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Amongst many of the challenges associated 
with expanding overseas and establishing  
operations in new and often complex 
territories, determining and implementing the 
most appropriate business model that will help 
facilitate growth is certainly one of the most 
difficult to overcome. The decision is largely 
twofold; introduce a centralised model with 
consistent frameworks and aligned processes 
or; opt for a decentralised system without a 
functional core, and enable processes and 
frameworks to evolve at the local level. 
 Both models can be beneficial. Centralised 
systems, once alignment has been established, 
can often make decision making faster which 
in turn can lead to significantly cost saving. Yet, 
decentralised models also promise speed and 
cost efficiency; working with local suppliers 
can be cheaper in the long run and if processes 
are tailor-made for the specific territory, 
companies can usually expect better faster 

decision making without the input of a ‘global’ 
center. Regardless of which model is adopted, 
however, the impact on the HR practitioner is 
significant, especially if they’re moving from 
one system to the other. 

Annekatrin Ott is someone who knows exactly 
how challenging this can be. Having spent 
most of her 15 year HR career working in 
large multinational companies with centralised 
models, in 2013 she was appointed HR 
Director for TwiningsOvo IM, a decentralised 
division of Twinings, to reshape and invigorate 
its people agenda. In joining TwiningsOvo 
IM Annekatrin explained that although the 
opportunity to experience life working within 
a different business model was fantastic from 

a career development perspective, at first she 
felt like she’d ‘been hung upside down.’   

TwiningsOvo IM is responsible for delivering 
Twinings and Ovaltine brands to over 100 
markets around the world.  The decentralised 
business model stems from its customer and 
product driven culture. With hundreds of 
SKUs worldwide, it tries to cater its products, 
which consist of a variety of specialist teas 
and hot drinks, to the multitude of different 
consumer tastes that exist in the countries that 
it currently serves. Its aim over the next four 
years is to double its operating profits across 
its main locations (India, Italy, the UK, Brazil 
and Nigeria). 
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As Annekatrin explained, because the market 
positioning is slightly different in each territory 
in order to capture the nuances of the local 
customer base, the management of the local 
market business units is also ‘entirely localised’ 
in the sense that  ‘processes, frameworks 
and practices are developed and adapted by 
country managers rather than being prescribed 
from the centre.’ Without a centralised HR 
function the different international business 
units had developed frameworks and 
processes to suit local needs, or in the case of 
emerging markets where HR operations were 
outsourced, relied on the tools and approaches 
of third party suppliers. 

The result was that, when Annekatrin joined, 
there were multiple frameworks and processes 
in operation across the five territories, with little 
or no consistency between them. Critically for 
Annekatrin, the most noticeable and perhaps 
trying aspect of this operating model was the 
lack of internal ‘conversations’ taking place 
across TwiningsOvo IM’s core markets. In her 
words, ‘because the local markets operated 
autonomously, when it came to factors such 

as recruitment and talent management, the 
business units tended to have a ‘silo mentality.’ 

The reality was, however, that across the five 
main territories the business had struggled with 
many of the same issues, such as identifying 
the required skills needed to grow, yet as 
Annekatrin found, ‘no one was sharing their 
concerns or frustrations at not being able to 
find the right talent.’ Her further investigations 
led her to believe that the lack of consistency in 
talent management processes and frameworks 
across the territories was likely hindering 
recruitment, as well as internal talent moves 
and development agendas. 

Because methods that were not working 
weren’t being checked against a common 
framework of standards, and there were no 
avenues for sharing best practice, Annekatrin 
realised that if TwiningsOvo IM was going 
to hit its target of doubling operating profits 
within four years, she needed to improve 
talent acquisition and management within 
the business units. Due to the decentralised 
nature of TwiningsOvo IM, however, it was 

very difficult for her to influence decision 
makers on the ground. She highlighted, ‘the 
overriding culture was that the local market is 
king and any attempt to impose a huge array of 
elaborate tools and processes would likely raise 
high barriers to engagement, as they would be 
immediately perceived as not fitting with local 
needs.’ 

Her challenge, therefore, was to attempt to 
engage with the local market managers and 
find ways to instigate subtle changes over 
a long period of time, intended to improve 
talent attraction and management, while still 
operating in the decentralised system and 
mind-set. It was Annekatrin’s experience of 
working within centralised HR models that 
became invaluable at this point. Having seen, 
first-hand, international developing market 
divisions being ‘bamboozled’ by best in class 
HR tools that were created centrally, yet when 
rolled out to local markets were evidently too 
complicated, Annekatrin knew her approach at 
TwiningsOvo IM had to be different. 

Starting from the basis that, ultimately, the 
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Annkatrin Ott is an internationally experienced HR Director with a track record in 
leading change and transformation. 

For over fifteen years she has developed 
a reputation for building enduring and 
mutually beneficial relationships and 

successfully delivering improvements in 
efficiency, effectiveness and executive 
development. 

After initially training as a psychotherapist 
at The University of Bonn, Annkatrin 
took an internship at Harvard Medical 
School’s Children’s Hospital in Boston, 
before returning to Hamburg to work at 
the Ginsterhof Psychiatric Clinic. During 
this time, Annkatrin completed a distance 
learning MBA at the prestigious Bradford 
School of Management. 

In 2001, she embarked on a new career in 
human resources management at global 
energy supplier, E: ON. As part of E: ON’s 
leadership development programme, for 
four years Annkatrin worked on rolling 
out various cultural change projects across 
the organisation, before leaving in 2005 to 
join telecommunications services provider 
Vodafone. 

Initially joining as Manager for Organization 
and Change, over the following seven 

years Annkatrin took on a variety of senior 
strategic roles at Vodafone Group across its 
European and emerging market operations. 
This included three years based in Mumbai 
as Head of Organization Effectiveness and 
Change, and culminated in a role as Head 
of HR Group Transformation & Operations, 
based in its London HQ.  

Since 2013, Annkatrin has been HR Director, 
International and Emerging Markets at 
TwiningsOvo, a division of Associated British 
Food. She is responsible for reshaping 
and invigorating the people agenda of 
the International Markets business unit, 
which will allow it to double its operating 
profits by 2017.  The International Markets 
Business Unit is TwiningsOvo’s largest profit 
contributor serving over 100 international 
markets, with key locations in UK, Italy, 
Nigeria, India and Brazil.



underlying principles and issues of talent 
management are very similar, regardless of 
geography or division, she began ‘stripping 
the HR models right back’ and building basic 
tools (scaled down from the best in class 
tools) that would act as ‘catalysts to facilitate 
the business towards greater maturity.’  She 
explained, ‘whether it’s finding the best 
talent, training and developing staff or 
creating diverse and inclusive cultures, for 
these areas to be delivered successfully there 
needs to be comparable roles and grading, 
capability frameworks, hiring strategies and 
development paths – basically  we needed to 
define ‘ what good looks like for us. ’

The first thing that Annekatrin set out to do 
was establish avenues where international 
managers could share their experiences and 

frustrations of finding talent, thus creating 
‘an environment of conversations.’ She knew 
that, by talking to each other, the managers, 
without realising at first, would begin creating 
their own common standards for recruitment 
and talent management by comparing the 
difficulties they had in finding talent in their 
own markets, as well as the solutions used 
to overcome difficulties, and then acting on 
this information to introduce ‘best practice’ 
changes at the local level. This, as Annekatrin 
highlighted meant that the managers 
themselves actually became ‘the agents of 
change’ rather than actions being directly 
dictated and implemented by HR. Talent 
conversations were also extended to include 
who to best send to leadership programs 
from the different markets, thus ensuring the 
maximum intended value of training. 

With conversations now taking place across 
the different territories, the international HR 
team was then able to leverage the expertise 
developed in one country and use it to 
build capacity and understanding in others. 
Focusing on rudimentary areas of recruitment, 
Annekatrin highlighted, for example, how she 
encouraged the exchanging of job descriptions 
between countries. Brazilian candidates were 
interviewed for roles originally designed in 
Nigeria and Nigerian job descriptions were 
also used as the basis for new opportunities 
launched in the Indian market. This process 
also involved, for example, senior commercial 
people from Brazil interviewing candidates for 
the roles based in Nigeria.   

According to Annekatrin, getting the 
TwiningsOvo IM business units to adopt 
simpler tools like this was possible as 
they seemed less ‘threatening and the 
psychological barrier is therefore lower.’ 
This, in Annekatrin’s words, ‘helped create 
greater transparency across the business, 
as well as a sense of feeling valued through 
perceived joined-up responsibility, ultimately 
leading to the business units becoming 
‘more sophisticated in how they approached 
recruitment and talent management.’  

This enabling style of HR was also extended to 
third party suppliers on the ground in-country.  
TwiningsOvo IM is dependent on third party 
suppliers in emerging markets and Annekatrin 
explained how she travelled to meet face to 
face with stakeholders to talk about talent 
needs and try to influence best practises 
in those markets. This approach, which is 
generally uncommon for HRDs especially 
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when dealing with complex jurisdictions like 
Nigeria and Brazil, helped TwiningsOvo IM 
stand out in the marketplace.  

As Annekatrin explained, ‘The aim is to 
build a base of knowledge and best practise 
exchange with our third party suppliers and 
acknowledging that we depend on them being 
the best they can be, rather than seeing them 
simply as service providers.’ She noted that it 
also further facilitated positive change across 
the international business units by allowing HR 
to get a better understanding of local needs, 

while gaining more credibility and trust among 
the local managers. 

Annekatrin’s experience at TwiningsOvo IM 
has demonstrated that in a decentralised 
system, HR can succeed by operating on 
a strategic level to encourage openness 
and collaboration and drive a flexible but 
harmonised people agenda.  She highlighted, 
‘good and aligned HR in a business 
environment like TwiningsOvo IM needs 
a common language, common standards 
and common goals. Across a decentralised 
business in predominantly developing 

markets, however, you need to create a 
careful balancing act between central and 
local and make sure the tools, frameworks and 
processes are simpler for it to work.’  

Annekatrin was quick to point out, however, 
that it can be very frustrating and acquires 
a great deal of patience, admitting that 
real momentum was only achieved when 
‘managers realised that they were not being 
pushed but rather guided.’  She continued, 
‘eventually, people were generally more 
forthcoming and appreciated how a step by 
step approach of gradual implementation 
could actually be flexible to their needs. 
Having a long term approach also means 
people see the impact and change in quality 
over time.’ With these positive changes 
in place, the next stage of the process is 
to continue to embed talent management 
practices across the territories, with the view 
to eventually having the frameworks in place 
for TwiningsOvo IM to confidently move talent 
between its different jurisdictions. 

Annekatrin noted that if she ever moved 
back into a centralised business model she 
would certainly focus more on encouraging 
stakeholder engagement, especially in 
emerging markets, and acting more like a 
business partner ‘who understands the local 
issues, flexes processes and tools as needed, 
and comes up with new ideas.’ She added that 
‘taking a long-term perspective is important 
too. Tools and processes can hide the fact that 
influencing and educating is a long journey 
and requires imagination.’ She concluded, 
‘a flexible approach to HR can stretch the 
understanding of its role in any centralised or 
decentralised business.’ 
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