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BarCamps  
unlock employee potential

BarCamps have been held in Ger-
man-speaking countries since 2006 

– but many companies have yet to 
take advantage of the potential they 
offer. There are over 170 public Bar-
Camps per year, and they represent 
an important opportunity for advan-
ced training. At the same time, more 
and more companies are discovering 
the benefits of holding in-house Bar-
Camps. Here’s how you can use Bar-
Camps for employee development.

„For most developers, documenting 
our software is a real pain. Let me 
show you a few methods for how 
to do this more efficiently – and so-
metimes even with a little bit of fun. 
Who’s interested?” 

We are in the middle of a BarCamp’s 
session planning. The software de-
veloper on stage is finding there is 
great appeal with this topic – just un-
der three dozen participants sign up 
and express their interest. Numerous 
other contributions – called sessions 
here – have already been presented 
prior to this topic, and there is still 
a long queue of people on the sta-
ge, patiently waiting to present so-
mething themselves.

While the software developer as-
signs his topic a room and a time on 
a pinboard, a woman takes the floor. 
She wants to present on concentra-
tion techniques that can be used in 
both open-plan offices and in home 
offices. She, too, is very well recei-
ved. And on it goes – agility alongs-
ide customer communication, design 
thinking alongside security tests and 
web technology alongside UX. Later, 
the participants will be divided into 
smaller groups and will be responsib-
le to holding the sessions they offer.

All the topics covered at a BarCamp 
come from the participants themsel-
ves and are spontaneously planned 
on site. There are no previously set 
topics, as with conferences. Instead, 
everyone has the opportunity to get 
involved in talking about the things 
they are doing right now. In addition 
to presentations, discussions, spe-
cific questions and workshops are 
welcome. The result is a versatile and 
practical programme that allows all 
in attendance to choose from nume-
rous topics.

The basic idea behind a BarCamp is 
so simple: people with similar inte-
rests coming together. They get the 
space and time to talk about topics 
that are truly relevant to them. This 
makes for a lively and efficient exch-
ange that offers new momentum 
and many solutions for everyone 
involved.

Public BarCamps for 
advanced training

Those who sign up for a BarCamp 
only know what the overarching to-
pic will be, such as ‘New Work’, ‘Work 
in Agencies’ or ‘Mobile’. Since the ac-
tual topic planning happens on site, 
the specific sessions cannot be an-
nounced beforehand. At first glance, 
it may seem illogical to send emplo-
yees to advanced training where the 
exact learning content has not been 
determined in advance. This is cer-
tainly one of the biggest hurdles to 
BarCamps being accepted as a main-
stream training measure. But those 
who cross this hurdle will discover 
surprising potential.

Topicality of issues covered

BarCamp attendees are usually very 
open to new ideas and are early ad-
opters. By engaging with new trends 
early on, many ideas and tools are 
discussed at BarCamps long befo-
re they are noticed by the general 
public.

This attitude by participants perfec-
tly complements spontaneous topic 
planning at the event. Even tools or 
ideas that are published right before 
the event can be discussed.

In this case, it is clear that no extensi-
ve knowledge can be passed on, nor 
can ready solutions be presented at 
such an early stage. However, parti-
cipants can stay well informed about 
new trends and future developments. 
This creates a great deal of new mo-
mentum that everyone can put into 
practice and pursue for themselves.

Practice, not theory

A BarCamp’s sessions come from 
people who deal with these topics 
on a day-to-day basis. The result is 
that proven knowledge is passed on 
in practice, and this knowledge can 
usually be applied immediately. If 
you have any questions, please do 
not hesitate to contact us.

And it’s not just ‘listeners’ who learn 
something new: at BarCamps, the 
line between ‘listeners’ and ‘presen-
ters’ is heavily blurred or disappears 
altogether. Specifically, this means 
that communication is very open and 
many questions are asked and parti-
cipants are encouraged to add to the 
discussion. Ideas are exchanged with 
all participants on equal footing, and 
everyone is invited to contribute their 
knowledge. This means that ‘presen-
ters’ find the proceedings just as sti-
mulating as the ‘listeners’ do.

Co-creation

Sometimes BarCamp sessions even 
feel like spontaneous think tanks or 
brainstorming sessions. By bringing 
together different solutions and mo-
mentum from participants’ different 
viewpoints, new solutions and ideas 
are often created that we would not 
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be able to uncover on our own or 
only from the viewpoint of our own 
company.

In fact, BarCamp sessions often lead 
to joint projects or corporate colla-
borations. A well-known example of 
this is the JavaScript library jQuery, 
the idea for which arose during a 
BarCamp.

Personal development

In addition to the exciting topics 
covered, BarCamps also provide an 
ideal environment for the personal 
development of employees. Bar-
Camp participant Frank Sons once 
described in a BarCamp session how 
he developed from an introverted 
software developer to a conference 
speaker. He started out by just ‘say-
ing a little something’ and later offe-
ring his own sessions – and says at-
tending BarCamps played a key role.

Many BarCamp attendees have had 
similar experiences. Above all, the 
fact that all participants interact 
on an equal footing at a BarCamp 
plays an important role. This kind 
of equality also fosters an openness 
that makes it easy for even introver-
ted people to get involved. It allows 
self-confidence to grow, paving the 
way to holding your own session at 
the next BarCamp.

Networking with a twist

This openness also leads to another 
important effect: Networking here 
happens in a completely different 
way to other events. Nowadays, every 
company has beautiful marketing 
presentations or impressive business 
cards from the agency. But it is often 
difficult to judge what lies behind 
that perfectly designed appearance.

At BarCamps, the focus is on 
knowledge rather than presentation. 
This makes it much easier to assess 
what individuals or companies are 

capable of. Similarly, business rela-
tionships that start at BarCamps are 
much more resilient than those that 
come out of glitzy events.

Recruiting included

Of course, this relaxed environment 
and more realistic impression of 
people at BarCamps also provides an 
ideal basis for recruiting conversa-
tions. Participants get to know each 
other much more easily and direct-
ly and have the opportunity to find 
out what makes their counterparts 
tick right during sessions. Attending 
a BarCamp can be a great way to 
attract new employees to your bu-
siness. Many companies support or 
even sponsor public BarCamps to 
promote their reputation as an at-
tractive employer.

What BarCamps  
are out there?

This website offers a good overview 
of the range of BarCamps in the 
German-speaking world: www.bar-
camp-liste.de. They offer a news-
letter that provides subscribers with 
information on new entries to the 
list monthly. The list currently has 

around 170 entries each year, which 
corresponds to about three events 
per week.

Among them are numerous events 
focusing on IT. After all, the BarCamp 
format was created in that field. A 
small selection of everything on offer 
and information on the language of 
the events can be found at the end of 
this document.

If you are not familiar with the Bar-
Camp format, make sure the event is 
a real BarCamp. Above all, this me-
ans that all topics are planned on 
site. Unfortunately, there are a lot of 
copycats out there who label traditi-
onal conferences as ‘camps’ or even 
‘BarCamps’, even though they actual-
ly aren’t.

In-house BarCamps 
to drive momentum

Public BarCamps are not the only 
valuable driver for employee and 
company development. Many orga-
nisations now use this open exchan-
ge format in-house for their emplo-
yees, partners and clients. There are 
numerous possibilities – depending 
on the goal being pursued with the 
BarCamp.

Changing corporate culture

Hardly any company can get away 
with ignoring trending issues like 
appreciation or employee responsi-
bility. Often, however, a giant ques-
tion mark arises when it comes to 
how to put such new principles into 
practice and communicate them to 
employees.

A BarCamp can be a valuable tool 
here. It puts these factors into ac-
tion and makes them tangible to 
employees. For example, the focus 
here is exclusively on employees 
as participants in this kind of a Bar-
Camp, which is nothing more than 
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appreciation brought to life. They are 
also responsible for the topics, their 
discussion and documentation. After 
kicking off a BarCamp together, this 
seemingly organises itself.

Employees can automatically experi-
ence a new kind of corporate culture 
through a BarCamp and later trans-
fer this over into their everyday lives. 
Incidentally, this form of cooperation 
also fosters a very special team fee-
ling – something that has yet to harm 
any company.

It also means that traditional require-
ments continue to require traditional 
event formats. For example, if you 
want to communicate product in-
formation or knowledge, BarCamps 
are not the way to go. This is also 
true if the goal is to develop speci-
fic solutions, for example identifying 
new customer groups or developing 
new sales channels. When an event 
is geared towards a solution, its par-
ticipants and their concerns are no 
longer the focus.

In these cases, however, a mixed 
event is often the right choice: The 
event starts with a traditional porti-
on with a common goal to work to-
wards. The issue of what the points 
defined in the previous portion of 
the event mean to each employee as 
well as how to put them into practice 
at work can then be discussed in the 
same event or during a follow-up 
event in BarCamp format.

Knowledge management 4.0

In addition to contributing to corpo-
rate culture, BarCamps can also play 
a key role in knowledge manage-
ment within organisations. Although 
companies already have a wide ran-
ge of solutions in their arsenal, such 
as an established knowledge base 
on the intranet or the possibility for 
mutual training by employees, it of-
ten turns out that these resources are 
hardly ever used. One reason for this 
in many cases is the lack of time avai-
lable in between everyday tasks and 
projects.

A BarCamp can help here since it 
carves out a day dedicated exclusi-
vely to knowledge sharing. This kind 
of day allows knowledge to flow that 
is normally relegated to employees’ 
long to-do lists as “We need to talk 
about XY sometime!”

At the same time, a BarCamp can 
also be a good starting point for (re-)
activating other knowledge plat-
forms. On the one hand, for example, 
a corporate wiki can be defined as a 
central documentation platform for 
the content of a BarCamp. As a result, 

it receives relevant content that invi-
tes you to visit and add to it. On the 
other hand, it is possible to experien-
ce in concrete terms just how much 
further a joint exchange of knowled-
ge brings everyone, which ultimately 
pays increasing dividends in day-to-
day work. By regularly holding Bar-
Camps, you can ensure a constant 
transfer of knowledge between all 
employees.

Support for change 
processes

Change in companies always brings 
up uncertainties and fears for the 
people affected. This is particularly 
evident in the case of restructuring 
or merging departments or even 
entire companies. The question al-
ways asked, whether out loud or not, 
is, “What will this mean for me in the 
future?” Often, the answer only co-
mes at the end of a change process. 
Again, the BarCamp method can be 
used here.

It is exactly this kind of personal issue 
that can be discussed in this open 
environment. Those affected can di-
scuss things and find solutions and 
come up with ideas together to help 
them deal with change. At the same 
time, holding a BarCamp shows all 
employees concerned that they, and, 
by extension, their concerns and wis-
hes, are being taken care of. It means 
they are actively involved in the ch-
ange process. If employees are even 
able to recognise the opportunities 
presented by this change through 
their discussions, you’ll gain valuable 
advocates.

Provide the space to deal 
with what’s there

In general, companies with a Bar-
Camp can provide space to worth th-
rough the issues the employees who 
are there anyway are having. They 
create a framework in which em-
ployees can play a part in everything 
that is relevant to them. They identify 
key topics and issues, spark new so-
lutions and generate new ideas that 
drive the entire organisation forward.

Hold successful 
BarCamps

In a corporate context in particular, 
many questions are often associated 
with the use of BarCamps. You can 
use the following ten rules to ensure 
you hold successful corporate Bar-
Camps. Some of these rules will offer 
specific tips on how to implement 
the rules within your company.

At the same time, this list helps to 
better understand how participants 
experience BarCamps.

1. The participants are the 
focus.

Regardless of the BarCamp’s objec-
tives, its participants – and therefore 
the company’s employees and their 
issues – are the priority and the fo-
cus. It is their BarCamp. All other ob-
jectives are achieved by this fact, not 
the other way around.

It bears repeating: If you want to de-
velop concrete solutions, a BarCamp 
is not the right method. If, on the 
other hand, your employees are loo-
king for concrete solutions to their 
own concerns, then a BarCamp is the 
perfect fit.

Beanbags instead of chairs in a session



2. All participants are equal.

There are no differences between 
participants. They stand on equal 
footing. Each of them has the same 
rights and the same obligations – re-
gardless of their role outside of the 
BarCamp.

Within your company, make sure 
that you not only communicate this, 
but also truly bring this principle to 
life. For example, a loose dress code 
among executives, the use of an 
executive office as a session room 
or speaking to all participants on a 
first-name basis – all of this is practi-
cally BarCamp standard.

3. Open and valued 
communication is the 
name of the game.

Participants communicate openly 
in a manner that is characterised by 
mutual respect and acknowledge-
ment. Above all, being open means 
that nothing has to be perfect. Un-
polished thoughts and raw ques-
tions are just as welcome as ready 
solutions.

Here, too, it is important to exemplify 
this form of communication. One 
option is to make an invitation video, 
recorded uncut in just one take – raw 
and unpolished, just like a BarCamp 
session. (You should, of course, put 
some thought into what you will say, 
just don’t rehearse it too much!)

4. Participants decide on all 
the content themselves at 
the event.

All of the content of the BarCamp 
is decided at the event by the parti-
cipants themselves during session 
planning. The line-up of topics or 
speakers is not set ahead of time.

If you’ve never held a BarCamp be-
fore, you may be worried about 
coming up with enough topics to 
fill the session. But our experience 
shows these fears are unfounded. If 
you are still unsure about coming up 
with enough topics, you can ask par-
ticipants in advance to submit topic 
suggestions by email. Officially spea-
king, you can sell this as a way to help 
you better plan the amount of space 
you need, and be sure to make sure 
that no topics are curated. Respond 
to all suggestions with an answer like, 

“Great suggestion, please bring it up 
at the BarCamp!” On the day of the 
BarCamp, these topics should also 
be incorporated into the session 
planning as usual.

5.  The BarCamp’s 
framework impacts the 
quality of the sessions.

Even though all the content of the 
sessions comes from participants, 
the event organisers can significantly 
influence the quality of the sessions: 
If the organisational framework pro-
vides security and allows participants 
to feel comfortable, this will benefit 
the quality of the sessions.

So the aim is to create an environ-
ment with an exceptional space, the 
right atmosphere and good food 
where everyone feels comfortable. A 
good environment helps make peo-
ple more productive here as well as 
at work.

But this environment also includes 
sticking to the timeframe. To do so, 
you should make sure participants 
are given a time clock during ongo-
ing sessions. The method most often 
used in practice is to sound a small 
gong in every room when there are 
15 minutes to go to signal the end of 
the session is coming.

6.  Anyone (from the target 
group) is allowed to 
participate.

Of those in the chosen target group 
(for example, all employees from sa-
les), anyone interested is allowed to 
participate. Their position outside of 
the BarCamp (e.g. trainee or execu-
tive) does not play a role. If you can 
only provide a limited number of pla-
ces, these should be given on a first 
come first served basis.

Make sure that you have clear ru-
les in place for what participating in 
a BarCamp, whether it is in-house 
or outside of the company, means 
for working hours. This is especially 
the case for part-time workers and 
freelancers.

If you plan to make the BarCamp a 
mandatory event for all employees, 
keep in mind that there will be peo-
ple who will refuse to attend at first. 
Experience has shown us that these 
holdovers can quickly be won over 
by a good host. Still, you should be 
sure not to underestimate scepticism 
at the beginning of the process.

7.  The content should 
spread beyond the 
BarCamp.

All information shared at the Bar-
Camp should be disseminated 
beyond the BarCamp and passed on. 

This can be done through social me-
dia (public) as well as on the intranet 
(internal).

Define a central platform for docu-
mentation. Experience has shown 
that paper documentation is gene-
rally better accepted and used more 
than digital versions. Digitize later 
and put the results on a central plat-
form where they can be further dis-
cussed and added to.

Think about what you can do to in-
crease participants’ willingness to en-
gage in the documentation process. 
One possibility lies in your choice of 
words: Don’t label the documentati-
on as a ‘log’, but instead as a ‘report’. 
You can then publish a summary cal-
led the ‘BarCamp Newsletter’ and 
include contributions from the many 
different participants.

8.  Break through the 
familiar!

BarCamps “tick” differently than tra-
ditional events do. So it makes sense 
to convey this to participants in the 
framework of the event itself, for ex-
ample by choosing an unusual loca-
tion or space or unusual catering. 
Examples include the premises of the 
company nursery with sack lunches.

The location plays a particularly im-
portant role for in-house BarCamps. 
The BarCamp can be held at com-
pany headquarters, linking this spe-
cial experience to that space. You 
can foster this by leaving the session 
board up for a few days, for examp-
le. You should then set up the rooms 
used in as unusual a way as possible 
or use spaces that typically have a 
completely different function.

However, outside locations have the 
advantage of making it easier to bre-
ak through the familiar. In this case, 
be sure to use a location that you 
have never used before for a corpo-
rate event.

9.  Values can only be taught 
by example.

All of the following points generally 
apply: Wherever values are involved, 
merely communicating them is not 
enough. It is much more important 
for them to be experienced, so they 
need to be taught by example. Only 
then will participants adopt them.

This means that the host has to tre-
at everyone present and all topics 
equally. Topics should never be ra-
ted. For example, you should never 
deselect topics with little interest. 



Merging topics should be left up to 
participants as well, even if the host is 
intending to draw possible parallels. 

This also allows you to open up the 
space to imperfection instead of stri-
ving for perfection. An example of 
this would be fixing a small mistake 
in a presentation in real time. Newer 
technologies, such as the Microsoft 
Surface pen, allow for highly elegant 
corrections to ongoing presenta-
tions. If an event involving internatio-
nal teams is being held in English, for 
example, a good idea is to ask about 
certain terms participants may need 
a refresher on during the presen-
tation. This shows participants that, 
even if their English isn’t perfect, they 
should still feel free to chime in.

For this reason alone, an outside and 
therefore neutral host role is usually 
recommended. An experienced Bar-
Camp host will have already inter-
nalised these values and exemplifies 
them naturally. It also ensures that all 
participants and all topics are treated 
equally since an outside person will 
automatically assume a neutral role 
here.

Be sure you also pay attention to the 
materials used, such as the templa-
tes for topic submissions or session 
documentation. Plainly and simply 
designed documents are usually bet-
ter suited than perfectly designed 
design objects.

10. Nothing works without 
the right attitude.

That is why the team should interna-
lise the values in particular and make 
them part of their lives. The ideal 
scenario is not to switch to a “diffe-
rent mode” for the BarCamp. Instead, 
you should incorporate values like 
engaging with others on an equal 
footing and open communication 
into your life as a matter of princip-
le. A BarCamp can help to focus on 
these points and to integrate them 
even more into everyday life at the 
company.

Attitude is also important for many 
other things, such as during session 
planning. If the team shows signs of 
uncertainty, participants will pick up 
on this and will also feel unsure. 

And experienced company is a great 
help here. This not only helps with 
hosting the actual event, but helps 
the team in the run-up to the Bar-
Camp as well. It ensures the entire 
team feels secure, which is then pro-
jected to participants. If you prefer 
not to have outside help, your team 
should already have experience from 
attending BarCamps themselves.

And remember: BarCamps are not 
about perfection! This takes a lot of 
pressure off the team. And this re-
laxed attitude is then passed on to 
participants.
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Are you interested  
in having a BarCamp?

Then don’t hesitate. You’re sure to find several good starting points with the 
list in the box and, armed with these ten rules, nothing is standing in the way of 
you holding a successful in-house BarCamp. The BarCamp community would 
love to welcome you!

This is a small selection of BarCamps you can attend.

Most of these are held in German. If you are still not sure, please contact the 
event organiser and ask whether it would make sense for an English speaker 
to attend.

Lists of upcoming BarCamps barcamp-liste.de

Developer Camp (Nürnberg) developercamp.io

MobileCamp (Dresden) mobilecamp.de 

NewWorkCamp (Karlsruhe & Berlin) newworkcamp.de

PM Camp (various cities pm-camp.org

User Experience Camp (Berlin & Hamburg) uxcampeurope.org & uxcamphh.org

Agency Unusual (Berlin & Stuttgart) agency-unusual.de
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