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ReimagineHR gives us the 
confidence to apply some 
initiatives in a way that 
we wouldn’t be able to do 
without having that evidence-
based approach to human 
capital management.

Chief Human Resources Officer 
Al Futtaim Group

Leading Through Volatility

Volatility is characterized by change with lack of predictability. With political upheaval, transformative technologies, 
and the speed of digitalization, HR must re-imagine long-held approaches to enable the business to adapt and 
thrive. 

Join us at ReimagineHR, 14 - 15 May 2018 in Sydney, Australia. This opportunity to learn directly from CEB is now 
Gartner advisors and to hear their research come to life is unlike any other. Plus you will have the opportunity to 
network with your peers and gain critical insights into your key initiatives around:

• The Changing Role of the CHRO: Address critical topics in the boardroom (reserved for heads of HR).

• Development and Performance: Learn what you must do to empower employees to drive business
outcomes.

• Leadership and Talent Management: Get the right leaders and employees in the right places now and for the
future.

• Diversity & Inclusion: Engage a broader range of mind-sets and backgrounds.

• Recruiting and Assessments: Learn how to navigate a fluctuating landscape to attract the right people for
current and future needs.

P.S. Join the conversation #GartnerHR.

Click here to learn more and to register your place at this must-attend event for HR 
executives and their teams.
Click here to learn more and to register your place at this must-attend event for HR 
executives and their teams.

https://twitter.com/search?f=tweets&q=%23GartnerHR&src=typd
https://www.gartner.com/events/apac/hr?cid=70134000001gICqAAM
https://www.gartner.com/events/apac/hr?cid=70134000001gICqAAM
https://www.gartner.com/events/apac/hr?cid=70134000001gICqAAM
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Want to learn how to increase your organization’s WCA? Talk to your account manager about attending one of our upcoming meetings.

A Culture That Performs

7% annually.

Unfortunately, only

31%
of HR leaders agree they have 
the culture needed to drive 
future business performance.

For the average organization, increasing WCA can provide an increase of up to:

8%
on performance against 
talent management goals,

22%
on employee 
performance,

and 16%
on reputation with 
customers and the public.

9%
on performance 
against revenue goals,

Culture is in the hot seat. It is the 
most discussed talent issue on 
earnings calls, with mentions growing

x x

To build an effective culture, organizations need to improve their workforce–culture alignment (WCA).

WCA Model

Knowledge

Employees know what cultural 
attributes senior leaders think 
the organization needs to be 
successful going forward.

Mind-Set

Employees believe 
the culture will make 
the organization more 
successful and are 
personally committed  
to upholding it. 

Behavior

Employees incorporate the 
culture into the way they 
do their jobs and rely on 
it to guide them through 
unfamiliar situations. 

Increasing WCA requires a process-focused approach that improves all three components at once 
for all employees. This approach includes three imperatives:

1. Improve understanding of the
culture. Diagnose how employees
experience it on a day-to-day basis.

2. Help employees operationalize the
culture. Provide guidance on how to
translate culture into their context and
how to navigate culture tensions.

3. Maximize leader impact on culture.
Have leaders identify and address
barriers to culture in their part of the
organization.
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George Bernard Shaw

Progress is 
impossible without 
change, and those 
who cannot change 
their minds cannot 
change anything.

© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.
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Reimagining HR
By Matt Brooks and Brian Kropp

We recently hosted hundreds of leading HR executives from 
around the world at our ReimagineHR events in London and 
Washington, DC. Assembling so many accomplished members 
of the industry in one place is always bound to be edifying. 
During the meetings, we heard a variety of challenges and 
some novel strategies to address them (see p. 8 for a recap), but 
we also heard a common theme: HR leaders are not satisfied. 
Factors like increased speed of business, technological 
innovation, and adapting to new generations of talent raise 
all sorts of issues, and most leaders do not feel they have the 
tools to meet them.

That is not to say there is a shortage of ideas—if anything, we 
are faced with too much information coming from the latest 
news story or the hottest recent trend. This can be especially 
challenging around the end of the year, when it seems like 
every news piece you read has a different perspective on what 
the next year will bring. For the HR leaders we talk to, who 
are pressed for time on the best of days, it can be incredibly 
difficult to sift through all this competing information 
and figure out what really will help them address their 
organizations’ strategic issues. 

“Assembling so many 
accomplished members 
of the industry in one 
place is always bound 
to be edifying.” 

In this issue, we try to cut through the noise by highlighting 
a few of the issues that really matter. We also strive to offer 
new perspectives that challenge traditional HR approaches. A 

great example is our article on the five 
engagement myths (p. 23), which 

presents compelling data on 
some of our most funda-
mental assumptions about 
employee engagement. 
Considering the size of HR 
leaders’ investments in 
engagement, this is must-
know information.

Another article this quarter helped us reconsider HR’s 
traditional role in enabling organizational growth. The article 
(p. 29) builds on our recent work on organizational culture by 
suggesting how CHROs can work with their board of directors 
to determine how culture can support organizational strategy.

We also have an excellent interview with Olivier Blum from 
Schneider Electric. 

To reimagine HR, we need to find ways to rethink the 
important topics we’ve been looking at for years. That can be 
tough, especially when confronted with so much information 
year after year. But if we can take a truly novel look at the most 
crucial issues, we’ll be amazed at how much potential is there.

https://www.gartner.com/events/apac/hr#
https://www.gartner.com/events/apac/hr#


Our take on 
what others 
are writing 
about talent

In the News
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Should Labor Laws 
Change to Address 
Gig Economy?
By Staff

As the growing gig economy helps shape the future of work, 
the US government is preparing to act. 

On 25 October 2017, US Secretary of Labor Alexander 
Acosta publicly expressed support1 for a speedy overhaul of 
employment laws to account for the gig economy and rapidly 
changing relationship between workers and employers. 

Acosta’s concern reflects a growing understanding that 
employment laws and regulations written in the twentieth 
century are less relevant to how many people work today. 
For example, the public has raised concerns that some new 
form of employment classification may be needed to cater to 
those, such as Uber and Lyft drivers, who work as independent 
contractors but otherwise resemble regular employees. 

The rights and obligations of these individuals and the platform 
through which they find work have been a legally disputed 
and gray area for the past few years. Labor activists want gig 
economy workers to enjoy the same protection as traditional 
employees, and progressive gig economy companies want 
a new social safety net for these workers based on portable 
benefits (check out our Talent Daily blog, “Etsy Proposes  
a Social Safety Net for the Gig Economy,” on this topic). Some 
other businesses and lobbying groups, however, want to limit 
regulation of this emerging economy as much as possible.

Exactly how these regulations will be enacted is uncertain, but 
earlier in 2017 a bill was introduced2 by the Democrats that 
would promote a portable benefits model for independent 
workers, an initiative that was endorsed by gig economy 
companies Postmates, DoorDash, and Lyft, as well as by the 
Freelancers Union. In the meantime, US states are moving 
ahead with their own regulatory initiatives. These include a 
New York bill—based on a draft circulated by the online home 
cleaning company Handy—that would open the way for gig 
economy businesses to more easily provide portable benefits 
to their contractors. 

But whether or not governments begin mandating a future 
benefits model or tighter regulations, HR leaders will need 
to be aware of these regulatory moves and review their risk 
management as necessary.

Designing HIPO 
Strategies to Counter 
Office Politics 
By Matthew Dong

In a recent Harvard Business Review post3 Tomas Chamorro-
Premuzic and Abhijit Bhaduri present six ways managers 
frequently play politics in identifying, promoting, and 
developing HIPOs. These are the politics of intuition, self-
interest, avoidance, favoritism, ageism, and gender: 

“Politics of potential can prevent organizations from 
upgrading their leadership talent and make data-driven 
decisions an anomaly rather than the norm. Too many 
times we have seen the CEO’s favorite candidate be put 
through a formal assessment simply as a way of confirming 
a decision that has already been made in advance, not for 
merit. Helping the wrong people get to leadership roles is 
detrimental not only to those who have strong potential 
but also to the entire organization.”

This article is a valuable read for any executive who cares 
about fostering future talent because it compiles many of the 
pitfalls we’ve seen into a simple list. Fortunately, there are 
straightforward, practical solutions to all of the problems 
posed. Some leading companies use best practices to ensure 
their top talent are managed as enterprise assets, rather than 
held captive to the whims of a manager. 

Here is some advice and real-world examples of how 
organizations are overcoming each of the six political barriers:

The politics of intuition is when managers “follow their 
gut” in nominating HIPOs, based on their own judgment 
of employee performance and future capability. Instead, all 
managers within an organization should have standardized, 
clear, and business-relevant criteria to identify true HIPO 
employees. We recommend evaluating employees for potential 
against the three key characteristics of ability, aspiration, and 
engagement. Critically, managers need to help validate the 
details of these criteria to ensure they are relevant to the 
organization concerned and not simply an abstract construct.

For example, our recent research study on HIPOs shared a 
real-world practice Black Hills Corporation uses to identify 
the correct and needed HIPO, aligned with its changing 
business needs. 

https://www.cebglobal.com/talentdaily/etsy-social-safety-net-for-gig-economy/
https://www.cebglobal.com/talentdaily/etsy-social-safety-net-for-gig-economy/
https://hbr.org/2017/10/how-office-politics-corrupt-the-search-for-high-potential-employees
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/research/study/16/the-end-of-agility-designing-a-hipo-strategy-that-moves-at-the-speed-of-the-business.html
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The politics of self-interest is when managers interested in 
advancing their own career or team choose to retain HIPOs for 
their personal or business unit’s benefit. This prevents HIPOs 
from being identified and accessing the right development 
opportunities to further their own aspirations and—critically—
address the firm’s capability needs. Organizations should begin 
by presenting the business case for an objective identification 
process by explaining how HIPOs are one of the organization’s 
most important assets (review our presentation, “The Business 
Case for Developing and Managing High-Potential Talent,” for 
help), then following up with a checklist (like our Measuring 
Accountability for Development tool) to keep managers 
accountable through better tracking of the identification 
process and incentives. 

The politics of avoidance happens when managers falsely 
identify employees as HIPOs, typically because they want 
to avoid confrontation with their direct reports. Placing 
these employees on the HIPO track relieves managers from 
uncomfortable situations, but organizations waste resources 
fruitlessly developing the wrong people for leadership. 
Organizations can help managers face these difficult 
conversations by training them to manage HIPO conversations 
more effectively. Our Sony Electronics case study shows how 
the firm prepared managers by framing conversations of 
potential around individual and business goals and creating 
next steps to achieve both. 

The politics of favoritism arises from intentional and 
unintentional managerial biases. Managers may unfairly favor 
one employee over another for reasons ranging from a long 
history together to a strong first impression (whether positive 
or negative). The good news is one manager’s favoritism 
can be overcome if there are more stakeholders involved in 
identifying HIPOs. For example, in our FINRA case study, 
peers rate HIPO candidates' readiness to provide a more 
reliable, and fairer, assessment process.

The politics of ageism is about discriminating against 
different generational cohorts. For example, managers may 
believe a certain age cohort lacks a key HIPO attribute, or 
older employees may have a higher ability rating simply 
because of their years of experience. Other managers might 
incorrectly assume older employees have low aspirations. 
Organizations should use analytics to understand their pool 
of HIPO talent, looking at the averages and distributions of 
the pool by age, tenure, and other factors, and then target and 
adjust for areas of high or low participation. This can work for 
many other types of politics too, such as gender. 

“In all these areas, 
organizations need 
to help managers 
understand how HIPO 
programs are designed 
to deliver short- and 
long-term enterprise 
objectives.” 

The politics of gender 
leads to a lack of women in 
HIPO programs as they face 
bias from colleagues and 
leadership. To tackle this 
issue during the identification 
phase, our case study on BBVA 
shows how the company 
implemented a gender-blind 
HIPO assessment process 
by removing identifying 
information in applications 
and discussions.

These political barriers to HIPO identification and 
development arise from managers not working toward 
enterprise-level goals. Managers might resent HIPO programs 
because they prioritize the enterprise over what they consider 
more urgent personal or business unit needs. However, the 
best HIPO programs don’t work against managers—they 
support all levels of the business. 

In all these areas, organizations need to help managers 
understand how HIPO programs are designed to deliver short- 
and long-term enterprise objectives. If you have to resort to 
personal incentives for managers to buy into the concept, find 
and root out the “politics” at play. 

Our latest research on “the end of agility” is all about 
designing HIPO strategies that move at the speed of the 
business to solve this problem. By creating an agile process 
for HIPO programs—instead of worrying about developing 
agile people—organizations can extend needs identification 
ownership beyond HR, actively manage HIPOs’ aspirations 
over time, and take control of HIPOs’ career progression. 

1  Chris Opfer, “Labor Chief Wants Nimble Government for  
Future of Work,” Bloomberg BNA, 25 October 2017, https://www.bna.com/
labor-chief-wants-n73014471346/. 

2  Sen. Mark Warner, “Legislation to Test-Drive Portable Benefits Models 
Introduced in the House and Senate,” 25 May 2017, https://www.warner.
senate.gov/public/index.cfm/pressreleases?ContentRecord_id=73DA2EF1-
FD4E-4397-9B7C-D24B1843A29A. 

3  Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic and Abhijit Bhaduri, “How Office Politics Corrupt 
the Search for High-Potential Employees,” Harvard Business Review, 19 
October 2017, https://hbr.org/2017/10/how-office-politics-corrupt-the-
search-for-high-potential-employees.

Note: To access the tools and resources in this article, visit our website or 
contact your account manager. 

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/research/presentation/09/the-business-case-for-developing-and-managing-high-potential-tal.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/research/presentation/09/the-business-case-for-developing-and-managing-high-potential-tal.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/tools/08/measuring-accountability-for-development.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/tools/08/measuring-accountability-for-development.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/tools/05/hipo-communication-guidelines-sony-electronics.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/research/case_study/16/finra-peer-review-promotion-readiness-assessment.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/research/case_study/12/bbva-gender-blind-hipo-assessments.html
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By Ray LaMotta

Key Takeaways for CHROs

ReimagineHR
2017
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Attendees learned about the most disruptive forces affecting HR and how best to respond to them. Throughout, 
tenured CHROs and expert panelists explored the ever-changing landscape that CHROs now have to navigate, 
from new challenges in the boardroom and in designing compensation, to engaging employees during a turbulent 
period, and even predicting the future of the CHRO role itself. The following are highlights from several key panelist 
discussions on these issues.

This past October, we welcomed more than 1,300 HR 
executives and their teams to our annual ReimagineHR event 
in Washington, DC.

9
© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.
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Working with 
the board is a top 

CEO responsibility, and 
board experience needs 

to be considered as 
CEOs identify and 
develop their own 

successors. 
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Lack of Board Diversity Is Largely 
a Sourcing Problem
Panelists expressed concern over the slowing move toward 
board diversity, with 2017 seeing a deceleration in the 
appointment of women and only a slight improvement in 
the racial diversity of directorships. The fact that directors 
are most commonly current or former CEOs and CFOs was 
seen as a problem by our panelists, who believe sourcing new 
directors from this pool will only make boards less diverse. 
CHROs can address this by identifying people with fresh 
perspectives that match the needs of the business, which 
could include senior leaders beyond the CEO and CFO, as well 
as candidates from outside the corporate environment. For 
example, organizations facing new regulatory requirements 
might appoint a former regulator as a director, and technology 
companies an engineer or a researcher from a leading 
university. Panelists were optimistic that CHROs who look 
outside the corporate world will encounter fewer of the 
structural problems that limit gender and racial board diversity.

Make Board Experience Part 
of Succession Strategy
Working with the board is a top CEO responsibility, and board 
experience needs to be considered as CEOs identify and 
develop their own successors. Some attendees were concerned 
that their organizations viewed serving on an external board 
as a distraction for C-suite executives. Typically, CEOs bring 
executives who are successor candidates into their own board 
meetings, but panelists recognized that this does not afford 
candidates the opportunity to act independently and fully 
assume director responsibilities. CHROs should emphasize 
that experience on an external board gives candidates 
a unique development opportunity to see how other 
organizations operate and approach problems differently. 
Panelists suggested that CHROs help their CEO identify  
the kinds of organizations where experience would most 
benefit succession candidates and help to get candidates onto 
those boards.

CHROs Must Elevate Board 
Blind Spots 
Noting a challenging environment of disruption and expanded 
scrutiny from shareholders, panelists suggested boards 
ask themselves, “What don’t we know?” Hidden patterns 
of employee misconduct, a rash of harassment claims, or 
compliance issues all represent a failure of corporate 
governance. These vulnerabilities are exacerbated in the era 
of viral social media where crises can often blindside boards 
overnight. CHROs should have their fingers on the pulse of 
the organization, from senior leaders to frontline employees, 
and are in an ideal position to uncover and reveal governance 
failures. Panelists were emphatic that heads of HR must help 
mitigate future risks by creating information systems that 
methodically elevate issues to the board as needed. CHROs 
who encounter barriers (e.g., lack of traction with their general 
counsel) need to demonstrate courage in escalating issues to 
the CEO or to the board’s remuneration and audit committees.

CHROs Have Insight on Culture 
That CEOs Lack
One panelist pointed out that CEOs are often not as attuned 
as they should be to the culture of their own organization. 
As they are the main point of contact with the board, this 
creates an information gap. What’s more, directors, who are 
often former CEOs, can be just as ill-equipped to diagnose the 
organizational culture, even as shareholders are increasingly 
interested in this topic. Panelists suggested that CHROs 
who forge relationships with the board independently 
of the CEO can provide a far deeper view of the culture. 
This is an opportunity for CHROs to help their boards 
become more familiar with the business and respond to 
shareholder concerns.

Driving Stronger Corporate Governance
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Be Deliberate on Gender 
Pay Equity
Panelists were hopeful that gender pay equity is trending in 
the right direction but charged organizations with taking 
more responsibility for addressing this issue. The panelists 
observed that some organizations are starting to look at data 
more granularly to ensure employees doing similar work are 
rewarded equitably. One panelist focused on the importance 
of creating peer groups based on factors unaffected by bias to 
avoid perpetuating existing pay inequities. Panelists agreed 
that inequity is often inherited or perpetuated by base salary 
offers, and a panelist shared how some organizations are 
determining base pay by assessing market value and skills 
alone to help reduce risk of gender bias. But most importantly, 
panelists noted that organizations need to focus more on 
being deliberate in talent decisions. Organizations that are 
thoughtful about creating diverse pools of candidates, rather 
than only recognizing that a problem exists, are far more likely 
to eliminate gender pay inequities.

Metrics Are No Longer Based Solely 
on Financial Outcomes
One panelist observed that compensation packages based 
on financial metrics are ceding ground to operational and 
strategic metrics, such as increased customer share, research 
and development outcomes, or improved teamwork. As a 
CEO’s average tenure drops to between three and five years, 
boards are more skeptical that executives can deliver value 
in that time, and organizations are considering analytics to 
determine which metrics really drive outcomes and impact 
the organization. Panelists have also seen qualitative metrics 
introduced, with more boards asking if the CEO or the 
management team demonstrate the organization’s values. 
These metrics are also being driven externally by shareholders 
increasingly concerned with how executive behavior reflects 
on the brand of the organization.

The Pay Equity Transparency 
Train Is Coming
Panelists predicted that it is only a matter of time before pay 
equity legislation, already enacted in the United Kingdom, will 
become law in the United States and elsewhere. Organizations 
need to understand how much scrutiny they will face, and their 
CHROs should consider what structural changes are needed 
before disclosures occur. However, one panelist warned that 
the time for compliance may be gone already, and the focus 
has shifted to communication. A communication plan to 
employees is just as important as an external communication 
strategy. Employee visibility into one additional piece of 
information, median associate pay, may lead half of them to 
view themselves as in the bottom half of the pay scale. CHROs 
need to consider how this information will be perceived 
by the workforce and have a plan for communicating their 
organization’s compensation philosophy.

Top Trends in Executive Compensation
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Organizations that  
are thoughtful about 

creating diverse pools of 
candidates, rather than only 
recognizing that a problem 
exists, are far more likely to 

eliminate gender pay  
inequities.

The panelists  
observed that some 

organizations are starting to 
look at data more granularly 
to ensure employees doing 
similar work are rewarded 

equitably.
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Focus on Values, Not Politics
At a time when volatility provokes polarized political 
responses, panelists suggested that organizations respond 
to issues in a manner consistent with their values. Those 
values will be tested both externally, by shareholders, and 
internally, by employees. Organizations can expect these 
groups to include a diverse array of political views, but by 
focusing on values, organizations can avoid alienating any one 
viewpoint. CHROs should carefully consider how to ensure 
any public response is aligned with the organization’s values 
and help prepare a plan for communicating that connection 
to all parties.

Resist the Pressure to Respond 
Immediately
Social media has put pressure on organizations to speak out 
and to do so quickly. Panelists noted that both customers and 
employees often expect instant responses, and organizations 
that move at the pace of weeks rather than minutes risk being 
seen as unresponsive. Panelists warned, however, of the greater 
danger in responding instantly without fully thinking through 
the implications or consequences. Above all, customers and 
employees seek clarity in times of ambiguity, and 
a thoughtful and thorough response that is 
consistent with an organization’s values 
will demonstrate that an organization 
is serving a longer mission, rather 
than reacting viscerally.

Acknowledge That You Don't 
Know It All
Organizations need to recognize that volatile times are 
inherently uncertain. Panelists agreed that the heroic 
leader—the one with all the answers—is gone, and leaders 
who approach a difficult situation with ready solutions 
are likely to make costly mistakes. In volatile times it is 
important to present things tentatively and consider multiple 
possible responses. CHROs are responsible for ensuring the 
organization learns continuously, because the organization 
that admits it doesn’t know all the answers is more likely to 
reach the right solution.

Diversity and Inclusion Needs 
Support from the Top
Attendees expressed concerns that when handled improperly, 
diversity and inclusion initiatives risk being viewed as transient 
and insincere, rather than as a genuine effort to improve. 
Panelists responded that to be successful, organizations 
need to ensure that such efforts are visibly championed 
by senior leaders. If initiated by HR or Communications 

without proper buy-in from leaders, panelists warned 
that diversity and inclusion efforts are likely 

to fail soon after they begin. HR can ask 
the right questions, but senior leaders 

should be ultimately responsible 
for crafting the message. Heads of  

HR can help their CEO and other 
executive peers with thorough 
coaching on how to articulate 
a story that is both compelling 
and genuine.

Engaging the Workforce During Volatility

CHROs are responsible  
for ensuring the organization 
learns continuously, because 
the organization that admits 

it doesn’t know all the 
answers is more likely  

to reach the right  
solution.



15
© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

15
© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

HR Is the New PR 
The proliferation of social media allows crises of any 
magnitude to damage an organization's brand, as corporate 
scandals can develop quickly and generate misinformation. 
As well as the external damage this can cause, one panelist 
warned that employees become frustrated if they feel their 
organization is not defending them. Heads of HR can mitigate 
these risks by enabling their employees to become brand 
ambassadors who promote the organization's reputation on 
their own networks. Panelists recommended that CHROs 
equip their employees with the facts and information they 
need to respond to corporate crises that attract heavy social 
media attention.

Partner for an HR Customer 
Experience
Panelists agreed that digitalization is causing the employee 
experience to become a consumer experience. HR is being 
asked to market to customers, both internally and externally 
to potential employees. A panelist contrasted the old push 
for a unified employee experience with the new reality of 
customized employee experiences. This requires a major 
marketing effort by HR, and panelists recommended that 
CHROs begin to partner with both CIOs and CMOs to 
transform their function.

Work Together to Retrain 
the Workforce
Panelists discussed the challenge of retraining employees with 
the skills they will need to be successful, noting the risks of 
investing heavily in employee development and the difficulty 
of convincing employees of their future value. One panelist 
noted that some organizations already cooperate on leadership 
development programs and proposed similar cooperation on 
workforce retraining. CHROs from multiple organizations 
could be sharing the costs of training, at the same time 
empowering managers to show employees possible career 
paths at a range of organizations needing different skill sets.

Think Globally, Impact Locally
Panelists agreed that the CHRO’s world is expanding, as even 
small, regional companies are connected globally, and the 
workforce now includes five generations with different needs. 
At the same time, employees require more support as they deal 
with constant change and disruption. CHROs are tasked with 
being global thinkers but simultaneously need HR to be closer 
and to show more empathy toward employees. The panelists 
suggested that CHROs surround themselves with diverse 
people from multiple generations who can act as a channel 
for the needs of the wider organization and help them build 
empathy. CHROs cannot personally reach every employee, 
but panelists noted that coaching will 
be increasingly important as 
HR empowers managers 
to teach employees and 
give them the tools to 
help themselves.

The Future of the CHRO Role

A panelist contrasted 
the old push for a unified

employee experience 
with the new reality of 
customized employee 

experiences. 
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Fostering 
Holistic 
Wellbeing

By Lori Lipe and Bridget Coburn 
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There’s much discussion 
among heads of HR right 
now about how improving 
employee wellbeing can 
drive greater productivity. 
These wellbeing conversations have changed dramatically 
as the talent landscape has evolved. As wellbeing portfolios 
become more holistic, employee wellbeing has become less 
about disease prevention and cost management and more 
about employee engagement. Our research finds organizations 
now offer four times the number of wellbeing programs than 
just four years ago. Employees today are increasingly aware 
of the importance of improving their health and expect their 
employers to help them achieve this. 

Insights from our Optimizing the Design of Holistic Wellbeing 
Programs report underline this shift in the wellbeing 
conversation. Holistic wellbeing programs have evolved 
from targeting traditional disease management and physical 
wellness to supporting multidimensional wellbeing. By 
offering physical, emotional, and financial wellbeing 
programs, organizations can improve employees’ lives, 
increase engagement, and achieve better talent outcomes.

We recently attended a CHRO Leadership Summit in Atlanta 
that highlighted the organizational importance of employee 
wellbeing. The interactive design of the summit, which had 
hundreds of heads of HR in attendance representing a variety 
of top organizations, offered insight on how HR leaders think 
about the health of their employees. Here are the top three 
insights from their conversations and CEB research that 
supports them.

• Place an emphasis on wholeness, not just wellness.
While physical wellbeing remains a critical foundation
for employees, adding financial, and emotional programs
can drive even greater returns. Adding other wellbeing
programs beyond the foundational physical, financial, and 
emotional pillars does not offer greater returns, as there
is a minimal impact on employee engagement. Taking
a multidimensional approach to wellness encourages a
well-rounded and healthy workforce. 

• Educate your employees. Stress caused by financial
instability often leads to unhealthy employees, and organi-
zations need to be proactive in addressing financial stress
to safeguard productivity. Equipping employees with the
tools and education to make better financial decisions
benefits employee engagement most, according to the
CEB report. Our research finds organizations that offer
retirement readiness tools see a 2.6% increase in on-the-
job employee engagement.

• Take care of each other. The summit revealed that CHROs 
believe their teams are their companies’ greatest assets.
Optimizing holistic wellbeing can significantly impact
talent outcomes, which in turn can drive organizational
results. Employee wellbeing can drive organizational
success through healthier, more engaged teams.

Our research shows organizations implementing pro-
gressive wellbeing strategies can improve employee 
engagement by 9.2%. 

To learn more about Total Rewards and view the report on 
Optimizing the Design of Holistic Wellbeing, visit our website 
at cebglobal.com/human-resources/total-rewards.html.

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council-hr/research/general/17/optimizing-the-design-of-holistic-wellbeing-programs.html?referrerTitle=Search&referrerContentType=systempage&referrerURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cebglobal.com%2Fmember%2Fcorporate-leadership-council%2Fsearch.html&utm_source=CLC&referrerComponentName=Search%20Results&pageRequestId=b3df02a9-c14e-4e74-8025-d484ae12ac14&total=1596&current=1&searchString=Optimizing%20the%20Design%20of%20Holistic%20Wellbeing%20Programs&screenContentId=200784260
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Every quarter, we interview 
chief HR executives to gain 
their perspectives on issues 

facing their business and 
HR function. This quarter, 

we spoke with Olivier 
Blum, CHRO at Schneider 
Electric, about strategies 
and initiatives for leading 

in a global, volatile, and 
digitalizing world.

By Matt Dudek, Alice Ko, and Lori Lipe
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Thank you for speaking with us. We’ve been 
talking to HR executives about rethinking global 
talent strategies, and Schneider is undertaking 
some unique experiments in this area, such as 
your global minimum leave policy. What was the 
catalyst for this effort? 

OLIVIER: In our people strategy, we have a mission to become 
a globally diverse and inclusive company. Our ambition is to 
offer equal opportunities to everyone everywhere, and we 
want our people—no matter who they are or where they 
live—to feel uniquely valued and safe to contribute their 
best. There’s a lot of literature on the topic of diversity, but 
diversity without inclusion does not create the essential sense 
of “belonging” you need your employees to feel. 

We realized there were a certain number of things that held 
us back from realizing our ambition. One area was how we 
designed corporate policies. 

About Schneider Electric and Olivier Blum

Schneider Electric is a multinational corporation specializing in energy management and automation, with 
offices in over 100 countries and 144,000 employees around the world. 

Olivier Blum is CHRO and member of the Executive Committee at Schneider Electric.

“If we want to really empower our people, 
they need to be supported with personal 
time when it matters most.”

“Why are we excited 
about this policy? 
Because of its dual 
promise—on the one 
hand it reinforces our 
commitment to diversity 
and inclusion for all 
employees worldwide, 
while on the other, 
its scope and reach 
differentiates us in the 
industry.”

Schneider Electric blog 
on global family leave

As we started digging and evaluating our policies, we realized 
that the definition of family, life, and work for our people 
changes every day. We said, “Look—if we want to really 
empower our people, they need to be supported with personal 
time when it matters most.” Our conclusion was that to be 
truly inclusive we need to raise the bar for our family leave 
policies. And the obvious next step was to make it global and 
have minimum standards everywhere. We sought to make 
this policy global in the sense that all employees benefit from 
it, inclusive because of the way family is defined, and in how 
it empowers people to manage their unique life and work. 

It sounds like there was a very 
clear mandate from the business 
to pursue greater diversity and 
inclusion across the organiza-
tion. What prompted the CEO 
and the Executive Management 
Committee to become aggressive 
in promoting diversity and inclu-
sion through such a large global 
initiative?

OLIVIER: A global policy such as 
this requires tremendous leadership 
support, and our leaders are united in 
believing this policy will help our people 
to better manage their work and life 
commitments. Several of us have now 
been with the company for almost 25 
years. We’ve interacted with employees in many countries, 
and our collective realization is that embracing diversity 
makes us stronger. We aspire to be a company that thrives 
on differences, and enablers like the Global Family Leave 
Policy are vital in meeting that aspiration.

What are the advantages of rolling out a global 
leave policy when many countries may already 
have laws that go beyond your company-stated 
minimums? What concerns do you have that this 
policy may be perceived as uncompetitive in more 
progressive countries?

OLIVIER: Our ambition was not to be the best at everything, 
but to be as inclusive as possible and help our employees 
go through the most important moments in their life. This 
policy is not about parental leave alone. By design, it reflects 
the needs of our diverse workforce and therefore provides 
time off for key life stages like welcoming a new baby, taking 
care of sick or elderly relatives, and mourning the loss of a 
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family member. We encourage countries to adapt and exceed 
the policy to be competitive and statutorily compliant. In 
our drive toward inclusion, our objective is not to exclude 
anybody—for instance, the policy extends an equal amount 
of primary parental leave to a parent by natural birth, a single 
parent by adoption, or same-sex parent by adoption.

It’s about doing what’s best for everyone instead of 
maximizing the benefits for a few. 

How do you anticipate this policy will improve 
employee engagement?

OLIVIER: It’s difficult to illustrate the impact with hard 
data just yet, as this policy was launched in September 2017 
and we are in the early stage of implementation. However, if 
you can gauge the attractiveness of a policy by how well it’s 
received by the business, then we have hit the mark. Over 
40 countries have voluntarily committed to rolling it out by 
January 2018, which is unprecedented. The response and 
feedback received from employees, and from the external 
world, has been overwhelmingly positive.

What challenges have you encountered so far in 
implementing this policy? 

OLIVIER: It was quite difficult to audit the many different 
leave policies we have and evaluate them from a cultural or 
a legal perspective—and then ask ourselves, “Where do we 
go from here?”

Schneider’s Global Family Leave Policy 
provides time off for key life stages such 
as welcoming a new baby, taking care of 
sick or elderly relatives, and mourning 
the loss of a family member. Mandating a 
minimum level of leave ensures all eligible 
employees benefit equally from every 
provision in the policy:

• Primary Parental Leave—12 weeks of
paid leave for the primary parent (both
natural birth and adoptive)

• Secondary Parental Leave—2 weeks paid
leave for the secondary parent (both
natural birth and adoptive)

• Care Leave—1 week of paid leave
to provide care to an older immediate
family member or a family member
with a serious health condition or
long-term illness

• Bereavement—1 week of paid
bereavement leave owing to a death
in the family

During the policy rollout, there were also compliance 
requirements. For instance, same-sex couples are not allowed 
to adopt children in several countries. Therefore, we gave 
countries the flexibility to adapt the policy. We want global 
standards, but we don’t want to go against local laws and 
regulations. That’s been a challenge we continue to address 
with no easy answers.

Changing gears from your global policies to talk 
about your global structure, Schneider has a 
multi-hub corporate model as opposed to a single 
headquarters. What propelled this change? Was 
the goal to place leaders closer to key markets, or 
to create a more mobile workforce?

OLIVIER: To become a truly global company, we made a 
fundamental shift in our organizational model. We want 
everyone everywhere in the company to have the same 
chance of success irrespective of their nationality or location. 
To deliver on this ambition, we created a multi-hub model 
and systematically relocated global jobs to these hubs across 
the world to have a truly international leadership. So, instead 
of having one global headquarters we now have three hubs in 
Paris, Boston, and Hong Kong. As expected, not only has this 
model helped us attract local talent, it has been instrumental 
in ensuring we are close to our customers and key markets 
and can make speedy business decisions with empowered 
local leadership. A few years ago, most of our global jobs 
were concentrated in one region, but the picture looks much 
more balanced now, especially in terms of decision making.

The multi-hub model is central to our strategy. For example, 
before the multi-hub model someone who joined us early 
in their career would have had to move to our global HQ to 
progress. This was a major drawback because relocation is 
not a convenient life choice for many. The new setup means 
they’re able to progress in their career without having to 
move halfway around the world. This is especially attractive 
to the new generation, as they want a global career and they 
want to progress fast. Finally, while creating a differentiated 
offering helps us become more attractive as an employer, it 
also creates a genuinely diverse workforce. 

Do you think this model is one that more global 
companies will have to move to? What are the key 
advantages over a traditional single-headquartered 
business?

OLIVIER: Many organizations have the ambition to change 
and become more global and diverse. However, this change 
does not come easy—it needs to start from the top, and 
involves a completely different model, as well as a new 
way of working. If you don’t believe that diversity brings 
different perspectives, innovation, and creativity, and you 
don’t commit to manage the creative tension, then clearly it 
is better to continue with a traditional single HQ.
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The first filter to apply 
is whether a new 
technology or tool 
enhances employees’ 
experience and makes 
their lives simpler. 

One of our first actions was to relocate the Executive 
Committee members to various hubs. For instance, I moved 
to Hong Kong a few years ago. These changes allowed us to 
create a more balanced footprint. The multi-hub model also 
helps us drives our cultural transformation—by empowering 
leaders to create and manage global teams, we chose to be 
closer to talent, instead of asking them to move their base. 
This shift is hugely beneficial in helping us become an 
employer of choice. 

Yes, there are challenges because diversity is also about 
managing people with different backgrounds, mind-sets, 
and ideologies. So, to make it work we are creating enablers 
like the Global Family Leave Policy, flexibility-at-work 
principles, and a brand new international mobility policy. 
I think this is the way of the future. 

Speaking of leaders, executive teams across all 
companies are responding to digital business 
disruption in one way or another. How are you 
working with your leaders to create a more digital 
Schneider? 

OLIVIER: Over the past 18 months we have developed 
a high-potential leader development system that targets 
leaders at four levels, focusing specifically on “leadership 
in a digital world.” The initiative addresses innovation, 
digital business model changes, and harnessing disruption. 
It works on business acumen and strategy skills, as well 
as executive leadership behavior and mind-set to handle 
rapid digital changes. 

We are investing in an innovative digital learning program 
called “license to lead.” This program leverages a powerful 
mobile-learning-experience platform and allows leaders 
to access dynamic and on-demand business and leadership 
content related to our business and digital innovation. 
The early pilots had high adoption rates, and we are now 
preparing for a large-scale deployment globally. 

The company regularly hosts innovation summits and 
Internet of Things learning seminars internally to build the 
skill set and mind-set for a digital transformation. These 
sessions give leaders exposure to knowledge and feedback 
from customers, market changes and industry trends, and 
specific practices and solutions being developed within 
the company (such as the EcoStruxure™1 digital platform). 

Finally, a few years ago, we embraced the concept of 
“learning expedition.” We realized collectively that to 
stay competitive it’s important to keep learning from 
the outside world. With the acceleration of digital we’ve 
cascaded the learning expedition concept, because 
while our leaders may know their industry, we wanted 
to encourage them to learn from technology and digital 
companies. Through these expeditions we try to study 
interesting and successful models companies have created 
and apply some of them at Schneider Electric. We want 
to learn about technology and tools, but also about the 

cultural and leadership nuances that have helped these 
companies evolve.

As you think about all the digital levers HR can pull to 
transform HR and the org (e.g., new HR technologies, 
digitalizing the employee experience), which do 
you think are the most impactful, and which are 
false leads to avoid?

OLIVIER: First, the aim should not be digitization for 
its own sake—we don’t want our people to be distracted 
from their primary mission and become hostages to tools 
and applications. The first filter to apply is whether a new 
technology or tool enhances employees’ experience and 
makes their lives simpler. At Schneider, we have actively 
followed a pilot approach to test new digital ideas with 
small participant groups, iterate the solution based on 
their feedback, and then arrive at a decision on global 
deployment. The other crucial criterion is the ability of 
different technologies to connect or speak with each other, 
as we don’t want anything short of a completely seamless 
experience for the end users.

1  Schneider Electric, “EcoStructureTM: Innovation at Every Level,” https://www.
schneider-electric.com/en/work/campaign/innovation/overview.jsp.

https://www.schneider-electric.com/b2b/en/campaign/innovation/overview.jsp
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Avoid the Trap 
of Employee 
Engagement Myths

Most employee engagement lessons are oversimplified 
to the point they are now more myth than reality. 
Learn why claimed engagement best practices are 
harmful and how evidence-based alternatives can 
strengthen an organization's engagement efforts.

Visit cebglobal.com/5-myths-webinar.

http://www.cebglobal.com/5-myths-webinar
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That’s why engagement and retention initiatives were among the top five objectives 
for heads of HR in 2017. With all of this focus on engagement, you’d expect executives 
inside and outside of HR to have increasingly accurate information on how best 
to measure, enhance, and leverage employee engagement. Unfortunately, this is 
not the case. 

The engagement lessons reported in the media and elsewhere are often 
oversimplified, becoming more myth than reality. Other lessons are born of plausible 
hypotheses that were never tested with sound research. In both cases, HR executives 
eager to learn best practices often end up basing key decisions on only partial truths. 
It means engagement efforts will be inefficient or, at worst, ineffective enough to 
lose senior leaders’ confidence. In our research, only 33% of those responsible for 
engagement say business leaders believe engagement initiatives drive business 
outcomes. Prevalent misinformation on employee engagement is one reason for 
such a low perceived level of impact.

There are five key areas where seemingly "common knowledge" is actually myth. In 
each, leaders can adjust their engagement efforts for a more fully engaged workforce. 

By Paul Mastrangelo and Karen Barbera

Five Myths 
of Employee 
Engagement

Organizations with the highest levels 
of engagement (pride in the company, 
energy from the job, and optimism in 
the company’s future) report financial 
outcomes that are three times higher 
than companies with the lowest levels. 

23
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Takeaway Message: Nearly two-thirds of employees globally 
are proud of their employers, energized by their jobs, and 
optimistic about their company’s future. Be wary of proprietary 
scoring procedures that stack the deck in favor of shockingly 
low scores. A more transparent scoring procedure builds confi-
dence in your survey program and provides an accurate view of 
your engaged workforce.

It’s always shocking to read claims that less than one-third of 
employees are engaged. What a crisis! Surely there must be 
something inherently wrong with employees, their employers, 
organizational leaders, or all three. But when your firm’s 
engagement survey shows engagement levels to be more than 
twice that level (as we commonly find among our clients), your 
leaders might disregard the results as inaccurate or conclude 
there is no need for them to worry. Much like any fear tactic, 
once it is clear that the cry of “wolf” is a false alarm, it’s less 
likely to be believed the next time. 

The truth is these discrepancies in how employee engagement 
is reported are due to differences in how it is defined and 
measured. Sixty-five percent of employees agree or strongly 
agree (the percent favorable) with the statement, “I am proud 
to work for my company,” a common engagement item. To 
make that score appear lower, we could look just at the 
percentage of employees who strongly agreed (23%). If we 
wanted to create an even more alarming score, we could report 
the percentage of employees who strongly agree with this 
statement and strongly agree with some other statement, such 
as “I feel energized by my job.” Don’t be fooled by cries of wolf 
at your door—especially from someone selling wolf repellent. 

A more sensible approach is to use a small number of individual 
survey items that define engagement and then aggregate the 
responses across these items to create an overall engagement 
score. We define employee engagement as pride in the 
company, energy from the job, and optimism in the company’s 

future. The percent favorable 
across these three components 
is 64%, with high-performing 
companies approaching 70% 
favorable. The simplicity of 
the definition and scoring 
creates transparency that may 
not create good marketing 
headlines but does reduce 
ambiguity for leaders, 
eliminating one obstacle to 
improving your business. 

Myth 1: “Wolf! Wolf!”—Shockingly 
Few Employees Are Engaged 

“The simplicity of the 
definition and s oring 

creates transparency that 
may not create good 
marketing headlines 

but does reduce 
ambiguity for leaders.”
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Engagement has become synonymous 
with surveys, to the point where the 
employee survey is now known as 
the engagement survey. Some leaders 
lump any and all desired outcomes 
(e.g., autonomy, personal growth, 
alignment, agility) under the engage-
ment label. Others believe no other 
construct needs to be measured—only 
engagement questions will help the 
organization improve its performance. 
In either case, the result is a false assumption that maximiz-
ing employee engagement is the most important outcome of 
a survey program. It sounds so very simple: the higher the 
engagement score, the better the company performs. So very 
simple, and so very wrong. 

Some important details have been left out. First, the survey 
questions that best predict performance will depend on what 
work is being performed. Yes, engagement predicts custom-
er retention, for example, but not as well as a question to 
employees about what it takes to serve customers. Second, 
engagement scores have a ceiling, so attempts to improve 
already high scores are often unsuccessful and no longer 
improve company performance. Having motivated employ-
ees does not mean a thing if that energy cannot be directed 
toward the right behavior at the right time under the right 
conditions. Engagement is a critical piece of successful talent 
management, but it’s not the only one. 

A best practice is to measure not just engagement but also 
other constructs that correspond with the culture your 
company needs to succeed. Combining employee engagement, 
strategy alignment, and organizational agility will provide a 
better talent dashboard than engagement alone. Furthermore, 
the survey should measure the cultural precursors (e.g., toler-
ance for risk or decentralized decision making) of the business 
outcomes your company needs to maintain its competitive 
advantage. A survey with a broader scope delivers a better 
understanding of how to improve organizational performance. 

Myth 2: High Engagement 
Solves All Woes 

Takeaway Message: Engagement is an important construct to 
track in any workforce, but others are important to track for 
aspects of organizational performance beyond just motivation 
and commitment. Talent management does not boil down to just 
one metric; make your employee survey a smarter business tool.

The Net Promoter Score (NPS) has, over the past 10 years, 
become a popular measure of customer loyalty. The question 
asks, “How likely is it that you would recommend [company/
product/service] to a friend or colleague?” on an 11-point scale 
(0–10) and labels respondents who select 9 or 10 as “promot-
ers.” The proportion of “detractors” (those who select 0–6) 
is subtracted from the proportion of promoters to determine 
the score. Proponents claim the NPS score is a strong leading 
indicator of organizational growth.

Given how powerful this one question is, many executives 
want to adapt it for use in the employee survey by asking, 
“How likely is it that you would recommend [company] to 
a friend or colleague as a place to work?” adopting the same 
11-point response scale and scoring procedure. Adding an 
employee NPS question must add considerable value to the 
employee survey, right?

The answer is no for several reasons. To start, investigations 
have shown no evidence that the NPS question is the best 
predictor of growth. Likewise, an employee NPS is not a supe-
rior predictor of performance, turnover, or other outcomes. 
Using just one question about a person’s willingness to rec-
ommend the company is far removed from more important 
outcomes like the person’s desire to stay, perform at a high 
level, and participate in improvement efforts. Methodological 
concerns about how NPS is scored also reduce its applicabil-
ity to smaller group sizes, which are often the very focus of 
employee surveys aimed at driving local improvements. 

Myth 3: Tracking the Highly Engaged 
Promoters Is Most Important 
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Takeaway Message: NPS has become controversial even 
within Marketing and Sales, and including it in HR mea-
sures adds complexity while making the employee survey 
less useful. If you receive a request to add NPS into your 
employee survey, you might push back by asking what 
is missing from the existing survey that is worth jeopar-
dizing comprehension of results. Uncovering and adding 
new questions that drive action is much more likely to 
enable organizational improvements than adding  
a trendy metric.

A more sensible approach is to focus less on creat-
ing additional measures of engagement and more 
on taking action that employees find engaging. 
Replacing your analog gas gauge with a digital 
gas gauge won’t improve your car’s fuel mileage, 
put more fuel in the tank, or get you to your des-
tination. It makes more sense to work on solving 
the problems that stop you from getting where 
you want to be. In the employee survey realm, 
nontraditional survey formats with complicated 
scoring procedures will not lead to improved 
organizational goals or better organizational 
change management. 

This myth is so pervasive—everyone knows employees don’t 
leave their company, they leave their manager—that survey 
questions about the immediate manager must surely be the 
strongest drivers of employee engagement. There is a certain 
logic to thinking that our manager, our link to higher-level 
leaders, is very important in how we commit to our employer. 

The problem is the data tells a different story. We hear from 
a wide array of organizations, reinforced by our benchmark 
data, that perceptions of the manager—for example, belief that 
the manager is doing a good job overall or acts in a caring way 
toward the work group—are neither the best predictors of 
employee turnover nor the strongest drivers of engagement. 
In fact, manager quality is just fifth out of the top 10 reasons 
employees leave, according to our exit survey 
data. And questions that focus specifically 
on one’s manager tend to correlate least with 
employee engagement. The topics that are far 
stronger drivers of engagement include:

• Feeling trusted and valued, 

• Seeing one’s work contribute to 
company goals and improving existing 
processes or products,

• Feeling that opportunities exist to develop 
one’s skills, and 

• Observing effective collaboration. 

Immediate managers certainly contribute to these aspects of 
the work environment, but they increasingly do not control 
them. In fact, when employees have opportunities to comment 
they often say things like, “My manager is great, but Corporate 
is asking us to do X, Y, and Z, and I don’t think they understand 
the effect it is having.”

A more sensible approach is to acknowledge that action 
may need to be taken at multiple levels. Managers should 
consider their role in influencing those things that affect the 
engagement of their groups. However, employees, leaders at 
higher levels, and functional leaders responsible for setting 
policy also have a key role in addressing issues. 

Myth 4: It’s the Manager’s Fault—Immediate Leadership Is the Strongest 
Engagement Driver 

Takeaway Message: Perceptions of the immediate 
manager are not the strongest drivers of engagement 
and are not the key to retaining employees. Important 
aspects to monitor and act on are perceptions of 
efficiency, continual improvement, strategy alignment, 
empowerment, and skill development. While immediate 
managers affect these aspects, it takes an orchestrated 
effort by senior leaders, local leaders, and functional 
leaders to create and retain an engaged workforce. 



27
© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Increasingly, organizations expect employees to be self-
directed and own their individual engagement. On the surface, 
this approach fits nicely in the increasingly complex, ever-
changing, and highly networked environments that define 
organizations today. And it’s a natural extension of their 
prevailing self-service approach. It’s an intriguing idea, but 
is it the right way forward?

As we’ve seen, there are some key misconceptions about what 
drives engagement. The immediate managers are not the only 
critical driver of engagement, and neither are individual 
employees. While individuals can certainly influence their 
own engagement, this message may threaten the 
success of engagement initiatives by implying 
reduced accountability for managers and leaders 
to build and improve their teams’ engagement. 
This is likely to lead to managers de-emphasizing 
engagement, growing employee cynicism over 
managers' lack of concern, and a spiraling down 
of employee engagement. 

Particularly troubling is how this can play out 
in the context of an employee survey, often a 
critical component of an organization’s employee 
engagement initiatives. Imagine that when 
employees take a survey, they each get a feedback 
page comparing their own engagement levels to 
others within the organization and providing 
tips, best practices, and resources for them 
to improve it. This can create the unintended 
message that employees’ feedback is not worth 
leaders’ time because ultimately employees are not doing 
enough themselves to solve what they claim to be problems. 
Such an approach is not only frustrating to employees but 
also squanders opportunities for collaborative organizational 
improvement and fails to acknowledge that different survey 
items can (and should) be actioned by different organizational 
levels and functional groups. 

This type of reporting may lead to other unintended 
consequences. First, it signals to employees that the 
organization is not interested in acting on their feedback, 
potentially lowering their incentive to participate 
meaningfully (and honestly) in surveys. It can compromise 
the confidentiality of individuals’ responses, particularly for 
small groups, where sharing individual reports could make 
it easy for a manager or other employee to determine how a 
specific individual responded. 

A more sensible approach is to make the survey program a 
strategic leadership tool to improve the company. Employees 
have a viewpoint unlike anyone else, and their perceptions of 
your business would be worth millions to your competitors. 
Your employee survey should be asking questions that let 
leaders evaluate organizational strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats. The survey program thus operates 
as an investment center, where reducing frustration and fixing 
problems should more than pay for the cost of surveying 
employees and taking action.

Takeaway Message: While employees should be 
involved in post-survey actions, sending the message 
that the survey is about individual problems for each 
employee to solve is demoralizing. Employees do not 
necessarily have the ability or authority to solve the 
underlying issues—certainly not in a vacuum. You need 
people at the top providing resources, offering support, 
and coordinating efforts across employees to fix the 
more systemic problems. Having individuals attempt 
solo improvement actions also fails to pool resources 
to improve the organization. The “employees own their 
engagement” philosophy perpetuates the idea that the 
survey is about satisfying employees and therefore is 
not worth leaders’ time.

Myths about engagement have a way 
of spreading quickly. They can make it 
hard for you to be sure whether your 
organization’s approach actually reflects
research and best practices—or is just 
the fl vor of the month. By looking out 
for these fi e myths, HR leaders can 
ensure their employee engagement 
strategy is based on fact, not fiction

Myth 5: Employee Heal Thyself—Employees, Not Managers, Own Engagement
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Wondering About Other 
Engagement Myths? 

We employ over 1,000 data scientists, psychologists, 
engineers, and researchers. Our Workforce Surveys & 
Analytics group designs, administers, and interprets 
feedback tools for survey programs at organizations, big 
and small, around the globe. We live and breathe surveys. 
Let us separate talent management fact from myth.  
Find out more at www.cebglobal.com/talent-management/
workforce-surveys-analytics.html.

© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.
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By Richard Nguyen

How to 
Develop 
a Talent 
Strategy for 
the Digital Age

Insights from the CHRO Agenda Poll
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What role can an HR executive play in bringing cohesion and 
momentum to digital business transformation efforts?

Ninety-two percent of CEOs stress the need for their CHROs to 
digitalize the employee experience. However, 61% of CHROs 
feel unprepared to manage any digital transformation effort. In 
2017's CHRO Agenda Poll, we asked over 100 CHROs to assess 
how much progress their companies were making in achieving 
digital transformation. We compared the 2018 priorities of 
CHROs in more digitally advanced companies to those of their 
counterparts working in companies that were less digitally 
advanced.2 Our analysis revealed some instructive differences 
that point to ways CHROs can help advance their businesses’ 
digital priorities. 

Digitalization: The use of 
digital technologies and 
capabilities to improve 
processes, engage talent 
across the organization, and 
drive new and value-generating 
business models

Companies are struggling to transform their businesses 
to meet the urgent call of digitalization. Sixty-seven 
percent of leaders believe their businesses must become 
significantly more digital to be competitive,1 but often 
digitalization strategies may be too underdeveloped or 
siloed to be truly transformative. 

2  Digital advancement 
is the respondent’s 
perceived rating of his 
or her organization’s 
ability to use digital 
technologies to drive 
strategic priorities.
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Figure 1: Reasons for Digital Transformation

Prioritize Value Creation,  
Not Just Efficiency

When forming your HR strategy to support digital business 
transformation, don't lose sight of your enterprise’s customers. 
Compared with CHROs in less digitally advanced companies, 
CHROs in digitally advanced organizations are more likely to 
cite creating value for customers as the primary impetus for 
their business's digital transformation. By contrast, CHROs 
in less-advanced companies were more likely than their 
digitally advanced peers to say their organizations wanted 
digitalization to achieve cost-cutting and business efficiency 
goals. Why does the end goal matter?

Hefty digital investments eat up already limited budget dollars; 
CHROs cite insufficient funding as the top barrier to HR's 
own digitalization efforts. However, it appears senior leaders 
(including those in HR) who argue their digital initiatives will 
deliver business value are more likely to effectively mobilize 
support and funding than those who promise efficiency gains. 
Prior research has shown that digitally advanced companies 

have far bolder visions than their counterparts, with two-
thirds agreeing they possessed a radical vision and 82% 
agreeing their vision crossed organizational silos.3 Thus, 
digitally advanced CHROs do not stop at optimizing current 
processes but rather are reimagining how HR will manage 
talent to create value for business customers. To ensure your 
HR strategy drives value creation for end users, consider the 
following action steps:

1. Collaborate with leaders in Marketing and Sales to 
better understand the customer journey.

2. Map out how HR services connect to the end customer’s 
biggest pain points and opportunities.

3. Implement talent management practices (e.g., changing 
staffing models or L&D focuses) that will best position 
employees to address them.

A Focus on Customer Goals A Focus on Optimization Goals 

Deepening Relationships 
with Customers to  

Build Loyaltya

Improving Business 
Decision Making 

Through Enhanced 
 Data Analytic  

Capabilities

Customizing Business 
Products and Services 

to Customers' 
Individualized 
Preferences

Increasing Efficiency 
of Business Processes

40% 37%40%
49%

19%

53%

17%

62%

Source: CEB analysis.

Note: Categories of advancement determined by median split on digital advancement score (more advanced = 5–10, less advanced = 1–4). Differences are statistically significant.
a  Examples include tracking customer sentiment, use of products to anticipate changing needs, and address problems.

More Digitally Advanced Companies Less Digitally Advanced Companies



© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

32  CHRO Quarterly | First Quarter 2018

Figure 2: Barriers to Digital Transformation

Assess Your Digital Platform  
Before Diving In

An organization-wide, integrated digital platform is one of 
the most important foundations for a digital transformation's 
success. Such a digital platform encompasses not only the IT 
infrastructure but also the underlying operational processes 
that integrate these key capabilities across the enterprise. 
Only by securing this digital platform can CHROs flexibly 
experiment with digital initiatives. CHROs from less digitally 
advanced companies are more than twice as likely as their 
counterparts from more digitally advanced companies to 
be hindered by a poor existing IT infrastructure. Indeed, 

“work[ing] with the IT function to seamlessly implement new 
digital technologies across different functions” is the least-
pressing challenge for CHROs in advanced companies (2.3%), 
suggesting confidence in their digital platform to facilitate 
unified transformation efforts across the enterprise.

Without an integrated platform, the fragmentation and 
unnecessary complexity of legacy systems make coordinating 
change and collecting crucial workforce data more difficult to 
manage. Establishing an integrated digital platform requires 
cross-functional leadership. CHROs should work with the CIO 
to assess the current state of their businesses’ digital systems 
arrangement, identify areas suffering from redundancies or 
unnecessary complexity, and make room for a more seamless 
integration of digital talent initiatives across the enterprise. 
With a bold vision of digital transformation’s value creation, 
CHROs can steer seniormost executives toward making the 
coordinated, cross-functional effort to garner the necessary 
funding and resources to strengthen their digital platforms. 
Such cross-functional collaborations, however, should not 
end at the usual players, such as the CIO. 

Source: CEB analysis.

More Digitally Advanced Companies Less Digitally Advanced Companies

Note: Categories of advancement determined by median split on digital advancement score (more advanced = 5–10, less advanced = 1–4).  
Differences are statistically significant.

Execution Barriers Logistical Barriers

Scarcity of 
Digital Talent

Security 
Concerns

Lack of 
Cultural Fit

Poor 
Existing IT 

Infrastructure

Insufficient 
Funding

Competing 
Organizational  

Priorities

21%21%

57%

30%

47%
40%

30%

10%

33%

24%

30%

9%
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Figure 3: Partnerships Engaged Across the C-Suite

Forge a Wide Range  
of C-Suite Partnerships

A lack of clarity around digital business transformation across 
the C-suite should be an alarm bell for CHROs, creating an 
opportunity for them to drive progress. Partner with key 
executives to not only share ownership of digitalization’s many 
responsibilities and risks but also access a cross-functional 
range of insights and capabilities. CHROs in general are 
investing in key cross-functional relationships with the CIO, 
CEO, and CFO to better support their digital efforts. These 
partnerships may alleviate basic logistical barriers, such as 
lack of financing and a lack of vision from senior leadership. 
But CHROs in digitally advanced companies are significantly 
more likely to invest in partnerships with C-suite peers, such 
as the chief communications officer, chief data officer, and the 
chief sales officer (see figure 3).

By partnering with a broader coalition of these C-suite 
executives, CHROs in digitally advanced companies tap a 
wider base of support and expertise to realize value-creation 

efforts. For instance, data officers can provide essential 
employee and customer interaction information to help reveal 
the highest-impact opportunities for improving employee 
performance and business impact through digitalization.

Among the most digitally advanced companies, CHROs 
are helping to formalize these partnerships by establishing 
digital governance teams comprised of senior leaders 
across the organization.4 These team members hold shared 
key performance indicators and incentives to work across 
siloes and achieve digital initiatives. CHROs may steer these 
leadership teams and develop the mechanisms to integrate 
digital initiatives. This could take the form of a steering 
committee, where executives make unified decisions on 
initiative policy and resource allocation. Governance holds 
stakeholders accountable and ensures change is consistently 
applied and supported across the enterprise. 

Source: CEB analysis.

More Digitally 
Advanced Companies

Less Digitally 
Advanced Companies

Chief 
Communications 

Officer

Chief Data  
Officer

Chief Sales  
Officer

Note: Categories of advancement determined by median split on digital 
advancement score (more advanced = 5–10, less advanced = 1–4). 
Differences are statistically significant.

40%

24%
21%

35%

5% 5%

By partnering with a 
broader coalition of these 
C-suite executives, CHROs 
in digitally advanced 
companies tap a wider base 
of support and expertise to 
realize value-creation efforts.
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Figure 4: How CHROs Are Transforming the Employee Experience

Empower Employee-Driven 
Transformation

Digital transformation requires workforce engagement. With 
consumerization taking HR by storm, heads of HR are tasked 
with using digital technologies to create a different-in-kind 
employee experience to keep up with competitors. Leaders 
may effectively coordinate this digital change across siloes, 
but the employees within are the change agents who will 
be fulfilling this overarching vision. Indeed, CHROs cite 
“employee expectations of a compelling, digitally enabled work 
experience” (49.5%) as the most relevant need for their HR 
strategies to address. With a majority of CHROs attempting 
to digitally enhance the employee experience (60.4%), there 
were no statistically significant differences between more or 
less advanced companies in their choices of initiatives. To 

better foster employees' digital mind-set, CHROs across the 
board are implementing technologies such as micro-learning4 

platforms (54.1%) and collaboration technologies (54.1%).

An effective digital HR strategy empowers the workforce to 
self-direct and learn in a flatter, more agile design, instead of 
one siloed in hierarchies and controlled by directive leadership.5 
With these initiatives, CHROs are preparing to design their 
organizations to better facilitate employee collaboration 
(39.6%) and knowledge sharing (42.6%). Mobilize employees 
into flexible and interdependent work units to best facilitate 
the knowledge sharing and collaboration needed for them to 
fulfill and share your digital vision. 

Source: CEB analysis.

Using Gamification 
to Help Employees 

Learn and Retain New 
Competencies More 

Effectively

Continuously Tracking 
Employee Sentiment 

to Quickly Identify and 
Respond to Changes  

in Engagement

Using Collaboration 
Technology to 

Facilitate Teamwork 
and Knowledge 

Sharing

Implementing  
Micro-Learning 

Platforms to Provide 
Employees with Just-in-

Time Content

36%
41%

54% 54%

4   Now copyrighted  
by Grovo.
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Conclusion

CHROs in digitally advanced companies are playing key roles 
in driving their business’s digital transformation efforts. By 
establishing a value-creating strategy, cross-functional 
leadership teams, a robust digital platform, and an employee-
driven experience, HR leaders can more properly steer their 
organizations toward digital success. Above all else, coordinate 
an overarching digital strategy with your C-suite peers, and 
you will set yourself up for success.

An effective digital HR strategy 
empowers the workforce to self-direct 
and learn in a flatter, more agile design, 
instead of one siloed in hierarchies and 
controlled by directive leadership.
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1  CEB 2017 Digital Enterprise 2020 Survey, n = 578. 
3  George Westerman, Didier Bonnet, and Andy McAfee, Leading Digital: 

Turning Technology into Business Transformation (Boston: Harvard Business 
School Publishing, 2014).

5  Charles C. Snow, Øystein Devik Fjeldstad, “Designing the Digital 
Organization,” Journal of Organization Design, 13 June 2017, https://
jorgdesign.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41469-017-0017-y.
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Your Board 
Should 

Care About 
Culture Too 

By Caitlin Dutkiewicz
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Today, investors care  
more about organizational 
culture than ever before— 
a phenomenon certainly 
driven in part by the media. 

From the scandals at Uber, VW, and Wells Fargo to the 
never-fading fascination with millennials, media outlets have 
propagated a public interest in the way organizations manage, 
treat, and reward their employees. This heightened attention 
on culture is changing the nature of investors’ discussions 
about and expectations of organizations. Today, culture is 
the number-one discussed talent issue on earnings calls, 
with mentions growing 7% annually. Investors also recently 
petitioned the US Security and Exchange Commission 
(SEC) demanding more reporting on its people metrics, 
including culture.1 

This increasing attention puts more pressure on boards to 
meaningfully examine culture’s role in driving corporate 
strategy. To account for customers’ and shareholders’ 
shifting expectations, organizations need their boards to 
play a more active role in setting, measuring, and managing 
culture over time. 

When It Comes to Culture, Boards 
Need to Look Beyond Compliance 

Today, most boards focus on financial performance and risk; 
often, any focus on culture relates to compliance and is ad 
hoc or reactive.2 According to a recent survey from INSEAD, 
just one in five board directors says he or she spends the 
right amount of time discussing culture.3 This intermittent, 
compliance-focused approach looks only to minimize the risk 
of culture and tends to address the symptoms of problems 
rather than create sustainable solutions. By focusing so 
much on minimizing risk, boards fail to consider the upside, 
or the growth potential, of culture. With this narrow risk-
focused lens, boards are missing opportunities to maximize 
shareholder return. 

How Can I Help the Board Mitigate 
Risks Related to Culture?

Given boards’ limited visibility into the day-to-day operations 
of organizations, it’s important to give them insight into 
culture (without pulling them into the weeds). While 87% of 
board directors report having a good understanding of their 
organization's “tone at the top,” just 35% feel they have a good 
understanding of the “mood in the middle,” and even fewer 
(18%) indicate they understand culture at the lower levels 

Call to Action: As CHRO, you are 
uniquely positioned and obliged to 
help the board minimize the risk 
and maximize the opportunity from 
organizational culture. Proactively 
include discussions of culture’s role 
in organizational events, such as 
mergers and acquisitions, budgeting 
guidelines, and earnings calls.
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How Can I Help the Board Maximize 
Business Opportunity Created by  
a Strong Culture?

The board is likely to press you on your strategy for managing 
the culture (and if they don’t, they should). Educate them on 
best practice to set the stage for success. As our 2017 study on 
“Creating a Culture That Performs” discovered,5 two key things 
differentiate best-in-class culture management strategies: 

1. They look to change employees’ knowledge, mind-set, 
and behaviors simultaneously (not one at a time), and

2. They address all employees at once (not segments of 
the workforce).

By arming boards with this knowledge, you’ll enable  
a successful partnership when considering any changes  
to the culture. 

You must also work with the board to maximize leader impact. 
Our research shows that updating processes to reflect the 
culture is the most powerful way for leaders to drive the 
workforce’s cultural alignment. Partner with the board to 
ensure that the processes under its control (e.g., executive 
compensation, succession planning, executive hiring, strategic 
resource allocation) are aligned with the desired culture. 
Then have the board consider running a culture audit of all 
business processes at the organization. Leaders need to be 

Call to Action: Here are two practices to help you 
source authentic employee voice for the board:

1.  Unilever continuously monitors employee 
comments from various internal and external 
sources to track how certain events affect 
perceptions of the company’s culture. This 
ongoing listening allows the company to 
better understand employee sentiment and 
productively react to it in real time. 

2.  PayPal takes a less technologically intense 
approach to capturing employee voice, asking 
select employees to act as “culture journalists” 
and document the current culture. This 
employee-led intelligence gathering helps PayPal 
get a sense of the culture from those who know 
it best. Sharing culture journalist findings with 
the board would be another way to uncover 
potential risks and meaningfully engage in 
conversation about culture.

“By arming boards with this 
knowledge, you’ll enable a 
successful partnership when 
considering any changes to 
the culture.”
held accountable for culture not just in terms of their own 
behavior but also in terms of how they update their business 
operations to reflect the culture.

Consider how Pitney Bowes, a global information technology 
company based in the United States, asks senior leaders to write 
a letter to the CEO each year detailing how they supported 
that year’s cultural priority in their business unit. Those who 
fail to submit a letter or have not adequately embedded culture 
in their operations are not invited to the annual leadership 
team meeting, creating high-stakes repercussions for not 
investing in culture. This practice has spurred a newfound 
attention to culture at the company and set the foundation 
for improved client and employee experiences and significant 
financial growth.

The board of directors at CACI International, an American 
multinational professional services company, has gone so 
far as to create a committee whose purpose is to “oversee 
management’s efforts to foster and institutionalize the 
company’s culture of character, ethics, and integrity and 
safeguard and advance the company’s reputation.” The 
committee is not only responsible for oversight of culture, 
but for oversight of assessments, as well.5

Conclusion

Boards underserve their shareholders’ interests when they 
think of culture only in terms of risk. By broadening their 
conversations to include the opportunities from culture, 
they are more likely to deliver on their promise of maximum 
shareholder return. As CHRO, be ready to jump in and play 
a more active role with the board on culture; its support and 
oversight should only benefit your culture agenda.

1  US Securities and Trade Commission, 6 July 2017, https://www.sec.gov/rules/
petitions/2017/petn4-711.pdf.

2  National Association of Corporate Directors, “Culture as a Corporate Asset,” 
“accessed 14 November 2017, https://www.nacdonline.org/files/NACD%20
BRC%20Culture%20as%20Corporate%20Asset.pdf.

3  Erik van de Loo and Jaap Winter, “Corporate Culture Is an Alarmingly Low 
Priority for Boards,” INSEAD, 10 November 2017, https://knowledge.insead.
edu/leadership-organisations/corporate-culture-is-an-alarmingly-low-
priority-for-boards-7676.

4  NACD, “2017-2018 NACD Public Company Governance Survey: Executive 
Summary,” 28 November 2017, https://www.nacdonline.org/Resources/Art 
cle.cfm?ItemNumber=50360.

5  CACI, “Charter of the ‘Culture, Character, Integrity, and Ethics’ Commit-
tee of the Board of Directors,” November 2015, http://investor.caci.com/
Cache/1500094268.PDF?O=PDF&T=&Y=&D=&FID=1500094268&i-
id=4200091.

Note: To access the tools and resources in this article, visit our website or 
contact your account manager. 

of the organization.4 You can help close directors’ visibility 
gaps by presenting them with authentic employee voice on the 
culture from all levels of the organization, not just proxy talent 
metrics. Measures like employee turnover and engagement 
are valuable to share, but they only give boards high-level 
signals of what’s happening. Employee voice, however, can 
help boards understand how employees experience culture 
on the ground.

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/research/report/17/chro-quarterly-q4-2017/creating-a-culture-that-performs.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/research/case_study/17/unilever--real-time-culture-monitoring.html?referrerTitle=Search&referrerContentType=systempage&referrerURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cebglobal.com%2Fmember%2Fcorporate-leadership-council%2Fsearch.html&referrerComponentName=Search%20Results&pageRequestId=46073304-a85e-4c15-8432-92a7e7b3526c&totalCount=47&currentIndex=1&searchString=unilever&screenContentId=200784260
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/research/case_study/17/paypal-culture-journalism.html?referrerTitle=Search&referrerContentType=systempage&referrerURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cebglobal.com%2Fmember%2Fcorporate-leadership-council%2Fsearch.html&referrerComponentName=Search%20Results&pageRequestId=46073304-a85e-4c15-8432-92a7e7b3526c&totalCount=10&currentIndex=1&searchString=paypal&screenContentId=200784260
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The most progressive organizations are 
seriously considering the importance of a 
holistic wellbeing strategy, including physical, 
mental, financial, and emotional health 
support, to better their employees' overall 
health and improve engagement by up  
to 9.2%. 

We spoke with Scott Halford, CEO of Complete Intelligence and author 
of Activate Your Brain: The Neuroscience of Success. Scott has channeled 
his knowledge of psychology, brain-based behavioral science, emotional 
intelligence, critical thinking, and the principles of influence to show 
how maintaining a healthy brain at work can build mental resilience 
throughout our careers. 

Scott discusses how we can activate “brain hacks” to refresh our 
brain, increase stamina and momentum, and rid ourselves of negative 
feelings to enable better working decisions.

An Interview with Scott Halford 

How to 
Activate 
Your Brain

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/hr-midsized/ignition-guides/ceb-ignition-guide-to-developing-a-holistic-wellbeing-strategy.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/hr-midsized/benchmarks/employee-wellbeing-monitor.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/hr-midsized/benchmarks/employee-wellbeing-monitor.html
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CEB Talent Angle with Scott Engler is a podcast that explores the bleeding edge of talent 
management, featuring thought leaders from inside and outside the corporate world. Listen 

on iTunes or at cebglobal.com.

Anatomy of 
the Brain: The 

Neuroscience of Stress

The first step to activating 
your brain is to under-

stand its biological basis. 
Scott begins by explain-

ing how the relationship 
between three major parts 

of your brain, three-brains-
in-one, affects our emotional 

state. The first, housed in the 
lower part of the brain, is the 

“reptilian” brain. This is the 
oldest part of the brain, which 

controls vital functions such as 
breathing, sweating, salivating, 

and recognizing danger. As the 
survivor piece of the brain, it 

activates responses to danger and 
differences in the environment. In 

the middle sits the “mammalian” 
brain, the emotional center. This 

produces our emotional response 
to the environment, sometimes acti-

vated by the reptilian brain. Third, 
there is the “human” brain. As the 
thinking, reasoning, and inventing 

executive center, the human brain 
gives our emotions intelligence. 

We can consciously control only one 
aspect of the brain, the human brain. 

Scott emphasizes that to become 
the brain’s “driver,” we need to use 

that consciousness to activate the 
human brain when the reptilian and 

mammalian brains recognize stress as 
danger. In moments where the reptilian 

and mammalian brain begin to take over 
and we reach our boiling point, we need to 
exercise our control to step away from the 

situation and replenish our minds.

Drowning in Cortisol
Cortisol, a hormone that regulates metabolism 

and immune response, plays an essential role 
in physical health and is greatly affected by 

daily stressors. Scott explains, “Cortisol is your 
focuser, your motivator…and necessary for you 

to get off the couch…however, it is also corrosive 
to the body when there is a substantial build 

up.” At this point, Scott says, the body  
is effectively drowning in cortisol. 

Cortisol travels through the body with 
adrenaline and glucose; when there is a 
surplus of cortisol in the body, elevated 
by stress, these hormones prepare 
you for fight, flight, or freeze. When 
cortisol levels aren’t actively managed, 
the hormones attack the gut, leading to 
issues such as irritable bowel syndrome, 
Crohn’s disease, and ulcerative colitis. 
In addition, the gut is home to about 
95% of the body’s serotonin, the mood 
regulator that targets antidepressants. 
Halford affirms, “if you’re stressing 
out, your gut’s going to get attacked...if 
you don’t have good health in your gut, 
then you’re going to get depressed.” 

Beyond the physical consequences, 
high levels of cortisol in the body 
are a detriment to mental health. Dr. 
John Woodcock at the University of 
Colorado works on the Aging Brain 
Project where he sees patients between 
the ages of 35 to 65 who think they 
have Alzheimer’s and/or dementia. 
Although these patients experience 
the characteristic huge memory gaps, 
crankiness, and lack of sleep, most have 
neither Alzheimer’s nor dementia. The 
bad news is, if they continue to work 
in the same way, the symptoms will 
become permanent and patients will 
develop some form of moderate to 
severe dementia. 

To better regulate levels of cortisol for a 
healthier body and brain, Scott explains 
we must manage stressors daily. 

Four Steps to Activate the Brain
Scott suggests the following to erase 
cortisol and activate your brain to 
manage stressors:

• Afternoons are particularly 
bad times to make decisions 
because cortisol levels rise to 
induce stress and energy is low. 
When the mammalian brain feels 
defensive, the prefrontal cortex 
goes to the background and 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/ceb-talent-angle-with-scott-engler/id1066056346?mt=2
https://www.cebglobal.com/human-resources/englers-angle.html
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How We Can Help

• Use our CEB Ignition™ Guide 
to Developing a Holistic 
Wellbeing Strategy for a step-
by-step guide on creating 
a strategy targeted to your 
organization.

• Check out our Employee 
Wellbeing Monitor to see 
how we can help you capture 
ongoing employee sentiment 
related to overall, financial, 
physical, and emotional 
wellbeing.

survival mode takes over. On a daily basis, when you 
feel these intense emotions, take a moment or walk 
away. It only takes about 6–10 seconds for the intensity 
of the neurochemistry to dissolve and activate the 
prefrontal cortex. 

• If tired when attending a meeting late in the afternoon, 
bite into an apple. The pectin, fiber, and glucose in the 
apple perks you up more quickly than a cup of coffee. 

• Our brain has about six or seven times more 
architecture to recognize danger than it does to 
recognize reward. However, it is also incredibly 
susceptible to what you use to prime it. What you tell it 
to see, it will see. If you are not telling it anything, the 
default—because of the architecture—will be a negative 
space. You’re going to see problems, you’re going to feel 
malaise and bored. Yet, if you start taking a moment to be 
present and see the rewards, it will actually change your 
brain’s chemistry.

• Raisins can help you learn how to focus and when to 
wander. On average, the brain will wander every seven 
to eight seconds. Scott suggests focusing on a raisin for 
90 seconds a day and gradually extending this to about 
45 minutes. Completing this exercise will improve 
mindfulness and focus, while simultaneously growing the 
prefrontal cortex and the memory center of the brain. 

Bonus exercise: Put the raisin in your mouth and work to 
think about anything but the raisin. Mental wandering is 
one of human’s greatest gifts if we can be intentional about 
it. Mental wandering when someone is speaking allows the 
brain to connect something said to something you’re likely to 
do and encourages innovation. 

Conclusion
Scott says using these brain hacks to erase cortisol and 
manage stress regularly will work wonders for your body and 
brain in the short and long term. As HR leaders, encouraging 
employees’ well-being and ensuring your own can go a long 
way to improving team engagement.

“As HR leaders, encouraging 
employees’ well-being and 
ensuring your own can go a 
long way to improving team 
engagement.”

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/hr-midsized/ignition-guides/ceb-ignition-guide-to-developing-a-holistic-wellbeing-strategy.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/hr-midsized/ignition-guides/ceb-ignition-guide-to-developing-a-holistic-wellbeing-strategy.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/hr-midsized/ignition-guides/ceb-ignition-guide-to-developing-a-holistic-wellbeing-strategy.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/hr-midsized/benchmarks/employee-wellbeing-monitor.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/hr-midsized/benchmarks/employee-wellbeing-monitor.html
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Where will you join 
your peers in 2018?

2018 CEB Corporate Leadership Council™ Meeting Descriptions

Despite all the attention and resources 
devoted to managing organizational culture, 
less than one-third of HR leaders believe 
their organization has the culture it needs 
to drive future business performance. The 
best organizations are addressing these 
knowledge, mind-set, and behavior gaps 
holistically by moving from people- to 
process-focused strategies in order to get 
a higher level of alignment between the 
workforce and the desired culture.

Please join us to hear and discuss with your 
peers our latest research on creating a culture 
that performs and how achieving higher 
alignment between the workforce and your 
desired culture drives improvements in key 
business outcomes.

In these sessions we will provide insights, 
strategies, and solutions—in a fast-paced, 
dynamic format—for the top three challenges 
facing CHROs. We will discuss our studies, 
“Creating a Culture That Performs,” “Building 
the Analytics Capabilities of the HR Function,” 
and “The Impact of Digitalization.”

Join us to learn how CHROs are tackling the 
biggest challenges they face today, including 
culture, analytics, and digitalization.

Creating a Culture That Performs: Moving 
from People to Processes to Maximize 
Culture Outcomes

The CHRO Agenda: Insights and Solutions  
for the Top Challenges That CHROs Are 
Facing Today

How to Attend
Contact your account manager, or e-mail 
MeetingsCEB@gartner.com.

43
© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

2018 CEB Corporate Leadership Council™ Meeting Dates

Creating a Culture That Performs The CHRO Agenda

Staff Briefin
15 March, Palo Alto, CA
29 March, New York

Executive Briefing
15 February, Johannesburg
21 February, Houston
7 March, Minneapolis
14 March, Toronto
15 March, London

Annual Executive Retreats
November 7, Chicago 
November 14, New York

mailto:MeetingsCEB%40gartner.com?subject=


CEB Corporate Leadership Council™

cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council 

+1-571-303-3000 (North America)

+44-(0)20-7632-6000 (Europe, Middle East, and Africa)

+61-(0)2-9321-7500 (Asia–Pacific)

Legal Caveat

Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates (“Gartner”) is not able to guarantee the 
accuracy of the information or analysis contained in these materials. 
Furthermore, Gartner is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or 
any other professional services. Gartner specifically disclaims liability 
for any damages, claims, or losses that may arise from a) any errors or 
omissions in these materials, whether caused by Gartner or its sources, 
or b) reliance upon any recommendation made by Gartner.

The CHRO Insight Series

CHRO Quarterly 
Magazine

Business insights and implications 
for heads of HR on leading their 
organization and HR function, 
featuring personal stories  
from leading HR executives

Global Talent Monitor
Quarterly workforce insights at a 
global and country level on what 
attracts, engages, and retains 
employees based on data from 
18,000+ employees in 20+ countries

Investor Talent Monitor
Insights on how CEOs and their 
investors are discussing talent, and 
opportunities for CHROs to stay 
ahead of those conversations

© 2018 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved. CLC180439

http://cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council
www.clc.executiveboard.com
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