotla/Workshop was done. 

The same presentation was done at a special meeting with the labour union leaders, which 

was arranged by the CEO; 

 Communication about the data-gathering phase to all staff was done through the CEO’s 

monthly newsletter, produced by the Communications Department; 

 Communication of findings of the Diagnostic was done through feedback sessions (road 

shows) at all the SANBI garden centres and head office. The first feedback session was held 

on 2 August 2010 for senior managers. Feedback visit sessions took place during August and 

September 2010. Recommendations for improvements were made in the feedback workshops 

and incorporated into future sessions. 

 Communication to the SANBI Board on the project plan and the preliminary findings were 

done. 

 The Human Resources Division, through its HR quarterly review, published relevant 

information and progress updates pertaining to the project on a quarterly basis. For details see 

the HR quarterly reviews for 2010/11 and April 2012. 
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3.4 CLOSE-OUT PHASE: INSTITUTIONALISING THE CHANGE 

The purpose of the two close-out sessions was firstly to consolidate and bring to closure the 

team/group coaching sessions and secondly to celebrate achievements and successes during the 

transformation project, in particular the coaching programme. The sessions included all senior 

managers who had participated in individual and team coaching sessions. 

The managers’ feedback indicated that most of the managers had started to develop new 

behaviours, especially with regard to communicating and relating with their teams and lower level 

staff members. Some staff members had given positive feedback to managers regarding changes 

in their relationship management. 

Institutionalising change at the SANBI 

Institutionalisation of change processes means formalising changes made/achieved during the 

change process into organisational policies, systems and structures. For this to happen, an 

organisation needs internal champions to drive this process, and there is a need to review the 

process and derive lessons and integrate those lessons into the organisation. The 

institutionalisation phase formalises some of the new ways of doing things in the form of policies 

and systems so that new members of the organisation can be inducted into the new policies. 

For the SANBI transformation project the following processes of institutionalisation were achieved: 

 A Transformation Action Plan was approved by the Governance and Strategy-, and Human 

Resources and Remuneration Committees of the SANBI Board; 

 As the project was being implemented, a number of changes were implemented and were 

effective in terms of improvements to structures, communication processes and techniques;   

 Posters of SANBI’s values, vision and mission were displayed throughout SANBI and these 

are now known and embraced by all staff members; 

 The Human Resource Division recognised coaching as a core part of capacity development 

for leaders and they started to integrate it into their Human Resources  strategy. Towards 

the end of the project TAU received a request to provide coaching for those directors who 

were not able to benefit from one-on-one coaching; 

 A more comprehensive Human Resources and Transformation Strategy was developed; 

 Human resources policies were reviewed in line with the transformation agenda;  

 Senior managers and board members have greater visibility across the organisation; and 

 Staff meetings are held throughout the organisation and staff members are well-informed on 

SANBI activities. 

The refined SANBI change statement is: “Proudly nurturing, respecting and embracing [bio] 

diversity”. The new values of SANBI encapsulated in the acronym “UGreat” are as follows: 

 Ubuntu: People first; 
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 Growth: Nurturing and empowering teams and individuals to grow and reach their true 

potential; 

 Respect and Tolerance: Creating open, honest relationships built on trust, mutual respect, 

dignity and fairness and valuing and accepting individuals and diversity; 

 Excellence: Providing service excellence through passion and professionalism; 

 Accountability: Taking pride and responsibility in our work and caring for our environment 

and communities; and 

 Togetherness: Through collaboration we change the world. 

Ultimately the vision statement and values were branded in SANBI’s new logo and communicated 

back to the organisation.  

4. CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED 

The data gathering process took three to four months as there were delays as a result of the 

following factors:  

 Labour unrest in the organisation at the time of the intervention, which resulted in lengthy 

consultations during the initiation and concept phase of the project; 

 The readiness of the managers to receive feedback was a challenge. In the beginning of 

the project they tended to be defensive, but the process that was followed ensured that 

they were able to listen to staff issues and concerns without being defensive in the 

facilitated workshop sessions; 

 Competing demands in relation to core business responsibilities; and 

 South Africa hosted the 2010 Soccer World Cup and this impacted negatively on the 

schedule during the months of June and July. 

5. LESSONS LEARNED 

The CEO, Dr Abrahamse reflected on the transformational journey travelled by her 

organisation with the TAU’s support: 

Ultimately it was the need to improve leadership at all levels that was most starkly 

highlighted through this process. The leadership training and coaching has been 

invaluable in fostering change in the organisation, and has had noticeable impact on 

the morale and team spirit of the executive leadership of SANBI. We intend to roll out 

this coaching and training to our management levels in the near future, cascading the 

invaluable insights and approaches throughout the organisation to give us the 

backbone to deliver on our mandate and obligations in the most productive and 

efficient way possible.  
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The success of any change management process in an organisation requires the presence of key 

factors that consistently define successful change management. In the SANBI project most of 

these factors, if not all of them, were applicable. These factors are listed below:   

 Strong leadership: The CEO of the SANBI drove the change process and set the direction 

and the priorities and led the organisation to greater heights. She was part of the PSC and 

was always present when the PSC or project team met; 

 Consensus at the top: The CEO and her executive team were unified in their commitment 

to the change process and they mobilised the entire organisation;  

 A shared vision: A vision of where the organisation needs to be was expressed right at 

the beginning of the project in the form of an outcome: “To have a common and shared 

vision, values and goals amongst all staff members of SANBI”. Ultimately a change 

statement, developed through a participatory process that involved every employee was 

produced, i.e. “Proudly nurturing, respecting and embracing [bio] diversity”. A transformed 

leadership culture also developed in the Institute; 

 Trustworthy communications - Top-down and bottom-up: Communication about the 

process was given priority through the CEO’s monthly newsletter and the Human 

Resources quarterly publications. These systems were used to communicate the status of 

the project and the next steps; 

 High employee involvement: All employees participated in the diagnostic process and the 

feedback sessions as well as in developing an action plan for change.  Working with the 

teams that report to the executives receiving one-on-one coaching enabled the change to 

filter into the organisation, thus making it more comprehensive. The project worked directly 

with a total of 27 managers, who had a direct interaction with the rest of the organisation;  

 The right attitude: Even though there was some resistance from some circles in the 

organisation at the beginning, especially from the labour union, the high level of 

commitment of senior and middle managers enabled the project to continue; 

 Lots of guts: The senior executives continued with the project, irrespective of the labour 

unrest that was going on in the organisation, and despite the financial challenges of the 

organisation at the time of this process; 

 A comprehensive and systematic approach: A comprehensive project masterplan was 

created through the development of a project charter. It addressed key integrated leverage 

areas: organisational environment, core business and its impact, formal organisation 

(systems and structures), informal organisation (organisational culture, etc.) and HR issues: 

– Combining the meta-coach training with the individual coaching as well as the team 

coaching provided for a systematic, comprehensive and sustainable approach to 
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organisational transformation in SANBI. The meta-coach training introduced a new 

culture of communicating, relating to each other, listening and supporting each other at 

work. This provided a foundation for the individual coaching of the top executives and 

their teams; and 

– An improved methodology for change leadership: As a result of this process the TAU 

was able to put together an improved capacity building methodology for change 

leadership that was used in other projects, and this will be improved and used in future 

change leadership projects. 

 Empowered managers to lead change: A capacity building process to empower senior 

managers was undertaken through the training of all senior managers in communication 

skills (NLP communication models), self-actualising leadership as well as the provision for 

coaching to all executives and senior managers. These enabled them to mobilise their own 

internal resources and develop skills to lead the change required for the organisation. 

During the team coaching sessions, it was observed that managers who had received one-

on-one coaching were more ready and willing to deal with deeper issues even if they were 

more sensitive in the organisation than those who had not been coached (Directors). 

6. CONCLUSION  

Public managers who are willing to embark on a journey of personal transformation and develop 

their leadership competencies go on to display actions and behaviours that contribute to overall 

organisational transformation and effectiveness. This conclusion bears testimony to the 

transformation journey of the SANBI teams together with their senior managers. The key lesson 

from this case emphasised the importance of visionary, democratic, affiliative and coaching 

leadership styles during organisation-wide change in the public service. These styles are essential 

for transformational (Burns, 1978) or resonant leadership (Goleman, Boyatzis & McKee, 2002). 

The case study outlined the application of the Technical Assistance Unit’s four phase consulting 

model and a range of tools for project management, coaching and leadership development. The 

TAU model and tools supported the SANBI’s transformation journey. Key to the TAU tools is the 

diagnostic process, as the SANBI CEO, Dr Abrahamse, reflected: “The TAU began with a 

comprehensive diagnostic of the whole organisation, which allowed for every single staff member 

[…] to engage and make input. This first step was invaluable to the success of SANBI’s 

Sustainable Transformation Initiative, allowing all staff at all levels to have a voice.” Voice relates 

to the high employee involvement and organisation-wide communications – contributing to 

ownership of the change processes at all levels. 
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SUSTAINING THE TRANSFORMATION JOURNEY AT SANBI: 2015 UPDATE 

Since 2012, the SANBI developed a high level Sustainable Transformation Action Plan (STAP), which 

guided the implementation of various activities to realise the transformation objectives. Progress with the 

implementation of the STAP are highlighted below: 

 SANBI VALUES: These values were celebrated and made visible on all SANBI 

centres/campuses. SANBI staff members were encouraged to talk about these values at official 

meetings. 

 COMMUNICATION: Newsletters, such as the quarterly CEO’s newsletter, Marketing and 

Communication newsletter and the Human Resources newsletter, promoted communication 

across the organisation. All SANBI divisions were encouraged to have regular staff meetings and 

team building sessions. Senior managers were encouraged to visit all gardens. 

The Institute has embarked on vigorous communication within the organisation on financial 

matters, in particular financial planning and reporting. The organisation continues to ensure that 

staff members are updated on supply chain management (SCM) issues to ensure compliance. 

The SANBI is proud of its ‘clean audit’ track record. 

 LEADERSHIP: Transformation was included as a core management criterion (CMC) in the 

performance agreements of all senior managers. The Management Committee (MANCO) is 

highly involved in the implementation of the transformation activities, while the Executive 

Committee (EXCO) has oversight over the implementation of the transformation activities.  

The Institute has continued with leadership coaching for EXCO and MANCO, and all individual 

senior managers. The aim is to develop managers’ leadership skills. The coaching was cascaded 

to middle-management teams and Garden Curators.   

 CORPORATE GOVERNANCE: Governance issues were part of the transformation activities. 

Policies were reviewed and aligned with the transformation agenda of the Institute. Policies, such 

as human resources, finance and information technology, are now available to all staff members 

and are located on MySanbi. 

 HUMAN RESOURCES: The human resources and transformation strategy is being implemented 

by the HR Division. The Institute is currently addressing all human capital development matters 

that were identified during the transformation journey. The HR Division has embarked on 

roadshows to keep staff members informed on pertinent HR matters and policies. 

 INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY: The Institute re-analysed its IT strategy to ensure that staff 

members access IT services. The Institute is striving to improve the effective utilisation of IT 

services across the organisation. 

The CEO, Dr Tanya Abrahamse noted: “The SANBI’s sustainable transformation journey continues. We 

are soldiering on! The Institute has decided to develop a second high-level sustainable transformation 

action plan, which will incorporate activities that were not addressed by the first plan, as well as emerging 

matters that became pertinent during our transformation journey thus far.” 
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8. APPENDIX   

8.1 THE MANDATE OF SANBI (AS STATED IN THE NEMBA) 

 Lead the national biodiversity research agenda. 

 Lead the provision of knowledge and information. 

 Give biodiversity policy support and advice. 

 Manage the National Botanical Garden system (nine NBGs) as ‘windows’ to SA’s biodiversity for 
tourism, education and leisure. 

 Run ecosystem and biome based restoration and rehabilitation programs. 

 Develop best-practice models to manage biodiversity better. 

8.2 THE GOALS OF SANBI (2011 ANNUAL REPORT) 

 Be the central national resource for knowledge and information. 

 Be the centre of excellence for coordinated research. 

 Establish a national network of bioregional programs. 

 Provide support to government on biodiversity related matters. 

 Develop and manage the National Botanical Gardens (NBGs). 

 Monitor and report on the status of biodiversity in SA. 

 Do rehabilitation programs targeting threatened ecosystems. 

 Inspire and empower people to take responsibility for conservation and sustainable use of our 
biodiversity. 

 Be a vibrant organisation and build professional capacity in biodiversity. 

 Be financially sustainable, and maintain effective accounting, financial risk and governance systems.  

8.3 THE PROJECT SUPPORT TEAM  

The project support team comprised of the National Treasury TAU’s principal and senior technical advisors, 

and project administrators, namely, Ms Gloria Mbokota, Dr Bangani Ngeleza, Mr Michael Acres, Mr Jeremy 

Timm, Ms Nomvula Marawa, Mr Peter Brook, Mr Matthew Cullinan, Ms Sheila Tyeku, Mr Christian Jacobs, 

Mr Llewellyn Holtshausen, Boitumelo Maselela; National Treasury ICT Chief-Directorate’s Mr Moritz Botha; 

and external coaches, namely, Ms Cheryl Lucas, Ms Carey Jooste and Ms Kgobati Magome. The SANBI 

Executive Management Team guided the project. The SANBI Chief Operating Officer (COO), Ms Carmel 

Mbizvo, was the TAU counterpart and was supported by Mr Maano Netshiombo from the SANBI HR office.  

8.4 TRAINING OF SENIOR MANAGERS IN COACHING SKILLS (NLP COMMUNICATION MODEL) 

The three-day training focused on introducing the first model of Meta-coaching, which focused on the NLP 

communication model and specific tools (patterns) which can be applied within the coaching context, and 

which can also be used as an approach to enhance managers’ communication.  

The focus of this training was on understanding: 

 How the brain/mind works in representing and framing; 
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 How to take charge of your mind and experience high-level state management; 

 How to “read” a person from the outside and recognise their processing styles; 

 How to listen and support in a way that creates “instant rapport”; 

 How to run basic patterns for generating greater resourcefulness; 

 How to eliminate fears, limitations, and negative emotional states; 

 How to use the responses of others as feedback for communication elegance; and 

 How to identify and use the perceptual filters that govern our communications. 

 

This training is aimed at enabling participants to: 

 Identify individual and team key motivating filters (used to profile individuals and groups processing 
styles);  

 Use a simple and effective “coaching structure’’ for leading workplace performance; and  

 Use a precision questioning mode for ensuring precise and constructive communication. 

8.5 THE TEAM COACHING WAS ORGANISED ACCORDING TO DIVISIONS IN SANBI:  

There were six teams viz, the CEO’s team, the CFO’s team, the DDG’s team (head of operations), 

Biodiversity, Planning and Mainstreaming team, Applied Biodiversity and Research team and the Corporate 

Services team (CEO, Head of Operations, Head of HR, Chief Director: Gardens, Curator: Kirstenbosch and 

the CFO). The other teams were organised around Chief Directorates. 

 

 

 

  


