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Introduction
How have companies addressed the COVID-19 pandemic
when it comes to their people and culture? That’s the
question Achievers Workforce Institute sought to answer in
this report, based on a survey run in June 2020.
The Workforce Institute is Achievers’ research and science
arm, providing the foundation that allows Achievers to serve
organizations as a science-driven technology company. The
Workforce Institute delivers engagement thought leadership
to the business arena based in science, data, and research,
while also ensuring that our products and services are
rooted in rigorous workforce science. When the pandemic
became widespread in March 2020, we knew that the
Workforce Institute’s research needed to focus on topics
that would support our customers’ and community’s ability
to both survive and thrive during this challenging time.
That quest asked the question, what factors would allow a
company to maintain success during a crisis or critical event?
Adaptability, flexibility, creativity — all of these play a role in
what we call Culture ContinuityTM — the degree to which a
company aligns all its business processes to its unique core
company values during a critical event. Culture ContinuityTM
reflects the extent to which an organization maintains
culture alignment, regardless of internal and external turmoil.

This report is based on a survey of more than 1,000
employed individuals who reported on their own and their
organization’s values alignment. The data gathered shows
that culture alignment changed during the pandemic, largely
for the worse. Most organizations have struggled with
effectively maintaining Culture ContinuityTM during this crisis,
thus far. Challenges with work-life balance and wellbeing
were commonly reported, among other areas of risk. There
were, however, also areas of success — work flexibility and
manager contact were bright lights in a murky reality.
For business leaders, the takeaway is clear. Culture
ContinuityTM is business critical. If organizations are not
aligning every business process to their values, they’re
missing out on a powerful opportunity for more effective
decision making, better hires, and higher levels of employee
engagement.
I hope this report, and the data within, empowers you
to support your employees and drive business success,
regardless of what comes your way.

It’s time to make engagement a way of doing business!

At the Workforce Institute we feel strongly that Culture
ContinuityTM is a critical ingredient for business success.
It’s the secret sauce that ensures every decision you make
propels your organization in the right direction.
Study findings demonstrated that organizations that were
able to maintain or even improve Culture ContinuityTM
during COVID-19 had more engaged employees who felt
better supported by their organizations. This information is
crucial for employers. It shows that the strategic, budget,
and hiring decisions companies make every day during
crisis directly impact employee engagement, and therefore
business productivity and turnover.
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Dr. Natalie Baumgartner
Chief Workforce Scientist
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Key Findings
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Key Findings
Culture alignment changed
during the COVID-19
pandemic

Employees are more honest
in surveys than with their
managers

We asked senior leaders (directors and above) about
how well aligned core business processes were
before and during the COVID-19 outbreak. We
learned that many processes became less aligned,
including strategic planning, professional development,
and budget decisions. The one area that became
considerably more aligned was work flexibility. This is
likely due to the sudden requirement to allow work
from home for a wide range of types of roles.

Three-quarters (77%) of respondents say they are
more likely to provide honest feedback in a survey than
to their manager. This shows that if companies want
accurate, authentic feedback, they need to be regularly
surveying their teams because people leaders are not
getting the full story from their direct reports. This is
even higher in some industries including retail (82%),
finance (80%) and healthcare (80%).

Recognition is the #1 ask
from employees in the postCOVID world

Values alignment predicts
engagement

When asked how organizations could better support
them through the COVID-19 pandemic, one-third
(35%) said they wanted more recognition. This was
especially true for more senior respondents such
as VPs/directors (53%) and senior managers (42%).
Managers were more likely to say they needed better
work-life balance, with 45% selecting this option.

Respondents whose personal values were very well
aligned with their company’s values were 5 times
more likely to report being engaged than those who
were not aligned. This was a statistically significant
finding and values alignment was the #1 predictor of
engagement.
Engagement correlates strongly with alignment. 59% of
those whose values are not at all aligned report being
disengaged, compared with just 2% of those who are
very well aligned with their company’s values.

There is still a clear correlation between recognition and
engagement
Although culture alignment has changed during the pandemic, recognition remains an important predictor for
engagement. The more recently an individual received recognition, the more likely they are to be engaged. Almost
half of those recognized in the past week were very engaged, compared to less than a third who received it in the last
month, and just 16% who received recognition more than a year ago.

From the Achievers Workforce Institute | 2020 Culture Report

5

Culture Alignment
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Culture Alignment
What is culture alignment?

Why does it matter?

Achievers Workforce Institute defines culture alignment as
the degree to which all the decisions an organization makes
align to its company values. From strategic decision making,
to budgeting and hiring, your values should be the North
Star that you are always aligning to.

ALIGNED ORGANIZATIONS ARE 6X MORE PROFITABLE
In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins demonstrates that
aligned companies are six times more profitable than
unaligned companies. There is a clear and measurable
impact on the bottom line when your organization has an
aligned culture. And as we’ll see throughout this report, the
more aligned organizations are to their values, the better
their employees feel about their response to the COVID-19
pandemic.

Changes in culture alignment before and during COVID-19
pandemic according to senior leaders
50
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COVID-19
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Alignment mostly decreased
during COVID-19
This chart shows that there has been a change in culture
alignment during the COVID-19 pandemic.
One-third of leaders said that before the pandemic their
strategic decision making was very aligned to company
values. That dropped to 27% during the pandemic – a 20%
decrease. Professional development and budget decisions
dropped a similar amount. This is not surprising. Professional
development has likely taken a backseat in many companies
as they focus on simply keeping the lights on. That said,
employees won’t accept the pandemic as an excuse for lack
of learning indefinitely so it would be wise to look at ways to
keep your team engaged in their roles and own education.
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Budget decisions

Work flexibility

Similarly, according to senior leaders, budget decisions
became 23% less aligned during the pandemic. This is likely
due to a feeling of loss of control when it comes to budgets.
However, just because your budgets are changing, doesn’t
mean you can’t align to your organization’s values. Where
you make cuts, where you continue to invest, and how you
communicate changes should all be values-based decisions
whenever possible.
Finally, work flexibility became 20% more aligned during the
pandemic, based on senior leader responses. This indicates
that work from home and remote work options were aligned
with company values but were not being implemented. With
the forced remote work situation thanks to the pandemic,
more companies have aligned their working options with
their values.
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Culture alignment by country
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Country trends
This chart shows how alignment changed by country.
Australia: Hiring alignment dropped by 23%, with a
similar decrease for professional development and budget
decisions.
Canada: Canadian organizations reported some of the
biggest reductions in alignment with a 33% drop in strategic
planning and a 30% drop in professional development. They
were also the only country to report that work flexibility did
not become more aligned during COVID-19.
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UK: Overall alignment is lower in the UK than in other
countries, even before the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
alignment stayed largely steady during COVID-19, with a
28% increase in work flexibility alignment reported.
USA: The USA was the only country to report an increase
in communication alignment with a 28% bump indicating
that organizations in the USA referred closely to their values
when crafting post-pandemic communication.
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Company size trends
While results didn’t vary a great deal across company size there are a few key trends worth highlighting.
Firstly, organizations sized 5,000-19,999 employees saw a drop in alignment for strategic planning. This metric dropped by
almost half (47%).
Secondly, according to responses, those at very large organizations (more than 20,000 employees) are most likely to say their
companies aligned across all business processes. They consistently reported better culture alignment than their smaller peers.
In a reversal to the overall trend, these large organizations also reported an increase in alignment around budget decisions,
with a 27% jump in this area. Overall, it looks like many companies could learn from organizations like these about how to
focus on culture alignment even in times of crisis.

How supported by your organization have you
felt since the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak?
4%
23%

Managers least likely to feel
supported through COVID-19
Overall the majority of respondents feel well supported
or very well supported. With 14% (approximately one in
eight people) feeling unsupported there is still room for
improvement.

10%

29%
35%

Not at all supported

Well supported

Not very supported

Very well supported

Somewhat supported

Mid-size companies of 500-999 people reported the lowest
levels of feeling very well supported, with just 17% choosing
this option. That’s six percentage points or 26% lower than
the average.
Comparing by seniority level, C-suite and executives
reported feeling the most supported with twice as many
as average saying they were very well supported (46%). At
the other end, managers are feeling the least supported
with less than one in five (19%) agreeing they were very
well supported. This is a crucial group to support as they
are guiding front line teams to success. If your managers are
feeling overwhelmed this should be a priority to address.
Looking at differences by country, respondents in the
UK were least likely to feel supported. Just 17% felt
very supported – 26% lower than the average. These
respondents were 28% more likely to report feeling not at all
or not very supported.
Feeling supported correlated with engagement as well.
Those who felt very well supported were significantly more
engaged than the rest of the respondents.
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How aligned are the following processes with your
company’s values during COVID-19?
Respondents
who felt not at
all supported
Respondents
who felt very
supported

Culture alignment correlates
strongly with feeling supported
through COVID-19
As this chart shows, there is a strong relationship between
feeling supported and culture alignment. Employees who
feel supported are up to 20 times more likely to say that
their company is well aligned. Where a small fraction (5% or
less) of those feeling not at all supported say their company
is well-aligned, more than a third of those who feel well
supported agree.

Do your personal values align with your company’s values?

This indicates that culture alignment is critical for supporting
employees through times of crisis. Why would this be
the case? Aligning with your values gives your company
something clear to navigate against so your response is
consistent, well-considered, and effective. When your values
are more than just words on the wall, when you live and
breathe them every day, so do your employees and they will
see the action you’re taking aligning with your shared values.

Individual alignment to company
values
We also looked at individual alignment to company values to
see if people felt that the company’s values reflected their
own.

2%
7%

Very well aligned
33%

Mostly aligned
Mostly not aligned

58%

More than half (56%) of respondents who feel very
supported during the COVID-19 pandemic say their
company is very well aligned on work flexibility, while only
5% of respondents who felt not at all supported said the
same.

Not at all aligned

The majority of people said their values “mostly aligned” with
more than half (58%) choosing this option. This is positive
news for companies as the better aligned your employee
base is with your company values, the more likely you are to
see those values reflected in daily behaviors.
There was some variation by job level, with more senior
respondents more likely to say they were very well aligned.
This is likely because the more senior you are in your career,
the more control you have over the companies you work for
and finding one that aligns with your values. Executives are
almost 3 times more likely than junior employees to say their
personal values align closely to their company’s values.
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Very well aligned with company’s values
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Respondents whose values don’t align with their
company are also most likely to be very disengaged

Respondents whose values align with their
company are likely to be very engaged
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These charts demonstrates the strong relationship between
values alignment and engagement. The more aligned
someone reported being, the higher their engagement. The
median engagement score for those who said they were
very well aligned was significantly higher than the rest of the
respondents. Those who were not at all aligned or mostly
not aligned were significantly lower.
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VALUES ALIGNMENT IS THE #1 PREDICTOR OF
ENGAGEMENT
This correlation is why Achievers Workforce Institute
emphasizes hiring for values alignment. By including values
from the very beginning of an employee’s journey with
an organization, leaders can ensure that employees are a
great fit, increasing engagement and therefore improving
productivity, job satisfaction, and attrition.

Hiring for values and diversity
A question we often hear is “How can you hire for values and meet diverse hiring objectives?”
This idea is pervasive, but misplaced. A good “culture fit” doesn’t require that all the people in a team look and think the
same way. Consider the value of honesty and integrity. This value isn’t any more common in certain cultures, ethnic groups,
genders, sexual orientation, or abilities. Hiring for values refers to looking beyond surface level similarities to find the deeper
alignment that exists across all groups of people.
A small set of core values is the glue that holds the company together and encourages Culture ContinuityTM. When you have
that, it allows for diversity in thought and experience. Without that glue you can have diversity but often without inclusion.
If you are truly hiring for values, this can help balance out unconscious biases as you find ways to measure crucial deeply held
beliefs, rather than relying on a surface-level “are they like me?” mentality.
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The Role of Recognition
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The Role of Recognition
Many studies have looked at the importance of frequent
recognition and Achievers Workforce Institute wanted to
investigate how recognition is being used during the
COVID-19 pandemic. We were able to reinforce the
connection between recognition and engagement. However,
with more than two-thirds of individuals receiving no
recognition in the last month, there is room for improvement
when it comes to ensuring all employees feel recognized and
appreciated.

40% DON’T FEEL APPRECIATED FOR WORK DONE
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
It’s no surprise that 40% of respondents say they don’t feel
appreciated for their work, according to the same survey.
Companies need to look at their recognition programs and
practices to see where there are opportunities to improve
and iterate. Training managers in appropriate, effective
recognition would be a great starting point toward improving
recognition across your organizations.

When did you last receive your formal recogniton?

Frequent recognition
matters
According to a recent research brief from
Brandon Hall Group, there are significant business
advantages to frequent recognition.
The research shows that organizations with more
frequent recognition:
1. Rate their culture of recognition 34% more
highly than other organizations
2. Are 41% more likely to see increased
employee retention
From a manager

From a peer

How often are individuals
receiving recognition?
Almost one in five respondents (19%) have received
recognition from their peers and managers in the last week,
and a further quarter have received recognition in the last
month.
However, more than a third have only received it in the last
six months or more from peers (37%) or managers (38%).
That’s one in three employees that have not received
recognition for their work within the last three months.
Would you feel appreciated if that was the case?
From the Achievers Workforce Institute | 2020 Culture Report

3. Are 34% more likely to see increased
employee engagement
“For a culture of recognition to develop, employees
need to be recognized by both managers and peers for
a wide variety of meaningful contributions on a regular
basis. Extrinsic rewards are good forms of recognition,
especially for performance progress or milestones.
But non-monetary, timely recognition for meaningful
contributions is particularly important to build the
culture,” according to the Brandon Hall Group
research brief.
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The more recently respondents received recognition,
the more likely they were to be very engaged

Manager
recognition
Peer-to-peer
recognition

Recent recognition correlates
with engagement level
This chart shows how many respondents said they were
“very engaged” compared to when they last received
recognition. As you can see, almost half of respondents
who received recognition in the last week are very engaged,
compared to a third of those who received recognition in the
last month. Just 16% of those who received peer-to-peer
recognition more than a year ago are engaged. Those who
received recognition in the last week were significantly more
engaged than those who did not.

This draws a clear line between recognition and
engagement. The more recently someone received
recognition, the more likely they are to be highly engaged.
This aligns with other Achievers research, which shows
that whenever recognition doubles, overall engagement is
expected to increase by five percentage points.
This should be considered a call to action for executives and
HR leaders. If you want an engaged, active employee base,
you need to be working towards at least weekly recognition.

Achievers has seen firsthand the impact recognition has on engagement scores. Recognize client
Bayhealth’s bold recognition metrics had an immediate positive impact on employee engagement scores,
moving the needle .11 points in the first year alone to 3.79 (on a scale of 1-5) when asking the question
“I am satisfied with the type of recognition I receive for doing a good job”. That’s 0.10 above the national
healthcare average and shows an increase in Bayhealth’s engagement from the 16th percentile to the
34th among healthcare providers.

From the Achievers Workforce Institute | 2020 Culture Report

14

What would make respondents feel more supported
during COVID-19?

Employees say more recognition
would make them feel more
supported

If we compare by job level we can see that recognition is
even more important to VPs, directors, and senior managers.
This underlines the importance of senior leaders modeling
recognition at every level.

One third (35%) of people want more appreciation for their
work. This is the top answer when asked how organizations
can better support their employees, tied with work-life
balance.

Appreciation for my contributions would help me feel
more supported through COVID-19

37%

53%

42%

34%

35%

30%

C-suite
Executive

VP/
Director

Senior
Manager

Manager

Senior Individual
Contributor

Junior Individual
Contributor

Comparing by industry, retail and healthcare were both more likely to say they wanted more appreciation for their work.
42% OF HEALTHCARE WORKERS WANT MORE
RECOGNITION FOR THEIR WORK
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48% OF RETAIL WORKERS DO NOT FEEL
RECOGNIZED FOR THEIR WORK DURING COVID-19
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Listening to Employee
Voice
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Listening to Employee Voice
Gathering and acting on employee feedback is crucial if you
want to improve engagement, which drives greater business
outcomes related to the employee experience, such as
productivity and retention. This survey shows that most
employers are only measuring engagement once a year, if
that, and many employees want more frequent surveys.
There is a clear connection between frequency of surveys
and engagement, showing that the pulse survey approach
works to impact engagement. Some organizations are using
pulse surveys in addition to their annual engagement survey
as a complementary way to collect and respond to employee
feedback.

Which industries are running
pulse surveys?

13%

16%

Manufacturing

Retail

27%

11%

Finance

Healthcare

How frequently does your company
conduct an engagement survey

6%
15%
Every year or less frequently
33%

Annually

46%

Frequency of engagement
survey

companies are missing out on the opportunity to engage
staff with quick action based on recent feedback. There
is not a one-size-fits-all solution to engagement surveys.
Each organization must determine the best survey cadence
for their employees, and a customized approach based on
the needs and capabilities of the organization is the most
effective method.
The finance industry was most likely to be conducting pulse
surveys, with 27% saying they conducted surveys at least 3
times a year.
Do you wish your company conducted more frequent
engagement surveys?

Almost half (46%) of organizations are conducting an
engagement survey just once a year, plus another third
(33%) are conducting them every two years or less. Just
21% of companies are conducting engagement surveys
three or more times per year. These “pulse” surveys are
recommended by Achievers Workforce Institute because
research shows that engagement is fluid, meaning that it
changes frequently. By surveying just once a year or less,
and then taking months to take action based on results,
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Should you be running
engagement surveys more
frequently?

The role of engagement surveys
in engaging employees

More than half of respondents (58%), both leaders and
individual contributors, say they wish their company
conducted more frequently.
This was even higher for retail where two-thirds (67%)
agreed they should be surveyed more frequently.
67% OF RETAIL WORKERS WANT MORE FREQUENT
ENGAGEMENT SURVEYS
Canadians were the most likely respondents to agree they
wanted more frequent surveys with 65% saying they were
not surveyed often enough. This is interesting because
Canadians were also the most likely to offer pulse surveys
with 24% saying they were surveyed more than three times
a year. Australians were the least likely to agree with just
51% wanting more frequent surveys.
Achievers Workforce Institute recommends pulse surveys
because they maintain a flow of feedback in the workplace.
However, introducing pulse surveys does require additional
communication with employees so they understand why a
survey is taking place and how the results will be used.

As you can see in the below chart, there is a clear correlation
between frequency of survey and employee engagement
levels. The more often companies are surveying their
workforce, the higher overall engagement is. For those who
were surveyed more than four times a year, 41% said they
were very engaged.
Achievers Workforce Institute does not conclude that
surveys cause engagement to increase — surveys alone are
not enough to move the dial on engagement. Instead, it’s
likely that organizations with pulse or “always on” feedback
methods are also responding quickly to feedback. These
timely micro-actions demonstrate to employees that they
are being listened to and that the company cares for their
opinions, which in turn increases advocacy, commitment,
and enthusiasm, the three ingredients for engagement.
Percentage of respondents who are very engaged
50

30
20

Are you more likely to be honest in a survey
than in conversation with your manager?

41%

40
28%

30%

22%

10
0

Every other
year or less
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Annually

Three or four
times a year

More than
four times a
year

Striving for employee candor

23%
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No

77%

You don’t need pulse surveys — your managers have regular
check ins and one-to-one meetings to get all the feedback
you need from employees, right? As chart on the left shows,
that belief could not be further from the truth. Threequarters (77%) of respondents would be more honest in a
survey than in conversation with a manager.
The fact is that it’s sometimes difficult to be candid to
someone’s face – especially if that person is potentially
part of the problem. You’ll get much more honest and open
responses from a survey than from your managers’ face-toface meetings.
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Recommendations
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Recommendations
Strive for culture alignment

Support your managers

As this research shows, organizations that are able to align
to their values are more likely to thrive through a critical
event. Employees of organizations that are well aligned are
more engaged and feel more supported.

Managers were least likely to feel supported and most likely
to say work-life balance is their main challenge. Frontline
managers are a key resource in times of crisis and if you’re
not providing adequate support, burnout and disengagement
can easily spread to their teams. Keeping managers engaged
should be considered business-critical.

How can you align your culture to your values? At Achievers
Workforce Institute, we think of it in three achievable steps.

1. Identify
Use brainstorming sessions and employee surveys to
identify your core values.

2. Articulate
Describe your 4-6 values in short phrases that are
easy to understand and remember.

3. Align
Refer back to these values at every opportunity to
ensure hiring, communication, recognition, action and
all decision making is based on your values as your
North Star.
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Managers are often pulled in multiple directions, with
demands coming from those above and below them. Ensure
they have the support they need and encourage them to
take steps to support their own well-being with work-life
balance efforts. For example, you might encourage daily
quiet hours or “No Zoom Fridays” to support employees
taking the time they need to achieve their objectives
without burning out. Work-life balance should be modelled
from above so make sure senior leaders are seen taking
vacation, turning off emails after hours, and taking time to
relax and exercise as needed.
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Focus on recognition

Leverage employee voice

Recognition is the critical step in engaging and supporting
employees, especially while navigating critical events such
as COVID-19. It was the number one response when asked
how individuals could be better supported and the data
shows that more recognition means higher engagement.
When asked whether they feel appreciated for the work
they’ve done during COVID-19, 40% said no. This shows
there is significant room for improvement in showing
recognition during the pandemic.

Listening to employees is critical for getting feedback,
identifying challenges, and finding innovative solutions.
The evidence shows that organizations with frequent
engagement surveys have a more engaged population.
Surveys alone don’t engage employees, but the attitude and
approach that comes with pulse surveys goes a long way
towards driving engagement.

Achievers Workforce Institute best practices show
recognition should have three features to be effective.

1. Timely
This means the recognition should come quickly after
the event being recognized.

2. Specific
It should go into detail about what is being
recognized. “Thank you for spending an hour on the
phone with me to get my email problem solved” is a
better recognition than “Thanks for being great!”

3. Values-based
This is key to culture alignment. If every recognition
aligns to one of your company values, you are
constantly reinforcing those values and the behaviors
that align with them.

From the Achievers Workforce Institute | 2020 Culture Report

What are some of the advantages of a pulse survey
approach?
1. You ensure every employee has their voice heard,
regularly.
2. You can drive improvements from the ground up by
empowering your people leaders with game-changing
insights.
3. You can improve engagement and build a stronger,
more resilient company.
By investing in two-way conversation and committing to
meaningful micro-actions based on feedback, employers can
increase engagement across their organization. More than
half of your workforce wants more frequent surveys, and
employees are more honest in surveys than with their own
managers. If you want to effectively measure and improve
engagement, pulse surveys are the place to start.
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Appendix: Global Trends
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About the Report
1,140 respondents were surveyed in June 2020

Country of residence

Seniority Level
6%

C-suite
5%

VP/Director
11%

30%

Senior Manager
Manager

22%
26%

Senior individual
contributor
Junior individual
contributor

About Workforce Institute
The Achievers Workforce Institute is the science and
research arm of Achievers. It is known for making cutting
edge workforce science accessible to leaders, guiding them
in how employee recognition, employee voice, and manager
empowerment drive business results.

Visit achievers.com/workforce-institute to learn more and
subscribe to our updates.
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Great culture is the ultimate driver of organizational success. Achievers’ employee voice and recognition
solutions bring your organization’s values and strategy to life by activating employee participation and
accelerating a culture of performance.

Achievers leverages the science behind behavior change, so your people and your organization can
experience sustainable, data-driven business results anywhere in the world. Integrated insights fuel
smarter solutions that deliver just-in-time nudges to the entire organization and an industry-best
customer success and support team guides you on every step of the journey.

Global Offices
Contact Us Today

Toronto | Pleasanton | London | Melbourne
www.achievers.com
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United States
6220 Stoneridge Mall Road
Pleasanton, CA 94588
U.S.A
Phone: 1-925-226-9990

Canada
190 Liberty Street, Suite 100
Toronto, ON M6K 3L5
Canada
Phone: 1-888-622-3343

Australia & Singapore
Level 2, 534 Church St,
Richmond, Victoria, 3121
Australia
Phone: +61 3 9107 4418

UK/EMEA
Blackhawk Network
Westside London Road
Hemel Hempstead
HP3 9TD
Phone: 0344 3815061
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