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Abstract:

Against the background of a work environment increasingly characterized by volatility, uncertainty,
complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA), the question of appropriate HR development measures arises. One
possible answer is provided by the Working Out Loud (WOL) method developed by John Stepper. In a
self-directed development process, the method focuses on transparency, generosity, and relationship
building. The goal is to create a supportive network that helps individuals reach personal or professional
objectives. This article introduces the WOL method as an HR development measure, discusses the
potential of the method, describes its implementation and outlines key challenges as well as benefits for
employees and organizations: WOL represents an appropriate method to successfully develop
employees in a VUCA working environment. As a suggestion for further research, the article

recommends a quantitative study to empirically determine the effects of WOL.
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Introduction

Background

The speed of change in the economy and society, for example due to digitalization and the shortage of
skilled workers, is strengthening the role of human resource management (HRM) and in particular the
role of HR development (Burke & Holmes, 2023). In the literature, this is sometimes referred to as the
VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, ambiguity) working world (Codreanu, 2016). The coronavirus
pandemic has intensified this development in recent years (Adelaine et al., 2024). It is not enough for
companies to focus on innovative recruitment methods, such as social media or blind recruitment (LUthy,
2020; Vivek, 2022). Rather, targeted development of existing employees is required (Gross-Spector &
Cinamon, 2018). In this context, comprehensive approaches are required that quickly impart relevant

skills that specifically prepare employees for the VUCA working world (Graf et al., 2017).

HR development has also changed in parallel with the changes in the world of work. Schermuly et al.
(2012) state that the demand for HR development will in future almost always be initiated by those who
need it themselves. Furthermore, traditional seminars will become less relevant, while the support of
internal company processes will play a greater role in the development of employees. Graf & Edelkraut

(2017) identify three core principles of demand-oriented personnel development:

o First, there is a need for faster, on-demand learning that provides immediate solutions integrated
into the work process.

e Second, learning content must be tailored to individual needs and goals, which often change
rapidly and cannot be addressed through standardized formats like large seminars.

e Third, learning methods should be closely linked to day-to-day work, with a stronger focus on

on-the-job training to support practical and transferable skill development.

One of the approaches to preparing employees for the VUCA working world through targeted HR
development could potentially be the Working Out Loud (WOL) method according to Stepper (2020).
This network-based learning and working method aims to build long-term relationships, share
knowledge and expand employees' own mindsets. Over a fixed period of twelve weeks, 4-5 people,

preferably previously unknown to each other, should network and exchange ideas about personal goals.
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Objective of the Article

This article presents the WOL method and explains existing findings on its implementation in companies,
considering the benefits and challenges. In particular, the aim of the research is to discuss and finally
evaluate the suitability of Working Out Loud as an HR development tool.

First, the VUCA working environment is discussed. The WOL method is then presented in principle. This
is followed by an analysis of the extent to which WOL can help to overcome the current challenges in
HR development. Advantages from an employee and company perspective are identified. Challenges
and limitations are highlighted. Finally, the elaboration is summarized, and an assessment is made as

to whether WOL can be used as a method to overcome the challenges in HR development.
Literature Review

In an increasingly dynamic and unpredictable business environment characterized by volatility,
uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA), organizations are challenged to develop flexible and
sustainable human resource development (HRD) strategies (Codreanu, 2016). The Law of Requisite
Variety, introduced by Ashby (1968), underlines the need for internal organizational adaptability that
matches external complexity. Agile methods such as Working Out Loud (WOL) are gaining traction as

possible answers to these evolving demands in HR development.

The digital transformation of business and work models has accelerated the need for cultural and skill-
based change in organizations (Altenfelder et al., 2021). As companies seek to embed continuous
learning and collaboration, the WOL method has emerged as a grassroots approach that encourages
transparency, network-building, and personal initiative (Stepper, 2020). Widely applied by companies
such as Bosch (Boehne, 2019) and within diversity promotion contexts (Salowski, 2022), WOL

integrates social learning with agile thinking and self-efficacy.

Empirical evidence supports WOL's potential in enhancing employee engagement and fostering
collaborative learning environments. Augner et al. (2024) conducted an intervention study demonstrating
WOL’s effectiveness in strengthening employees' learning motivation and sense of purpose. Thomas
(2017) highlights its capacity to foster co-creation and knowledge sharing, making it a relevant tool in

organizational learning and change management.

However, WOL is not without critique. Kapitzky & Muster (2018) raise concerns about its scalability,
impact on long-term organizational learning, and the need for supportive cultural conditions. Similarly,
Burke &Holmes (2023) emphasize the strategic role HR must play to align such initiatives with broader
goals of sustainable competitive advantage. Without organizational support and integration into broader

HR strategies, the effectiveness of WOL may remain limited.
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From the employee perspective, WOL contributes to personal development and career planning through
autonomy and visibility, as also suggested by Gross-Spector & Cinamon (2018). From the company
perspective, it may serve as a low-cost, high-impact instrument to promote knowledge sharing,
innovation, and cultural transformation (Schermuly et al., 2012; Graf et al., 2017). Nevertheless,
successful implementation requires aligning WOL with other HR tools such as mentoring (Graf &

Edelkraut, 2017) and performance management systems (Adelaine et al., 2024).

In the context of employer branding and talent attraction, initiatives like corporate influencers (Luthy,
2020) or blind recruitment (Vivek, 2022) show a trend towards individualized and participatory HR
strategies. WOL complements these by enhancing internal learning culture and signaling openness to
self-directed growth. Furthermore, Preil® (2021) and Eissfeldt & Jaeger (2017) suggest that such cultural

elements contribute to perceived employer value, which is a crucial factor in competitive labor markets.

In summary, the literature reveals that WOL holds significant potential as an HR development tool in the
VUCA environment, especially when integrated into a broader strategic and cultural transformation
framework. It promotes both individual learning and collective knowledge but also faces limitations
related to structural embedding and scalability. A critical assessment of its fit within different

organizational contexts remains necessary.
Challenges in VUCA Work Environment

The VUCA work environment is shaped by four key characteristics: volatility, uncertainty, complexity,
and ambiguity. Originally introduced in a military context, the VUCA framework has since been adopted
to describe the dynamic and unpredictable nature of modern business environments (Codreanu, 2016).
Table 1 shows the dimensions of VUCA and their implications in the workplace. It captures the
challenges faced by organizations due to accelerating change, contradictory information flows, and a
lack of clear causal relationships (Eissfeldt & Jaeger, 2017)

Dimension Definition Implications in the Workplace

Requires flexible strategies and rapid

Volatility The speed and unpredictability of change adaptability

Lack of predictability and clarity about the Demands proactive information management

Uncertainty future and scenario planning

Complexit Numerous interdependent variables and  Calls for cross-functional collaboration and
PIEXIY " factors systems thinking

Ambiquit Situations with unclear meanings or Necessitates strong communication,
guity cause-effect relationships experimentation, and critical thinking

Table 1: VUCA - definitions and implications for workplaces; own elaboration,
based on Codreanu (2016)
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Several macro trends - such as globalization, digital transformation, and the shortage of skilled
professionals - act as catalysts for the increasing complexity of organizational life. These drivers
reinforce one another, making the business landscape more dynamic and difficult to navigate
(Altenfelder et al., 2021). As a result, traditional methods of planning, decision-making, and personnel

development are often no longer sufficient to meet current demands.

In this context, the ability to learn quickly and adapt continuously becomes a decisive factor for success.
Employees must develop skills that enable them to navigate complexity and ambiguity, while
organizations are required to foster flexible, learner-centric development approaches. Personal
development is no longer a static process but an ongoing necessity shaped by changing roles,

technologies, and expectations (Graf et al., 2017).

Ultimately, success in the VUCA world depends on the agility of both individuals and organizations to

respond effectively to constant change and complexity.

Methodological Fundamentals of Working Out Loud

Definition and Process

Working Out Loud (WOL) is a method for self-directed development created by John Stepper (2020). It
focuses on transparency, generosity, and relationship building. The goal is to create a supportive
network that helps individuals reach personal or professional objectives by making work visible and

communicating purposefully.

Unlike traditional networking, WOL is based on authentic giving rather than strategic taking. The method
is grounded in five core principles: relationships, generosity, visible work, purposeful discovery, and a
growth mindset. WOL encourages an open attitude that enables people to share knowledge, learn from

one another, and offer mutual support.

Akey element of WOL is the structured 12-week program, usually completed in small peer groups called
“Circles” (cf. table 2). In weekly meetings, participants systematically explore topics such as goal clarity,
relationship building, personal visibility, and self-reflection. Each week builds on the previous one and
provides thematic guidance and tasks. The program offers structure while remaining flexible enough to
adapt to individual needs. After twelve weeks, participants have made progress toward their goals,
established new routines, and developed a meaningful network that often extends beyond the duration

of the program.
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Week Topic Exercises

“What brings you here?”, discussion about the 12-week WOL goal,

1 Focus on your WOL goal create first relationship list

2 Make your first contributions “Familiarity”, “Your first contribution”

3 Take three small steps “Pay-yourself-first principle”, “Use existing networks”

4 Draw attention to yourself Empathy exercise (focus on generosity), “Draw attention to

yourself’

5 Get personal “50 facts about me”, “Connect personally”
6 Improve your visibility “Where are you?”, update your most important online profile
7 Refocus on your goal “Letter from your future self’
8 Make WOL a habit “Touch the home trainer”, habit checklist, “I'd like to introduce...”
9 Shar_e more of your own “Your top 10”7, “University at the dinner table”

contributions
10 Become more systematic “From ad hoc to systematic”, “Ask for help”
11 Consider all your options “Are you a leader?”, “What’s your lemonade stand?”
12 Reflect and celebrate “Your one thing”, “What would you tell a friend?”

Table 2: 12-week program of WOL with topcis and sample exercises, based on Salowski (2022)

Application Examples from the Field

Bosch and Deutsche Bahn (DB) have successfully implemented the Working Out Loud (WOL) method

to promote collaboration, networking, and cultural transformation within their organizations.

At Bosch, WOL began as a grassroots initiative, driven by the intrinsic motivation of individual
employees. Over time, it evolved into a structured program supported by a dedicated 14-person team
that continues to develop and adapt the method for new use cases worldwide - such as innovation
processes or leadership and cultural development. So far, more than 4,200 employees across over 50
countries have participated in approximately 550 Circles. An impressive 97% of participants recommend
the method, citing its positive impact on digital skills and its role in driving cultural change (Boehne,
2019).

Deutsche Bahn has also embraced WOL in recent years. A central tool is the Circle Finder, which
connects employees from different DB subsidiaries and professional backgrounds. Monthly info
sessions and a dedicated support team help newcomers get started and ensure continuity in applying
the method (Thomas, 2017).
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Both companies are part of the Working Out Loud Community of Practice (WOLCoP), a cross-company
initiative that includes major German firms like AUDI, BMW, Daimler, and Siemens. In 2017, WOLCoP
was awarded the HR Excellence Award in the category “Employee Engagement & Collaboration
(Corporate)” - a strong signal for openness, courage, and democratization within large organizations
(Thomas, 2017).

Working Out Loud in HR Development

Implementation as an Instrument for HR Development

The following examines whether Working Out Loud (WOL) should be established as a formal instrument
of personnel development or continue to spread organically as a grassroots initiative. The assessment
is based on the three key elements of future-oriented personnel development as defined by Graf &
Edelkraut (2017):

¢ Need for faster access to knowledge: WOL meetings take place weekly, offering participants
the opportunity to receive timely input on their individual questions. This input can range from a
book recommendation to a relevant intranet resource or even a referral to a subject matter
expert - ensuring quicker and more targeted access to knowledge.

¢ Specialized/individualized learning content: Each participant defines a personal goal at the
start of the WOL Circle, and the exercises are tailored accordingly. This ensures that the content
is individualized and directly aligned with the participant’s learning needs and objectives.

o Workplace-integrated learning methods: Since WOL sessions are held during working hours,
participants can immediately apply what they’ve learned or discovered. This integration supports

knowledge transfer and practical relevance.

As WOL meets all criteria for modern personnel development, HR departments can deliberately decide
which target groups should benefit from it. The method is especially suitable for onboarding new
employees and for individuals undergoing career transitions, as it enables both internal and cross-

company networking.
Advantages for Employees

The participants within the Circle support each other during the 12 weeks with the individually set goals.
Depending on the goal, this has a positive effect on the personal and/or professional environment and
on cooperation. Based on these individual topics, each participant brings input and new ideas to the
group, which promotes learning together and strengthens collaborative behavior. Attitude can also be
changed in a positive way, as knowledge is not collected but shared within the Circle. The protected

environment also offers the opportunity to try out new things and receive direct feedback, for example
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on ideas, from the other participants. The relationships established during the regular meetings over the
12 weeks will, at best, remain long-term and the group can also support each other with everyday or

professional issues beyond the WOL Circle.
Advantages for Companies

The quote “Only variety can destroy variety” means that complexity can only be overcome with
complexity (Ashbys, 1968). This can be interpreted to mean that complex situations should be broken
down and made simpler so that the decisive method for solving the problem is ultimately found. This
quote illustrates how the challenges for companies because of the changing VUCA world could be
simplified with a simple method such as WOL. This is because the fundamental idea that networking
within companies must be strengthened and the existing rigid hierarchies must be eliminated to solve
today's complexity together is a step in the right direction with the WOL networking tool. This dissolves
the “silo thinking” that prevails in many areas, as it creates an interdisciplinary and transparent exchange
of knowledge.

Cross-departmental collaboration, i.e. networking within the company and along the value chain, is
proving to be a profitable success factor for all areas (Preif3, 2021). The company can also use WOL to
test new working models and tools. However, this requires a certain degree of control on the part of the
HR Development, for example by assigning a circle an overarching goal to work on together during the
period. Another advantage for companies, especially those with several locations, is that the groups can
be formed across locations and departments, as international and virtual application is possible. The
last point to mention is that implementation is generally quite inexpensive. The highest cost factor is the

license fee.

So far, almost all the positive aspects of WOL have been emphasized. Nevertheless, WOL is not a
“miracle cure” in HR development that will eliminate all challenges on its own. This is because this tool

also has its limits, which will be explained in more detail in the next section.
Challenges and Limitations

The basic prerequisite for the introduction of WOL should be an open corporate culture that embraces
new learning formats and is curious about them. Although WOL can have a positive impact on cultural
management, overly rigid structures and destructive employee behaviour would not do justice to the

claim of self-organized learning.

Furthermore, company management must be willing to free up appropriate resources for personnel
development, but also to allow participants time for the Circle. To keep a new learning method in the
company in the long term and in a meaningful way, personnel development must create structures,

provide information materials and ensure communication. In terms of participants, the introduction of
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WOL has little chance of success without a fixed time quota. This is because the often busy schedules
and high workload of employees often make it difficult to find one hour of time per week. Added to this
is the self-discipline that participants need to bring to the table to keep going for the 12 weeks, as the
motivation, which is usually high at the beginning, quickly wanes. It is therefore necessary to have a
continuous drive through intrinsic motivation, which only the participants themselves can influence.
Although HR development can provide support and advice, it has no influence on the actual

implementation or even early termination of the Circle.

Furthermore, it must be considered that despite the creation of structures by the PE, a constant
evaluation should be carried out with the involvement of the participants. Criticism, suggestions for

change and ideas that arise also provide a good basis for the HR development to derive measures from.

The effective placement of WOL in the company is also very important. The way in which HR
development communicates this is of great importance. On the one hand, the explanation and
implementation of the method should always be available to every employee in simple terms. On the
other hand, the HR department must be able to emphasize the advantages depending on the area and
therefore the different target group, because an employee from marketing is expected to have different

expectations of WOL than employees from the production area.

The thesis put forward by Kapitzky and Muster (2018) that “WOL enables the actors to work differently
in an informal way - but leaves the formal organizational structures unchanged” shows a mayor
challenge of the method, as the goals of the WOL participants do not necessarily correspond to those
of the department or the organization as a whole, nor do they have to due to the aspect of individual
goal setting. It tends to create informal ways of working but does not lead to fundamental further

development of the organization.

Another aspect is that the success of WOL is not directly measurable. As a superficial self-learning
program and networking tool, it can only be determined after a longer period of use whether, for example,

skills have been enhanced.

As WOL is often carried out at employee level, managers remain uninvolved throughout the entire
process. This can lead to many suggestions for improvement and ideas for a “better” organization
emerging from a circle. However, a manager also operates within the formal structures and can only
take up the impulses within a certain framework. In addition, the managers should also be positively
disposed towards the topic of WOL so that the basis is created for employees to engage with the topic
(Kapitzky & Muster, 2018).
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Summary and Conclusion

The WOL method was developed by John Stepper in 2015, launched in the same year at Bosch and
other successful German companies as a grassroots initiative and has been used successfully to date.
The experience reports with WOL found during the research are predominantly positive. The simplicity
of WOL and the many benefits for employees and the company can be the long-term key to success.
The agile working world of the future needs agile learning methods, which in turn are mutually
dependent. Self-organized and autonomous learning with WOL meets these requirements. The
demands of the VUCA world have made it clear that a fundamental change in the basic understanding
and values in HR development is required. In addition, HR Development is required to adapt WOL
specifically to the respective company and adapt it in a value-adding manner. Sufficient information
material on the method must be provided for the target group and the participants must be continuously

supported so that WOL is also integrated into the company in the long term and sustainably.

However, WOL cannot compensate for all dysfunctionalities in the company. This is because the
development towards a more demand-oriented HR development is not just a matter of adding a format
but rather requires a transformation that must be actively shaped together with the help of all employees
and managers. Nevertheless, WOL can directly support this transformation and have a positive impact

on corporate culture.

Based on the insights gained in this article, it can be concluded that WOL can establish itself as an
instrument of the future in HRD. Provided that certain framework conditions already exist in the company

and structures are created by HRD.

HR Development has a great deal of scope to use WOL for different areas of application. WOL can
influence the culture right from the start by integrating it into the onboarding process of new employees.
A manager or managing director can take on the patronage of WOL to increase visibility within the

company. Cooperation with other companies can also create great synergy effects.

There are studies that analyse the WOL method for example as an agile learning method (Augner et al.,
2024). But in addition to this research work, a quantitative study with WOL Circle participants as a target
group is recommended. Among other things, this can determine whether the experiences are

predominantly positive, as there is currently little research in this regard.
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