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Digitisation has made value-creation 
processes intangible; innovations are 
increasingly dealt with through the 
backdoor; garage start-ups are growing 
into giants

8
20 years ago the big 
companies of the  
old "Deutschland aG" 
(Daimler, Siemens, 
Dresdner Bank, 
hoechst, BaSF, 
thyssen, BMW or 
Bosch) dominated  
the image of 
Germany...  

2
...but today of these 
eight companies  
one has died, one 
survives only through 
state aid, two have 
had life-threatening  
crises and two  
have deteriorated 
significantly under 
global competition

Until 20 years ago the big companies of  
the old "Deutschland AG" dominated  
the image of Germany. Whether Daimler, 

Siemens, Dresdner Bank, Hoechst, BASF, Thyssen, 
BMW or Bosch, successful German companies had 
a long tradition of large research budgets, stable 
business models, long-term customer relationships 
and a reliable legal framework in which to operate. 

They also had social mechanisms in place in order 
to assure the stability of their own culture. These 
were not just social agreements with “co-managing” 
unions but also ties of loyalty, even obedience, 
within their management teams. 

The past two decades have called all this into 
question. Globalisation – not only in Germany 
but also in all so-called old economies – has led 
to a "re-measurement of the world". 

Industrial behemoths are dying faster than ever, 
swallowed up or languishing in bureaucracy. 
Digitisation has made value-creation processes 
intangible; innovations are increasingly dealt with 
through the backdoor; garage start-ups are growing 
into giants. 

The large corporations of Deutschland AG, which 
carry with them the baggage of their history, have 
been travelling in dangerous waters. Compared to 
the many small speedboats and international giant 
liners they often look like Roman galleys. 

Of the eight companies mentioned above, one has 
died, one survives only through state aid, two 
have had life-threatening crises and two have 
deteriorated significantly under global competition. 

thomas Sattelberger, EFMD's Vice-
President for Corporate Services argues that  
corporate universities must evolve from 
being socialisation and knowledge transfer 
machines to helping their parent companies 
undertake effective transformation
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"Ambidexterity": nurturing core business  
and innovation 

Long-established large companies are usually 
characterised by different polarities: old and new 
businesses; established sales areas and emerging 
markets; efficiency programmes and innovation 
initiatives; centralised bureaucracy and peripheral 
dynamics of change; administrators and 
entrepreneurs; a dominant number culture  
and an experimental ethos. 

This was popularised by Robert Duncan and 
James March as the concept of "organisational 
ambidexterity”. A company must be able to cope 
with two opposing issues equally well if it is to 
handle disruptive change. 

To seize the opportunities of the present and 
systematically exploit the potential of the future 
demands two parallel organisational structures or 
mental maps, one for the full exploitation of the 
current business, the other for researching new 
business ideas. 

Yet this is only effective in the long-term for a 
few. Dinosaurs either end up in a crisis situation 
and probably death, or are able to transform 
themselves radically. 

The radical transformation needed is related to 
four things: 

•  the paradigm shift needed in the minds of those 
in power 

•  reform of the overall culture of the company,  
its responsiveness and resilience to disruptive 
changes, and its diverse capabilities consistently 
to find and fit into changing environments 

•  the rebuilding of the whole organisation (and its 
employees) – as IBM did twice – to cope with the 
skills shift connected with a change of business 
systems in the face of radical technological 
breakthroughs or generational upheavals

•  incorporating diversity into the enterprise, not just 
in traditional categories such as gender and age 
but also in critical thinking. William Ross Asby's  
"law of requisite variety" states that "variety absorbs 
variety". This is fundamental for transformation.

Human resources management (HRM) can play a 
significant role in these transformation challenges 
since the response to the deeply engraved patterns 
within company structure and culture must 
acknowledge: 

•  the significant increase in diversity in all its forms 
and dimensions while maintaining good cultural 
glue at the core of the enterprise

•  the radical improvement of individual and 
collective ability to adapt, especially in view  
of increasingly disruptive change 

Signals, triggers and starting phases  
of transformation

How do we recognise that transformation 
necessities exist? 

Here are a few early signals of the endangered 
sustainability of an organisation: 

•  Over the years, proven business models receive 
boosts from new technology but lose energy  
or become obsolete unless substitutes are found 
and commercialised

•  Competitors – often small –find better and/or 
completely different solutions 

•  Internal corporate borders are closed and 
encourage isolation; changes in the external world 
are inadequately perceived in the inner world, let 
alone processed

•  Increasing isolation creates an overstressed 
internal climate within the company

•  Companies behave like a hamster on a wheel, 
meeting the challenges of tomorrow with 
responses from yesterday with the people of today

•  A period of cultural decadence begins, as in ancient 
Rome feasting taking place as the enemy stands 
at the city gates

•  Discontent in an organisation becomes 
overwhelming; revolutionaries and counter-
revolutionaries appear on the scene as well as 
“know-it-all” tradition-keepers; old versus new 
is debated openly in the decision makers’ offices 
and/or tacitly on the shop floor 

CorPoratE unIVErSItIES – DInoSaurS or on thE Path to 2.0?

Prototype and lab for organisational 
renewal and innovation

Platform and accelerator for implementing 
strategic top-down initiatives

Engine for collective standardisation

Cultural nucleus in organisational  
change processes

Company specific Professional and Management School  
for the development of individual competencies

?

GE Crotonville

McDonald's &  
Disney Universities

Lufthansa School  
of Business

Motorola University & 
UniCredit Group Center
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Finally, dramatic transformation has a number of 
ultimately shattering triggers, for example: a rapid 
"overturning" of the market models and technologies 
of an entire industry (such as print media); or a 
crisis degenerates a company into a cost-cutting 
machine. 

Transformation can also be triggered by external 
events such as war, natural disasters, terrorist 
attacks or political interventions. Think of Angela 
Merkel's planned energy revolution in Germany.

For successful ambidexterity, freedom of thought 
and a trial-and-error approach are essential. It is 
not just about new or different thinking. An oracle 
of Delphi that proclaims (vaguely) what the future 
might look like is of little use. 

Only when the people within an organisation are 
included will they adapt well to changes. This is 
especially true when employees are exposed 
without protection to disruptive change in the 
business. 

But sugar-coating the change would be wrong. It 
is only when an organisation is aware that it has 
reached a dead end in its previous form that the 
pressure for change is converted into action. 

Therefore successful transformation teams often 
encourage a "sense of urgency", creating an “artificial 
crisis" to raise alertness levels to that of an effective 
fire-fighting team The concept of " irritation" is vital 
for preparing transformation.

Here, the concept of the corporate university comes 
into play – but with a completely new meaning. 

Only when the people within an organisation 
are included will they adapt well to changes. 
This is especially true when employees are 
exposed without protection to disruptive 
change in the business
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Traditional corporate universities serve  
the status quo

General Electric (GE) and Motorola are considered 
the pioneers of the corporate university approach. 
They not only provided training for an exclusive 
cadre but also for the general run of employees. 
Above all, Jack Welch, the long-time CEO of GE, 
revolutionised the procedure in the 1980s. In 
Crotonville, GE's campus 30 kilometres from 
Manhattan, it was "his" staff and "his" leaders that 
implanted “Speed, Simplicity, Self-Confidence“ –  
a variant of the Six Sigma methodology that was 
the defining mantra for change.

The challenge for Crotonville – and all subsequent 
corporate universities – was: 

•  how will people perform better in existing 
structures and cultures? 

•  how can a worldwide organisation be 
streamlined from the top down with the help  
of its own cultural and educational centres? 

•  how can a company run faster, jump higher or 
wider and perform better than the others in the 
field but within the given business logic? 

•  how can homo-social reproduction, the  
ruling managerial and organisational DNA,  
be guaranteed? 

The first German corporate university, the Lufthansa 
School of Business, which I founded, and centres 
at Haniel, Bertelsmann and Daimler followed the 
GE model from the mid-1990s and developed 
into efficient socialisation machines. Their 
mission was to serve both the selection and 
cloning of a ruling elite as well as the 
"massification" of proprietary content, processes 
and philosophies throughout the organisation.

But how should companies, facing radically different 
challenges, organise their learning? 

The energy, media and print, entertainment, 
commercial and automotive industry followed the 
telecommunications industry: not evolutionary 
change but managing disruptive changes. 

Companies whose key task in dealing with future 
challenges lies in the transformation of their own 
DNA require neither cadre-training units nor 
mass-produced knowledge. Rather they require 
what we might call "laboratories" - think tanks and 
experiential testing grounds for behavioural change 
and experiments with alternate business systems 
and also areas where experimental business 
architectures, more democratic leadership cultures, 
new mental line-ups and unconventional service 
initiatives can be assessed.

Corporate universities 2.0 – laboratories  
for transformation

If companies need to become not better but 
different in order to survive they require the 
intellectual and emotional freedom to experiment. 
If traditional leadership must become different  
it requires space for personal experimentation. 

Instead of standardised teaching, behaviour 
constraints and predetermined curricula, it is 
necessary to encourage the learning and interaction 
of people in terms of a complex habitat. From  
a variety of perspectives and judgments, laboratories 
allow decision makers to radically question 
traditional business models and creatively 
destroy and reinvent them. 

In order to take account of the disruptive dimension, 
such a transformation centre must not just drive  
the development of new pictures of the future for 
business and people. It must also simulate and test 
new working environments where the effects of 
technology and innovation on the social microcosm 
and the creative behaviour of teams and individuals 
can be experienced. 

30
GE Crotonville campus 
is 30 kilometres from 
Manhattan

If companies need to become not better but 
different in order to survive they require the 
intellectual and emotional freedom to experiment. 
If traditional leadership must become different  
it requires space for personal experimentation
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However, this new type of corporate university can 
only be successful if it gets the best out of people's 
raw talents and provides them with opportunities 
that enable self-examination and self-reflection. 
Strategy, technology or professional competence 
are superficial whitewash when individuals persevere 
with outdated motivations, concerns and patterns 
of action. 

In order to cure themselves of old patterns and  
let go of outdated paradigms, managers need  
to acquire alternative management skills – not  
only how to alter things radically in a new social- 
psychological space but also to experience how 
they themselves undergo change. Classic group 
dynamics, gestalt therapy (a form of psychotherapy 
that emphasises personal responsibility and 
individual experience) and sensitivity training 
must be utilised as well as value clarification  
and dialectic self-discovery.

Since egocentrism, control addiction, lack of 
self-reflection and narcissism often lead to the 
derailment of careers, personal leadership style 
and behaviour must also be addressed: Who am 
I? What is driving me? What is my shadow? How 
do I seek and deal with power? How do I deal 
with differences and diversity? Can I serve those 
around me? 

Sloan Professor Emeritus of Organisational 
Psychology Edgar Schein of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT) in Cambridge 
coined the concept of "upending experiences"  
in the 70s, where harrowing experiences "throw" 
human beings, managers and leaders from their 
retracted paths and pose powerful questions of 
their thought and actions.

For companies in transformation, the framework  
and life of a new values architecture, beyond 
pure economics, is essential. Enforcing individual 
responsibility, learning from mistakes, and the 
strengthening of character and integrity are vital 
parts of learning design.
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Corporate empathy and societal responsiveness

This leads to the final requirement for successful 
transformation. Society in general, all around the 
company, is also part of a modern “laboratory”. 

A company is not a fortress, operating only within 
the inner circle of stakeholders and shareholders. 
The outside world can, indeed must, take part in 
the new definition and positioning of a company 
on platforms that create encounters, controversial 
discussions and build bridges of understanding 
from inside to outside and vice versa.

Some companies demonstrate an "organisational 
blindness" with all the consequences that occur 
when the corporate sensory system fails and the 
enterprise and the outside world are too alienated. 

Societal platforms help to see and feel the needs 
of humans and society. They offer the chance  
to reflect and develop a company's standing with 
its fellow citizens. Only if we are able to position 
companies in a more balanced way can we 
embed them in society on a more accepted  
and appreciated basis. 

There is no question that developing corporate 
universities as engines for transformation is a 
challenge. Resistances must be overcome; old 
and comfortable thought processes must be  
left behind. But an "out with the old, in with the 
new" approach is the only way to revitalise and 
reinvent corporate universities.

Educational institutions aimed at transformation 
must respond to four challenges: 

1.  look for answers to disruptive changes in  
the business

2.  question the traditional role of leadership  
and organisation

3.  offer the individual the possibility of self-
development

4.  ultimately, put the societal usefulness  
of the business or company to the test

Businesses must decide what they expect from their 
training centres. Should they be more advanced 
technical centres for pure knowledge transfer; should 
they be socialisation machines for the cloning  
of people; or laboratories to shape the future? 

If one keeps in mind the challenges we face,  
the answer is clear.

There is no question that developing corporate 
universities as engines for transformation is a 
challenge. Resistances must be overcome; old 
and comfortable thought processes must be  
left behind. But an "out with the old, in with the 
new" approach is the only way to revitalise and 
reinvent corporate universities




