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Why does culture 
matter?
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A strong culture is proven to deliver greater profitability. But this “soft 
stuff”, the people stuff struggling for hard numbers, is actually really 
hard.

When you have thousands of employees, let alone hundreds of thou-
sands of employees, getting a reliable, accurate-enough, read on true 
embedded culture is really difficult. Poor data, poor outcomes.

New AI listening tools and techniques can deliver a better truth faster, 
more usefully and less intrusively. 

“Culture eats strategy for breakfast” is just a 
good start

People are amorphous: diverse, fickle, nuanced, so far from the homoge-
neity that corporate values statements insist on. 

The culture transformation task is to identify, understand and measure 
what is largely a mess of subterranean habits and subtleties of attitudes 
and preferences.

Throw in the ground-shifts of remote work, Millennials and Zoomers 
wanting a “lifestyle” and capital and talent market expectations of social 
sustainability and you have even more pressures to get the strong cul-
ture alignment that delivers profitability and performance expectations 
bedded down fast.

Companies are shifting inexorably to digital and leveraging the explo-
sion of data to inform a whole range of business decisions to get better 
bottom-line returns. 

60% better returns
“...top quartile cultures (as 
measured by our Organi-
zational Health Index) post 
a return to shareholders 60 
percent higher than median 
companies and 200 percent 
higher than those in the  
bottom quartile.”
MCKINSEY

https://www.fuqua.duke.edu/duke-fuqua-insights/corporate-culture#.WXpDvogrJPZ
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/the-organization-blog/culture-4-keys-to-why-it-matters
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Ambition is easy, 
Alignment is not

Research from Prof John Graham and others at Columbia and Duke 
business schools found that 92% of executives believe improving 
their workforce culture would increase the value of their business.  
But only a strikingly small 16% believed that their culture was where 
it needed to be.  

That’s a big problem, as culture is a strong driver of organizational suc-
cess, as described by Adam Zuckerman, Employee Engagement Product 
Leader at Willis Towers Watson: 

“There is growing recognition of the fact among business leaders 
[that a strong culture drives competitive advantages]. The reality is 
that culture is one of very few truly sustainable competitive advan-
tages. Companies win not because of what they do, but because of 
how they do it. And how they do it is determined by culture”.

To understand culture you first need to know what it is (and isn’t).  
Organizational effectiveness expert Tom Kayser defines culture as: 

“the integrated sum total of all the formally and informally learned and 
shared assumptions, values, and beliefs, which governs how people 
behave in organizations. Culture is habitually implied, not expressly 
defined, yet it has a profound influence on the people in the organiza-
tion and shapes how they go about their business of working”.

Try putting hard numbers around that.

Nor is organizational culture monolithic and uniform. Every organization 
contains sub-cultures, divisions, tribes, geographies that operate differ-
ently, based on subtly – or sometimes overtly – different norms. 

So, to understand culture, you need first to be able to see and under-
stand a mass of amorphous, subtle and nuanced attitudes and behaviors. 
You need to hear what people think (and feel), why they do so, and how 
they behave as a result.  Words are how thoughts and feelings are seen, 
so are the manifestations of underlying culture. 

The good thing is it means they are mappable and potentially measur-
able if you can see them in the first place.

”To understand culture, 
you need first to be able 
to see and understand 
a mass of amorphous, 
subtle and nuanced  
attitudes and behaviors”

https://tinyurl.com/5n7nffzc
https://www.linkedin.com/in/adamzuckermanphd/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/thomas-kayser-a6046622/


Culture Tech is 
Evolving Fast

If better surveys is the answer, you might have 
misheard the question

Einstein nailed it: insanity is doing the same thing over and over again 
and expecting different results.

The traditional approach to understanding organizational culture and 
employee experience has of course been through scanning, survey. Sur-
vey endures as the dominant method today. The annual engagement or 
culture survey is increasingly being supplemented with more frequent, 
focused, pulse surveys and “always on” feedback. 

But many companies are slow to adjust their mindsets from the tradition-
al “send survey, analyze, report” approach – which takes many months – 
to a more adaptive, dynamic approach. 

As Melissa Arronte, Head of Employee Practice at Medallia says in conver-
sation with My HR Future’s David Green:

“It starts with being willing to abandon some of these traditional  
beliefs. Twenty years ago, when we were running annual  
engagement surveys, we had limited technology. We had to freeze 
employee data files, manually create slide decks and reports,  
manually distribute them and wait months for text analytics results. 
Today, all of this can be done in real time.”  

Many organisations feel 
stuck with the employee 
engagement survey & work 
on improving questions 
and reporting. However, it 
does not help the company 
improve.
MELISSA ARRONTE, DAVID OSTBERG
Medallia
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https://www.myhrfuture.com/blog/what-is-the-future-of-employee-listening
https://www.myhrfuture.com/blog/what-is-the-future-of-employee-listening


Advances in NLP unleash qualitative data

Rather than being constrained by traditional survey approaches and 
“shoehorning” employee feedback into fixed, metric responses, the 
explosion in AI analysis has opened up the opportunity to collect a lot 
more unstructured, qualitative feedback relevant to understanding orga-
nizational culture. 

Natural language processing (NLP) analysis – often incorporated into the 
listening solutions biased towards free text feedback – can give more nu-
anced insights, opening up the opportunity for feedback on how employ-
ees are feeling as well as what they think, even what their intent might be. 

New solutions are emerging in what technology analysts Gartner call the 
“Focus Group / Conversational” domain of the Voice of Employee (VoE) 
segment. These enable asynchronous or synchronous employee discus-
sions on the topic of interest. Gartner says: 

“The key to success with these tools is the quality of analysis of partic-
ipant feedback, with sentiment and topic analysis a base requirement. 
Customers often use these solutions to supplement either annual or 
pulse surveys, and therefore partnerships with other VoE category pro-
viders are quite common.”

These deep dives to supplement survey results are the beginning of the shift 
from unilateral reliance on metric data for understanding human complexity.

These online forums offer a better opportunity to unearth and under-
stand what is complex and subterranean (“habitually implied”), because 
they have active - with some technologies, interactive - engagement of 
people in discussion. The ability to do it at large scale means the begin-
ning of putting hard data behind otherwise amorphous concepts, topics 
and emotion associated with them.
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https://www.plaetos.com/post/gartner-names-plaetos-group-as-vendor-in-voice-of-the-employee-market-guide-2021
https://www.plaetos.com/post/gartner-names-plaetos-group-as-vendor-in-voice-of-the-employee-market-guide-2021
https://www.plaetos.com/post/gartner-names-plaetos-group-as-vendor-in-voice-of-the-employee-market-guide-2021


The arrival of “always on” passive listening

Workplace listening has evolved from structured, periodic engagement 
surveys, through more frequent – but narrower scope – pulse surveys, to 
an increased focus on deeper analysis from free text. So it’s logical – at 
least with the benefit of hindsight – that the leading edge of the employ-
ee listening wave is now at “always on” listening. 

While active listening online forums can drill-down on major topics, it’s 
passive listening where the bigger revolution is happening.

“Passive listening” solutions – meaning employees don’t have to actively 
respond to anything – tap into the content from workplace chat and 
collaboration platforms. They generate meaning from NLP analysis and 
the best of them combine this analysis with organizational and demo-
graphic data structures to enable comparisons across the organization 
and through time.

Typically these solutions have more powerful NLP analysis engines than 
platforms built for surveys and can provide insights on feelings and 
thoughts, and in some cases employee behaviors from understanding 
their workplace interactions. This is a powerful combination for culture 
insights with the greatest capacity to turn what’s “soft” into hard evi-
dence for action.

Deloitte’s Josh Bersin calls this “Lifecycle Employee Listening”. He says: 

“I have high hopes for this 
[lifecycle employee  
listening] space because it’s 
really core to understanding 
productivity and employee 
retention.” 
JOSH BERSIN, Deloitte

“These solutions collect data from many sources … and they give 
companies a “complete view” of employee sentiment, satisfaction, 
engagement, and ultimately productivity.“
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Passive Listening 
is a New Paradigm

https://joshbersin.com/2023/01/hr-technology-for-2023-whats-hot-whats-not/


Overcoming employee disengagement

Traditionally, understanding employee thoughts, feelings and behav-
iors has relied on some sort of active engagement – answering a survey 
question, clicking a link, replying to an email. The bane of these methods 
has been disengagement and, with a bad culture, the “click 5 to stay 
alive” attitude driving false survey responses. How could you possibly 
“see” the toxic impetus for “survival” behavior from a survey?

A great benefit of always-on, passive listening solutions is that they tune 
into employees in their natural state, focused on the normal business of 
work. Listening into work channels and analyzing meaning, emotion and 
interactions creates a gold mine of new data insight for understanding 
organizational culture “in the wild”. 

Providing the very legitimate concerns about intrusive workplace sur-
veillance are addressed properly (see our take on this in “The emergence 
of Ethical Listening” further down), real-time passive listening done well 
can answer many of the most challenging questions that are beyond the 
capabilities of traditional survey-based approaches. 

“With only 21% of employees 
engaged at work and 33% of 
employees thriving in their 
overall wellbeing, most 
would say that they don’t find 
their work meaningful...”
GALLUP, 2022
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Helping to break down data silos

The average company now has over 80 employee-facing systems, and 
this has grown by 40% over the past 5 years. Collaboration tools are #1 in 
the popularity stakes, and are a rich source of workplace insight.

But this explosion of tools has only added to the problem of data silos, or 
islands of data floating in the ether, isolated and untapped. Tech analysts 
Forrester report that knowledge workers are spending nearly 29% of their 
week (11.6 hrs) searching for the key information they need to do their 
work because it’s spread across those 80 different platforms and tools. 

Most employee listening solutions actually add to the data silo problem, 
locking customers into both siloed data storage and siloed analytics. 

But due to one of their core functions being data aggregation, always-on 
passive listening tools can provide a defense against more data silos, 
bringing together a curated set of high value data from across the orga-
nization. This added value can be enhanced further if the analyzed data 
can be readily exported or shared with the customer organization – an 
important specification for any passive listening platform RFP. 

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace-2022-report.aspx
https://joshbersin.com/2023/01/hr-technology-for-2023-whats-hot-whats-not/
https://www.airtable.com/lp/resources/reports/crisis-of-the-fractured-organization
https://www.airtable.com/lp/resources/reports/crisis-of-the-fractured-organization
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“If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it” Really?

Management guru Peter Drucker was famously (mis)quoted as saying 
that “if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it”, feeding into a man-
agement ethos that values numbers above all else. Damned lies when it 
comes to people and fixing culture.

In fact Drucker was a strong believer in the importance of human behav-
iors that could not so readily be measured, saying: 

“Your first role [in management]. . . is the personal one. It is the 
relationship with people, the development of mutual confidence, the 
identification of people, the creation of a community.” 

That sounds a lot like culture, doesn’t it. 

Workplace listening and people analytics have traditionally been strong-
ly focused on metric data, the stuff of numbers. Diversity percentages, 
employee net promoter scores, churn rates, things that can readily be 
measured and sit comfortably on leaders’ dashboards. 

But the exciting future for employee listening is the untapped potential 
of qualitative data to round out this lopsided, metric-biased view. And 
it brings with it the ability to get a much deeper understanding of em-
ployees as people, different people with different attitudes and behav-
iors, not just as numbers.

And the vast amounts of qualitative data in large organizations means 
the problem of “squeaky wheel bias” – or the loudest voice gets the most 
attention – can now be easily observed and contextualized. 

High performing companies are leading the way in this space. Manage-
ment consultants Deloitte found that use of qualitative data for analyzing 
people-related issues – such as from 1:1 interviews, town hall meetings 
and exit interviews – was twice as prevalent in high performing organi-
zations than low performing ones. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/human-capital/us-human-capital-five-listening-channels-that-can-yield-insight-rich-employee-data.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/human-capital/us-human-capital-five-listening-channels-that-can-yield-insight-rich-employee-data.pdf


Case Study: 
How a fast-growing tech company headed off 
trouble with passive listening

A simple example of how passive listening technology – with sophisti-
cated NLP – can quickly add value to an organization’s listening strategy 
comes from a Plaetos customer. We’ll call them Atlas Co so we can go 
into the nitty gritty of their problems. 

Atlas monitored employee engagement with a pulse survey tool that 
also generated an employee net promoter score (eNPS). For more than 
a year their weekly pulses had shown a steady rise in eNPS, but in the 
past few months it had plateaued and then suddenly started to drop. The 
analytics from their survey platform gave no insight into what might be 
driving the fall so they turned to us.

Connecting their pulse survey channel with 70,000 documents into Plae-
tosEQ quickly revealed that three major factors were behind the decline 
in eNPS:

• Work Pressure & Stress, with main themes being working hours, 
work/life balance, resource constraints and residual Covid pressures

• Concerns about Compensation, with main themes being fairness, 
transparency and bonus arrangements, and

• Themes related to Strategic Leadership including alignment, strat-
egy, ORKs, and leadership communication. 

The Plaetos web application interface meant that the customer could 
see for themselves the sorts of comments at the bottom of the analysis. 
These issues were resolved to specific geographic and demographic 
cohorts, and leaders were able to target specific communication and ac-
tions. And they could easily track how effective the changes are and their 
impact on improved eNPS scores and emotion and sentiment against 
these topics with an on-going subscription.

Plaetos Group Workforce Listening for Culture Insight 10





Aggregated HR data + AI = predictive analytics

If you knew a valued employee was likely to leave, you’d intervene, right? 
Many big companies are onto that and have well developed employee 
retention models that leverage their HRIS data. And the savings can be 
significant. The People Analytics team at Nielsen built a retention model 
that dropped attrition by two points and saved $10m in the process, and 
that was just the pilot. 

But what if you could go beyond retention to build predictive models for 
other people-reliant strategies like DEI&B, Culture, ESG/Sustainability? 
This is the opportunity created by aggregated, AI-enhanced people data 
within modern listening solutions. 

The core role of the people analytics function in this new – potentially 
very high value – domain is unarguable. It requires HR and IT working 
closely, which is essential in today’s distributed, agile environment. 

The CIO and CPO working together on shared business problems is 
made entirely possible, and the opportunity to achieve far more faster 
with better-informed people-reliant business strategy will affect the 
bottom-line and build - not just protect - corporate reputation.

Organizational Network Analysis: a high value, 
low cost side benefit

Aggregated, AI-enhanced data within a graph structure has another ben-
efit – in fact, a bonus of the approach. It enables Organizational Network 
Analysis (ONA), without any requirement for the usual ONA surveys and 
consulting overhead. 

When source data is from social channels like Teams/Slack or email (see 
Ethical Listening below), it creates the opportunity to build a social graph 
of the organization.

This opens up the potential for new insights about workplace behaviors. 
Who is communicating with whom, about what? Which parts of the or-
ganization are collaborating, which are siloed? What types of employees 
are collaborating and who is left out who should be included? When do 
they collaborate and around what topics? 

When ONA becomes just another – readily available – tool in the people 
analytics toolbox, the possibilities are endless. 

“As technology advances 
and employers increasingly  
embrace capabilities like 
machine learning and AI, 
data and predictive analytics 
are becoming cornerstones 
of people management.”
JULIE SIMMONS 
CIO, Swire Coca-Cola

Predictive, Networked, Ethical
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https://hrexecutive.com/former-google-exec-hr-it-need-to-get-a-lot-closer-next-year/


Ethical listening, not surveillance

The great benefits of people analytics from always-on listening come 
with considerable privacy risk. While employees may accept that their 
“work” communications are monitored for regulatory compliance rea-
sons, they are suspicious of the potential for workplace analytics to track 
their behavior and monitor their private communications. 

Companies that have invested in building a trust-based workplace cul-
ture, understand the potential trust downside of anything that smacks 
of surveillance, and there is solid evidence that morale, behavior and 
productivity suffer as a result. 

Researchers at Harvard University found that:
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“... monitored employees were substantially more likely to take unap-
proved breaks, disregard instructions, damage workplace property, 
steal office equipment, and purposefully work at a slow pace, among 
other rule-breaking behaviors.”

These negative behaviors were attributed to monitored employees sub-
consciously feeling that they are less responsible for their own conduct, 
thus making them more likely to act immorally.

So, for all its potential benefits, is always-on workplace listening fatally 
flawed because of privacy concerns? We think not for two key reasons. 

Firstly, if your goal isn’t to monitor individual employees, you don’t need 
to know who they are, only enough information about them to be able to 
interpret their words and behaviors. So if you choose the right listening solu-
tions you can have strong anonymity, and still get the insights you need. 

Secondly, when you are transparent about what employee information 
you collect and how you use it, and share your learnings with your em-
ployees, you can actually build trust through your listening program and 
more effectively engage your people in effecting positive change. 

https://hbr.org/2022/06/monitoring-employees-makes-them-more-likely-to-break-rules


Organizations are not going to stop measuring, but advances in AI and 
the explosion of unstructured data in the Big Data category means that 
there are now new platforms and tools that can far better meet the need 
for understanding the otherwise unseen and subjective undercurrents of 
culture. 

Finally the 80-year wait for the promise of NLP is delivering, producing 
more and some very sophisticated technologies. 

While General Intelligence is still a way off, and human cognition is not 
yet replaced (even Generative AI is not there yet, aside from whether 
the humans in charge let it), these new NLP platforms put exciting new 
capacity in the hands of culture transformation professionals.

The business outcome will be greater profitability through faster, better 
cultural alignment and better reputation through more data-informed, 
responsive leadership. 

This is how the world changes for good.

About the author

Tim Offor is Co-Founder and CTO of people analytics company Plaetos 
Group. He leads the product team developing new AI-driven listening 
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career consulting to executive teams and boards of directors on stake-
holder relationship strategy, social risk and conflict resolution. 

He can be contacted at toffor@plaetos.com

In Summary
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https://www.plaetos.com
https://www.plaetos.com
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