
Transforming councils
A case study of cultural, structural and workplace 

change at Lake Macquarie City Council



TRANSFORMING COUNCILS A CASE STUDYLAKE MACQUARIE CITY COUNCIL2

OVERVIEW 
Many organisations struggle with change but 
research highlights that cultural, structural and 
workplace change leads to improvements in 
organisational performance1,2, job satisfaction3 
and customer service4 as well as creativity and 
innovation5. Organisational culture is complex and 
influenced by the leadership and management 
structure but also by shared values and behaviour 
of staff and systems of HR, resources, technology as 
well as the workplace environment.6

Lake Macquarie City Council has spent the past 
four years transforming its culture, structure and 
workplace using both a top-down and bottom-
up approach. Through reflective practice and 
building on lessons learnt during each stage of 
change, Council has shifted to a more efficient and 
effective organisation by empowering staff to make 
decisions and creating a supportive environment for 
continuous business improvement and innovation. 

This case study identifies the reasons for change, 
the processes used and the outcomes achieved.  
It is a valuable story for all councils, both in Australia 
and overseas, and aims to inspire others as they 
transition to modern, future-focused organisations.
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ABOUT LAKE  
MACQUARIE CITY 
AND ITS COUNCIL
The City of Lake Macquarie is a local government 
area in the Hunter Region of NSW, about 120km 
north of Sydney. The area is made up of suburbs 
which surround Lake Macquarie, as well as beachside 
suburbs. It is home to more than 200,000 residents 
and its population is expected to grow by more than 
60,000 people over the next 25 years. 

Lake Macquarie City Council employs over 1200  
staff in a variety of locations across the City. 
Approximately 400 staff work in the administrative 
building at Speers Point.
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THE CONTEXT
A new CEO was appointed in mid-2017. This was 
a competitive process and Council selected an 
internal candidate. Preceding this, Council had 
battled to stay independent during a period of 
proposed amalgamation and there was a degree 
of uncertainty amongst the executive and staff. It 
was clear that a new direction for the organisation 
needed to be set which was more strongly 
embedded in shared vision and values, with an 
organisation unified around agreed outcomes for 
itself and the community.

THE REASONS 
FOR CHANGE
The impetus for change came from staff as well 
as the executive and managers. It was broadly 
agreed that there was an opportunity to create a 
more customer focused organisation but a lack 
of a plan to get there.  Change was driven by both 
inward facing needs (for the internal benefit of the 
organisation) and outward facing needs (for the 
benefit of customers and the broader community).

“We want Lake Macquarie to be 
the most liveable city in the world. 
Changing this organisation is how we 
can support this vision and attract 
the right people to achieve it.”
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TYPE OF CHANGE INWARD FACING OUTWARD FACING

User-Friends
Cultural

Create a new organisational vision
There was no clear, shared vision for the future 
to steer the organisation

Simplify organisational values
There were too many values which were 
difficult for staff to put into practice and be 
accountable for

Attract talent and be seen as an employer  
of choice
A progressive and dynamic organisation 
was needed to attract high quality staff in a 
competitive market

Structural

Create a flatter organisational structure
There were too many layers which were 
inefficient and slowed decision making

Increase collaboration across business units
Groups who worked together were in silos and 
needed to collaborate more effectively

Adapt to changing customer needs
Flexible processes and high quality digital 
services were required to meet customer 
needs

HOTEL
Workplace

Have space to grow
The administration building did not support 
the new collaborative structure

Modernise static systems and processes
Technology and business processes were out 
of date and bureaucratic

Drive change in the community 
The organisation needed to be able to shape 
the City, support its capacity to modernise, 
and diversify the local economy

REASONS FOR CHANGE
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THE THREE 
PHASES
The change process spanned four years to 2021. It 
began with a re-set of the overall vision and values, 
followed by an organisational restructure, including 
a review of systems and processes. 

As these changes were being implemented it 
became evident that the administration building, 
which housed more than 400 staff, would no longer 
support the new ways of collaborative working so a 
process to redesign this space started. This included 
a plan for staff to be relocated while the building 
refurbishment took place. 

The phases were articulated in a road map to 2021 
to increase awareness and understanding about the 
approach and the timeframes involved.

All three phases overlapped to some extent but 
the process used and lessons learned in the vision 
and values phase was built on for the subsequent 
phases. Feedback loops and reflective practice 
helped to identify what worked well and Council 
now has an understood and workable change 
process which is highly collaborative, bottom-up 
and supports staff to self-start.
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“Having a road map has been good because we can see how what we’re 
working on will contribute to the whole. The map is there and you know where 
your department and your team fit into it.”
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PHASE 1: CREATING 
A NEW VISION AND 
VALUES
Cultural change is successful when a shared 
vision and values are defined, when they are 
demonstrated in attitudes and behaviours and 
when people are held to account at all levels for 
their implementation.7 Values support the culture of 
the organisation.

Council used a bottom-up approach with 200 staff 
in workshops and focus groups to establish new 
organisational values. The existing set of values was 
long and wordy so staff worked together to identify 
what resonated with them and to align the values 
more with Transforming Lake Mac.

The changes needed to deliver the vision were then 
expressed in three clear values:

Shaping the Future – Staff saw that the role of 
Council was to drive creative and innovative 
solutions to address the needs of the community

Leading at all levels – Staff wanted to break 
down organisational hierarchies and encourage 
bottom-up decision-making and empower 
everyone to be leaders and change agents

Working Together – Staff felt this value would 
bring a focus on how to collaborate to serve the 
community more efficiently and effectively.

Using these three values, the organisation was able 
to create an overall vision of:

Empowered people working together to 
create and even better Lake Macquarie City.

“Internally we talk about becoming a more mature organisation. We can  
make our own destiny and career and lead from all levels but we can work 
across Council to shape our city and provide great services too.”
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PHASE 2:  
CO-DESIGNING 
A NEW 
ORGANISATIONAL 
STRUCTURE
The values creation process demonstrated the 
benefit of having a bottom-up process with engaged 
staff. This codesign approach was then re-used to 
look at how to design an organisational structure 
to enable faster decision-making and more 
collaboration between business units, in other 
words, to live out all the values. 

Again, stakeholders from all teams and at all levels 
were involved. Teams which felt they would gain 
by working more collaboratively came together in 
workshops and focus groups to identify a structure 
to support cross-Council working. Ideas went back 
and forth between staff groups and the Senior 
Leaders and drop-in sessions were held so staff 
could provide feedback about what could be built 
on and what should be modified.

A Change Manager drove the engagement processes 
and captured all the information and ideas which 
were fed back to the groups before agreement was 
reached. Structural changes were made fairly swiftly 
and one-on-one discussions were complemented 
by staff breakfasts and team meetings. Staff 
feedback channels were used every few months 
to check-in on how people were feeling about the 
changes in the organisation and to provide another 
opportunity to provide feedback and suggestions 
for change. 

Most of the structural changes came from the staff 
engagement processes, with some light-touch 
input from the senior leaders and the CEO. The CEO 
established an initial structure of six ‘clusters’ rather 
than silo-ed divisional structures, using early input 
from staff in late 2017 and early 2018. Directors were 
appointed to this structure in early and mid-2018. 

The clusters themselves were then treated as ‘fixed’ 
and staff were invited to reshape the functions and 
teams for which each cluster was to be responsible. 
Directors participated in this process in a similar 
way to other staff, for example, attending workshops 
as participants. Around 50 changes to team 
reporting lines were made, 90 per cent of which 
were identified and recommended by staff, working 
in cross-functional groups
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PHASE 3: 
RECONFIGURING 
THE WORKSPACE
With the culture shift becoming embedded through 
the three values and the new organisational 
structure in place, it became clear that the 
physical work environment for staff in the main 
Administration building did not support the new 
collaborative ways of working. 

In October 2019, a Creating spaces strategy was 
developed with, again, a staff-led approach to 
inform the design of the new fit-out. As the project 
progressed, one of the most successful staff 
engagement processes was the display suite which 
allowed staff physically experience the look and feel 
the proposed office furniture, finishes, colours and 
technology and give their feedback. This approach 
also opened up discussions about broader ways 
of working and led to several improvements in the 
building design to facilitate collaboration.

“The investment in new design 
isn’t just about an internal 
refurbishment. It is about supporting 
the organisational culture change 
piece first and the restructure and 
getting the benefit of this by a better 
office environment to support cross-
Council collaboration.”

The strategy also included a staggered, floor-by-
floor approach to refurbishment with the proposal 
to relocate people to an adjoining council site in 
temporary demountable buildings. However, in 
February 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic changed 
the plans and the administration building emptied 
completely. By mid-2020, the fit-out contractors 
were able to have access to the entire building 
which meant the work will be completed faster.
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THE IMPORTANCE 
OF OPEN 
COMMUNICATION
Whilst the processes for ideas generation and 
decision making were driven from the bottom up, 
communications throughout all phases were driven 
top down and across Council. Key messages were 
delivered from the CEO via daily updates on the 
Council intranet page (at the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic between late March and April 2020), 
monthly formal email updates, morning tea sessions 
and video updates. The focus was on keeping 
staff informed but also inviting their participation. 
In addition, the CEO presented results from 
engagement processes to staff and provided updates 
at the Senior Leader and cluster level meetings.

A key outcome of the engagement and 
communications was that any opportunities to 
tweak the change processes were highlighted early 
and adjustments made. This also helped manage 
the risk of implementation. One important longer-
term outcome from the process of staff engagement 
was Council’s ability to quickly form a cross-Council 
group of emerging leaders as part of the COVID-19 
response. This ‘diagonal slice’ of the organisation 
built strong working relationships to ensure the 
‘Working together’ value was delivered and  
although no longer focused on the COVID-19 
response, it is still an important group which can  
be activated as required.

“The CEO was great at messaging and 
dialogue – and was genuine. There 
was a culture of people wanting to 
get involved and the CEO and our 
executives allowed them to be involved 
and they felt trusted and valued.”

“Identifying champions on the 
ground who knew the influencers, the 
do-ers and the networks was key to 
our success. They did a great job of 
‘Leading at all levels’.”
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“We are way ahead of our change 
plan because of COVID-19. It showed 
us we are capable of changing and 
adapting quickly.”

THE IMPACT OF 
COVID-19 
The arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic meant that, 
where possible, staff moved to work from home. 
This meant that new technology was rolled out to 
support remote working (computers as well as new 
systems) and many staff became quickly adept 
at using new technologies to communicate and 
collaborate internally as well as externally.

This was an unexpected opportunity to fast track IT 
capability improvements and build digital literacy 
and the speed of the change was very fast. Different 
ways of working included going paperless and using 
electronic signatures as well as different ways of 
communicating using chat and video meetings. 

These adjustments, coming after several years of 
existing change and in the context of lockdowns 
were a challenge but means that new processes 
have already been established prior to moving into 
the refurbished administration building.

OVERALL  
OUTCOMES
Council now has a clear vision and values and has 
completed many of the (larger and smaller) tasks 
in its roadmap. The more efficient and effective 
organisational structure is a lot flatter and the 
various staff engagement processes have created 
a more empowered workforce who take ownership 
of day-to-day decision-making. Managers are 
also more comfortable to trust staff to do what 
is needed, which gives staff more freedom and 
increases motivation and job satisfaction.

Teams report how they embed the three core values 
into action and the new culture has led to increased 
positive external perception by potential employees 
and led to the attraction of high calibre staff.

Council has measured community outcomes via 
changes in capacity and productivity. The Business 
Improvement team identified $1.8 million in cash 
saving and productivity gains in 2020 and Council 
aims to further increase savings to the bottom line 
in 2021. The transformational change processes have 
led to more ongoing incremental changes to systems 
and processes, all of which ultimately benefit the 
community via the ‘Shaping the future’ value.

In addition, putting customers at the centre of 
everything and using new systems have provided 
improvements in service delivery. It is now easier 
for customers to interact with staff online. Having 
less red-tape for decision-making means customers 
and businesses can receive advice more efficiently 
with faster turnaround times.
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TIPS AND TRICKS
The key learning from this four-year change process 
is to keep ‘change’ on the agenda. Although much of 
the transformation change is complete, incremental 
change is still occurring as part of business as usual 
and business improvement planning. Although a 
lot of change occurred and was a constant theme 
over the past four years, staff embody the values 
and new ways of working and, at all levels, are 
empowered to constantly improve service delivery 
to the community.

“Now that we have jumped on the 
wheel of change it is important to  
stay on it. We don’t want to get  
static again. Now we’ve built 
momentum, let’s keep evaluating  
and adapting as needed.”
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Key suggestions for other organisations are:

1. Nail the vision and values from the start: 
Council invested heavily to establish the vision and values in an action-orientated way. The 
three values drive behaviours at all levels and act as an anchor for innovation, leadership 
and collaboration. They are not just buzz words but tangible, identifiable outcomes of good 
performance.

2. Drive leadership throughout the hierarchy: 
Staff had permission to lead ideas, innovation and initiatives vertically and horizontally 
across Council. This rarely happens because people can feel constrained by the hierarchy. By 
empowering a more fluid network of leaders and influencers, staff are more motivated to inspire 
each other to drive change. 

3. Invest in and commit to staff participation: 
This is not just about staff engagement. It is about enabling all staff throughout the organisation 
to determine the best way to organise themselves to meet the needs of the community. This 
requires two-way trust. Doing this has significantly helped to improve customer service and service 
delivery. People closest to the problem know how to solve it and can be supported to do so.

4. Monitor progress and/but be flexible: 
Reach out and listen to people on the ground about how new changes are working rather than 
sticking to a strict change deadline. Listen to feedback, make decisions and close the loop with 
staff to create valuable mini-corrections along the way. 

5. It is worth the time and effort to create a modern, agile, 
connected organisation: 
Council is now nimble, adaptive, responsive and creative. It is recognised as a great place to work. 
Local governments no longer need to miss out on attracting and retaining talent but they need to 
keep innovation and collaboration as priorities within a culture which is adaptive and  
change-focused.

bullseye

LIGHTBULB

comments

HANDS-HELPING
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR 
LAKE MACQUARIE 
CITY COUNCIL?
Council is well on the way to become an agile, 
modern, future-focused organisation with a strong, 
embedded organisation culture and values.

The next steps are to:

Continue to measure how values are embedded 
into behaviours and actions at a team and 
individual level.

Evaluate what the new ways of working, including 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic may have 
on the return to work in the new administration 
building in May 2021.

Build on the engagement and participation 
processes as a way to solve problems and 
identify business improvement opportunities.

Develop training and development programs for 
project management and collaboration skills – 
both are vital for working across organisational 
boundaries.

The four-year journey has been critical in enabling 
Council to pivot to effectively and efficiently meet 
the needs of its community, whilst at the same 
time creating a engaged workforce who embody the 
vision statement:

Empowered people working together to 
create an even better Lake Macquarie City.
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