
CASE STUDY
TIME/‘CLOCKFACE’ EXERCISE WITH INTACT TEAM
by Katherine Long

Who
Katherine is a coach and organisational 
change facilitator who was a member of the 
Spring 2013 training in the ‘Fundamentals 
of Systemic Coaching and Constellations’ in 
Oxford, UK.

She has been coaching for ten years and 
also works as a supervisor and mentor 
on a number of coaching development 
programmes. She is a regular speaker and 
writer on coaching and works holistically in all 
she does.

What
Katherine describes her experience of 
facilitating the exercise in which you invite 
team members to stand in order of joining, 
in order of TIME, to see who came first in 
the system and to hear their stories and 
truths. This was particularly challenging 
and rewarding as she was doing so for an 
intact team of which she is also a member.

When
This work described in this case study was 
done following the Fundamentals training, 
in the spring of 2013.

Note
The confidentiality of the private 
individuals, teams and businesses involved 
in each case study has been protected by 
the author.
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Preparation 

The context for this work was a development day for a team I am part of. Various team 
members (including myself) were to lead different sessions during the day, exploring themes 
related to building greater awareness, and improving our communications as a team. 

In preparing for the day I consulted with the board members about what the exercises 
could help us to explore most fruitfully together. Some concerns were raised about 
whether a constellations exercise might surface tensions in the team which could be 
exposing, as there had been a few challenges largely relating to changes in processes and 
roles, brought about by a new member of the leadership team.

I discussed the potential of an exercise to help us to appreciate both previous and newer 
contributions to the organisation; the continuity of past, present and future. The current 
organisation is a significantly different outfit to the one created by its founder, whilst still 
living the same core values. 

The Exercise 
Having spent a small amount of time sharing key systemic organising principles (TIME, 
PLACE and EXCHANGE) I asked the whole team to stand together and arrange 
themselves in the order in which they started working for the organisation (whether on an 
employed or associate basis). This was fairly straightforward as there was a clear sense 
of the time-line. Up until that point I hadn’t really thought about what would happen next! 
So my starting question wasn’t pre-meditated; I asked something along the lines of ‘What 
are you noticing?’ - directed at the whole group but also inviting the first person to join the 
organisation to speak first. 

In her feedback she mentions that I asked the question ‘How did you join the 
organisation?’ but I think it was a question she introduced herself which then became a 
pattern that the others followed. 

When it came to my own turn I noticed I had placed myself in the circle as having arrived 
after one of the Exec members, who loosely manages me, and as she started sharing I 
realised I had in fact joined just beforehand. I had an inner recognition in that moment that 
she and I have had a slightly unbalanced relationship – perhaps the unspoken question 
‘who was first?’ in order of the system has impacted at subconscious level. I was interested 
to notice the way she referred to a group of coaches who pre-dated both she and myself 
(but who have since left) as having been very ‘cliquey and superior’, and I got a sense of 
what her own experience in joining the organisation may have felt like in relation to those 
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people, and how I’ve experienced some defensiveness and distance from her myself. It felt 
quite healing to be able to get an empathic sense of what she had experienced.

As each successive team member shared how they joined there was a real sense of the 
impact of the wider changing environment (the impact of the global financial crisis) as well 
as the increasingly professional way newer members have been recruited (compared to 
older members who joined based on their relationship with the founder). There was an 
interesting sense of polychrony -multiple timelines - when the newest Exec member shared 
that she had in fact been approached by the founder to join before most of the other team 
members arrived, so in one sense could have been one of the most senior people present. 
She was both ‘one of the first’ and ‘one of the last’ and the simple acknowledgment of this 
acted to raise her authority and respect from within many of the older team members who 
have found her approach to revolutionise the organisation rather challenging. 

After each had shared, I invited everyone to take some time to quietly appreciate all that 
has come before, and to make space for the contributions of all the newer members who 
have joined. It felt like a very rich silence, and afterwards the newest member of the team 
commented that it had felt like a sort of group prayer. 

Evaluating The Impact 
I asked each member of the team to complete a simple pair of questions to help me 
understand the impact of the exercise.

How did the exercise add to your awareness of us as a team?

• “Hugely – I still have the visualisation of us all and how/why/when we all became 
connected in the timeline.” 

• “Very interesting to see the history of the organisation played out really through the 
recruitment/on-boarding of the team and to recognise peaks and troughs of activity 
that correlated with both revenues highs and lows, but also organisational re-
structuring too.” 

• “Visually helpful way of seeing the order of joiners and where gaps in recruitment 
aligned with slow growth of business in response to market conditions.” 

• “Nice to hear from everyone with their story. Created a good way of connecting and 
personalising the ‘who came first’ story.” 

• “Visible representation of the people who have contributed earlier to what the 
organisation is today. Appreciation of the ups and downs with people no longer in the 
business and opportunities to acknowledge new people and their contributions.” 

• “An appreciation of how long people had been at the company and the extent of the 
change they have seen the company go through.” 

• “Highlighted to myself my relative ‘newness’ and almost a relief that it would be 
impossible to know as much as other people within the team about the activities of 
the company.”

How has that awareness impacted your behaviour / attitude?

• “It has put everything into context and heightened my awareness that the new 
people, who’ve joined very recently, probably see everything differently from those of 
us who have been around for years.”

• “More awareness of the length of service of the majority of the delivery team, so 
greater appreciation of their knowledge of the evolution of products and services 
which might be of particular relevance for relationships with long standing clients”
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• “I feel more a recognised part of ‘something’ growing and changing. This helps 
my morale.”

• “It has made me more comfortable that more established members of the team are 
ready to embrace the challenges of the future, and that I can be more demanding, 
expect more.”

• “A readiness and more at ease in asking questions of people who will know, rather 
than just trying to work it out.”

Learning and conclusions
The exercise was powerful in helping to balance the different energies within the group 
- notably the balance between respect for the past, and making way for the new - like 
allowing a new season to come through, having fully appreciated the richness of the 
previous one. 

I had neglected to put in representatives (chairs) for people who had left, which seemed to 
be an oversight, and probably a reflection of my caution in surfacing any potential difficult 
feelings within an intact team that I’m a member of. Whilst more challenging, I think this 
could have helped us face the ‘unfaced’ part of our history together. 

Postscript
Since facilitating this, my first attempt at the exercise, I’ve been using the ‘clockface’ in a 
number of different contexts. For example I was invited to run a session for my local CIPD 
branch on the topic of HR leadership and as there were a lot of automotive industries 
represented in the room, we did a clockface based on when the key functions within this 
industry ‘arrived’ - i.e. engineering, operations, finance, sales, until finally HR arrived! 

This seemed to bring a deeper level of awareness of what it means to be a relative 
newcomer finding your true place in an existing relationship system and systemic hierarchy.


