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The third edition of COMAG, once again focuses on the topics 
that will be even more relevant tomorrow than today. We take 
a look at the Future of Work and the consequences of current 
developments. “Agile” has become a buzzword. We’ll show you 

what the new working environment has in store for us and how you can 
benefit most from it. 

  
When highly qualified independent consultants take on more and more 

tasks and support companies precisely where help is needed, then leadership 
and culture in the companies must change accordingly. What leadership 
should look like tomorrow, which competencies continue to be required 
in the companies of the future and why soft skills will become even more 
important – these are all topics you’ll find in this issue. 

COMATCH’s recipe for success is the combination of human expertise 
and intelligent technology. This enables us to find exactly the right consultants 
for our clients within just 48 hours. Even though we continue to improve our 
algorithm, making it faster, better and more accurate, we are convinced that 
human contact with clients and consultants is indispensable. In this COMAG 
issue, you’ll find out how humans and machines working hand in hand creates 
an added value.

Our network has grown to an impressive number of 10,000 consultants 
and industry experts. Of course, we are delighted that so many of these 
outstanding people can work on exciting projects with our help. When a 
client is enthusiastic about a smooth-running project and tells us what great 
job consultants we placed are doing, it makes me and my colleagues proud. 
This is our small contribution to the success of our customers.

I hope that this issue of COMAG will offer some insight and opportunity 
for reflection. I would be happy to hear from you. You can reach me at 
d.schuran@comatch.com. 

Dirk Schuran

The Future 
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—
Editorial
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is COMATCH’s Chief 
Sales Officer and 
Member of the 
Leadership Team. 
Before joining 
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Design thinking, Scrum, 
Kanban and Canvas 
have taken management 
floors by storm. Almost 
every project in sales, 
marketing or production 
is currently organized 
according to one of 
these agile methods - 
even though they were 
originally devised for the 
faster development of 
software. 

“I believe there is far 
too much reverence for 
these buzzwords”, says 
COMATCH co-founder
and Managing Director 
Christoph Hardt. 
“Ultimately, it is 
important to unite 
the best experts for a 
certain task.”

Christoph, what has changed 
in the economy? Agile meth-
ods, originally utilized in the 
process of software develop-
ment, are now being intro-
duced everywhere.

Digitization has been the 
cause for much change and new 
tasks have emerged which can 
no longer be solved using es-
tablished processes. Rather than 
focusing on a certain method, 
companies should come to ap-
preciate that complex tasks are 
best solved by employing experts 
in agile project teams. The so-
called “all-rounder”, who was 
broadly educated at university 
and later employed as such, is no 
longer in demand. He lacks the 
expertise now required, in par-
ticular, due to the digitization. 
Universities have also responded 
to this. In recent years, countless 
new, subject-specific degree pro-

grams have emerged in econom-
ics alone. Therefore, students 
must decide at a very early stage 
in which direction they would 
like to develop professionally.

Then all is well, isn’t it?
Only seemingly. Nowadays, 

companies are in no economic 
position to keep experts perma-
nently on board for all upcoming 
tasks. This is where the basic idea 
of the Flash Organization comes 
into play, as described in an arti-
cle in the New York Times regard-
ing a Stanford study from 2017.

So the idea is to use matching 
technologies to create project 
teams which bring together 
the best available competen-
cies – from within a company 
and from the open market?

Basically yes. This is how Hol-
lywood has been producing mov-
ies for decades. In contrast to the 
original definition, however, I see 
two major differences to the cur-
rent needs of companies. Firstly, 
most tasks in companies today 
are much more complex and less 
predictable than the development 
of an app – which was originally 
used to describe the Flash Or-
ganization. Let’s look at a growth 
project. It has less structure, is 
unpredictable und driven by a hy-
pothesis rather than by methodo-
logical standards. Secondly, Flash 
Organizations often work remote-
ly. I believe that remote work is 
not conducive to solving complex 
tasks. In the consultancy business 
there is a trend toward working 
more closely with the client – ide-
ally in mixed teams and on-site at 
the client’s office.

Can you explain the agile 
methods hype?

I believe there is far too 
much reverence for buzzwords. 
When working on agile methods 
or simple projects, many deci-
sion-makers adhere to theoret-
ical constructs and buzzwords 
due to a feeling of insecurity. 
Common sense tells us that a 
goal can be better achieved when 
involving experts rather than do-
ing it by oneself. This is how pro-
ject teams come together. It’s no 
rocket science to manage a team. 
The person in charge doesn’t 
need a degree in agile methods 
or a dozen certificates. Even if 
the project is on track with the 
initial hypothesis, it should be 
clear that the task force continu-
ously requests feedback from the 
client in order to adjust proce-
dures accordingly.

Why do companies increas-
ingly aim to implement agile 
working methods throughout 
the organization, while accept-
ing that employees feel unset-
tled by dismantled hierarchies?

When hierarchies are broken 
down, it’s extremely difficult to 
accept, even for very young peo-
ple. Supposedly, Generations Y 
and Z prefer a sense of purpose 
at work over having a real career. 
In my experience, that’s not true. 
They will no longer sacrifice 
everything for a career. How-
ever, many younger colleagues 
still yearn for a promotion and 
want to be recognized for their 
achievements. This doesn’t nec-
essarily have to be a new busi-
ness title; gaining more responsi-
bility is key though.

What are the main obsta-
cles when introducing agile 
methods?

It is more difficult, if a compa-
ny has strict hierarchies and has 
hardly engaged in project work to 
date. When utilizing agile meth-
ods, you’ll be working in some 
project teams, while leading oth-
ers. As a result, strict hierarchies 
start to crumble. Managers need 
to understand that working with 
agile methods won’t weaken their 
position, but rather expands the 
influencing skills of an organiza-
tion. When employees no longer 
just follow orders, but work on 
finding the best solution, the com-
pany will benefit. Seniority and 
hierarchy don’t call for respect 
anymore. It’s about content and 
personality. That doesn’t mean, 
bosses won’t have to make some 
tough decisions along the way. In-
stead, it’s about collaborating and 
coaching your team rather than 
getting in their way.

How much longer will com-
panies focus on agile meth-
ods? What’s going to be the 
next big thing after agile?

External factors are a driving 
force. A financial crisis, accom-
panied by a difficult market for 
independent consultants, would 
be a complete game changer. 
Should the climate remain stable, 
the ideal company of the future 
would look like a collection of 
building blocks, able to add or 
remove skills where necessary. 
Competencies could be added 
on for as long as needed. Only 
the core business competencies 
would remain at the heart of the 
company.

AGILE WORKING ENVIRONMENT

interview with CHRISTOPH HARDT
by OLIVER HEIECK

 Experts are 
 in high demand.  ”

“ 
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As responsible for digital initiatives at an established building 
materials company Xella, Alexander Brunst knows that agile 
methods are the way to go. Here, he shares his insights into 

using agile to become a digital leader.

Digital compass 
on analogue territory: 

introducing agile methods 
into a corporation

interview with ALEXANDER BRUNST by JOANNA WEISS

Which approach should be adopted to optimize 
the implementation of digital innovations in a 
large company? 

Basically, there are three major points that are 
crucial for any digital initiative within an established 
company. 
1. The entire management team has to believe in its 
long-term potential. 
2. The organizational setup, which is where you are 
most likely to go wrong. What we have done at Xella 
is to set up a separate and rather independent digital 
unit of people who are mostly external but bring new 
skills and are socially competent. In our team, we have 
an architect who has been working with 3D planning 
for years, an expert on CRM systems, another one on 
apps and development, then there’s myself. 
3. The operational execution. From the get-go, you 
need to set up programs where you have a clear busi-
ness case and clear goals that can be tracked, as well as 
a healthy dose of persistence and willingness to work 
in a very agile way. 

How can agile methods be helpful for the 
operational execution of digital initiatives?

Agile methods accelerate the processes and al-
low the company to implement and bring the solution 
much quicker to the market, which contrasts with the 
traditional corporate processes. At Xella, we devel-
oped an app for our clients with the Scrum methodol-
ogy with a very small team. In two months, the prod-
uct was launched. The process would have taken six to 
eight months with the classical corporate way of doing 
things. The idea was to focus on quickly launching the 
minimum viable product and adapt it afterwards from 
the learning of the users. We really were trying to do 
a very lean solution. But I don’t think agile methods 
could be applied equally in big corporations and start-

ups. Indeed, for example a big corporation is much 
more bound to regulation than a young start-up, in 
particular in terms of data security.

I would assume industry-specific digitalization 
progress also plays an important role. Does the 
construction industry still have a lot to catch up 
in this regard?     

Definitely. There is a study by McKinsey that 
found the average labor productivity increase in the 
overall economy over the last 20 years is around 1.32% 
per year, while that of the construction industry is 
around 0.26%. There is still a lot to do when it comes 
to digitalization — in particular the automatization of 
the processes — or cost efficiency and we’re already 
seeing the beginning of these productivity increas-
es. Indeed, in the traditional building process, little 
effort is put into the planning phase, as the focus is 
on the actual construction. Lack of good planning can 
lead to major cost overruns and a lot of frustration for 
the players in the industry. Fixing errors afterwards 
is around ten times more expensive than to fix them 
in the planning stage. We are working on introducing 
digital planning to prevent errors, find better prod-
ucts for the buildings and plan the whole process in 
a more integrated way. The ordering processes in our 
industry also need to be shortened and more transpar-
ent towards the clients. To do this, the whole product 
data needs to be structured and brought into one. This 
transformation requires investment and a lot of time 
for established companies but is necessary to survive 
in the next years. 

Do disruptive innovations endanger traditional 
players in the industry?

It’s not a threat specific to the construction indus-
try. Digitalization means you gather data that helps you 

AGILE WORKING ENVIRONMENT
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to understand the customers’ needs and react to them 
very fast. Therefore, you can serve the entire globe with 
much lower costs. It has to be the core competence of 
any company chasing success in the digital age. 

How was digital transformation introduced at 
Xella and what kinds of risks are involved?

We decided to be a digital leader in this industry, 
which means that we don’t want to wait for others to 
make the change. We want to create that change, which 
means that we need to proactively shape the market, 
identify other innovative players and develop services 
for them. Obviously, risk is always involved in trying 
something new. Therefore, we need to be very agile in 
our daily work and try to find ways to bring the market 
forward. That is the biggest challenge right now. When 
we started implementing digital solutions, we found 
out that the market and customers didn’t respond to it 
as we had hoped, so we changed our approach a bit. In-

stead of focusing on digital and Building Information 
Modelling, we are actually paying more attention to 
the benefits for our customers. Our main goals are to 
be more cost efficient, quicker and to prevent errors. 
Only through those first learnings did we find an ap-
proach that now actually works very well, specifically 
in the German market.

Can you tell us more about the digital initiatives 
that Xella is exploring? 

The digital initiatives are differentiated into in-
ternal and external phases. Internal phases are meant 
to improve our core business, so selling materials. An 
example of this is setting up a new CRM system for the 
entire company. Having the right database and know-
ing which customers come to you, when and with 
which demands is the key to serving them as best pos-
sible. The second phase, that we’re currently running, 
is setting up a global product database for an e-com-
merce player. For example, we organized a venture 
screening and have now screened over 450 ventures 
across the globe to identify what kind of innovation 
is coming from new players and how we can cooper-
ate or invest in these start-ups in order to benefit from 
their agile working methods and expand our core busi-
ness through these services.

What’s your favourite thing about accompanying a 
traditional industrial company with a non-digital 
background on its way to agile transformation?

What I really find fascinating is the combination 
of great tradition with the digital aspect. I believe this 
will be the core challenge for all European companies 
to stay competitive. When you look at the ten most 
valuable companies on the planet right now, most of 
them are new digital players, for example Amazon, 
Facebook or Google. Very few of these companies 
come from Europe, which means we actually have a 
lot of catching up to do. We will only be able to do that 
if we really combine the core competencies of our past 
with the benefits of the digital future.

COMATCH helped 
pro bono with a Flash 
Organization, a short-
term project team 

staffed with the best experts to 
solve a specific problem.

Betterplace.org makes do-
nating to social projects easy 
and efficient through the most 
frequently used online and so-
cial media sites. Their challenge 
was to bring influencers on bo-
ard to collect donations from a 
younger audience: online video 
users. They requested COMA-
TCH’s support to prepare a stra-
tegy of how to reach this goal.

This challenge required 
a team with people that have 
access to a network of influen-
cers, the ability to communi-
cate and persuade, the cor-
rect technological know-how, 
project and roadmap planning 
as well as roll-out skills, and 
of course, a host of much nee-
ded soft-skills. As this is rarely 

After two intense mon-
ths, the flash team prepared a 
business plan and go-to-market 
strategy, including a positioning 
for “BetterPLAY”, a streaming 
service directed to a young au-
dience. The recommendations 
have already been implemented 
and more formats are current-
ly being tested. COMATCH is 
proud of the contribution by its 
consultants in facilitating dona-
tions for social projects. Surely 
this project has not been our 
last one for a worthy cause.

Putting Flash Organizations
into place for a better world

Solving complex problems often requires 
skills that are not existent in an 
organization’s workforce. That’s what 
betterplace.org, Germany’s largest donation 
platform, recently learned. 

found within the same person, 
a Flash Organization seemed to 
be just the right solution.

The tried and proven CO-
MATCH way is to approach 
these projects by identifying 
the project lead first and use his 
insights to find the remaining 
experts. For betterplace.org, we 
needed 48 hours to find a sui-
table candidate using our algo-
rithm-powered search and align 
with the client. In the end, the 
team consisted of four specia-
lists from all over Europe. This 
meant that for large parts of the 
engagement, the team worked 
remotely and communicated 
via an online conferencing sy-
stem. The project lead steered 
all efforts and was responsible 
for the ongoing communica-
tion with the client. The final 
presentation was also joined by 
COMATCH to learn about the 
project results and to collect fe-
edback on how Flash Organiza-
tions function in practice.

BY JOANNA WEISSAGILE WORKING ENVIRONMENT 11THE FUTURE OF WORK
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If ever there was a business buzzword of the year, it’s probably 
“agile”. Companies of all sizes are wrapping their minds around the 

new way of working, especially in product and software development. 
Agile is on the agenda in young start-ups as well in established 

corporations. What makes it so appealing?

by JOSEF KORTE and JAN ORTMANN

Agile methods 
in data science

A gile had its begin-
nings in technology 
with the Manifesto 
for Agile Software 

Development. It’s a simple yet 
comprehensive framework that 
explains the four pillars of the de-
veloper’s definition of agile to the 
broader public.

Can agile also be beneficial 
in data science?

The relatively new field of 
data science revolves around the 
analysis of data and uses methods 
linked to development and pro-
gramming (i.e. statistics, machine 
learning and data processing). The 
actual essence is, however, the de-
livery of data-based insights that 
help in empowering the business. 

The Manifesto for Agile Software Development

Individuals and interactions over processes and tools 
Working software over comprehensive documentation 
Customer collaboration over contract negotiation 
Responding to change over following a plan

Agile methods build on 
short iteration loops that may 
also enable your data science 
team in responding to new in-
sights and requirements from 
multiple stakeholders, while vis-
ualizing the progress. Frequent 
updates increase the transparen-
cy of the efforts and the results 
they yield. Retrospectives per-
formed by the team will support 
continuous improvement of the 

process while ensuring a steep 
learning curve for all stakehold-
ers.  However, agile methods can-
not be unconditionally applied to 
data science. Challenges mainly 
root in applying agile planning 
instruments, esp. due to the 
consecutive nature of tasks and 
problems of fitting models to fre-
quently changing datasets. This 
is why we have adapted the agile 
manifesto.
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Applicability and 
problem understanding 
over methodological excellence

Data is rarely structured, 
correct or complete. A model 
which used to work well for some 
datasets, might not be delivering 
on the results after changing the 
data scope (in statistics this is 
known as ‘overfitting’). We rec-
ommend to apply simple models 
that easily work in many environ-
ments, rather than the ‘optimum’ 
model that may only function un-
der lab conditions. 

Periodic review and learning 
over finished software and models

Once implemented, many 
models are not regularly reviewed 
and improved. This is frequently 
justified with higher consisten-
cy and better comparability over 
time. However, due to quick tech-
nological developments, a regular 
and maybe even automated review 
should be part of every data sci-
ence team’s calendar.

We are convinced that by 
following this adjusted manifesto, 
data science can finally become 
agile – and be even more fun to 
work in.

Hypotheses and experiments 
over processes

Oftentimes, data science 
teams are ultimately measured in 
the success of their prediction and 
decision models. Building those 
models requires testing of hypoth-
eses and generating insights – both 
areas where agile approaches 
work well. However, we’ve seen 
resource and capacity conflicts 
arising when trying to follow ag-
ile methods for process-oriented 
tasks, such as collecting and main-
taining data. 

Defined quality objectives 
over striving for optimization

We’re observing quite some 
academic working habits in data 
science where the optimization 
of a model is prioritized over a 
pragmatic result focus. This is why 
clearly defined quality criteria 
such as “confidence level of X%” 
or “withdrawal after X number of 
iterations” shall be used to ensure 
on-time execution needed in a 
business setting.

15AGILE WORKING ENVIRONMENT THE FUTURE OF WORK
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by HENDRIK FREISBERG

How COMATCH is piloting 
a Flash Organization

The case of reinventing Marketing and Communications

Flash Organizations 
are temporary teams built to 
execute complex projects by 
a team of specialists. Roles 
within the team are based 
on individual skills and com-
petence. The team is formed 
within a very short time pe-
riod – often with the help of 
technology. Upon comple-
tion, the team dissolves.

Holacratic Organizations 
are structured in circles. The 
circles take full ownership 
for their topic. Circles exist 
on different levels — from 
strategy to operations — and 
are connected from top to 
bottom by a circle member 
being part of both the upper 
and lower circle. Every circle 
consists of multiple roles, 
each describing the respon-
sibilities that one employee 
assumes within the circle. 
Employees may be part of 
multiple circles and there-
fore have multiple roles and 
multiple responsibilities.

Over the course of CO-
MATCH’s history, 
external communi-
cations have always 

played an important role for the 
company’s success. Organization-
ally, Marketing and PR have re-
mained two separate teams. Now 
it’s time to merge the two teams 
and implement on the inside what 
we preach on the outside: the pi-
loting of a “Flash Organization” 
within COMATCH.

To establish the new struc-
ture, we’ve looked at two organiza-
tional concepts that challenge the 
setup of traditional line organiza-
tions. The first one is Flash Organ-
izations — helping us to embrace 
the increase in project work. The 
second one is Holacracy — ena-
bling us to create an organizational 
frame around projects.

We had three goals in mind. 
1. To create across-the-board ac-
countability for results by distrib-
uting decision-making power. 2. 
To speed up delivery by creating 
independent project capsules. 3. 
To maximize individual devel-
opment by working together in 
cross-functional teams.

For a concept that’s still 
more prevalent in literature than 
in practice, we first had to create a 
common understanding of the con-
ceptual basics and of our specific 
requirements. As a starting point, 
we defined our role within the CO-
MATCH organization: What do we 
want to achieve and how?

In the way we organize 
projects, we decided to do a few 

things more Flash Organization 
style. A guiding principle for us is 
to reduce daily routine tasks to a 
minimum and adopt project set-
ups wherever it makes sense. At 
the same time, we are now draw-
ing from a larger pool by having 
mixed teams with PR and market-
ing backgrounds and by sourcing 
beyond the department bounda-
ries. On top, we redefined the role 
of a project manager. This person 
is fully accountable for the results 
and at the same time not chosen 
based on title, but on competence. 
This means a senior employee 
may be reporting to a junior staff 
member in a certain setup.

For our department, we also 
chose to become more holacratic. 
Although, we decided to keep ti-
tles, we implemented the concept 
of circles. Within the COMATCH 
logic, Marketing & Communica-
tions represents a department. In 
the interpretation of an holacratic 
organization, it’s a circle that we 
further divided into sub-circles. 
Each sub-circle has the obligation 
to define its long-term plan and set 
quarterly focus topics. This means 
it’s fully accountable for the suc-
cess of its own project scope. Pro-
ject teams execute outside the cir-
cle but are obligated to report back.

So how does it all feel after 
the first weeks? We are aware that 
we’re on a journey. Not everything 
can and will be perfect from the 
start. But we’re fully committed to 
building it. If one initial hypothesis 
proves to be wrong, we’ll go and 
change it, without questioning the 
entire frame. We are curious to see 
where it will bring us.

AGILE WORKING ENVIRONMENT
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As the way of 
doing business is 
changing, so are 
the workforce’s 
expectations 
for leadership 
teams. Running 
and changing 
the business is 
complex and asks 
for a collaborative 
management 
style.

How would you describe your 
leadership style and how does 
it differ from what you’ve expe-
rienced from your superiors?

My leadership style is quite 
inclusive, pretty non-hierarchical. 
I very much value the input of my 
team. This is quite different from 
what I’ve experienced with some 
of the leaders or managers I’ve 
worked with in my career. They’ve 
been very directive and got in-
volved in the details too much. I 
believe that leaders have to trust 
their teams. For me, it’s a combi-
nation of earning your trust and 
trusting the team at the right time. 

How did you learn this differ-
ent style of managing people?

I never had any formal train-
ing about how to be a leader. It is 
probably more that you develop 
your own style by gaining an un-
derstanding of what works for you 

mental health and the fact that 
these as topics were not on the 
workplace agenda even as recent-
ly as five to ten years ago. Changes 
in people’s expectations for what 
they want from work, influence 
the style of leadership. 

But isn’t it still true that suc-
cess is the most powerful mo-
tivation?

To make a business suc-
cessful you need a lot of drive and 
ambition. Maybe you must also be 
egocentric to be focused, in order 
to get things done. However, cred-
it for success cannot be given to 
one person alone; Jobs surround-
ed himself by a team that brought 
in elements of what he lacked. If 
immediate reports and contacts 
can deal with a certain leader-
ship style — and the team’s skill 
set and working style is comple-
mentary and brings together the 
right experience — that can make 
a business truly successful. The 
set-up does rely on someone with 
a broader emotional intelligence, 
however, to make it work.

The next generation allegedly 
yearns for collaborative lead-
ership. Where does this desire 
come from and has this state-
ment ever been verified?

I come from a generation 
where you had to work hard to 
make your way up the career 
ladder, few questions asked. 
Today, people are looking for 
something more well-rounded. 
They are picking jobs based on 
whether there is a slide in the of-
fice, which may sound funny, but 
it is representative of the whole 
working environment. Whether 

that is the physical office or the 
people you are working with and 
hopefully learning from. As well 
as hoping to learn something in 
their job, there’s more hunger 
and willingness to contribute. 
People want to understand why 
they are doing things and how it 
fits into the bigger picture.

Has digitization changed the 
way people want to work 
or are digitization and ag-
ile methods the answers to 
younger people’s expectations 
of collaborative work? 

Digitization has, in some 
way, facilitated broader access and 
more transparency to everything 
we do. I think social media has, to 
some extent, made the way peo-
ple think about their career paths 
much more competitive. For ambi-
tious people, greater consideration 
goes into “What is my next move?” 
and “How can I talk about what 
I’ve done?” This transparency is an 
important factor in driving expec-
tations about the workplace.

In many cases, companies try 
to build new technology-driv-
en functions and departments 
that should get them into 
the era of digitization, but 
they don’t know how to be 
an attractive employer. What 
should leaders do?

Bringing in skills at the right 
time is hugely important. The 
worst possible scenario would be 
to hire talented young people with 
fantastic skills of whom you think 
you might need, but then they get 
bored and leave if you just don’t 
use them effectively. With digiti-
zation there are so many changes 

in such a short time; this is where 
a network of resources from CO-
MATCH comes into its own. It al-
lows companies to bring in people 
with the right skillset when they 
are required. Things can develop 
to a point where you need to hire, 
or you decide to go on with ex-
ternal expert resources. There is 
also a part of the expectations of 
the workforce to consider from a 
flexibility perspective. Business-
es are already thinking through 
having flexible pools of resourc-
es that they can dip into and use 
when they need them. Especially 
for businesses in transition peri-
ods, it can become very lonely at 
the top when you have nobody to 
consult with. The key for a leader 
then is to be agile and willing to 
adapt to changing environments 
and find resources to act as expert 
advisors and implementers. 

What will the leader of the fu-
ture look like?
You must have the willingness to 
work on yourself. It is important 
to have that insight. There is an-
other big piece that makes great 
leaders with people around who 
follow them: it is being humble 
and emphatic. Great leaders will 
admit when they are wrong be-
cause we all know that nobody 
has all the answers all the time. 
You have to surround yourself 
with a strong team, listen to dif-
ferent perspectives and views 
to make good decisions. On the 
other hand, you can’t allow your-
self to be afraid to make tough 
decisions. Particularly if you are 
changing the organization, but 
people should understand why a 
decision has been taken. 

interview with CHARLOTTE GREGSON
by OLIVER HEIECK

and what works for your team. A 
huge part of it was knowing which 
kind of leader I didn’t want to be. 
Ultimately, you should be true to 
yourself. If you’re trying to portray 
a person or be a different person in 
the office, that won’t work. 

The most successful entrepre-
neurs all seem to have been 
lone warriors. From Henry 
Ford to Steve Jobs: ingenious, 
tyrannical, egocentric. Why 
are bosses suddenly supposed 
to go on a cuddly course and 
break down hierarchies?

The tycoons of the past cer-
tainly had their own personalities, 
but they were also a product of 
the setting they were operating in. 
Leaders are supposed to be more 
empathetic, as they are function-
ing in an environment that has 
seen a cultural shift. For example, 
if you look at personal well-being, 

 Leaders should be 
 comfortable expressing 
 their softer side.  ”

“ 

LEADING TOMORROW
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New leadership 
in the era of the new 
working world

 W ithin the world 
of work the 
demand for 
good leader-

ship has changed fundamentally 
over the last few years. Hierar-
chies are crumbling, the value of 
status symbols is decreasing, a 
culture of innovation is becom-
ing more important and employ-
ees are increasingly demanding 
good leadership. 

These days, employees no 
longer seek to be motivated, they 
want to be inspired. They not 
only want to work through their 
to-do lists, but rather to make a 
meaningful contribution in an 
environment where they feel ap-
preciated. Their personal prior-
ities should dock with the com-
pany’s vision. There is a desire to 
express one’s individual talents 
and not to be constrained by the 
job description. Everyone wants 
to decide for themselves when 
and where to work.

For managers, this change 
represents a massive challenge. 

This is currently a big dilem-
ma in companies. Managers no 
longer understand their employ-
ees. HR departments notice that 
their management development 
methods are no longer effective. 
Top managers are amazed and 
keep asking me, “Why do em-
ployees suddenly want so much 
appreciation?”.

Evidently, in recent years 
the leadership role has become 
more demanding. On a technical 
level, there are massive challeng-
es: the eradication of business 
models, unpredictable situations, 
increasing client demands, digital-
ization and enormous complexity 
– and this, all at an unprecedented 
speed. In addition, this has been 
accompanied by completely new 
leadership skills. Leaders must 
be able to facilitate a team spirit 
and a sense of belonging, have a 
positive impact on the company 
culture, promote the individual 
talents of employees and be in-
spirational, setting an example for 
others. Old and new leadership 
styles differ in many ways. 

A comparison between 
old and new leadership con-
cepts makes it patently clear: the 
transformation is huge. Very few 
companies have been optimally 
prepared for it. Now it is more 
important than ever to seriously 
come to grips with the issue of 
leadership and promptly lay prop-
er foundations.

It is the CEO’s task to place 
the topic of leadership high on the 
agenda. This also means leaders 
will first have to ask themselves 
a few questions about their own 
role as a leader and make ap-
propriate changes. If the basic 
principles are laid down here, it 
is significantly easier to embed 
leadership in a company in the 
long-term. It is worth it because 
the satisfaction and performance 
of management and employees is 
enhanced through modern lead-
ership approaches. Therefore, 
everybody benefits from changes 
to leadership culture in the new 
workplace.

by HEIDI HOFER
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ROLE OF THE CEO THE EXECUTIVE TEAM LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 
FOCUS

THE LEADERSHIP MINDSETLEADERSHIP DEMANDS EMPLOYEES STATUS SYMBOLS

OLD 

LEADERSHIP

OLD 

LEADERSHIP

OLD 

LEADERSHIP

OLD 

LEADERSHIP

OLD 

LEADERSHIP

OLD 

LEADERSHIP

OLD 

LEADERSHIP

NEW LEADERSHIP

NEW LEADERSHIP

NEW LEADERSHIP

NEW LEADERSHIP

NEW LEADERSHIPNEW LEADERSHIP

The CEO impacts the hierarchy and 
dedicates most of his or her time to 
goals, KPIs and cost management. 
Leadership and company culture are 
regarded as HR topics.

As long as the business figures add 
up, the executive team see no need 
to make any changes to the company 
culture. Any new demands made on 
the leadership by employees are often 
neither tangible nor comprehensible.

Employees follow their leaders based 
on their role.

Leadership in a technical sense and 
goal achievement are considered suffi-
cient. Leadership is rarely mentioned.

“What we expect from employees is 
performance.”

Status symbols are important visible 
signs of success.

The CEO dedicates most of his or her time to 
issues of leadership, company culture, and 
the working environment. He or she discusses 
various questions in depth with the executive 
team: What sort of leadership culture do we 
want? How can we as leaders create an inspir-
ing environment, where employees will realize 
their potential? How can our leadership make 
our company more sustainable? How can we 
best serve as role models in our leadership?

Members of the executive team have a positive 
regard for others, place trust in employees and 
include teams in decision making. Leadership 
takes place on an even footing. The executive 
team attach no importance to the title exec-
utive team. They see themselves as ambassa-
dors for team spirit, collective success, a posi-
tive working environment, the development of 
individual potential and mutual respect.

Employees follow their leaders based on their 
inspirational persona and the appreciation that 
they show.

Heavy demands are placed on the leadership. 
This is demonstrated from the careful selec-
tion of leaders to the high investment in their 
development. Different styles exist for com-
municating leadership issues internally.

“What can I do as a leader to ensure that my 
team is happy, has a sense of belonging, feels 
inspired and enjoys success?”

Status symbols are no indicator of success. 
Therefore, they are superfluous.

Leadership 
concept: 
old vs. new

This, however, no longer corresponds to real development needs. 
The competences conveyed no longer meet the challenges 
facing today’s leaders.

The professional development programmes are outdated. 
A haphazard approach or choosing 

from the training catalogue is the norm. 

LEADING TOMORROW

NEW LEADERSHIP

Leadership development is seen as a worth-
while investment. Managers receive tailored 
and personalized development interventions, 
usually in the form of one-to-one mentoring 
and peer-coaching. This is how they are sup-
ported in the development of a personal vision 
for themselves and the team. As a result, team 
spirit, a sense of belonging, self-esteem and 
success are produced.

Leadership development is dealt with 
internally as a cost factor. In terms of 
form and content, the professional 
development programmes are out-
dated
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Strategic 
decisions are 
crucial to 
the success 
of every 
organization. 
However, most 
managers, 
even the best 
ones, struggle 
with making 
good decisions.

Make good decisions a 
priority in your organization

by PHILIP MEISSNER

Studies show that only 
28% of executives are 
satisfied with the deci-
sion quality achieved 

in the strategy process. A reason 
for this may be that fewer than 
20% of corporations have ade-
quate decision processes in place 
to react to changes in the firm’s 
environment. The result of this is 
visible directly at the firm’s bot-
tom line. A study by McKinsey 
found that ineffective strategic 
decisions can decrease total 
shareholder return by 6 percent-
age points. However, this is also 
good news. When companies pay 
attention to their strategic deci-
sions and apply good decision 
processes, this will lead to better 
strategy and performance.

When we make decisions, 
we are influenced by our biases 
and emotions. What makes this 
difficult to overcome is that both 
affect us on a subconscious level. 
They shape our actions without 
us being aware of it. For exam-
ple, we tend to overestimate our 
own abilities in a systematic way. 
When I ask executives in work-
shops how many of them think 
that they are above average lead-
ers, 90% raise their hands, but 
only 50% can be. This example 
describes a systematic tendency: 
We tend to view our own com-
petencies and those of our com-
pany overly positive and neglect 
the potential dangers and oppor-

tunities evolving from new tech-
nologies or competitors. If this 
happens in an important strate-
gic decision, problems will arise.

However, only few compa-
nies have started to address this 
issue. Companies like Alphabet 
and Goldman Sachs have started 
to redesign decision processes to 
reduce biases. They use specific 
tools that help them, for example, 
introduce different perspectives 
to the management discussion.

Some of these tools are 
well known like the devil’s ad-
vocacy technique. Other tools 
like the premortem analysis are 
less known. But they all have 
one thing in common: They can 
be applied in decision processes 
quickly without prolonging the 
process or making strategy more 
complex. In fact, the opposite can 
be the case. Using simple check-
lists at the end of the decision 
process for instance can save up 
to ten hours of discussions and 
speed up decisions by up to ten 
days, according to the Harvard 
Business Review.

So, if we want to make 
good decisions a priority in our 
organizations, we must use the 
right process that can help us fo-
cus our attention on the right is-
sues without making the process 
formalistic or long. This can be 
done based on simple tools that 

LEADING TOMORROW
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can be quickly applied in every 
organization.

For example, every deci-
sion-making process should start 
by analyzing the correct problem. 
Too often, we try to work on the 
symptoms and not the underly-
ing cause. Take Blockbuster (for-
mer video rental franchise) for 
instance: Instead of looking at the 
root cause of changing business 
models and customer demand in 
the industry, Blockbuster, when 
challenged with the decision to 
adopt a subscription-based rev-
enue model, focused on short-
term profits. Their argument: 
12% of their profits came from 
late fees that would be lost in a 
subscription-based model that 
their competitor Netflix imple-
mented.

Another relevant step to 
be considered in every process 
for making important strategic 
decisions is that critical opinions 
need to be heard and incorporat-
ed during the decision-making 
process. Too often, executives 
are surrounded by people with 
the same opinion or by people 
who are afraid to speak up. Lis-
tening to critics and trying to 
understand their point of view is 
crucial. This does not mean that 
executives have to change their 
opinions every time. Still, keep-
ing an open mind and actively 
seeking for potential disconfirm-
ing evidence can help executives 
arrive at better outcomes.

Our brains are wired to 
confirm our initial beliefs with 
new data. Therefore, a process 

that helps us explicitly think 
about potential counterargu-
ments can be especially valuable. 
Google’s innovation factory X, 
for example, frequently uses a 
tool called the premortem. With 
premortem the decision-mak-
ing team must consider that the 
project they are working on has 
failed. Then the team must come 
up with potential reasons and ac-
tion plans to avoid those poten-
tial consequences.

Only few companies apply 
tools to make decision processes 
more effective — such as RWE. 
The German energy supplier 
has started to integrate tools for 
debiasing in their strategic de-
cisions. Such a process was also 
used in the decision that led to 
the demerger of RWE and Inno-
gy. In addition, they started a cul-
ture change program to increase 
awareness for this issue within 
the organization. This initiative 
was driven by the firm’s supervi-
sory board as well as the board of 
directors.

Most organizations, how-
ever, do not view decision mak-
ing improvement as a pressing 
issue. The benefits are less obvi-
ous compared to e.g. innovation 
projects. From my perspective 
this is not a good decision. There 
is a lot of hidden upside in terms 
of improving profitability and 
particularly downside risk that 
can be avoided, if companies 
make some small changes in the 
way they approach important 
decisions in their organizations. 
Executives should make good de-
cisions a priority.

“As our brains are 
wired towards only 
trying to confirm 
our initial beliefs 
with new data, a 
process that helps 
us explicitly think 
about potential 
counterarguments 
can be very 
valuable.”

It was 3 a.m., 36 °C and I was 
wearing leather armour, a 
steel helmet, a sword and 
a fighting dagger.  

“For ten bucks an hour I’ll 
run up and down this hill all ni-
ght,” quipped my cast mate to 
peals of laughter. We were on a 
filming ranch north of Hollywo-
od and it was my first professio-
nal acting job: a non-union pro-
duction for the History Channel 
in July 2005. Somehow, I’d been 
cast as the lead. I was thrilled.

Good acting is emotional 
honesty in action and demon-
strates that the actor has got 
deep under a character’s skin 
to bring them to life. The abili-
ty to replicate another person’s 
motivations and desires in life 
in a performance should be as 
truthful as it is engaging.  

path to shared goals viewed qui-
te differently by people.

In 2016, I was leading a 
global program at one of the 
world’s top three banks. We 
had lost our head of PMO and 
I was asked to lead it on an in-
terim basis. I inherited a deeply 
dysfunctional team, battered by 
constant requests from the wi-
der program PMO that it could 
not meet. Without a doubt, the 
transferable skills that I learned 
in Hollywood helped me turn 
around the team. I had the abi-
lity to understand the motiva-
tion and impetus of each team 
member and their desires and 
aspirations, and then was able 
to help the team self-manage 
the work, so people were doing 
the things they were best at and 
which were closely aligned with 
senior management priorities.

Acting and managing 
projects – two sides 
of the same coin

Have you ever thought of Brad Pitt leading  
a project team at a bank? It’s not unlikely 
that he would succeed, according to the 
thesis of Mark Bolton. He has been managing 
project teams for years, and he also played a 
lead character in a Hollywood production. 
For both jobs, he says, the key to success is 
called “empathy”. 

Six months before I went 
to Hollywood, I’d been running 
a project management office 
(PMO) for ABN Amro in Lon-
don. I arrived in Los Angeles 
with a visa and had exactly 
one acquaintance in the city – 
a yoga teacher (what else?). In 
my late 30s, I started over.  New 
city, new country, new skills, 
new career, new friends, new 
life. It’s been the steepest lear-
ning curve of my life.  

Acting taught me the ex-
tremes of team dynamics. A 
character may be conflicted over 
important issues. Yet they can’t 
punch another character or walk 
off the set because the writer did 
not allow for that in the script 
and the director wants to show 
the tension. Of course, in the 
workplace this is a rare situation, 
but I regularly see the delivery 
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The book Decision 
Making Is Easy by 
Philip Meissner was 
published in Feb-
ruary by Campus 
Publishing. The book 
summarizes a 7 steps 
process for improv-
ing important busi-
ness decisions. It is 
available in German.
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Many companies look for the most intelligent and skillful consultant 
to get a project done, but brain and talent are not enough.

Personality plays an equally important role in identifying 
the right person for the job.

by KATHARINA SCHNEIDER

COMATCH developed the Consultant Preference Indicator 
(COPI) and identified the following types of consultants:

The best consultant 
isn’t always the right one

Everything seemed to be perfect for the con-
sultant of the COMATCH network: He re-
ceived top client ratings for completing sever-
al due diligence projects. Suddenly, his track 

record ended. Although his skillset matched the require-
ments, his mission to ignite a product launch project 
ended after just a few weeks. Both the consultant and the 
company were dissatisfied. What had happened?

Contrary to the well-defined goals and expec-
tations of a due diligence process, the product launch 
project did not have a clearly defined scope. The con-
sultant had to experiment, be creative and work with 
moving targets. This matched his skill set, but not his 
work style and soft skills.

To ensure better results when matching consult-

ants with clients, COMATCH developed the Consult-
ant Preference Indicator (COPI). COPI is based on a 
work-psychology model tailored to the consulting en-
vironment and assesses the preferred working style and 
strengths of a consultant. 

With the addition of consultant working styles 
in the project briefing, clients can describe their re-
quirements more precisely. They may need a COPI 
diplomat to manage a change project or a COPI en-
forcer to lead a restructuring project where decisions 
need to be taken. To ensure better results, the match 
between a consultant’s COPI results and the require-
ment profile in the project briefing is presented to the 
client in the candidate proposal. With COPI we ensure 
that our clients will be offered not only the best con-
sultant, but the right one, too.

Collective thinker

Works on solutions in a 
team and gains inspira-
tion through discussions 
and exchanging ideas.

Individual thinker

Likes to work 
independently and finds 
solutions through quiet 
reflection. 

Analyser

Works in an analytical and 
qualitative way, thinks in-
depth and writes concepts 
before acting.

Doer

Prefers quick results,  
is decisive, acts 
intuitively and accepts 
mistakes.

Diplomat

Seeks consensus, tries to 
persuade others through 
compromise and moves 
people forward together.

Enforcer

Sets clear goals, 
implements them despite 
resistance and pressure, 
drives others.

Structure fan

Prefers structured 
projects with clear goals 
and expectations by using 
a methodical approach.

Explorer

Loves to experiment in 
flexible projects with 
space for new ideas and 
creativity.
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The need for skills will change at an unprecedented speed. 
Using techniques that helped IT to handle big data could help 
companies to set up the workforce of tomorrow.

Identify 
the 
important 
skills for 
the future

E ver since humankind first used a stone as a 
cutting tool, our ideas of what is physically or 
ethically possible for humans to do have shift-
ed. Humans initially developed knowledge 

exclusively through experience, then organized these 
learned elements in order to transfer them to actions. 

With specialization, we pioneered technical ad-
vancement and grouped skills into professions. With 
manufacturing, we broke them down into specialized 
sub-professions, creating routines and making way for 
task-based machines. 

The cycle of new and obsolete skills and profes-
sions has accelerated over time. Nevertheless, there 
was approximately the span of a working life between 
these skill adjustments to deliver an adequate work-
force and keep people in occupation. Today, technol-
ogy is speeding up this cycle. We will have to accept 
that machines will not only be more efficient than hu-
mans in performing standardized and repetitive tasks, 
but that they will, eventually, get better than us at spe-
cifically human tasks.

Disassemble in order to reconstruct 

To identify the skills of the future, we will prob-
ably need to follow the path from IT to big data. One 

initial findings. Iterative learning is key to success. 

Get the working groups to break up the jobs in 
your company into tasks. These should then be broken 
down into underlying skills at a detailed level and split 
into building blocks. 

In this exercise, a simple concept like “writing” 
could become either “using dexterity and mental rep-
resentation to draw letters on a support” or “explain-
ing concepts in a format that can be made available to 
all”. This exercise may seem cumbersome at first, but 
it will give you the pieces for a construction game. 

Determine which “pieces” are lacking and which 
you have too many of, and identify which ones are 
missing. It will then be easier to find ways to fill these 
gaps by blending and bundling existing skill sets, as 
well as organizing the necessary learning experiences 
and development paths to prepare for the future.  

 
It will initially require creativity and mental agili-

ty to think out of the box and determine the skills of the 
future – but this is good news. Humans have eight or 
nine different types of natural intelligence, while com-
puters only have one, the logical one. We will be able to 
relearn how we learn, what and how we teach, and ulti-
mately, redefine the place of humans in the value chain.

of the first steps we may need to take is to deconstruct 
and disassemble the skill sets for jobs which were de-
termined in the past. This will allow us to see new re-
lations and change the whole analytical cluster of how 
we look at the world today. 

We need to create dynamics that get people out 
of the relative routine of their jobs, reflect on upcoming 
changes and build willingness to take charge, adapt and 
learn. There must be a bridge between existing and fu-
ture opportunities that people and companies can use 
to acquire what is needed in the modified workplace. 

How companies can address change proactively

The impact of the digital revolution on your busi-
ness will be different depending on your industry, loca-
tion and business model. Your timeline will also differ 
according to how fast moving your business is and if the 
tools (software or robots) are already available on the 
market. Your starting point is to define how far ahead 
you want to project the future of your business. 

Create the most diverse work groups possible, in-
cluding people who are not normally tasked with think-
ing about how their jobs will evolve. Ask them to facili-
tate sessions in turns. Set the stage and have the groups 
convene in intervals so that there’s time to reflect on 

by KARIN BIEGER

LEADING TOMORROW
33



34 35THE FUTURE OF WORK

LEADER OR MANAGER?

T here is a lot of discussion about the 
difference between managers and 
leaders. What makes someone a 
manager, and what makes someone 

a leader? This was something I explored in a pre-
vious book, “The Future of Work”, but it’s worth 
mentioning here. Some people say, the distinction 
between managers and leaders is purely semantic. 
Others are adamant that these are two separate 
types of people. We typically assume that manag-
ers are the ones who are responsible for people, 
making decisions and executing on them, dele-
gating, building teams, enforcing control, and the 
like. Leaders, on the other hand, are the ones who 
we believe to be visionaries. These are the people 
who inspire, motivate and encourage others. They 
challenge the status quo; they see a better world 
and are determined to build it. But why are these 
two different and separate people? Shouldn’t any-
one who is responsible for others be able to excel 
in both areas? I firmly believe that anyone inside of 
an organization can be a leader, but that managers 
MUST be leaders. 

The words we use at work and in life matter 
a great deal, which is why we should stop using the 
word manager altogether. It has turned into a word 

with a negative connotation and meaning, so why 
use it? Do you want to be managed? Do you want to 
work for a stereotypical manager, like the one we 
see portrayed in films like Office Space? Nobody 
wants to be managed, and, in fact, many don’t even 
want to be called a manager anymore.

Anyone can become a leader, it’s a matter of 
understanding who they are leading. For example, 
you can lead yourself, you can lead a small team or 
function, a department, or an entire organization. 
There is just one caveat: This isn’t simply a name 
change or a title change. This is a skill and mindset 
change, and if you are not able to embrace the skills 
and mindsets outlined in this book, then you have 
no business being a leader of people. If you are 
currently in a leadership position and find that you 
don’t possess the skills and mindsets outlined here, 
then it’s your responsibility to learn and practice 
them, or you won’t stay a leader. It’s a tough love 
approach, but it’s also the only approach. There is 
no place for bad leaders in the future of work. 

A recent study by Deloitte surveyed over 
5,000 knowledge workers in the United States. 
Seventy-two percent stated, “That we need a new 
definition of what a “leader” is in today’s world.” 
(Deloitte, June 2018). Imagine how much this num-
ber will increase over the next decade. 

JACOB MORGAN

The future leader

An exclusive pre-print from Jacob Morgan’s new book, 
The Future Leader, available in January 2020.

IS LEADERSHIP REALLY CHANGING?

Organizations are no longer places where 
employees show up to do a job and 
get a paycheck. That is the world most 
leaders are used to. Organizations are 

financial planners, health and wellness centers, cater-
ers, learning centers, daycares, career counselors, life 
advisors, places where we have fun and make friends, 
charities, and more. We are seeing the integration of 
work and life, and many of us spend just as much, if 
not more, time at work than we do at home. This isn’t 
the type of organization most leaders are used to, but 
it’s the one we are all becoming a part of. 

Will leadership in the next decade really be 
that different from today or will it simply be more of 
the same? If you were to teleport a leader a decade 
into the future, would that person still be able to lead 
effectively and successfully?

Out of all the CEOs I interviewed, a small 
handful said leadership will change so drastical-
ly that it will be unrecognizable. A slightly larger 
group said that leadership will be pretty much the 
same as it is now. Most CEOs, however, said that 
leadership will be based on a set of fundamental ex-
isting principles and ideas such as vision and being 
able to execute on that vision. They also said that 
future leaders will need to build on these things 
with a new arsenal of skills and mindsets. That’s ex-
actly what this book is about.

Tim Ryan, the Chairman of Pricewaterhouse-
Coopers (PwC) in the United States, oversees a 
workforce of over 55,000 employees. When we 
spoke about the future of leadership and whether it’s 
changing, he said, “It’s changing before our very eyes. 
I would actually admit that what made a great leader 
50 years ago or 25 years ago, will not likely make a 
great leader ten years from now.”  

Make no mistake, being a leader in the future 
is the hardest job that will exist. If, however, you 
embark on this journey, it will be one of the greatest 

34 35THE FUTURE OF WORKLEADING TOMORROW

JACOB MORGAN is one of the world’s 
leading authorities on leadership, 
employee experience, and the future 
of work. He is a four times best-selling 
author, speaker, and professionally 
trained futurist. He is also the founder 
of The Future of Work University, an 
online education and training platform 
that helps future proof individuals and 
organizations by teaching 

them the skills they need to succeed in the 
future of work. His new book, ‘The Future 
Leader’, which is based on interviews 
with over 140 CEOs around the world, is 
available in January 2020. 
You can learn more or order it at 
getfutureleaderbook.com

challenges of your professional career, but also the 
most rewarding.

Shawn Riegsecker is the CEO of Centro, a dig-
ital advertising software company with around 700 
employees. We talked at length about this, and he 
gave me this gem that I wanted to share with you.

“There’s no shortcut to be a great leader. In 
fact, getting there will take time, and you will likely 
face ups and downs along your journey. To get what 
you want, you must do those things that give you 
the confidence to do just a little bit more the next 
day. Nobody likes failure. Failure simply represents a 
challenge and a learning opportunity, not something 
to avoid. I believe the greatest point of growth oc-
curs, when you get uncomfortable and push yourself 
outside of your comfort zone. You must put your toes 
on the edge of “comfortable” and step into uncertain-
ty to make a real difference in your life.”

It’s natural to resist change and to be a bit 
scared and uncomfortable, but as Shawn said, “That’s 
where true growth happens.”  



3
6

Te
ch

no
lo

gy
 a

dd
s 

va
lu

e

PAUL VITIC 

is CTO of COMATCH. 
Before he joined 
the company in 
late 2019, he was 
Head of Software 
Development at 
SMAVA in Berlin. He 
worked in various IT 
consultant positions 
in Moscow, London 
and Essen.

MICHEL BENARD

is an independent 
consultant in 
the network of 
COMATCH. He has 
consulting contracts 
with and is a member 
of the board of IEM 
(provider of smart 
parking solutions).

CÉLINE NGUYEN 

is Manager Consultant 
Relations in charge 
of the French market 
at COMATCH. 
Previously, she 
managed the 
network of French 
Foreign Trade 
Advisors, consisting 
of 4,000 French 
senior executives 
and international 
specialists established 
in more than 140 
countries.

ANTONIOS KONDIS

studied at INSEAD, 
MIT and NTU Athens, 
before working as an 
associate at McKinsey 
and founding Icarus 
Sports. Since 2012, 
he has been helping 
future-thinking clients 
use data science as a 
competitive advantage 
and building a high-
frequency AI trading 
system.

MAX FLÖTTMANN

is a trained 
computational 
biologist and holds 
a PhD in Biophysics 
from Humboldt 
University in Berlin. 
After analyzing mainly 
genomic data, he 
joined the start-up 
scene and became a 
Data Scientist at an 
NLP Startup. He then 
joined COMATCH to 
focus on improving 
our automation.

38 —
“Consultants will not 
become redundant 
any time soon.”
by Paul Vitic 

40 —
How to unleash the 
power of AI in your 
business
by Antonios Kondis

44 —
Make more out of 
the rare parking lots 
by using AI. How 
to support data 
analysis
by Michel Benard

45 —
Finding the best 
match
by Max Flöttmann

46 —
Why we still talk to 
our consultants 
by Céline Nguyen 



38 39THE FUTURE OF WORK

How to use 
technology in the 
best possible way 
still seems to be 
a secret to many 
corporations. 
Although big 
data and artificial 
intelligence have 
disrupted many 
industries, it is 
crucial to find 
the right balance 
between progress 
and regulation, says 
Paul Vitic, CTO of 
COMATCH.

 Consultants 
 will not become 
 redundant any 
 time soon.  ”

When was the last time you 
were personally annoyed by an 
algorithm? 

I guess everybody gets wor-
ried when they are looking for 
something to buy on the internet, 
and seconds later an ad for the 
same product pops up on anoth-
er website. What really worries 
me, is that the internet companies 
seem to know almost everything 
about me. I ask myself, what is my 
privacy worth?

This shouldn’t be a surprise for 
you as a CTO, right?

Of course not. I fully respect 
that online services you can use 
for free come at a price — your 
personal data. Yet, the bound-
ary of where my privacy starts 
and where it ends has become 
very blurred. There should be 
the possibility to decide which 
action online should be private 
and which one open to be used 
for marketing. 

I don’t think this is going to 
happen any time soon. I remem-
ber predictions for 50 billion in-
terconnected and autonomous 
devices by 2020 in machine to 
machine communication several 
years ago. That will not happen. 
And we are still waiting for driv-
erless cars. The devil is always 
in the detail. Furthermore, ethi-
cal questions have been ignored 
in the projections. Let me an-
swer your question: Consultants 
bring so much experience, per-
sonality and individual trust to 
the table, you can’t just change 
that into a task executed solely 
based on artificial intelligence.

In your experience, do compa-
nies have realistic ideas as to 
when and in which area they 
want to use the technology 
and what concrete measurable 
benefits they expect from it?

There are certain proven 
areas where technology can add 
value for a company. I see a dif-
ferent aspect in the whole pro-
cess of integrating technology 
into a business model. Compa-
nies should try to power their 
core business strategy and prod-
uct with software developed in-
house as part of their intellectual 
property but opt for off-the-shelf 
software or SaaS to automate 
operational activities. Often mis-
takes are made in this all-impor-
tant decision on “build or buy” 
with regards to software.

How can companies ensure 
that they are not investing in 
the wrong areas?

First, this problem is not 
caused by the existence of tech-

nology. It’s all about company 
culture. You need to be agile on 
all levels of your organization. 
The same is true for strategic de-
cisions. The way you make your 
decision, the way you experiment 
in quick iterations, in-house or 
with products off-the-shelf – the 
whole process needs to be agile. 
Accepting experiments gives you 
quick feedback, you learn, set up 
the next experiment, you even 
may have to change the method-
ology. The difference with tech-
nology is that decisions should 
be made quickly. If your compet-
itor is faster than you, you will be 
left behind.

COMATCH operates in var-
ious countries. What degree 
of digitization do German 
companies have compared to 
other countries? Who is ahead 
of others, who is catching up, 
who is falling back? And for 
what reasons?

Here is an example based 
on my very own personal expe-
rience. When I moved from Tur-
key to Germany four and a half 
years ago, I was very surprised 
how far behind digital banking in 
Germany was compared to Tur-
key. I was shocked that the pro-
cess of lending money was so dif-
ficult in Germany, everything had 
to be done offline and the process 
took at least two weeks. In Tur-
key, you could receive a loan by 
simply sending a text message to 
your bank, and minutes later, the 
money was in your account. The 
risk management process was 
performed in milliseconds. In the 
meantime, a lot has happened in 
Germany as competitors have 

entered the market. Now, digital 
consumer loan products avail-
able here as well, but even that 
process still isn’t as fast as it was 
in Turkey when I left. So, there is 
still much work to do.

Let’s look at the future: Where 
does the economy stand on the 
scale of 1-100 for digitization?

I personally see Germany 
at 45 when it comes to the use 
of technology. Many companies 
started quite late and proceeded 
slowly. Nowadays, companies are 
catching up. They are being sup-
ported by strong investments, ei-
ther by using their own capital or 
by collaborating with the venture 
capital market which also invests 
in the start-up area. Fortunately, 
the start-up scene has become a 
vital and lively part of the Ger-
man economy, driving innovation 
and keeping traditional corpora-
tions on their toes.

When do you think we will  
see technology take the next 
major step forward?

Although not the fastest, I 
think Germany is doing it right 
now. Introducing new technolo-
gy also requires social and eth-
ical responsibility. We may not 
be as progressive as the compa-
nies in Silicon Valley. They are 
fast, but in the name of progress, 
some rules were broken. This 
may have also caused a lot of 
damage. Technological advance-
ment and regulation should be 
well balanced, and it seems that 
Germany is doing a good job. As 
I said before: The devil is always 
in the detail.

interview with PAUL VITIC
by OLIVER HEIECK

COMATCH also uses algo-
rithms to match companies 
with consultants. Where is the 
benefit and how do you protect 
this data?

Yes, and all users — compa-
nies as well as consultants — have 
consented to us using this data. 
We take a machine learning ap-
proach, using historical informa-
tion to match the right consultant 
with a project quickly and at a 
very high success rate. Working 
with more and more advisors, we 
will scale that process, including 
skills and personality patterns. In 
the end, it will still be people who 
will have to work together. Tech-
nology is just the enabler for the 
best possible constellation.

Forecasts predict that 40% to 
70% of all current professions 
will disappear as a result of 
digitization. When will the 
consultant become redundant 
through technology?

“ 

TECHNOLOGY ADDS VALUE
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Forty percent of jobs will 
be replaced by AI within 
the next 15 years, says Kai-
Fu Lee, one of the world’s 
most prominent experts on 
AI. Today, we know there 
are some problems AI can 
solve well and others that 
present more of a challenge.

by ANTONIOS KONDIS

How to 
unleash the 
power 
of AI in your 
business

40 41TECHNOLOGY ADDS VALUE
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Pricing & product selection

You have a large customer base that 
interacts with your business almost 

daily, whether it’s banking, telecoms or mobile gaming. 
You also have different products you can offer, such as 
savings/loans, mobile/VAS plans or in-game purchases. 
You might have some dashboards, metrics, or general sta-
tistics from your analytics team, and you rely on industry 
experts to define pricing for each product and promo-
tional strategy (usually at customer segment level). 

Data is consolidated, cleansed and at 
customer level. Algorithms predict 

the probability of a specific customer buying a particular 
product at a certain price. The business team uses this in-
formation to optimize revenue per customer by making 
the right offer to the right customer at the right time.

Customer loyalty

The case is very similar to the 
above in terms of data and possible 

options. Your experts design a loyalty scheme which is 
trying to get your customers to stay loyal to your brand/
product by giving back some of the value they create for 
your organization in various forms (discounts, better 
service etc). The loyalty scheme has the same rules for 
everyone, or ideally, for each customer segment.

Offering the same loyalty rewards 
to everyone regardless of their 

likelihood of churning is devaluing your organization. 
You might be giving away rewards (and thus squeezing 
margins) to customers who would not churn even with-
out them. AI can understand which customer is more 
likely to churn and can incentivize them to remain loy-
al, as long as they generate a profit. In essence, AI can 
create the ultimate segmentation — the segment of one.

You may have concluded that 
a B2C environment is more likely 
to offer opportunities for AI projects. 
Let’s review what they might look 
like both with and without AI.

Three easy steps to make use 
of AI in your organization 

After all this, you might think you need to hire people 
with PhDs in Statistics, invest in high-end AI databases 
and software, or enlarge your tech team with machine 
learning experts. But first think about which problems 
actually need to be solved. If you feel that there’s a gap 
for an AI project in your organization, find someone 
to mediate between business, IT and analytics teams 
— this may be a data scientist, but generally, the person 
you are looking for should have the following skills:

Business
Has their eye on the prize of profit increase rather than 
interesting correlations. Consulting experience or an 
advanced business degree would be a plus (if not a 
must), along with strong business sense.

IT
Understand how data is captured and structured in da-
tabases and be able to explain to an IT team how to bet-
ter support you in providing the right data without cre-
ating too much workload. Understand how ML works 
(algorithm training, testing and evaluating vs. scoring) 
in order to be able to see the big picture, from solution 
exploration to productization.

Analytics
Know basic statistics in order to understand concepts 
like sampling and error metrics.

It’s a great time we live in; AI is finally within business 
reach. With careful planning, you can take advantage of 
it to increase profits and secure your competitive ad-
vantage today.

I n most cases, the low-hanging fruit within your 
organization will fall under supervised learn-
ing. This kind of machine learning has proven 
itself to be efficient within two areas: 

Classification
• Will we lose this subscriber within the next 6 months? 
• Will a consumer buy this item this month? 
• Will a client default on their next payment? 

Regression/forecasting
•  

•  

•  

Any process within your organization with the follow-
ing characteristics is a good candidate for an AI project:

Profitability
Like any other sizeable project, the process must be 
important in terms of revenue to justify spending re-
sources on it. 

Generation of big data
Data related to this process must exist in multiple, 
large databases populated almost daily. It surpasses 
human ability to make sense of it.

Expert opinions
The problem is usually solved by resorting to experts 
who make decisions using intuition rather than data. 
No matter how good the experts are, AI can go much 
deeper in understanding the relationship between in-
puts and outputs.

What is AI?

The term artificial intelli-

gence was first used in 1956, 

when the idea was to de-

scribe “every aspect of learn-

ing or any other feature of 

intelligence” so “a machine 

can be made to simulate it.” 

The team working on invent-

ing AI also wanted to “make 

machines use language, form 

abstractions and concepts, 

solve kinds of problems now 

reserved for humans, and 

improve themselves.” This 

formed the basis of what is 

now called artificial general 

intelligence (AGI): a com-

puter that is as smart as a 

human. Nowadays, what is 

most referred to in the press 

is artificial narrow intelli-

gence (ANI or AI), which is a 

computer program that was 

designed to excel in one very 

particular task.

Machine learning (ML) is a 

subset of AI, which uses data 

to answer questions by mak-

ing predictions. 

Without AI

Without AI

With AI

With AI

TECHNOLOGY ADDS VALUE

What revenue are we expecting this month  
from this POS? 
What is the amount a particular consumer  
is willing to pay for this add-on? 
When will this software or equipment fail  
if left without repairs?
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Finding the best match

S taffing managers at CO-
MATCH have a chal-
lenging task: Match 
the best consultant to 

any project from our pool in 48 
hours. Our staff is experienced, 
but it can be quite tough to find 
the best specialist within this 
timeframe if you are not an ex-
pert in this area. Especially if you 
are not fluent in the field’s jargon. 
What is good search terminology 
if you are looking for this specif-
ic thought leader? What is this 
strange acronym that is used in 
the project description? 

by MAX FLÖTTMANN

Here at COMATCH we 
use machine learning to help our 
workforce deal with this chal-
lenge. Our data science team 
builds with all the text fragments 
we have available internally a 
similarity model of the terms that 
are used by our clients and con-
sultants. This model considers 
how often words appear in close 
proximity or within the same text 
and creates with these numbers 
something like an address for 
our terms. With these addresses 
we can now search for terms like 
you would usually do to find the 

closest gas station or hairdresser. 
Say you are at the word “audit-
ing”, you can now ask our ser-
vice, “What is the closest com-
pany to this term?” You are new 
at COMATCH and don’t know 
the acronym CDD? The model 
will tell you that commercial due 
diligence is its closest neighbor. 
This is a good example of how 
artificial intelligence (AI) can 
make work more effective and 
help people learn and discover 
new things.

Ensuring high quality and 
speed is the focus of the next 
step in our machine learning pro-
jects. To enable more people in 
our growing workforce to invite 
candidates for very specialized 
projects, we let the algorithm 
learn from projects we have suc-
cessfully staffed in the last years. 
It checks which profiles were the 
best matches to projects in the 
past and recommends profiles to 
projects without any further in-
put. The algorithm integrates the 
knowledge of experienced staff-
ing managers and redistributes it 
to everyone in the company.

These two examples show 
how machine learning can help 
an organization to grow and scale 
quickly and act as an enabler for 
people within the organization.

TECHNOLOGY

I EM, a company located 
in Geneva, Switzerland, is 
a leading provider of in-
telligent instruments for 

managing on-street parking. The 
goal to better understand mo-
torists’ behavior and to deliver 
relevant information to improve 
the parking management of ci-
ties was achieved by using data 
analysis and machine learning. 
For the real-time data generated 
by parking meters, street sensors 
and smartphone apps were used. 

In order to help IEM make 
the most of its data, the consul-
ting project focused on the fol-
lowing tasks:

The data analysis and ma-
chine learning techniques used 
in the project were chosen from 
a set of available possibilities and 
algorithms considering the quan-
tity and the quality of data, as 
well as the required precision for 
the results. We focused on data 
quality to ensure that the best 
available data is being applied. 

Result. The results obtai-
ned allowed the preparation of 
reports and visualizations for the 
authorities and cities running 
parking facilities. 

Next steps. Further work is 
ongoing to explore more predi-
ction techniques and plan par-
king usage across more locations 
and into the future. 

•     Acquisition and curation of 
data from different sources and 
with different formats.

•     Analysis of the curated data, 
generation of parking statisti-
cs over different locations and 
periods of time and investiga-
tion of user behavior, followed 
by clustering the parking user 
behavior into meaningful groups 
showing specific and systematic 
patterns, as well as the investi-
gation of spatial and temporal 
predictions of parking behavior.

•     Visualization of the resul-
ts on temporal and geospatial 
charts and specific reporting ac-
cording to cities’ expectations, in 
a format facilitating future deci-
sions on parking policy. 

BY MICHEL BENARD

Make more out of the rare
parking lots by using AI.
How to support
data analysis

AI enabled the active management of parking 
space and parking fees and influenced 
customers’ choice of means of public 
transportation.

44TECHNOLOGY ADDS VALUE
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T echnology must 
serve humans and 
not vice versa. Hu-
mans, with the help 

of algorithms, are at the center 
of our business model: We match 
clients and consultants.
 

Our current society is in-
creasingly technology-oriented. 
Yet, there is still a strong demand 
for human interaction, as my dai-
ly dealings with consultants con-
firm. A consultant's primary goal 
is to benefit through COMATCH 
as an additional project acquisi-
tion channel. However, they do 
not want to simply deal with a 
computer screen. They appreci-
ate the human factor we offer: we 
listen, we support, we assist.

 
Satisfied consultants are at 

the core of our business. Even if 
technology helps us in our daily 
lifes, frequent personal touch-
points with our consultants are 
extremely important. We keep 
abreast of their news and their 
needs. Beyond identifying their 
expertise, we want to get to know 
them personally. This helps us to 

learn about their soft skills, their 
personality, lets us offer them the 
best possible service and projects 
that meet their expectations. We 
further develop the relationship 
after the initial interview at our 
events or on a one-to-one basis.

Knowing the network and 
the potential of our consultants 
is essential, but we also want to 
create a feeling of belonging. The 
consultants are our customers!

 
A winning relationship

 
Our objective at CO-

MATCH is to create a win-win 
relationship for both client and 
consultant. Understanding both 
the client’s needs and the exper-
tise as well as the expectations 
of our consultants on the other 
hand, helps us find the best possi-
ble match. Ideally, our clients are 
satisfied because they get the ex-
pertise tailored to their needs and 
the consultants are content to be 
working on a project that meets 
their expectations. Ultimately, it’s 
a win-win-win relationship.

Why we still talk 
to our consultants 

TECHNOLOGY ADDS VALUE

by CÉLINE NGUYEN
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COMATCH 
is one of the 
world’s leading 
marketplaces 
connecting 
independent 
consultants 
with companies 
of any size and 
sector.

In the past 5 years, COMATCH has supported 
companies to embrace the future of work. Here are 

the top 3 industries that are most active in the focus 
topics of this magazine. 

Most projects in ...

COMATCH network consists 
of MORE THAN 10,000 EXPERTS 

coming from different backgrounds.

... implementing 
an agile working 
environment

... developing 
the leaders of 
tomorrow

... accelerating 
performance through 
technology

 1 
Aerospace & Defence

 2 
Electrical Engineering

 3 
Insurance

 1 
Biotechnology

 2 
Professional Services

 3 
Electrical Engineering

 1 
Public Sector

 2 
Insurance

 3  
Telecommunications

INDUSTRY EXPERTS
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FINANCE EXPERTS
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CONSULTANTS
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