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Adjusting to the Shifts in Workplace Culture

Organizational culture and the forces that shape and nurture it have undergone seismic shifts since 2019,
before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, writes author Jeff Faber, GBA, RPA. In his article, “Workplace
Culture Is Changing: How to Adjust to the Shifts,” on page 3, Faber explains that the increase in remote
and hybrid work arrangements, accelerated retirements and a new generation of workers are partly
behind this culture transformation.

The following statistics offer some additional insights into the trends highlighted in Faber's article.
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Workplace Culture

[s Changing—

How to Adjust to the Shifts

by Jeff Faber, GBA, RPA | Hub International

t’s not your father’s (or mother’s) corporate culture.. . . or
yours either.

In fact, today’s organizational culture and the forc-
es that matter in shaping and nurturing it aren’t the same
as they were even five years ago. That was 2019, before the
COVID-19 pandemic forced seismic shifts in workforces
and workplaces and the kinds of norms, values and be-
haviors that form the foundation of every organization’s
culture.

It means that the words of management guru Peter
Drucker have taken on new relevance as organizations strive

AT A GLANCE

e The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting shift to remote work
are factors in the changing workplace culture. Other impacts
include an increased number of retirements and an incoming
wave of younger employees.

e (rganizations that want to strengthen their culture should
consider cultivating human-centric managers and under-
stand how personalization affects employee attitudes.

e A more open communication environment is likely to in-
crease productivity and innovation. When employees feel
they are seen, heard and considered, the workplace is more
supportive and less prone to politics and fear of reprisals
and judgment.

for success in a fast-changing business climate: “Culture eats
strategy for breakfast” Here’s what’s important to know.

What's Behind Today’s Culture Changes

Remote work, necessitated by the pandemic, is commonly
named the chief culprit for the change in culture as video meet-
ings supplanted face-to-face interactions around conference
tables, over cubicle walls, in breakrooms and at water coolers.

But other, more complicated factors have also been at
work. Some argue that accelerated retirements with the pan-
demic—about 2.4 million more' than otherwise would have
been expected—effectively removed many of the best cul-
tural enforcers? from the workforce. Long-tenured talent re-
inforced the pillars of the organization and now were either
gone or “still on mute”

The incoming wave of employees often has not shared the
same values, beliefs and attitudes. That’s not a positive or a
negative. It’s just different. Their expectations are different—
perhaps shaped by the pandemic—along with the behav-
iors that manifest the culture. They typically value personal
space and virtual environments over commutes and believe
that their productivity won't suffer if they’re not located in
the employer’s physical space and time line. They also value
more personal communication.

Culture is no less important to U.S. employees in 2024
than in 2019, but what influences a culture has shifted. Ac-
cording to Gallup research:*
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o How people are managed is four
times more important than work
location in shaping their engage-
ment and well-being.

« Only 23% believe they get suffi-
cient recognition for their work.

o Merely two in ten employees feel
connected to their organization’s
culture.

« While nine of ten workers would
report unethical behavior at work,
just four in ten do so when they
have firsthand knowledge of it.

» Only 23% of employees strongly
agree that they trust their organi-
zation’s leadership.

An organization’s culture can be
managed only insofar as its leaders
model behaviors that uphold aspired-
to values and beliefs. Moreover, those
leaders should pay close attention to
things that really matter to their peo-
ple—and find ways to deliver that meet
or exceed expectations.

Communications and the
Importance of the “Why”

As the saying goes, “When the why
is clear, the how is easy” Employers of-
ten fail to explain the whys behind their
decisions and actions to the detriment
of employee trust and, ultimately, a
beneficial culture.

Take the return-to-office edicts,
whether it's three days a week man-
dated by some firms or the five days
that Wall Street firms especially have
required.

A satisfactory—and reasonable—
why speaks volumes about an orga-
nization’s values. That could be: “Our
youngest and newest employees have
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expressed the need to work together,
in person, telling us they believe they
learn best in groups. Moreover, they
don’t feel connected to the company,
their co-workers or workplace when
they work remotely”

What could be less convincing is
this sort of why: “Because studies have
shown it will give us better productivity””
That's actually research being applied to
real life, which doesn't reflect the nu-
ances behind the remote work vs. office
work debate that can affect a culture.

Ultimately, the matter of why ties
into the important role of commu-
nications in shaping and strengthen-
ing an organization’s culture. Priority
and urgency of the message are criti-
cal aspects, and so are the skill and
thoughtfulness with which its crafted.
But employers may well fall down by
not having cultivated more humanis-
tic managers who understand the im-
pact of personalization on winning the
hearts and minds of their people.

Human Managers for a
Human Workforce

In nominating 2024’s best compa-
nies to work for on Glassdoor,® many
employees cited culture, using terms
like collaborative, genuine, inclusive and
supportive. To that end, an organization
that cultivates more human managers
is likely bolstering a highly effective
culture.

What makes a boss “human?” Its
not a matter of asking about employees’
kids’ birthday parties or their vacation
plans. Of course, there’s nothing wrong
with well-meaning and unforced inter-

est. But human-centric managing is

more about building trust in interper-
sonal dealings by mixing candor with
caring or ensuring an environment of
accountability and caring. For example,
human managers can tell people posi-
tively how to improve in performance
reviews without attacking them per-
sonally.

Gartner, Inc.® has found a 37% in-
crease in the number of employees who
consider themselves highly engaged if
they consider their boss human. Only
29%, though, describe their boss as
such.

Ensuring that managers are behav-
ing humanistically is the challenge. It
takes training to encourage more sen-
sitivity and empathy in how they deal
with others. A big part of that requires
them to step away from themselves and
look at the job, workplace and culture
from the individual employees per-
spective.

Human-centric leaders understand
that their people are not cookie-cutter
automatons; recognizing employees as
individuals and treating them accord-
ingly still nets good results. Indeed,
Gartner also found® that human-cen-
tric work design—“flexible work expe-
riences, intentional collaboration and
empathy-based management’—is 3.8
times more likely to create high-per-
forming employees who are 3.2 times
more likely to stay on with their em-
ployer.

It also adds mortar to a strong foun-
dation of organizational culture.

The Personalization Factor
A lot has been written about the
trend toward personalization, particu-



larly in the crafting of employee benefit
packages that respond to individual
needs and work-life stage. There’s no
question that this thrust can not only
help employers attract and retain talent
but is also likely to improve worker en-
gagement and satisfaction.

A human-centric manager is more
likely to know and present options that
could directly benefit that employee.
Say an employee has been coming into
work late several days in a row. Many
managers would just start docking her
pay. But a humanistic manager would
ask about it, find out that the woman’s
child care had fallen through and pro-
vide her with information about the
company’s emergency backup care op-
tion.

Apply this personalization perspec-
tive to return-to-work mandates and
how they are managed. At least one
study” found that employers debuting
or doubling down on mandates did not
boost their financial performance with
them. Compliance has not necessar-
ily been easy, and it’s sparking an “ava-
lanche” of claims,® especially by those
with physical or emotional illness un-
der the Americans with Disabilities Act
provisions.

The personalization factor may be
missing in such policies—an element
that might give people more “black and
white” around the rules, accounting for
individual situations. Providing bet-
ter notice might help. But it also might
take providing sufficient resources (as
well as time) to help people through the
transition—whether for child care, el-
der care or reasonable accommodation
for physical or emotional disabilities.

Viewed through the wider lens of
organizational culture, benefits are only
one area where personalization—or
taking a more humanistic view of em-
ployees as individuals—influences the
employee experience and the organiza-
tion’s long-term success.

A fairly simple case in point:’ If an
average, 10,000-employee firm doubled
the number of employees who strongly
agreed they had been recognized or
praised for their work in the previous
seven days, it would realize a produc-
tivity gain amounting to $91,989,474
in cost savings, according to research
from Gallup and Workhuman. Clearly,
recognition matters and is a sure way
not just to keeping people fulfilled but
to keep the business humming. And
cost savings aside, happier employees
should result in happier customers.

Of course, it all requires employ-
ers to really know their people beyond
the broad outlines of generational seg-
mentation. To say an employer knows
someone because they are a Millennial
or a Boomer is superficial and rife with
problems. Personalized surveys (relying
on open-ended questions instead of the
traditional “strongly agree to strongly
disagree” scale) and a workforce perso-
na analysis (a deep dive into what makes
people tick) can help guide policies and
decisions that deliver optimal employee
experiences and a strong culture.

What Employers Can Do
Organizations that make their cul-
ture a priority are more likely to be
successful over time. A Stanford study
found that “culture-fit” startups whose
founders made “culture first” their pri-

ority had a significantly lower failure
rate'® than others of the 200 startups
studied.

Here are three steps to help guide
firms as they seek to strengthen their
workplace cultures.

Turn a Mirror
on the Organization

Self-reflection is a good starting
point. It begins with leaders and senior
management assessing their perspec-
tive of the organization’s culture—its
values and mission, norms and behav-
iors, and, most importantly, its why.

It’s just as important for organiza-
tions to think about the perspectives
of others in the organization, up and
down the ladder. Whats an entry-level
employees experience? How well are
managers and leaders’ words under-
stood and felt? Does that person have
the agency and ability to make positive
changes?

Organizations also should consider:
Does their culture speak for them, or
does the culture speak about them?
For meaning, think about an employee
at a backyard barbecue with friends
being asked what its like to work at
her company. Is she going to bring up
positive, high-quality employee expe-
riences, like a manager who noticed
how she excelled at certain assignments
and gave her the opportunity to grow
those capabilities? Or will she men-
tion the more stressful, poorer quality
experience of trying to find affordable
and available child-care services after a
policy change on flex work?

Company leaders may give this
question their best guess and gut re-
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sponse, but if they are completely honest with themselves,
they will admit they don't know. In fact, the executive team
that claims to truly understand the organization’s business
culture is likely to be disconnected from it.

A chief financial officer at a company the author knows
insisted he had a keen understanding of and was well-
connected with his firm’s corporate culture. His proof point
was how he often ate lunch with junior staffers working oc-
casionally in the office. The CEO of the company jumped
in to point out that the man’s practice of spending three
months every year on a yacht in Greece would suggest that
he wasn’t connected to the culture. He was adrift. Nor was
it likely that employees lunching with him would be honest
about what was going on in their worlds and the role that
the business culture played.

Explore the Disconnect Between
the Organization and Employees

Every organization has a why that should serve as the
standard for its brand—and what its culture strives to mea-
sure up to. For example, cycling leader Trek’s why is “better-
ment” of the planet. Etsy’s is to “keep commerce human” as
it supports independent artists in making and selling special
products. Through thousands of nonprofit talks, TED’s why
is simply to “spread ideas”

But do these whys align with employee perspectives? What
do they think is the why of their organization, going beyond
simply to make money? What does it mean to employees to
work at their companies? How do they think the why is—or
should be—lived in a way that invigorates the culture?

More generally, employee benefits also are important to sup-
porting and serving a company’s why, serving most employees
most of the time uniformly, or some on their worst days.

The way to identify any disconnects is to ask. A task force
comprised of managers and interested employees could be
formed to take on the challenge of identifying targeted em-
ployee groups for their perspectives on the company’s addi-
tive values. One-on-one discussions are one way to get in-
put. Focus groups can be scheduled. Surveys that solicit true
commentary, not a range of responses from strongly agree to
strongly disagree, have considerable value. (But they must be
read. Notes have to be taken.)
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Make Employees the Hero of the Story

What really matters when it comes to culture is what it
means to employees.

Employers often make the mistake of adding a new benefit
and focusing on the benefit itself. Consider the example of a
late-night meal service. Employers spend time and ink on com-
municating the what and where of the benefit but avoid the
why and how. Which matters more to the end user? Is it know-
ing that they have access to a late-night meal service after 7 p.m.
if they are in a service area? Or is it knowing that the company
recognizes that employees sometimes have to work beyond the
normal course of business and that is why, after surveying what
might matter most, the company is adding access to this. Better
yet, because of the survey and listening tours, employees voiced
that a late-night meal service would be a welcome addition to
the employee value proposition. Employers could create com-
munications emphasizing how one employee saves three hours
aweek and is probably 1,500 calories healthier because she uses
this meal service. Her family likes the new tasty options. Mak-
ing the employee the hero allows others to see themselves in the
role. It’s less about “what we did for you” and more about “how
and why you can benefit”

Conclusion

A human-centric management approach can create a
positive culture where employees are front and center and
creating moments of high-quality employee experiences is
encouraged. When employees are seen, heard and consid-
ered, the resulting environment is more supportive and less



prone to politics and fear of reprisals and judgment. A more
open communication environment is likely to increase pro-
ductivity and innovation, and it is just more fun. Isn't that
what all employers want? A workforce that’s not just happier
and more productive, with fewer people leaving for greener

pastures? B}
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CEBS Five Ways Employee Benefits Designations

Certified Employee Benefit Specialist” Program Will Benefit Your Entire Organization

Maximize the return on your investment—
Look to CEBS®, GBA and RPA to elevate
your team and keep pace with today’s
ever-changing environment.

Practical and Timely

CEBS, GBA and RPA courses offer
online access to meet the needs of
today's digital world.

Focused and Specialized

Succeeding as a benefits professional requires
a unique skill set. Streamlined courses provide
laser-focused content centered on the core
concepts of employee benefits.

Real-World Based

Since actual benefits do not work in tidy
theory, each course has case studies.
Your employees are not just learning;
they are learning how to apply the
concepts to their jobs from day one.

Recognized and Respected

With a curriculum developed by the Wharton School of the University
of Pennsylvania in the U.S. and Dalhousie University in Canada, CEBS,
GBA and RPA provide the knowledge your team needs as well as
application exercises that show them how to tackle challenges.

For more information about enrolling employee groups in
CEBS, GBA or RPA courses, email outreach@ifebp.org.
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