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Guts: heroic deeds 
or recklessness?
‘Having guts’ is a characteristic that we tend to applaud. Unfortunately, having guts does not 
always lead to a positive result; the bravest soldiers on the battlefield are generally the first 
to die. Being a coward, for that matter, is also not an option. You will never win the war with 
only cowards.

In the battlefield of companies and institutions, a healthy dose of 
guts is needed more than ever before. Competition is razor sharp 
and the crisis effect increases the pressure. In the corporate world, 
guts can lead to huge profits and success, but also to huge losses and 
complete failures. Based on the result, everyone always knows better 
in retrospect: the guts displayed was a heroic deed requiring great 
courage, or, as the case may be, a reckless form of irresponsibility.
People can flawlessly mention the examples. On one end of the 
spectrum, we have the successful companies that had the guts to 
make clear and obstinate choices, consistently holding on and 
weathering the disappointments and criticism (Apple, Starbucks).
On the other end are the wrecks: ‘From hero to zero’ can be a small 
step in this context.

In Dialogue III, we found a number of prominent representatives of 
leading organizations willing to cooperate in this edition with the 
theme of corporate guts. Which type of guts characterises these 
organizations in realising their objectives and what do people notice 
in reality? 

From these contributions, it becomes clear that guts primarily means 
acting from a vision and conviction (gut feeling, perhaps) without 
having a guarantee of positive results. For example, NYSE shows guts 
by deciding against opening their shared services in a typical low-cost 
country; RWE/Essent does the same by sometimes not firing up the 
plant; Vanderlande discerns itself by standing out from the crowd, 
and Alliander by investing in alternative solutions. Risk management 
at Achmea recognises the risk of not taking enough risk, whereas 
Arcadis talks about the guts of ‘leading’ rather than ‘managing’.

Also at the level of the individual professional, guts is a characteristic 
that can add great value to organizations. From our dialogue sessions 
this year, it has once again appeared that the guts to be vulnerable 
towards your peers leads to key insights. These insights can help you 
make better decisions as a professional.

The participants in the dialogue on challenges in respect of, for 
example, ethical sourcing, cyber crime and project and performance 
management will undoubtedly take these themes to the next level 
within their organization. 
The insights in this edition of Dialogue Magazine will hopefully 
inspire you to make a difference to your organization. However, that 
is not a guarantee for success - you will have to show guts to act 
upon this inspiration! We challenge you!
 
Arthur Izeboud, 
Practice Lead Governance, Risk & Compliance, RGP          

Frank van der Hagen, 
Managing Director Netherlands, RGP 
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“Not enough risk 
             is also a risk”

Estelle Jonkergouw, Achmea:

Risk managers would do well by being a bit more daring, in the opinion of 
Estelle Jonkergouw, originally from South Africa,  Head Integrated Risk Management 
and Model Validati on with Achmea, a cooperati ve insurer and the Netherlands’ largest 
non-life and healthcare insurer. “We are pleased to lead the change in the fi nancial sector.”

Estelle has been working in the Netherlands for a number of years. 
The transfer to a country unknown to her may be best described as 
excepti onal. “In South Africa, I had a challenging job as a stati sti cs 
and econometrics professor. I migrated to the Netherlands to gain 
internati onal experience in the fi nancial sector.” Before joining 
Achmea, Jonkergouw was employed with Rabobank, where she 
was also involved in new initi ati ves in risk management. “This huge 
assignment was fully related to the new Basel II legislati on and 
regulati ons.” With Achmea, she is currently responsible for setti  ng up 
a new department named Integrated Risk Management and Model 
Validati on. “I had the pioneering role before. It suits me. It has 
become one of my specialisati ons in the course of the years. I thrive 
in an environment where things are not yet fully defi ned.”  

Better service  
Why does she feel an integral approach of risk management is 
required? Jonkergouw: “As a cooperati ve insurer, we aim to serve our 
customers even bett er. We are mainly focusing on fulfi lling customer 
agreements in the long term. This is more important than short-term 
profi t. During the past few months, we introduced many initi ati ves 
that underline our focus on customer interests. Integral risk 
management is part of that eff ort.” In her perspecti ve, the integral 
risk approach conti nues to develop, as she indicates. “This is about 
more than just integral review of risks, also in the light of Basel II, 
Basel III and Solvency II. It is also about thinking in the context of 
developing the company’s strategy.”

This is where Estelle’s exploratory nature and her challenge, 
shaping Integrated Risk Management, converge. “Risk management 
is a concept well beyond just measuring and reporti ng risk. 
The challenge is embedding it in the organizati on’s strategic and 
tacti cal processes. Much benefi t can be gained in that respect. Risk 
management can improve the strategic and tacti cal processes, and 
can add much value to corporate government  supervision. In order to 
realize improvements, it is essenti al for us as risk managers to remain 
robust professionals. If the risk is too high, we must challenge the 
business, we must be strong enough to say no. On the other hand, 
we must remain alert. Which risks are involved in our operati ons? 
This focus on identi fying risks must be leading. How can we limit and 
manage risks?” 

Pity 
Not taking enough risk is a risk in itself, Jonkergouw stresses. No risk 
sti ll means no return. No guts no glory. That is not always a promi-
nent perspecti ve of risk management. “Risk managers are someti mes 
regarded with pity. They are no-men. Police offi  cers not helping you 
with growing the business or further development of that one business 
model. They are obstacles rather than facilitators. This persistent bias is 
very black-and-white, but based on a core of truth.” Estelle provides a 
defi niti on of her task interpretati on. “We monitor the cohesion and the 
consistency of identi fi cati on and limitati on of risks across the divisions 
of our company. We developed an integral framework. We assess and 
validate both new and existi ng risk models. We always do this in con-
sultati on with the business.” In order to fi nd the connecti on, we need 
understanding of the business, the entrepreneurial side of the company. 
Estelle: “In additi on to the downside, the risk manager must also be able 
to outline the upside. Were all risk aspects of that one capital market 
transacti on identi fi ed? What can we do to miti gate the key risks? Which 
factor should we designate to which risk type? This type of questi ons are 
asked by the risk manager to increase the quality of decision-making.”

The risk manager must be a partner in business, is Estelle’s conclu-
sion. “However, to fulfi ll that role, the risk manager must be tough on 
content, soft  in relati ons. And that is someti mes a bott leneck. The risk 
manager must be able to deal with resistance by using his knowledge, 
experience and more importantly, senses. He knows what is going on in 
the market. He likes to be invited by the management of the business, 
because of his added value. He specifi es assumpti ons, enhances models 
and builds the strategy together with the management.” 
According to the South African, the challenge lies in mutual communi-
cati on. “As far as I am concerned, risk managers should more acti vely 
contribute to change in the organizati on, provided that they have the 
elements I have outlined. The world is changing. The risk managers must 
follow. Show some courage. Stand for who you are. Having guts is having 
the courage to stand for who you are. On the other side, you have to be 
able to proacti vely think along in the business. Your environment can 
have a major impact on you and exert pressure. You cannot be 
yourself in all situati ons. You really need guts to have a diff erent opinion 
or to take risk in the face of the crisis. Support entrepreneurship in 
that context.”

Potential risk  
Identi fying risks in developments initi ally takes place in the fi rst line, 
with the management of the business. Jonkergouw: “Risk managers 
can take their role and give advice at this point. You need communi-
cati on skills for such advice, in additi on to the hard quanti tati ve facts. 
Think about how to get the message across. That is important if you 
want to be a partner in business, and if you want to insti gate changes 
in the fi eld of risk management within the organizati on. This way, you 
ensure an adequate risk culture in the organizati on. You can be right 
for 100%... but if you cannot sell your point of view, this does not give 
you great results.” In many organizati ons, it is not always clear where 
the fi rst line (business) and second line (risk management) respon-
sibiliti es lie. Estelle: “If the separati on line is unclear, consultati on is 
important. Integral implementati on of risk management requires an 
acti ve work atti  tude.”

The risk manager must ask essenti al questi ons, in Jonkergouw’s 
opinion. “Where are we going as a company? Ask this type of 
questi ons complete with the associated risk descripti ons. What 
happens if we take path a, b or c? In that sense, we are pleased to 
lead the change in the fi nancial sector.” In the same light, Estelle also 
makes her knowledge, skills and experience available to a micro-in-
surance project of Achmea and its partners to farmers in Burundi. 
“I am not a person who likes everything specifi ed in full detail. As 
soon as I know where I want to go, I get going. Just start, is my mott o. 
Take that fi rst step. Someti mes you will have to adjust the planning 
a litt le. But that’s fi ne - pioneering is good. As long as you eventually 
reach the envisioned goal.” 
 

                     

In
te

rv
ie

w

Interview: Lucien Albers van der Linden, Client Service Director, RGP



07

Gerard Spans is a man with a mission. He is passionate when 
outlining the IT organizati on he envisions in fi ve years’ ti me within 
Arcadis. Also in the interview with Dialogue Magazine. This is quite 
excepti onal as Spans very rarely gives interviews. He indicates he 
is not interested in drawing att enti on to him personally. “I am not 
looking for a spot in the limelight.” Spans defi nitely has a global focus. 
Much of his ti me is spent in workshops travelling from one inter-
nati onal Arcadis offi  ce to the next. His Dutch is full of English 
terminology. “Actually, I am no longer used to speaking Dutch”, 
he says, with a slightly apologeti c tone.

Prior to joining Arcadis, you were the CIO for Rexam in London, 
a company focused on consumer packaging. A very diff erent work 
area then Arcadis’ playing fi eld.

Spans: “But also extremely interesti ng: Packaging is the fi rst thing that 
the consumer is confronted with. Furthermore, Rexam was just re-
covering from a very diffi  cult period when I stepped in. For me, in this 
situati on, it was a great challenge to step in with the idea: ‘what can 
IT do here?’ Initi ally, it was about bringing effi  ciency, leading to cost 
reducti on. I regard that as a sort of life cycle management arrears: 
you design it once and copy it to 160 plants. But of course, going be-
yond that is in my nature. There is a natural lower limit to wanti ng to 
produce a coke can as cheaply as possible. Adding something to the 
value chain is the next step. This requires a partnership with the busi-
ness and strong market orientati on to add something to the customer 
strategy. By pioneering with IT, we eventually directly contributed to 
the customer experience. In my opinion, marketi ng is a skill that is an 
absolute requirement for CIOs in the future.”

“Manage IT 
like a business”

Gerard Spans, Chief Information Offi cer ARCADIS NV:

The introducti on of Gerard Spans as the CIO put Arcadis, a consultancy and engineering 
company, on a diff erent course with its IT strategy. The spearhead ‘process excellence’ was 
added to the existi ng objecti ves of effi  ciency and cost control. All in the service of growing 
the company. “My basic questi on is always: what can IT contribute to the value chain?”

How did you then end up at Arcadis?

“Well, just how these things go. People in the network know you, you 
are approached and persuaded to come work for this company. 
A new strategic IT plan had been prepared that was in parti cular 
focusing on effi  ciency and cost control. That is not surprising if you 
realize that IT has shown excellent results in just that throughout 
the years. Upon arrival, I explicitly demonstrated the leaders in the 
business that we aim to be acti ve in Arcadis’ value chain in strategic 
terms. In the original plans, nothing was menti oned about a theme 
such as process excellence.”

Can you explain the content of Arcadis’ IT strategy?

“The starti ng point: we want to operate worldwide as Arcadis; that 
is what are objecti ves are geared towards. A core element in this 
respect is process excellence: bringing the best of Arcadis to our best 
customers. This means Arcadis focuses on eff ecti vely and effi  ciently 
working based on designing harmonized processes, shared work 
routi nes and a common language. Also in areas that we are very 
good at already, such as project management, we are striving for an 
even higher level. Using talent management, we invest in our people. 
Furthermore, we are investi ng in knowledge sharing with knowledge 
management. In that context, I like to talk about embedded 
knowledge: no project is concluded without sharing lessons learned 
and best practi ces in the organizati on. This is where my past 
experience with Accenture is brought in: the discipline to share 
knowledge is at an unrivalled high level there. In the context of 
knowledge management, we also focus on what we call role-based 
planning. In reality, this means that it is not John or Pete starti ng a 
job; instead, we deploy competencies from our worldwide 
organizati on on locati ons where these competencies are required.”

Interview: Hans Wichink, Managing Director Energy and Uti liti es, RGP
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The dialogueThe dialogueThe dialogue
takes you furthertakes you furthertakes you further

Resources Global Professionals organized four 
dialogue sessions with the theme Guts!
Guts is needed not only to tackle the 
economic crisis; also to acti vely confront the 
subjects that we were talking about earlier.
 
The dialogues on ethical sourcing, cyber crime control, project 
management and performance management lead to interesti ng 
insights that we are happy to share with you. On this page please 
fi nd the intros of the arti cles featured in full on our website: 
www.resources.nl.
We featured an arti cle on one of the topics, project management, 
on page 13 of this magazine. Thank you for att ending the sessions. 
We would be happy to conti nue the dialogue with you. Aft er all, 
dialogue takes you further!

Ethical sourcing  
Window dressing or real change? 

Is ethical sourcing window dressing, or about real change? 
This questi on landed on the table during the dialogue session 
of Resources on reviewing the supply chain based on ethical 
and legal standards. “Ethical sourcing exists only by the grace 
of collaborati on in the supply chain.” Deely quanti fi ed how an 
interrupti on of the supply chain aff ects the value of a company 
on the stock exchange.
Read on via htt p://rgpdialoog.com

Performance Management 
and IT developments
Flexibility of performance management is crucial

The world around is changing at an increasing pace. To prevent 
performance management from lagging behind these changes, 
the fl exibility of performance management systems is of 
increasing importance. What is more: the value of a fl exible 
performance management system will provide a signifi cant 
long-term contributi on to an organizati on’s success. 
Additi onally, the quanti ty of available data will conti nue to 
increase  signifi cantly. The ones who succeed in keeping 
themselves from drowning in these data, can, through 
intelligent data analyses, obtain new and valuable insights.
Read on via htt p://rgpdialoog.com

Cyber crime control 
“Think the unthinkable”

Examples such as Diginotar, and certainly also Stuxnet, 
Playstati on, KPN and Wikileaks confront companies with the 
naked facts. Cyber crime is to be taken very seriously. Very few 
companies have a ready-made answer. The dialogue session of 
Resources Global Professionals on cyber control poured data 
protecti on into models. “This gives you a grip on something 
that you seem to have no control of at fi rst.” Involve a multi -
disciplinary team in this subject, from compliance and IT to 
security and communicati ons, and make a stakeholder analysis.
Read on via htt p://rgpdialoog.com

0908

How can you open up minds for this new strategy?

“By introducing a diff erent way of thinking. People always say that IT is 
an enabler or provides support, but that is not how I perceive it. For me, 
IT is all about collaborati on, that is the key word. All our IT people have a 
physical operati onal base, but in my vision, the work is delivered in 
communiti es. In part of our organizati on, we introduced this way of 
working, and people experience the benefi ts, they pick it up at their 
initi ati ve. This is how it should go, in my opinion, I am a leader, not a 
manager. I consider myself a desti nati on planner, someone who 
conceives the structures. Within Arcadis, two communiti es are now 
acti ve: in the fi eld of IT support and Connecti vity. People in my team 
independently determined that these fi elds should have the highest 
urgency. Another shift  is thinking in IT services rather than IT tools. 
What we need are global soluti ons, not local faciliti es.”

 

                                                “People always 
say that IT is an enabler or provides support.

            But for me, IT is all about collaboration.”

                                                “People always 

Deployment of IT plays an essenti al role in Arcadis’ growth strategy. 
Previously, people said that Arcadis mainly needs acquisiti ons to be 
able to grow.

“I happen to prefer looking to the future rather than the past. Future 
growth should for a large part certainly be autonomous. We focus on 
growth per region and growth where it fi ts demand. However, Arcadis 
will also conti nue to grow through possible acquisiti ons, primarily 
focusing on acquiring interesti ng and relevant competencies. For 
newly acquired companies, IT will conti nue to be delivered in the 
region. And we will share innovati ve thinking about IT deployment; 
we do not have to reinvent the wheel every ti me.”

Do you fi nd you need to slam your fi st on the table?

“No, really I don’t. I manage to get the message across; people under-
stand the course. Please don’t think I am riding roughshod like some 
cowboy. I operate within the existi ng governance, fully interact with 
all Arcadis business leaders... My mission is to keep the concept of 
our IT strategy alive.”

And if this strategy is completed in fi ve years’ ti me?

“I have been working here for nine months now and I am really 
enjoying myself. The people working on IT are picking up the strategy 
and the top of our organizati on has huge confi dence in us. So in the 
future, if I ever look back by way of excepti on, and I detect that the 
job is done, perhaps I will start doing something else. I’m not sure 
what that will be. I worked in diff erent sectors, I may choose the 
unknown once more.
Whatever the choice, my basic questi on is always: what can IT 
contribute to the value chain? My credo has not changed in many 
years: manage IT like a business.”
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Gerard Spans and ARCADIS
Since 1 January 2013, Gerard Spans (1966) is the Chief Informa-
ti on Offi  cer of Arcadis, a consultancy and engineering company, 
formerly known as Heidemij of Arnhem. In the capacity of CIO, a 
new positi on Arcadis introduced upon his arrival. He is in charge of 
the IT organizati on of the company consisti ng of four business lines 
respecti vely focusing on water, infrastructure, the environment and 
buildings. Arcadis is acti ve in more than seventy countries, divided 
into four regions: the United States, Europe, emerging markets 
and the Netherlands (the home market). Spans steers an IT team 
operati ng on the principle of local delivery, global leadership. His 
previous employers include Rexam, Philips, Sara Lee and Accenture.



11

Vanderlande Industries is one of the jewels in the crown of the Netherlands Inc. 
The Veghel concern has an internati onal expansion appeti te and the wind in the back in 
various markets for goods processing systems. CFO Herman Molenaar: “You must have 
guts to persistently standardize.”

Herman Molenaar is a committ ed and open CFO, exactly as indicated 
in the jury report of the CFO of the Year electi on. The conversati on 
soon turns to ineffi  ciencies in Dutch government, which have his 
warm interest, as well as money markets. “Wasn’t money originally 
intended as a mere exchange facility?”, he asks himself with amaze-
ment doing a quick whiteboard calculati on. “Then why should we pay 
one million Euros, or about twenty man years, in brokerage to borrow 
25 million Euros?” Molenaar has an explicit opinion, but does not 
stop there. “With some peers, I wrote a lett er to our Members of 
Parliament once, presenti ng ideas to get out of the debt crisis. We 
were sent a neat thank-you lett er with the indicati on that our wishes 
were not politi cally feasible. Such a shame. Why not take good ideas 
from the market, demonstrati ng the added value of the government  
apparatus as a shared service centre of the private sector.”

Dialogue 
Molenaar undeniably has guts. This is apparent ti me aft er ti me in 
the dialogue with Hans Maeyer, Managing Director European 
Accounts at  Resources Global Professionals. He takes a seat across 
form Molenaar, bringing in over ten years of experience in interim 
management and management consulti ng. An exceedingly interesti ng 
discussion follows. About standardizati on, risk management and the 
fi nancial functi on integrated in operati ons...

Maeyer: “You just said that VanderLande has the wind in the back - 
how can you tell?”
Molenaar: “In our biggest market, the market for luggage processing 
systems, our market share is about 35 percent. This market will keep 
growing. In Africa, China and India, a rapidly increasing middle class 
can aff ord to fl y. Furthermore, airports want to and have to enhance 
their performance towards their customers. Not only in the area of 
reliability in luggage processing, but also in safety. Also, airports are 
oft en the billboards of a country, and therefore must be top of the 
bill. We benefi t from that with our high-tech processing systems. 
We are also very acti ve in the markets for warehouse automati on and 

package sorti ng systems. Our market share is also growing in these 
segments. A key driver in that growth is the increase in internet sales. 
Everything must be sorted and delivered to the consumer at pre-
convened ti mes. And customers are conti nually looking to increase 
effi  ciency and fl exibility. Our systems support their performance.” 

Maeyer: “You move between Jeddah, Santi ago de Chile and Dubai, 
Pune and Johannesburg unti l Moscow, Shanghai and Sydney. How do 
you explain your success in such internati onal markets?”
Molenaar: “Our company will celebrate its 65th anniversary next 
year, and our strategy has remained approximately the same in all 
those years. That does not sound very exciti ng. But it is our source 
of power. We have had the guts to persistently carry on this strategy 
all those years. If you have internati onal ambiti ons that you want to 
shape in a high-tech niche market, you have to. You will have to be 
the best. How you do that? Eighty percent of our employees is in 
touch with customers. The only one who can make you the champion 
is the customer. That’s where it happens, in the people-to-people 
collaborati on. We have experts that are very proud of their com-
pany. Additi onally, we implemented one way of working for all our 
operati ng methods and systems within 2.5 years, worldwide, with 
a limited team. We initi ated the development based on worldwide 
comparison of the work processes. We disti lled the best practi ces and 
we embrace them. Then we took one year for aft ercare and correc-
ti ng errors to improve the management system, and retrospecti ve 
worldwide implementati on of that one best practi ce that we had 
skipped in Spain. In parallel, we designed an improvement organiza-
ti on operati ng on behalf of the enti re company, picking up local best 
practi ces here and there in order to input these in the management 
system at a global level. This strong standardizati on provided 
effi  ciency and fl exibility. I esti mate that seventy percent of the work 
methods and tools in our company are now harmonized. Business 
units are now bett er able to focus on entrepreneurship and spend 
more ti me with the customer.”

‘Global 
    standardization         
            pays off!’

Vanderlande grows against the odds
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Herman Molenaar (on the right) en Hans Maeyer
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A project audit provides an insight into the risks and improvement 
points of an individual project or programme. The success of a project 
is determined not just by the project as such, but by the enti re project 
environment. For organizati ons with reasonably well-structured 
project management, an evaluati on of the complete environment of 
projects can be an essenti al contributi on in determining how to make 
projects more successful. Which elements can be improved in order 
to ensure they contribute to the success of changes? Reinforcing 
the weak links provides more and faster returns than opti mizing the 
strong links. 

The project environment
The collaborati on between all those involved in the project environ-
ment in all phases of a project is crucial in successful projects:
• Prior to the project - when making choices of which projects to   
 start up or not; 
• During the project - both when determining which projects should  
 be terminated intermediately and when encouraging and 
 supporti ng projects;
• aft er the project - when ensuring opti mal leverage of the project’s  
 fi nal results.

Acount-
abilty

Benefi t 
tracking

Successful projects? 
Focus on 
your environment!

Project management

“We further professionalised our project organizati on during the past few years. Sti ll, too 
many projects are a failure.” This is an oft en-heard lament. A fl awless operati on therefore 
does not equal a successful project. Working on the right projects and opti mal leverage of 
change are defi nitely success factors.

 
Naturally, the project environment includes the project and 
programme organizati on as such, the portf olio management/invest-
ment committ ee and the client (‘the business’). Additi onally, it 
includes the suppliers of project resources such as data analysts, 
testers and project managers and support in the form of project 
control and change management. A harmonious eff ort where all 
parti es involved fulfi ll their role with the organizati on’s interest in 
mind will lead to a successful fi nal result. 

Issue
or need 
for change Selecti on process

& Resource
Allocati on

Embed
project
results
& 
Achieve
goals

Defi niti on Executi on
Implementati on

Embedding/
Closing

Initi ate project

Support

Support or part of a project

Portf olio 
management

Program management

Project management

Project control

Change management

Business

Initi ate project

Initi ate project

Visual representati on of the project environment.

What makes a project successful?
Project-based working is only an instrument to realize change 
within an organizati on. The project manager’s task is correct 
delivery of a pre-defi ned end product within the requirements 
of ti me, budget and quality. However, this is not a goal as such. 
A project is successful if the change provides a maximum con-
tributi on to the organizati on’s strategic and objecti ves. That im-
plies that realising the right projects and opti mal leverage of the 
fi nished product within the organizati on are key factors in the 
success of projects. In this context, the project’s environment is 
just as important as the project itself.

By Maaike Hendriks, Practi ce Lead Finance & Control, RGP
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Employees no longer have to worry about the system. They can present 
good ideas to the improvement organizati on that actually acts on them, 
and we know that worldwide, projects are approached in the same 
manner. The system also off ers us the opti on of job rotati on and accele-
rated learning. The site supervisor in China can make use of the know-
ledge of our site supervisor in Kazakhstan and vice versa.” 

Maeyer: “One Company, as you call it, was a mega project in which you 
were intensively involved in the combinati on role of Managing Director 
and CFO. What did you learn from that project?” 
Molenaar: “That standardizati on pays off . We are acti ve in approximately 
105 countries. We do not have the resources nor the opti on to support 
105 diff erent ways of working. When companies are globalizing, they 
fi rst explore the new region. They speak Chinese, use round shovels and 
keep books from right to left . You oft en see that companies see that as 
the starti ng point. A huge diversity is the consequence, doing the same 
work in diff erent ways, every ti me. We chose to have standardizati on on 
the inside to enable fl exibility on the outside. Bear in mind that the other 
approach is not in itself a bad thing.  We said that during the project 
repeatedly. There is more than one way leading to Rome, but as a 
company, you must choose one. One company, one language, one 
working method and one bott om line. That is what it is about. The great 
thing is that we can now explain our process to any internal and external 
person in a nine minute video clip. And with this blueprint, we are able to 
quickly mobilise and demobilise, in all regions of the world. 
That is pure profi t.”

Maeyer: “You can call it guts that you implemented the strategy with 
extreme persistence. What bott lenecks did you run into?” 
Molenaar: “The main one is acceptance. We were always doing it right, 
weren’t we? But for internati onal growth, standardizati on is required. 
Gaining acceptance takes a lot of ti me. 

“A communicati on law says: we have not heard yet, hearing does not 
mean understanding and understanding does not mean accepti ng. 
You must go through that process together with everybody else. The 
process from preparing an off er up to receiving the last penny is now 
completely recorded. From Veghel to Sydney... That is the best way of 
risk management. It is based on what I call trust-based control. 
Assume that intenti ons are good, but do check and take random 
samples. Nothing can be built up without trust. Finance is integrated 
in the business processes. Is primarily supporti ng but also controlling. 
If that train is rolling, you no longer need a risk manager. In brief: 
work customer-driven, ensuring minimum regulatory impediments 
to the business.”
   
Maeyer: “During an editi on of News Hour on tv, you were one of the 
examples of Dutch companies growing in crisis ti mes. You were 
classed as one of the best employers to work for. You clearly are 
running a smooth operati on. Do you actually sti ll have any wishes?” 
Molenaar: “Certainly. With standardizati on, we have gone beyond 
many others. But ask one of our managers, or me, how sati sfi ed we 
are on a scale from 1 to 10. I’d say we give ourselves a fi ve. We are all 
sharp and we are eager to improve. We invested large sums in trai-
ning and the management system I talked about earlier. We can make 
that investment because all parti es involved have a long horizon. 
Once the system and processes are in order, we are able to bett er 
benefi t from the enormous accelerati on in our markets in the next 
few years. Our success depends on the people and the collaborati on. 
It is like with an orchestra. You can put together the greatest soloists, 
but that does not guarantee a fabulous concert. You need the right 
people in the right place. Our capital is therefore locked into working 
for and with our customers, together. Really getti  ng to grips with our 
high tech soluti ons will easily take up fi ve years. We off er extensive 
space to employees to develop and mature. People here fi nd an 
environment that will set them up to shine. Off ering space within safe 
frameworks -  that is what we really believe in.”

                                                                                 “It is based on 
                                                       what I call trust-based control.
                              Assume that intentions are good, 
                                     but do check and take random samples.
                  Nothing can be built up without trust.”

“One company, one language, one working method 
and one bottom line. That is what it is about.”
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Resource management
Organizations structurally building up a high-quality project manager 
pool give their individual project a better chance of success. Consider 
the following questions:
• Does the organization have an explicit philosophy relating to project  
 managers? Internal versus external and senior versus junior project  
 managers?
•  Are we intentionally steering to make sure that the composition of  
 this programme/project manager pool is aligned with this philosophy  
 and the organization’s requirements?
• Do remuneration and quality monitoring (including stringent intake,  
 transfer and exit) fit in accordingly?
•  Do we leverage the collective self-learning ability of the project 
 managers in developing interpersonal skills? Is there an active 
 programme/project manager community for sharing knowledge?
 

Conclusion
Continuous improvement of project selection is not very valuable 
if projects do not deliver the final result of the project. We see 
far-reaching professionalisation of organizations in project 
realization, but a lack of monitoring to check if the envisioned 
benefits are achieved -  let alone steering to achieve this. 
Systematically analysing the various elements of the project environ-
ment offers an insight in improvement actions to increase the success 
of projects. A balance between project selection, project realization 
and actual profit of the change provides the highest probability of 
successful projects.

Working on 
the right projects, 

satisfactory realization 
and optimal leverage 
of the project results 
determine the degree 

of success 
of the change.

Maaike Hendriks14

Take a step back
To increase project success, reinforcing the weakest link has a higher 
impact than reinforcing a strong link. That is why it is best to take a step 
back to consider where the biggest room for improvement can be found. 
Is it in further improving the realization of projects? Or is it time to shift 
the focus from the project organization to the project environment? 

A project environment scan can assist in evaluating the total project 
environment. Such a scan: 
• offers insight into the organization’s improvement potential; 
• shows where the biggest improvement need is;
• increases awareness that it is important for all players to adequately 
 fulfill their role;
• detects specific improvement actions.

Elements of a project environment scan
Although there is no standard blueprint for the project environment, 
there are some fixed elements with a positive impact on project 
success. The wide diversity in elements that play a major role in the 
project environment is clustered into: 1) good clientship, 2) portfolio 
management, 3) business benefits, 4) change management, 5) program 
& project management, 6) performance management and 
7) resource management. A well-considered, cohesive system with these 
elements is more important than the presence of each element.  
Instead of simply implementing the structures and processes, it is 
performing the activities that contributes to successful projects. We will 
go deeper into some elements of 1) good clientship, 2) portfolio 
management, 3) business benefits. 

1) Good clientship
Relating to tasks, responsibility and authorisations, both the client 
and the project manager have specific roles that should be mutually 
supporting. In reality, it has become apparent that both formal and 
informal support significantly increase the chances of success.
This involves the small details, such structurally monitoring the project 
in regular line meetings. Or the client mentioning the project during 
informal moments. In other words: does the business take up its role in 
project marketing?

An inventory shows that in half of all cases, the project manager and 
the project owner meet for the first time to discuss the project after the 
project manager has been selected. This is remarkable. One would expect 
the client to demand a role in the selection process to feel comfortable 
about the intended project manager’s ability to successfully complete the 
project.

Two other formal responsibilities of the client substantially contribute to 
satisfactory delivery of the project.
1. How specific are the clients in the definition of the project scope? 
 How detailed is the scope description?
2. How critical are clients in formal approval of products or elements? 

The earlier in the process the client is critical on content, the better the 
final product. Unfortunately, there are organizations where people do not 
start critical reviews until having to evaluate the final product.

One of the formal go moments is the buyer’s (often the client’s) 
acceptance of test plans and test results. Is testing included to tick off 
this risk-mitigating measure from the action list, to obtain the buyer’s 
approval to provide cover of the project in case any issues arise at a later 
stage - or to detect all errors in due course? A culture critical on content 
will be a significant contribution to satisfactory delivery of projects.

2) Portfoliomanagement
Working on the right changes or innovations within an organization 
and carrying out the right projects requires transparent and rational 
decision-making before the start of the projects. Subsequently, the 
project portfolio must be continuously monitored. Which projects can 
be continued and which should be aborted? In addition to a selection 
and approval process, it is therefore necessary to explicitly reconsider 
ongoing projects periodically. Quickly eliminating projects that do not 
contribute enough can release resources, allowing for starting up or 
accelerating other projects.

The criteria that form the basis for both selection and re-evaluation  
of projects are a different link in the project environment. Is 
selection based on explicit, objective, transparent and rational 
selection criteria? Is the entire organization aware of these selection 
criteria? Are decisions about starting up, continuing and aborting 
projects, including the motivation, communicated to all relevant 
parties? Testing projects to the right selection criteria helps distribute 
the available change capacity among the right projects.

3) Business benefits
Contributing to the organization’s objectives and strategy must be a 
key selection criterion. Not only on paper but also in reality. The 
project managers are often insufficiently aware of the organization’s 
objectives and strategy. For example, are they aware of the IT 
strategy? Are the project objectives in line with the organization’s 
objectives? And is the project objective the best answer to the 
problem?

Benefit tracking is an instrument in which the client is accountable on 
the business benefits actually achieved versus the benefits presented 
in the business case. The Achilles’ heel is that only strong leadership 
and self-critical organizations are willing and brave enough to review 
their own projects. However, in the long run, structurally demanding 
benefits from projects will increase the reality value of business cases 
in the investment proposals, which will also raise the quality of future 
investment decisions.

Two project-related elements
The elements regarding 4) change management, 5) program & 
project management, 6) performance management and 7) resource 
management are related to setting up and realising projects. In a 
project environment scan, we review how the project is set up within 
the organization, rather than the individual projects. Below, we zoom 
in on two elements that remain underfocused within most 
organizations.

Change management
Stakeholder management, training and communication are well-
known components of change management. In change management, 
the human side of change, the followingwing issues are also relevant:
• In the event of major changes, do we manage the impact of the  
 change on employees?
•  In the event of major changes, do we deploy specialist change  
 management expertise focusing on the human component of the  
 change?
•  In addition to the functional phases, are the emotional change  
 phases recognised?
•  When reducing resistance, do we respond to the resistance 
 indications and the underlying causes of resistance?
•  Do we optimize passion and enthusiasm in addition to reducing  
 resistance?

Project management
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Taking control
The researchers stress: all roles and supplementary tasks are part of 
the domain of the fi nancial functi on – that includes risk and com-
pliance. “In the past, designing a risk control framework was sacred 
to the average CEO. That is no longer the case in many instances”, 
says Cornel. According to Cornel, it is up to the controllers and CFOs 
to take control and balance tasks and responsibiliti es of the fi nancial 
people. This balance is key to the eff ecti veness of the control func-
ti on. “Moving in concert is the key challenge”, says Renes. “You need 
people who want to grab the opportunity, but you also need to have 
people on board who will step on the brakes in ti me. The Controller 
for the Future model can also be very useful to discuss wishes and 
expectati ons regarding the fi nancial functi on with the internal client.”

In whichever directi on the control functi on should develop, there will 
always be many colleagues feeling most at home in the basic skills 
of this profession, perceived as their comfort zone. This should most 
defi nitely stay that way, in the opinion of the surveyors, as these basic 
skills are and remain the backbone of an eff ecti ve control functi on. In 
the model, these form the foundati on on which diff erent, new roles 
can be built. However, “the controller must dare look beyond the 
limits of the current roles”, says Vervuurt.
“The controller must be able to serve as the eyes and ears of the 
management, even in areas outside their core experti se. Dare report 
on what you perceive, and enter into the dialogue. That is mighty 
exciti ng. It requires a porti on of guts”, adds Cornel. “In that respect it 
is a pity, and also quite remarkable, that the subject of guts is not yet 
taught anywhere.”

Perhaps that is another explanati on of the fact that we have  not seen 
much of the new controller. “The controller of the future is not a 
gutsy boaster, but at ti mes shows courage, guts and daring, initi ati ng 
topics outside the traditi onal focal areas”, is Renes’ conclusion.

The model Controller for the Future. The bott om of the model contains the 
controller’s existi ng tasks. Those who master these skills is ‘fi t for the job’. 
The innovati on of the profession is shown in the top of the model. Controllers 
expanding their experti se with managing sustainability and human relati ons 
are ‘fi t for next generati on’. Controllers pro-acti vely looking for opportuni-
ti es and risks, acti vely contributi ng to bett er performance, are ‘fi t for new 
business’.

The eight roles of the controller

In the context of the orientati on on the future content of the 
controller profession, a division into eight role variati ons was 
prepared. Together, these variati ons cover the spectre of both
current and expected future professional focus.

• The fi nancial controller is in fact the archetype of the enti re 
 professional group. Focuses on traditi onal core tasks in the 
 fi eld of planning & control and internal and external fi nancial 
 and non-fi nancial reporti ng.
• The business controller steers the implementati on of the 
 business planning with the commercial management. The focus  
 is on business support and value creati on. Is generally highly  
 appreciated by the management.
• The risk controller focuses on governance, risk management and  
 compliance. Provides the organizati on’s management assurance  
 in these fi elds. Should not accept any domineering by risk 
 managers and compliance offi  cers.
• The responsive controller detects strategic opportuniti es and  
 risks for the company. Towards the management, takes a 
 proacti ve and soluti on-driven atti  tude. Can grow into an arche- 
 type similar to the fi nancial controller.
• The manager Business Intelligence translates data into steering  
 informati on to support the business and strategy focusing on  
 bett er performance. Relevance and added value are key terms in  
 this context.
• The strategic partner charts the external environment and charts  
 the opportuniti es and risks that impact the current strategy.  
 Relevance and added value are also key factors in this context.
• The behavioural controller promotes eff ecti veness by acti vely 
 contributi ng to the organizati on’s integrity performance in both  
 behaviour and culture. Is focused on soft  controls, behaviour  
 ethics and the tone at the top. Has growth potenti al.
• The sustainability controller is in the lead for corporate social  
 responsibility. Takes an acti ve role in triple-P reporti ng: Profi t,  
 People, Planet. Seemingly fi ts in seamlessly in the popular 
 sustainability thinking - but the current generati on of controllers  
 are not convinced yet.

The controller spends one quarter of his/her working 
hours to work that is perceived as less important in 
the long run.
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What does the controller’s profession aim for? This is an interesti ng 
questi on and a clear answer is diffi  cult to give. In discussions about the 
future of the profession and positi on, the control functi on has been 
expected to evolve into a more strategic positi on within the organiza-
ti on. This expectati on is generally rife with the term business partner. 
Everyone can probably imagine the content of this term, but it naturally 
does not lead to mutual consensus. Let alone that controllers in reality 
actually act as a strategic business partner. In the search for the future 
role of the registered controller, the VRC (Registered Controllers 
Associati on) to survey its own members. In collaborati on with RGP, VRC 
conducted a survey into the expected development of the profession of 
controller towards 2020. 

Management styles
Prior to preparing the questi onnaire for this survey, three researchers 
got together to brainstorm about the diff erent roles that a controller may 
fulfi l, applying Quinn’s so-called competi ti ve value model. This thinking 
framework for management styles is based on two axis (internal versus 
external and controlling versus fl exibility) with four quadrants, focusing 
consecuti vely on the organizati on, the people, the environment and the 
results. “Eventually, our brainstorm 
eventually resulted in a series of professional roles that perfectly fi t in 
with the dimensions of Quinn’s model”, says Jacques Vervuurt (see 
image Controller for the Future). Vervuurt is an independent consultant 
with In2Governance and together with Remko Renes (Nyenrode Busi-
ness University) and Mario Cornel (RGP) he was part of the trio that 
conducted the survey among VRC members. Eventually, they defi ned 
eight diff erent roles that can be fulfi lled by controllers (see text box). 
“We think it is important for controllers to be aware of the fact that 
they can operate in diff erent roles”, says Vervuurt. “The art is being able 
to switch between these diff erent roles rather than sinking into one-
sided experti se. The roles are therefore not a plea for more types of 
controllers; the controller’s internal customers are naturally not eager 
to have further specialisati ons, necessitati ng them to knock on 
eight diff erent doors.”

Input voor discussion
First the survey: in terms of set-up, in parti cular used as input of the 
discussion on the future of the profession. The research was presented 
to the 3,300 VRC members in the form of a web survey. Subsequently, 
148 (4%) responded. When asked for the relevance of the diff erent 
roles for the controller of the future, a clear top three arose: the 
business controller, followed by the business intelligence manager and 
the strategic partner, in that order. Bott om of the list of roles deemed 

Can the real controller 
step forward please?

Research on the role of the controller
in the future 

A prominent role as a strategic business partner seems a nice perspecti ve to many 
controllers. This image has been very appealing for a long ti me. However, in reality, this 
does not oft en occur. What is taking that new controller so long?

important in the future are the risk controller, the fi nancial controller 
and the sustainability controller. That the sustainability controller is 
last on the list fi ts in with the average ti me spent on this role, i.e. 2%. 
According to the respondents, they spend most of their ti me on the 
business controller role (29%), followed by fi nancial controller (23%), 
strategic partner (14%) and business intelligence manager (10%). 
That is a remarkable outcome. Where the respondents indicate that 
their role as the fi nancial controller is not as important in view of the 
future, almost a quarter of their daily working hours is spent on this 
role. Now, you would be justi fi ed in saying that 2020 is some ti me 
away. A previous survey in 2007, even then, indicated an  expected 
shift  of the controller profession toward business and strategic 
partnership. However, in reality, this transiti on is as yet not taking 
shape to a major extent. The questi on is: where is the new controller?
 
Serving character
“In the fi rst place it is important to realize that a controller does not 
need to be able to do it all”, says Remko Renes. “Someone who is now 
working as a risk controller or fi nancial controller may be in exactly 
the right place. It is of course not the intenti on that the competencies 
focusing on control dwindle, as without proper control, the manage-
ment will not accept the controller as a business partner.” Mario 
Cornel agrees: “In many organizati ons that I see, the controller 
functi on sti ll focuses on fi nancial control, business control and risk 
control. That is historically determined to a large extent. The job 
traditi onally focuses on control and has a serving character. Develop-
ment into a  strategic partner to the management takes ti me, and in 
parti cular requires att enti on. This should also be a point of att enti on 
during the training process.”

Practi ce underlines a gaping hole between current state and future 
state. You could indeed say: the control functi on traditi onally feels 
familiar with internal control, and therefore likes sti cking to the 
traditi onal core tasks. “On the other hand”, says Jacques Vervuurt, 
“the controller has traditi onally operated in the context of market 
thinking, centering on believing in result. That is a form of dynamics 
that is more imaginati ve than checking ledger codes.” 
Unfortunately, this pioneering resulted in undesirable eff ects, is 
Vervuurt’s conclusion. “We saw situati ons where controllers had less 
att enti on for risk and compliance due to focus on performance. The 
risk managers and compliance offi  cers picked this up.”
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Ten examples of guts

Sir Richard Branson
Notorious enfant terrible. Founder of the Virgin Group. Once started 
a record company as a student. Many companies were added at a la-
ter stage, including an airline. Promoti on slogan on one of his planes: 
‘Mine is bigger than yours’.

Sergio Herman
Restaurant entrepreneur. Succeeded his father as chef of Restaurant 
Oud Sluis. With verve. Left  the restaurant with no less than three 
Michelin stars. Stopping at the climax, that shows guts. Now focusing 
on other restaurant projects.

Don Murray
Founder of RGP. Not to be missed of course. Gained experience within 
the ‘Big Four’: PwC, EY, KPMG and Deloitt e. Could have leaned back 
there. But didn’t. Saw a much bigger challenge in RGP.

Neelie Smit-Kroes
European Commissioner. Eloquent nickname: “Nickle Neelie”. If 
necessary, does not hesitate to take harsh measures. This was 
apparent from the fi nes she issued as the EU commissioner with the 
Competi ti on portf olio. Total amount fi ned: nine billion Euros. Her 
predecessor’s counter stopped at 3.2 billion Euros.

Jeff Bezos
Founder of Amazon.com. Had a well-paid job with a New York hedge 
fund. Saw the opportuniti es of the internet as early as 1994. Was the 
fi rst one to demonstrate the possibiliti es of online sales.

Founders of Karmijn Kapitaal
Cilian Jansen Verplanke, Désirée van Boxtel and Hadewych Cels were 
the fi rst Dutch private equity fund fully run by women. Invest 
exclusively in SME businesses with at least 30% women on the Board. 
Not from idealism. Rather, from an inclinati on towards returns.

Fokke de Jong
Once sold Italian tailor-made suits along the A4 motorway. That 
tasted of more. Is now the founder and CEO of the internati onal com-
pany Suitsupply. Dares to provoke in order to market his brand. The 
ti tle of his most ‘shocking’ campaign: shameless. Look it up.

Tijs Michiel Verwest
Who? You know him bett er as DJ Tiësto. Threefold number one DJ in 
the world. Initi ally specialised in hardcore house. But did not like it 
much. Dared close the gap with the large audience with progressive 
house music.

Marissa Mayer
CEO of Yahoo. Previously one of Google’s key offi  cers in developing 
Google Maps and Gmail. Immediately took acti on within Yahoo by 
acquiring Tumblr, among others.

Raymond Cloosterman
CEO of Rituals. Had a fi ne job with Unilever. But wanted simply to 
transform daily routi nes into wonderful rituals. He managed that. 
Rituals is now an internati onal chain of over 200 branches.

When shared services are going back to the future...

RGP organized a breakfast session on 19 September at the Shared
Services & Outsourcing Exchange (SSON) in Noordwijk.
The theme was: When shared services are going back to the future.

In this interacti ve session, Shared Services and Outsourcing leaders 
discussed the processes they completed. What were their original 
intenti ons? How can they revive these? The discussion was conducted 
following the structure of three questi ons: 1) What did the organizati ons 
aim to achieve when starti ng their SSC process? 2) What actually 
happened during the process? 3) what is required to go back to the 
future?

Please fi nd more informati on on our website www.resources.nl,
under Events & Nieuws.

Optimal fi nance transformation is tailored to the 
needs of the entire organization 

New trends are emerging in fi nance departments. Organizati ons 
are developing towards maturity because yesterday’s competi ti ve 
edge is a survival requirement today.
Within fi nance departments, these trends mainly revolve around 
demand for accelerated ti me to business and the shift  from purely 
functi onal to a more strategic functi on. RGP is convinced that 
fi nance departments with a holisti c approach have a higher added 
value for the organizati on as a whole.

We see the trends focus on long-term results, and allocati on of 
resources is now just as important as focusing on short-term profi t. 
Another trend is opti mizing chains such as procure to pay, hire to 
reti re, plan to produce, rather than opti mizing fi nance processes 
as such. Furthermore, available capital in an organizati on is 
redistributed with the aim of maximizing added value. Opti mal 
fi nance transformati on is not determined by external best practi ce 
models; instead it is determined by adequately matching fi nance to 
the needs of the enti re organizati on.

Freshly risked is half won  

People with guts characterise themselves by how they talk to 
others: ‘true dialogue’.  Research has shown that successful leaders 
show their courage in their communicati ons. What requires courage 
in our percepti on? You need courage to:

• ask feedback and really listen
• valuing opinions that are against the fl ow
• do not skirt around the danger zone
• open and frequent communicati ons, even if you don’t have all  
 the answers
• making unsympatheti c decisions, communicati ng them 
 and implementi ng them
• giving others the credit
• holding yourself and others accountable
• encouraging diff erent opinions
• just do it!
• facing reality

No, not always the safe thing to do, but successful organizati ons 
have become successful through such ‘courage’.

RGP will release the sequence to the 2012 RGP Energy 
Governance Index issued this year. The outcome of 
the 2012 research concluded that European, and in 
parti cular Dutch energy providers, should be more 
transparent on their corporate governance. The index 
becomes more interesti ng when comparing several 
years, enabling us to disti l patt erns and developments.

The Resources Governance Index is about transparency 
of companies regarding their corporate governance. 
Each company can score a maximum of 100 points to 
be divided on the components compliance, capacity and 
commitment. Compliance is observing the legislati on and 
regulati ons. Capacity is about eff ecti veness (for example 
how oft en do which offi  cers parti cipate in the Board 
meeti ng?), reliability (size, compositi on and independ-
ence of the Board and Executi ve Committ ee) and the 
performance. Commitment is about actual investment 
in society, people and sustainability. Furthermore, organ-
izati ons may receive a maximum bonus of 5 percent for 
openness.

In a European context, the Italian Enel Energia, the Swedish 
Vatt enfall and the Spanish Iberdrola had the highest 
score in 2012. In the Netherlands, Nuon takes the pole 
positi on with Eneco and HVC as the runners up. “From 
our research, it is apparent that Dutch energy providers 
are less transparent and less open than other European 
energy providers”, is the conclusion of Hans Wichink, 
Managing Director Energy and Uti liti es of RGP. “Among 
the Dutch energy providers, a clear division between two 
groups emerges. On one hand, the energy providers with 
adequate and publicly accessible accountability. On the 
other, energy providers - generally subsidiaries of European 
energy companies - with minimum reporti ng

Boasting 
The 2012 research also showed that the mutual compa-
rability between the surveyed energy providers in Europe 
has signifi cant room for improvement. “The reporti ng 
standards for energy providers in each European country 
diff er widely in terms of transparency, completeness and 
data presentati on.” Also striking: Dutch energy providers’ 
reporti ng on social investments scores lower than their 
European counterparts.

“Dutch energy providers tend to not boast about their 
social involvement and sustainability. They seem to think 
being modest is a golden rule. Dutch companies are gen-
erally more ‘do-minded’, which implies that accountability 
on social investment is practi cal and low-profi le.”

RGP launches the sequence to
the RGP Energy Governance Index
 

RGP Energy Governance Index 
2012 

RGP 
Governance Index

Taking things more seriously  
This, however, does not imply that the surveyed company have inadequate corporate 
governance. “They are just not transparent. This can mean one of two things: either the 
relevant control instruments are missing, or the energy providers refrain from communi-
cati ng publicly about it.”

We are very curious to see how the energy providers have developed compared to the fi rst 
ti me. The report will be published latest in January 2014.
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1. What makes Alliander a challenging company for you to 
work for?

“The Dutch energy sector is going through a major transiti on with 
huge implicati ons to suppliers, grid managers and buyers. The 
changes go at a much faster pace than was customary in the sector. 
In a rather recent past, we were used to a planning horizon of 25 
to 50 years; the esti mated economic life of cables newly put in the 
ground. This traditi onal picture has changed dramati cally. We are now 
dealing with decentralised power generati on by private households 
through solar collectors. These households want to return the unused 
capacity to the grid, changing one-way traffi  c into two-way traffi  c. 
As a grid operator, we will have to use our cash fl ow to invest in this 
infrastructure. Actually, we receive a fee for managing the transmis-
sion networks. A component of that fee is linked to the interest rate 
on ten-year government bonds. As the interest rate on such bonds 
has decreased signifi cantly, this will lead to a ten to fi ft een percent 
decrease in our organizati on’s revenue next year.”

2. So you probably focused on cost reducti on and effi  ciency?

“We explicitly choose to invest in alternati ve soluti ons rather than 
exclusively focusing on effi  ciencies and cost reducti on. Actually, I 
don’t think cost reducti ons are that interesti ng. Effi  ciency, that is a 
keyword to us. That means performing your core processes as good 
as possible, with no excepti ons allowed. I am actually never com-
pletely sati sfi ed in that fi eld, we can always do a litt le bett er.”

 ‘Kees’ temple’ as 
           the model for 
the fi nancial

10 questions to Kees Dubbelboer

Integrity, finance & accounting skills, communication and passion

Aft er having worked with Shell for 28 years, Kees Dubbelboer started a new adventure three 
years ago as the Corporate Control Manager with Alliander. A remarkable career move that 
does not seem to be based on a wish for gradually phasing out. “That you have the opportunity 
to make your own mark is one of the most appealing sides of my work.”

3. How does Alliander respond to the major changes?

“In the form of what we refer to as Emerging Business Areas, we 
are working on three fi elds that could be key factors in power con-
sumpti on in the future. These fi elds are related to electric mobility, 
sustainable area development transporti ng alternati ve and sustain-
able power supply to the customers, and an innovati ve approach 
allowing for realising energy savings in homes. This way, we deploy 
new acti viti es in a diffi  cult market with investment-avoiding soluti ons, 
and I dare say that we have a leading positi on in the sector in this 
respect. For people in this organizati on, that is a major revoluti on that 
requires the necessary att enti on. Simultaneously, we have noti ced 
that these new areas make Alliander an appealer employer in the 
labour market.”

4. This apparently was also true for yourself. How did you come to 
join Alliander?

“For Shell, I was with Group Reporti ng when the external auditor 
ti pped me off  about the vacancy within Alliander. The outlook to 
be responsible for fi nance in the full breadth was immediately 
appealing. What had to happen within Alliander was already clear 
before my actual fi rst day at work. From the results of an internal 
customer sati sfacti on survey, it was clear that I would have a lot on 
my plate. Additi onally, much more so than within Shell, you have the 
opti on of making your own mark in what happens in the organiza-
ti on. I think that is one of the most appealing sides of my job with 
Alliander.”

By Eric Dijcks, Client Service Director, RGP
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Rutt en: “That your shared service centre is established in Amsterdam 
of all places can be seen as an unconventi onal decision by most 
observers, not only because labor is not exactly cheap here in the 
Netherlands. But I’m sure you did not decide overnight and the choice 
is based on a clear vision. Please tell us more!”

Mollat: “For the locati on of  the SSC, NYSE Euronext  chose 
deliberately the brownfi eld approach rather than starti ng from scratch. 
We wanted to have the offi  ce in an existi ng stock exchange locati on. 
Before I joined NYSE Euronext, an analysis of our European locati ons 
(Amsterdam, Paris, London, Brussels, Lisbon and Belfast, editor) had 
been performed for suitability regarding the SSC, this resulted in  

“You must continually 
demonstrate that the structure 

is professional and 
that the people are competent”

Dietrich Mollat is in charge of the European Shared Service Center (SSC) of NYSE Euronext. 
It is not located in some faraway low-cost country. Instead, it simply resides at Beursplein 5 in 
Amsterdam. Frans Rutt en, Client Service Director with RGP, talked about this rather unusual 
constructi on with Dietrich Mollat (1964).

Amsterdam being the best candidate for such an organizati on, 
not only were the square feet available but  more importantly, 
suffi  ciently qualifi ed internati onal staff  is present here. In our 
branche, we feel it is very important to serve our European offi  ces 
in their own language. This signifi cantly increases the quality of our 
services. These talented people can be found in the Netherlands; 
more fi nancial departments were already established in the 
Netherlands for the same reason. The SSC employs over thirty 
people representi ng 22 nati onaliti es. 

Dietrich Mollat (on the right) in conversati on with Frans Rutt en
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“When I just started in this organizati on, the reacti on was: what should 
someone from Shell be doing at Alliander? Undoubtedly, many must have 
thought of me as a misfi t using too many English words. However, I chose 
not to sti r things up when I joined the company, but instead to persue a 
consistent and transparent policy. When we had agreed on the directi on 
in our management team, I told them to keep on track. That this would 
also have implicati ons to the number of jobs was something that the MT 
handled with the utmost care. The fact that in the end twenty percent of 
our people left  the company, is not something that most had considered 
possible. The atti  tude was: they will shake the tree but eventually, 
everyone will fi nd a branch again.’ In spite of our due care, this was 
not the case.”

5. What exactly did you do?

“We started with Focused Finance, a transiti on programme designed to 
improve collaborati on between Business Control, Shared Services and 
the other fi nancial departments such as Tax & Subsidies, Treasury & 
Insurance, Corporate Control and Risk. This programme was and sti ll is 
aimed at establishing a best-in-class positi on for the fi nance functi on 
within Alliander. This was not the case when I started in 2010: internal 
customers gave the fi nancial functi on a very low pass mark of 5.5 out 
of 10. Additi onally, benchmarking showed that effi  ciency was far below 
standard and the number of FTE for each process step was far too high. 
It was clear that we had to refocus and standardize. Instead of processing 
ledger entries everywhere in the organizati on, it was clear that we 
had to take this acti vity to the Shared Service Center. And that we 
provided each internal customer with personalised informati on was also 
something we could not conti nue if a substanti al effi  ciency improvement 
had to be reached. Overall, these measures have resulted in a fi nance 
staff  reducti on of about twenty percent. That was experienced as 
dramati c within Alliander.”

6. This transiti on will not have been completed without resistance. How 
did you convince people?

“I needed a symbol and chose the annual report. The 2009 report was 
published on 21 April 2010. I told my team that we could cut the pro-
ducti on ti me of the annual report in half within three years’ ti me, and 
presented the ‘dream image’ to publish the 2012 annual report on 21 
February 2013.  We actually managed that, with one day to spare even. 
However, more importantly, the producti on process is now completed 
with much more work sati sfacti on and the people involved feel much 
more pride. The appreciati on of our internal customers has also increased 
signifi cantly, which is clear from the score of 7.3 out of 10. However, our 
ambiti on remains high, unabated: we are aiming for a score of at least 8. 
The programme has not yet been completed. The collaborati on between 
the teams has signifi cantly improved, but between the teams, we could 
do bett er. Towards the rest of the organizati on, we want much more to 
serve as a full business partner. For colleagues who favour ti nkering with 
spreadsheets behind their computer, this is a revoluti onary change. They 
are dragged out of their comfort zone.”

7. How do you do that in practi cal terms?

“By clarifying what such a business partner should off er in each of 
the many sessions. At those occasions, I like to make the drawing that 
has become known internally as ‘Kees’ Temple’. The foundati on of the 
temple is formed by the four basic skills that you need as a fi nancial: 
integrity, fi nance & accounti ng skills, communicati on and passion. In 
the form of four pillars I then draw the supplementary requirements
you need to fulfi l in your role. That is strategic insight, leadership, 
understanding of operati onal management and knowledge of how 
you can infl uence people. If I then draw a roof on the pillars, it does 
look like a temple.”

8. Do you really believe in the power of symbolism?

“My experience is that many people do not know what they want. 
They do not know their own ambiti on. I oft en discuss that. If a team 
member outlines an utt erly vague future perspecti ve, I send him or 
her back to do some homework fi rst. I have always been very clear on 
my personal objecti ves. In a competi ti ve environment such as Shell, 
this is more or less automati c. It took me to places in the world where 
life was not always easy. By not immediately recoiling from that, you 
develop the self-confi dence and courage to make the next step.”

9. What is your key objecti ve now?

“My biggest challenge here within Alliander is to set up an organiza-
ti on that can grow. I do not expect to spend more than a few more 
years here. I expect that people will rise from my team to take over 
my role, and I discuss that with them. I think that they are ready in 
about three years’ ti me, and then they can knock on my door. And 
naturally, I hope that a future CFO of this company is walking among 
the current potenti al.”

10. What would the next step be for you personally?

“Aft er what I just said about people not knowing their own ambiti on, 
this is not what you would expect, but the truth is I don’t know. If I 
would know at this point, it would also not be opportune to speculate 
at this ti me. However, it is a safe bet that I will not be sitti  ng at home 
or playing golf all day.”
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Kees Dubbelboer (57) is Corporate Control Manager with Alliander.
He completed business economics in Groningen and graduated as a 
registered accountant in Rott erdam. Aft er military service, he joined 
Shell, where he performed a variety of roles in a 28-year period.
Among others, he worked abroad for thirteen years for Royal Dutch 
Shell. Before transferring to Alliander, his positi on was Head of 
Reporti ng at Shell Group.
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Mollat: “The Pizza Index gives an idea of how much money we spend 
on pizzas and other meals needed because of doing overti me, for 
example when closing a fi nancial period. Naturally, this is a somewhat 
humorous  tool. The benefi t is its lack of confrontati onal eff ect. It 
does not raise a righteous fi nger at people. Since the introducti on of 
the Pizza Index two years ago, we have seen marvelous improvement. 
The index shows a reducti on of overti me due to the increasing quality 
and maturity of our team. We currently spend seventy percent less 
on meals due to overti me compared with early 2011.”

Rutt en: “The maturity process of a SSC is normally phased, with the 
service model gradually stepping up to a higher level. You can see 
that customers eventually need a SSC that is able to fulfi ll a full 
advisory role. Which phase of the process has your SSC reached?”

Mollat: “Our objecti ve is indeed to advise our internal customers 
to their highest sati sfacti on. This means having the skills to analyze 
problems and then to also resolve them. I think in that respect, we 
have come a long way. The  ulti mate goal is to fulfi ll the role of 
business partner for your clients, based on a SSC that serves as a 
high-end experti se centre. Furthermore, our scale enables us to link 
ambiti on to fl exibility and creati vity. We do not operate like a factory. 
Instead, we like to see our work like a traditi onal  craft smanship. 
That also fi ts in perfectly with Dutch traditi ons.”

Rutt en: “In that context, how do you see the announced take-over 
of NYSE Euronext by the InterConti nentalExchange, the commoditi es 
and energy exchange?”

Mollat: “That does not change anything to my  directi on. I once 
prepared a roadmap for the development of our SSC, and naturally 
this did not feature merging with ICE. I see it as a sort of intersecti on 
that we pass. I am not a person who is explicitly fond of routi ne. So 
I think we can expect an interesti ng and dynamic period during the 
next twelve to sixteen months.”

Rutt en: “Can I say something about you personally? You were born 
in Germany and are a German nati onal, and before coming to 
Amsterdam you worked in Belgium and the United States. With 
employers such as Hewlett -Packard and Applied Biosystems, you 
seem to have a strong preference for US companies.”

Mollat: “Yes, that’s right, to date I have only worked for US 
employers. I have benefi ted from that, because I personally 
experienced what an excellent shared service center can  do for  
a company. Strangely enough, I never worked for any German 
company. To be honest, I never considered it. I don’t say I couldn’t. 
But I would really have to  adjust myself. I would not describe myself 
as a typical German. I would say Anglo-European with a touch of 
Dutch. I think that combinati on best expresses who I am.”

                                                                      “People should not 
                                                  make the mistake of thinking 
                                    that the world of accounting 
                                               does not require resourcefulness.”  
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Rutt en: “Apparently the cost aspect was not the key factor in 
selecti ng Amsterdam.”

Mollat: “No. That was certainly not the only driver. For example, if 
you want to fi nd a place for a new operati on for some six hundred 
people, you would not put it in the historical centre of Amsterdam. 
The cost would simply be prohibiti ve. But if you think that in the 
general percepti on a SSC is always distant  from the business, in turn 
you want to be as close to your  customer as possible. Furthermore  
the cultural aspect played an important role for NYSE Euronext.  It fi ts 
us to be acti ve in a country with a rich traditi on of entrepreneurship. 
Choosing a locati on purely based on fi nancial considerati ons does 
not suit our company. During the past four years, experience proved 
that our approach was the right one. Actually, establishing the SSC for 
NYSE Euronext resulted in a signifi cant cost reducti on amounti ng to 
thirty percent over a four-year period.”

Rutt en: “That is signifi cant. You were saying something about 
your ambiti on. I imagine it does not stop at processing fi nancial 
transacti ons. I assume that you want to increase the quality of the 
services to the highest level, and when you are successful, new 
opportuniti es knock on your door. How do you see that?”

Mollat: “I believe unconditi onally in a standardized and scalable 
platf orm effi  ciently performing its tasks. For example, in 2009 we 
started aligning the acti viti es in our locati ons, among others by 
migrati ng  legacy systems into a single Oracle infrastructure. Apart 
from the technology, the main challenge was building a team with its 
own NYSE culture from scratch. We invested extensively in training 
relati ng to customer focus and eff ecti veness, and we have conti nued 
to do so. People is one of the success factors that is part of my
personal 4P model. I am always looking for people prepared to go the 
extra mile. People who do not make the mistake of thinking that the 
world of accounti ng does not require inventi veness.“

Rutt en: “Finding the people is one, engaging them is another. 
Normally, the staff  turnover rates of shared service centers are on the 
high side, someti mes up to over twenty percent. How are you doing 
in that respect?”

Mollat: “About six percent - much lower than other SSCs. If people 
left , it was generally for personal reasons. The P of People clearly has 
the desired eff ect. The other Ps are Passion, Pati ence and Persistence. 
Consistently adhering to such a model helps you to conti nuously 
improve. As a result, we are also capable of serving our Asian loca-
ti ons with the same team as in 2012, for example. I always envisioned 
to become such a good SSC that we can increase our acti viti es. This 
keeps things exciti ng - and it is exactly what this company needs. 
We are evolving from processing fi nancial transacti ons into a 
soluti on hub.”

Rutt en: “Starti ng from scratch to now also covering the Asian 
fi nancial accounti ng - that must have been an amazing development 
process. What interests me is how you measured the SSCs perfor-
mance over ti me. Aft er all, you must conti nually prove your positi on 
to the business. They oft en see a SSC as a vote of incompetence 
about their own performance.”

Mollat: “I agree about having to prove your positi on. You con-
ti nuously must really sell the concept internally. You must always 
demonstrate that the structure is professional and that the people 
are competent. My angle was always to provide services at such a 
high level that people will not even think about business process 
outsourcing as a possible alternati ve. Last year, we started an internal 
survey charti ng our performance in various aspects. We apply a scale 
from 1 to 5, with 1 representi ng being best in class. During the 
measuring period, we saw the average appreciati on of our output 
improve  from 2.8 to 2.0. Furthermore, we parti cipate in external 
benchmarking exercises, proving that in comparison with companies 
in our peer group, we are in pole positi on. Naturally, we apply our 
own set of performance indicators. To give an example: we collect 
payments of 94 percent of all invoices within a 60-day period.”

Rutt en: “From a business relati on, I heard that on a congress in 
London, you were saying something about a special reference you 
use, the Pizza Index. What is that?
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The European and certainly also the Dutch energy sector is on the move, is the conclusion 
of Gert Ploumen, Essent’s Procurement Manager. “Energy providers should be looking for 
collaborati on, new forms of energy effi  ciency and choices based on business economics.”

‘Our world 
        has changed 
    completely’

Gert Ploumen, Essent: 

In 2009, some of the Dutch power suppliers transferred into foreign 
hands with the acquisiti ons of Essent and Nuon by the German 
company RWE and the Swedish Vatt enfall concern respecti vely. With 
these acquisiti ons and the 2004 liberalisati on, a fresh wind blew 
through the Dutch energy sector.
“Entrepreneurship and being alert on effi  cient procurement were 
driven to a higher level”, concludes Gert Ploumen. “You saw the 
company turning around slowly. We are convinced to our very core 
that we must operate diff erently, in parti cular more effi  ciently, in 
order to stay on our feet in the face of the heavy competi ti on on the 
European energy market, and procurement is part of that eff ort”, says 
Ploumen. “I have been working with Essent for ten years and during 
that ti meframe, our world has changed. Competi ti on consists of other 
traditi onal power suppliers, but also includes providers of fl exible 
energy such as wind and sun. The cost of generati ng power using coal 
or gas are so high that it is someti mes cheaper to buy than 
to produce.”

Progressive
This fl exibility also pops up in buying, says Ploumen.“We have 
become progressive and fl exible. For example in the structure of joint 
cross-plant procurement. We have come to view procurement in a 
diff erent light. From fi ve years ago, Ploumen has been responsible for 
procurement for all Essent power plants. He also sees entrepreneur-
ship and renewed guts in that aspect. “We used to play it safe.
We generally partnered with known parti es, the Original Equipment 
Manufacturers, and became parti ally dependent on them. Five years 
ago, we showed some guts by breaking through that dependence 
cycle and getti  ng other parti es in. We are benefi ti ng from that 
move now.”

In concert
It cost management ti me and a concerted eff ort of procurement and 
producti on to assist these parti es. On the upside, it provided higher 
effi  ciency and a cost reducti on. Ploumen: “You have to accrue 
knowledge and skills regarding the turbines and generators of a 
power plant, for example. We picked up that knowledge together 
with those parti es. In exchange, we received great schedules and 
were able to consult before temporarily shutti  ng down the plants. 
Decisions to choose a diff erent maintenance partner can never be 
made by procurement in isolati on, says Ploument. “You have to work 
in multi functi onal teams, in this case interconnecti ng commerce, 
technology and safety.”
In such teams, you create a risk matrix and make the decisions in 
consultati on. Also to involve the new parti es.” The associated 
questi ons are essenti al considerati ons, according to Ploumen. “You 
can manage the risks away. You are in eff ect using the fl exibility of 
the current energy market. Additi onally, market discipline is a factor. 
Governments preach sustainability, but a surplus of solar and wind 
energy immediately poses a problem: who arranges for capacity 
backup? Wind and sun are not always available aft er all.”
   

“You have to work in 
multifunctional teams, 
interconnecting 
commerce, technology   
and safety”

Interview: Hans Wichink, Managing Director Energy and Uti liti es, RGP

26

In
te

rv
ie

w



28

Hand in hand
Central and decentralised power generati on will go hand in hand, that 
is Essent’s convicti on. Power plants will always be needed for ti mes 
when sun and wind are not at hand. Ploumen: “Power generati on 
is increasingly decentralised, just like in Germany. That is a fact. Our 
neighbour has days when so much power from wind and solar is 
generated that the overcapacity aff ects the Dutch market.”
According to Ploumen, energy providers should be looking for 
collaborati on, new forms of energy effi  ciency and choices based on 
business economics. That takes guts, is what Ploumen noti ces. “Mil-
lions of Euros are spent on maintenance. By bundling procurement of 
maintenance for all RWE plants, we have a bett er negoti ati on positi on 
and that reduces cost. That is where we are heading. We are much 
more focusing on what we can do to save costs. It is ti me to take some 
real steps.”

 “It is time to take 
            some real steps”
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Impressive 
power plant 

Ploumen operates from the offi  ce near the impressive Amer power 
plant and its equally impressive cooling tower.  Geertruidenberg is 
the locati on of one of Essent’s major producti on sites. The plant 
consists of two units with a power capacity of 1,245 megawatt s 
and a heat producti on capacity of 600 megawatt s. In additi on to 
coal, Essent uses clean biomass (for green power) and wood gas (for 
green business) as fuel.
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