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CORPORATE CULTURAL TRANSFORMATION PROJECT 
 THE CITY OF CALGARY 

SUMMARY 
With changing citizen expectations; a shifting workforce; and a new, change-driven Mayor all pushing 

The City of Calgary to be a more citizen-focused organization, a team of four City staff, and one 

playwright, were put in place to revamp the organization’s culture. But how do you even begin to 

change the foundational habits of 16,000 government employees? The team decided to start with 

the obvious: ask the employees. 

The result was 10 months of facilitation, 186 engagement sessions, 3,300 engagements with 

everyone from the Mayor to front line workers to citizens, and one government well on its way to 

being fundamentally transformed to better serve citizens. 

Key results achieved include: 

 A workforce focused on outcomes for citizens and working together to make that happen, 

 More than 20 different previously autonomous change initiatives aligned,  

 A new definition of success for staff, and 

 More efficient and effective delivery of 500 different lines of business. 

The Cultural Transformation Project ensured the process reflected and supported the Core Values for 

the Practice of Public Participation, and The City of Calgary’s Engage Cornerstones and Policy as 

illustrated by the following: 

 The design of the process was undertaken on the belief that those who are affected by a 

decision have a right to be involved in the decision-making process. This was achieved in a 

coordinated and collaborative approach with critical mass of 42 diverse stakeholders groups 

working together to help the whole system adapt, transform and learn more effectively.  

 Group Autonomy: The team brought people together by expressing a clear call toward 

shared purpose and got the right people into the room with shared intent.  

 Processes, Methods, and Tools: The engagement for this project was organized around 

the common building blocks of Appreciative Inquiry, Collective Impact, Gamestorming, 

Liberating Structures, Dialogue, Pattern Language and the core value that participants help 

in designing how they participate. Planned efforts changed based on the results of previous 

engagements. 

 Seeks input from participants: All City employees were equally invited to participate in 

the process. When the path was uncertain, we sought the intelligence, intuition and direction 

from the collective. 

 Stewardship of Process: The Project Team  consisted of  a Leader, Strategist, Project 

Manager, Engagement Consultant and Citizen Raconteur (lead facilitator and citizen’s voice), 
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and involved a joint team of 20 City of Calgary Transformation Project Leaders. A team of 

four facilitators were rotated. Sharing responsibility increases participation and investment, 

taps the gifts of all group members, and leads to better results. 

 Communicates to participants: The project followed The City of Calgary’s communication 

and engage policies. In each session it was intentionally stated how the ‘findings’ would be 

used, what will be reported back and to whom it will be reported to.   

THE WORLD IS CHANGING AROUND US (BACKGROUND) 
The demographics of Calgary and of The City’s employee base are changing due to migration, 

immigration, aging and other factors. Twenty per cent of The City’s workforce is set to retire within 

10 years. New faces will replace them and new people have different expectations about the type of 

organizational culture an employer of choice should offer. At the same time the ability to connect 

through technology like never before has created entirely new citizen expectations of transparency, 

accountability, involvement and speed of responsiveness. 

In October 2010 Calgarians elected a new Mayor – Naheed Nenshi – whose social media driven rise 

from less than eight per cent in the polls just months prior became an overnight, magazine cover 

grabbing, national success story. It was clear to everyone he was going to be a different type of 

mayor than anyone had ever seen before. Once in office he proved to be a mayor with a lofty vision 

to not just improve The City’s services, but to fundamentally transform government. 

The City of Calgary Administration’s senior management – the 30 directors responsible for every line 

of business in the government – responded to Mayor Nenshi’s challenge to become even more 

citizen-focused in their work with a myriad of process improvements aimed at things like 

streamlining the building process and ‘cutting red tape’. Yet the mayor continued to push staff to “be 

better” and to “be more citizen-focused”. He wasn’t satisfied that staff had even scratched the 

surface of what was possible. One and a half years into the Mayor’s term, the Senior Management 

Team determined that if they were to achieve what he was asking of them it would require a very 

different response than they had ever executed before: they would need to change the culture of 

government. 

But how does one even begin to fathom how to change the foundational habits of 16,000 

government employees? A small team of four ‘outside the box’ City staff, and one playwright, were 

put in place under the direction of the City Manager and decided they would start with the obvious: 

ask them. 

THE PROCESS 
Following a healthy body of Organizational Culture best practices the client’s desired outcome was to 

determine the attitudes, behaviours and habits required of all 16,000 employees to allow the 

organization to be at its best as often as possible. In short: what was the organizational culture that 
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was required for employees to be citizen-focused in their work? And what’s needed to allow this to 

happen every day? 

The Project Team would first need to determine what the current organizational culture was. 

Specifically it was required to know what in the current culture works well (and should be further 

‘unleashed’) and what doesn’t (and should be addressed). Secondly the team would need to know 

what currently isn’t happening that should be in order to achieve the client’s goal. Then each of 

these ‘items’ would need to be applied to specific daily work processes to determine any changes 

which will need to occur. And all of this would need to be done for employees in 500 different lines 

of business in 30 different business units ranging from Parks to Fire to IT to HR to Communications to 

Fleet Services to Planning and Development to recreation centres. Finally, mentorship would need to 

be provided to action the desired changes. 

Each of these needs would be broken into one of four Appreciative Inquiry phases. A project charter 

was established and 42 different stakeholder groups were identified. A multitude of facilitated 

engagements would be required for each phase and each 

stakeholder. A timeline of 18 months was set. This was going 

to be a monumental undertaking. 

During the first phase, which was focused on determining 

the current culture of the organization, 90 different events 

were held and a total of 1,700 employees participated. The 

primary activities during this phase were: 

 Camps – Workshops designed for the 250 managers of the organization to understand the 

process, to provide their input and to help the Project Team better interpret the results 

harvested in sessions with staff. Techniques included Conversation Circles, Mapping, Forced 

Ranking and Future-casting. 

 Roadshows – Drop in sessions, both in person and online, designed for the employee base 

to ask questions about the project and to be ‘ground zero’ for the gathering of input. 

Techniques included Questioning and Post Up. 

 Appreciative Interviews – A group of 100 employee volunteers (Early Adopters whom 

were dubbed “The First 100”) were trained to conduct Appreciative Inquiry interviews with 

several of their colleagues to gather their input. 

The output of the first phase’s engagement was the Foundational Cultural Norms – a simple telling 

of what people are doing when they are at their most effective. 

During the project’s second phase, which was focused on determining the attitudes, behaviours and 

habits needed to action the discoveries from the first phase, 96 events were held and a total of 1,600 

employees and citizens participated. The primary activity was: 

 GroupWorks Pattern Language Cards  – Workshops were held with established work 

teams and questions were asked using GroupWorks cards as a tool to help express answers 
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with a common meaning throughout the organization. Techniques included Card Sort, 

Storytelling, Forced Ranking, Dot Voting and Mapping. 

The output of the second phase’s engagement was: 

 Cultural Norms – the attitudes, behaviours and 

habits that are valued by staff and required to enact 

what was discovered in the first phase 

 Cultural Dynamic – a simple graphic that captures 

the systems involved in the organization and how 

they interconnect to achieve the client’s outcomes 

 Rapport Statement – a simplified organizational 

goal that functions as both a corporate strategy and 

a memorable tool for staff to determine how to behave in any situation. 

Activities ranged from involving 3 to 250 participants and lasted from 15 minutes to half a day 

depending on the stakeholder and the requirements of the technique selected. 

Participants in the activities included everyone from average citizens to front line staff who converse 

with Calgarians each day to senior management to the Mayor and his office staff. Each of The City’s 

30 business units participated in meaningful facilitated activities. 

ENGAGEMENT UTILIZATION 
The engagement was such an essential component of the Cultural Transformation Project that the 

team even developed a saying: “the engagement IS the transformation”. Thus over a period of 10 

months 80 to 90 per cent of the total working hours for the five person team were spent either 

planning, developing or delivering the engagement, or processing, analyzing and reporting back to 

stakeholders the results of the engagement. The remaining 20 per cent (or likely less) of time was 

spent in addressing administrative processes or quietly campaigning behind the scenes with essential 

power-brokers to encourage facilitated sessions be scheduled with their groups.  

The Project Team knew from the outset that the tools they 

chose would be vital to the project’s success. Following a 

period of research, three specific, successive strategies 

were set upon, each building upon the previous. 

The first was a strategy to avoid aiming for “buy-in” through 

a ‘top-down’ communications-based approach designed to 

brainwash the staff to agree with pre-determined 

organizational culture.  

Instead the Project Team sought “ownership” of the project’s outcomes by the City’s 16,000 

employees. The simple decision informed us that the cultural transformation needed to be generated 
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by the employee base themselves. This would ensure that they would be willing to enact the 

project’s outcomes because they would see themselves reflected in the organizational narrative 

being described. Facilitated engagement was the only tool which could ensure this. If successful, the 

engagement itself would be the beginning of the cultural transformation. 

The second strategy was to utilize Appreciative Inquiry as the engagement methodology. The inquiry 

portion of this methodology process was extremely valuable at building ownership as planned, while 

the appreciative aspect ensured facilitated sessions were (mostly) able to avoid degenerating into a 

“bitch session” as was possible if another methodology was utilized.  

The Appreciative Inquiry methodology introduced four phases: 

1. Discover:  uses a series of one-on-one interviews to uncover successful attitudes, 

behaviours and habits that make us citizen-focused. This phase is where we define our 

existing organizational culture. 

2. Dream: engages broader stakeholder groups both within and outside of the organizational 

culture to confirm and test these discoveries. This phase is where we envision our future 

organizational culture and what it will take to make that the norm. 

3. Design: re-engages the stakeholder groups to brainstorm how to implement these ideals 

across the organization. This phase is where we envision how organizational culture impacts 

and intersects with business planning and budgeting. 

4. Deliver: engages all business units to roll out the transformation in a way that ensures joint 

ownership. This phase is where we begin to implement our new organizational culture on a 

daily basis. As you might suspect, this is an ongoing process. 

The third strategy adopted was to, for the most part, ignore the current leadership hierarchy and 

instead find the champions who are already thinking in the desired “citizen-centric” way. Following 

the Rogers’ bell curve sociologic model, as it applies to 

the diffusion of innovations, we sought out 100 early 

adopters (whom were dubbed ‘The First 100‘) and 

provided them with opportunities to be heavily 

engaged in the facilitated process. The First 100 were 

not only the first participates of facilitated sessions, but 

actually went on to be extremely vital in being 

resources to schedule sessions in their work units and 

even facilitators themselves through project tactics 

such as Appreciative Interviews where they were each 

encouraged to interview ten colleagues, thus deepening the penetration into the organization.  

TECHNIQUES AND TOOLS 
The engagement for this project was organized around the common building blocks of Appreciative 

Inquiry, Gamestorming, Liberating Structures, Dialogue, and Pattern Language. These building blocks 
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allowed the Project Team to decide whether to convene, clarify purpose, and to make a bevy of 

design choices that flowed from the client’s desired outcomes. They offered a set of design 

principles, key questions and a common language to provide quality engagement that was 

appropriate, original, unique and, above all, collaborative. 

The engagement process created was one that the Project Team believed in, but it was treated 

simply as a strong hypothesis, ensuring the team remained open to adapting it in real time when 

needs of the group developed in unexpected directions. The Project Team knew both the 

engagement plan as well as the client’s desired outcomes so well that this adaptation was possible 

without losing sight of the ‘bigger picture’. 

Seven principles guided the collaborative effort in planning, designing, implementing and evaluating 

the techniques and structures used in this unique 

engagement process. They are:  

 Include and unleash everyone 

 Start with a common purpose 

 Build trust as we go  

 Practice deep respect for people and solutions 

 Invite creative construction to enable innovation  

 Engage in seriously playful curiosity 

 Learn by collaborating 

As facilitators we developed and implemented over 35 adaptable microstructures (i.e. games, 

activities, gatherings and styles) that helped us achieve the intended purpose of the project. Each 

liberating microstructure provided scope for thinking freely, even playfulness. Through each 

engagement these structures introduced tiny shifts in the way the stakeholders met, made decisions 

and related to one another. These microstructures put the innovative power once reserved for 

experts in the hands of everyone ensuring a participant centered approach.  

The core microstructures utilized were:  

 Card Sort (e.g. GroupWorks Pattern Language Cards) 

 Dot Voting (e.g. Dotmocracy) 

 Post Up (e.g. Stickies) 

 Interviews (e.g. Appreciative, Online Live Chat) 

 Questioning (e.g. Conversation Circle, Peer to Peer) 

 Mapping (e.g. Network,  Behavioural, System) 

 Bodystorming (e.g. Role Playing) 

 Forced Ranking (e.g. Ideation, First 100) 

 Future Casting (e.g. letter to a future self) 

 Storyboard/Storytelling  (e.g. graphic recording, video) 

 Action Planning (e.g. Rapid Prototyping) 
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The location and setting of the site for an event have a major impact on the group's energy, 

attentiveness, and ability to connect. Each facilitated session took place at the stakeholder’s 

workspace or a neutral location. (This included everything from standard boardrooms to chairs 

gathered next to a car wash. Flexibility of engagement 

tactics and materials was paramount.) These places 

were mutually chosen as they expressed the intention 

to participants that ‘it is all about you’. 

The 186 gatherings were structured around a series of 

stages. Events began with connections (i.e. Network 

Mapping), establishing a shared language (i.e. 

Conversation Circle), then opportunity for divergent 

set of views (i.e. Bodystorming, Storytelling) to be 

shared, which followed by co-creation of new ideas (i.e. GroupWorks Pattern Language Cards), 

convergence on a set of answers (i.e. Dot Voting) and in some cases commitment to take action (i.e. 

Reflection). 

To provide some additional context here is some detail on three of the techniques used during 

engagement: 

 The GroupWorks Deck of 91 full-colour common 

language cards was used during the primary Dream 

Phase workshops. The tool was selected to create a 

common language among all participants and remove 

possible bias in interpretation during analysis 

(something that proved difficult during the Discover 

Phase). The cards made it possible to immediately 

include, engage and unleash everyone in shaping the 

future. The cards revealed an immense source of 

untapped knowledge, capability, and momentum and 

produced The City of Calgary’s nine Cultural Norms. The 

cards were also used to plan sessions, reflect on and 

debrief them, provide guidance, and share responsibility for making other sessions go well. 

 Our First 100s each interviewed 10 people each about the strengths of The City using the 

Appreciative Inquiry interview process. The purpose was to capture and spread tacit 

knowledge about successful field experiences in The City and spark peer to peer learning, 

mutual respect, and network building. The outcome was the creation a new exciting group 

narrative (how we are making order out of chaos!) 

 Graphic Recording was key tool for our large group engagements (Corporate Management 

Team Gatherings [x5]; First 100 Gathering [x1]; Citizen Conversation [x1]). This real-time 

creation of illustrated high-level notes showed participants that their input was heard and 

tracked a complicated conversation. It encouraged creative and systemic thinking and 
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allowed sharing with others of both the key points and 

the emotional affect of the experience.  

A key strength to this engagement was assessing the impact it 

had on the transformation of the broader systems in The City. 

This was achieved through constant assessment and follow-up. 

Below are some techniques were used to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the engagement and follow up with 

stakeholders: 

 Survey Participants – at or immediately after all events. Asked questions to dig into the 

quality of their experience 

 Debrief Process – At end of each event/session asked all organizers 3 questions which 

helped to improve the process in the future 

 Follow Up Personally – (e.g. Phone call) 

 Play Back What We Heard  – (e.g. Report Backs, End-of-Phase Books, Recorded Video) 

 Reports  

Many of these microstructures and techniques are now being utilized by City Business Units or other 

projects such as the Corporate Digital Strategy, Action Plan 

2015-2018 (Business Planning and Budget Coordination), 

Customer Service Framework, Tomorrow’s Workplace, front-

line Operations Manager gatherings and related workforce 

(twenty five per cent of total municipal workforce). This way of 

thinking has influenced general corporate curiosity in each 

other, thus helping enable the client’s desired cultural 

transformation. 

We think of our methodologies/techniques in terms of using them in an interventionist way, in hopes 

that the project will not just have influence on people, but on the process, too. 

THE CONTRIBUTION (BENEFITS) 
The final facilitated session of Dream Phase took place on June 20, 2013. As the facilitator finished 

speaking the MC called an abrupt close to the meeting and ordered an immediate evacuation of the 

facility due to the declaration of a local state of emergency. 

It turned out to be the most expensive natural disaster in Canadian history. 

In the days leading up, much of southern Alberta had experienced heavy rainfall that triggered 

massive flooding. In Calgary, 26 neighbourhoods were placed under a mandatory evacuation. 

Affecting 100,000 people, it was the largest evacuation order in the city's history. The city's 

downtown core – including City Hall – was rendered unusable. 
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As Calgary began to flood and people became displaced, City employees mobilized to lead the 

evacuation and offer support and assistance to evacuees – all the while many knowing their own 

homes had been damaged or completely washed away. 

Behind the scenes, those employees who had been participants in the workshops approached the 

Project Team, their eyes wide with excitement. Almost everyone said the same thing: "What I'm 

seeing in action is the kind of culture I envisioned. After being able to articulate it, now we've made it 

a reality." In particular, Calgary’s employees exhibited commitment, alignment to shared purpose, 

and ability to take responsibility. They were praised for their ability to listen and simplify information 

and for their transparency. All of which were the elements of the organizational culture that they had 

previously described during the engagement.  

Particular emphasis must be placed on transparency. At the recent World Economic Forum in Davos, 

Switzerland Calgary Mayor Naheed Nenshi stated that "communicating all available information with 

citizens through someone they trust was key… the city decided to share all updates about the flood 

with Calgarians unless public safety was at risk, which was never the case."  

The client’s outcomes, as determined through the engagement, were laid bare in the actions of 

workshop participants’ response to the flood. The results were more than citizens could have hoped 

for in a desperate time. 

The City of Calgary has been fundamentally transformed by not just the output of the engagement 

(as planned) but also by the process of the specific engagement utilized. The strategy of widespread 

engagement with employees across the organization was so different from previous corporate 

projects that the engagement tactics utilized have been embraced and have begun to be imbedded 

in across the organization in unexpected ways. 

There are three main areas of tangible benefits and organizational goals impacted: 

1. engage! Policy: The City of Calgary has a formal policy framework for engagement with 

citizens which was updated during the Cultural Transformation Project, incorporating the 

Cultural Norms (5/27/2013). The policy defines engagement as “purposeful dialogue 

between The City, citizens and stakeholders to gather information to influence decision 

making”. To ensure alignment, the Cultural Transformation Project Team met with the policy 

review team on a regular basis directly informing the Policy’s Guiding Principles: 

Accountability, Inclusiveness, Transparency, Commitment and Responsiveness. 

2. Definition of “Citizen-Centric Government”: As a priority of Mayor Nenshi’s 

Transforming Government initiative, a common Rapport Statement was developed to 

describe a common understanding and use of the term: “community success is our success”. 

The use of ongoing engagement will continue to define “community success” within each of 

the 500 lines of business, all of which is linked by the founding cultural principles of working 

together and focusing on shared outcomes as determined by the Cultural Transformation 

Project’s engagements. So, while individual services will achieve community success (i.e. 
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waste collection) they now describe success primarily in terms of collaboration with others 

elsewhere in the organization to achieve citizens’ goals. 

3. Council’s Fiscal Plan for Calgary: One of the six pillars in this plan, which is the primary 

priority setting document of the organization, is “becoming a more effective and disciplined 

organization”. By having 3,300 engagements with The City’s workforce during the 

engagement process, the project has provided tangible benefits to increase transparency and 

accountability, examine alternative mechanisms for service delivery and fostering innovation 

and creativity. As a result of reactions to the engagement the project has been able to 

directly impact progress in several significant areas which will result in budget efficiencies, 

currently being authored for the 2015-18 business cycle. 

In summary, through the use of facilitated discoveries made during the project, the tangible benefits 

have been: direct influence of policy; common definition of “citizen-centric” government; definition 

of organizational cultural norms and foundational principles; establishing a common agenda for more 

than 20 different corporate change initiatives which the team was invited to help align and train the 

staff of; increased corporate knowledge, networking and cross functional business planning and 

budgeting to improve effectiveness and efficiency; and progress towards becoming a more 

sustainable organization. 

Intangible benefits include: improved quality of working relationships due to the trust built by the 

various engagement activities; modeling of preferred behavior of working together, led by the 

project team; increased awareness of interdependencies to achieve work based on the diversity of 

representation from all levels of the organization at engagement sessions; outcome based thinking, 

planning and doing as a result of having common principles and norms as discovered during 

facilitated activities. 

Most importantly, the wide variety of engagement activities and depth and breadth of consultation 

across the entire organization has transformed the culture of The City of Calgary. The front line and 

management are operating more closely than ever before. ‘Silos’ have begun coming down and 

different units are spontaneously meeting to determine how they can work together. Employees are 

now aware that they are more the same than different and that it is their collective work that 

impacts citizens and the community they serve, together. They now know they need each other and 

can trust one another. Their very definition of success has changed as a result of the engagement 

utilized. 

The engagement not only provided what it intended, it also brought together 16,000 employees 

under a common banner; something that had never been done before. 


