
WE MASTER CHANGES.
TOGETHER.

WHITE PAPER  |  MARCH 2021  |  Smart City

Sustainable Change Management for
Municipalities: A Six-Step Guide to
Implementing a Digital Transformation 



22WHITE PAPER  |  March 2021  |  Haselhorst Associates GmbH

SUMMARY The digital transformation represents a major challenge for municipalities. They still have a 
considerable amount of ground to make up – particularly in terms of how to successfully introduce and 
implement digital change processes. There is an urgent need for change, since municipalities are now 
subject to a raft of legislative requirements which they must comply with in order to push forward with 
the process of digitalization. But internal changes are by no means an easy task for the various stake-
holders. 

Major digitalization projects require a readiness for change as well as resources, know-how and, above 
all, a professional change management strategy. The latter especially continuously presents a large 
number of hurdles for all those concerned. However, these can be overcome through some effective 
solutions: from detailed, roadmap-based planning via a reliable budget and solid communication to a 
clear allocation of responsibilities, managers’ active involvement and professional project management 
during the implementation phase. If these preconditions are met, this will provide the foundations for 
successful, long-term changes.
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How public authorities can successfully execute digital change
processes 

Challenges

Municipalities continue to be faced 
with a comprehensive process of 
change in the context of the digital 
transformation. They have gradually 
developed a service-provider mentality 
over the past few years, and many 
processes have now been digitized. 
Digital solutions are available for elec-
tronic payments and the transfer of 
electronic documents as well as citi-
zens’ forums and apps for communi-
cation purposes. However, these appli-
cations are not yet widespread, and 
comprehensive digitalization of the full 
range of processes is still outstanding.

Under the German Act on Online 
Access (Onlinezugangsgesetz – OZG), 
all public services must be made avail-
able online by 2023 – this encompasses 
around 600 offerings. However, the 
success of digitalization will not only be 
measured in terms of whether all of 
these services are available, but also 
according to the level of take-up of the 
"Internet of Services." Public accep-
tance of the various offerings and the

user-friendliness of the solutions 
provided will play a key role here. 

Alongside the task of getting the large 
number of services up and running, the 
transformation of internal workflows 
represents a huge challenge – the 
introduction of new technologies and 
the mental evolution which is called for 
both entail highly complex processes. 
However, public authorities in particu-
lar will need to overcome a resistance 
to change and other forms of opposi-
tion which generally derive from rou-
tines and standardized patterns of 
behavior. For this mental and techno-
logical process of transformation, an 
inner readiness to accept permanent 
change is required in order to achieve 
a sustained shift. For the process of 
digitalization will not simply have been 
completed at a certain point in time –
on the contrary, there is a need for 
ongoing digital readiness in the face of 
volatile processes. 

A readiness to pursue an agile project 
management strategy is also required, 
since most successful digitalization 
projects cannot be effectively imple-
mented by means of traditional 

methods. Agility offers the advantage 
of foregrounding individuals and 
interactions, cooperation and the 
various stakeholders’ collective 
response to the changes which arise 
over the course of a project. This 
cooperative approach free of any 
hierarchical barriers and requiring 
commitment on the part of individuals 
poses a further challenge for public 
authorities, even more so than it does 
for companies.

Many change projects suffer from a 
lack of active commitment on the part 
of managers and their failure to 
effectively persuade their staff of the 
need for the envisaged changes. This is 
despite the fact that, in municipalities 
especially, it is the managers who must 
systematically demonstrate the need 
for changes and, together with their 
staff, develop appropriate solutions in 
order to achieve Administration 4.0.

A series of valuable methodological 
principles must be complied with in 
order to appropriately and successfully 
rise to these challenges by means of a 
professional project management 
strategy.
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STEP 1 | Define a Vision – a Guiding 
Principle Points the Way to a Goal 

The project management strategy 
should first of all formulate a vision 
encompassing the full range of effects 
associated with the change process. 
The presentation of a collective guiding 
principle will clarify for all those con-
cerned the ultimate goals of the 
planned measures. It is also advisable 
to assign a project a name, a logo and a 
motto. One successful example of this 
is the holistic concept adopted for 
Smart City Emden: "green. a strong 
economy. safe. for everyone." This 
boosted the profile of all of these pro-
jects and provided a clear focus for all 
those involved during the process of 
collaboration. More than 35 projects 
were developed on this basis and are 
already being implemented.

STEP 2 | A Fixed Budget Will 
Safeguard the Success of a Project 

In 2018, the Federal Association of 
German Management Consultants 
(Bundesverband Deutscher Unterneh-
mensberater – BDU) reached the 
following conclusion in a study on 
change management:

In a large number of change projects, 
the budget which was initially ear-
marked is subsequently increased to 
enable effective communication mea-
sures and for the purpose of coaching, 
to achieve behavioral changes on the 
part of managers. However, if, halfway 
through the process, it is no longer 
certain whether it will be possible to 
finance the envisaged measures right 
up to the end point, this will immedi-

ately provoke lasting internal doubts 
over the credibility of those respon-
sible and the relevance of these activ-
ities. 

The budget must therefore be cal-
culated very carefully and must be 
reliable.

STEP 3 | A Roadmap and Defined 
Competences Safeguard Project 
Management 

Moreover, the schedule for every sub-
project must be entered in a detailed 
roadmap, so as to plan for the smooth 
implementation of the change process 
and for its reliable management. The 
roadmap should also define all of the 
key milestones as well as every sub-
project and relevant project group. At 
the same time, the relevant responsi-
bilities and areas of competence must 
be agreed. In this way, all those in-
volved will be familiar with the ultimate 
objective for these changes as well as 
their personal responsibility and their 
roles.

STEP 4 | Managers & Change Agents 
Drive the Transformation 

The overwhelming majority of an orga-
nization’s managers must be won over 
to the project upfront – through sys-
tematic communication and an effec-
tive persuasion strategy. Otherwise, the 
prospects for a successful project will be 
poor. Executives and project managers 
must be committed to the project and 
must progressively pull together. Only 
thus will they be able to support their 
employees during the process of 
change and to ensure its success. 

In addition, at every hierarchical level 
the project management team should 
bring on board reliable allies to assist 
with the overall project activities. As 
committed, active and communicative 
change agents, they will act as highly 
dedicated grassroots exponents of the 
project and communicate its appro-
priateness as well as the major benefits 
which it will deliver. Above all, this 
includes the executives in the relevant 
departments, as responsible change 
managers, as well as the project leaders 
as active promoters of the 

envisaged internal changes.

STEP 5 | A Solid Communication 
Strategy Will Motivate The Entire 
Workforce 

As well as a professional and consistent 
project management strategy and re-
liable budget planning, the planning 
and implementation of in-depth com-
munication activities in relation to 
stakeholders, managers and em-
ployees is key. Plausible and positive 
arguments setting out the need for the 
changes and the benefits which they 
will provide are called for. Moreover, 
all those involved should be confident 
of the project’s success, so as to bring 
them on board in order to jointly 
achieve a successful change process. In 
addition, regularly communicating the 
level of progress achieved in the pro-
ject to all of the stakeholders is a fur-
ther means of safeguarding its success. 
Managers should guide the way for-
ward, dispel any fears or uncertainties, 
regularly communicate their belief in 
its success and act with integrity in 
pushing forward with the project. 

STEP 6 | Consistent Implementation in 
Order to Achieve Long-Term Changes 

Once the key groups are ready for 
change, the project and its various 
milestones can be implemented sys-
tematically and step-by-step on the 
basis of the roadmap which has been 
prepared and coordinated. The project 
management team will continuously 
review the status of the measures 
agreed and will act immediately in case 
of any deviations. The level of progress 
achieved should be communicated in 
order to ensure that the stakeholders 
are kept well informed. 

Solutions

1 https://www.bdu.de/media/352775/positionspapier_fv_changemanagement_2018.pdf
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"77 percent of all projects 
are still significantly more 
expensive than envisaged 
and/or take significantly 
longer than scheduled and/ 
or fail to achieve the in-
tended technical objectives 
or only partially do so."1

All of the challenges which 
a successfully implemented 
change management 
process entails, in the case 
of digitalization projects 
especially, can be robustly 
and successfully managed 
by means of a rigorous 
methodological approach.
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Jürgen Germies joined Haselhorst Associates in 2013. He has diverse expertise in the 
fields of industry and financing. Jürgen Germies assists our clients with strategic 
development, restructuring and change processes. He has extensive experience as a 
managing director, partner and supervisory board member for various companies. He 
established our Smart City business segment and works with municipal utilities and 
public authorities to develop wide-ranging digital public services concepts as well as 
comprehensive roadmaps for the process of urban transformation .

The management consulting firm Haselhorst Associates GmbH, seated in Starnberg, specializes 
in restructuring, strategic consulting, profit improvement as well as all-round concepts for smart 
cities and the digitalization of companies. This team of internationally experienced consultants 
produces tailored solutions for its clients – from the analysis phase via project planning to 
supervision of implementation. 

The development of digitalization strategies for companies and for towns, cities and public 
authorities is a further business segment which it has added over the past few years. In the 
smart city sector, together with municipal utilities and public authorities Haselhorst Associates 
develops forward-looking concepts for digital public services. Haselhorst Associates published 
extensive studies on the development of smart cities in Germany in 2018, 2019 and 2020. 
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