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Organizational Transformation:
How Steelcase Developed a Strategy
for Growth in a Changing Workplace
Steelcase made its mark as an internationally
recognized name in office furnishings with the
introduction of Victor—a fireproof steel waste
basket designed to reduce fires, which are often
caused by ashes in wicker wastebaskets. More
than 100 years later, office workers are no
longer smoking at their desks. But the Grand
Rapids, Michigan-based manufacturer faces a
new challenge: how to grow and stay relevant
as cubicles and swivel chairs give way to
collaborative hubs and open concept spaces.
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As office design continues to evolve, Steelcase
has shifted from a strategy of building internal
capabilities to creating “new products,
partnerships and acquisitions,” says Thomas
Cook, director of strategy and corporate
development for Steelcase. But success hinges
on a shared commitment to strategy-delivery
priorities and genuine buy-in from workers—a
tall order for a company with thousands of
employees in 45 locations. “Today, we have more
than 12,000 employees, each one contributing to
strategy in very different ways,” says Cook.
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Don’t just assume your
people will “get it.”
One way Steelcase encourages employees to
champion new strategies, and to get on the same
page, is by promoting team engagement. Take
the Strategy Jam, for instance. More than 3,000
employees around the world participated in the
32-hour, around-the-clock, live conversation
about strategy, asking probing questions and
offering opinions.
Cook says that by keeping “executives up at
odd hours, communicating digitally with folks
all over the world,” the one-time event not only
engaged employees, from senior-level executives
to frontline factory workers, but also defined and
clearly communicated the manufacturer’s new
direction. “With the Strategy Jam, we were able
to help employees see how their role supports
this broader strategy of growth,” he explains.
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The Jam format—an online conversation about
a specific topic—has been considered for other
company moments and could be considered for
upcoming strategy communications.
Another tactic Steelcase relies on to engage
teams on transformation is Curious Minds.
This series of events, which explore topics
from cybersecurity to additive manufacturing,
encourages employees and external speakers to
step on stage and share their work or ideas with a
wider audience. The result, says Cook, is not only
a face-to-face forum for generating conversations
about topics relevant to the strategy, but also an
environment that sparks curiosity and innovation.
A recent Curious Minds event featured Rich
Sheridan, CEO of Menlo Innovations, one of the
first software development companies to adopt
Agile methodologies. The discussion resonated
with Steelcase workers, many of whom rely on
Agile processes to improve IT operations.

Be bold—but keep
strategy simple.
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Growth strategies can add layers of operational
and managerial complexity to an organization.
To stay focused and keep things as simple as
possible, Steelcase divides its strategic initiatives
into three main categories:

⚡⚡Now: Projects that are closest to the core

business and demand immediate attention

⚡⚡Near: Near-term initiatives that require

building internal capabilities to respond to
market shifts

⚡⚡Far: Investments in future projects with longterm shelf lives
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“A really important element of our growth
strategy is knowing the right balance of
initiatives,” says Cook. “You can’t starve one to
feed the other. You have to have the right mix of
investment across all three of these horizons to
ensure long-term value creation.”
The next step is to prioritize the sub-strategies
within each category. To do so, a cross-functional
team of senior-level executives participate in
“robust debates, pressure testing and validation”
to determine which strategies are ready for
execution, says Cook. For example, the company
recently discussed how to adapt to the rise of
a residential aesthetic in office furniture while
still maintaining the durability and performance
characteristics that enterprise environments
require.

“
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A really important element
of our growth strategy is
knowing the right balance
of initiatives
Thomas Cook
Director of Strategy and Corporate Development,
Steelcase
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Steelcase’s corporate strategies experience
meaningful changes every few years, and
priorities are reassessed annually by asking
questions such as: What are our objectives?
What does success look like? What incremental
milestones and quantitative measurements can
we use to make sure we’re on track? And how
might a market reversal change the way we think
about this strategy?
“We try to answer these questions upfront
to determine a course of action,” says Cook.
After all, only after robust assessment, support
and course correction are in place can an
organization effectively orchestrate a dynamic
initiative portfolio.
Case in point: After years of focusing on organic
growth and profitability improvement, Steelcase
embarked on an aggressive acquisition strategy,
but not without first evaluating its existing
initiatives portfolio and capacity to deliver
change.
“We examined areas where we could achieve
sustainable, long-term value faster through
acquisition and areas best suited for organic
growth and internal capability development,” says
Cook. The result: Steelcase acquired no fewer
than three companies over the past two years,
including Orangebox, Smith System and AMQ.
These acquisitions are strengthening its posture
in a changing workplace landscape by adding
innovative products, such as modular meeting
rooms, to its product line.

“

... (our) entire leadership
team is accountable for
strategy execution, up to,
and very much including,
our CEO.
Thomas Cook
Director of Strategy and Corporate Development,
Steelcase

Steelcase in numbers

12,000
EMPLOYEES

+800
DEALERS

3.4 billion

$

REVENUE (FY19)
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Assign the right people
to get the job done
today—and prepare for
tomorrow.
The right resources, including leaders, are key to
successful strategy execution. For this reason,
Cook says Steelcase’s “entire leadership team is
accountable for strategy execution, up to, and very
much including, our CEO.”
Because team leadership skills are at a premium,
Steelcase also makes sure to assign the best
leaders with sufficient capacity to tackle head-on
the most challenging transformation programs.
To accomplish this, Cook says Steelcase relies on
a three-pronged approach to “mapping talent to
value.”
This begins by translating strategy into key roles to
determine the skills and experience required for a
particular initiative.
Next, Steelcase assesses the availability of this
talent. This may require reassigning individuals
to different projects, hiring new employees,
training existing ones or encouraging cross-team
collaboration. The final step entails taking a
comprehensive inventory of emerging employee
expertise. For instance, design thinking and usercentered design are highly valued skills, Cook
says, that have helped create products, such as
the Steelcase Find app, which allows employees
in large offices to locate available meetings rooms
on short notice. By flagging “core skill sets that
keep coming up over and over again,” Cook says

Steelcase can get ahead of the curve and better
prepare for emerging, in-demand skill sets, such as
“technology fluency and the ability to operate in
high-tech environments.”
The result, he explains, is the leadership, vision and
digital dexterity needed for a century-old furniture
manufacturer to thrive in a changing workplace—
ironically, the same traits that led Steelcase to its
landmark, fire-retardant wastebasket.

Bridging the gap between strategy
design & strategy delivery
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