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You’re responsible for your company’s corporate sustainability strategy. 
You want it to succeed. If it succeeds, your company will likely enjoy 
greater staff commitment, greater innovation, higher earnings, higher 

profitability. Sounds good, right? Except that most sustainability strategies don’t 
succeed. Why not? Because most companies ignore the basic building blocks of a 
successful strategy:

Strategy

Employee Engagement

Organizational Cultural Alignment

Executive Summary
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The reality is that a corporate strategy without employee engagement rarely works. 
And up to 70% of all corporate strategies fail to engage employees because their 
organizational cultures are not effectively aligned with their employees’ values.1

This paper will outline ways you can start to shift your organizational culture 
to increase your employee engagement in your sustainability strategies and, by 
extension, improve the outcome of those sustainability strategies.

Executive Summary
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The interesting thing about employee engagement is that most employees 
want to be engaged, in the same way that most people generally want to 
belong. When it comes to sustainability, we find that this is even more true 

because the desire to “give back” runs so strongly in most people. 

The benefits of employee engagement to a company’s 
strategic goals are becoming more and more well-
known:  

• Higher innovation
• Lower turnover
• Reduced sick days and absenteeism
• Higher employee morale
• Increased productivity
• Better retention
• Improved talent attraction.

How high is high?
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In fact, a 2010 study by the Gallup organization showed that:
 
Organizations’ employee engagement scores directly related to their earnings per 
share (EPS). Organizations with employee engagement scores in the top quartile of 
Gallup’s overall database in 2006 and 2007 posted earnings in 2007 and 2008 that 
were on average 28% higher than those of their competitors.2  

 
Similarly, in 2009, Hewitt Associates found that the shareholder return on engaged 
companies was 19% higher than the average.3 

And yet, low engagement levels are the norm
 
In spite of the benefits that accrue to companies with high levels of employee 
engagement, the majority of employees worldwide fall under the umbrella of not 
being engaged (emotionally detached) and actively disengaged (negatively view the 
workplace).
 
Consider these statistics:4 

● Fewer than 1 in 3 employees worldwide (31%) are engaged. 
● Nearly 1 in 5 (17%) are actually disengaged.

How high is high?
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Needless to say, these numbers are frightening and explains why good strategies 
often go wrong. If employee engagement is so vital to strategic success, why 
are more corporations not actively pursuing it or being successful at it? Most 
companies, it seems, aren’t sure how to.

How high is high?
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The relationship between 
culture and employee 
engagement

The missing link between successful employee engagement and the 
successful deployment of your sustainability strategies is a culture that 
pulls for these strategies. As noted by the Tribal Leadership work done 

by Logan, King and Fischer-Wright, over 70% of organizations today do not have 
any real alignment between their corporate culture and their business strategies.5 

As a result, these companies typically struggle to make strategic headway in their 
businesses. Something is not quite right: moving forward is harder than it should be.
 
In the Tribal Leadership study, researchers analyzed organizational culture 
by examining groups of employees’ actions, language and structures of their 
relationships in the workplace. They found that when organizational cultures were 
aligned with business strategies, those strategies were far more likely to succeed 
as employees became more engaged. In these cases, employees all speak from the 
same resonant values and purpose. They operate in peer-to-peer partnerships based 
on honour and trust. They experience a sense of being supported, of not spinning 
their wheels, and of cultivating efficiency and innovation more easily.

The missing link is a 

culture that pulls for 

these strategies
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The following examples illustrate how employee engagement 
initiatives in sustainability are given a lift from a supportive 
organizational culture:

1. Microsoft, a world leader in employee engagement, points to a culture of 
listening to its employees of embracing failure as critical to their success. 
(Kevin Espirito, Sr. Manager, Community Engagement at Microsoft Community 
Affairs)

2. HP has a culture that pulls for a strategic approach to employee engagement in 
sustainability and is also driven by the values of innovation, continuous learning 
and making a positive difference. Consistent with this culture, HP offers each 
employee four hours per month of company time to volunteer to charitable 
causes. They mobilize employee-led committees. They also match sustainability 
opportunities to employee responsibilities and skills. 
 
Only when the culture supports the strategy that is in place, do you get the 
extraordinary level of employee participation found at HP. For example, HP 
has 10,000 members worldwide in its internal Sustainability Network, which 
teaches its employees about environmental practices that can positively impact 
the business and the planet.6  

Engaged employees drive 
sustainability initiatives
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How corporate culture 
alignment works and how to 
implement it

3. Campbell’s Canada has processes in place to elicit ongoing feedback from 
employees at all levels in the organization. This approach supports transparency 
from leadership, keeping them honest and connected to the organization’s 
values. One of the results of operating in this fashion is a retention rate that is 
higher than the industry average.7 

a.  Effective leadership is listening for and tailoring communications: 
Campbell Canada tailors its communication to best serve its employees. 
Corporate staff received a half day interactive session on vision & 
strategy where they could provide feedback. The sessions were modified 
to 45 minutes for manufacturing employees based on their needs, so 
manufacturing would also be able to input into the discussion. For 
example, many companies get stopped by the challenge of how to include 
manufacturing or front line employees in important discussions. They 
often end up not getting any feedback or setting up opportunities that are 
completely inaccessible because of time and location for manufacturing 
employees to participate. Campbell’s flexibility in how leadership gathers 
information is not the norm

b.  Align employee beliefs with core competencies and integrate them 
into CSR initiatives: Campbell Canada looked at the key beliefs of their 
employees and aligned three causes with those beliefs, namely Positive 
Nutrition, Better for You Meals, and Alleviating Hunger. These corporate 

This approach 

supports 

transparency from 

leadership
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How corporate culture 
alignment works and how to 
implement it

social responsibility initiatives clearly leveraged the core competencies 
of the company. The 2 minute video: The Story of Nourish (http://goo.
gl/FZ36d) depicts how Campbell’s Canada researched and developed a 
“complete meal in a can” to support Food Bank recipients and disaster relief 
efforts around the world.
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1. Conduct a 5 minute culture assessment survey: Culture assessment is conducted 
to fi rst inform where employees fall on the spectrum of cultural stages. The 
next steps to shifting your culture depend on what stage different groups of 
employees fi nd themselves in.all initiatives in their organization:

The 5 Stages of Culture8

How to create a culture that 
enables your employees to 
thrive
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Cultural Stages: Tips
a. You can only go up one stage at a time. 

b. Effective leaders listen for the cultural stage and support those around them to 
upgrade their performance by leveraging them up one stage at a time. 

c. Speak from only one stage above those you are speaking to. For example, if you 
speak from Stage 4 to a Stage 2 group, they will not get your message.

How to create a culture that 
enables your employees to 
thrive
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2. Take action to elevate your group’s culture stage: The goal is to elevate the 
dominant stage of groups to Stage 4 where vision and values guide decisions and 
employee engagement can thrive.

a. If your tribe is Stage One (“life sucks”), get a new tribe i.e. you need to clean 
house and bring in new hires.

b. If your tribe is Stage Two (“my life sucks”), mentor people one-on-one, offline 
from the tribe, using Stage Three language.

c. If your tribe is Stage Three (“I’m great”), build triads* based on shared values, 
then launch micro strategies**.

d. If your tribe is Stage Four (“we’re great”), go for history-making strategies.

 We will hone in on leveraging groups from Stage 3 to 4 given that 49% of 
organizations find themselves in this stage.

3. *Create triads (3 people) that are structured around a business project and 
determine the triad’s shared values: (see figure 1)

4. **Use the Micro-strategy tool to support the business project to be successful. 
(Download Micro-strategy tool at http://info.openspaceslearning.com/tool/OSL_
Strategy_Map_Worksheet.pdf)

How to create a culture that 
enables your employees to 
thrive

Take action to 

elevate your group’s 

culture
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These steps pave the way to a corporate culture whose foundation includes: values, 
purpose and accountability. If employee engagement lines up with employee values, 
successful triads ensure that changing personnel do not hamper outcomes of your 
strategies. In fact, the triad structure is designed to withstand negative external, 
organizational and personal challenges. They are the foundation of a culture where 
employee engagement in sustainability strategies can thrive for the long-term.

How to create a culture that 
enables your employees to 
thrive

fi gure 1
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Closing thoughts

Today Sustainability relates to the notion of “giving back” or contributing 
to the greater good. The desire to “give back” runs strongly in most people 
today, as it does in our culture. By aligning that desire with your company’s 

sustainability strategies, you can encourage greater employee engagement, and 
improve the chances of your sustainability strategies taking hold. By accomplishing 
this much, you will add significant positive momentum to the satisfaction of your 
employees, your company’s performance, and how your company is perceived by 
your customers. 
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Next Steps

 
Next steps you may want to consider 

• Visit our resource center at http://info.OpenSpacesLearning.com  to learn more.

• Ask us about a no obligation assessment of your corporate culture. We can 
provide you with a plan to get you from wherever you are to a high-performance 
culture.
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