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Complete helped an Icelandic utility firm 
turnaround struggling engagement results to 
create a culture of initiative and support that 
helped the firm thrive despite COVID 
challenges.
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Norðurorka is utility company based in the north of 
Iceland, supplying hot and cold water, electricity and 
handling wastewater for Icelandic homes. The 
company has three main divisions: service and 
finance, operations and utility technical services.

Norðurorka runs the Gallup Q12 engagement survey 
every other year and in 2017 it was particularly 
concerned about the results. There was an indication 
of communication issues, but without more detailed 
diagnosis of the issues, it was difficult for the 
organisation to be sure about the right solution.  

The company approached Complete and a two-
phase programme began. 

The first phase involved the Complete Network 
Analysis to identify the exact nature of the issues 
contributing to poor engagement.  Phase two was a 
bespoke leadership development solution that was 
designed to directly address the issues revealed by 
the Network Analysis. 

Phase 1. Pinpoint diagnosis

In just a 10-minute employee survey, the Complete 
Network Analysis gets under the headline employee 
engagement results to understand the connections 
and networks in an organisation. 

The Norðurorka Network Analysis results revealed 
that workers in middle management in particular were 
experiencing a lack of support and trust that was 
driving down engagement. There was a sense of 
isolation among many workers and people did not 
know who to turn to when they were struggling to 
cope. 

Erla Björg Guðmundsdóttir, Human Resources Director 
at Norðurorka, was particularly concerned about the 
Complete Network Analysis feedback relating to 
younger workers: “The analysis revealed that our 
youngest employees weren’t really being listened to. 
We were concerned that if they didn’t feel part of the 
family, they wouldn’t stay. 
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“Once we knew about it and there was a will to do 
something, the issue was quite easy to fix. 

“There are not many of these younger workers in the 
company and we simply started asking them directly 
for contributions and then acting upon their 
suggestions. 

“Now two of the younger workers are part of the 
middle management team. While it was easy to fix, 
we would never have known about this issue if we 
had not conducted the Complete Network Analysis.”

Phase 2. Addressing the lack of 
support and low engagement

While the first solution resulting from the Network 
Analysis insights was a quick and relatively simple fix 
for Norðurorka, the issues with the top and middle 
management demanded a more comprehensive 
approach.  

“The Network Analysis revealed that we had a group 
of middle managers who were working hard, but just 
weren’t stepping up into leadership roles.” Explained 
Erla Björg Guðmundsdóttir. 

“This resulted in a lot of pressure on the top-level of 
management. In fact, the middle managers had never 
been briefed that taking additional responsibility was 
in their job description. As a result, they were just 
focused on getting the job done, there was very little 
consideration of their team, the senior managers or 
their own wellbeing.  

“Our employees were feeling a lack of support. They 
were just coming in to work to get the job done. If 
anyone had any troubles, the managers didn’t think 
they needed to know about it.”

This lack of support was contributing to reduced 
psychological safety and resulting in lower 
engagement scores. It was also clear that issues at the 
managerial levels were contributing to a negative 
culture further down the organisation too. 

Norðurorka’s 12-day Complete Team Journey to 
success

To address the middle and senior management issues 
at Norðurorka, Complete created a series of 
interventions based on the Complete Team Journey, 
specifically:

Top Team Journey – Every quarter for 18 months, 
Complete led two days of interventions for the most 
senior managers. The group spent the time developing 
a common language around values, culture and 
cultural transformation, creating psychological safety, 
learning energy management and building a common 
leadership model to lead the necessary changes. 

Middle Managers Team Journey– For the middle 
managers, Complete ran a lighter range of 
interventions of one day per quarter over 18 months. 
These interventions focused on giving the middle 
managers the tools to expand leadership capabilities 
and enable them to support and energise each other. 
The sessions including aligning on a model of 
leadership, increasing listening skills, trust building 
exercises, energy management and refining 
accountabilities.

Eight months in to the top and middle manager 
programmes, Complete ensured that the two team 
journeys overlapped and from then on then spent one 
day per quarter together as an extended leadership 
team to drive the business.
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The change in both teams was dramatic and swift. For example, one half-day session focused on support. A 
facilitated discussion considered how to show people support, how people like to be supported and what the 
impact of giving support could be. Solutions were discussed and implemented. Once the team noticed what 
was wrong and what could be done about it, the change in behaviour came very quickly.  

Erla Björg Guðmundsdóttir admits that securing the commitment of all managers to the Team Journey process 
was not always easy: “There was a bit of push back. Our managers are very focused on getting the job done 
and were suspicious of ‘just sitting and talking’. 

“However, when we started seeing the results of the changes, everybody involved had a great sense of 
satisfaction. They were motivated to continue to make changes and to see those cascaded throughout the 
organisation.”

Once the team noticed what was wrong and what could be 
done about it, the change in behaviour came very quickly.

The Results

The results of the Team Journey interventions have not only been clear in the improved culture of the 
organisation. The latest Q12 Gallup engagement survey results also revealed the highest scores the 
organisation had ever had, including: 

• 31% increase in employees saying they received feedback on their performance
• 13% increase in employees saying they received praise and recognition
• 8% increase in employees saying their manager cares about their wellbeing

The company is now strong in five of the 12 aspects employee engagement, six are adequate and only one 
requires action. This is a dramatic turnaround in just 18 months. 

However, for Erla Björg Guðmundsdóttir the improvements in culture and employee engagement tell only part 
of the success story: “As for so many in the world, the challenges of COVID changed the way we worked. 
Everybody who could work from home, did so. That meant employees adopting to new ways of working with 
new technology. This could have presented many difficulties however the transition went very, very well. We 
faced no real obstacles at all and that was partly because of the improved communication between managers 
and other employees. 

“In contrast to how everyone was working before the Complete interventions, now we had communication 
going on all the time. 
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Any issues that came up were solved instantly. We ran a small in-house employee survey, just to see how 
people were feeling during COVID, and they were actually feeling very good. Many felt better than they had 
before, not least because of the changes we had made with Complete.”

From victimhood to initiative

In addition to the support and communication fixes, the teams at Norðurorka worked on creating a new story 
of their transformation with their Complete consultant. They summarised their story with the phrase ‘from 
victimhood to initiative’. 

“Lots of the conflicts and issues should never have been big problems.” Explained Erla Björg Guðmundsdóttir
“They were often tiny things that got out of control because they had not been discussed. Instead of taking the 
initiative and dealing with an issue, people complained to colleagues who were not even connected to the 
issue. Following the work with Complete, we’re all a lot better at addressing issues in the right way. We’ve 
stopped being victims and have started taking the initiative to fix what needs to be fixed and support each 
other.”

The transformation for managers at Norðurorka is clearly cascading through the whole organisation. The 
impact of the Complete Network Analysis and Team Journeys has been seen in greater feelings of support, the 
evidence of higher employee engagement and a better culture. The organisation is not only surviving 
challenges like COVID, it is thriving. 

The impact of the Complete Network Analysis and Team Journeys has 
been seen in greater feelings of support, the evidence of higher employee 

engagement and a better culture. 
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