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Leadership needs are fast-moving targets. 

Create agile processes, not agile people. 

Register for an upcoming CEB Corporate Leadership Council™ 
event to learn more about high-potential talent.

70%Organizations that use
agile HIPO processes are 
more likely to have a strong leadership bench.

Designing a HIPO Strategy That Moves  
at the Speed of the Business

2. Aspiration 

Actively manage aspiration 
to capture and manage 
fluctuations over time.

3. Engagement 

Provide HIPOs with the 
right non-promotional 
advancement opportunities. 

1. Ability 

Involve stakeholders 
with the best insight 
into changing needs and 
on-the-job performance.

...they are 
more likely to 

turn over.

...agility can’t 
be easily 

developed.

...they are 
hard  

to find.

Betting on agile people to hit those 
targets doesn’t work because...

17% 71%
less likely to have 
HIPOs ready for 
leadership roles.

less likely to fill skill 
gaps with internal 
candidates.

HIPO strategies focused  
on agile people are:

of those leaders can’t predict 
what those changes will look like. 

1/3HR leaders expect over
of senior leadership roles to be 
significantly different within five years.

40%

So how do we create a HIPO strategy 
that hits a moving target? 

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/events/meetings/15/lost-stars0.me107432.html
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R. Buckminster Fuller
Inventor, Author, and Futurist

You never change things 
by fighting the existing 
reality. To change 
something, build a new 
model that makes the 
existing model obsolete.



From the Editors

5
© 2017 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Embracing Digitalization
By Brian Kropp and Matt Brooks

Technology has dramatically changed how we communicate, 
explore, and conduct business. Capabilities considered 
novelties just a few years ago are now considered essential, 
like frequent business travelers scanning a receipt into an 
expense account or pulling up a boarding pass with their 
phone. Customers now expect almost every major company 
to be a digital company, at least to some degree.

Those customers who expect a digital experience are also 
employees in their own organizations, and they are coming 
to expect similar digital capabilities from their employers. 
Previously, HR leaders’ role in digitalization has been focused 
on finding talent to support the firm’s new digital products 
and capabilities. Today, embracing digitalization means 
looking beyond talent to consider how technology affects 
the way we work throughout the organization and working 
with other executives to implement that technology in a  
thoughtful manner. 

As digital options 
proliferate, many CHROs 
find themselves trying to 
separate fad from fact. 

As digital options proliferate, many CHROs find themselves 
trying to separate fad from fact. New trends can seem very 
promising at first, but may just become a substantial investment 
for something that will be obsolete in just a few years. To avoid 
this trap, heads of HR must carefully consider the implications 
of digitalization for the broader organization—and be ready 

to engage with other executives to  
influence their thinking on the 

topic as well.

Now is the time for CHROs to 
examine the challenges and 
opportunities digitalization 
will present in the coming 

years. We’ve included several articles in this issue to illuminate 
HR’s relationship with digitalization:

• A great place to start is “Defining Digitalization” on p. 16. 
In this article, we’ve partnered with CEB CIO Leadership 
Council to explore the various ways you should expect 
digitalization to affect HR in the future.

• We also feature two excellent CHRO interviews this 
quarter: Abdulaziz Al Ali from The Emirates Group  
(p. 12) and Richard Williams from Western Union  
(p. 26). Abdulaziz Al Ali discusses how he is working with  
The Emirates Group’s new chief digital officer to optimize 
the use of technology both in HR and throughout the 
organization. Richard Williams discusses how Western 
Union has managed to stay technologically current over 
its long lifespan and shares some recent performance 
management and digitalization changes. 

Technology’s rapid pace can be intimidating. Business leaders 
today often feel like they are scrambling to catch up with 
digital trends. But there is also tremendous opportunity in 
digitalization for HR and the business as a whole. We hope 
to see more HR leaders move from chasing digitalization to  
leading the way.



CEB’s take on  
what others  
are writing  
about talent

In the  
News
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HR as PR in the  
Age of Trump
By Brian Kropp

Over the past few years, companies have increasingly been 
pursuing “HR as PR,” which entails using HR strategies 
to differentiate their organization—not only from talent 
competitors but also for customers. The message these 
companies send to customers is, “Because we treat our 
employees well (and therefore have high-quality employees), 
you should buy our product.”

Until now, most HR as PR 
strategies have focused on topics 
that customers did not find 
controversial. Who would be 
upset that a company increased the 
amount of parental leave it offers or 
raised entry-level wages?

Now, however, CEOs and heads of 
HR are struggling to define what 
their HR as PR strategy should be 
in light of policy decisions from 
the new Trump administration 
and changes in immigration, visas, 
trade, and other White House initiatives. More corporate 
leaders than usual are choosing to take a public stance on 
contentious political questions, and that has consequences 
for their organization and their head of HR. As Steve 
Boese remarks:

“[O]nce the CEO of the organization takes a public stand on 
issues as divisive as these, it sets down a kind of organizational 
culture marker that will be just about impossible to ignore 
or alter in the future. And no matter what side of this (or the 
next big issue) the CEO does come down on…there is almost 

1  Steve Boese, “On 
Corporate Reactions 
to Current Events,” 
Steve Boese’s 
HR Technology, 
30 January 2017, 
http://steveboese.
squarespace.com/
journal/2017/1/30/on-
corporate-reactions-
to-current-events.
html.

2  Jena McGregor, 
“Taking Aim at Trump 
Policies, Starbucks 
CEO Vows to Hire 
10,000 Refugees 
Over Five Years,” 
The Washington 
Post, 30 January 
2017, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/
news/on-leadership/
wp/2017/01/30/
taking-aim-at-trump-
policies-starbucks-
ceo-vows-to-hire-
10000-refugees-
over-five-years.

Now, however, CEOs and heads 
of HR are struggling to define 
what their HR as PR strategy 
should be in light of policy 
decisions from the new Trump 
administration and changes in 
immigration, visas, trade, and 
other White House initiatives. 

certainly going to be a cohort of stakeholders (employees, 
customers, candidates) that is not going to see eye to eye with 
your CEO, and by extension your organization.…

“The word ‘divisive’ implies that at least some people are on 
the other side of that divide from you. And I think we have to 
be very careful that we don’t forget that.…The next issue might 

have very cool-headed, rational, 
logical people on completely 
opposite sides. And should both of 
those kinds of people be welcome 
in your organization?”1

When President Trump signed an 
executive order suspending the 
entry of refugees and citizens from 
certain countries into the United 
States, many CEOs distributed 
statements to their employees 
stressing their continuing 
commitment to diversity. Some 
also expressed support for more 

open immigration policies. A few CEOs even committed 
their organizations to specific actions, such as Starbucks’s 
CEO Howard Schultz pledging to hire 10,000 refugees in 75 
countries over five years. 

Schultz’s move is consistent with his reputation as a politically 
active CEO with a very specific vision of his organization’s 
culture and values.2 Other CEOs with different opinions 
are choosing to support the Trump administration. But 
organizations need to be careful about their actions here. 
Starbucks’s announcement won some applause and perhaps 

http://steveboese.squarespace.com/journal/2017/1/30/on-corporate-reactions-to-current-events.html
http://steveboese.squarespace.com/journal/2017/1/30/on-corporate-reactions-to-current-events.html
http://steveboese.squarespace.com/journal/2017/1/30/on-corporate-reactions-to-current-events.html
http://steveboese.squarespace.com/journal/2017/1/30/on-corporate-reactions-to-current-events.html
http://steveboese.squarespace.com/journal/2017/1/30/on-corporate-reactions-to-current-events.html
http://steveboese.squarespace.com/journal/2017/1/30/on-corporate-reactions-to-current-events.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2017/01/30/taking-aim-at-trump-policies-starbucks-ceo-vows-to-hire-10000-refugees-over-five-years/?utm_term=.6e7534fac455
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some patronage from opponents of the travel ban, but Trump 
supporters have called for a boycott. 

Reasonable people can disagree on whether supporting or 
dissenting against the Trump administration is the right 
decision for their company, but the point is that once a 
decision is made, the CEO and the organization must follow 
through on that decision with action. The worst scenario to 
find yourself in as a CEO is one of tepid support for one point 
of view or another with no follow-through. Employees and 
customers who agree with your position will be disappointed 
because your organization isn’t taking action to back it up, 
while those who disagree will be disappointed because of what 
you said (even if your organization isn’t doing anything beyond 
making statements).

As a business leader, if you are willing to voice an opinion 
about the current political landscape, you must be ready to 
follow through on that opinion.

Reasonable people can disagree on 
whether supporting or dissenting 
against the Trump administration 
is the right decision for their 
company, but the point is that once 
a decision is made, the CEO and the 
organization must follow through 
on that decision with action.

Book Review: Winning  
on HR Analytics
By Caitlin Dutkiewicz 

In Winning on HR Analytics, Ramesh 
Soundararajan and Kuldeep Singh 
address how to take “an analytic view to 
HR.” With chapters focused on key HR 
domains—organizational design, talent 
acquisition, learning and development, 
engagement and retention, competencies, 
and compensation and benefits—the book 
walks readers through traditional forms 

of measurement and highlights ways organizations can mature 
their analytical approach.

The book emphasizes grounding analytics work in business 
questions by aligning it to key strategic initiatives. Solving 
leaders’ most pressing challenges not only improves business 
outcomes but also secures buy-in and creates momentum for 
future analytics projects.

The book also succeeds in dispelling common myths in talent 
analytics—for example, that you need to have perfect data or 
make large technology investments to run successful analyses. 
Soundararajan and Singh’s work, however, sweeps over some 
of the difficulties talent analytics teams face today, such as 
accessing and synthesizing data from different systems, 
developing strong internal partnerships with data owners and 
line leaders, and creating clear processes for project scoping 
and prioritization.

But if you’re new to HR measurement and analytics, this book 
will serve as a good primer for the possibility and power of 
data for the HR function. It’s full of examples and offers 
thoughtful questions and tactical advice to get you to approach 
HR analytically.



© 2017 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

8     CHRO Quarterly | Second Quarter 2017

Organizations have heavily invested in culture 
change over the past three years, but less than 
one-third have the culture they need to drive 
future performance. CHROs are asking us how 
they can ensure their organization's culture 
drives behaviors that are aligned with its 
strategy and values. 

To address this question, our research team is 
taking a hard look at the topic of organizational 
culture this year. We’ll uncover how the best 
companies manage culture with the same rigor 
as other key organizational assets. Here is a first 
look at our hypotheses and what we are hearing  
from your peers.

Creating  
a Culture  

That  
Performs

By Jessie Knight An Early Look at CEB’s 
2017 Organizational 

Culture Research Initiative
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A Uniquely 
Difficult Time for 
Managing Culture

CEOs are increasingly focused on culture as a competitive 
advantage for their organizations. Our most recent Investor 
Talent Monitor report reveals that culture is by far the most 
commonly discussed talent-related issue during earnings calls 
(see figure 1). 

This increased focus has translated into increased pressure 
for CHROs, 80% of whom now consider managing culture to 
be a primary part of their role. At the same time, disruptive 
workforce trends have contributed to a level of social instability 
within organizations that makes effectively managing culture 
increasingly difficult:

What Most  
Organizations Do

Many organizations heavily rely on activating key influencers 
in an employee’s network to make the right behaviors “go 
viral.” In particular, they use senior leader influence to ensure 
organizational culture stays aligned with strategy and values 
amid this volatility and dispersion. 

Specifically, these organizations prioritize:

• Communication cascades to drive urgency and  
send a consistent message,

• Individual leader role modeling and storytelling to 
signal commitment, and

• Culture champions to clarify desired behaviors and 
reinforce their importance.

In theory, this approach makes sense. In an environment where 
strategy is continuously evolving and employee experiences 
are inconsistent, senior leaders and culture champions should 
be best positioned to cut through the noise and communicate 
the desired culture, signal the organization's commitment 
to the culture, and enforce behavior change where needed. 

Why then are so few organizations confident they have the 
culture they need?

What Is 
Organizational 
Culture? 
At its core, an organi-
zation's true culture is 
how employees (at all 
levels) behave when 
nobody is looking. 

A high-performing 
culture creates value 
for the organization 
by driving employees 
to engage in the right 
behaviors for the right 
reasons—that is, in a 
self-driven and self-
sustaining way rather 
than simply to avoid 
the consequences of 
noncompliance.

1. Remote and/or temporary positions 
are increasingly prevalent, reducing 
traditional opportunities to 
reinforce culture.

2. Employer–employee social contracts 
are built on the principle of short-term 
partnership rather than long-term 
loyalty, which may reduce mutual trust 
and commitment.

3. Teams assemble and dissemble 
more quickly, frequently disrupting 
established networks and creating more 
inconsistency in how work gets done.

4. Investors and communities have greater 
visibility into the relationship between 
organizations and their employees, 
creating high-stakes repercussions for 
cultural missteps.

This instability leaves many CHROs unsure 
of their organization’s current culture(s), 
uncertain whether updates are needed, and 
unable to sufficiently embed the culture to drive desired 
employee behaviors. In fact, despite most organizations (75%) 
investing in culture change in the past three years, only 31% 
of CHROs believe their organization has the culture it needs 
to drive future performance.

Figure 1: Culture Is (by Far) the Most-Referenced 
Talent Management Term in Investor Conversations
Number of Companies Discussing Each Talent 
Management Topic During 2016 Earning Calls
Displaying Top Five

0 500250

Learning and 
Development 167

Change 
Management 204

Culture 473

Recruiting 219

Compensation 
and Benefits 211

Source:  CEB analysis; AlphaSense (accessed January 2017),  
https://research.alpha-sense.com.

Note:  Searches were limited to the use of the terms in a talent management 
context and included synonyms and synonymous phrases of the 
terms. Search parameters were limited to earnings calls released from 1 
January 2010 to 31 December 2016 from publicly listed companies in the 
S&P Global 1200 and S&P MidCap 400 indices as of 31 December 2016.
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Leading organizations realize they can create an aligned 
culture faster and more cost-effectively by aligning key 
processes in employees’ workflow in addition to or before 
aligning influential people in employees’ networks. They do 
this by making three key shifts in how they measure, translate, 
and embed their desired cultures:

1. Measure how the culture performs, not just whether 
it is engaging. Many companies tell us engagement 
scores are their best metric for evaluating their culture’s 
health and effectiveness. However, this provides a limited 
(and often inaccurate) view of culture, increasing the risk 
of making bad decisions about how the culture needs to 
evolve. Instead, the best organizations evaluate whether 
the culture is driving critical behaviors. This requires 
fully understanding the culture as it truly exists in the 
organization, not just the extent to which specific values 
are demonstrated in employee behavior.

Conclusion

Realizing culture’s full potential to drive organizational 
performance requires a shift in the way CHROs commonly 
approach culture management in their organizations. Leading 
CHROs focus on aligning key processes—not just key people; 
they embed cultural values by changing the way they measure, 
translate, and enable sustained behavior change aligned with 
cultural values.

2. Tell employees what they must stop doing to live the 
values. Employees often struggle to translate cultural 
values into day-to-day behavior because the values are 
too high level (e.g., “we are innovative”), overwhelming 
(e.g., “we must be exceptionally inclusive and 
exceptionally innovative”), or contradictory (e.g., “we are 
exceptionally efficient and exceptionally innovative”). To 
help employees translate values into behaviors, the best 
organizations communicate the tradeoffs they expect 
employees to make, not just the behaviors they expect 
employees to demonstrate.

3. Update key business processes—not just talent 
processes—to reflect stated values. Talent processes 
are important but not sufficient to embed cultural values. 
Most barriers to making behavior routine actually lie 
in the systems that determine work processes, not 
individual skill or motivation. Rather than holding 
senior leaders accountable for personally modeling the 
values, the best organizations hold them accountable 
for updating key business processes and structures to 
remove financial, structural, or governance barriers to 
desired behaviors.

We want to hear 
from you!
Do you want to share your reactions 
to this story? Do you have a success 
story you’d like the research team 
to know about? Ask your account 
manager how you can get involved.

A strategy focused on key influencers fails to drive quick and 
consistent behavior adoption because it is incomplete—it 
devotes most of the organization’s resources to only a fraction 
of what actually drives employee behavior. 

More specifically, we see these key influencer–based 
approaches falling short in a few key ways:

• Messages from culture champions and senior 
leaders inform employees of desired behaviors and 
signal permission for employees to engage in those 
behaviors. But the messages aren't relevant or credible 
enough to supplant the cues already embedded in 
employees' immediate workflow that might trigger 
misaligned behavior.

• Role modeling and storytelling provide examples and 
signal permission to engage in desired behaviors. But 
they aren't enough to make those behaviors easy and 
routine if legacy processes, structures, and resource 
distribution policies get in the way.

• Leaders do have the most power to reward and punish 
behavior. But focusing on those forms of motivation may 
crowd out the intrinsic motivation needed for behavior 
to reflect shared values rather than mere compliance.

Why It Isn’t Working

A Better Way Forward
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It’s not always  
this obvious.

But it can be.

CEB enables more precise talent management by 
delivering the insights and solutions that drive business 
performance. Each year, we equip more than 21,000 
senior executives around the globe with insight, tools, 
and actionable advice that support them in building 
change-capable functions and workforces.

Learn why CEB is the obvious choice for nearly 90% 
of the Fortune 500 and more than 80% of the largest 
listed companies in the world at cebglobal.com.

www.cebglobal.com


Voice of  
the CHRO
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Every quarter we interview 
chief HR executives to gain 
their perspective on issues 

facing the HR function. 
This quarter, we spoke with 

Abdulaziz Al Ali about 
managing organizational 

culture and using robots to 
provide HR services.

By Nina Moreno
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About The Emirates Group and Abdulaziz Al Ali

The Emirates Group is an international aviation holding company based in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, 
that employs more than 65,000 people. Abdulaziz Al Ali joined The Emirates Group in 1986, assuming 
various senior positions in HR. In his current role as Executive Vice President of Human Resources, he is 
responsible for developing effective training procedures for new employees and ensuring workers adhere 
to company policies, procedures, and rules.

Thank you for speaking with us. One thing we’re 
really interested in discussing with you is the impact 
of digitalization. What is The Emirates Group doing 
in this space? 

ABDULAZIZ: We just appointed our chief digital and 
innovation officer for Emirates Airline three or four months 
ago. He’s going to be looking for ways to simplify our business 
and determine what digital projects we’ll pursue. Before he 
joined, I began uncluttering HR by moving all transaction 
activities and activities that needed to be digitized into a 
shared services environment. While that’s now done, we’re 
still in the midst of doing a lot more work.

As we grow bigger, the bureaucracy grows and things become 
a bit more challenging. We’re now trying to see what the 
digital world has to offer us. We have a very diverse culture 
and employ 170 different nationalities, which means we 
need to understand what sort of values and leadership are 
going to work for the digital world. Growth is the number-
one thing for us, and with growth comes complexity. The 
question becomes, how can we become more efficient? I’m 
looking forward to working with our new chief digital officer 
on all of this—especially on the culture front. 

Employee resistance is likely a key issue you would 
have to deal with given how digitalization can 
automate tasks employees pride themselves on 
and roles they depend on. However, the value of 
digitalization lies in the new opportunities it creates. 
So how are you thinking about enabling people to 
be more comfortable with new technology and 
creating a digital culture?

ABDULAZIZ: Yes. When you talk about the digital 
world, people become a bit anxious because they think 

there’s going to be change. Change 
normally means pain, and that makes 
people uncomfortable. We’re trying to 
demonstrate that making the change 
toward a more digital world will 
improve efficiency—and this process 
will involve everyone. 

If you don’t involve and are not transparent with the people, 
you’re not going to get anywhere. You want to be able to 
drive the change management in a way that does not create 
fear and demotivate people. By involving people from the 
lowest level to the top level, I think that will help a lot with 
shifting mind-sets. 

At the end of the day, it’s all about collaboration, 
respect, and being treated fairly. So a lot of this will 
be focused on. I mean, what’s really going to drive 
behavior? Behavior is going to be hand-in-hand with the  
values we establish.

Culture is a responsibility of all leaders and the 
CEO, but we often look to HR to champion the 
organization’s values. What's the role you have 
taken to drive the organization's culture?

ABDULAZIZ: The responsibility is certainly going to be 
shared, but I think we in HR do play a big role in driving 
culture. When you talk about culture here today, within 
The Emirates Group, you are really talking about diversity. 
What we’re going to do is rely on the behaviors that we 
want—the values that we want to define our company. 
And based on that, I think we’ll be able to derive a culture 
we believe is going to work for the company—especially  
in the digital world. 

By involving people from the 
lowest level to the top level, I 
think that will help a lot with 
shifting mind-sets.
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Fundamentally, 
human beings need 
to be the heart and 
soul of culture, and 
you can’t neglect 
this. We are a 
very successful 
and exceptional 
organization because 
of our people.

And how do you connect the conversation 
around behaviors and values to the strategy-level 
conversation around The Emirates Group’s desire 
to grow and increase its profitability?

ABDULAZIZ: Fundamentally, human beings need to be the 
heart and soul of culture, and you can’t neglect this. We are a 
very successful and exceptional organization because of our 
people. I believe if you've got people with the right attitude 
and behavior, then you're almost there. 

But then the question is, what sort of behavior do you want 
from the people? One of the biggest messages we get from 
our chairman is how we're going to drive respect—or at least 
instill respect—in everything we do within the organization. 
So that's the kind of thing we believe will play an important 
part in the growth and profitability of the company. 

You need the right people to drive things in the  
right direction.

What specific examples can you share about 
how your ongoing work in digitalization is 
enhancing employee capabilities or creating new 
opportunities within HR?

ABDULAZIZ: One example can be found on our planes 
with our Tempest system. Emirates Airline is always very 
mindful and caring of the people on board. If somebody falls 
ill during a flight, the cabin crew will call doctors based in, 
for example, the Philippines. The doctors will then direct 
the crew and let them know whether they should divert 
the plane or not. Traditionally, to get a doctor’s input we 
would have to physically divert the plane, but now through 
digitalization and outsourcing, they’re on standby for us to 
communicate with when needed. 

Another example is the small robot receptionist we 
recently created specifically for the HR team. People asked 
it questions, and it responded. We could theoretically 
outsource basic activities such as answering HR process 
questions and place these robots around the world. The 
robot could walk to a person and ask, “Can I help you with 
something?” and then direct that individual to an answer 
with the support of someone in HR, as needed, who's sitting 
on another floor. That person could also sit in the United 
States, Netherlands, or wherever. 

That’s so interesting. So what’s next for 
digitalization efforts in HR? Any more robots?

ABDULAZIZ: No, no more robots at the moment. However, 
in general, we are looking forward to seeing what else we 
can do. For me, I’m personally interested at looking across all 
the IT systems within HR and figuring out what is adding or 
not adding value. Right now we have some very convoluted 
IT products within HR, and I can assure you we probably 
don’t need 40% of them. With the chief digital officer as our 
partner in the technology space, we can really understand 
where we are getting value with our HR and IT investments.
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Are recent changes such as M&A 
causing your top talent to leave?

Prepared for 
Departure?

Launch your exit survey now to see why  
your employees are dissatisfied and leaving.

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council/benchmarks/survey/departure-view-clc-hr-s-exit-survey-resource.html
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Creating a Common Vision

Defining 
Digitalization

By Katy Connealy Weber and Michael Hanrahan 
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Ask a room of 20 executives to define “digitalization,” and 
you are likely to get 20 different answers. This discrepancy 
reflects the volatility, speed, and unpredictability of the 
current business and technology climate. Unfortunately, this 
climate makes it difficult to address the challenges of an 
increasingly digital economy and workforce. We surveyed 
over 500 senior executives and found that only 27% have a 
cohesive digitalization strategy across the enterprise.

Executives may struggle to agree on a definition, but 
most agree on the following:

of executives agree 
companies must become 
significantly more 
digitized to maintain 
competitiveness.

of executives agree 
digitalization isn’t a fad.

of executives agree 
digitalization isn’t 
likely to be slowed 
by a recession.

of executives agree 
digitalization is a priority 
for their company.

80%

66%

87%

67%

Defining 
Digitalization
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n = 578 senior 
business leaders.
Source: CEB Digital 
Enterprise 2020 
Survey.



© 2017 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

18     CHRO Quarterly | Second Quarter 2017

In 2016, CEOs ranked technology as the top overall business 
driver, and 77% of executive priorities in 2016 were 
technology dependent. 

Digitalization is here to stay, but not all sectors and functions 
have felt the full force of its impact yet. In fact, corporate 
strategists surveyed by CEB indicated that the brunt of 
digitalization’s impact is currently hitting Marketing 
nearly twice as hard as Human Capital. The variability of 
digitalization’s impact presents a major opportunity for 
CHROs to create a common understanding of digitalization 
among their business leaders. They can also use that 
framework within the HR function to prioritize initiatives, 
integrate work streams and processes, and upskill their 
teams—and CEOs are increasingly asking CHROs for this help. 

Some CHROs already have digital initiatives planned for 2017: 

• 32% want to create a “digital employee experience.”

• 57% plan to prioritize attracting and retaining 
digital talent.

• 68% plan to prioritize improving the organization’s 
talent analytics capabilities. 

To enable the identification, prioritization, and execution of 
these digital business and HR initiatives, we have focused 
on three lenses through which CHROs can shape the 
organization’s shared vision of digitalization: 

1. Defining digitalization

2. Discerning business and talent implications

3. Deploying resources accordingly

This article focuses on the first two lenses. 

The variability of 
digitalization’s impact 

presents a major 
opportunity for CHROs 

to create a common 
understanding of 

digitalization among their 
business leaders.



19
© 2017 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

To establish a practical, common understanding of what 
digitalization means, focus on the where and the how. The 
figure below shows the spectrum of change we’re seeing 
in digitalization across products, channels, and operations. 
As these activities increase, they begin to overlap and often 
occur in parallel.

Some may argue that digitalization has existed since the 
beginning of computing, but two factors differentiate the 
current nature of digitalization from that of earlier phases:

1. For most industries, the earlier phases of digitalization 
focused more heavily on operations than on the product 
and channel. 

2. Digital changes to the product, channel, and operations 
are now far more transformational.

We examined hundreds of trends to identify six deep shifts in 
the business environment that will result from digitalization. 
These shifts should act as the framework for CHROs to:

• Ensure talent conversations with the line are grounded 
in business context;

• Identify the current talent implications of these 
shifts, project future talent implications, and partner 
with the line and C-suite peers to prioritize and 
respond to each; and

• Improve their teams’ business acumen. (58% of 
HRBPs indicated their top development goal in 2017 
was building business acumen, followed by building 
influence skills.)

Defining  
Digitalization

Discerning Business  
and Talent Implications

Product
Changes to 

the Product or 
Service Portfolio

Using data and 
technology to 
enhance existing 
product and services

Channel
Changes to Sales, 

Marketing, and 
Customer Service 

Capabilities

Improving channel 
coordination and 
performance

Operations  
& Workforce

Changes to 
Other Business  

Capabilities

Improving productivity 
or optimizing enterprise 
activities and processes

Launching new 
products and 
services beyond 
the core business 
portfolio

Transforming 
channels to match 
customer behaviors 
and preferences

Making broad 
improvement 
in one or more 
corporate functions

Enhancement
Scope of Change

Transformation

What Business Leaders Mean by Digitalization  
Digitalization Opportunities for the Incumbent 
Enterprise 

Source: CEB analysis.

Product: While most organizations focus ini-
tially on improving existing products, more 
transformational efforts include launching new 
products and services beyond the core business 
portfolio (e.g., serving cars, not just selling cars; 
selling “wellness,” not just medical treatment). 

Operations and Workforce: Many digitalization 
efforts aim to automate or increase the produc-
tivity of labor-intensive business processes. As 
these efforts progress, they can include making 
broad improvements to one or more corporate 
function (e.g., digital manufacturing, supply 
chain digitalization).

Channel: Many organizations use digital 
technology to improve channel coordination 
through e-commerce platforms and mobile 
customer service. As channel improvements 
become more sophisticated, more organiza-
tions hope to integrate all customer service 
channels (e.g., in person, phone, online) into 
one seamless experience that matches custom-
er behaviors and preferences.

Digitalization leads 
to an integrated, 
customer-centric 
perspective across 
the enterprise.
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Customers will continue 
to expect lower-effort, 
nonintrusive service. 

Business Shift 1: Demand Grows More Personal

As customers seek personalized products that align with their preferences and values as individuals (rather than as segments), 
companies will rely on digital channels and digital innovations in logistics and customer service to achieve personalization at scale. 
Customers will continue to expect lower-effort, nonintrusive service. 

Examples: Novartis provides wearable technology to help multiple sclerosis patients track and monitor their daily activity  
so patients can tailor their lifestyle to get the most from treatment. Under Armour prints customized shoes.

Sample Talent 
Implications

• Talent Acquisition: Attraction of critical talent requires differentiated, customized branding and career 
coaching. All candidates demand a more effortless, personalized application experience.

• Career Management: To address the global attrition driver of career dissatisfaction, organizations must 
capture and align employee career aspirations with business need through always-on internal career 
marketplaces.

Organizational  
HR Examples

• AT&T creates the Experience Weekend to show the innovation of its brand to campus candidates and 
increase top talent’s acceptance of offers.

• Westpac empowers learners to extract personal and career value from their learning by introducing true 
self-directed and social learning.

• HCL Technologies develops a social career navigation framework that identifies employee aspirations, 
connects employees with career coaching, pushes opportunities to employees, and redirects employees to 
emerging business needs. 

20     CHRO Quarterly | Second Quarter 2017
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Business Shift 2: Products Become Information-Rich Services

Business 
Implications

By 2020, 69% of business leaders expect that their organization will prioritize services to enhance existing 
products over the creation of new products. Customers will demand comprehensive or ongoing experiences with 
their purchases.

Example: GE Aviation uses data from aircraft engines to recommend to its customers ways to lower fuel costs.

Sample Talent 
Implications

• Leadership Development: Leaders’ ability to give and take across the enterprise becomes critical as product 
and service lines blur.

• All HR: Pressure on HR to deliver a cohesive and satisfying “employee experience” of HR solutions increases. 

Organizational  
HR Examples

• GE enables leaders to shift from a hierarchical leadership mind-set to an enterprise mind-set of using and 
contributing value throughout the organization.

• American Express shifts from providing leadership development classroom training to a guided Learning 
Journey for Leaders across the 70-20-10 spectrum.

Business Shift 3: Data Reliance Deepens

Business 
Implications

Customers rely increasingly on data—especially from peers—when making purchase decisions. Managers and 
employees use data for virtually every business decision. The overabundance and often uncertain quality of data 
make it harder to reach decisions quickly.

Example: UK grocery retailer J. Sainsbury provides incentives to farmers to identify and collect new data that can 
be integrated into the company’s existing metrics and performance indicators.

Sample Talent 
Implications

• Talent Acquisition: Critical STEM talent converges across the industry. Candidates demand hard data as part of 
their job selection process.

• Talent Analytics: As talent analytics teams continue to mature their own processes, they must also create an 
ecosystem of partners outside of HR that have other data sources (e.g., Finance, Marketing) to provide more 
holistic and integrated guidance to the business. 

• Rewards: Transparency and the availability of information (e.g., on workforce composition, on executive 
compensation or median employee salary) create new challenges for Rewards executives.

Organizational  
HR Examples

• To create a flexible HR analytics capability without adding substantial head count or cost, Philips creates cross-
functional project teams that leverage expertise from other functions.

• To increase employees’ appreciation of their plans and challenge misperceptions employees’ may have about 
their pay, Zeta Energy organizes pay communication around a few key themes. This helps employees interpret 
pay information the way the organization intends.
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Business Shift 5: Internal and External Boundaries Blur

Business 
Implications

Increased transparency and access to virtual communication enables companies to collaborate through open 
models. Functional boundaries and hierarchies within organizations give way to fast-changing matrices.

Example: Walgreens opens its application programming interfaces (APIs) to third parties to handle prescriptions, 
schedule appointments at its clinics, share wellness data, and print photos. 

Sample Talent 
Implications

All HR: More employees will need cross-functional skills and awareness of how to give and take across horizontal 
workflows, both internal and external. 

Talent Management: “Portfolio careers” that involve more frequent role switching create demand for HR to 
provide internal transparency of available skills and opportunities as well as flexible work approaches. 

Organizational  
HR Examples

• Caterpillar invites external partners to join their critical talent development program, helping critical talent build 
external networks to enable their success in future leadership roles.

• IDEO’s annual business review uses collective goal setting to empower high-impact, team-sourced 
contributions.

• Telstra creates its “All Roles Flex” approach to strengthen the leadership pool and include more female leaders.

Business Shift 6: Everything Accelerates (Except Large Companies)

Business 
Implications

New capital-light competitors scale rapidly while customer demand changes at a faster rate. Size, complexity,  
and regulation slow incumbent responses.

Examples: Many retail banks face internal hurdles as they struggle to keep pace with mobile payer-to-payer 
systems like Venmo. 3D printing startup Carbon increases the speed at which objects can be printed.

Sample Talent 
Implications

All HR: Continual change requires HR functions to regularly assemble, deploy, and recall HR staff to provide the 
right mix of skills to meet shifting organizational priorities. 

Change Management: Organizations adopt more open-source approaches to change management  
and goal setting.

Organizational  
HR Examples

• Qantas’s HR function establishes a pooled staffing and project model to more effectively manage the 
organization through the large-scale changes required to navigate a challenging competitive environment.

• Salesforce uses its V2MOM (vision, values, methods, obstacles, and measures) tool year-round to ensure 
organizational alignment and the ability to move quickly, rather than creating a static annual business plan. 

Business Shift 4: Work Adapts to Machines’ Broader Role

Business 
Implications

As digital technology improves, automation and machine learning move into more complex, less structured 
activities. Employees must demonstrate stronger judgment, creativity, flexibility, and collaboration.

Examples: The Associated Press uses robotic process automation (RPA) software to automate corporate 
earnings reports. Volvo Car Corporation uses KUKA Robotics to test the durability of individual vehicle seats.

Sample Talent 
Implications

All HR: Potential reductions in force require thoughtful approaches to HR as PR, while unanticipated job creation 
necessitates a more dynamic approach to recruitment sourcing and capacity. 

Talent Management: Rather than remove jobs entirely, automation will just as likely create significant changes to 
job profiles. This will create greater pressure on internal mobility and retraining, as machine automate tasks and 
recruiting costs rise. 

Organizational  
HR Examples

• Liberty Mutual holds change workshops with employees to address emotional reactions to change. 

• Avivia proactively asks all employees what could be automated in their jobs and commits to retraining  
them in new skills.
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To respond to this CEO mandate, organizations earlier in the 
digitalization journey can use the above data and framework 
as a starting point to shape a cohesive strategic response to 
digitalization with business and functional stakeholders. For 
organizations already in the throes of digitalization, these 
ideas can help corral potentially uncoordinated responses 
and validate current initiatives. 

For most organizations, these shifts in the business 
environment present the additional opportunity to upskill 
staff. They also encourage HR to align staff in its sub-functions 
on key changes affecting the business and the myriad ways 
their roles contribute to successfully navigating the transition 
to a more digital future. 

CEOs are increasingly asking CHROs for help with 
digitalization regardless of where the company is in its digital 
evolution. Over 50% of CEOs plan to invest more resources to 
improve the employee digital experience. They also plan to 
pivot the organization’s talent acquisition strategy to focus on 
digital skills. Three of the top five trends CEOs want CHROs 
to lead or support in 2017 include symptoms of digitalization: 

• Evolving customer behaviors and expectations

• The disruption of big data and artificial intelligence

• Automation technology replacing jobs 

Conclusion

Top Five Actions CEO Have Already Taken or Plan to Take in Response to Digital Disruption

Top Five Initiatives CEOs Want Their CHROs to Spend More Time On

n = 27 CEOs.
Source: CEB 2017 CEO 20 Pulse.

n = 27 CEOs.
Source: CEB 2017 CEO 20 Pulse.

92% 85% 80% 82%
93%

Improve the 
Employee Digital 

Experience

Improve the 
Employee Digital 

Experience

4%

65%

31%

Reassess Processes 
and Decisions 

Making

Reassess Processes 
and Decisions 

Making

19%

46%

35%

Focus Our Talent 
Acquisition Strategy  

on Digital Skills

Focus Our Talent 
Acquisition Strategy  

on Digital Skills

20%

56%

24%

Change Roles 
and Competency 

Models

Change Roles 
and Competency 

Models

38%

31%

31%

Recruit More From 
Nontraditional  
Talent Pools

Recruit More From 
Nontraditional  
Talent Pools

35%

30%

35%

For more 
information on 
the impact of 
digitalization, 
check out 
the CEB CIO 
Leadership 
Council website.

Not Likely  
to Do This

We Plan  
to Do This

We Did/
Are Doing 
This

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/cio/home.html?referrerTitle=Search&referrerContentType=systempage&referrerURL=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.cebglobal.com%252Fcontent%252Fcio%252Fus%252Fen%252Fmember%252Fsearch.html&referrerComponentName=Page%2520Header
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/cio/home.html?referrerTitle=Search&referrerContentType=systempage&referrerURL=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.cebglobal.com%252Fcontent%252Fcio%252Fus%252Fen%252Fmember%252Fsearch.html&referrerComponentName=Page%2520Header
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/cio/home.html?referrerTitle=Search&referrerContentType=systempage&referrerURL=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.cebglobal.com%252Fcontent%252Fcio%252Fus%252Fen%252Fmember%252Fsearch.html&referrerComponentName=Page%2520Header
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Delivering  
an Effortless 

Learning 
Experience  
for Today’s 

Digital Learner

By Emilie Uhrhammer

Key Findings
Today’s employees are Digital Learners. They are: 

1. Networked, learning from a broader group of peers;

2. Empowered, with more tools to take learning into their own hands; and

3. Impatient, finding the information they need when they need it.

As L&D functions try to engage the Digital Learner, they improve 
satisfaction with L&D products but not learning application; on 

average, only 37% of learning is being applied on the job. 

The best L&D functions boost learning application by delivering 
an effortless learning experience for employees—they make 
learning easier for employees to consume, access, and apply to 
their current roles and future careers.
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Today’s employees are Digital Learners—more networked, 
empowered, and impatient than ever. To keep pace with the 
Digital Learner, L&D functions engage learners by making 
learning fun, proliferating learning channels, and responding 
to immediate learning needs. This approach is driving learner 
satisfaction—but not learning application. 

To boost application, the best L&D functions focus on 
delivering an effortless learning experience. The ease with 
which employees can access, understand, and apply learning 
improves learning application more than any other learning 
experience characteristic. In fact, delivering an effortless 
learning experience improves learning application 2.7 times 
more than delivering an engaging learning experience, 
increasing revenue by US$1,040 per employee and boosting 
profit by 1.9%. 

Learning experiences that require too much effort result in 
low application levels. Less than half of employees think their 
overall learning experience is easy to access, consume, and 
apply to their current roles and future careers. To design a 
successful learning program, HR leaders must consider how 
to make the learning experience more accessible to digital 
learners—beyond simply using digital channels or technology.

HR Struggles to Keep Pace 
with Digital Learners 

Effortless Learning Drives 
Application 

Figure 1: Gap Between Learner Satisfaction 
and Learning Application

Figure 2: Maximum Impact of Learning Experience 
Characteristics on Learning Application

n = 9,071.
Source: CEB 2016 L&D Digital Learner Survey.
Note: We used regression analysis to determine the impact of a range of 
learning characteristics on percentage learning applied on the job.

Diverse Channels 9%

Enjoyable Products 12%

Employee-Created Content 14%

Information Retrieval Speed 16%

Peer Networking Opportunity 16%

Immediate Relevance 20%

Ease of Consumability 27%

Ease of Access 28%

Ease of Career Application 33%

n = 7,576 (employee satisfaction); 9,071 (learning application).
Source: CEB 2014 Training Effectiveness Dashboard; CEB 2016 
L&D Digital Learner Survey.

• Understand learners’ values. Make learning easier to consume by understanding what 
learners value, not just what the business needs. Follow Westpac’s design thinking approach 
to identify employees’ top performance and career concerns and connect these to your 
learning strategy. 

• Prioritize learning placement. Make learning easier to access by lowering barriers rather 
than proliferating learning channels. See how Ingersoll Rand partnered with business leaders 
to deliver learning in the moment. 

• Boost learning’s career applicability. Make learning easier to apply to employees’ careers 
rather than just meeting employees’ immediate needs. Learn about Cisco’s social career 
development platform, which empowers employees to chart their own course. 

• Prepare L&D staff. Develop the L&D staff’s capability and mind-set to deliver an effortless 
learning experience, not just learning products. Read about Wipro’s staff development 
experiences, which enable L&D staff to practice and apply new skills on the job. 

Employees Satisfied 
with L&D Products

Learning Applied 
on the Job

78%

37%

See the full 
research study on 
the CEB Learning  
and Development 
Leadership 
Council website.

How to Deliver an Effortless Learning Experience 
Try these techniques to improve learning application and employee  
performance at your organization: 

Effortless Learning 
Experiences

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/learning-development/research/case_study/16/westpacs-future-proofed-ld-strategy.html?referrerTitle=The%20Digital%20Learner%3A%20Delivering%20an%20Effortless%20Learning%20Experience&referrerContentType=research&referrerURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cebglobal.com%2Fcontent%2Flearning-development%2Fus%2Fen%2Fmember%2Fresearch%2Fgeneral%2F16%2Fdigital-learner-delivering-effortless-learning-exp.html&referrerComponentName=Article%20Text&referrerlinktext=Westpac&uniquelinkclick=true
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/learning-development/research/case_study/16/learner-access-assessment.html?referrerTitle=The%20Digital%20Learner%3A%20Delivering%20an%20Effortless%20Learning%20Experience&referrerContentType=research&referrerURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cebglobal.com%2Fcontent%2Flearning-development%2Fus%2Fen%2Fmember%2Fresearch%2Fgeneral%2F16%2Fdigital-learner-delivering-effortless-learning-exp.html&referrerComponentName=Article%20Text&referrerlinktext=Ingersoll%20Rand
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/learning-development/research/case_study/16/ciscos-career-connect.html?referrerTitle=The%20Digital%20Learner%3A%20Delivering%20an%20Effortless%20Learning%20Experience&referrerContentType=research&referrerURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cebglobal.com%2Fcontent%2Flearning-development%2Fus%2Fen%2Fmember%2Fresearch%2Fgeneral%2F16%2Fdigital-learner-delivering-effortless-learning-exp.html&referrerComponentName=Article%20Text&referrerlinktext=Cisco
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/learning-development/research/case_study/16/wipros-ld-staff-workouts.html?referrerTitle=The%20Digital%20Learner%3A%20Delivering%20an%20Effortless%20Learning%20Experience&referrerContentType=research&referrerURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cebglobal.com%2Fcontent%2Flearning-development%2Fus%2Fen%2Fmember%2Fresearch%2Fgeneral%2F16%2Fdigital-learner-delivering-effortless-learning-exp.html&referrerComponentName=Article%20Text&referrerlinktext=Wipro
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/learning-development/home.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/learning-development/home.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/learning-development/home.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/learning-development/home.html
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Every quarter we interview 
chief HR executives to gain 
their perspective on issues 

facing the HR function. This 
quarter, we spoke with Richard 

Williams about a major 
overhaul of Western Union’s 

performance system and how 
to digitize your workforce.

By Matt Brooks
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About Western Union and Richard Williams

Western Union is a leader in global payment services with a presence across 200 countries and territories. 
Based in Colorado, United States, Western Union employs more than 10,000 people in 57 countries. Richard 
Williams is the Chief Human Resources Officer, overseeing all aspects of Western Union’s HR functions 
around the globe. He also leads the “WUWay” program and has been with Western Union since 2009. 

Good to speak with you, Richard. You’ve recently 
helped Western Union overhaul its performance 
review system, eliminating the annual review 
and employee ratings in favor of ongoing career 
discussions and simplifying the documentation 
involved. What led you to make this change?

RICHARD: We knew that our performance management 
system was not delivering from many aspects.

For years, we created a lot of things around it to try and make 
it better. When I spoke to employees, leaders, and even the 
HR organization, everyone felt that it wasn’t meeting our 
needs. But no one really had an answer.

I think the breakthrough for me was when we said, "We can't 
do this incrementally just within HR. We've got to go out and 
create something progressive with our people." The biggest 
change for us in HR was to have a more customer-centric 
mind-set and approach. We assembled a diverse group of 
employees to help us develop what the long-term solution 
should look like. We had been tweaking our performance 
management process around the edges in the past; now we 
needed to get to the root cause of the issue.

I had examples of people who wrote very good performance 
reviews. However, when I spoke to their employees, they 
would say, “I don’t know where I stand. I’m not sure what my 
review says.” Quite frankly, there was a lack of meaningful 
conversations about performance. 

On the other side, I had situations where we were chasing 
a leader, telling them “You haven’t documented the 
performance reviews. It’s not in the system.” But their 
employees would tell me, “I know where I stand. I know 
what I need to do to perform.” 

It was those two examples that told us it probably isn’t about 
making the system more efficient; it’s about facilitating these 
conversations to really make sure people understand how 
they can be successful. This led us to create the Quarterly 
Empowerment Discussions, where you look back at the 
progress made over the past quarter against goals, and then 
look forward to determine what support the employee needs 
and what they’re focused on to ensure alignment and success 
for the next 90 days.

Since launching the Quarterly Empowerment 
Discussion program, Western Union has seen some 
very strong results:

• 41% increase in Net Promoter Score from legacy 
processes

• 29% increase in overall employee satisfaction
• 9% increase in productivity
• 10% increase in drive for results 

What has the reception to the new system been 
like, from your perspective?

RICHARD: In our engagement survey, the Net Promoter 
Score has increased by more than 40 points. But for me, the 
most important metric is, are people 
doing it? 

When we rolled out the Quarterly 
Empowerment Discussions, I thought 
it would be great if we could get 60% 
of people to go through them in that 
first quarter. Well, we were at 90% 
the first quarter we launched the 
discussions. People were documenting 
these conversations happening, given 

In our engagement survey, 
the Net Promoter Score 
has increased by more 
than 40 points. But for me, 
the most important metric 
is, are people doing it? 
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the documentation was a lot simpler and more focused. So 
that participation was well past my expectations from an 
outcome perspective. This trend has continued, and the 
conversations are improving. 

Measuring our effectiveness and efficiency as an HR 
function from the view of our customers is very important. 
We have been using CEB’s business alignment tool for 
the past four years. When we started, we were in the 10th 
percentile. Four years later, we're in the 73rd percentile. 
That was a pretty dramatic increase in effectiveness in four 
years. These effectiveness scores are reflective of the HR 
team’s ability to better align with the organization to drive 
results. The employees are experiencing more effective and 
efficient programs, and leaders see that they are improving 
the performance of their people.

Another, longer-term project 
you’ve undertaken is a culture 
shift you’ve named “WU 
Way.” What is the goal of the 
WU Way?

RICHARD: Our CEO, Hikmet 
Ersek, challenged the organization 
to be more customer focused—that 
is how we’re going to win in the 
future. We started with customer 
centricity, creating an aligned, 
customer-centric mind-set across 
the organization. The WU Way 
builds on this and is how we are 
evolving our organization to serve 
our current and future customers 
more effectively. It is designed to 
transform the company’s operating 
model to better enable innovation, 
improve the customer experience, and drive cost efficiencies. 

So whether you're Finance, Payroll, the sales person on the 
front line, the person in San Francisco helping run the digital 
business, or someone in Costa Rica or Lithuania, we all need 
to understand that we are part of the customer value chain. 

We move money, yes. But the reality is, if you talk to our 
customers, we're not moving money; we're moving value 
for them. We're sending hope. We're sending education. 
We're sending help for a medical emergency. We're helping 
small businesses manage currency movement and pay 
their vendors—for example, buying coffee and paying their 
vendors in a different currency in Costa Rica. 

Our purpose is clear: moving money for better. I think that 
this helps people decide how they work every day and where 
they need to focus. 

This sort of mind-set shift can be especially 
challenging for companies that, like Western Union, 
are extremely geographically diverse. How do you 

extend the notion of customer centricity across the 
entire organization?

RICHARD: You've got to understand the local realities 
and the local cultures, and you've got to use both of them 
together and not say, “This is the only way.” It obviously 
needs to align to the broader corporate culture and values; 
you're not going to change every local culture. We are clear 
about the areas that are non-negotiable, like compliance and 
ethics. However, you have to leave the space for the local 
cultures, and you’ve got to leverage the strengths of them. 

I think that’s one of reasons Western Union has been 
successful for more than 166 years. We’re a global 
organization with global challenges, but eventually you 
understand that everyone aligns to do what we need to do to 
move money for the better. We value diversity and inclusion, 

and we learn from our employees 
who are operating across the 200 
countries and territories.

Technology has also played 
a big role in Western Union’s 
success and longevity. How do 
you, as an HR leader, determine 
the opportunity that digital 
represents and then move 
forward to integrate it into 
your offerings?

RICHARD: The first thing to realize 
is that it’s not just about a digital 
business. About five years ago, we 
created a digital business in San 
Francisco, and we understood the 
opportunity from a digital and mobile 
standpoint. We have leveraged the 

capabilities and mind-sets in the Bay Area, and that has 
been very successful. But I think the piece that became 
clear is that it wasn’t just about that digital business on its 
own. The successes there actually came back to the core of 
the organization—even subtle things about a culture where 
digital talent work, such as an open office plan and finding 
the kinds of perks that appeal to millennials.

So yes, there is certainly a need to digitize the core business 
and make things easier from a customer perspective. (For 
example, I can’t even remember the last time I had a paper 
airline ticket.) The opportunity is the same for us. I can go on 
our WU app, send money via my debit card or bank account, 
or go to a location and pay in cash instead of filling out a 
form. That’s a legacy process that’s been digitized, and it’s 
something that we can apply to our internal tools as well. 

I push hard for people to use digital or web apps when 
available. For expense management, take a picture of your 
receipt rather than photocopying it. For your pay slip, review 
on your mobile device. That’s a big change, and it changes 

The first thing to realize 
is that it’s not just about 
a digital business. About 
five years ago, we created 
a digital business in San 
Francisco, and we understood 
the opportunity from a 
digital and mobile standpoint. 
We have leveraged the 
capabilities and mind-sets in 
the Bay Area, and that has 
been very successful. 
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You have to help 
people to realize that 
we’re all on the same 
team, and there’s a 
lot of learning they 
can get out of the 
new stuff that applies 
to what they do 
every day—even in 
businesses that are 
100 years old. 

your mind-set on how things can work. You’ve got to look 
across the board and give people a sense of what could be. 

Do you think it’s possible to get the broader 
workforce to adopt a digital approach?

RICHARD: Yes! Our focus on capabilities has helped 
us embrace digitalization more broadly across all of the 
business, not just the digital business. Some of it is also 
cultural—getting people not to see it as a threat. You need to 
change people’s mind-sets to say, “There’s an opportunity to 
learn and apply that back into what I do every day.” 

This can be difficult when there’s a new business acquisition 
or a major shift in the market that impacts your organization. 
I’ve seen this multiple times in my career, where everyone 
thinks their role is going to be cannibalized due to the 
change. You have to help people to realize that we’re all on 
the same team, and there’s a lot of learning they can get out 
of the new stuff that applies to what they do every day—even 
in businesses that are 100 years old. We must accept and 
embrace our constantly changing environment in order to 
be successful. 
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On the CEB Talent Angle podcast, we spoke 
with Jonah Berger, marketing professor 
at the Wharton School at the University 
of Pennsylvania and bestselling author of 
Contagious: Why Things Catch On and 
Invisible Influence: The Hidden Forces  
That Shape Behavior. 

While Jonah’s expertise centers on what makes a product, idea, or brand 
go viral, he also spoke with us about how we can use these same tech-
niques at an organization. How do we influence and shape the behavior 
of individuals in our organization to create a desired culture? How can 
organizations tap into the potential of human persuasion to influence 
positive business outcomes? 

In our conversation with Berger, he broke down the STEPS model 
(Social currency, Triggers, Emotion, Practical value, Stories) and 
shared how we can use that model to shape an individual’s behavior.

A Conversation with Jonah Berger

Harnessing 
Persuasion 
to Shape 
Employee 
Behavior
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Social Currency: Look 
Smart, and Be In the 

Know 
Social currency is  

the idea that “the 
better something makes 

someone look—the more 
special [or] the more in the 

know—the more likely they 
will be to pass it on.” Berger 
gave the example of a bar 

in New York City. It did not 
advertise, had no sign outside 

the building, and was hard to 
access (you entered through 

a telephone booth in a hotdog 
store). Despite these obstacles, 

the bar was always full. It seems 
more people were drawn to 

the bar because not everyone 
knew about it or how to get to 

it. Those who did know gained 
social currency.

The labor market shows a similar 
trend. Companies can attract 

candidates by advertising the most 
innovative and elite product they 

are working on (e.g., Elon Musk’s 
hyperloop train from San Francisco to 

Los Angeles, Google Glass eyewear). 
Even if this product makes up less 

than 1% of the business, candidates are 
attracted to the exclusivity. They want 
to work for that company because they 

want to be in the know.

Triggers: “What’s Your Peanut 
Butter?” 

What do you think of when someone 
mentions peanut butter? If you answered 
“jelly,” you are the victim of brand triggering. 

Peanut butter and jelly are separate products, 
but jelly benefits from peanut butter acting 

as a trigger. Berger describes a trigger as “the 
thing that’s going to remind people of you, 

your talent brand, [or] your message—even 
when you haven’t marketed them recently.” 

The trigger’s most beneficial element is not 
necessarily the popularity or importance of 

its association with a brand—it’s the reminder. 

Berger explains by comparing three 
brands: Disney World, Cheerios, and 
Scrubbing Bubbles. When asked which 
brand got the most word of mouth, 
most respondents chose Disney 
World. It turns out, however, that 
Cheerios is actually the brand people 
talk about more. 

People love going to Disney World, but 
they do not go frequently. A person 
becomes less likely to talk about Disney 
World as more time passes since his or 
her last visit. Cheerios, on the other 
hand, is a common breakfast food 
associated with the morning. People 
are much more likely to think about 
Cheerios on any given morning, and 
“they are more likely to talk about it.”

With triggers, “the challenge is 
not changing people’s minds. It’s 
reminding them they need to do that 
thing. And that’s really where triggers 
come to be so important.”

Stories: The Trojan Horse 
We often tell children stories that 
teach a lesson. And this concept 
continues into adulthood because 
people are more likely to remember a 
story than a fact. But not all stories are 
created equal. 

As Berger explains, “Stories are the 
way we communicate ideas, but 
certain stories are more effective than 
others because good stories aren’t 
just interesting or engaging. They’re 
vessels of information.” It’s important 
to incorporate your particular 
message into the story you are telling. 
An effective story will “carry ideas, 
products, brands, [and] messages along 
for the ride.” Berger describes this as a 
Trojan Horse story. 

Make sure your message or brand is 
linked in the story and that it makes 
sense. Berger finds that “too often, 
organizations just do something they 
think is creative. It’s engaging, but 
someone can’t remember what it’s for 

CEB Talent Angle with Scott Engler is a podcast about talent and creating performance greatness 
in organizations, featuring thought leaders from inside and outside the corporate world.  

Listen on iTunes or at cebglobal.com.

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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The challenge is not changing people’s 
minds. It’s reminding them of the thing 
they need to do.

or what they key message is. Make sure it’s not just a good 
story but also a Trojan Horse story and that the message 
comes along.”

Influencing Organizational Culture
At CEB, we’ve been hearing a lot about culture. In addition to 
it being on CHROs’ minds, CEOs are increasingly focused on 
organizational culture as a source of competitive advantage. 
However, only 31% of heads of HR say their organization has 
the culture it needs to support its future business strategy.

As Jonah explains it, culture change is “obviously a great 
buzz phrase at the moment, but I don’t think companies 
really understand what it means. At its core, it means the 
norms and practices that we engage in as an organization. 
Companies will say, ‘We want to have a culture change, we 
want to be more innovative.’ Okay, what does that mean?” 

Berger goes on to explain how individuals act in an 
organization by mimicking its established norms and 
behaviors. He likens this to an 
experiment with monkeys and poor-
tasting bananas. In the experiment, a 
group of monkeys was given both red 
and blue bananas. The blue bananas 
were fine to eat, but the red bananas 
tasted foul. The monkeys stopped 
eating the red bananas, even after 
the scientists removed the chemical 
making them taste bad. And those 
norms influenced monkeys that were later added to the 
population. Although the red and blue bananas tasted the 
same, the new monkeys would only eat the blue bananas 
because that is what the rest of the population was doing.

To systematically change an organization’s norms or 
behaviors, Berger recommends adjusting the “keystone 
practices” in individual micro-groups. Berger defines 
“keystone practices” as those that will trigger others to 
change. The micro-groups influence other pockets of 
employees to change because some of these practices are 
tied together. “If we can change one, a whole bunch will 
follow suit.”

Conclusion
In our latest change management research, we found that 
many employees were both capable and willing to change to 
support an organizational change, but only 26% agreed they 
were effectively changing their work and only 17% agreed 
they were changing their work quickly.1 Jonah Berger’s 
STEPS model can help us close this gap. 

If we can effectively influence the behavior of individuals 
in the organization, we can identify keystone practices and 
pockets of employees who can implement a change and 
help it spread throughout the organization. In Berger’s own 
words, “The challenge is not changing people’s minds. It’s 
reminding them of the thing they need to do.”

1  For more information, 
see our research on 
Open Source change.

https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council-hr/research/executive-summary/open-source-change.html
https://www.cebglobal.com/member/corporate-leadership-council-hr/research/executive-summary/open-source-change.html
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Trying to figure  
out where your 
culture is going?

Our Culture Strategy Benchmarking 
Survey will be open to senior HR 
executives during May and June. 
Participants will receive a custom 
benchmarking report.

For more information:
Contact Peter Vail at pvail@cebglobal.com.
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CEB Corporate Leadership Council™

2017 Meeting Series Topics

Maximizing the Impact from Talent  
Analytics Investments: A Workshop  

on Allocating Resources and  
Building Team Capabilities

March–October

The End of Agility?: Designing a HIPO 
Strategy That Moves at the Speed of 

the Business

February–August

As leadership requirements evolve faster and in more unpre-
dictable ways, organizations are betting on agility to improve 
the impact of their HIPO strategies. However, efforts to in-
crease the supply of agile people are not paying off. Leading 
organizations are creating more agile HIPO strategies that 
can move at the pace of the business to align ability, aspira-
tion, and engagement with evolving needs. 

How do you maximize your investments in your talent analyt-
ic capabilities? What are other organizations—and analytics 
leaders—doing that you can learn from? And what can they 
learn from you? CEB Corporate Leadership Council™ will be 
hosting a limited number of talent analytics workshops de-
signed for organizations’ heads of Talent Analytics to come 
together to learn from CEB insights and each other about 
how to improve the maturity of—and impact from—their or-
ganizations’ analytic capabilities.

7 June, New York
29 August, Sydney

Staff Briefings
Open to HR Business Partners or other key HR leaders work-
ing directly with line leaders, with a limit of four attendees 
per organization per location

10 May, Dublin
17 May, Madrid

Executive Briefings 
Events reserved for the CHRO/global head of HR plus one 
direct report, or two direct reports of the CHRO/global head 
of HR; limit of two attendees per organization

Workshop 
Event reserved for up to two HR leaders/managers from 
member organizations; specifically targeted for the senior 
person responsible for talent analytics

27 April, New York
11 May, Denver
24 May, Houston
8 June, Toronto
28 June, London
10 October, Brussels
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Only 31% of HR leaders believe their organization has the 
culture it needs to drive future performance. Complex 
organizational structures, rapidly evolving competitive 
environments, and disruptive trends impacting the workforce 
(e.g., the "gig economy," global dispersion of teams, remote 
work) leave many CHROs unsure of their organization's 
current culture(s), uncertain whether updates are needed, 
and unable to sufficiently embed culture to drive desired 
employee behaviors.

Join us to learn how leading organizations are creating an 
aligned culture faster and more cost-effectively by aligning 
key processes in employees' workflow in addition to (or 
before) aligning influential people in employees' networks.

Executive Briefings 
Events reserved for the CHRO/global head of HR plus one 
direct report, or two direct reports of the CHRO/global head 
of HR; limit of two attendees per organization

24 August, Chicago
20 September, Atlanta
27 September, New York

21 November, London

2 November, New York
9 November, Atlanta

How to Attend:
Contact your account manager,  

or e-mail meetings@cebglobal.com.

CEB Reimagine HR Summit 2017

May–October

The Cultural Evolution: Creating  
a Culture That Performs

August–November

Join other global heads of HR and members of their 
direct leadership team to learn how to identify the most 
disruptive forces impacting HR and position your teams 
for success. Other CEB events dive into specific topics, but  
Reimagine HR is designed to bring together the HR 
leadership team and expose you to multiple critical insights 
and solutions to drive change. This is a multi-day event that 
includes panel discussions, presentations, formal networking, 
and breakout sessions tailored to your specific challenges.

9–10 May, Sydney
6–7 September, London
18–20 October, Washington, DC

Annual Executive Retreat
Restricted to CHRO/Global head of HR, limited to one 
attendee per organization; no delegates will be allowed

Staff Briefings
Open to HR Business Partners or other key HR leaders 
working directly with line leaders, with a limit of four 
attendees per organization per location

2 November, Melbourne
9 November, Paris
30 November, Dallas

14 November, London
16 November, Chicago

9 November, Sydney

mailto:meetings%40cebglobal.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)

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 on 
global and country-level changes 
about what attracts, engages,  
and retains employees based  
on data from 18,000+ employees  
in 20+ countries

 
CHRO Video Series

Personal insights from leading  
heads of HR on the most important 
relationships and activities CHROs 
must manage
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