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The measurement of employee engagement in an 
organization, while useful, should not be confused with a 
deep evaluative dive into its culture; especially if leaders 
expect to be active and intentional in the development of 
their organization’s culture.  

Let’s examine “engagement” first before moving on to the 
case for a deeper understanding of culture and the 
leaders’ role. “Employee engagement,” by definition, 
addresses an employee’s relationship with the 
organization they serve. It’s clear that employees can be 
“engaged” variously with their employer at specific points 
in time, as can specific groups and classes of employees. 
Likewise, an employee, or group of employees, are 
capable of discriminating perspectives on “engagement” 
from perspectives on organizational culture overall. For 
example, our work demonstrates that “engagement” of 
specific classes of employees can be situationally 
disrupted by a range of events that may or may not affect 
their deepest perspectives on the culture of the 
organization overall. Adverse collective bargaining 
negotiations, for example, or the style and behaviors of 
“the wrong leader” over a specific period of time. So, 
while engagement may be a component of the larger 
“culture construct,” employee engagement, and its 
evaluation, should not be presumed to represent all there 
is for leaders to know about the culture of the 
organization they lead.  

Now onto the analytics of “engagement surveys” and the 
application to action by leaders. Here again, while useful 
to an extent, the administration of a limited number of 
items with assumed “face validity” (the nature of the item 
is assumed to represent the construct being measured) 
may tap into a specific definition of “employee 
engagement” and, to some extent culture overall. 
However, it is rare that engagement instrumentation is 
sufficiently comprehensive to inform the user of the extent 
to which the array of times actually captures the whole of 
the culture construct; or simply stated, “What legitimate 
components of culture might we be missing?” Users 
should think of survey reports as a “dashboard” of an 
airplane, for example. The important question is “do the 
gauges provided represent all I need to effectively fly the 

plane.” The absence of one key gauge can make all the 
difference. Analytics should point the users (leaders) to 
opportunities for either deliberate and direct intervention 
or the shoring up of culture enrichment efforts in action. 
An average score on an item or an “average of averages” 
across groups of employees is not sufficiently instructive 
for leaders.  

Engagement survey reports, while of interest, rarely 
provide leaders the information required to act on the 
culture of the organization with precision. They are often 
displays of descriptive statistics with year over year 
internal comparisons of change (e.g., “our overall 
engagement score average increased from 3.2 to 3.5”), 
but results don’t zero in on what leaders should do to 
improve engagement. Alternatively, they demonstrate 
comparisons to external “peer groups” (other 
organizations) which, here again, offers little direction for 
internal action. If the results were a medical, laboratory 
test, they might be considered lacking sufficient specificity 
and sensitivity. For some organizations, the annual 
engagement survey represents the “check of a box” to 
show the governing board that leadership is interested. 
Evaluations are done, and the results are reported. An 
example of a useful interpretative observation of survey 
analytics would be; “the most powerful predictor of 
employee’s perceptions of whether ‘the culture of the 
organization is as good as it should be’ is how leaders are 
observed by employees working together to advance the 
goals of the company.”  

So, if the culture of an organization is insufficiently 
represented by l imited measures of employee 
engagement, and a deeper, actionable understanding of 
culture is required then how is that deeper understanding 
obtained?  

The CulturePULSE is a 20-item survey built on a 
foundation of sound social psychological theory and 
practice, coupled with contributions of experienced 
experts. The twenty-item framework is composed of 
individual items that represent factors presented as “belief 
statements”; in other words, respondents are presented 
with statements that require a response stated in the first 
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person (e.g., “I believe......”.) This formatting style ensures 
that participants are responding based upon perspectives 
personally held (i.e., the respondent is not speaking for 
others or speculating on generally held or pervasive 
opinions and perspectives.) Each item represents a factor 
known to be related to “the human condition at work” (i.e., 
factors that are known to affect humans in social situations, 
including at work.)  

A key to the unique utility of the CulturePULSE to leaders 
is how the first 19 items are “anchored” to the last which is 
“the culture of the organization is as good as it should be.” 
Every employee in an organization holds a definition of 
what culture means to them and an opinion of whether it 
is as good as it should be. Analytics applied, coupled with 
expert interpretation and reporting of the results, point 
leaders, with precision, to where they should focus time, 
effort and resources to zero-in on the improvement of the 
culture of the organization, for specific groups of 
employees in the organization. The last response item in 
the survey, “The culture of the organization is as good as it 

should be," can be repeated periodically to provide an 
efficient, ongoing measure and direction of the “culture 
pulse” of the organization. This comprehensive approach 
to the evaluation of the status and and progress of the 
culture of the organization provides leaders a practical 
foundation for the linking of culture with performance in 
the organization.  

Findings to-date demonstrate four observations central to 
the position taken here on engagement and its 
relationship to the evaluation of culture in organizations.  

1. Engagement can be “transactional” between 
employees and their employer; e.g., “I, as an 
employee, am engaged to fulfill a responsibility in 
exchange for remuneration and other expected 
benefits. The fulfillment of my responsibilities does 
not, necessarily, mean I have an abiding belief in the 
mission of the organization or how the organization is 
led, nor do I owe the organization any more than 
required in my job description.”  
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be.” Every employee in an organization holds a definition 
of what culture means to them and an opinion of whether 
it is as good as it should be. Analytics applied, coupled 
with expert interpretation and reporting of the results, 
point leaders, with precision, to where they should focus 
time, effort and resources to zero-in on the improvement 
of the culture of the organization, for specific groups of 
employees in the organization.   The last response item in 
the survey, “The culture of the organization is as good as 
it should be," can be repeated periodically to provide an 
efficient, ongoing measure and direction of the “culture 
pulse” of the organization. This comprehensive approach 
to the evaluation of the status and and progress of the 
culture of the organization provides leaders a practical 
foundation for the linking of culture with performance in 
the organization.

Findings to-date demonstrate four observations central 
to the position taken here on engagement and its rela-
tionship to the evaluation of culture in organizations.

1. Engagement can be “transactional” between employ-
ees and their employer; e.g., “I, as an employee, am 
engaged to fulfill a responsibility in exchange for 
remuneration and other expected benefits. The ful-
fillment of my responsibilities does not, necessarily, 
mean I have an abiding belief in the mission of the 
organization or how the organization is led, nor do I 
owe the organization any more than required in my 
job description.”

2. There is no guarantee employees believe the “culture 
of the organization is as good as it should be” even 
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2. There is no guarantee employees believe the “culture 

of the organization is as good as it should be” even 
when they demonstrate clear understandings of the 
purpose and mission of the organization, they 
believe it is the right mission, and they know how 
they make contributions to that mission.  

3. Engagement of employees with the organization can 
appear to be satisfactory to leaders in a report of 
aggregated descriptive statistics. Most surveys don’t, 
however, have a way of discerning whether all factors 
important to “engagement” actually relate to (i.e. are 
predictive of) employees’ evaluations of the state of 
the culture of the organization.  

4. Methods of interpretations and reporting rarely, if 
ever, provide direction for leaders to connect survey 
results with action plans focused on the connections 
between culture and organizational performance.  

The argument for “engagement not being equal to 
culture” becomes clear in the CulturePULSE results shown 
in Figures A and B. Figure A provides, a basic display of 
“average scores” per item presented to respondents. Of 
that total array, several tap into the human condition 
constructs that many engagement surveys present, 
although as cited above, the CulturePULSE presents these 
same items uniquely and it goes deeper and beyond with 
other items designed from experience and the social 
psychological foundation referenced above. As with the 
example cited in figure A, average scores on a limited 
number of individual items can deceive leaders in to 
believing that “engagement is good among employees” 
and thereby, “the culture is healthy” when, in fact, there 
can be serious, undetected problems brewing within the 
ranks that have the potential to disrupt organizational 
culture and performance. In Figure A, the last item “I 
believe the culture of the organization is as good as it 
should be” demonstrates an average score lower than all 
other item averages. This is noteworthy for several reasons 
including high scores on “engagement factors” may be 
unrelated to a respondent’s view of the state of the culture 
of the organization. Figure B demonstrates that there are 
small but important factions of respondents that score the 
final culture item at very low levels. Further analyses of 
these groups demonstrate a clear, understandable, and 
troublesome pattern of item responses overall, that is not 
revealed in the display of aggregated item averages; 
concerns centered with middle management leadership 
styles and methods. An even deeper analysis 
demonstrates that these factions are members of job 
classes that are very important to the productivity 
performance of the organization. Their specific concerns 
and complaints are discernible and made clear in the 
applied analytics and interpretive section of the 
comprehensive report. These employees are “engaged’ 
with the organization, but not positively.  

In summary, while “employee engagement” may be a 
component of organizational culture, they are not 
substitutable constructs. The starting point of effective 
leadership of culture in organizations is the adoption of a 
sufficiently useful definition. Management Essential’s 
definition is:  

“Culture is the foundation of intrinsic beliefs that bind and 
inspire the behaviors of people, in communities, to pursue 
a mission and vision with unity and purpose.”  

If leaders truly want a legitimate, full, and comprehensive 
evaluation of culture, one from which a sufficient and 
practical plan can be designed, developed, deployed and 
directed, the method of assessment and interpretation of 
the baseline, and ongoing progress, must provide for an 
in-depth and comprehensive picture of culture status at a 
point in time, and over time . Leaders need to be 
equipped with answers to four questions:  

1. What do the people in the organization believe to be 
true regarding the state of the culture?  

2. Which factors in the evaluation, individually and 
together, most influence employees’ beliefs about 
the state of the culture of the organization?  

3. Do perceptions of culture vary within and between 
key groups/classifications of employees and are 
these variances significant as leaders consider their 
culture development plan?  

4. Which related beliefs about culture should leaders 
focus on as development priorities?  

Last, our results demonstrate clearly that the conventional 
wisdom of culture in organizations may not be so “wise.” 
Management Essential’s work shows that:  

1. Specific factions within organizations (specific groups 
of employees) can be “engaged’ quite differently 
than others according to varying conditions and 
circumstances at specific periods of time.  

2. Leaders should not leap to the conclusion that 
employees believe “the culture of the organization is 
as good as it should be,” because these same 
employees understand and believe in the mission of 
the organization, know how they contribute, and 
believe what they do is important.  

3. Employees can and will pinpoint the problems of 
“the culture,” at specific points in time, with specificity 
sufficient for leaders to take action, if properly asked. 

Republished with permission from Keystone Culture Group.
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