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How to apply participatory leadership in the organization?
The above question is a question often asked
in my work as an organizational consultant.
Often the question is the second of which the
first is: does participatory leadership have a
positive impact in the organization? - or
simply… does it work?
To the latter questions the answer is easy:
Yes, participatory leadership does work and
it has a positive impact in the organization!
When trusting the answer to their first
question clients becomes really curious of
how to use participatory leadership to
facilitate the change and development their
organization is facing. But before answering
that question, or more exact – to give a clear
answer to this question it will be wise to ask
the question: Why is there a need for
participatory leadership in the organization?
The reason for asking “why”, is that is leads
us to understand the need behind the “how”
and to clarify the purpose of implementation
and intervention of participatory leadership.
In other words, the need and the purpose
become the leading star and guide of how to
apply participatory leadership in the
organization.
So let us be aware what participatory
leadership is and why it is needed in many
organizations now. Participatory leadership is
an approach to leadership that scales up from
the personal to the systemic using personal
practice, dialogue, facilitation and the cocreation of innovation to address complex
challenges that we face in the world today. It
is a structured set of practices for facilitating
group conversations of all sizes, supported by
principles
that:
maximize
collective
intelligence; welcome and listen to diverse

“

participatory leadership is
a vehicle for organizational
change with a human face…

“

viewpoints; maximize participation and
engagement; and transform conflict into
creative cooperation.
How participatory leadership can be applied
becomes a response to what is needed in

the organization and what is the
challenges and opportunities it is facing.
In general, there are three different ways to
apply participatory leadership:
• To support the organizational change
and development by engaging and
empowering the collective knowledge
and innovative capacity in all staff.
• To develop knowledge and solutions
within business and services by
strengthening relations and co-creating
with external stakeholders.
• To build advanced leadership capacity in
the organization by training and
nurturing personal leadership, collective
learning and self-organization for staff to
step in and take charge of the challenges
facing them.
And most of all, an integration of more
participatory approaches will change the
conversations in the organization into
conversations that matters, and thereby give
a positive impact on the organizational
culture.
The following cases give a set of examples of
how participatory leadership have been
applied in different organizational contexts.
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CASE 1:

Corporate international bank

Context of project
The bank is one of the market leaders in Denmark, and differ from the competitors in having a strong
sense of identity as being close to customers and being new thinkers in how they deliver their services.
The bank knows their business, are having satisfied customers, and are good at making a profit. The
challenge they were facing were the employees, by whom lack of engagement and taking responsibility
were problems management needed to face in order to continue the high performance.

Purpose of project
•
•

•

To shift the mental paradigm in leadership and management from prescriptive strategy thinking
into emergent strategy thinking.
To implement new ways of leadership and training methods based on participatory
methodologies and a systemic approach. A special attention was drawn to Open Space
Technology.
To increase employees, work satisfaction and thereby their work quality and innovative culture.

Activities in project
•
•
•
•

Internal seminars in various departments in the organization with focus on Work Satisfaction.
Whole-scale change process in a major financial branch with the scope of coming up with new
innovative solutions to improve work satisfaction and work quality.
Training program for internal consultants with the purpose of implement new training methods
based on participatory methodologies.
Leadership training programs for middle management with focus on implementing new ways of
leadership and management based on participatory leadership.

Outcome of project
The project has highly supported their leadership paradigm of value based leadership and the largescale change program the organization have gone through. Today the bank is one of the most innovative
corporate companies remaining one of the leaders in their field of business.
Their motto is: “To make a difference”.

CASE 2:

International University College

Context of project
The university college is one of the largest educational institutions in Denmark within higher education
and offers a broad range of educational programs.
In order to differentiate the institution from its competitors and to meet the needs of its end users in
private and public sector, the institution wanted to become an innovative culture where the student
was taught innovative skills and competences in order to be able to offer this as an add on to their
curriculum.
In short the challenge was, that the institution was not innovative at all. Neither in management or in
educational competences. The culture could more be described as administrative and controlling.

Purpose of project
•
•
•

To shift the mental paradigm in leadership and management from administrative and
controlling towards innovative and emergent.
To build innovative competences in the educational staff, in order for them to educate students
innovatively, using participatory methodologies.
To shift the culture on all levels from top management to students.

Activities in project
•
•
•
•

Leadership training programs for middle management with focus on implementing new ways of
management based on participatory leadership of an innovative organization.
Training program for educators and internal consultants in innovative tools and skills. Based in
participatory methodologies.
Yearly Innovation Camps with 250 students, 30 educators. Involving business ideas from private
and public sector.
Internal seminar for top management in order for them to perceive innovation as a framework
for their current and future strategic work.

Outcome of project
Today the University College defines themselves as a innovative institution where students are educated
in innovative skills and competences. And the cultural story telling among staff within the organization
supports that they are innovative and proud of it! They have developed a learning center for
innovation, that keeps the learning edge alive, internally and externally.
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CASE 3:

Large Municipality – Directorate of Public Service & Culture.

Context of project
The directorate had developed a new staff policy four years prior to this project, but were
facing difficulties with the ongoing practice of the policy leading to dissatisfaction amongst staff
and managers, and the organization was furthermore going through change in which roles of
staff and management needed to be revised.
So in short the directorate needed to renew its staff policy with specific focus on new staff and
management roles aligned with their core business and their future strategy.
Purpose of project
•
•
•

To revise the former staff policy and surface ideas and internal projects of practice of
the the staff policy.
To explore renewed roles of staff and management.
To align staff policy and new roles with core business and future strategy.

Activities in project
•

•
•
•

The process included broad engagement of all management and representatives of all
staff in the organization. The were organized in representative groups of both staff and
managers throughout the project.
In the first “Dialogue Day I” the staff policy and new roles were explored and outlined
for the representing groups to integrate into their work before “Dialogue Day II”
All representative groups were working on the new staff policy and new roles revising
the final result for a shared staff policy and clarity of roles.
In the second “Dialogue Day II” staff policy and roles were agreed upon, and further
practices and steps were planned ready for implementation from march 2016.

Outcome of project
The directorate now have a staff policy including definition of new roles of staff and managers that is
being implemented with a wide scope of ownership from all employees in the organization.
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CASE 4:

Directorate General in European Commission

Context of project
The DG needed to change as an organisation. Coming from being an organisation supporting
the EU Commission on IT issues, they needed to become an IT service of the future and with a
vision to transform IT at the Commission. The organisation needed to change from working
more re-active into working more pro-active.
The overall project was initiated in order to build and sustain a culture of collaboration and partnership
internally and externally thus supporting the organisation to be working more flexibly and with agility,
and thereby elevate their effectiveness and meet the need to innovate in providing solutions to clients.
The organisational project was initiated and supported directly by senior management and
included involvement of staff on all levels and all was thereby engaged to find common clarity
on directions and co-create new ways of working supporting the “new” organisation.
Purpose of project
•
•
•
•
•

See together more clearly the DGs future shared common purpose
Improve how we communicate with each other (internally, externally) – actually speak to each
other in a real way and see how this can be harnessed for a better working environment
Get to know ‘who is who’, ‘who does what’, ‘why’
Get everyone's input on how we can work better together/ nurture our capacity to work in
collaborative way.
Together create ideas and projects to work for our future

Activities in project
•
•
•
•

Open sessions and bilateral conversations (with permanent and external staff)
results of the ‘perception scan’ (400 stories from customers)
All staff engagement process in a one-day workshop
Post-process meetings amongst staff and management support outcome on the one-day
workshop

Outcome of project
The direct outcome of the one-day workshop was 37 projects all nurturing the DG’s need for changing
the organisation, and furthermore lead to joint ownership of the shared goal of transforming IT at the
European Commission. In all the overall project did lead to a more collaborative and communicative
culture for a innovative and work environment.
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CASE 5:

International Seafood Company

Context of project
The company were facing ongoing challenges between the board of directors and its senior
management.
Most of the challenges were due to micro-management by board of directors and lack of
professional communication between the two groups, thus leading to slow decision processes
and low work satisfaction.
Purpose of project
•
•
•

To explore and agree on the shared challenges there were facing.
To build capacity within leadership, and renew the management model for the company
gaining more efficient leadership.
To develop and sustain a professional modality of communication in the organisation.

Activities in project
•
•

•

•

A group coached meeting to identify challenges and take ownership of the issues
leading the challenges.
Capacity building of directors and management. For board of directors to find and
integrate a professional model of governance, and for senior management to find and
integrate a model of efficient management.
A workshop for board of directors and senior management exploring and agreeing on a
shared understanding of professional communication and furthermore developing a set
of practices integrating and sustaining communication in the organisation.
Professional coaching on the first five meetings between board of directors and senior
management supporting the new model of governance/management and the agreed
modality of communication.

Outcome of project
A more autonomous directors/management group working more efficiently leading to a
increased positive work environment and higher work satisfaction.
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Jan Hein Nielsen

Jan Hein Nielsen has been working in the field of systemic
organizational change and development since 1995.
He has especially worked with human resources and the
capacity to grow innovation and implement change in
organizations with an aligned strategy of natural and
sustainable growth.
Since the beginning Jan Hein Nielsen was inspired of the
potential in leadership engaging and empowering resources in
co-creating collaborative and innovative solutions, and he has
made it a core competence to implement participatory
governance and leadership in organizational development and
as a capacity for leaders to train and practice.
Jan Hein Nielsen founded his first consultancy company in
1995 and have as a consultant since worked for a large variety
of international clients around the world.
Furthermore, he has held management positions as Director,
CEO, Board member and Chairman.
Jan Hein Nielsen has co-founded The Art of Hosting (The Art of
Participatory Leadership) and The Flow Game.
He is the author on the book “Idea Development – from head
to hands” and is the resource of cocreaid.com
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