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To continue to grow, BASF in Australia and New 
Zealand needed to engage and enable its people by 
transforming its operating model and culture. The 
chemicals giant achieved it by having a clear vision, 
a strategic approach to communication and a core 
team that lived and breathed the change.

BASF knows a thing or two about complexity. It’s the 

world’s leading chemical company, with operations in over 

80 countries and approximately 112,000 employees. Its five 

segments (Chemicals, Performance Products, Functional 

Materials & Solutions, Agricultural Solutions and Oil & Gas) 

are organised into a total of 13 divisions, each bearing its 

own operational and profit responsibility. And it supplies 

customers in nearly all sectors and almost every country in 

the world.

But in tough market conditions, this internal complexity 

can detract from the most important thing: the customer. 

And as the leaders of BASF’s Australia and New Zealand 

subsidiary discovered in 2013, this can threaten the ongoing 

sustainability of the business.

Deciding what needed to change 
BASF Australia and New Zealand had enjoyed a period of 

strong growth, thanks in part to a series of global acquisitions. 

“Announcing the new  
leadership team was a  
key piece of communication, 
because it showed we  
were starting at the top.”

Eike Croucher, head of corporate affairs at 
BASF Australia and New Zealand

at BASF.

Living and  
breathing change 

BASF is the world’s leading chemical 
company with operations in over 
80 countries and approximately 
112,000 employees.
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The acquisitions increased revenue and exposed the 

business to diverse market segments, but they also made its 

operations significantly more complex. When the economy 

then became more challenging, customers responded 

by adapting their business models and behaviors to suit. 

BASF’s growth in Australia and New Zealand stalled and 

profits fell dramatically.

The BASF leadership team knew they needed to take  

bold action. 

‘To meet our goals, we needed to break down internal 

barriers and get people thinking and acting as a single 

organization,’ explains Ross Pilling, chairman and managing 

director. ‘We needed to think and act as one enterprise, 

not a collection of operating divisions. It was very much a 

change in culture for the organization.’

To be sustainable and resilient to further market changes, 

the leadership team set out to transform the operating 

model, cost structure and culture of the business. But this 

wasn’t a short-term fix: the change took more than two 

years to implement. 

Empowering leaders to drive the change 
As a first step, Korn Ferry Hay Group worked with Ross to 

build a new top team that could successfully lead this new 

way of working. We then helped this new team to build the 

roadmap for leading the organization through the necessary 

changes. And through coaching, we helped them to align 

their actions with the language they were using to describe 

the planned strategy and culture. 

‘Announcing the new leadership team was a key piece of 

communication, because it showed we were starting at the 

top,’ says Eike Croucher, head of corporate affairs. ‘It set the 

scene about where we’re going and how we’re going to  

get there.’

Next, the BASF team engaged and enabled the key people 

who could make the change happen – the 50-strong 

extended leadership team. 

Bringing this group together allowed BASF to build a 

coalition of people who would become champions and 

leaders for the change. ‘It was about saying to them: what 

can you control? What’s actually yours to improve and what 

help do you need?’ says Ross. ‘It helped them to understand 

what they were accountable for and empowered them to 

cascade the new way of working down the organization.’

Working closely with this group also highlighted the key 

role that leaders play in change. ‘We could see that, when 

a leader was fully on board and proactive, the team would 

join in too and become fully engaged,’ says Eike. ‘And in a 

few cases, we saw the opposite.’

Throughout this whole process, Korn Ferry Hay Group acted 

as a sounding board for the BASF team, and asked the 

helpful – and sometimes challenging – questions. As Eike 

puts it: ‘The value was in keeping us honest, and putting 

the finger on things we would have been much more 

comfortable hiding under the rug again. We also appreciated 

the advice on how to make our new enterprise thinking stick.’ 

Inspiring people around the future
One of the early goals was to articulate a compelling vision 

for the future, which was critical to engage and motivate 

people throughout the transformation journey. 

‘We knew we needed to get our leaders to embrace and 

share a common vision first, and then build structures and 

processes that reinforce and amplify the vision,’ says David 

Hawkins, head of corporate functions and program manager 

for the transformation. ‘We also knew the vision had to 

be a constant reference point in our communications – it 

couldn’t just be a standalone statement made once and 

then forgotten.’ 

“To meet our goals, we needed to 
break down internal barriers and 
get people thinking and acting as a 
single organization.”
Ross Pilling, chairman and managing director of 
BASF Australia and New Zealand
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Once that vision was in place, and before the transformation 

had formally begun, the leadership team held a series of 

town halls across Australia and New Zealand. ‘Despite only 

having limited information to share at this point, we were 

being as transparent and open as we could,’ says Eike. ‘We 

acknowledged that there would be significant organizational 

changes, which would affect our employees going forward. 

Importantly, we also gave a timeline for when we’d be able to 

tell them how they’d be impacted – and stuck to it.’

Keeping people engaged –  
and up to speed
With the ball now rolling, the goal of Ross and his 

colleagues was to keep their people engaged with the 

business and focused on the customers. 

‘We identified employees who could have a really positive 

impact and made them ambassadors for the change,’ says 

Ross. ‘We also identified people who could potentially be 

cynical and block the change, and invited them to take 

active roles in the work streams. It proved to be a really 

powerful way of engaging them.’

Keeping everyone up to speed was important, too. ‘We ran a 

lot more communication cascades than before, and carried 

stories in our fortnightly newsletter about people working 

in the new way, explaining concepts like customer focus 

and enterprise thinking,’ says David. ‘The team also used 

communication to deal quickly with concerns as they arose.’

At the same time, the program team was wary of 

communicating too much. 

‘At the beginning, it was very intense and frequent because 

we needed everyone to understand what we wanted the 

organization to be like,’ says Ross. ‘But unless you’ve got 

something of value to say, people can soon tire of hearing 

from you. So we varied the frequency and format of 

communication depending on the stage we were at.’

Surveying success
To see if people were changing the way they thought  

and behaved – and to track the impact leadership was  

having on them – the team ran pulse surveys twice a year. 

Around half the questions were similar to those in the 

employee engagement survey that BASF runs globally, 

meaning the team could benchmark their success against  

the bigger picture. 

‘We asked people if they understood the vision and 

how engaged and empowered they felt,’ says Eike. ‘The 

questions included: Is the leadership team capable of 

achieving that vision? Are you part of the journey? Are  

you driving it yourself?’

The findings revealed some interesting trends, including a 

clear link between engaged leaders and high team scores. 

And where leaders didn’t walk the talk, their teams picked 

up on it.

‘We look at how our top 50 leaders feel compared to how 

the rest of the organization feels to see whether there are 

any correlations,’ says Eike. ‘Are any issues or successes 

down to the way particular leaders do things?’ 

Having this data meant that the program team could adapt 

their engagement plan to reflect how different groups were 

performing. And it meant they could replicate what successful 

leaders were doing to engage and enable their people.

A brighter future
So what impact has this had on the problems the business 

was experiencing?

The financial picture certainly looks healthier: the company’s 

results improved substantially in 2014 and returned to 

profitability in 2015. Ross and his team are pleased with 

the engagement scores they’ve achieved: throughout 

the transformation journey engagement levels have been 

maintained at or above BASF group averages. But an added 

bonus is the feedback they’ve had from the top. 

‘Last week, we had a visit from the BASF board member 

for Asia Pacific,’ says Eike. ‘In a town hall, he told us that 

Australia and New Zealand had really done their homework 

and that other parts of the Asia Pacific region are now 

looking to replicate some of our changes.’ 
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About Korn Ferry 
Korn Ferry is the preeminent global people 
and organizational advisory firm. We help 
leaders, organizations, and societies succeed 
by releasing the full power and potential of 
people. Our nearly 7,000 colleagues deliver 
services through our Executive Search,  
Hay Group and Futurestep divisions.  
Visit kornferry.com for more information. 

Tip one

Acknowledge the crisis. [Ross says] My first step was to acknowledge that major change was necessary to make 

sure the business was sustainable. Once I understood the scale of our challenge, it was clear that every aspect of 

the business had to be questioned.

Tip two

Build a core team that lives, breathes and owns the change. An early action was to come together as a small group to 

figure out what we could do. We really challenged the status quo and set the framework for success.

Tip three

Harness the power of the burning platform. Engaging the leaders in the process and showing them the scale of 

our challenge helped to initiate the transformation. It gave us that Thelma and Louise moment when you just have 

to drive off the cliff.

Tip four

Get your leaders behind the change or you won’t build trust. To be clear and consistent, we all needed to 

understand the need for change. We also had to have a shared, compelling vision for the future, which we 

communicated (and lived) consistently.

Tip five

Use communication to bring your change to life. Tell an inspiring story. Be open, honest and use employee feedback 

to decide how to flex your approach for different groups. And accept that you won’t make everyone happy.

Tip six

Maintain the momentum. An organization going through change is like an elastic band; if you let the tension go, 

it’ll spring back to where it started. Give people a reason to change and reinforce your vision over time, so people 

are motivated to keep working towards it.

Tip seven

Talk about and learn from your – and your leaders’ – mistakes. By sharing what worked and what didn’t, and 

what people can do differently from now on, you’ll make a real impact. And it’ll stop you from making the same 

mistakes again.

BASF’s 7 tips for engaging and enabling people through change

WANT TO KNOW MORE?

Get in touch with your local Korn Ferry Hay Group office. You’ll find more advice on 
how to engage your people through change in our latest report – to read it, go to 

www.haygroup.com/en/our-consulting/employee-surveys


