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“When a 
vision is 
simple 
and well-
communicated, 
it can become 
a part of who 
[employees] 
are.”

Introduction
Welcome to the new economy, where culture is the competitive advantage. 
People who enjoy and believe in what they do—and feel valued for doing 
it—invest more of themselves in their work. They do this not because they 
have to, but because they want to. Happier, more engaged employees lead 
to better experiences for customers.  This is how culture serves as the 
catalyst that drives breakthrough business performance.
Senior leadership plays a critical role in creating and sustaining a high-
performance culture. A national study in 2012 found that employee 
confidence in senior management is the most influential driver of 
engagement. (Source: Modern Survey Fall 2012 National Norms Study)
In this paper, we’ll take a closer look at the key drivers of employee 
engagement and share the concrete steps that senior leaders can take to 
significantly improve their organization’s culture.

Confidence in Senior Management
Confidence in senior management is the most influential driver of 
engagement. But here’s what’s unsettling: When surveyed, only 41% of 
U.S. workers reported feeling favorable toward their organization’s senior 
leadership team. Even fewer workers feel that senior management showed 
a sincere interest in employee well-being. 

Leadership can reverse this trend and elevate employee engagement and 
confidence in the future of the company. The key to improving employees’ 
confidence in senior management is consistent communication. 
“[S]enior leaders have both an opportunity and a responsibility to improve 
communications with employees that focus on the vision, goals and 
performance of the organization. Truthful and consistent messaging from 
senior leaders will go a long way toward improving the levels of trust, 
respect and engagement of their workforce,” Modern Survey noted.

Employees need to hear about the company’s core values from the very 
top. Senior leaders should have a key role in crafting, communicating and 
practicing their organization’s mission statement. Keeping it simple is key. 
“When a vision is simple and well-communicated, it can become a part 
of who [employees] are,” says Sarah Hornsby, vice president of human 
resources at Park Nicollet Health Services. The Park Nicollet cultural 
mantra, “Head+Heart, Together,” has become a compelling daily guide for 
the organization’s 8,000 doctors, nurses and staff.

It’s also important to consistently communicate their organization’s values. 
Doug Stark, CEO of Farm Credit Services of America (where more than 92% 
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As a leader, 
you need to 
answer the 
question – 
“How are we 
making sure 
the best ideas 
inside the 
organization 
are coming 
forward?”

of employees describe themselves as “highly engaged”), starts talking about the 
company’s values by personally facilitating new-employee orientation. Then, 
Stark recommends communicating your values in every part of the employee 
experience. Hornsby suggests developing a competency model that mirrors 
your company’s core values and brand. “Set expectations and review employees’ 
performance based on this aligned competency model.”

Leaders must practice repetition, Stark says. “Leaders make the mistake 
of saying something once, and thinking that every employee hears and 
understands it. Leaders need to repeat core values and vision over and over. 
People have to hear something 6 to 10 times before they really get it.” Stark 
suggests communicating the same message in multiple ways to reach both visual 
and auditory learners.

As they communicate, leaders also have the opportunity to hone listening skills. 
Ryan Estis, CEO of Ryan Estis & Associates, explains: “So much good thinking 
exists inside most organizations and it is incumbent upon leadership to tap into 
those ideas and insights.  As a leader, you need to answer the question ‘how are 
we making sure the best ideas inside the organization are coming forward?” The 
leaders at Red Hat, a company driven by a culture of meritocracy, understand 
this idea. “The best ideas come from where the work is being done, not 
necessarily from the top down,” says DeLisa Alexander, executive vice president 
and chief people officer at Red Hat.

Only 41% of 
employees 
have 
confidence 
in senior 
management.

Only 46% of 
employees feel 
management 
communicates 
effectively.

41% 46%41% 46%
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“Great leaders 
respect the 
contribution 
that every 
employee 
makes to the 
organization 
as a whole.”

Work That Gives a Feeling of 
Personal Accomplishment
Don MacPherson is president of Modern Survey, the group that published 
last year’s employee-engagement results. Here’s how he thinks about 
leaders’ impact on their employees’ sense of personal accomplishment: 
“Great leaders respect the contribution that every employee makes to 
the organization as a whole. Leaders who focus on results—instead of 
employees’ individual tasks—can engage their employees on a much 
higher level.” MacPherson uses a janitor as an example. The ordinary 
leader sees the janitor as someone who empties the garbage and mops the 
halls. The extraordinary leader sees the janitor as someone who keeps co-
workers and clients safe and healthy. Ask yourself: Wouldn’t you want to 
work for the extraordinary leader?

MacPherson reminds us that most employees already recognize the value 
that their work brings. They want their co-workers and managers to see 
their value, too. “Employees overwhelmingly want to feel appreciated and 
respected at work,” he notes.

One way to boost employees’ sense of accomplishment: Celebrate 
achievements. Design simple ways to encourage and support employees 
and reinforce great work. Farm Credit Services of America launched a 
“Making a Difference” award. Any employee at the company can give the 
award (with a gift card valued at up to $25, paid for by the company) to any 
other employee, as recognition for a job well done or as a thank-you for 
lending a hand on a tough project.

Hornsby adds that leaders should talk about the “why” behind an 
organization’s work. Employees on the front lines may not see the bigger 
impact that their work is making. Help all employees feel connected to 
something bigger than themselves by vocally underlining the “why” that 
informs all employees’ work.

Managers can play a critical role in bringing out the best in every 
employee. Good managers need to “understand what gives each employee 
energy and drive,” suggests Alexander, and figure out how to engage their 
people in a way that is best for the employee and the company.

Finally, leaders have to model the way. Stark puts it simply: “As CEO, I have 
to embody the ... brand.” Actions go a long way toward building credibility.
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“Engaged
employees have 
a sense of
personal 
accomplishment 
at work.”

“Engaged
employees have 
a sense of
personal 
accomplishment 
at work.”

Ryan Estis & Associates | 800-480-0455 | www.ryanestis.com 5



Winning with Culture: How Leadership Drives Employee Engagement & Performance6

Confidence in the Future of the 
Organization
Employees’ sense of security has been threatened since the economy 
crashed in 2008, MacPherson says. “We’re all battle-scarred. Employees’ 
security and safety need to be guaranteed before you can move on to 
anything else.” Thus, engaged employees are employees who are confident 
in the future of their organization.

So how can leaders inspire confidence in employees? Even if your 
organization is struggling, the key is communication. “When leaders 
hide, employees get anxious. No one does their best work in that kind of 
environment,” says Estis.

MacPherson suggests scheduling regular communication with employees 
—at the least, leaders should be addressing the state of the organization 
once every quarter. Give employees real information about the state of the 
company, along with concrete ways they can help the organization move 
forward.

At Red Hat, leaders “talk about strategy in a regular cadence.” Every 
quarter, the company holds a company-wide meeting that includes all 5,300 
employees. Leaders discuss the current climate in the industry and the 
company’s specific goals. These meetings, says Alexander, are all about 
opportunity: “Here’s our opportunity; let’s not miss it!” The message to 
employees is: “You’re all knowledge workers; you’re all smart and talented. 
You need to understand the big picture so that you can make the best 
decisions about your work.”

Managers and supervisors also play an important role when it comes to 
communicating key ideas and decisions to employees. Give all leaders 
the tools they need to share the company vision. At Park Nicollet, an 
organization-wide culture shift resulted in revamped leadership meetings. 
Now, at the end of every meeting, leaders have a specific set of information 
to take back to their teams. “You can’t just assume that leaders are sharing 
information. Give people specific takeaways and set the expectation that 
they will share each point with their employees,” Hornsby suggests.

Employees also need to work in a clearly communicated, consistent work 
culture. For Stark, protecting his company’s culture comes first. He suggests 
that when making big decisions, leaders should consider the effect that 
any change will have on culture. Protect the culture that you’ve worked 
hard to create. Sometimes that means making hard decisions, and even 
turning down opportunities if they would negatively affect the culture and 
engagement levels in the workplace. 

Employees who think 
their company is doing 
better now than last 
year also tend to:

believe their 

company is 

headed in the 

right direction

believe they 

have a promising 

future at their 

company

have confidence 

in their company’s 

future

Source: Modern Survey Fall 
2012 National Norms Study
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“If we can 
grow people 
to be better 
people first, 
they will 
be better 
employees 
second.”

The same principle holds true at Red Hat. Before implementing any new process, 
senior leaders analyze whether the change will reinforce the culture or detract 
from the culture.

A Feeling They Can Grow and 
Develop at the Organization
Since we know that strong, connected senior leaders are crucial to an 
organization’s engagement levels, it would naturally follow that leadership 
development should be at the top of every organization’s priority list.

Recent research from Bersin & Associates shows that U.S. companies, many of 
which significantly cut training and development budgets during the recession, 
have increased leadership development spending in the past year. (Source: 
2012 Bersin & Associates Leadership Development Factbook) The research also 
shows that companies are investing not just in senior-level leaders, but in high-
potential leaders farther down the chain of command.  The companies surveyed 
are spending an average of  $7,100 in development initiatives per high-potential 
leader.

Training helps leaders become more self-aware, MacPherson says. “Self-aware 
leaders see others’ value and know how to communicate that value. Self-aware 
leaders have employees who feel understood.”

At Farm Credit Services of America, Doug Stark emphasizes personal and 
leadership development for employees at every level. And he differentiates 
between “training” and “development.” Training—learning technical, on-the-
job skills—is important. But development addresses the underlying personal 
foundation of an employee. “Leadership development starts with personal 
development,” Stark says. “If we can grow people to be better people first, they 
will be better employees.”

U.S. Leadership & Development Training

U.S. companies have increased leadership development spending 14% over 2011 levels to an 
estimated $13.6 billion in 2012.

2012 Bersin & Associates Leadership Development Factbook
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Conclusion
Great company culture is created when senior leadership, HR, marketing 
and other functions create and align around a well-communicated vision that 
informs everyone where the organization is going and a values set that guides 
employees’ work. And it’s clear that employee engagement matters. As Modern 
Survey found, “the lasting benefits of a highly engaged workforce will also 
contribute toward an organization’s performance and market position when 
economic conditions become more favorable.”

About Ryan Estis & Associates
Ryan Estis & Associates is a training and development organization helping 
companies, leaders, sales people and individual contributors embrace change 
and achieve breakthrough performance in the new economy. We offer 
keynotes, live classroom training and online learning that blends interaction, 
energy and actionable content designed to elevate performance.  

Curriculum design includes customization and emphasizes emerging trends 
in leadership, corporate culture, communication, collaboration, sales, brand 
experience, change and preparing to thrive in the ultra-competitive, hyper-
connected business environment we now know as the new normal. Our client 
roster includes category leading employers like AT&T, Mayo Clinic, Motorola, 
Mastercard, Prudential, Equifax and FCS America.  

Do you want to transform your company into an engaging place to work? 
Contact Ryan Estis & Associates to learn more about how we can help. We 
specialize in learning and development for the world’s best brands. 

Lynn Mandinec, Business Manager
Call: 800-480-0455
E-mail: lynn@ryanestis.com
Write: 111 Fourth Avenue North Suite 506, Minneapolis, MN 55401
Web: www.ryanestis.com

“The lasting 
benefits 
of a highly 
engaged 
workforce will 
also contribute 
toward an 
organization’s 
performance 
and market 
position.”


