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STEP 1: CULTURE

LAYING THE GROUND FOR AN AGILE TRANSFORMATION WITH AN AGILE CULTURE AND
A NEW LEADERSHIP APPROACH
It goes without saying that an agile transformation cannot be achieved without a fundamental change in corporate culture. The dimensions
and elements of a cultural change process, however, are interpreted rather differently by companies. STEP 1 presents diverse elements of culture
with regard to agility and also points towards the importance of a different leadership approach. Two case studies – OTTO Group and ING – are
presented that emphasize different aspects that need to be considered when engaging in a cultural change process: first, the involvement of the
whole company, especially the board of executives, and, second, the importance of internal communication that really engages with employees.

A new corporate culture for agile organizations

a focus on collaboration and teamwork

Agile organizations need a different corporate culture than
more hierarchical and bureaucratic ones. Various studies by
management consultancies have shown that corporate culture
is the biggest challenge when it comes to agility (VersionOne,
2017; De Smet, 2018a; CGI, 2016). It is not without reason
that many companies have launched major cultural change
initiatives in recent years against the backdrop of the digital
transformation (Rigby et al., 2020; Hamel & Zanini, 2018;
Birken et al., 2019).

flatter hierarchies and democratic participation of
employees in decision-making processes
a focus on self-management and empowerment
the associated relinquishment of control by managers
an openness to trial and error and
a continuous willingness to learn.

There is no clear definition of what exactly an agile corporate
culture looks like. However, some core components can be found
in the literature (Kühl, 2017; Baltes & Freyt, 2017), such as:

The cultural change initiated in the companies is intended to
promote creativity and innovation.
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Three dimensions of agile culture

Agile culture requires a new approach to leadership

Implementing a different corporate culture is, of course, easier
said than done. Every company that participated in our research
project did attempt to achieve some kind of cultural change in
one way or another. However, the interpretation of what this
implies differs from company to company.

Despite the importance of these three elements, we found that the
most important success factor for a cultural change was the support
of the (top) management. In order for culture change to become
more than some abstract concepts in a fancy brochure, employees
have to perceive that change is real and their superiors should lead
by example. In fact, implementing a new corporate culture is more a
leadership question than an internal change program.

Some aspects of corporate culture focus more on physical environments, others more on psychological aspects. Overall, we
identified three main dimensions of corporate culture:
1

Physical work environments that seek to enhance creativity
and collaboration, such as open office spaces with lounge
areas, specially designed meeting areas, fun components
such as table soccer, etc.

2

A work culture that focuses on the empowerment of employees,
lateral leadership, democratic forms of decision-making,
personal fulfillment, and purpose.

3

Employee agreements that focus on the well-being of
employees, such as flexible working hours, home office,
sabbaticals, etc.

The first aspect of physical work environments originates in
the Silicon Valley start-up culture, which believes that creativity,
productivity, and innovation need a certain kind of work environment. Many firms introduced open office spaces that are meant
to enhance collaboration but also allow employees to relax,
unwind, and have fun.
This physical element of culture change is supported by a different
work culture, characterized by mutual respect, collaboration,
self-fulfillment, and empowerment. Recently, we have seen a
revival of the New Work approach introduced by the philosopher
Frithjof Bergmann in the 1980s (Bergmann, 2019; Hofmann et al.,
2019). Firms should become environments that allow employees
to be humans, cherish creativity, allow for mistakes, and create an
atmosphere of continuous individual and collective growth. New
Work is also related to the changing expectations of employees
regarding participation, autonomy, and sense-making through
work. It is argued that as a result of this sort of environment, work
will become a stimulating and fun place to be, leading to greater
productivity and lower turnover costs (Bakke, 2005).
Third, there are the more formal elements of culture, allowing
for employees to work more flexible in terms of place and time.
We see a rising degree of virtualization of work appliances,
connecting people at different spaces and from different teams.
Multiple software tools allow for more flexible workplaces and
working hours.
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As discussed in previous Communication Insights #5 to #7 (see p. 40),
the agile transformation requires a new approach to leadership –
one that is less anchored in hierarchies or departmental power structures. Instead, a more servant leadership style is necessary. Managers
should take on the role of coaches and enablers who give their
employees the greatest possible freedom but are always available as
consultants (De Smet, 2018b; Rutz, 2017; Lawler & Worley, 2015).
Hierarchies will not be completely abolished but will have to be
lived differently. Clearly defining new leadership roles and having
them filled by capable employees is a major challenge. Open, less
regulated and prescribed structures and reporting channels demand
a high degree of personal responsibility and self-management.
Not every employee succeeds in this without further ado which is
not necessarily a question of age but also of personality (Peterson &
Mannix, 2003; Schloegel et al., 2018).
Agility is often wrongly interpreted as the abolishment of leadership. In fact, the contrary is the more accurate view. Never is leadership as essential as it is in phases of fundamental upheaval. It is
not entirely coincidental that discussions about corporate purpose
and purpose-driven leadership are experiencing a revival at the
moment. The uncertainties brought about by the digital transformation make employees look for leadership and guidance. However,
what is required is not micromanagement at the level of individual
projects but rather the provision of a so-called north star – the
overall goal and aim of the transformation. Thus, culture and leadership are inseparable when it comes to the agile transformation.

CASE STUDY OTTO GROUP: CREATING A CORPORATE MOVEMENT
OTTO Group is a globally active group of retailers and retail-related service providers
with around 52,560 employees and sales of EUR 13.4 billion in 2019. It is present
in more than 30 countries in Europe, North and South America, and Asia with 30
major brands. With online sales of EUR 7.7 billion, OTTO Group is one of the world’s
largest online retailers.
The company has engaged very thoroughly in cultural change and meanwhile acts as
a role model for many other companies.

Kulturwandel 4.0

board took over responsibility for one of them and created a team of
committed people from all parts of the company.

OTTO Group started its cultural transformation process that it has
named Kulturwandel 4.0 like most companies out of economic
necessity. In the beginning, the process was driven by internal
consultants analyzing the corporate strategy. When culture emerged
as the fundamental roadblock standing in the way of overcoming
the problems of digitalization, the management board and shareholders did not hesitate to make a change of corporate culture their
number one priority. Right from the start, the change process was
supported by the management board. Over time, this encouragement has led to the emergence of a myriad of bottom-up initiatives.
There have been so many, in fact, that they speak of a “corporate
movement” which seized the company and continues until today.
In the beginning, six overall topics/challenges were identified:
power, speed, KPIs, empowerment, collaboration, and customers.
As these topics are rather abstract, each member of the executive

To send a strong signal of change, in 2016, the executive board
offered all employees to be on a first-name basis. The goal was to
reduce hierarchical barriers and create a new sense of unity. Individual offices were abolished also at board level and the management
became much more approachable by eating in the general canteen
and dressing in jeans instead of a classic suit. These low-key changes
were at least as important as what happened later on the big stage.
At the same time, a Kulturwandel 4.0-Team with around ten members
was established. Their task was to drive the change program and
motivate and enable others within the company to promote cultural
change in their respective local team or unit. By now, small cultural
change teams exist in over 20 subsidiaries and they help to find out
what their organization needs and create tangible and sustainable
changes in their unit.

» There were three important prerequisites that helped us
through the early stages of the process until today: First,
the full and active support of the shareholders and the cohesion of the board. Second, we involved hardly any external
consultants but managed the process with the help of many
internal volunteers from all parts of the holding, many of
whom we completely released from their other tasks. Third,
we never understood the cultural change as a project with
a certain endpoint but as an open, ongoing process. «
Thomas Voigt, Chief Communication Officer of OTTO Group
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CULTURE
CHANGE
THESES

machines but
1 Not
people generate

3

No evolution
without
revolution.

5

Only practiced
loss of control
releases potential.

4

Corporate
culture needs
the ‚why‘.

6

Culture is defined
by the quality
of relationships.

transformation.
is not the
2 There
one and only
corporate culture.

Measures to promote cultural change
The OTTO Group developed a multitude of measures, tools, and
events to communicate and promote the cultural change program.
Here are some of them:

OTTO Group decided to spread these ideas beyond its corporate borders and host the Culture Development Experience (CDx) BarCamp – a platform where employees from
many different companies meet to exchange insights and
experiences with culture change, new work, and agility. The
BarCamp itself is a good expression of what the new culture
is about: open up, learn from each other, and share ideas,
successes, and failures alike.

A Culture Change 4.0 platform was set up on the intranet
that offers more than 450 tools, ideas, and methods, also
known as ‚workhacks‘ which can be published by every
employee of the OTTO Group.

From a change program to a corporate movement

OTTO Group also staged a number of events in order to convey
the spirit of change. One of them was the #MUT-Festival
(Mut being the German word for “courage”) – a corporate
event open to all employees with the aim of propagating the
new approach toward work. The company wanted to stress
the importance of courage and encourage its employees to
seize the opportunities offered by digitization. The festival
offered multiple parallel sessions where people could discuss,
share tools, or methods, learn new skills, or tell others about
incidents at work that required courage.

Reflecting on the scope the change process has taken so far,
Svenja Reinecke, Communication and Transparency Manager
within the Kulturwandel 4.0 team, said: “Until today the Otto
Group achieved nothing short of a corporate movement. Something that goes way beyond the usual administered change
programs we have seen in the past. A movement that has its own
festivals, hard-core fans, social media channels, etc. A movement that started at some point somewhere but by now goes way
beyond its initially intended scope. We are really proud of what
we achieved together.”
Still, the culture change at OTTO Group also followed and still
follows the lead of economic necessity. Alexander Birken, CEO of
the Otto Group, stressed: “We do not do cultural change in order
for people to feel good but in order to survive.” This is probably
the level of urgency and commitment a company has to invest in
order for its change program to succeed.
Four years after the start of the change process, the executive
board members still reserve one day a month to talk among themselves about the current state of the cultural change program and
any necessary adjustments.

READING RECOMMENDATION:

Petra Scharner-Wolff, Member of the Executive Board and Chief Financial
Officer (CFO), Controlling, Human Resources at OTTO Group was the patron
of the #MUT-Festival.
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To better understand the scope of the cultural
change program at OTTO Group, anyone
interested can follow their blog (German only):
www.ottogroupunterwegs.com/blog

CASE STUDY ING: CULTURAL CHANGE THROUGH OPEN AND
TRANSPARENT COMMUNICATION
ING Germany is a subsidiary of ING Group headquartered in the Netherlands. The bank
achieved a pretax profit of EUR 1.322 billion in 2019 and has 4,790 employees serving
over 9 million customers. The core business areas are savings deposits, mortgage lending,
securities business, consumer loans, and current accounts for private customers.
The following case study will give an impression of the importance of internal communications for of the cultural transformation experienced by ING’s German subsidiary.

About the agile transformation of ING Germany
The agile transformation program ‘One agile way of working’
initially started at ING in the Netherlands in June 2015. There was
no particular financial imperative to do so, since the company was
performing well. Customer behavior and expectations, however,
were rapidly changing in response to new digital distribution
channels. Thus, the bank wanted its work to be more customer-centric and adjust more flexibly to changing customer needs.
After the transformation in the home market was a success, the
group decided in 2017 to roll out the “One agile way of working”
program internationally. In 2018, the German subsidiary in
Frankfurt started its own agile transformation. The challenge was
to adopt the model from the Netherlands to the business model
and internal structures in Germany.

Structural reorganization backed up by a cultural
change program
The change program of ING Germany included both a structural
reorganization of the whole organization based on agile principles (disintegration of former departments, organization in
centers of expertise, squads, circles, and tribes) as well as a
cultural change program. The dominant concept behind the structural change was to achieve an ‘end-to-end principle,’ meaning
that employees work in multidisciplinary teams (squads or tribes)
that comprise a mix of specialists – e.g. from marketing, sales,
user-experience designers, data analysts, and IT engineers – all
focused on solving a certain problem and offering a better solution for the client.
The cultural change program was designed to support this
process. It revolves around the establishment of an agile
mindset and agile principles and focuses on the empowerment
of employees, their self-efficiency, collaboration, assumption of
responsibility, trust, and continuous learning and improvement.

Implementing the change program with an ‘Agile
Adventure’ campaign
The change process was driven by a squad (project team) that
was composed of a diverse range of people from different areas
of the organization: marketing, HR, strategy, communications
and several business units. The change program itself was
implemented through a large-scale internal ‘Agile Adventure’
campaign that was designed to communicate the change in a
rather playful way via a jungle adventure theme and gamification elements. The two essential modes were ‘Way of Working’-training sessions for selected leadership personnel and
‘Agile Xperience’-workshops open to every employee. These
were organized and accompanied by local transformation teams
and internal agile coaches. Here employees learned about the
new mindset and values but also about agile methods such as
Scrum, Kanban, or PACE.

Changing the culture of communication
One of the crucial success factors was changing the culture of
communication. It is important to explain the necessity of a
structural reorganization, to provide roadmaps, to cultivate positive images, and to stimulate support.
In a phase of transition, uncertainty is extremely high and can
only be countered by constant, transparent communication. First
and foremost, employees must understand the purpose of the
transformation and how it fits the strategy. Laura Wirtz leads
the Center of Expertise Strategy & Business Development at ING
Germany and is responsible for the change process. Looking
back, she states: “What we needed to communicate again and
again, is ‘Why are we doing this? What is the goal and how does it
contribute to our strategy?’”
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The ‘Agile Adventure’ campaign at ING Germany

» The training sessions and workshops were extremely effective in reducing uncertainty and incomprehension among the employees. We wanted to communicate the
agile change program in a playful way, framing it as a kind of adventure. However,
employees can find it childish and condescending, and this can lead to the rejection
of the change process or to the situation where it is not taken seriously. We started
with a very playful approach but later aimed for a more serious note. «
Stefanie Nachtigall, Expert Internal Communication, ING Germany

Many communication measures were designed, organized, and
conducted by the transformation squad. This is a pattern we
observed in a couple of other organizations, too. The communication prior to and during the change process is not necessarily
the sole responsibility of the communication department. Oftentimes special transformation units are established that take over
different communication tasks, too. The ING squad, for example,
also included former communication personnel. That came as no
surprise considering the importance of communication in the
change process.
ING also decided against a top-down, matter-of-fact communication, but opted for an iterative, pathway-accompanying
communication. According to the principle of ‘minimal viable
product,’ the current state of knowledge and work was shared,
which might have to be revised later. However, the strategy of
showing small, quick wins paid off.

12
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Furthermore, ING deliberately dispensed with the usual
communication cascade. No selected part of the organization
should have a big information advantage. Thus, the classic transformation bottleneck – middle management – were not supposed
to act as gatekeepers. As reported from other companies in our
project, middle management tend to be the ‘quicksand’ in which
change initiatives can get stuck.

Successful communication formats
The approach of communicating from the board directly to every
employee from the very beginning did pay off. Various communication formats, some of which were newly developed, were used:
Open-Door Sessions: Here the board of directors was
available at certain times each month to answer questions
and receive suggestions from every employee – without an
appointment or agenda.

» We wanted to encourage more ideas to see
the light of day and not be nipped in the bud
by seven levels of hierarchy. «
Laura Wirtz, Head of Strategy / Lead Center of Expertise Strategy &
Business Development, ING Germany

Townhall meetings: Employees were free to ask any number
of critical questions. Instead of management intervening in
advance, critical questions were deliberately allowed.
Social intranet: Same was true for an unedited, uncensored
social intranet, where employees could talk freely and voice
their frustration and concerns.
Pizza sessions: True to their name, pizza was served while
members of the ING transformation team visited teams and
departments from every business unit that was interested.
During the sessions, representatives of the culture change
team clarified open questions and ambiguities about the
change program to a small circle of colleagues. This dialogue
in small groups helped, on the one hand, to directly address
concerns and fears, and, on the other hand, it also enabled
the participants to directly practice agile exchange and
communication culture.

There were also plenty of written and indirect communication formats – staff magazine, brochures, give-aways – but
the decisive success factors were definitely the personal,
direct communication formats.
Just like in other companies, the change process at ING has
led to an upgrading of internal communications. Sabine Vreden,
Lead Internal Communication, says: “One of the main tasks of the
transformation squad was communicating the change program,
informing and convincing employees of its merits. The squad
always had direct access to the board. Thus, the board was very
much involved in a couple of internal communication measures.
I think that helped to achieve more awareness for the necessity –
but also the complexity – of internal communication.”

CAVEAT
• Take everyone on board: The cultural change programs
proclaimed by many organizations at the moment put a
strong emphasis on business innovation and exploiting
the promises of the digital transformation. It is,
however, problematic when creativity and innovation
are outsourced to so-called innovation hubs, swarms,
think tanks, or creativity campuses. Many companies
try to achieve a breakthrough by putting the best, most
talented and most creative minds together in one place.
Then the results of these ‘behind closed doors’ processes
are delivered to the rest of the company and expected
to be greeted with great enthusiasm. The result is that
cultural change appears to be something the ‘head-

quarter elite’ is concerned with – and spend a lot of money
on – but nothing actually changes in the daily business of
the majority of employees.
• Appeal to white- and blue-collar workers alike: In manufacturing companies and traditional industries, cultural
change programs reach only a specific group of employees.
This can lead to resistance and cynicism among those
employees who see a huge gap between the ‘bright surface’
of their organization and the reality they experience at
work. Many internal communication experts we have interviewed are caught between what they had to communicate
and the realities many employees live in.
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