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Between 2007 and 2010, the City of 
Ottawa, in the Province of Ontario, Canada, 
successfully developed and implemented a 
strategy to help foster a culture of Service 
Excellence (SE) throughout all city services 
and operations. Serving as the primary 
team leading this effort, we were the 
Director of OD and Performance (Gray), 
the Deputy City Manager for Operations 
(Kanellakos), and an external consultant 
(Patwell). Given that more than 70% of 
large-scale organizational change initiatives 
fail, this case study offers some valuable 
insights that can help OD profession-
als become more successful leading and 
 managing change initiatives. 

We know that achieving a significant 
shift in culture requires a special “magic.” 
The OD initiative must be well planned yet 
open to constant adjustment, and designed 
to motivate people to embrace change. 
Leaders, managers, and employees need 
to be highly committed and must learn to 
work in alignment with each other, under-
standing and practicing the same vision 
and organizational values. 

We discovered that the special magic 
of culture change lies in perceiving it not 
as a single transformation but rather as 
a series of small shifts occurring over 
time among the many groups of stake-
holders. In this article, we will share our 
story, focusing not on the theoretical 
underpinnings of our design but on the 
practical steps we took to create a positive 
environment for change, to develop lead-
ers and managers, and to motivate every 
city employee to adopt the mindset and 
practices of SE. We will provide a model of 

Service Excellence, a description of several 
innovative approaches we implemented to 
drive many culture shifts, and a discussion 
of the evaluation framework we established 
to assess the impact. These strategies can 
be incorporated into any organization’s 
change journey that requires the engage-
ment and collaboration of a critical mass 
of employees. 

The Background 

In 2001, the new City of Ottawa was cre-
ated through an amalgamation of 11 local 
municipalities. The enlarged municipal-
ity now counts 912,000 residents and 
employs more than 19,000. Ottawa is one 
of the most distinctive and successful cit-
ies in Canada. 

Because of its rapid population 
growth, and due to public pressures to 
be more accountable, cost effective, and 
responsive to its citizens’ needs, the City’s 
Council embarked in early 2007 on devel-
oping a strategy to implement the concept 
of SE into all its functions and operations. 
Senior city managers began by conducting 
benchmarking tours and researching best 
practices in SE among both public and 
private sector organizations and internally 
to help shape their plans. 

Creating a Service Excellence Model

The Service Excellence Framework is based 
on the work of Heintzman and Marson’s 
(2005) public sector value chain. In 
essence, this concept posits that a public 
sector service delivery organization can 
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develop and implement a broad strategy 
to ensure that the people who use gov-
ernment services are satisfied with those 
 services, and that the employees who 
deliver those services are highly engaged 
in their work. SE is effectively a commit-
ment to creating a positive employee/
customer experience with each and 
every transaction. 

The basic model of Service Excel-
lence in the public sector incorporates 
three  elements: 1) employee engagement 
+ 2) customer satisfaction that leads to 
3) trust and confidence. The City of Ottawa 
modified this model by adding “operational 
excellence” to reflect the realities of munic-
ipal government. Their rationale was that 
if a government does not have the right 
processes and services, it does not matter 
how much one invests in training employ-
ees or satisfying customers, you cannot 
truly achieve Service Excellence without 
operational excellence. 

Figure 1 depicts how the City of Ottawa 
defined its Service Excellence Framework. 
The diagram shows an interrelationship 
between the four variables—employee 
engagement, operational performance, 
client satisfaction, and confidence and trust 
in the City of Ottawa—and the premises 
upon which each one is built. 

To improve SE, Heintzman and 
Marson’s 2005 research demonstrates that 
there are clear causal and measurable rela-
tionships between variables. For example, 
if you raise employee engagement, it 
tends to drive higher levels of operational 
performance and client satisfaction. If you 
increase operational performance, it boosts 
employee engagement and client satisfac-
tion. Effectively, the elements of the model 
reinforce each other. Improving any one 
factor creates a positive feedback loop lift-
ing the other variables and becoming a “vir-
tuous circle.” Once you get the cycle going, 
the work to increase and sustain overall SE 
becomes easier. Thus, to improve SE, the 
following steps can be taken:
 » Identify the drivers that influence each 

of the variables of the value chain.
 » Measure each of the drivers to deter-

mine a baseline.
 » Identify improvement strategies and 

prioritize them based on quantitative 
measurement of the drivers.

 » Implement the improvement strate-
gies, resulting in service improvement 
results.

 » Maintain a continual approach and 
measurement strategy to create sus-
tained change. 

Sensitivity to Initial Conditions 

As we evaluated the steps to implement SE 
in Ottawa, it was clear that the culture shift 
would require extensive leadership buy-in 
and employee engagement. This would 
entail a large-scale organizational realign-
ment, including restructuring jobs and 
roles, redefining the role of leadership, and 
raising employee engagement at all levels. 
We had to shift the city’s culture so that 
every employee would have the customer 
in his or her line of sight. 

We were keenly aware that culture 
change often engenders resistance. We 
would need to create a strong perception 
of authenticity and transparency to ensure 
that people accepted SE as more than just 
an OD or HR training exercise. We had 
to embed the concepts of SE into the city 
government culture to make it sustainable 
over the long-term. 

We also had to show sensitivity to 
the existing organizational context. City 
of Ottawa employees already had a high 

level of pride in their work. They regarded 
themselves as providing quality service, 
especially given the sometimes con-
flicting politics of government and the 
tight  restrictions they faced on budgets, 
resources, and available technology. We 
had to engage employees in adopting the 
concepts of SE while honoring and build-
ing on their pride for their work and previ-
ous successes. 

Another challenge we faced was that 
the City government was large and diverse. 
Operations were spread out amongst 18 
branches and shared services. To account 
for the tremendous variations among them 
in function and character, we realized that 
one of our guiding principles had to be that 
we could not universally define SE for every 
branch. Each one needed to understand 
and implement SE according to the nature 
of its work and its customers. 

Developing a Roadmap 

Given that the City’s Executive Council and 
Senior Management Committee had been 
involved in developing the SE model, most 
senior City Managers were already conver-
sant with the concepts of SE. Our first goal 
was, therefore, to extend awareness of SE 
down to the city’s middle (line) managers. 
We began by conducting a one-day Manag-
ers Forum involving more than 300 depart-
ment managers. This was the first time this 
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level of management had an opportunity to 
speak with the senior City Managers about 
SE. We designed the event to maximize 
dialogue, giving department managers 
ample opportunity to ask questions about 
what SE would mean in the context of their 
own work. 

We then asked the managers to return 
to their teams to discuss SE and begin 
thinking about their own definition of 
it and how it might impact their depart-
ments and clients. They were not asked 
to begin making any changes, simply to 
envision what shape SE would take in their 
departments. In the context of our theory 
on the magic of culture shifts, this Manag-
ers Forum represented the first small but 
necessary shift.

Using feedback from senior and 
middle managers, we next devised an 
18-month roadmap, City of Ottawa Service 
Excellence Implementation Plan, breaking 
down our plans into concrete steps and key 
milestones. The document included a time-
line, a list of deliverables, and a preliminary 
division of responsibilities from mid-2008 
through the end of 2009. The main ele-
ments of our roadmap were as follows: 
 » Gather both quantitative and qualitative 

data that would help us develop a clear 
picture of the current performance 
levels for each of the four components 
of the SE framework. We would use 
surveys and interviews to collect the 
data. 

 » Involve managers and employees in 
the analysis of the data and then in 
the creation and implementation of 
specific improvement plans. This deci-
sion reflected our conviction that every 
branch of government had to define its 
own goals for SE in the context of its 
current operations. 

 » Distinguish between corporate-wide 
and departmental improvement efforts. 
This was likewise an important factor 
in our sensitivity to initial conditions 
because implementing SE could not 
result in holding city employees respon-
sible for improvements beyond their 
control. We needed to draw a bright line 
between what SE entailed at the corpo-
rate level versus what it would mean for 
each department. 

 » Design improvement projects using 
an iterative and incremental approach. 
This decision reflected again our sense 
that culture shifts require many small 
movements among stakeholders across 
the 18 branches. We would need to 
orchestrate numerous efforts simulta-
neously, each operating independently 
at its own speed. This led us to recog-
nize that we had to begin assembling a 
larger group of Organizational Develop-
ment (OD) professionals to act as inter-
nal consultants, coaches, facilitators, 
and a task force who would work closely 
with branches and departments to help 
coordinate the SE efforts. 

 » Provide a coordinating mechanism 
through the Organizational Develop-
ment and Performance group (ODP) to 
bring data from all initiatives together 
and create a unified strategy and evalua-
tion process. 

Leadership Development 

While 2008 was spent on building aware-
ness of SE, we devoted much of 2009 to 
leadership development. We first con-
ducted several Senior Management Com-
mittee (SMC) retreats to help us create a 
focused leadership development strategy 
to guide the development of the City’s 
Branch General Managers, Shared Service 
Directors, Department Managers and front 
line Supervisors. From their feedback, we 
soon rolled out dedicated initiatives to train 
each level of management and engage 
them in SE planning exercises. The follow-
ing highlight some of the key workshops 
we held: 
 » Managers Forums—While the first 

round of manager forums in 2008 
involved 300 department managers, 
this next round targeted 500. The goal, 
this time, was to provide updates on 
the SE strategy and obtain their input 
for next steps. Some of the educational 
components of the forums included: 
two workshops conducted by Disney 
focused on the “Customer Experience”; 
panel presentations and discussions 
focused on internal and external best 
SE practices; dialogue sessions between 
the Senior Managers and department 

managers on what it takes to advance 
SE in the City; and presentations about 
internal SE stories that allowed man-
agers to begin celebrating successes 
already achieved. 

 » Supervisor Symposiums—Address-
ing front line supervisors was a critical 
component of our leadership develop-
ment strategy. In the city’s history, 
supervisors had never previously been 
trained or brought together in a collab-
orative effort, yet they were responsible 
for managing employees and the cus-
tomer experience on a day-to-day basis. 
Their engagement in SE was critical. 
As a result, we conducted a series of 
symposiums that ultimately touched 
nearly 1,500 supervisors. These helped 
establish a constructive new dynamic 
among supervisors, even inspiring 
them to form their own collabora-
tive network to share experiences and 
ideas, thus breaking down some of the 
silos that existed among the many city 
departments.

 » Employee Engagement—We also cre-
ated initiatives to engage employees 
directly in participating in culture 
change. One of these was a city-wide 
employee survey we conducted in 
2009, which collected data on current 
practices and solicited their feedback. 
From those results, we derived numer-
ous insights about employee atti-
tudes, motivations, and concerns that 
informed the actions we would eventu-
ally take to address employees. 

The Gallery Walk 

Following the SMC retreats in 2009, we 
asked all 18 Branch General Managers 
and Shared Service Directors to develop 
a 3-year Service Excellence Plan as part of 
their operational planning process. This 
reflected again our notion that each branch 
had to define SE on its own terms. In 2010, 
they began launching their plans. 

However, like most senior manage-
ment teams, the SMC was challenged to 
create a shared understanding about SE 
plans, transfer knowledge, and identify 
mutual needs and interdependencies so 
they could more effectively achieve the 
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organization’s vision and goals. It is not 
uncommon in times of change for people 
at executive levels to struggle with how 
much of their strategic plans to disclose 
to peers and superiors due to political 
and power conflicts, or wanting to protect 
their limited resources of people, time, 
and budget.

To address this challenge, we designed 
an event we called the “Gallery Walk” 
whose purpose was to encourage the SMC 
members to openly communicate their SE 
plans to each other and share innovative 
ideas among their peers. We took the 18 
SE plans, enlarged them to poster size, and 
hung them on the walls like artwork in a 
gallery. We then invited the General Man-
agers to walk around the room in silence, 
reviewing each plan, and writing their feed-
back—questions, suggestions, recommen-
dations—right on the posters. Each GM 
then gave a brief presentation about their 
plan and addressed the feedback written on 
the posters from their peers. 

The process surfaced, in a very natural 
way, the many synergies and common 
challenges experienced by the GMs and 
reinforced the value of collaboration 
and knowledge sharing. Interestingly, 
it also highlighted how different each 
branch was in their SE process, con-
cretely demon strating that not everyone 
can be at the same place in devising or 
implementing their plan. But the general 
outcome was very positive. All branches 
were making progress towards their SE 
goals; culture shifts were underway in 
many places.  Overall, the event proved to 
be a con structive experience that added 
synergy to the GMs’ planning and imple-
mentations in a unique, engaging, and 
productive way. 

The SE Leads Program 

While the SE plans were being imple-
mented in 2010, we recognized that depart-
ment managers would need extensive 
advice and consulting as they put new prac-
tices into place. To accommodate this, one 
of the core strategies we created was the 
“SE Leads Program.” The program sought 
to create a cadre of 55 “team leads,” selected 
from throughout the city, who would be 

responsible for interpreting and leading the 
SE implementation plan in their branch 
or service area. We designed a training 
program to build on the participants’ 
prior experiences and backgrounds, while 
providing them with new tools, techniques, 
and processes to strengthen their leader-
ship competencies. The SE Leads learned 
how to “coach and influence upwards” so 
they could feel comfortable speaking with 
supervisors and General Managers about 
how their departments were moving for-
ward with their SE plans. 

One fundamental principle we fol-
lowed in the SE Leads Program was to “use 
work, not make work.” We wanted par-
ticipants to learn in real time, using their 
actual work assignments as the anchor for 
their training and development. To do this, 
we created three special assignments for 
the SE Leads: 
 » Individual SE Project: We asked the 

Leads to identify and work on a SE proj-
ect of their own choice. The projects 
had to be within their span of control 
and aligned with their overall branch 
or departmental SE plan. Participants 
were invited to draw on the resources 
of other SE Leads to help shape and 
advance their projects. At the conclu-
sion of the assignment, we asked them 
to report on their accomplishments. 
In December 2010, the 55 SE Leads 
presented 22 SE projects to Senior 
Management, who returned unani-
mous approval. Many of these projects 
are still ongoing, with some utilizing 
cross-functional or, in some cases, 
cross-departmental teams, another 
confirmation of how we were slowly 
disrupting silos and making culture 
shifts happen.

For example, a team from the Public 
Works Department sought to develop 
a communications plan to promote 
SE in their branch. Their goal was to 
educate both internal employees and 
the public about the important role that 
Public Works provides for residents and 
visitors to the city. In planning their 
project, they realized they could benefit 
by involving the city’s communications 
group, IT, OD, and several other depart-
ments. They put together a shared 

action plan to collaborate, and piloted 
their idea on Canada Day. They gave 
cameras to all Public Works employees 
and asked them to capture “A Day in 
the Life of Public Works” by photo-
graphing themselves doing their jobs 
that day. The photos were collected and 
turned into a video, which was shared 
with all SE Leads and internal branches 
of the city government. 

The project spawned many inter-
esting results. It inspired other SE 
Leads to replicate the idea in their own 
departments. It also became a model at 
the corporate level, as city-wide videos 
about SE improvements and successes 
were produced. Finally, it taught many 
managers about what is required to 
empower and engage their employees.

 » Service Excellence Field Study: A 
second special “use work” project we 
created for SE Leads was to undertake 
a field study in which they had “to walk 
in the shoes of their clients.” The goal 
was to have them experience a city ser-
vice first-hand, by being “the customer.” 
They were required to take notes dur-
ing every step of their experience to 
evaluate the quality of the service, and 
even to write down their feelings about 
how they were treated as a client. Many 
participants discovered real “moments 
of truth” about the quality of city 
services. Some Leads were so inspired, 
they proposed new strategies to create 
“WOW” moments and eliminate “OW” 
moments in the client experience.

 » Friendly Consulting Exercise: Lastly, we 
gave SE Leads a third unique exercise 
based on the work of Henry Mintzberg 
and the Advanced Leadership Program 
at McGill University. Called “friendly 
consulting,” the exercise asked teams 
of Leads to research and analyze a key 
SE challenge or issue in a department 
or branch other than their own. They 
then had to present their observations 
and recommendations for change in a 
positive way to the Challenge Cham-
pion Team responsible for leading that 
improvement. The goal was to teach 
the SE Leads how to use their own 
knowledge and expertise to provide con-
structive criticism to their peers. The 
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exercise stretched them to go beyond 
their own personal experiences to 
understand how cultural and systemic 
issues can impact service excellence 
across the City.

Following this exercise, many SE Leads 
achieved a significant breakthrough, a 
sort of epiphany, in their understanding 
of culture change that aligned them with 
the SE philosophy and strategic approach. 
When we asked them to reflect on the com-
mon themes and patterns that emerged 
across the City, the SE Leads recognized 
that many departments shared common 
challenges. The importance of being truly 
client focused, collaborating, and shar-
ing information as well as valuing team-
work became viscerally evident to them. 
They recognized that a common formula 
for success could be applied to every 
challenge explored. 

At the same time, they also saw how 
positive change was already starting to 
happen, moving departments towards 
authentic SE practices. One participant 
referred to the City as a big tanker ship that 
takes time to turn around. The transforma-
tion happens not all at once, but in small 
movements that eventually alter the direc-
tion. It takes the efforts of many people to 
make these shifts, and they must happen 
at the right time and in the right sequence. 
As the SE Leads concluded, if we look at 
change this way, it becomes less threaten-
ing, less overwhelming, and more purpose-
ful, powerful, magical, and rewarding.

These exercises, reflections, and check-
point meetings began bridging the gap that 
had existed between senior city leaders and 
their employees. The SE Leads became far 
more effective in mobilizing the efforts of 
their departments to adopt the SE practices 
and keep progress moving forward. 

Our Evaluation Framework

It is difficult to evaluate complex change. 
There are many OD models available 
to assess programs, but most address 
planned change. They fail to take into 
account emergent change. We designed 
the SE Leads Program Evaluation process 
to evaluate both. 

Our model is built on the foundations 
of Donald Kirkpatrick’s Four Levels to 
evaluate learning and training programs 
(1993) and the elements of Classical and 
Postmodern OD as described by Gervase 
Bushe and Robert Marshak (2008). Since 
we were working on shifting culture, we 
especially wanted to reflect on and evaluate 
learning as it showed up in the emergent 
changes throughout the SE Leads program. 
We therefore built into our evaluation 
methodology numerous “snapshots” and 
“milestones” that would allow us to assess 
what everyone was learning at a given 
moment in time. Our Evaluation Frame-
work was thus comprised of assessing 
three overarching areas: 
 » Vision, Context, Goals and Objectives – 

Our model took into account vision and 
context as well as goals and objectives. 
Many evaluations focus only on goals 
and objectives in the form of cost 
savings and outcomes, using quanti-
tative data that all departments map 
into their business strategies. But this 
fails to examine progress towards the 
purpose—the overarching vision and 
context for the project. This requires 
qualitative data. For this reason, we 
periodically interviewed the SE Leads 
and asked them to describe in words 
how their departments and branches 
were going beyond a basic understand-
ing of the meaning of SE to truly inte-
grating the framework, mindset, and 
practices in their daily work. This evalu-
ation helped us assess the strength of 
the real culture shift that was underway. 

 » Personal Learning and Insights—At the 
beginning of the individual SE proj-
ects, many of the Leads automatically 
designed their projects using a classical 
planned change approach. They identi-
fied a start and finish date and defined 
a fixed outcome they wanted to achieve. 
However, they soon realized that they 
had to adapt or even alter their plans 
due to emerging circumstances and 
events as they arose. Throughout the SE 
Lead Workshops and other leadership 
activities, they learned how to adjust 
their personal leadership approach and 
redesign their plans, often requiring the 
collaboration and inclusiveness of other 

stakeholders, groups, and connections 
with other departments to gain more 
impact. To measure their progress, we 
asked them to complete an open-ended 
written exercise called the SE Leads 
Reflections on Fostering a Culture of 
Service Excellence, where they had to 
comment on their personal learning 
journey. This self-reflection process 
proved invaluable in raising their con-
fidence and boosting their insights into 
how to better lead and manage their 
SE projects.

 » Relationships and Community—This 
element in our evaluation strategy 
was critical to the success of the entire 
project. Since one of our key objectives 
was to build more effective working 
relationships and a network of SE 
Leads across the City, we decided to 
assess the strength of their community 
and the connections between them. 
We did this using formal techniques 
such as evaluation surveys, but we 
also used informal techniques such as 
tapping into the feedback we received 
about how well the SE Leads bonded 
and shared knowledge during the 
group discussions they had in their 
learning clusters where they used mod-
ules from CoachingOurselves, a man-
agement and leadership development 
process created by Henry Mintzberg 
and Phil LeNir. In the end, we were 
pleasantly surprised to find that the SE 
Leads had formed a very close commu-
nity, with 100% of them volunteering 
to continue their role in the coming 
years as mentors for the next group of 
SE Leads. 

All three of these evaluation techniques 
were heavily weighted toward encourag-
ing reflection and conducting strategic 
conversations with the SE Leads to assess 
the effectiveness and impact of their 
actions. The key influence on our evalua-
tion framework was the work of Mintzberg, 
who emphasizes that what counts in the 
aftermath of a Learning and Develop-
ment initiative is impact. In other words, 
does the learning of those who are trained 
transfer back into the organization beyond 
the manager participating in a session. 
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This philosophy inspired us to frequently 
seek to capture the impacts that would help 
us better gauge the effectiveness of our pro-
cess and the inside story of culture change. 
The other influence comes from Beverley 
Patwell and Edith Whitfield Seashore who 
describe the influence of the choices lead-
ers make in their Use of Self and the ripple 
impact they can have on teams and the 
organization. 

Results of the SE Strategy

In the course of three years, from 2007 to 
the end of 2010, we witnessed a profound 
and quantifiable transformation in city ser-
vices due to the implementation of SE. The 
list of individual corporate and departmen-
tal SE accomplishments is extensive and 
would take pages to detail. 

More importantly, culture change at 
the department level has been extraordi-
nary. To date, the SE modifications speak 
to a wide variety of activities that have 
heightened employee engagement and the 
quality of decision making that impacts 
customers. We have seen more than 200 
efficiency initiatives accomplished to date, 
many emphasizing new efforts at automa-
tion. There are also new employee recogni-
tion programs based on service excellence. 

Of special note, silos are coming down; 
we are seeing far more joint meetings 
across city departments, and more effective 
and strategic working relationships that 
had not existed before. There are new com-
munication efforts among departments to 
share client experiences. The client is now 
on the radar of every department. Every 
employee understands their “line of sight” 
and individual impact on the citizen’s expe-
rience. And many departments are still in 
the midst of implementing follow-on plans 
that will make even more changes. 

Our Key Insights about Culture Shift

Most people are fearful and resist organi-
zational culture change. This case study 
explains the process and strategies that we 
took to understand the City of Ottawa’s 
culture and the pride that its employees 
have about working there. This foundation 
helped us, as the OD team, to understand 

what was sacred about the organization’s 
values and culture, but it also pointed out 
clearly what operations and attitudes had to 
change. If we had to list takeaways and key 
insights in our process, we would identify 
the following: 
1.	 Think in Terms of Small Shifts—Rather 

than attempting to use brute force to 
implement a sudden transformation 
in the work styles and attitudes of city 
employees, we chose to frame the pro-
cess as a series of small but steady cul-
ture shifts. Combined, these  eventually 
created momentum and synergy, 
leading to a profound and  sustainable 
change in the entire culture. 

2.	 Strong Focus on Leadership Develop-
ment – Our team focused heavily on 
leadership development for an entire 
year before embarking on the specific 
elements of the change initiative. We 
created a strong framework and process 
to educate and orient the city’s senior 
executives, Branch General Managers, 
and Shared Service Directors around 
the concepts of SE. As leaders, they 
were responsible for introducing SE in 
their branches and departments and 
overseeing corporate and departmental 
SE plans. Obtaining their buy-in and 
commitment to change was a major 
factor in our success. 

3.	 Strong Project Management—Our 
team adhered to a rigorous top-down 
project management philosophy by 
creating specific plans, timelines, and 
firm milestones to introduce SE to all 
stakeholders in the city. We insisted 
on adherence to honor corporate and 
departmental commitments to SE so as 
to keep the action moving forward. This 
strategic decision proved invaluable in 

overcoming resistance to change while 
maintaining focus, continuity and the 
momentum necessary for large-scale, 
complex systemic change. 

4.	 Recognition of the Importance of 
Knowledge Transfer—We recognized 
that in large-scale transformations, 
it is vital to use the knowledge of the 
few to impact the many. Our strategic 
roadmap included many learning initia-
tives—workshops, retreats, sympo-
siums—aimed at relaying information 
about SE to every level of management 
and staff. Other initiatives were sup-
ported with coaching and mentoring to 
develop a critical mass of leaders who 

could manage the SE implementation 
in their departments. The 50 SE Leads 
proved to be key resources and motiva-
tors, helping department managers 
interpret and create new SE practices 
quickly and purposefully.

5.	 Focus on Building Community—Many 
elements in our strategic planning 
process were aimed at building a 
community around SE. We needed to 
encourage people to network and share 
challenges, knowledge, and success 
stories that would ultimately help them 
to complete the tasks required for their 
SE plans. One of our most significant 
victories in this regard was being able 
to finally break down silos among 
departments in the city and create a 
shared understanding of the teamwork 
required to implement SE across the 
city and across functions.

6.	 Commitment to “Use Work, Not Make 
Work”—An important element in the 
success and rapidity of the effort was 
our decision to “use work, not make 
work.” In all of our awareness forums 

Rather than attempting to use brute force to implement a 
sudden transformation in the work styles and attitudes of city 
employees, we chose to frame the process as a series of small 
but steady culture shifts. Combined, these  eventually created 
momentum and synergy, leading to a profound and  sustainable 
change in the entire culture.
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and training workshops, we had lead-
ers, managers, and SE Leads use their 
actual work experiences to identify 
successful SE experiences, gaps, and 
improvement strategies rather than 
working on a hypothetical or textbook 
situation. This kept their work real and 
meaningful. 

7.	 Emphasis on Continuous Evaluation 
and Impact—We sought to rethink and 
develop new OD evaluation practices 
that would take into account not just 
planned but emergent changes and 
adaptations. One reason for this was 
our conviction that we could not force 
everyone in a large organization to 
accomplish change at the same pace. 
We had to create ongoing feedback 
mechanisms that allowed us to con-
stantly measure results, keep track of 
themes and patterns that emerged, 
and make new recommendations as 
needed. A second reason was that 
we believed it was vital to constantly 
measure the quantifiable and qualita-
tive impact that these initiatives were 
having on the culture. 

8.	 Use of Internal and External OD 
Consultants—Because of the size of 
the organization, we recognized that 
we had to augment the original staff of 
6 OD internal consultants with nearly 
20 new consultants who were hired 
to assist with coaching and training 
managers and departmental staff. 
We trained these new consultants as 
part of the SE Leads program so they 
were learning simultaneously with 
the SE Leads and department manag-
ers. This proved invaluable in that the 
OD consultants developed a strong 
shared sense of the challenges every-
one faced, which helped them become 
accepted and respected advisors to the 
departments working alongside the 
SE Leads.

9.	 A Long-term Shared Vision—Right 
from the start of our effort, we rec-
ognized that culture change requires 
a long-term commitment. We were 
patient, yet steadfast in our dedication 
to see the change through. In the first 
year, we focused on creating alignment 
and a common vision of SE with the 

Senior Leadership team. Following this 
process, we created a strong SE leader-
ship development strategy and road-
map for the coming years. This strategy 
included SE plans comprised of many 
initiatives to take place over three years. 
We directed our efforts at every level of 
management (executive, middle, and 
line supervisors) as well as employees. 
As stated earlier, we did not impose 
this vision in a fixed form on the many 
stakeholders involved. We asked each 
department to discover and interpret 
SE in their own context, shifting its 
practices relative to their own func-
tions and at their own pace. In many 
ways, the effort was both top-down and 
bottom up, yet sharing the same overall 
long-term vision of a new culture. 

We believe our process is transferable 
to any organization that needs to build 
employee engagement, and deeply under-
stand their culture to achieve success. 
Ottawa is now benefitting from a highly 
engaged city government workforce that 
goes to great lengths to satisfy its citizens 

who utilize thousands of city services day 
after day. The culture shift is evident and 
palpable. In the world of OD, it would be 
hard to ask for a better result. 
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