
The best of both worlds
How On manages to  

strike a balance between  
a start-up business  

and world markets also  
in times of Covid-19
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Stefan Pfister What was your first thought when 
the lockdown was announced in March 2020?

Olivier Bernhard At first, many questions obviously 
sprung to my mind: What does this mean for our 
employees? What does this mean for our partners? How 
are our clients reacting? However, we quickly recognized 
the opportunities arising from such an exceptional  
situation, since we virtually experienced a shift towards 
a new lifestyle. Billions of people are working from 
home. This implies an entirely new level of individual 
responsibility between private life, work and self-care. 
Aspects such as finding a balance and sports have 
thus gained a new importance.

What concrete measures did you take 
immediately at management level?

As concerns our business and partners, it was important 
for us to find simple and pragmatic solutions.  
Consequently, we deferred pre-orders until a convenient 
time for business and we responded to our partners’ 
needs with tailor-made and more flexible payment terms. 
However, the availability of our products was always 
central. Suddenly, our shoes, clothes and accessories 
were sold almost exclusively on virtual sales platforms, 
while we offered all On distributors that did not have 
their own online shop the possibility to sell to customers 
via our On online shop, and this at a full margin. As a 
young company, we benefited from the fact that digital 
processes were part of our DNA from the start.

On shoes are clearly trendy. Not only since Roger Federer joined the company, 
but primarily thanks to the far-sighted and innovative management style of 
the founders of On AG. In a conversation with Stefan Pfister, CEO of KPMG 
Switzerland, Olivier Bernhard, one of On’s three founding members and  
former professional triathlete, explains the secret of the company’s success 
and how he and his team are overcoming the challenges induced by the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Stefan Pfister, CEO of KPMG Switzerland [right] talks to Olivier Bernhard, co-founder of On [left]
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“We all miss 
celebrating 

successes.”
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For our part, we first had to take care of our 
employees and provide the necessary  
infrastructure. How did you convince and 
involve your employees?

Regarding our employees, we were able to count on 
the flexibility and the existing high level of digitalization. 
Already before the lockdown, our monthly Townhall 
Meetings were held in a purely virtual format at global 
level. Flexible working places and personal freedom  
in the organization of our daily work were already  
part of our culture. And, there again, we count on our  
colleagues’ sense of initiative and creativity. For 
example, virtual sports sessions were organized in 
order to promote our corporate culture and cross-team 
exchanges as well as to compensate the lack of exercise 
when working from home. This was initiated by a few 
motivated and committed employees.

Is bottom-up instead of top-down your 
management motto?

Naturally, the rough outline and the pace are set at the 
top. But we encourage our employees at all levels to 
think actively and bring new ideas in a proactive manner, 
no matter how long they have been in the company or 
what their role is. Even though our first founding years 
belong to the past, we still have a start-up culture.  
A traditional company such as KPMG surely has other 
approaches and challenges.

Besides protecting our employees’ health, our 
first measures were to ensure the necessary 
IT processes so that we could all work from 
home – as far as possible. This transformation 
went surprisingly smoothly. But my colleagues 
in the management team and I were also 
focused on keeping in contact with our clients, 
maintaining our services and pursuing  
acquisition activities under the more difficult 
circumstances. Audit, corporate finance and 
advisory processes cannot take place without 
human interaction, so we could not simply 
sell our services virtually via an online shop. 
Winning new clients and maintaining constant 
exchanges with our clients create new  
challenges for us, since personal exchanges 
are essential to achieve this. 

That is very true. We also have processes, especially in 
the areas of innovation and development, that cannot 
take place virtually or per Zoom meetings. In this respect, 
we have sought to strike a good balance between 
physical presence and interactions, on the one hand, and 
virtual exchanges, on the other hand. Indeed, the human 
being is a very important element in our lab and in our 
research activities. Above all, the personal experiences of 
our top athletes and our clients as well as our personal 
exchanges with them take us forward. 
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How did the lockdown and how does the 
ongoing corona crisis impact your business?

We are fortunate in that running was always allowed – 
and even strongly recommended. Running became a 
“miniature discovery”, since the activities that could take 
place outside were very limited. Many people thus  
discovered running. Demand for sports items, especially 
from running beginners, was high. In concrete terms, 
On registered an above-average growth during that 
period and sales that would otherwise have occurred 
offline were generated through virtual channels.

You depend on the constant development of 
your products. In these particular and 
restrictive circumstances, where does your 
ability to innovate come from?

Creative meetings with cross-team participants have 
always been at the heart of our innovation processes. 
We seek to preserve this biotope of knowledge, ideas 
and experience as best as possible. However, the crisis 
has convinced us even more that the sensitivity and the 
demand for sustainable products will further increase. 
Adapting our products and processes accordingly  
will require even more innovation work on our part and 
influence it more strongly.

What does this mean for the shaping of global 
supply chains? Have these also been impacted 
by the crisis?

Naturally, there have been challenges and delays regard-
ing the flow of goods, but fortunately this did not result 
in substantial changes nor in a complete interruption of 
supply chains. Even before the pandemic, our credo 
was to bring our suppliers and the global flows of goods 
in line with sustainability criteria. But, as mentioned 
before, this trend is here so stay and will continue to 
grow, and it is also a requirement from our customers.

Personally, what has changed for you during 
this special year?

The main drawback was certainly that we could no 
longer travel. Exchanging with our partners, distributors 
and producers worldwide is very important to me,  
and I sorely miss this at present. Besides, the number 
of online meetings, which was already very high,  
has boomed. A lot can be compensated virtually, but 
personal contacts are neglected as time goes by. I 
really look forward to when we will regain our freedom 
of movement, be able to meet other people and thus 
maintain social contacts. Celebrating successes – an 
important aspect in a young, growing company – also 
gets a raw deal. This must change again soon …

Up to now, what has affected you most in this 
time of crisis? As an entrepreneur but also as 
a private person and a citizen?

Personally, and as entrepreneurs, we have learned that 
we would overcome this challenge only together. I was 
impressed by the way our employees and we as a 
company, both in Switzerland and abroad, reacted in a 
largely calm and rational manner to the situation, which 
no one had experienced before nor had seen coming.

How do you deal with the uncertainty among 
your employees?

Open communication is essential. Naturally, it is a new 
situation for all of us, but we are confident that we will 
overcome it as a team and even that we will come out 
stronger from the crisis. For example, we have recruited 
250 people since the lockdown in spring. Introducing 
them only virtually to our highly specific corporate values 
constitutes a huge challenge and involves certain risks. 
In this regard, flexibility in our daily activities has gained a 
new importance. Values such as defining clear objectives, 
fostering open exchanges as well as transparency and 
trust are paramount. For us, it was also clear from the 
beginning that we would not cut any jobs or dismiss 
people during the crisis. We told ourselves that we would 
overcome this situation together and that we would 
then look at where we would go from there as well as 
at what should be optimized. Very quickly, we had to 
abandon our initial plan to freeze recruitments …
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“We want to play at 
the very top,  
which requires extra 
efforts at all levels,  
especially in the area 
of innovation.” 
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This was also our motto. Preferably no  
dismissals and a somewhat more cautious 
recruiting policy. Contrary to some of our 
competitors, we also decided not to introduce 
short-time work or similar measures, even  
if our employees would have understood this 
and cooperated. We were convinced that  
our services, be it in the audit, tax or advisory 
area, would still be required even in a crisis 
and that we could help our clients overcome 
the unexpected challenges.

We are currently preparing various scenarios 
for the new “post corona” working world. 
What does the “new normal” of a future ideal 
working world look like for you?

We are preparing for a combination of inspiring, efficient 
team time and concentrated remote working time. Gen-
erally speaking, flexible working will gain in importance 
even after the crisis, we are sure of this. In this respect, 
we will strive to combine the best of both worlds: virtual 
meetings will remain in force where it is possible to 
benefit from their efficiency and long journeys and costs 
can be reduced. But personal, face-to-face exchanges 
will start taking place again.

The digitalization megatrend has gained con-
siderable impetus due to the consequences 
of the pandemic. For quite a long time now, 
we have also been integrating in our services 
the gains resulting from big data, artificial 
intelligence and digital interfaces with clients. 
Which further acceleration due to the  
pandemic have you experienced in your digital 
interactions with your clients and partners?

Besides the above-mentioned shift of sales channels to 
e-commerce, we have experienced a significant boom 
in the area of additional and advisory services. Services 
such as the “Shoe Finder”, the shoe size guide “Fit 
Finder” or special workouts and training sessions were 
developed more intensively and quickly than planned. 
Furthermore, many running beginners heard about On 
only due to the new living conditions and to our enhanced 
online presence. Besides the traditional social media 
channels, we offer new digital events and formats such 
as our self-developed “Virtual Squad Races”.

With your On lifestyle products, you are taking 
part not only in the product competition,  
but also in the fierce competition for attention, 
advertising and marketing. What does this 
mean concretely?

Absolutely. Despite digitalization and online commun-
ities, the proximity and trust towards our business 
partners, suppliers and clients are even more critical in 
building up relationships. Especially in times where 
personal meetings are difficult to organize, we are trying 
even more to support our partners, to be always available 
and to respond with flexibility to their needs. We want 
them to know that with us they have a strong brand by 
their side. Indeed, it is only with their help that we have 
been able to gain so many runners as clients and fans.
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How do you maintain client relationships when 
purchases are made primarily anonymously 
with a simple mouse click?

Concerning our end consumers, hybrid strategies are 
increasingly important. This means that we want to offer 
potential On purchasers the best possible sales advice 
also online. We are therefore constantly developing our 
customer service. Clients can thus explore online the 
complete On product range in a relaxed manner and 
still benefit from expert advice and assistance whilst 
shopping. Moreover, they have the possibility to try 
out the products at home for 30 days free of charge.  
In the era of Amazon and Alibaba, clients have long 
been asking for a free return possibility as standard 
practice. However, as regards the shopping experience, 
there are additional stages along the customer journey. 
For example, online workouts at home or virtual run-
ning events.

What do you take away from this time of 
crisis, what are your main conclusions?

Despite its tremendous growth, On has retained its 
start-up, philosophy and culture, which bring many 
advantages. Generally speaking, the speed at which 
companies must develop themselves will increase 
constantly. And we will all come out of this crisis with 
more humility and respect for life. Our well-being, our 
freedom, our health and the way we do business all 
over the world must not be self-evident. In this respect, 
the slowdown has also taught us a lot.

With THE ROGER, the exclusive creation in 

collaboration with your co-investor Roger 

Federer, you have pulled off a true marketing 

coup. It is a pity though that only a limited 

edition of the shoe was introduced in the 

market. Have you underestimated demand?

We are, of course, thrilled that THE ROGER is so popular. 

Moreover, we were well aware that production would 

not be massive when it was launched. Along with Roger 

Federer, we wanted to feel the market’s reaction before 

going further. To all those who have not yet succeeded 

in buying THE ROGER, I can promise that it will soon be 

available again both in stores and online. Roger Federer 

joined On as an investor and a partner and takes part in 

certain product developments. As a former professional 

runner, I appreciate exchanging on innovation and 

developing performance footwear that must be able to 

withstand high stresses. We also benefit from his 

remarkable flair for sneaker trends. 
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