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Agility has found its way to management 

practices and is being applied extensively on 

the organisational, team and individual levels. 

Research by Vlerick Business School1 surveying 

the largest for-profit organisations in Belgium 

revealed that, for 93% of them, agile ways of 

working have become more important in the 

last few years. 

Let us start by clarifying what agility is all 

about. Today, agility is an emerging key 

dimension of business excellence. Our research 

revealed that the top three terms associated 

with the concept of agility are: adaptability, 

speed and customer centricity2. For the 

companies we surveyed, agility means a move 

away from a rules- and prescription-based 

approach toward a faster model driven by 

feedback. We are talking about a network of 

empowered teams over hierarchical structures, 

transparency over secrecy, and rapid decision 

and learning cycles over prescriptiveness. 

Although agility has really taken off, many 

organisations are still struggling with 

implementing agile approaches in the area of 

performance and reward management. 

Not surprisingly, when organisations replace 

long-range planning models with nimbler 

methods that allow them to adapt and 

innovate more quickly, we need a new 

performance and reward approach that closely 

aligns with this new reality. How do we 

approach performance management when we 

need to evaluate projects that are run by 

several different leaders and organised around 

teams? How to align employees’ career 

 
1, 2 Defever, E., Volckaert, E., Buyens, D., Trbovic, N. (2019). HR 

Barometer 2019: HRM trends and challenges in Belgian 
organisations. Unpublished research report. Vlerick Business 
School.  

aspirations with business needs in a non-

hierarchical environment? Can we allow a 

merit-pay process when talent systems are 

becoming more team-focused? 

An agile way of working is transforming how 

organisations manage and reward their talent, 

but only a mere 18% of the largest for-profit 

organisations in Belgium consider themselves 

to be agile on performance management and 

28% on reward management. The current 

study aims to shed light on agile performance 

and reward practices in Belgian and Dutch 

companies that were either working agilely 

from the very beginning or changed the tires 

while driving the car.  

  

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

18%

Agile performance 
management 

28%

Agile reward 
management 

Figure 1: Percentage of Belgian for-profit organisations who 
operate in an agile way on the following HR domains 
according to Vlerick Business School’s HR Barometer 
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This white paper is the output of a fruitful 

collaboration between Vlerick Business School’s 

Centre for Excellence in Strategic Talent 

Management3 and Centre for Excellence in 

Strategic Rewards4, with the support of our 

Chair Partner Hudson. The complementary 

expertise that each of the research centres has 

built over the past years in performance and 

reward management, respectively, was the 

ideal starting point for a qualitative study across 

agile organisations.  

After carrying out desk research, the team 

selected a number of Belgian and Dutch 

companies who clearly practice agility in some 

parts or over the whole organisation. The final 

chapter of this white paper, ‘Participating 

organisations and agile working history’, gives 

an overview of the 8 Belgian and 4 Dutch 

companies that took part in our study.  

Over a period of 6 months, we visited the 

organisations and interviewed company 

founders, HR managers and compensation & 

benefits managers. These were structured 

interviews, during which at least two 

researchers – one from each of the two 

Centres – were present.  

In a next phase, we went through the 

interview transcripts, processed the input 

thoroughly, and ultimately identified the 10 

key findings in today’s agile working contexts.  

 
3  The Centre for Excellence in Strategic Talent Management 

strives for thought leadership in Strategic Talent Management 
by being the ‘gatekeeper’ between theory and practice. 
Together with our member organisations we develop, share 
and validate knowledge and good practices in the field. 

 

All of the insights, illustrated with concrete 

examples, are shared in this paper. We thank 

all the participating organisations for their 

hospitality and openness during the course of 

our research project. 

Our research revealed a blend of performance 

and reward management practices in agile 

organisations. Meticulously going through the 

massive amount of input we gathered during 

our interviews, we were able to convert our 

data into 10 key findings. Every finding 

represents a phenomenon, trend or influence 

currently playing in agile working contexts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4  The Centre for Excellence in Strategic Rewards offers 
expertise with a solid academic and practical basis on various 
aspects of strategic rewards. This profound knowledge allows 
us to provide interactive support and inspiration to businesses 
in developing an effective reward policy, in line with company 
strategy. 

METHODOLOGY  
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10 KEY FINDINGS:  
AGILE PRACTICES IN PERFORMANCE 
AND REWARD MANAGEMENT  
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Agile organisations are found to place strong 

emphasis on having a higher organisational 

purpose. A powerful purpose is one that helps 

the organisation articulate its strategic goals 

and motivate the workforce. In essence, 

purpose represents the ‘why’ of our actions 

and efforts and specifies our contribution to 

this world and to the society in which we live. 

Putting a purpose at the heart of the 

organisation requires effort, as it defies what 

one has learned in school or in subsequent 

working experience, which is that work is 

fundamentally contractual5. This is what we 

know as the ‘principal-agent problem’, which is 

the standard economic model for describing an 

organisation’s relationship with its employees. 

The principal (employer) and the agent 

(employee) have a contract, which urges the 

agent to be effort-averse and only deliver the 

amount of work (s)he considers appropriate for 

the money (s)he receives6. The problem with 

this model is that it is based on the assumption 

that people only act out of self-interest. Yet, 

instead of the typical ‘agent’ minimising 

efforts, agile organisations inspire their 

employees to be stewards: trustworthy 

individuals devoted to generating long-term 

value for the organisation7. Operating in a 

volatile environment drives organisations to 

rely on the notion of a purpose to give 

employees a sense of meaning in their job and 

to improve commitment by clearly embedding 

 
5  Quinn, R., & Thakor, A. (2018). Creating a purpose-driven 

organisation. Harvard Business review, issue July-August. 
Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2018/07/creating-a-purpose-
driven-organization 

 
6  Jensen, M., & Meckling, W. (1979). Theory of the firm: 

Managerial behaviour, agency costs, and ownership structure. 
In Brunner, K. (Ed), Economics social institutions (pp. 163-

this purpose in the targets at both the team 

and individual levels.  

At ING, everyone has a role to play in making 

sure the purpose stays alive. To do so, they 

implemented purpose on three levels: 

organisational, team and individual: 

• On an organisational level, ING defines 

its purpose as “empowering people to stay 

a step ahead in life and in business”. Their 

promise to customers is to make banking 

frictionless, removing barriers to progress 

and giving people confidence in their ability 

to make decisions and to move forward. 

 

• In 2015, the bank replaced most of its 

traditional structure with a fluid, agile 

organisation composed of tribes, squads, 

and chapters. Each tribe contains up to 

150 people and has one tribe lead who 

establishes priorities, allocates budgets and 

promotes knowledge-sharing. On the 

team level, this tribe lead is responsible 

for communicating the organisational 

purpose and strategy to his or her team. 

With input from its tribe members, the 

tribe lead forms self-steering squads of 

nine people to deliver and maintain (new) 

products and services. These squads are 

cross-disciplinary (e.g. a mix of marketers, 

IT engineers, product specialists, data 

analysts, etc.) and have a product owner 

who is responsible for coordinating the 

squad’s activities. The product owner 

231). Dordrecht: Springer.  & Eisenhardt, K. (1989). Agency 
theory: An assessment and review. Academy of management 
review, 14(1), 57-74. 

 
7  Davis, J., Schoorman, F., & Donaldson, L. (1997). Toward a 

stewardship theory of management. Academy of Management 
review, 22(1), 20-47. 

1. A PURPOSE-LED APPROACH TOWARDS 
PERFORMANCE & CAREER DEVELOPMENT   
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defines a team purpose together with the 

squad and with support from the agile 

coach. This team purpose is always linked 

to the organisational purpose. Tribe leads 

ensure that the product owners safeguard 

the team purpose and team targets. In 

order to do so, they create a list of items 

to work on, and the product owner 

prioritises the items based on how much 

they contribute to the purpose. The 

product owner discusses the progress on 

team targets in meetings with the tribe 

lead.

 

Figure 2: Agile working at ING 

 

• In order to link purpose with performance 

management on the individual level, ING 

decided to no longer cascade 

organisational goals from one level of the 

organisation to the next. Rather, 

employees set their own targets on 

individual contribution to the team and on 

the development of craftsmanship, aligned 

with the purpose of the organisation: 

“empowering people to stay a step ahead 

in life and in business”. As a first step, they 

organised an interactive 2-day workshop 

which helped employees to identify their 

individual purpose. The session 

emphasised that a purpose is not what you 

do, but defines the unique how and why 

you do it. One employee in particular 

formulated her individual purpose as “To 

be the captain of the Dream Team”, 

referring both to her aspirations on the 

professional level and to private life at 

home with her family. Secondly, 

employees schedule a talk with their 

chapter lead to set up the purpose-to-

impact plan as output ready to be used for 

the performance management process. 

This plan is not a career goal or 

performance metric – its focus is solely on 

the individual purpose and how you 

contribute to the team and the 

organisation. The question to be answered 

is “What will happen only because you are 

there to do it?”  

The results of this purpose initiative at ING 

shows that 80% of the workshop participants 

know how to apply their purpose in their job, 

and 91% of them believe that their purpose is 

an addition to ING’s organisational purpose.  

In terms of career development, agile 

organisations strongly encourage their 

employees to reflect on their craftsmanship. At 

ING, having a purpose is the beginning of 

craftsmanship. For them, it entails becoming 

the best version of yourself. A true craftsman 

at ING is continuously looking for ways to learn 

and improve in order to stay relevant and 

future-proof. To achieve this, employees need 

to know what your purpose in life is and 

understand what crafts they need. 

Achmea offers its employees the chance 

to ‘slash’ (i.e., hold another position in 

addition to your own job, within or 

outside the organisation). People 



 
 8 

who ‘slash’ are those making multiple income 

streams simultaneously from different careers. 

It allows them to contribute to society on top 

of their full-time job at Achmea.  

Another craftmanship opportunity is to join the 

Achmea Foundation. The Foundation invests in 

healthcare, agriculture and financial initiatives 

by providing know-how and expertise to 

charitable organisations. The organisation 

invests in initiatives that are aligned with who 

they really are: founded as a cooperative 

insurance company for farmers, it has grown 

into a major financial services provider and the 

largest health insurer in The Netherlands. Their 

focus is therefore on agriculture, healthcare 

and financial services.  

 

Charities appropriate to the Achmea 

Foundation are invited to request relevant 

expertise. Achmea employees serve as expert 

volunteers. They contribute to society and 

develop their own competences and skills by 

working on exceptional projects. An expert 

volunteer assignment lasts one or two weeks 

and may take place in the developing country 

where the organisation operates.  

Companies like Achmea implement corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) programmes to give 

back to their communities and make a positive 

impact. These CSR initiatives can be used to 

engage and motivate the workforce and even 

retain the in-house talent. Initiatives like 

‘slashing’ or volunteering in the Achmea 

Foundation leverage the expertise and talents 

of their employees and enable them to make a 

lasting difference. They provide additional 

purpose for employees. 

 

 

 

 

  

“ 
Operating in a volatile 
environment drives 
organisations to rely on 
the notion of a purpose 
to give employees a 
sense of meaning in their 
job and to improve 
commitment by clearly 
embedding this purpose 
in the targets at both the 
team and individual 
levels. 
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Most companies embracing agility in their way 

of working are driven by the general idea of 

role-thinking and role-based job 

design. Consequently, traditional job functions 

are often complemented, defined or replaced 

by a set of roles that employees take 

responsibility for. 

This entails that people management activities 

are reconceptualised as a role within the 

organisation, rather than a strictly defined job 

carried out by strictly defined persons. For 

decades, people management and leadership 

responsibilities were distributed, based on the 

employee’s hierarchical position within the 

organisation. Moving up the corporate ladder 

equalled increasing managerial authority and a 

higher number of direct reports with every 

vertical step, at least for the happy few. Within 

agile business environments, a very different 

reality appears: in which people management 

is not inherently part of a job function, and so 

it is no longer assigned to a particular person 

operating on a certain level of the 

organisational chart. Attributing the role 

of ‘coach’, ‘people lead’ or ‘mentor’ to a certain 

employee is typically a highly participatory and 

open process – and, in some companies, 

multiple employees share the role of people 

manager. 

At AE, for example, every individual can 

choose their own people coach in their beehive 

(community), who provides support in terms of 

career development and general professional 

well-being. The only requirement is that a 

coach must be active in the coachee’s hive 

(e.g., development or analytics).  

 

 

 

Following the same principle, employees of 

InSites Consulting can also choose their people 

coach autonomously. Other examples include 

the evolution and on-the-job coaches at ACA IT 

Solutions; the career, mental and vitality 

coaches at Wortell; and the team leads at 

Van Hoecke. 

Newly elected people managers are not left in 

the dark whilst coping with their new 

responsibilities. They are supported by HR in 

their new role via leadership trainings and 

personal coaching to help them master the 

skills that are needed to be successful as a 

people manager. Furthermore, distributing the 

people management role also recognises more 

informal forms of leadership: at Codit, all 

employees with either a formal or informal 

leadership function have access to the 

company’s leadership development 

programme. 

 

Processes in place are rather quick and 

straightforward, enabling people to easily take 

on and pass through the role of people 

manager. Direct and upward feedback from the 

team determines whether the person currently 

2. FROM TAKING UP ADDITIONAL ROLES  
TO ROLE-BASED JOB DESIGN 

Figure 3: AE Hives 
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taking on the role is successful or not. This 

creates a clear sense of accountability. Hence, 

being a people manager is not considered to be 

an acquired right. At Van Hoecke, traditional 

appraisal talks are replaced by open and bi-

directional conversations in which the manager 

and the employee exchange feedback. This 

enables the manager to gather straight and 

direct input about his/her performance. This 

happens at least once a year, and both 

employee and supervisor can initiate a 

conversation.  

 
Consequently, people management is seen as 

a flexible role that can be taken on by a range 

of different people in the team and should be 

executed on top of other technical or 

operational responsibilities. At ACA IT 

Solutions, the pod lead takes these added 

contributions into account during the merit pay 

appraisal cycle. In most cases, however, taking 

up additional roles is not linked to a formal 

promotion or monetary 

incentive. Organisations count on the 

employee’s intrinsic motivation to take up an 

extra role. This offers individuals the 

opportunity to grow and engage in new 

responsibilities with an outlook on 

promotion.  Notwithstanding the fact that the 

increasingly flexible and role-based people 

management practice can stimulate 

employees to flourish and learn, there are 

challenges as well. Requesting individuals to 

take on extra responsibilities on top of existing 

projects often relies on the willingness of 

people to perform extra work and working 

hours without being rewarded for it. Assuming 

that people will automatically be (and remain) 

intrinsically motivated to do so might be open 

to doubt, as many individuals still experience a 

need for individual career advancement in 

terms of salary raises and new job titles. 

Hence, companies must think about how to 

effectively recognise these ‘voluntary people 

managers’ for their extra efforts (see section 

9). 

 

Rather than complementing existing job 

functions with voluntary roles, there are 

companies that go a step further and define 

one’s job by a bundle of roles. 

Take Wortell, for example:  a job profile – such 

as project manager, implementer or content 

creator – is defined by a combination of 6 to 7 

roles. The different levels of these 

responsibilities generate a final job weighting 

and a base salary for the employee. Below you 

can see an example of a role definition at 

Wortell and the different levels that indicate 

the weight of that specific role. Taking up a 

role at level 1 will generate a higher job 

weighting than level 6: 
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Role Definition: Supervises a project with 
predefined goals and results defined by the 
customer. Does this within the budgeted financial 
resources and follows up with an evaluation. 
 
1. Sets up goals for the execution of the 

programmes within the scope of a number of 
years. Sets up a business case and determines 
the roadmap and has a mandate for full 
implementation.  

2. Coordinates a programme (750 days +) with 
long lead time (number of years) over 
different projects. Directs many different 
stakeholders. Large budget. Sets up a 
business case and has a mandate to make 
decisions.  

3. Coordinates a project with a large - midsize 
(250-750 days) commitment, multiple 
stakeholders and a large budget. Has a 
mandate to make decisions and sets up a 
business case.  

4. Coordinates a project with a midsize (100 – 
250 days) commitment, with a number of 
stakeholders. The project has a midsize 
budget. Sets up a business case if necessary 
or independently coordinates own (internal) 
projects, directs others and the 
implementation.  

5. Coordinates a project with small – midsize (25 
- 100 days) commitment, small number of 
stakeholders and small-midsize budget. Works 
based on an existing business case or 
coordinates an (internal) sub-project under the 
direction of a project manager. 

6. Coordinates a project with small (1 - 25 
working days) commitment and is the 1st point 
of contact. Works based on an existing 
business case or coordinates an (internal) sub-
project under the direction of a project 
manager with an average lead time of one 
month.  

 

Figure 4: A role definition with 6 different levels at Wortell 

 

ACA IT Solutions believes in the concept of 

‘holacracy’. This implies renouncing the 

predefined job profiles and replacing them with 

roles and responsibilities. The company aspires 

to establish a clear link between roles and 

rewards within the organisation. Concretely, 

this means that the 8 different pay scales at 

the company are defined by roles. Each pay 

scale has a starting and maximum amount of 

gross salary. Moreover, the budget for 

employee benefits increases with the pay 

scales (e.g., lease budget, net expense 

allowance, group insurance). Based on the role 

design, the employees have clear insight into 

the competencies they need to further develop 

in order to climb in terms of pay scale.   

 

Establishing this link requires a solid 

methodology to objectively weight the 

complexity of each of these roles and make the 

translation to the reward package. Roles and 

their complexity vary across organisations and 

differ over time, which does not allow a one-

size-fits-all approach.  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“ 
People management is 
seen as a flexible role 
that can be taken on by 
a range of different 
people in the team and 
should be executed on 
top of other technical or 
operational 
responsibilities. 
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Agile designs attack the idea of well-defined 

and vertical career paths, replacing this model 

with collaborative and cross-functional role-

thinking, with a vital role for the individual 

employee. In other words, volatile 

environments call for do-it-yourself career 

development. Our study shows that individual 

responsibility and career ownership are two 

concepts that flourish within agile 

organisations. 

At ING, it is the employee’s responsibility to 

drive her/his development and impact (on 

results and on the team). Employees are in 

charge of gathering continuous feedback from 

team members to improve their competences, 

skills and capabilities. Employees are expected 

to be in charge of having continuous 

conversations with their lead. 

 

At InSites Consulting, career self-management 

has also become an important part of the 

culture. At any moment in the year, employees 

can indicate when they think they are ready for 

the next step in their career. Together with 

their career coach (typically a more senior 

colleague), they decide when it’s time to jump 

to the next level: a beer promotion (first 

vertical step), or a champagne promotion 

(second vertical step). When the coach gives 

the green light for a promotion, a 360° 

feedback process is set up, collecting feedback 

from clients, team members, direct reports and 

managers. Following the results of the 360°, a 

committee is brought together to decide on the 

promotion file, solely taking the qualitative 

feedback into account. The committee consists 

of an HR responsible, the team lead, the career 

coach, and the country manager or managing 

partner.  

 

While organisations expect their employees to 

be in the driver’s seat of their career, they are 

eager to offer help in supporting the career 

development process, either with a coach 

(inside or outside the company) or ready-to-

use tools. Career self-management means that 

the bigger burden is on the employees, who 

must learn to identify their weaknesses, 

uncover their blind spots, and strengthen their 

skills.  

Teamleader, characterised by a flat 

organisational structure, gives their employees 

ownership to spend an annual training budget 

on training, coaching, conferences or events of 

their own choice. ACA IT Solutions offers 

3. CAREER SELF-MANAGEMENT AS THE MAIN 
DRIVER FOR CAREER EVOLUTION 

“ 
Becoming an agile 
organisation often goes 
hand-in-hand with delayering 
the organisational structure, 
and consequently having 
fewer options for vertical 
career progression. 
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employees the chance to meet at least once a 

year with an ‘evolution coach’, typically an HR 

professional within the organisation. To 

facilitate the self-reflection process, they tackle 

topics such as career ambitions, long- and 

short-term goals, aspirations and training 

needs. At AE, each team member keeps track 

of their rate of growth and personal objectives 

in a scrapbook. This self-assessment process 

helps employees prepare for a performance 

and career discussion with their supervisor, 

and with relevant others in or outside the 

organisation. The scrapbook does not consist 

of rigid checklists but instead offers guidelines 

for reflecting on their progress. 

Becoming an agile organisation often goes 

hand-in-hand with delayering the 

organisational structure, and consequently 

having fewer options for vertical career 

progression. However, both the need for 

advancement and clarity in terms of career 

progression are still important motivators for 

employees. Research shows that graduate 

students entering the labour market are 

looking for a job that offers opportunities to 

rise to a higher level in the hierarchical 

structure of that organisation. 76% indicate 

that vertical career growth is important to 

them. Only 50% indicate that horizontal career 

growth is important.8 It is clear that, even 

among the younger generations entering the 

workforce, vertical career growth with 

managerial responsibility is still an important 

aspiration.  

 
8  Vandenbroucke, A., Defever, E., Quataert, S. & Buyens, D. 

(2020). Career Perspectives of Graduates. Unpublished 
research report by Vlerick Business School.  

To maintain a clear overview of possible 

directions and career trajectories employees 

can follow, HR and career coaches can provide 

(gamified) tools to structure the countless 

options available. At AE, a career menu was 

developed to help employees explore their 

career opportunities using playing cards that 

represent new professional roles an employee 

might aspire to.  

 

76%

50%

Vertical career growth: 
Opportunities to rise to a 

higher level in the 
hierarchical structure of 

an organisation

Horizontal career growth: 
Opportunities to move 
between positions of 

similar responsibility in 
different areas of 

competence

Figure 5: Importance of employer promises (% of 
respondents who have indicated that this promise is 
important to them) according to Vlerick Business School’s 
study on Career Perspectives of Graduates 
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These kinds of tools strengthen the perception 

of having clear career perspectives and 

simultaneously increase the feeling of career 

stability. 

Instead of traditional career paths, some agile 

organisations rely on gig platforms to offer 

employees a clear perspective. Employees get 

the opportunity to grow in their career by 

applying for new projects, hence developing 

new skills and experimenting with new roles. 

Teamleader invests in their employees’ sense 

of ownership by allowing them to participate in 

company projects of their own interest or to 

set up new initiatives to move the business 

forward.  

Gemeente Hollands Kroon developed HK Plein 

– an online labour market platform displaying 

all vacancies and newly launched projects – 

where employees can show their interest by 

applying for a project in another team. Tools 

like these increase flexibility, internal mobility, 

diversity in teams, and craftmanship.  

AE works with an internal project-based 

platform that matches new projects with the 

interest fields and skills of its employees. They 

designed the organisation around ‘bee hives’. 

Employees can choose a hive that is 

specialised in a certain knowledge area (e.g. 

AE Build Hive, AE Analytics Hive, ...), and they 

are allowed to ‘swarm’ to other hives in order 

to boost their career. The organisation has a 

set of predefined career steps within and 

between hives, but the initiative to move 

always comes from the employee him/herself, 

who discusses this with the people coach. 

Figure 6: Example of a career menu at AE 
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Agile career management practices foster the 

concept of intrapreneurship – offering 

employees with entrepreneurial aspirations the 

time, resources and financial safety to develop 

innovative products. Companies find this 

strategy very effective in motivating and 

retaining well-performing team members, who 

might go freelance otherwise.  

Intrapreneurship can be considered a win-win 

for both the organisation and the employee. 

The organisation is able to retain valuable 

employees and (co-) owns the developed 

product. The employee is financially covered 

and receives social protection, while being able 

to dedicate time to a project that he/she 

believes in and could receive a commission for. 

At AE, employees can dedicate up to 350 

working days to a personal project while still 

receiving their salary. The first project is in 

progress and time will show if this works and 

under what conditions. Most initiatives are 

oriented towards knowledge-working or 

incubation initiatives (productization, 

reusability, etc.). 

 

Finally, operating in a complex and disruptive 

business environment also means that one’s 

job may no longer exist tomorrow. With 

competition accelerating, and innovators 

disrupting existing industries, organisations are 

in need of a flexible workforce and quick 

‘expertise on tap’. Given this evolution, 

employees are stimulated to think about their 

career possibilities in another department or 

outside the company, even though there may 

not be an urgent threat yet. To tackle this 

employability challenge, ING recently launched 

the Individual Development Plan (IDP) as part 

of their employee career development process.  

As part of the exercise, employees are 

challenged to think about a plan for now, a 

plan for next, and a plan for beyond. Plan for 

now involves personal growth and 

development in the current role for 

improvement in the future. Plan for next is 

about what to do if your job would cease to 

exist tomorrow. Which other jobs are available 

for that person in the organisation, given some 

up- and re-skilling opportunities? Finally, Plan 

for beyond describes the situation if there is no 

longer a place for the person within the 

organisation. It is important to make 

employees aware of their employability at an 

early stage. 

 

 

 

 

  

“ 
In agile organisations, 
employees are stimulated 
to think about their career 
possibilities in another 
department or outside the 
company.  
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Both academics and practitioners increasingly 

question the usefulness of supervisor ratings 

and involvement in the performance 

management process. This is not surprising, 

given the fact that, in 21% of the cases, 

employees are judged on their performance by 

their manager9. The other 79% of the cases 

are mainly based on perception, influenced by 

personality (e.g. supervisor-subordinate 

similarity), a halo- or horn-effect (one’s 

perception of another is influenced by a single 

positive or negative trait), or by a central 

tendency (the tendency to score people on the 

average)10. In other words, the supervisor’s 

judgement seems to be too one-sided. 

A way to overcome this obstacle is to involve 

more people in the performance management 

process. Our results show that organisations 

operating in an agile environment have a 

tendency to extend the list of raters. As agile 

methods enable companies to quickly respond 

to constantly changing customer demands, 

with iterative work cycles and direct feedback 

from customers, it is not surprising that 

feedback from customers has an important role 

to play in performance management at the 

team and individual levels. Without overruling 

the role of the manager, we encountered some 

examples in which the role of the supervisor 

has changed from ‘supervisor as assessor’ to 

‘supervisor as (team) coach’. 

 
9  Templer, K. (2018). Dark personality, job performance 

ratings, and the role of political skill: An indication of why 
toxic people may get ahead at work. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 124, 209-214. 

 

To respond to changes in the agile 

environment, Achmea has reshaped its 

performance management system to increase 

employability, adaptability and employee 

motivation. TOP (Talent - Ontwikkelen - 

Presteren / Talent - Develop - Perform) is the 

name of their new system, which stimulates 

employees to gather as much feedback as they 

can to reflect on their development. Only 

qualitative feedback is gathered, and 

performance scores have been abolished 

throughout the company. The collected 

feedback is used for self-reflection and serves 

as a guideline in the annual conversation with 

the supervisor. Working on personal 

development is not something employees can 

do on a voluntary basis. The supervisor steers 

employees in the right direction for using their 

talents to the fullest and recommends re-

skilling or up-skilling opportunities. 

10 Erez, A., Schilpzand, P., Leavitt, K., Woolum, A. H., & Judge, 
T. A. (2015). Inherently relational: Interactions between 
peers’ and individuals’ personalities impact reward giving and 
appraisal of individual performance. Academy of Management 
Journal, 58(6), 1761-1784. 

“ 
Assessing and coaching in the 
performance enhancement and 
career development process is 
no longer the sole responsibly of 
the supervisor, but is clearly 
delegated to multiple people who 
are more suited for the process, 
and with a key role for the 
individual to steer her/his career 
in the preferred direction. 

 

4. QUESTIONING THE ROLE OF SUPERVISORS 
IN THE PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT 
PROCESS 

5.  
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InSites Consulting and Codit go a step further 

in minimising the role of the supervisor in 

performance management, making sure that 

activities like goal-setting and performance 

appraisal are performed by the whole team, 

supported by continuous (360) feedback tools. 

Career coaches (internal or external experts) 

are at their disposal to support where possible. 

Companies such as Human Reef also offer the 

possibility of peer evaluation. Colleagues can 

evaluate each other on the aspects of 

autonomy, mastery of skills and 

ambassadorship – breathing and behaving in 

line with the values of the company. It is also 

possible to endorse each other like you would 

do on LinkedIn. At Van Hoecke, teams carry 

full responsibility for determining and following 

up their own budget and accompanying goals 

and targets by conducting regular DNA 

exercises. These exercises have been 

implemented to create alignment and focus 

among the team members. Team dialogues are 

held to follow up on the targets. During these 

conversations, a number of statements are 

discussed, such as: “I always receive the 

requested information on time”. The team 

members take a position on a 5-point scale 

that is on the table and use these positions as 

a starting point for a discussion and future 

improvements. 

Another observation is that quite a few 

traditional management responsibilities are 

being delegated to the team or individual. A 

good example can be found at Gemeente 

Hollands Kroon, where teams are fully 

responsible for their holiday planning, being 

allowed to take as many vacation days as they 

want, when they want – as long as results are 

being delivered, goals are being met, and the 

whole team agrees with the request. This 

allows the organisation to make its teams more 

self-steering and to increase well-being, as 

‘trust’ and ‘responsibility’ are two of its values. 

While all organisations can legally switch to 

unlimited holidays, this requires careful 

consideration, and it certainly does not fit 

every company culture.  

Performance management appears to have 

evolved from a process in which one controls 

the employees’ actions in the interest of the 

company to a process in which employee 

experience with the values of trust and 

responsibility is the top priority. Assessing and 

coaching in the performance enhancement and 

career development process is no longer the 

sole responsibly of the supervisor, but is 

clearly delegated to multiple people who are 

more suited for the process, and with a key 

role for the individual to steer her/his career in 

the preferred direction. 
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In transparent organisations, information flows 

very openly to each department, team and 

individual. Transparent and clear 

communication can be considered an important 

characteristic for every company, but this is 

especially true for agile organisations. Working 

in rapid cycles requires full transparency of 

information to provide every team member 

with all the necessary information very easily 

and quickly. Only then can teams react quickly 

to changing circumstances and new customer 

needs. The more agile an organisation 

becomes, the higher the need for transparency 

at every level within the organisation. 

Van Hoecke goes the extra mile to ensure 

clarity and transparency in all organisational 

areas. Striving for full transparency, the 

company wants to increase trust, engagement 

and ownership. Using dynamic screens 

installed in the company’s production 

environment and offices, employees can access 

real-time information on their team’s 

performance. This real-time, continuous 

performance tracking enables teams to quickly 

adapt current strategies, if necessary, and to 

continuously improve both output and 

collaboration. But the company not only 

creates transparency in terms of monitoring 

team performance, it also enhances role 

clarity. The company’s technical department 

was the first to start using a cloud-based app 

to assign and communicate individual 

responsibilities and targets very openly. In the 

system, workload can be tracked at the team 

and individual level, and new tasks can be 

distributed accordingly. Progress is measured 

using a ticket system. The company is planning 

to expand the use of the app to other teams. 

But people in agile organisations do not only 

rely on apps and systems to communicate with 

each other. Personal, face-to-face 

communication also remains important. At 

Wortell, for example, a monthly company day 

is organised to collectively share organisational 

and team results. The underlying motivation to 

share team results with other teams is the 

opportunity to learn from each other and to 

align teams to both reach their own goals as 

well as the overarching company objectives. 

Gemeente Hollands Kroon goes even further in 

pursuing a transparent working environment. 

Salary scales and salary steps are openly 

shared within teams, indicating which team 

members are still eligible for periodic growth. 

Moreover, team profiles and bandwidths within 

the team in question are shared. The company 

believes that this enhances team cohesion and 

increases the perception of internal fairness 

within the team by eliminating any form of 

black box pay. 

  

“ 
Working in rapid cycles 
requires full transparency of 
information to provide every 
team member with all the 
necessary information very 
easily and quickly. 

 

5. TRANSPARENCY TO ENHANCE TRUST, 
OWNERSHIP AND INTERNAL FAIRNESS 
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Continuous improvement and performance-

focus are key elements of agility. However, 

with appraisal cycles becoming less formalised 

and responsibilities being more diffused, 

detecting and managing underperforming 

employees might be challenging for agile 

organisations. Nonetheless, even in a team-

based environment, timely and resolute 

measures to handle poor individual 

performance are crucial to maintaining positive 

and productive team drive. Especially as we 

know from research11, there is a wide variation 

in employee performance – hence, 

underperformance is not as rare as one might 

think.  

InSites Consulting recognises the importance 

of being alert to individuals performing below 

expectations. Its continuous feedback system 

helps identify low performers: because they 

strive for short feedback cycles (people receive 

feedback at least every 3 months), they are 

able to spot performance problems at a very 

early stage. Coaches set clear expectations and 

plan regular feedback moments to help low 

performers improve their performance. If there 

is no improvement, the process gradually 

becomes more formal by drafting performance 

improvement plans and involving HR in the 

conversations. 

In a more traditional working structure, 

following up on the performance of individuals 

is most often the responsibility of the team 

leader. Because of the different distribution of 

people management responsibilities as well as 

the deformalized, qualitative and multi-source 

nature of appraisal processes that are usually 

 
11 O’Boyle Jr, E., & Aguinis, H. (2012). The best and the rest: 

Revisiting the norm of normality of individual 
performance. Personnel Psychology, 65(1), 79-119. 

used in agile work designs, whether the team 

leader is still the only, or most suitable, person 

to intervene in case of performance issues 

might be open to question. In fact, self-

managed teams can deal with a lot of 

problematic situations on their own, at least 

when they are being coached to give and 

receive feedback properly.  

Just like InSites Consulting, Gemeente 

Hollands Kroon relies on its continuous 

feedback system to keep track of performance 

levels of both teams and individuals. They have 

installed a separate procedure – the so-called 

‘1-2-3 method’ – to help their self-managed 

teams take action in case of not sufficiently 

performing team members. According to this 

procedure, teams carry the responsibility to 

first talk to the person involved and address 

the issue of underperformance directly. In 

most cases, creating awareness of the problem 

suffices to boost performance. If not, team 

members should undertake a second step, 

which involves formally writing down clear 

agreements and performance goals. Only in 

step 3 is the problem escalated to the board of 

directors, which decides where to take it from 

there.  

Installing a unique process for low performers 

– separated from processes for expected and 

top performance – is a recommended practice, 

as it allows teams to react quickly and 

undertake tailored actions to enhance ability 

and/or increase motivation. 

6. ACTIVELY IDENTIFYING AND  
MANAGING POOR PERFORMANCE 
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Moreover, in talking about poor performance, 

companies refer to more than just task-related 

performance. Taking into account value-drive 

behaviour and the degree of alignment 

between personal values and what the 

company stands for, poor performance can 

also be attributed to a misfit between the 

employee and the organisation. At Teamleader, 

team leads rely on the 9-box grid to rate and 

rank performance. Traditionally, this matrix is 

formed by two axes: ‘actual performance’ and 

‘growth potential’. However, the company 

chose to replace the growth potential axis by 

an axis for brand/culture fit. Both dimensions 

receive equal weight in scoring performance. 

At the end of the process, team leads can add 

an additional 'star' for high potentials. 

Some companies choose to detect poor 

performance via a more indirect, yet highly 

participatory, process. At ACA IT Solutions, 

some agile teams conduct a shadow ranking, 

based on the question ‘which team member 

would you not want to lose?’. Based on the 

opinions of all team members, this question 

helps identify both top performers and poor 

performers. After identification, and taking 

client feedback into account, the team leader 

and pod lead take the lead in negotiating 

corrective actions for those underperforming. 

As relying on multi-source feedback tools for 

measuring performance is popular in agile 

contexts, we want to stress the importance of 

implementing these systems very consciously 

and in a well-thought-through manner, taking 

into account important questions, such as: 

‘How will employees be assigned to certain 

assessors?’, ‘Is asking for feedback obliged or 

not?’, ‘How will follow-up be organised?’, and 

so on. Our observations tell us that 

performance systems using an anonymous or 

self-selected pool of performance assessors is 

not always suitable for detecting 

underperformance. In terms of imposing 

certain criteria for employee engagement, 

most companies have some minimum 

expectations in terms of frequency and the 

number of unique feedback-sources, making it 

mandatory to ask for feedback at least once a 

year or targeting at least a certain number of 

raters. These boundary conditions allow teams 

to gather strong and cumulative insights on 

underperforming team members, which is 

crucial when confronting an individual with 

negative feedback. With regard to following up 

on received points of feedback, we can 

conclude that feedback tools can never 

substitute for an in-depth face-to-face 

conversation to discuss concrete development 

actions to improve the status quo.  

  

Figure 7: Teamleader’s 9-box grid with ‘performance’  
and ‘brand/culture fit’ axes 
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When looking at the range of agile companies 

we interviewed, there is frequently a strong 

focus on project-based work and team 

performance. In that context, one can imagine 

that a positive team spirit and team 

identification are crucial; and, in that regard, 

research shows that performance on the 

organisational level increases when employees 

identify with their own team (also when they 

are part of multidisciplinary teams for certain 

projects). Moreover, not only does this have a 

positive impact on team performance, but on 

team learning12 as well.  

At Wortell, team identification is stimulated 

through the creation of a unique team logo and 

team motto, which are related to the specific 

project the team is currently working on.  

But how to link team performance to team 

rewards? And what about the individual level? 

Some agile companies link performance to pay 

by putting the decision power regarding 

performance management and rewards at the 

level of the team. In other words, the decision-

making process happens at the team level: 

Salary increases and promotions are granted 

based on the performance evaluation by team 

members.  

Wortell opts for performance management 

done by the team itself. Within a triannual 

appraisal cycle, fellow team members are 

consulted and give scores on different levels 

within a job function/role on a Growth Chart 

(‘Groeimeter’). On the platform, employees 

can formulate tips and tops and rate their 

 
12 Van Der Vegt, G., & Bunderson, J. (2005). Learning and 

performance in multidisciplinary teams: The importance of 
collective team identification. Academy of management 
Journal, 48(3), 532-547. 

colleagues on their contribution to Wortell’s 

performance, cooperation and individual 

development. At the end of the year, an 

algorithm calculates the average of the three 

scoring moments throughout the year and 

grants pay raises directly based on the 

anonymous peer ratings. While salary 

increases are solely determined by the score 

generated by the Growth Chart, individual 

scores of colleagues are not communicated to 

the employee, who only sees the minimum and 

maximum received score. The anonymous 

ratings should give a representative image of 

the person’s performance.  

To support employees in this process, they 

receive feedback training and training in 

communication styles. A coach is also at their 

disposal to help in the feedback process and 

make them aware of their communication style 

and how to bring across a constructive 

message. 

 

“ 
Some agile companies link 
performance to pay by 
putting the decision power 
regarding performance 
management and rewards 
at the level of the team. 

7. TEAM MEMBERS DECIDING ON SALARY 
INCREASES AND PROMOTIONS 
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Wortell’s ‘growth chart’ performance system 

allows employees to choose their performance 

raters. According to the company, this results 

too often in ‘happy sheets’ for everyone, hiding 

real performance rates and allowing poor 

performers to stay under the radar. Wortell is 

aware that this can cause favouritism and is 

working on a randomized selection of 

reviewers in the Growth Chart application.   

A challenge that remains, even when 

randomising, is that some strong performers 

remain invisible in the system of being 

evaluated by peers: talents with less visibility, 

or introvert high performers who talk less 

about their accomplishments, will be 

undervalued in the Growth Chart.  

 

Referring to the impact of the team spirit on 

team and organisational performance, 

Gemeente Hollands Kroon decided to adapt its 

system of appreciation consisting of 5 groups 

(A, B, C, D, E) linked to pay. However, because 

letting the team decide on who was put in 

which category only led to unrealistic 

distributions and frustration amongst the team 

members, the organisation decided to abolish 

this approach. It is still possible for the team to 

put forward colleagues who are eligible for 

promotion. 

Taking these possible hurdles into account 

(e.g., favouritism, unrealistic distributions or 

talent visibility), peer evaluation as a basis for 

salary increases, variable pay or promotion 

proves to be effective in agile environments. It 

enhances team cohesion and increases the 

perception of internal fairness within the team, 

on the level of both procedural justice (fairness 

of the determination of pay) and distributive 

justice (fairness of pay when compared to 

others). Supporting employees via feedback 

training, however,  is strongly recommended to 

improve the outcome of this process. 
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In agile organisations, task interdependence is 

high. Therefore, group cooperation and 

communication are vital. With a focus 

concentrated on team functioning and thus 

team performance, should individual 

performance still be measured and rewarded?  

Individual effort and speed are the benefits of 

a strong individual pay-for-performance 

culture.  On the other hand, compensating 

team members equally could maximize 

cooperation and accuracy. Is differentiation 

beneficial? What determines the preference for 

individual or team incentives? Could we 

potentially capture the best of both worlds by 

combining them?  According to Pearsall and 

Ellis13, hybrid rewards – a combination of 

individual and team rewards – work best in 

interdependent teams since the communication 

of expertise is stimulated while social loafing or 

‘free riding’ is minimized.  Other research14 

argues that a combination of team-based and 

individual incentives leads to a social dilemma. 

The team members will still focus more on 

their individual performance, which is sub-

optimal for the team performance. The work 

will be done faster but more inaccurately than 

teams that receive only team incentives14.  

It is certain that group incentives have their 

place in an agile work context. The potential 

benefits of combining them with individual 

incentives are probably contingent on the 

individual’s behaviour and company culture. 

 
13  Pearsall, M., Christian, M., & Ellis, A. (2010). Motivating 

interdependent teams: Individual rewards, shared rewards, or 
something in between? Journal of Applied Psychology, 95(1), 
183. 

 

A first important dimension to discuss in this 

pay-for-performance dilemma is related to the 

type of performance: rewarding individual or 

team performance? To pay or not to pay for 

individual performance? We noted that the 

agile organisations that we interviewed for our 

study answer the question quite differently. 

First of all, the merit pay practices – base pay 

increases based on individual performance – 

vary across the firms. AE and ACA IT Solutions 

provide us with two illustrations of a relatively 

simple, classic merit pay system.  

At AE, both the account and the people 

manager grade the employee on a 5-point 

scale. Thus, the evolution of the individual in 

the context of both the project and the 

functional domain (hive) is taken into account. 

The managers base their assessment on the 

expectations they have regarding the 

competences that define a person’s job 

function.  

Subsequently, the performance score and the 

individual’s compa-ratio serve as input for the 

evaluation committee that decides on the base 

pay increase.  

At ACA IT Solutions, the team lead and the pod 

lead together appraise the individual on the 

following items: performance, individual 

growth and added contributions to the team 

(such as extra role behaviour). Client and peer 

feedback are taken into account as well, and 

HR ensures internal fairness across pods. 

Based on the overall rating, HR suggests a 

14  Barnes, C., Hollenbeck, J., Jundt, D., DeRue, D., & Harmon, 
S. (2011). Mixing individual incentives and group incentives: 
Best of both worlds or social dilemma?  Journal of 
Management, 37(6), 1611-1635. 

 

8. TO PAY OR NOT TO PAY FOR INDIVIDUAL 
PERFORMANCE? IT AL DEPENDS… 
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potential merit pay increase. A benchmark 

takes place as well, because, in addition to the 

merit pay budget, there is also a budget for 

benchmarking purposes. Thereafter, HR and 

the pod lead decide together on the base pay 

increase.  

Looking closer at the above examples, merit 

pay is used as an effective method for 

rewarding individual performance. Of course, 

there are some boundary conditions when 

applying pay for performance. When 

companies apply merit pay, the positive impact 

is strongly contingent on the individual and the 

size of the merit pay grant. There is a smallest 

meaningful base pay increase, which differs 

per person, since individuals respond very 

differently to base pay increases15,16. According 

to Prof Dr Jason Shaw, behavioural reactions to 

performance-based pay are more sensitive in a 

range of 5% to 15%. Granting such 

percentages in practice is infeasible for most 

companies and would require strong 

differentiation and less frequent base pay 

increases.  Practices differ across our sample, 

going from less frequent substantial base pay 

increases to systematic smaller base pay 

increases for a broader group of employees.  

Teamleader believes in the necessity of 

financially rewarding top performers in order to 

retain them. However, salaries are topped for 

most functions, so once a person reaches the 

maximum salary for his or her function, no 

further base pay increases are possible.  

 
15  Mitra, A., Gupta, N., & Jenkins, D. (1997). A drop in the 

bucket: when is a pay raise a pay raise? Journal of 
Organizational Behaviour, 18(2), 117-137. 

16  Schaubroeck, J., Shaw, J., Duffy, M., & Mitra, A. (2008). An 
under-met and over-met expectations model of employee 
reactions to merit raises. Journal of Applied Psychology, 
93(2), 424. 

ACA IT Solutions, on the other hand, prefers 

to give systematic annual increases to the 

majority of the employee base.   

Moreover, there is a need for procedural 

justice. Looking at Leventhal’s procedural 

justice rules17, a system of merit pay works 

well when there is consistency and accuracy in 

the decision making, using the same criteria 

across people and time and basing decisions on 

relevant information. Also, findings need to be 

challenged and corrected if necessary, and 

decisions are representative in the sense that 

the views of all are heard and included.  

However, we observe that other agile 

companies do not apply merit pay. InSites 

Consulting, for instance, provides employees 

with an automatic annual base pay increase of 

2.5%. Pay for team and collective performance 

is present instead, since the company’s profit 

is distributed according to team performance. 

At the start of the fiscal year, teams are asked 

to define their goals and KPIs. At the end of 

that year, team performance is reviewed and 

translated into a rating which then unlocks a 

bonus (if EBITDA levels allow for it). All team 

members receive the same bonus percentage. 

In contrast to AE, ACA IT Solutions and InSites 

Consulting, we also notice that some agile 

companies are stepping away from pay-for-

performance in general.  Performance and 

rewards can be decoupled for the sake of 

openness and honesty during feedback 

moments. When evaluation and compensation 

17  Leventhal, G. S. (1980). What should be done with equity 
theory? New approaches to the study of fairness in social 
relationship. In K. J. Gergen, M. S. Greenberg, & R. H. Willis 
(Eds.), Social exchange: Advances in theory and research 
(pp. 27–55). New York: Plenum. 
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are untied, employees could feel liberated to 

discuss their failures and challenges. 

Furthermore, the focus is not merely on 

results, but mainly on behaviour and cultural 

fit. Two examples of this approach are Achmea 

and ING.  

Achmea employees go through 10 fixed steps 

in their base salary until they reach a 

maximum. At ING, employees discuss their 

performance based on three pillars: job, 

stretch ambitions and orange code. First of all, 

job looks at the job deliverables as well as job 

development.  

Secondly, via stretch ambitions, employees are 

stimulated to formulate and work on individual 

development goals outside one’s domain. This 

should stimulate innovation and learning. 

Thirdly, individuals are asked to indicate to 

which extent they comply to the orange code 

(i.e., the bundle of values, norms and 

behaviours that define the ING culture). All 

employees receive base pay increases except 

for the ones that require improvement on 2 of 

the 3 pillars.  

At Achmea and ING, almost the entire 

employee base is eligible for a pay raise, 

unrelated to individual performance. The 

advantages are clear: better teamwork and 

openness during the evaluations. One could 

argue that some excelling employees might 

experience a lack of extrinsic motivation in this 

sort of system. However, according to the 

power-law distribution, an alternative to the 

normal distribution, there are only a small 

number of hyper-performers in a company11.  

Figure 8: From group performance to team bonus at InSites Consulting 
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Moreover, most of the employees consider 

themselves more than average performers, 

which is a so-called better-than-average 

effect18,19. For that reason, in some cases merit 

pay could be a dissatisfier for employees: 

many will receive a less-than-average base 

pay increase, while most of them truly believe 

that they are excellent performers. 

Furthermore, when tasks are highly 

interdependent, excellent team performance 

cannot be attributed to just one individual. 

Consequently, applying a merit pay system in 

such a cooperative environment might lower 

the perceived distributive justice and thus 

fairness.   

 

 
18  Alicke, M. (1985). Global self-evaluation as determined by the 

desirability and controllability of trait adjectives. Journal of 
personality and social psychology, 49(6), 1621. 

 

In conclusion, different performance-based pay 

practices are present in our sample of agile 

firms. On the one hand, decoupling individual 

performance from pay can stimulate 

cooperation and information-sharing, which are 

essential in an agile environment. Achmea and 

ING are the two firms in our sample illustrating 

this approach. On the other hand, when 

applied properly, merit pay can stimulate 

individual performance within teams and help 

organisations in their objective to be agile and 

innovative. 

  

19  Alicke, M., Klotz, M., Breitenbecher, D., Yurak, T., & 
Vredenburg, D. (1995). Personal contact, individuation, and 
the better-than-average effect. Journal of personality and 
social psychology, 68(5), 804. 

 

“ 
Performance and rewards 
can be decoupled for the 
sake of openness and 
honesty during feedback 
moments. When 
evaluation and 
compensation are untied, 
employees could feel 
liberated to discuss their 
failures and challenges. 
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A study20 by Vlerick Business School asked its 

graduating students to indicate which career 

values are important to them. For graduates 

entering the labour market in a few months, the 

most attractive career is one that allows them 

to learn continuously (90%), followed by one 

where they are strongly appreciated for the 

work they are doing (76%). 

Overall, recognition via a promotion is the 

ultimate motivation for many employees. Of 

course, companies face the challenge that the 

number of employees aspiring to be promoted 

is much larger than the spots available. 

Moreover, agile organisations are flattening 

their hierarchical structure, which results in 

fewer possibilities for vertical promotions. 

 

  

 
20 Vandenbroucke, A., Defever, E., Quataert, S. & Buyens, D. 

(2020). Career Perspectives of Graduates. Unpublished 
research report by Vlerick Business School. 

Looking into alternative ways to recognize 

great contributors, our qualitative study 

provides inspiration for how to motivate 

employees meaningfully, without having to 

install a strong pay-for-individual-performance 

culture or hierarchical structure. 

First of all, recognizing contributions and 

celebrating achievements should be inherently 

embedded in the organisation. In cooperative 

working environments, where the team 

atmosphere prevails, individual achievements 

might go unnoticed. Expressions of 

recognition, however, have a positive effect on 

the team dynamics.  

  

9. CUSTOMISED AND ON THE SPOT RECOGNITION 

Figure 9: Importance of different career values (% of respondents who indicated this career value is important to them) 
according to Vlerick Business School’s study on Career Perspectives of Graduates 
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According to Pillay, Park, Kim and Lee21, 

gratitude – such as recognition with regard to 

the contributions of others – enhances 

intellectual exchange in groups, which then 

leads to higher team creativity.  

Recognition is part of the culture at Showpad – 

for instance, via a message from the manager 

(or the founders) to thank the employee for 

extra delivered efforts. Such a personalised 

token of appreciation allows for spontaneity 

and surprise without creating too many 

policies. Moreover, tailoring recognition to the 

needs or the personality of the individual adds 

to the impact of saying ‘thank you’ for 

extraordinary efforts. Another example of open 

recognition within Showpad is the use of social 

media channels to give and receive credit from 

the manager, peers, executives or the 

founders of the company.  

ACA IT Solutions uses a software application 

that enables employees to give colleagues a 

virtual pat on the back. The granted points are 

visible to everyone and even posted on screens 

in the office in order to put others in the 

picture, giving visibility to everyone’s 

contributions. Afterwards, these recognition 

points can be exchanged for a Tesla drive or 

other fun activities.  

 
21  Pillay, N., Park, G., Kim, Y., & Lee, S. (2020). Thanks for your 

ideas: Gratitude and team creativity. Organizational 
Behaviour and Human Decision Processes, 156, 69-81. 

 

These recognitions can even result in 

customized non-financial rewards. At Wortell, 

exceptional performance does not result in 

individual pay raises but is acknowledged 

through ‘experiences’. Exceptional performance 

is measured through the financial results and 

communicated through an internal 

collaboration tool or reported to HR. There is 

no official recognition system in place, and 

project managers are encouraged to organise 

something themselves to recognise the 

employee in question. Examples of recognition 

through experience are a ride in a sportscar, a 

weekend in a theme park, etc.  

Teamleader also believes in the importance of 

(team and individual) recognition: they are 

convinced that salary is not the only motivator 

for employees to perform at their best. They 

have a budget to organise team-based ‘fun’ 

activities, and individual recognition is initiated 

by the team lead. 

Even if organisations such as Showpad do not 

want to create too many policies around non-

monetary rewards – the company first and 

foremost focuses on understanding the core of 

its values instead of creating a multitude of 

policies – it can be worthwhile to involve 

employees in the design of non-financial 

reward programmes, given that this allows the 

employer to better understand the needs and 

the priorities of its employees, and to act 

accordingly22. 

22  Scott, D., & McMullen, T. (2010). The impact of rewards 
programs on employee engagement. Retrieved from 
https://www.worldatwork.org/docs/research-and-
surveys/survey-brief-the-impact-of-rewards-programs-on-
employee-engagement.pdf 
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Secondly, organisations such as Achmea give 

employees the opportunity to attend 

conferences or workshops, which makes them 

feel inspired and supported by the organisation 

in their growth ambitions. High performers 

appreciate these learning experiences, which 

keep them employable, broaden their expertise 

and help them grow professionally. Therefore, 

Achmea encourages career advancement when 

the employee is performing well. Without 

necessarily offering a promotion, they offer 

possibilities for extra personal development 

and training or for attending congresses. Other 

opportunities can entail participating in 

international projects, working abroad, taking 

on extra roles or being assigned to more 

challenging tasks.  

Finally, spot or bonus awards are on the rise. 

Living in a fast-moving society, the idea of 

granting spot awards can be considered a 

natural evolution in organisations. Spot awards 

are designed to reward ‘on the spot’, 

recognising the extra contribution or effort 

instantly. Research shows that, when 

employees have the choice between rewards 

differing only in timing, they opt for the reward 

being available sooner rather than later23. 

However, not many organisations are applying 

this form of incidental variable bonus, although 

it offers opportunities in terms of cost control 

and recognition and retention of good and 

exceptional performers24. Spot awards offer 

the advantage of linking performance to 

immediate recognition and do not have to be 

announced in advance. They make the reward 

more relevant, given that the employee feels 

 
23  Green, L., & Myerson, J. (2004). A discounting framework for 

choice with delayed and probabilistic rewards. Psychological 
bulletin, 130(5), 769 

24  Taylor, C. (2004). On-the-spot incentives. HR Magazine, May 
1st 2004. 

that his/her efforts are noticed immediately. 

The employee does not have to wait for the 

annual appraisal cycle to see the results of 

his/her efforts. Moreover, this approach allows 

the annual assessment discussion to focus on 

development and coaching, disassociating the 

development discussion from the discussion 

about pay.   

 

At Showpad, the collective bonus (CLA 9025) 

was abolished and replaced by spot rewards. 

Today, every executive – and, in the future, 

every manager as well – receives a quarterly 

fixed budget or envelope to distribute within 

his/her team. In the process, HR challenges 

the team leads to award only those who have 

performed above and beyond. Amounts of 

€500 to €1000 gross can be allocated to 

individuals who took on an extra role, for 

instance, or when they performed 

exceptionally, or when they met an urgent 

deadline. 

25  The CLA 90 is a salary bonus, or a non-recurring result-
related contribution. It is a way of rewarding employees for 
meeting predefined collective targets. This CLA 90 wage 
bonus has specific tax-related benefits, which makes it more 
attractive than the classic bonus. 
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At Achmea, the manager has the possibility to 

grant a bonus of up to a month’s salary for 

exceptional performance. Employees who do 

not fall under the variable pay arrangement 

are eligible, and an individual can receive an 

occasional bonus only once a year. To grant 

such a bonus, the manager submits a written 

justification to the online HR platform, which 

can be done at any moment during the year. 

Reasons can be the accomplishment of an 

exceptional project or an urgent job. The 

bonus can be a fixed amount of €250, €500, 

€750, €1000 or €1500. It can also be 

expressed in terms of the monthly gross base 

salary: 25%, 50%, 75% or 100%. In no case 

may the exceptional bonus exceed the monthly 

gross base salary. The chair of the department 

approves or denies the request based on the 

justification. In addition to occasional bonuses, 

there are smaller budgets of up to €150 

available for expressions of gratitude (e.g., 

flowers, vouchers, tickets for events, etc.). 

Reflecting on the positive impact of spot 

rewards, some voices also point to possible 

negative effects. If used in the wrong way, 

spot rewards can lead to demotivation and 

frustration for employees. Research suggests 

that it is important to reward behaviours 

instead of past accomplishments. Instead of 

focusing on reaching the pre-set goals, it can 

be more effective and motivating to encourage 

certain behaviours by rewarding the efforts 

employees demonstrate26.  

 

 

 
26  Pytel, L. (2018). Spot Awards Are Good, Until They’re Not. 

Talent management & HR.  

 

Furthermore, it is crucial to develop 

transparent communication regarding 

granting spot awards. Not only is there a need 

for clear and uniform criteria across the 

organisation, but the manager must also 

consider the effect spot awards have on the 

rest of the team who did not receive a bonus. 

Therefore, the ideal scenario would be to have 

the team decide on the division of the 

spot awards budget.  

  



 
 31 

This last section is dedicated to discussing how 

the agile organisations participating in our 

study were able to manage and reward their 

agile teams in a crisis situation. During the 

writing of this paper, the COVID-19 pandemic 

hit the world, resulting in a wake-up call for 

organisations to carefully review the strategies, 

policies, and processes they have in place for 

protecting employees, customers, and 

operations in this and future epidemics. We 

contacted our study participants a second time 

to ask how they managed the situation.  

Due to the pandemic, Showpad, known for its 

high-tech environment and strong company 

culture, started the debate regarding unlimited 

home-working. While companies such as 

Facebook and Twitter are betting on a remote 

workforce, Showpad prefers a hybrid future. 

Digitally colonising your employees’ homes is 

not an option, as workforce mood and morale 

matter27. In combining the advantages of a 

digital workplace with the company culture as 

a differentiator, Showpad aims to maintain the 

social connectedness and cohesion between its 

colleagues. Moreover, the organisation focuses 

on the well-being of its talents, using COVID-

19 employee pulse surveys and mood 

thermometers to gain more insight on how 

employees are coping on the professional and 

emotional levels. The communication within 

the executive team, within the teams, and with 

the whole company has been intensified and 

contributes to Showpad’s mission to keep  
employees engaged. 

 
27  Schrage, M. (2020). Rethinking Performance Management for 

Post-Pandemic Success: Organizations serious about high 
performance must rethink performance metrics. MIT Sloan 
Management Review.  

Effective teamwork has never been more 

important than it is today, as organisations 

face an exceedingly volatile economy with 

significant business threats. But current 

metrics in the performance management 

process are sometimes misleading in assessing 

work-from-home performance, even when 

organisations like Showpad try to move 

towards a more hybrid future. Recalibrating 

key performance indicators is essential to 

ensuring that remote work actually works. ING 

advised employees and managers on how to 

deal with fluctuating circumstances throughout 

the corona crisis: How to deal with goals that 

have not been achieved? How to give 

perspective on the upcoming months and the 

long-term vision? How to deal with orange 

code goals related to working remotely?  

In many agile organisations, employees are 

currently taking on new roles, some for which 

they have never been trained. In crisis 

situations, supervisors must show flexibility 

when evaluating them, allowing time for a 

learning curve and understanding that there 

will unavoidably be hiccups. Development 

matters especially for the new cohort of 

remote or retrained workers and distributed 

teams. This means HR policies must balance 

evaluations and the safe cultivation of new 

skills and capabilities28. ACA IT Solutions 

acknowledges this, and still attaches equal 

importance to their coaching framework, so all 

coaching continues to take place via video 

conference. 

28  Schrage, M. (2020). Rethinking Performance Management for 
Post-Pandemic Success Organizations serious about high 
performance must rethink performance metrics. MIT Sloan 
Management Review.  

10. MANAGING AND REWARDING AGILE TEAMS IN 
CRISIS SITUATIONS 

11.  



 
 32 

Several companies, like Van Hoecke and AE, 

explain that, during times of crisis, decisions 

have more often been made higher in the 

hierarchy – by a core taskforce – in order to be 

able to adjust quickly to rapidly changing 

circumstances. To restore a high level of 

employee participation, AE developed 20 work 

streams and encouraged its hive members to 

join them. For each work stream, the team has 

to define: 1) how they are currently doing with 

regard to the topic, 2) how the situation should 

evolve in order to be successful, and 3) what 

the ‘next normal’ should look like after the 

pandemic. Hence, the company determined the 

topics that were assigned to the different work 

streams, but execution was decentralised. 

Despite the unprecedented and shocking 

nature of the pandemic, companies seem to be 

holding onto their values and what they stand 

for. Those companies, holding a strong 

corporate identity or shared purpose, have 

used their collective strength to act quickly and 

effectively. Van Hoecke, for example, has 

continued to strive for optimal transparency. 

The organisation has communicated openly 

and transparently, making its decisions by 

taking into account the 3 pillars: the well-being 

of employees, the well-being of customers, and 

the (financial) well-being of the organisation. 

Establishing these criteria has ensured focus 

and peace of mind. The fact that they have 

continued to communicate quickly and 

transparently in this process has created trust 

among the employees. 

Crisis situations present harsh challenges to 

every company operating in a local or global 

ecosystem. However, it is in times of crisis that 

truly agile organisations can benefit from their 

adaptability, speed and customer-centricity: 

responding rapidly to acute situations and 

being able to reap advantages from them to 

come back stronger.  

  

“ 
In crisis situations, 
supervisors must show 
flexibility when evaluating 
them, allowing time for a 
learning curve and 
understanding that there 
will unavoidably be 
hiccups. 
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Agile organisations prove to be able to combine 

stability and dynamism by nourishing a 

network of teams within a people-centred 

culture. Such a culture features 

experimentation and fast decision cycles, 

guided by a powerful purpose. These 

trademarks have profound relevance for how 

they design their career, performance and 

reward management processes. We have 

studied Belgian and Dutch organisations in 

light of the principles and practices of agile 

management to find out how the processes of 

career, performance and reward management 

fit this new reality – and we’ve summarised 

them in 10 key findings. 

Our findings show that goal-setting is 

influenced by a powerful common purpose. 

Relying on the notion of a purpose gives 

employees a sense of meaning in their job. It 

improves commitment by embedding this 

purpose in the targets set on the team and 

individual levels. Traditional job functions are 

often complemented, defined or replaced by a 

set of roles for which employees take 

responsibility. This means that people 

management is seen as a flexible role that can 

be taken on by a range of different people in 

the team and should be executed on top of 

other responsibilities. This key finding goes 

hand-in-hand with de-layering the 

organisational structure, and consequently 

having fewer options for vertical career 

progression. To safeguard a clear overview of 

possible career directions, agile organisations 

provide tools to structure the countless options 

available, ranging from project-based (gig) 

platforms to career menus. Not surprisingly, 

recognition is an important career value in 

non-hierarchical structures. Motivating 

employees meaningfully without having to 

install a strong pay-for-individual-performance 

culture is done by implementing spot or bonus 

awards, and investing in learning experiences 

or other non-financial reward programmes. As 

research shows that performance on the 

organisational level increases when employees 

identify with their own team, agile companies 

do not shy away from linking performance to 

pay by giving teams more decision power. 

Taking this a step further, assessing and 

coaching in the performance and career 

development process is no longer the sole 

responsibly of the supervisor, but is delegated 

to a person or group of people who are more 

suited for the process. This key finding goes 

hand-in-hand with a culture of transparency. 

The results of our qualitative study show that 

organisations embarking on agile 

transformations cannot afford to ignore 

revising their career, performance and reward 

management processes. When implemented 

well, customising these processes to the agile 

goals and dynamic business environment will 

enable full capture and sustainability of the 

benefits promised by agility. 

  

CONCLUSION 
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ING 
 
Launched in 2015 at ING’s head 
office, agile spread to the rest of 
the Dutch organisation, from 
client services to the branch 
network, and transformed the 
overall company culture. This 
restructuring into ‘agile’ teams 
is still considered to be 
a ground-breaking example for 
companies operating in a rather 
conservative banking industry.  
  

 
AE 
  
AE Architects for Business & ICT 
recently started to work in self-
managing teams or ‘hives’. 
These hives 
are organised around sectors or 
specific IT problems, which 
enables them to respond more 
quickly to the customer’s 
request. This hive structure 
allows AE to accelerate in a 
world where technology is 
evolving at lightning speed.  

 
Teamleader 
 
Teamleader, a CRM SaaS company, 
works in multiple smaller teams. 
This method allows them to be 
laser-focused on a single aspect of 
their software tool, allowing them to 
create a high level of ownership. To 
make sure the objectives of our 
company, teams, and individuals 
are aligned and achieved, everyone 
strives for top performance.  
  

 
Achmea 
 
The Achmea transformation 
started in 2015, when the first 
agile teams were set up as a 
pilot project with the help of 
the SAFe (Scaled Agile 
Framework).  This successful 
project grew into a company-
wide transformation and 
impacted between 2500 to 3000 
employees across nine different 
departments in 2019.   
  

 
Codit 
 
Codit is an IT company providing 
consultancy, technology, and 
managed services for all kinds of 
brands worldwide. Within the 
organisation, their kinds of 
projects automatically gave way to 
an agile way of working, making it 
a natural process they finished in 
2018.  

 
ACA IT Solutions 
  
Their rapid growth over the past 
few years urged ACA IT Solutions to 
design a new company structure 
that supported their agile and lean 
practices and self-steering teams. 
In 2015, they decided to turn into a 
podular organisation that consists of 
6 pods. These business units 
function as autonomous companies 
with their own IT specialty, 
yet remain connected to the whole 
by pursuing the same goal.  

  
Wortell 
  
After a successful try-out, this 
Dutch IT consultancy 
company decided to implement 
the SCRUM method throughout 
the organisation in 2014. ‘Agile 
working’ for them means 
intensive cooperation with their 
customers, with quick feedback 
loops in order to match the 
customer’s wishes in the best 
possible way.   

 
Van Hoecke 
  
Van Hoecke, a Belgian 
distributor of hinges, lift 
systems and drawer systems, 
has evolved from classic 
centralized management under 
the first generation to a 
company where employees are 
central. They promote 
collaborative networks over 
hierarchical structures, 
transparency over secrecy and 
adaptability over 
prescriptiveness.  

 
Human Reef 
 
Increasing the adaptivity of self-
organised companies lies at the 
foundation of Human Reef. And 
they are a true example of ‘practice 
what you preach’: working with the 
SCRUM method in multidisciplinary 
teams with very short time cycles in 
order to produce their product and 
satisfy the customer.  Autonomy, 
mastery and ambassadorship live in 
everything they do.   

  
Gemeente Hollands Kroon 
  
The municipality of Hollands 
Kroon in The Netherlands is 
considered to be the prime 
example in the government of 
working in self-managing 
teams. With no managers and 
no HR department, the core 
values on which their 
transformation is based are 
responsibility and trust – which 
have proven to be highly 
successful.   

  
InSites Consulting 
  
InSites Consulting is a pioneer 
in empowering brands to take 
better decisions with consumer 
insights at the core. Agile 
methods work perfectly well in a 
market research environment 
that works with iterations of 
short research challenges. Their 
tagline – ‘we are one’ – clearly 
reflects their team-based 
culture.  

 
Showpad 
 
Showpad is one of Europe's fastest-
growing technology companies, 
offering a platform that integrates 
industry-leading training and 
coaching software. Operating in a 
rapidly changing business 
environment calls for a clear ‘drum 
beat’ to which the organisation 
moves: team-based working, 
horizontal career paths, and 
employee experience at the core!  

PARTICIPATING ORGANISATIONS  
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