Visa Europe: Developing a peak
performance culture

Organisation background

Visa Europe is a paymeants company. Headquartered

in London, it provides product solutions, marketing
solutions and transaction processing services to around
4,000 European financial institutions and payment
service providers.

Over the past few years, the organisation has
fundamentally changed its structure, its constitution
and the type of services it provides. In the past, it had
operated as a branch of Visa International (tradiiorally
an international membership association, operating
on a not-for-profit basis and providing its services

to financial institutions worldwide). In 2005, it was
decided that Visa International should be incorporatad
as a private stock company (Visa Inc.) and seek a
listing on the US stock exchange. In Europe, however,
it was decided that the organisation’s operations
should retain the membership association model.

Visa Europe was therefore established as an entirely
separate organisation, exclusively owned and controlled
by some 4,000 financial institutions, with an exclusive,
perpetual and irrevocable licence to use the Visa brand,
products and intellectual property across Europe.

Clearly, such a fundamental change was to have a
wide range of implications, including:

« the creation of a new, stand-alone inter-bank
processing capability (the organisation having
previously relied on a centralised processing
operation based in and controlled from the US)

« the establishment of various support and back-
office functions that had previously been managed
centrally (including additional finance, product
development, legal, risk and security functions)

= a significant increase in total staff numbers - which
were set to grow from around 400 pecple to nearly
1,500 people — and a rebalancing of the type of
roles people would fulfil

« the need 1o transform itself from a small, flexible
organisation (operating as a branch of a large
global crganisation) tc 2 much larger, free-standing
organisation, which couid continue to provide a
nigh-guality service to mermbers within the context
of significant contextual changes.

Concurrently, Visa Eurcpe's headquarters moved from
a small office in a prastigious part of London to larger
premises.

The chief drivers of culture change

Agzinst the background outlined above, the chief
drivers for the cultural change can be summarised as
follows:

« There was a need 10 move from a relatively small
and highly networked culture to a larger and more
structured organisation, but without losing the
benefits of creative, entrepreneurial and flexible
behaviours.

«  Cornpetition in the payment services market
was increasing. Key competitors had acquired
prestigious contracts and there was recognition of 2
definite change in the competitive environment.

« Given the intensification cf competition, it was
acknowledged that Visa Europe should deliver a
higher level of service, and a more personalised
service 10 its Eurocpean members.

« There was a nead to engage all staff with a desire
to deliver outstanding performance in order to
respond 10 the expectations of members, achieve
growth and address the competitive threats.

In responding to these drivers, there was a recognition
that any change in culture should:

« empbhasise ‘peak performance’ and challenge
existing ways of working

« retain 3 ‘family feel’ while becoming a significantly
larger and more structured organisation



+ ensure that the ‘new’ culture retained the elements
of empowerment, innovation and flexibility that
were characteristic of Visa Europe’s traditional
SLCCESS.

Thus, the overall challenge facing Visa Eurcpe was
the maove from a relatively small, internally focused
and highly networked organisatior: to a larger,

more structured and performance-focused one,
without losing the spirit of innovation, flexibility and
responsiveness. Within this context it was necessary to
find a means to raise the overall performance of the
organisation,

The key culture change activities

To respond to the challenges of achieving the reguired
change, there was the recognition, based on previous
experience, that a traditional "initiative-based’
approach would not be appropriate. Instead, there
was a need for a new type of approach that could be
embedded within the organisation and sustained over
time to support continuing growth within the volatile
and challenging market environment.

In outlining his aspiration for the organisation, the
then CEO suggested that Visa Europe should operate
like ‘one-touch football’ — an approach that required
decisions 10 be made quickly and based on bel efs that
empowerment and trust are critical to support such a
way of working.

In exploring how such an appreach may be
implemented, the organisation was intrcduced to Kevin
Roberts (the then CLO of marketing service company
Saatchi & Saatchi), who had been involved in anplying
lessons from studies of peak performance, garnered
from the sporting world, to commercial entities.

Werking with 10p teams

Kevin Roberts introduced 'peak performance’ to the
top team of Visa Eurcpe. The process was focused on
the individual and helping each individual to recognise
how their own values and aspirations could be
connected with thosz of the orgarisation in a mutually
beneficial way. By realising their own potential,

these individuals could therefore contribute to the
achievernent of the organisation’s vision and purpose.
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Establishing a clear organisation vision and purpose
It was evident from the initial intervention that work
was required to establish a clear, shared and widely
understood vision and purpose for Visa Europe. A
series of organisation-wide conversations and events
were conducted aver a 12-month period to build a
shared vision and purpose. It was felt that the extensive
involvement in these conversations played an important
role i enacting the key principles of empowarment
and trust that were seen as being necessary to
underpin the required peak performance culture.

Rolling out the Peak Performance process

Alter the initial work with the serior team, as
facilitated by Kevin Roberts, Visa Europe decided to
roll the process out more widely. In deing so, the
crganisation was determined to use its own in-house
teams and capabilities, rather than an outside supplier.
Imporiantly, Visa Europe did not want to introduce

or to portray Peak Performance as a stand-alone
programme, but rather a wider crganisational process.

Key elements included:

« The focus was on the individual participant.

An important aim of the process was to create an
overall "family spirit”.

« Discussions took place within the context of the
Visa Eurgpe vision and purpose.

+ Thrcugheut the process there was an emphasis on
empowering participants to contribute and pursue
their own ambitions. The aim of this was 1o realise
the potential of individual participants.

« There was an overall aim of building alignment
between individual aspirations and corporate goals.

The engagement of individuals with the process was
enabled by inviting pariicipants to attend a series of
sassions which explored the following areas:

« Who are you as an individual?

-+ What are ycur aspirations?

+ How can you brirg value to the purpose of Visa
Europe?

« How can you best realise your own aspirations?



The process entailed individuals attending an initial
one-day workshop that introduced the theory of
peak perfermance and the background Lo the Visa
Europe mission, dream, vision and purpose. tach of
these sessions was attended by groups of arcund

50 participants. For the following sessians, this

large group was broken up into smaller {eight to
ten) sub-groups. Each of these was facilitated by an
‘inspirational player’, who was (usually) a line manager
who had been through the process and found it to
be valuable. The sub-groups attended three sessions,
each three hours fong, where they worked through
individual values and aspirations, alignment with
organisational needs and actions to move forward.

In introducing the process, Visa Europe applied two
core principles. The first of these was that participation
was completely voluntary. The second was that the
roll-out of the process was to be non-hierarchical.
Indeed, participation in workshops tended to include
participants from all levels within the organisation.

Working on these principles, Visa Europe found that
the interest and enthusiasm spread ‘virally’, on the
basis of word of mouth. A powerful component of
this was seen to be the power of stories that were told
by individual participants.

Change agents’ reflections on the culture change
The pariicular nature of the Peak Performance
process means that there is a definite blurring in

the distinction between 'change agents’ and other
staff. Having been through the process, a number of
participants go on tc become ‘inspirational players’
and therefore go from being a participant to a change
agent in their own right,

Interviews with those involved in both initiating

the change and its implementation (in the role of
inspirational players) revealed a number of key success
factors associated with the culture change.

The importance of commitment from the tog

The impact of the commitment of the CEO and

top team fo an emergent process was seen 1o be a
critical success factor. Similarly, the lack of any ‘hidden
agendas’ (perceived or real) contributed to the success
of the process.

The value of this being seen as a business pr
The process was not seen to be ‘owned’ by the HR
department. It was largely led by people from within
ousiness ard this helped to ensure that participants

saw its relevance to the werk that they were doing.

While there was some injtial scepticism about the stated
focus on individua! values, contributions and aspirations,
iT was this aspect of the process that provided the

basis for so many significant changes - particularly

to individuals’ perceptions of the direct relationship
between their own role and the success of Visa Europe.
The importance of empowerme

The genuine efforts to empower participants to effect
changes, present ideas and develop their careers led
to some outstanding contributions from individuals.
The paotential and untapped capability of participants,
when released, had remarkable impact.

I gnificance of stories and ‘viral communication’
At first there was a3 degree of cynicism about the
purpose angd nature of the process. In addition there
was some uncertainty that introducing the process

on a voluntary basis would be effective. However, the
type of individual stories that were shared during the
sessions became a powerful way of communicating
the authenticity and value of the process. These stories
spread through the organisation ‘like a virus' and
consequently stimulated a demand for increased levels
of participation.

Durability of the process

The individual-level process has been sustained for
more than six years and continues to evolve. Those
involved in implementing the process believe that this
sustained impact is due to its organic nature ~ and the
stark contrast with the type of ‘traditional initiatives’
encountered in 50 many organisations.

The importance of managing expectat

The process is designed to encourage participants

to embrace their own aspirations as well as the
organisation’s. The ciallenge for managers is to help
participants see their aspirations in a realistic context -
but without detracting from the principles and spirit of
the process.

Developing organisation culture 15



Staff reflections on the culture change

in general, participants are very positive about the
process and their own experience of being involved.
However, it was not always seen as directly relevant

to the wider business necds of the organisation.
Participants talked about their perceptions of the fluid
and voluntary nature of participation, the link between
individual and business benefits, and their opportunity
to network.

Lack of structure led to scepticism

The nature of the framework used tc deliver the Peak
Performance process was not structurad or seen as
particularly clear. Participants automatically expecied
Peak Performance to be a formal programme and its
fluid nature (albeit informed by some core principles)
led to a degree of initial cynicism. However, as stories
from participants spread throughout the organisation,
this cynicism was replaced by growing involvement
and enthusiasm.

A further aspect of tha cynicism related to a sense of
dishelief that the organisation would invest in helping
individuals to think about themselves, However,
participants who had direct experience of the process
recognised the authenticity of this principle. As cne
participant said: “..it is wonderful that Visa (Europe)
gives you time to think about you,; and pays you while
you are doing ft!’

over business benefits

[ack of clarit

G'ven the individual focus of the process, some
participants were uncertain about the potential business
benefits. However, after the introduction, it became
clear that the process was being implemented in parallel
with a clear focus on good performance management.
Furthermore, the overall improvements in business
performance, combineg with the individual stories
about business improvements, overcame these doubts.

Although staff wers told that the process was
entirely voluntary, there was a feeling that people
may be expected or coerced to participate. However,
management comments and actions indicated that it
was ‘okay not to participate’, and thus the genuine
nature of voluntarism was established.
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At the same time, many of those people who had
participated in the process and had found it to be
powerful began to express the opinion that it should
became a mandatory requirement for all staff. In some
ways this apparent ambiguity has added to the power
of the process.

on of networks

Enrm
i

A major berefit of the process was seen 1o have been
the formation of networks, of contacts amongst fellow
participants = many of whom may not normally have
come into direct or personal contact with each other.

€ of exclusion from non-participation
Some participants expressed a concern that those who
did not participate in the programre may perceive
thernselves to be ‘out of the loop” and excluded from
certain networks.

What was the impact of the culture change
activities?

Tne culture change process within Visa Europe
followed an emergant approach. The core beliefs were
that 'if we free up and engage individual potent:al we
can create a great organisation’. Given this, there was
a view that establishing specific impact targets was
irrelevant and potentially limiting. However, there are
a number of outcomes that are broadly perceived to
relate to the Peak Performance process. These include:

« The key business metrics (for example growth,
custemer satisfaction, transaction volumes, and so
on) remain on a steady upward trajectory.

« Employse engagement scores remain at a
high level. Indeed, there is evidence of a clear
relationship between participation in the Peak
Performance process and levels of engagement
scores,

« There are myriad stories zbout extraordinary
changes in the approach and performance of
differing teams/areas of business that have been
attributed to the process.

= There are many stories ¢f how individual potential
has neen released and enabled distinctly new career
trajectories,



Continuing on the journey

The individually focused process continuas and evcives
as the business moves forward. However, the value

of the process at this level has led to an interest in
moving from a purely individual focus to a more team-
oriented approach.

Involvement in the process at the team level remains
voluntary in as much as teams do not have to participate,
However, when a team does want to participate, all the
team members need to become involved. In practice this
results in team members who have not participated in
the individual process deciding to undertake this element
belore the team sessions begin.

The main focus of the team process is on bullding a
shared understanding of the team purpose and how
this aligns with the overali Visa Furope vision, mission,
dream and purpose. An important aspect of this is
the introduction of customers into the conversations
to provide input on their needs, aspirations and
perceptions of the team.

The value of both the individual 2nd team Peak
Performance processes have prompted Visa Europe
to consider how this may be developed further, both
at the organisational level and the leadership level.
This remains work in progress, but with a beliaf \n the
importance of adhering 1o the core principles.

Meanwhile, the original Peak Performance process
continues and evolves. The design principles are
essentially those of emergent change and thus there
are limited constraints on how future developments
might occur as long as they observe the core principles
and beliefs, In this way, the change process may be
seen as being organic.



