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Editor’s Note
by Jonah Shepp and Sari Wilde

Many HR leaders today are trying to redesign 
the employee value proposition (EVP) to match 
employees’ increasingly high expectations and 
aspirations. Now more than ever, employees 
expect their employers to treat them as humans, 
not just resources. Global emergencies, 
including COVID-19 and the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, have had a transformative impact on 
the employer-employee relationship, making it 
harder to separate employees’ work lives from 
their personal, family and community lives. A key 
element in this new, more human employment 
deal is the concept of shared purpose, 
which answers employees’ desire to work for 
organizations that reflect their values and to do 
meaningful work with a positive impact on the 
world around them.
Shared purpose is hard to get right. Business 
leaders are traditionally wary of taking positions 
or getting involved in social issues that might 
entangle their organizations in political 
controversy or alienate segments of their 
workforce or customer base. In a politically 
polarized era, it is especially difficult to express a 
point of view without drawing heated opposition. 
At the same time, organizations feel more and 
more pressure from investors, governments, 
consumers and employees to serve a broader 
set of stakeholders and measure their success 
beyond the bottom line.
The talent pool that wants to work for 
organizations with robust environmental, social 
and governance (ESG) commitments will only 
continue to grow, and organizations that do 
not build shared purpose into their EVP will find 

themselves at a competitive disadvantage. In this 
context, shared purpose is fast evolving from 
a “nice to have” attribute of EVP to an essential 
component. To help HR leaders navigate this 
complex subject, this issue of HR Leaders Monthly 
offers an analysis of what shared purpose means, 
how to build it into the EVP, and how to handle the 
conflicts and dilemmas that arise in pursuing it.
We examine why shared purpose matters to 
employees and what progressive organizations 
are doing to put it into action. To show how every 
HR leader can do their part in building shared 
purpose, some of our expert advisors discuss the 
roles different parts of the HR function play in this 
endeavor. This journal also provides guidance on 
how to build shared purpose around employees’ 
views on ESG issues, how to establish an ethical 
decision-making environment for leaders, and 
how to effectively address pushback to diversity, 
equity and inclusion (DEI) initiatives. Finally, we 
hear from Horst Schulze, co-founder and former 
COO of The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company, about 
how to articulate a compelling vision for your 
organization and make your employees a part of it.
This issue is designed to help HR leaders identify 
and pursue actions to make shared purpose part 
of their organization’s EVP. The organizations that 
succeed at this will not only position themselves 
as employers of choice in a competitive labor 
market; they will also be more successful in their 
ESG initiatives and make a greater impression 
on their wider set of stakeholders. With shared 
purpose, HR has an opportunity to make an 
impact in more ways than one; HR leaders 
should seize it.
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Every HR Leader 
Has a Role in 
Building Shared 
Purpose
by Aaron Kloch, Rachel Lawrence, Dion Love, 
Russ McCall and Jonathan Tabah

Creating a shared purpose as part of a human deal requires 
a “whole of HR” approach, with every part of the function 
contributing. In this article, our advisors explore some of the 
ways different HR leaders can apply their unique expertise to 
making shared purpose an integral component of the EVP.

In the evolving talent landscape, organizations 
are leveraging connections with employees 
and candidates to differentiate themselves in 
important ways. One such opportunity is building 
a sense of shared purpose into the employee 
value proposition (EVP). This gives new hires and 
longtime workers alike a common cause to rally 
around in both good times and bad, which drives 
both high performance and a commitment to 
staying at the organization.

Shared purpose is one of the core components 
of the human deal EVP framework, but it is 
one of the most challenging to realize. HR 
leaders recognize the importance of purpose in 
attracting and retaining talent, but clients often 
ask us what they can do about it in their individual 
roles, whether as CHRO or as head of an HR 
subfunction or center of excellence. To help 
answer this question, we have brought together a 
group of advisory experts to discuss some of the 
key actions different HR leaders can take today.

HR Leaders Monthly | April 2022 4



The CHRO: A Bridge Between 
Employees and Leadership
The most important role a CHRO can play in shared 
purpose is as a two-way channel for communication 
between the C-suite and the front line. CHROs 
serve both as a voice for employees to senior 
leaders about purposes (societal and environmental 
issues, opportunities for social impact, etc.) that 
matter to them, and as a leader in communicating 
the organization’s actions and outcomes in 
response to those issues.

For example, employees at a U.K.-based bank 
took particular pride in the community impact 
they had far beyond being a solid financial 
institution, and over time the organizational 
culture grew around that aspect of working 
there (e.g., through activities such as company-
sponsored volunteering days). The CHRO made 
sure executive leaders understood the deep 
importance of continuing that robust community 
support in attracting and retaining talent, but 
also took a central role in highlighting those 
investments and successes back to the workforce. 
When COVID-19 hit, the bank’s employees at all 
levels leaned heavily on that shared purpose as 
a source of inspiration and motivation to help 
the communities they served even more (no 
doubt winning new and lifelong customers in 
the process).

Shared purpose can come in many shapes and 
sizes — public service, solving important world 
problems, advancing technology, or simply building 
a better mousetrap — and CHROs increasingly 
recognize the key role they play as employee 
advocate and chief storyteller to help their shared 
purpose drive competitive talent advantage.

The Head of Recruiting: 
Aligning the Workforce  
With Shared Purpose
The head of recruiting plays a primary role in 
helping the organization articulate shared purpose 
but also, perhaps more importantly, in attracting 
and retaining quality talent to help the organization 
accomplish its shared purpose goals. Our research 
shows candidates want to know their impact 
beyond the day-to-day work of the job. In a labor 
market where around half of candidates have two 
other offers in front of them, recruiting teams 
must convey shared purpose concisely and in a 
believable and meaningful way if they don’t want 
to lose the best candidates to competing offers. 
Recruiting leaders who do this best help shape 
narratives that show how organizational capabilities 
drive not just business outcomes but also societal 
outcomes. A logistics company, for example, shows 
candidates how employees apply their supply chain 
expertise not just to help products get to market 
but also to help hungry people get food.
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The smartest recruiting teams go beyond 
sharpening messages to tie shared purpose back 
into personal growth. (Personal growth is a related 
component of the human deal, and organizations 
that provide personal growth opportunities see 
significantly better retention outcomes than those 
that do not.) Recruiters in these organizations 
help candidates see an opportunity to sharpen 
their skills by applying them in radically different 
contexts and achieving broader impact than in 
their day-to-day job. In shaping an opportunity that 
emphasizes shared purpose, recruiting leaders and 
their teams not only help articulate shared purpose 
but bring in talent that’s pivotal to accomplishing it 
and ensure that talent stays with the organization 
for a long time.

The Head of L&D: Linking 
Employee Values to 
Organizational Actions
There are three things a head of learning and 
development (L&D) can implement to support a 
sense of shared purpose: 

• Educate employees on the issues.

• Help employees discover their own purpose, 
and how it links to the organization’s positions.

• Equip managers to communicate about 
shared purpose.

As the organization seeks to create a shared 
purpose based on its positions and actions 
on societal issues, the L&D function should 
take responsibility for helping employees to 
understand the issues and why the organization 
takes the positions and actions it does. When 
employees know what the organization is doing 
and why, they feel more included, even if they do 
not agree with or choose to participate in specific 
shared-purpose initiatives.

Beyond teaching employees about the issues 
themselves, L&D must also help employees identify 
their own purpose and connect it to the purpose 
of the organization. Griffith Foods’ Personalized 
Purpose Plans are designed to achieve both 
those goals. These plans are the culmination of a 
multistage learning journey that covers both the 
organization’s purpose and the employee’s self-
discovery of their own purpose (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Griffith Foods’ Purpose Journey

Source: Adapted From Griffith Foods
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Taking a stance on societal issues that resonate 
with many employees risks alienating other 
employees who hold differing positions. Learning 
leaders must equip managers to navigate their 
teams through this difficult interpersonal terrain. 
Cisco’s Leader Learning Labs bring in improv 
actors to provide managers with a safe place 
to practice (and fail) in having these fraught 
conversations about contentious societal issues 
(see Figure 2).

The Head of Total Rewards: 
Decision Makers and Risk 
Mitigators
Heads of total rewards play two roles when 
driving shared purpose at their organizations — 
they are decision makers and risk mitigators. As 
decision makers, total rewards leaders must be 
a part of the network of stakeholders deciding 
which societal issues to pursue and how to 
pursue them. Total rewards leaders are well-
versed in practices around pay equity, salary 

benchmarking, pay conversations and promotion 
criteria, all of which serve as critical experiences 
for engaging in potentially contentious 
societal debates.
It is not enough, however, to just be a part of that 
network. Heads of total rewards must also be risk 
mitigators. They need to understand and prepare 
for the societal and cultural debates where the 
total rewards function has a major role. Examples 
include the pay ratio between the CEO and the 
average employee, the interpretation of a living 
wage versus minimum wage, pay transparency, 
and ESG-related incentives for senior leaders. In 
their role as risk mitigators, total rewards leaders 
must put actions behind the organization’s 
positions, as speaking without acting on these 
issues can be worse than not engaging at all. For 
example, if the organization favors the movement 
for marriage equality, they might suggest 
adoption benefits for same-sex couples. If a U.S. 
organization supports the movement for racial 
equity, they could advocate for observing the 
Juneteenth (19 June) holiday or allowing PTO for 
related volunteer work.

Figure 2. Courageous Conversations

Source: Adapted From Cisco

Sample Scenarios
HR equips the actors with a list of 
scenarios, such as:
• Disrupted work-life boundaries
• Unsafe home situations
• Hybrid work uncertainty
• Family emergency
• Offensive coworker behavior
• Anxiety from current events
Scenarios are customized to each 
geographic region and office culture.

I'm offended by a 
colleague saying 
'all lives matter'.

Improv Actor Leader
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The Head of D&I: Embedding 
Shared Purpose in Day-to-Day 
Operations
Shared purpose and diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) are two sides of the same coin, 
as both enable employees to be authentic and 
find fulfillment within their organizations. When 
considering shared purpose from the perspective 
of the D&I function, the operative word is 
“shared.” Something that is shared belongs to or 
is experienced by the collective group. Therefore 
it becomes impossible to disentangle the 
concepts of “shared purpose” from the elements 
of inclusion (belonging, trust, integrating 
differences and team decision making), that are 
fundamental to DEI.
When DEI is most effective, it is fully embedded 
into the day-to-day work of an organization, 
not siloed in a separate “nice to have” effort 
that stands apart from normal workflows and 
business operations. Similarly, the most effective 
demonstrations of shared purpose to address 
societal issues will be indistinguishable from the 
mission-critical priorities of organizations and 
from employees’ normal daily activities. 
Rather than ad hoc statements of support 
or one-off donations to a worthy cause, 
shared purpose should be embedded within 
organizational business processes in the same 
way as DEI. A great example of this comes from 
Truist, where the CEO and workforce take great 
pride in living their purpose, “to inspire and build 
better lives and communities” through their work 
in the financial and insurance industry. Truist 
activates that purpose through its foundation and 
by investing in affordable housing, small business 
formation and community services.
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Create Shared Purpose by 
Taking Action on Issues 
Employees Care About
by Erin Gillette

Employees increasingly want their employers to take stances 
and action on societal issues. HR leaders can help employees 
feel invested by acting tangibly — not just making statements 
— on the societal issues employees care about. 
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Foster Shared Purpose to Help 
Employees Feel Invested
Employees today want to feel invested in their 
organization and the work they do; they want to 
be embraced as people, not just workers. When 
organizations speak and act on societal issues that 
matter to employees, they help their employees 
feel invested by creating a shared purpose, 
enhancing the employee value proposition (EVP). 
Organizations feel growing pressure from 
employees to take action on societal issues. 
According to our most recent survey, 52% of 
employees want their organization to make a 
statement on issues they care about and 53% 
want their organization to act on issues they care 
about (see Figure 1). Sixty-five percent of audiences 
(customers, employees, etc.) are more willing to 
boycott companies that don’t do social good than 
they were five years ago.2

This pressure has, in some instances, translated 
to action, such as organizations donating money, 
joining a group or consortium and even appealing 
to the government. However, leaders and 
employees see these actions differently. While 66% 
of HR leaders say their organization takes action on 
societal issues beyond making a statement, only 
32% of employees agree (see Figure 2).

Figure 1. Employees Who Agree They Want 
Their Organization to Address Societal Issues

Figure 2. HR Leaders and Employees Who Agree Their Organization 
Takes Action Beyond Making a Statement on Societal Issues

Source: 2021 Gartner EVP Benchmarking Survey

n = 5,000 employees worldwide
Source: 2021 Gartner EVP Employee Survey
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55%

This mismatch between organizational action 
and employee expectations has significant 
implications for organizations and their EVPs. 
When organizations act on societal issues — and 
employees are aware of it — employees feel 
included, regardless of whether they approve 
of the action. Seventy percent of employees 
feel included when their organization takes an 
action they approve of, and 68% of employees 
feel included when the organization takes 
an action they disapprove of. This compares 
with only 55% of employees who feel included 
when organizations do not act (see Figure 3). 
Organizations shouldn’t let fear of taking the 
wrong action keep them from responding 
to societal issues. It is more important that 

employees believe the organization is trying to 
do the right thing — even if the organization 
doesn’t quite get the action right from the 
employees’ perspective.
Employees want to be involved in an organization 
that is clear on its purpose and includes 
employees in acting on and communicating that 
shared purpose. Organizations that create shared 
purpose by acting on societal issues see a nine-
point increase in the percentage of employees 
who would be highly likely to accept their 
same job again if offered. Employees at these 
organizations are more satisfied with the EVP, as 
their day-to-day experience in the organization 
matches the expectations set during the 
recruiting process.1

Figure 3. Degree to Which Employees Feel Included When Organization Takes Action

n = 5,000 employees worldwide
Source: 2021 Gartner EVP Employee Survey

No Action  
Taken

Action Taken, 
Employee Approved

Action Taken, 
Employee Disapproved
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employees with no opinion and employees who disapprove of the action.

80%

50%
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Understand the Issues 
Employees Care About
To make shared purpose a part of the EVP, HR 
leaders need to understand what issues to focus 
on. The organization can’t take positions or act 
on every societal issue employees are interested 
in — especially since employees don’t all have the 
same perspective on the issues. While employees’ 
interests and priorities may vary, several global 
issues dominate the conversation about corporate 
social responsibility today. Many employees have 
strong feelings about these issues, which also 
directly affect large segments of the workforce.

COVID-19 and Public Health
Business leaders may not think of their 
organization’s pandemic response as a matter of 
shared purpose. Yet, throughout the pandemic 
employers have played (and continue to play) a 
large role in protecting public health and mitigating 
the socioeconomic impact of COVID-19. 

Early in the pandemic, organizations quickly shifted 
to meet the needs of the new context, trying to 
avoid layoffs and furloughs, supporting working 
parents, extending benefits to families and starting 
community health initiatives. Some organizations 
even responded by changing their operations 
altogether, temporarily shifting production to 
personal protective equipment such as masks and 
gloves.4 Recognizing the pandemic’s significant 
impact on employees, 70% of organizations have 
introduced new well-being benefits or increased the 
value of well-being benefits.5 

Employers’ workplace safety and COVID-19 
vaccination policies also have a social impact. 
Private enterprises continue to play an important 
role in encouraging and facilitating vaccination and 
other public health measures. This has required 
organizations to take stances on issues that 
have become politicized, at the risk of alienating 
employees who disagree with their position on 
vaccines or masking. Despite the controversy, as of 
December most employers we surveyed either had 
implemented a vaccine mandate, planned to do 
so, or were giving employees the option of being 
vaccinated or tested regularly.6

Racial Justice
Employees expect employers to speak out and 
take action against racism. While this has become 
a particularly prominent issue in the U.S., it is also 
of concern to employees worldwide. In response, 
employees are calling for progress on DEI efforts, 
especially board and leadership diversity. 

Following the murder of George Floyd in 2020, 
U.S. companies pledged huge amounts of support 
to addressing racial inequality; the 50 largest U.S. 
public companies and their foundations committed 
$49.5 billion.9 Organizations donated to diverse 
causes from closing the homeownership gap 
in Black and Latino communities, to supporting 
historically Black colleges and universities, to 
investing in Black financial institutions. However, 
the impact of this support has been mixed, with 
only about $70 million of that money specifically 
focused on criminal justice reform, the issue that 
started the outpouring of support.7 
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Accountability is critical to making sustainable, 
enduring progress on DEI. Rather than relying on 
collective accountability that only leads to nominal 
commitment, progressive organizations are 
focusing on creating consequential accountability 
that meaningfully impacts behavior and outcomes 
for individual leaders. For example, Altria 
redesigned its approach to leader accountability by 
linking leader progression with DEI progress. 

Employees expect organizations to support racial 
justice, doing more than making statements or 
donating money. They want to see meaningful 
actions taken toward addressing racism and 
increasing accountability on DEI goals. 

Environmentalism  
and Climate Change
A third major area of concern for employees, as 
well as for investor activism, is environmentalism 
and climate change. This topic is especially 
important for Gen Z, a critical talent segment. 

While many organizations have made pledges 
to cut carbon emissions, impact can be difficult 
to measure and accountability remains limited. 
However, there is increasing scrutiny of whether 
companies match words with actions. For example, 
airlines have come under scrutiny recently for high 
numbers of “ghost” flights (scheduled flights with 
few or no passengers), due to the EU’s “use it or 
lose it” rule on landing slot rights.8 

As environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
reporting becomes more common and employee, 
consumer and investor interest rises, inaction and 
inconsistencies are harder for organizations to 
hide. However, this also presents opportunities for 
organizations that take action and demonstrate 
their commitment to employees. In line with its 
commitment to sustainability, Patagonia has a 
circular economy marketplace called Worn Wear 
that enables customers to trade in used clothing for 
credit.9 Patagonia takes the sold clothing for repair 
and resales, reducing consumption and waste. 

Employee interest in environmentalism and 
climate change is only increasing in importance. 
Organizations need to continue to improve 
sustainability as well as clearly communicate and 
demonstrate their commitment on this issue to 
employees and the public. 

Case in Point: Cross-Organizational  
Social Justice Framework
Cisco

This framework sets out Cisco’s core beliefs, 
translates those beliefs into tangible actions, 
outlines the key diverse stakeholders that 
must be consulted, and establishes a 
process to ensure the views and priorities 
of those stakeholders are reflected in the 
organization’s actions (see Figure 4). Through 
this process, Cisco can implement actions 
aligned with its culture and strategy, and 
reflective of diverse stakeholder perspectives.

Take Action on Issues 
Employees Care About
As HR leaders work to create a shared purpose, 
they must balance the respective risks and impacts 
of action and inaction on societal issues. The 
best organizations manage the challenges that 
arise from these tensions to ensure employees 
feel invested in their organization’s decisions 
and actions. 

One challenge many organizations face is the 
struggle to coordinate meaningful actions by 
different stakeholders. To address this, Cisco’s 
HR leaders created a cross-organizational social 
justice framework to identify which actions the 
organization should take on societal issues and 
build organizationwide efforts to meaningfully 
affect the employee and community experience.

As environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) reporting becomes more 
common and employee, consumer 
and investor interest rises, inaction 
and inconsistencies are harder for 
organizations to hide.
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Figure 4. All-Encompassing Network of Diverse Stakeholders

Source: Adapted From Cisco

HR Leaders
Facilitate and lead team discussions.

Executive Leaders
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community partners.

People Leaders
Share relevant business 
insights and nominate 
employees from their 
business units.

Employees
Represent and share diverse 
perspectives and backgrounds.

A second challenge is that when different 
stakeholders take different actions on the shared 
purpose, individual employees do not know how 
to act on societal issues because there are many 
different perspectives. Griffith Foods addressed 
this problem by working with employees to link 
the organization’s purpose with employees’ 
individual purposes.

Case in Point: Purpose 
Activation Journey

Griffith Foods

Griffith Foods’ Purpose Activation Journey 
uses peer-coaching conversations to hold 
employees accountable for acting on personal 
purpose behaviors and societal issues, 
including activities such as volunteering with 
a local food bank or reading about sustainable 
agriculture. Employees develop personalized 
purpose plans over a six-week period, during 
which they learn about Griffith Foods’ purpose, 
explore their own individual purpose and 
then identify where the two intersect — what 
Griffith Foods calls “activating purpose.” Based 
on these individual plans, employees meet for 
conversations with a peer at the same level 
and hold one another mutually accountable 
for completing their personalized purpose 
plan action steps. 
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Conclusion
These are just two examples of how organizations 
are working with their employees to co-create a 
sense of shared purpose. The most successful 
shared purpose initiatives tend to have these 
things in common:
• The organization commits to taking meaningful 

action on issues that matter to employees.
• Employees have a voice in identifying issues  

to address and actions to take.
• Employees can participate in driving the shared 

purpose through their individual contributions.
By making employees partners in shared 
purpose, HR leaders can help them feel invested 
in the decisions and actions the organization 
takes. This enables the organization to take full 
advantage of shared purpose as an essential 
element of the EVP.

1 2021 Gartner EVP Employee Survey; n = 5,000 employees worldwide
2 2021 Gartner Corporate Social Impact Survey; n = 3,000 audience 

members (including B2B and B2C customers, employees and 
community activists)

3 2021 Gartner EVP Benchmarking Survey; n = 77 HR leaders
4 How Companies Pivoted From Making Dresses, Snowboards and 

Whisky to Face Masks, Gloves and Sanitizer, CBS News. 
5 2020 Gartner Well-Being Benchmarking Survey. This survey was 

conducted online from 25 September 2020 through 18 November 
2020 and contains responses from 53 total rewards executives from 
organizations across 19 industries and headquartered across 13 
countries. The survey design and development, administration and 
data analysis was done by Gartner’s HR practice research team.

6 Gartner Strategies for Vaccination, Return to Worksites, and Talent 
Attraction and Retention Webinar Poll (15 December 2021). This 
question was asked during a benchmarking webinar attended by over 
200 executive leaders (function heads and business unit leaders) from 
a wide spectrum of industries. A large majority were based in North 
America, though the perspectives and practices they shared were 
developed to support their global organizations. Eighty-five attendees 
responded to this question.

7 Corporate America’s $50 Billion Promise, The Washington Post. 
8 Airlines Square Off With the EU and One Another Over “Ghost Flight” 

Controversy, Fortune. 
9 Worn Wear, Patagonia. 
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The Equity 
Imperative: How 
Fairness Improves 
Performance and 
Employee Experience
Less than 20% of today’s employees believe they 
work in a “high-fairness” environment, according 
to Gartner research. 

Watch the on-demand webinar to learn how to 
create a high-fairness work environment to improve 
employee experience and retention.

Discussion topics include:

Workforce trends shaping employee 
expectations and perceptions of fairness

How high-fairness work environments 
boost employee performance and retention

Supporting a fair employee experience  
by helping employees feel informed, 
supported, considered and acknowledged

Watch Now

https://www.gartner.com/webinar/4007097?utm_source=magazine&utm_medium=asset&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2021_HRL_NPP_IA1_WBEQUITYIMPERATIVE


Build Shared Purpose by 
Listening to and Acting 
on Employees’ ESG Views
by Taylor King and Alexander Kirss

Understanding what employees think about environmental, 
social and governance topics is an important tool for building 
shared purpose. HR leaders can improve their organization’s 
ability to understand employees’ views by adopting five key 
practices: listen, learn, test, act and update.
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HR Leaders’ Missing Tool: 
Employees’ ESG Opinions
In recent years, HR leaders have been 
called upon to help lead their organizations 
through a variety of environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) shocks. Besides the ongoing 
worldwide response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
organizations have had to respond to racial 
justice protests in the U.S. and a number of 
global natural disasters exacerbated by climate 
change, among other events.

Employees today expect their organizations 
to take an active role in addressing these and 
other pressing ESG issues, and they want to 
be consulted on the response. Seventy-one 
percent of employees believe their organizations 
should be working directly with them to craft 
the organization’s response to social and 
political issues.1

Building shared purpose — helping employees 
feel invested in the organization by taking a 
collective stand as an organization on societal 
issues — is a key way HR leaders can meet these 
expectations. However, many HR leaders lack 
the required understanding of their employees’ 
opinions on ESG topics necessary to build 
shared purpose.

Although HR leaders increasingly use surveys 
and other tools to assess organizational 
culture and employee experience, far fewer 
systematically survey their employees’ and other 
stakeholders’ views on ESG topics. Eighty-three 
percent of organizations say they currently 
conduct employee culture surveys, but only 
39% conduct ESG issue surveys (see Figure 
1).2 HR leaders need to know what ESG issues 
employees care about to effectively help the 
organization take a stand on the societal issues 
that matter to their employees, not just make 
corporate statements. 

Figure 1. Benchmarks: Measuring Employees’ ESG Opinions

n = 175 executives
Q: Which of the following activities does your organization perform to understand its stakeholders’ sentiment?
Source: 2021 Gartner ESG Panel Benchmarking Survey

Conduct Organizational Culture Surveys Conduct ESG Issue Surveys

17% 
Do Not

61% 
Do Not

83% 
Do

39% 
Do
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Five Key Practices for 
Listening to Employees’  
ESG Views
To improve their organization’s understanding 
of employees’ ESG opinions, HR leaders must 
develop an effective strategy for measuring 
employee voice on ESG. Whether they are 
building a stand-alone strategy or augmenting 
existing strategies for measuring employee 
voice, they can do this most effectively by 
adopting five key practices: listen, learn, test, 
act and update (see Figure 2).

Listen: Build a Basic 
Understanding
HR leaders should first build a basic 
understanding of what ESG issues matter the 
most to employees by listening to key employee 
ESG stakeholder groups, such as employees 

who have informally self-organized around ESG 
issues or early-career employees who are known 
to be more passionate about ESG. For example, 
we found that millennial and Generation Z 
employees are often more interested in ESG 
issues such as racial justice and LGBTQ+ rights 
than their older colleagues.1 
HR leaders can build a basic understanding of 
employees’ ESG views by hosting focus groups 
with employee ESG stakeholders or holding 
conversations with individual employees. Key 
questions to ask in these initial efforts are:
• What ESG issues matter the most to you?
• How can the organization best respond to 

these issues?
Asking these questions can help HR leaders 
identify areas that could lead to employee 
activism if the organization does not act, gather 
support for the organization’s ESG agenda 
and cultivate a source of innovative ESG ideas 
and practices.

Figure 2. Employee Voice Cycle

Source: Gartner

Build basic understanding 
by targeting key 
employees.

Synthesize findings 
and develop 
hypotheses.

Revise understanding 
and improve 
measurement strategy.

Assess views of 
broader audience 
to test hypotheses.

Integrate voice 
into strategy.

Listen Learn

Act

Test
Update

Employees’ ESG 
Opinions
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Learn: Synthesize and 
Develop Hypotheses
Next, HR leaders should synthesize what they’ve 
learned into clear, testable hypotheses regarding 
their wider employee base’s ESG opinions. 
For example, based on their initial listening 
efforts HR leaders might hypothesize that social 
issues matter more to their employees than 
environmental issues, or that employees prefer 
the organization to take action on local versus 
global ESG issues. 
Good hypotheses will be based on what HR 
leaders have learned from initial listening 
sessions and should help them assess whether 
their broader employee base agrees with 
what key employee ESG stakeholders think. 
Hypotheses should also allow HR leaders to 
uncover nuanced variations in ESG opinions 
and desired ESG activities between different 
employee groups (e.g., manufacturing 
employees versus strategy/marketing 
employees). At this stage, HR leaders should:
• Identify key issues and views raised by 

employee ESG stakeholder groups that can be 
tested with the broader employee population.

• Develop hypotheses that will help them better 
understand employee ESG opinions throughout 
the organization and what actions to take 
based on those opinions.

Test: Assess Hypotheses
HR leaders can then test their hypotheses using 
a broader, more representative set of employees. 
Assessing the ESG views of the general employee 
audience is essential for accurately measuring and 
communicating employee voice on ESG. Listening 
and responding to the most passionate or vocal 
employees is important, but focusing only on this 
group may skew HR leaders’ perceptions of ESG 
opinions across the whole organization.
As they look to test hypotheses about their 
employees’ ESG opinions, HR leaders should 
keep in mind:
• The trade-offs of different 

measurement approaches
• Which hypotheses to prioritize
In terms of measurement approaches, 
organizationwide surveys are a great tool 

for measuring employees’ opinions, but only 
if they have a high response rate across all 
employee groups. If response rates are low or 
skewed toward certain employee subgroups 
(e.g., geographically distributed or hybrid 
employees are underrepresented), HR leaders 
should consider alternate approaches. These 
could entail additional focus groups or 
indirectly gathering and analyzing sentiment 
expressed in other platforms such as internal 
collaboration tools.

HR leaders should also make sure they prioritize 
testing hypotheses that are critical for fulfilling 
the organization’s ESG goals. For example, if 
an organization is trying to respond to a recent 
ESG shock, they should work quickly to identify 
employees’ opinions about that event and 
how they want the organization to respond. 
Alternatively, if the organization is trying to 
make the business case for ESG action to senior 
leaders, HR leaders should ensure they test 
hypotheses that allow them to accurately report 
on the full distribution of employees’ views, and 
tie those views to business priorities such as 
recruitment and retention efforts.

Listening and responding to the most 
passionate or vocal employees is important, 
but focusing only on this group may skew HR 
leaders’ perceptions of ESG opinions across 
the whole organization.
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Act: Integrate Voice 
Into Strategy
Listening to employee voice on ESG should rarely 
be the sole goal. HR leaders should present 
their findings to senior leadership and work to 
integrate them into the organization’s ESG and 
HR strategies. Importantly, HR leaders can act 
on employees’ ESG opinions regardless of their 
organization’s ESG maturity. If their organization 
lacks a formal ESG program or strategy, HR 
leaders can use employee voice on ESG to help 
make the case that ESG activities are necessary 
for employee attraction, engagement and 
retention. Conversely, if an organization already 
has established processes for conducting 
materiality assessments and developing an 
ESG strategy, HR leaders can use employees’ 
ESG opinions as an important input to these 
processes to bolster their accuracy and increase 
employee buy-in.

Update: Revise Understanding 
and Approach
Finally, HR leaders need an established process 
for updating both their overall understanding 
of employees’ ESG opinions and their approach 
to measuring these opinions. Employees’ ESG 
opinions will change over time, such as in 
reaction to recent ESG shocks and organizational 
responses to them. HR leaders need to stay 
on top of these changes to ensure they aren’t 
operating based on outdated beliefs about what 
their employees think.

HR leaders should also look to iteratively improve 
their measurement strategy by assessing and 
acting on lessons learned. These assessments 
can take many forms, including:

• Embedding opportunities for employee 
feedback on the measurement strategy, such 
as collecting responses on the value and 
perceived effectiveness of individual surveys.

• Ensuring measurement tools such as surveys 
capture effectiveness data (e.g., response rates 
and dwell time).

• Scheduling meetings for the measurement 
team to discuss the effectiveness of completed 
listening efforts versus the outputs from 
those efforts.

Regularly assessing the effectiveness of the 
organization’s listening efforts, and acting 
based on subsequent findings, will make future 
listening efforts more effective, efficient and 
sustainable over the long term.

Building Shared Purpose 
Through ESG Action
Recent crises have shined a light on the 
importance of understanding employee 
perspectives on ESG. HR leaders can be better 
prepared for future shocks by listening early and 
often to their employees and building shared 
purpose around the issues and events  
of greatest value to their employees. Armed with 
a better understanding of the ESG issues and 
actions their employees are passionate about,  
HR leaders are equipped to develop 
programming and strategies with cross-
functional ESG partners that respond 
accordingly. Doing so will knit employees 
closer together, build trust in leadership among 
associates and build a brand that enhances 
recruitment and retention efforts.

1  2020 Gartner Civic and Social Engagement in the Workplace Survey. 
This survey was fielded in December 2020 to 4,000 U.S. respondents 
over the internet. Respondents worked for organizations employing 
more than 1,000 employees.Thematically, the survey explored issues of 
identity, politics and social issue prioritization in the workplace.

2  2021 Gartner ESG Panel Benchmarking Survey. This survey was fielded 
in 2021 to 175 executives across different functions, industries and 
regions. The participants were selected using a set of criteria based on 
seniority and level of engagement in their organization’s ESG efforts. 
All participants in the study were involved in an ESG initiative (e.g., 
green financing, DE&I) at their organization in the last 18 months. Most 
surveyed executives currently participate in an ESG program, engage 
in ESG initiatives or consult internal stakeholders on ESG issues.
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Pushback to DEI efforts can cause organizations 
to lose progress on key DEI outcomes. This 
research offers a framework for understanding 
the most common forms of pushback, which 
D&I leaders can use to identify pushback and 
learn how to address it proactively.

In the face of the COVID-19 pandemic and a 
worldwide reckoning about racial injustice, 
many organizations have taken action to 
engage with social issues that were previously 
avoided at work. These issues include 
conversations about racial and ethnic injustices, 
the socioeconomic disparities exposed by 
the pandemic, and other polarizing themes, 
many of which overlap with diversity, equity 
and inclusion (DEI). Pushback can be defined 
as resistance to DEI efforts with the intent to 
invalidate, disrupt or disconnect from programs 
meant to enable marginalized groups. 
Unsurprisingly, 31.4% of employees report 
DEI has received more attention within 
their organizations in the last two years. 1 

Organizations’ commitments to DEI have grown, 
but so has the pushback to DEI efforts. Forty-four 
percent of employees agree a growing number 
of their colleagues feel alienated by their 
organization’s DEI efforts, 42% of employees 
report their peers view their organizations’ DEI 
efforts as divisive, and another 42% say their 
peers resent DEI efforts. 

Failing to actively address pushback can mean 
losing progress with DEI. On an individual 
level, pushback can cause alienation or 
backlash toward marginalized employees. At 
the organizational level, pushback can result 
in decreased workforce engagement and 
inclusion, potentially resulting in attrition. 

by Trisha Rai and Caitlin Dutkiewicz

Navigating Pushback 
to Diversity, Equity 
and Inclusion Efforts
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What Causes DEI Pushback?
Pushback to DEI efforts can stem from two types 
of perceived threat: 

• Threat to Individual Identity — Employees may 
respond negatively if they perceive DEI efforts 
as a threat to their self-identities. For employees 
from dominant groups in particular, DEI efforts 
may pose a significant threat to maintaining 
positive self-views or beliefs (i.e., seeing oneself 
as a person with positive or valued traits, 
such as being fair or anti-racist, etc.) When 
individuals from dominant groups feel shamed 
or blamed for DEI challenges in the workplace, 
they can be motivated to respond defensively 
to restore a positive sense of self. This defensive 
posture may manifest in pushback.

• Threat to Social Identity — Employees also 
derive a positive sense of self from the groups 
they belong to. Belonging to groups with high 
status and valued attributes contributes to 
employees’ positive social identities and their 
ability to access resources. DEI efforts may 
be perceived as threats to the positive social 

identities employees derive from being a part 
of dominant groups (e.g., men, powerful racial/
ethnic groups, cisgender) Employees may fear 
DEI initiatives will not only cast aspersions 
on the virtue of their groups (e.g., promoting 
the idea of whites being racist, or of men 
being sexist) but also cause them to lose the 
privileges and power such group membership 
bestows. (e.g., access to senior leaders 
and career opportunities). Employees from 
dominant groups may push back when they feel 
DEI initiatives are unfairly targeting them for 
their racial or gender identities, or constitute 
“reverse discrimination” against historically 
advantaged demographic groups.

Pushback stems from employees’ desire to 
manage these threats. Employees may not 
necessarily be fully aware of the threats they 
feel or what aspects of DEI are triggering these 
threats. Organizations should learn about how 
these threats manifest in the workplace and 
leverage this information to identify and 
address pushback. 

Upcoming 
Virtual Events

Gartner regularly hosts virtual 
events across a variety of 
human resources topics. 
These webinars present an 
opportunity for you to gain 
insights from our research 
experts on making better 
decisions for your function 
and organization.

Ask the Experts: Trends Shaping 
Employee Equal Opportunity

3 Steps HR Leaders Must Take to 
Navigate Talent Attraction Risk in 2022

How CHROs Can Develop 
Future-Ready Leaders

11 Trends That Will Shape 
Work in 2022 and Beyond

Use a Data-driven Location 
Strategy to Compete for Talent
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Framework to Identify  
DEI Pushback
First, HR leaders must find common language 
to understand and identify pushback. Pushback 
often comes in three forms: 

• Denial — “This is not a problem.” 

• Disengagement — “This is not my problem.”

• Derailment — “What about other problems?”

This framework (see Figure 1) addresses 
pushback that seeks to disrupt, invalidate or 
disconnect from ongoing initiatives designed to 
advance equity and inclusion for marginalized 
groups in the workplace. 

What Denial Looks Like
Denial is when employees don’t acknowledge the 
existence of structures like race, class or caste 

and ignore the resulting discrimination or bias. 
Employees who react with a denial response do 
not acknowledge the different, often negative, 
experiences of marginalized employees in the 
workplace. Deniers also fail to recognize the 
underlying reasons why marginalized groups are 
underrepresented in the workplace and push 
back on initiatives that aim to address the root 
causes of underrepresentation.

Signs of denial might include employees making 
comments such as: 

• “I don’t see color. I am colorblind.”

• “Racism didn’t exist in our organization until 
you brought it into conversations.” 

• “Talking about race is racist.” 

• “Women/another underrepresented group 
choose to live their lives in a way that results  
in their slow career progression.” 

Pushback 
To DEI Efforts

Denial
“This isn’t a problem.”

Disengagement
“This isn’t my problem.”

Derailing
“What about other problems?”

Source: Gartner

Figure 1. Framework to Categorize Pushback
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What Disengagement  
Looks Like
Disengagement is an unwillingness to take 
action in support of DEI. People who disengage 
are usually aware of structural inequalities 
but struggle with playing the role of an ally 
or active contributor to DEI. Sometimes there 
is an underlying, legitimate fear of saying or 
doing something that further harms someone 
from a marginalized group. But sometimes 
disengagement with DEI initiatives can occur 
when a person is unwilling to take action or 
displays a general unwillingness to engage 
with DEI by skipping DEI events, steering away 
from DEI training or being a bystander to 
exclusionary behavior.

These employees often believe that while 
the problem exists, it isn’t their individual 
responsibility to solve it. Employees may interpret 
accepting responsibility as also accepting blame 
or identifying themselves as part of the problem, 
so avoiding responsibility becomes a means of 
protecting against this threat to their identity. In 
comparison, employees who are engaged with 
DEI can take responsibility for fixing inequities 
in the workplace without feeling accused of 
causing these inequities. They believe that even 
though they didn’t create DEI challenges, it is still 
their responsibility to solve them.

Signs of disengagement might include 
comments such as:

• “I didn’t want to say the wrong thing, so I didn’t 
respond to his racist comment.”

• “We’re too busy doing our work; we shouldn’t 
be spending time on this.”

• “But it’s a problem everywhere, and it’s not 
unique to our organization.”

• “I won’t bother engaging at all, because it 
frustrates me.” 

• “This may be a problem, but it’s not a problem 
for the workplace.”

What Derailing Looks Like
Derailing attempts to draw attention away from 
marginalized groups by focusing on experiences 
of members of a dominant group. Derailers 
can be dismissive of concerns flagged by 
marginalized groups that DEI works to address. 
For example, when an employee objects to the 
statement “Black lives matter” by saying “all lives 
matter,” this derails the conversation about why 
showing solidarity with Black lives, specifically, 
is important. Derailing insists on protecting the 
feelings of the dominant group (in this instance 
white employees) over displaying support for 
Black employees. This threatens to further 
marginalize the groups DEI intends to support.

Signs of derailing might include 
comments such as:

• “Race/gender doesn’t impact lived experiences 
the way class does.”

• “Our focus should be on merit and 
competencies, not on race or gender.” 

• “I don’t feel included either, but there’s no 
employee resource group (ERG) I can join to 
voice my concerns.” 

• “Nobody seems to care how much DEI 
hurts dominant groups.” 

• “This feels like reverse discrimination.”
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Ways to Combat Pushback
Pushback can be tricky to navigate, because  
HR leaders and organizations are already dealing 
with an emotionally charged situation. Once 
organizations have identified and understood the 
nature of pushback, they should move their focus 
to managing and mitigating it. Organizations 
must be cautious about continuing to center 
the experiences of marginalized groups when 
addressing pushback. Organizations commonly 
use the following three tactics to address the 
root causes of pushback. 

Communicate to 
Obtain Buy-in
Don’t assume all employees will buy into a 
DEI initiative. Tailor communication to create 
transparency about why a specific program 
is being rolled out and the preceding events 
that make the case for it. For instance, if a 
program was created as a response to the 
Black Lives Matter protests, HR leaders can 
combat pushback by communicating the 
context for the program, the role all employees 
play in advancing it and the outcomes it is 
intended to achieve.

Be sure to communicate to employees who 
are not already bought in, without invalidating 
their feelings. To head off attempts at denial or 
derailment, consider the different perspectives 
employees may have, anticipate the threats 
they may perceive as a result of your initiatives 
and address these proactively in your 
communication strategy.

Foster Empathy by 
Building Awareness
A lack of empathy for marginalized groups often 
enhances the threat perceptions that drive 
pushback. Learning activities to build empathy 
and awareness of other groups’ experiences 
can help diminish the sense of threat. HR 
leaders should acknowledge employees’ gaps in 
exposure and readiness levels before assigning 
training and consider creating safe learning 
spaces for groups known to push back on DEI. 
Employees may not have the skills to engage with 
DEI sensitively.
Creating a safe training/learning space for 
a dominant racial group that is moderated 
by experts ensures they can openly ask 
questions that might cause discomfort/
harm to marginalized people; for example, 
“Why is wanting to touch someone’s hair 
considered a microaggression?” These safe 
spaces allow employees to make mistakes and 
ask uncomfortable questions without feeling 
threatened and without putting the burden of 
educating them on marginalized employees.

Invite Employees to 
Engage in DEI Efforts
Pushback arguments can also be traced back 
to a lack of clarity on employees’ role in DEI. 
HR leaders can involve employees by holding 
individuals accountable for DEI engagement. 
One way to do this is to encourage employees, 
especially those from dominant groups, to 
engage in ERG membership and to leverage 
their skills, networks and interests to ideate and 
contribute to sponsorship programs.
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Conclusion
Pushback against DEI initiatives is not new, but 
an increased focus on DEI has resulted in an 
increase in the volume of pushback. Identifying 
pushback and having the language to articulate 
it helps HR leaders draw attention to resistance 
to DEI efforts. To address pushback, HR leaders 
should proactively communicate the need for 
DEI initiatives and anticipate the concerns or 
perceived threats these initiatives might evoke, 
foster empathy among employees by building 
awareness about social inequity, and invite all 
employees to play a greater role in advancing DEI. 
Identifying and addressing pushback early ensures 
fears don’t fester or snowball into larger issues. 
1 Gartner Human Deal Benchmarking Survey (September 2021). 
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Join the premier conference for  
CHROs and their HR executive teams
At ReimagineHR Conference 2022, you’ll hear provocative  
ideas and pragmatic solutions from HR experts, learn from  
the successes and challenges of your CHRO peers and  
explore a robust landscape of technology and solutions  
providers — all in an environment built for dialogue.

Learn More

Transform the HR function and prepare your organization  
for the future of work.

15 – 16 September 2022  |  London, U.K.
24 – 26 October 2022  |  Orlando, FL

Save the date

Gartner 
ReimagineHR 
Conference 2022

Brian Kropp, Distinguished VP,  
Chief of HR Research and Conference Chair
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Ethical leadership is in high demand but HR leaders are 
struggling to develop leaders knee-deep in uncharted ethical 
territory. HR leaders can use this article to learn what ethical 
challenges leaders face today and how HR can create an 
environment better suited to ethical decision making.

Ethical leadership is not a new topic of discussion, 
but in recent years the frequency with which it 
is discussed and demanded has spiked. In the 
aftermath of an overall volatile 2020, 90% of 
U.S.-based employees reported it was important 
they work for an ethical CEO. 1 Nearly twice as 
many CEOs in 2021 identified social responsibility 
and environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
efforts as top business priorities entering 2022, 
than in 2020. 2 
Looking forward to 2022, roughly one-third of 
boards of directors surveyed in the 2022 Gartner 
View from the Board of Directors Survey cited 
trust, ethics and privacy concerns reaching crisis 
levels as the social trend creating the largest 

source of risk for organizations. 3 For Generation 
Z employees, ethics is a stronger attraction driver 
than paid vacation. 4 Informed by a pandemic, a 
polarized political landscape, urgency around 
climate change, a rise in accountability culture 
and the entrance of Generation Z into the 
workforce, calls for ethical leadership are louder 
than ever. Pressure is from all sides, and is 
unlikely to let up in the near future.

This article will walk HR leaders through 
the factors making ethics unprecedently 
complicated and important, and the four steps 
HR can take to help create a culture of ethical 
leadership at the organization. 

To Create Ethical Leaders, 
Organizations Must First 
Create an Ethical Decision-
Making Environment 
by Jenna Zitomer
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Three Challenges for 
Developing Ethical Leaders
While demand for more ethical leadership is 
stronger than ever, the following three recent 
shifts in the business environment make it 
harder to define and develop what ethical 
leadership means today.

New Business Challenges 
Blur the Definition of What  
Is Ethical
Pushback stems from employees’ desire to manage 
these threats. Employees may not necessarily be 
fully aware of the threats they feel or what aspects 
of DEI are triggering these threats. Organizations 
should learn about how these threats manifest in 
the workplace and leverage this information to 
identify and address pushback. 

Digital business models pose new, unresolved 
questions for organizations. For example, 
major tech companies like Meta collect and 
sell in-depth consumer data, arguing that it 
helps businesses personalize their offerings and 
reach new markets. However, critics and peers 
in the tech industry, such as Apple, argue that 
users should have the option to protect their 
personal data while using apps like Facebook 
and Instagram. 5

These issues are further complicated in global 
markets, where users of the same services 
might encounter different policies based on 
their geographic location, such as in China. 
Aside from regional standards, such as the EU’s 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and 
the California Consumer Privacy Act, there is no 
global standard for handling data privacy, leaving 
organizations with limited guardrails for using 
data ethically.

Stakeholders Today Demand  
a Higher Bar for Ethics
Stakeholders (whether employees, consumers 
or board members) are asking more of 

organizations in terms of creating a positive 
social and environmental impact on their 
community at large. We see this particularly 
visibly in an analysis of CEO transitions. In 2018, 
CEO turnover set an unfortunate record, with 
22% of the 55 chief execs who left their posts at 
S&P 500 companies doing so under pressure 
— up from 15% in 2017. 6 Even before the rise of 
the #MeToo movement, the proportion of CEO 
turnover resulting from accusations of ethical 
lapses was growing — from 3.9% between 2007 
and 2011 to 5.3% between 2012 and 2016.6

Pressure also comes in the form of tactics such 
as boycotts and “buycotts,” or serious penalties 
under regulations like GDPR. Leaders recognize 
the higher bar, too. Nearly half of executives 
(40%) agree there will be a higher expectation 
for leaders to be able to explain and justify their 
decisions in the coming year. 7

Transparency Allows  
Ethical Mishaps to Travel 
Farther, Faster
The rise of accountability culture and the 
instantaneous flow of digital information make 
it nearly impossible for ethical mishaps today 
to go unseen. That is not to say leaders are 
acting any more unethically today than 30 years 
ago. Rather, leader decisions today are under a 
microscope, meaning a poor decision can have a 
far worse impact on the organization than in the 
past — and leaders know it.

Twenty-nine percent of the participants in our 
2021 Gartner Reengineering the Decision Survey 
agree the personal or organizational implications 
of a bad decision will be more significant in 
the near future. 7 Should a scandal leak, or an 
organization even report a decision the public 
disagrees with, backlash can be harsh and swift 
from stakeholders on platforms such as Twitter, 
LinkedIn and Glassdoor. Online, corporate 
scandals unfurl in minutes, not months. A 
protest tweet against an organization can spark 
immediate criticism on social media, or even 
send a company’s stock tumbling.
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Change Leaders’ Decision-
Making Environment, Not Just 
Their Mindset
With these challenges in mind, how can 
organizations most effectively build ethical 
leaders? Organizations working to develop ethical 
leaders often focus on shifting leaders’ mindsets. 
Some organizations offer training modules on 
ethical leadership, others ask leaders to live by the 
organization’s mission and values, and many rely 
on annual legal and compliance training.

Despite these efforts, mindset interventions 
alone often fail to influence how leaders make 
decisions. This is because such interventions 
do not account for the fact that leaders’ 
business decisions are heavily influenced by two 
environmental factors created and controlled by 
the organization: motivation and accountability

• Motivation refers to what motivates leaders’ 
decisions, or rather, how the business motivates 
their decisions. Are decisions made with 
business outcomes as the top priority, or even 
the only priority? Are the organization’s mission 
and values baked into the decision-making 
process? To what extent is social impact a 
factor? If business outcomes are the only 
explicit or implied motives, ethical decision 
making may fall by the wayside when profit 
is at stake. 

• Accountability refers to the reality that even if 
leaders are told that mission and values matter, 
their decisions won’t necessarily change if they 
are incentivized to achieve business outcomes 
at all costs. Accountability comes in two forms: 
hard and soft. Hard accountability comes with 
concrete consequences for not acting on or 
achieving goals. Soft accountability encourages 
specific behaviors but limits consequences that 
reinforce or reward behaviors. 

Otherwise ethical people can make unethical 
decisions when they are placed in an environment 
that encourages and rewards unethical behavior. 
To create a culture of ethical decision making, HR 
leaders must therefore focus on environmental 
interventions that clarify how leader decisions are 
motivated, and what types of decisions they will 
be held accountable for.

Four Environmental 
Interventions for Ethical 
Decision Making
HR leaders can create an environment that 
enables, motivates and holds leaders accountable 
for ethical decision making by adopting 
four key steps:

1. Help leaders apply mission and values in 
decision making.

2. Encourage and enable transparent peer 
discussion on ethical challenges.

3. Create consequential accountability for 
ethical decisions.

4. Model ethical decision making.

Help Leaders Apply  
Mission and Values  
in Decision Making
While mission and values statements are 
important elements of an organization’s identity, 
they are often so vague and high-level that 
they end up losing their meaning, making them 
difficult for leaders to understand, internalize and 
embody. HR leaders can help leaders apply the 
organization’s mission and values to decision-
making processes to ensure leaders can navigate 
uncharted territory ethically. 
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One way to do this is to break down and refit 
mission and values statements into guidance for 
decision making. Cisco does this by converting 
these statements into concrete questions that 
prompt leaders to reflect on whether a decision 
is really aligned with the organization’s mission 
and values or is informed by other factors (see 
Table 1). This approach removes the risk of an 
individual’s overly subjective assessment of 
“the right thing to do,” creating leader decisions 
that are more ethical and aligned with the 
organization, not with the individual. 

Encourage and Enable 
Transparent Peer Discussion 
on Ethical Challenges
While dissecting mission and values statements 
can help leaders make the right decision in the 
moment, it is also important that HR encourage 
and enable broader leader reflection and 
discussion on the ethical challenges they face as 
leaders. HR can enable this process by creating 
peer leader discussion groups where leaders 
can hear differing perspectives as well as learn 
from and support one another in navigating 
ethical challenges at work. Capital Group created 

a similar type of peer discussion group called 
Real Talk Teams, where high-potential women 
employees came together with their peers to 
discuss leadership challenges they might face 
in the future. 

Capital Group found three keys to success in 
creating effective peer discussion groups:

• Keep groups small and consistent. Keeping 
groups small allows participants to feel more 
comfortable being vulnerable and become less 
likely to fall into groupthink mentalities. Group 
member consistency allows leaders to build 
rapport with each other, which is essential if 
leaders are to bring such problems as ethical 
work challenges to one another.

• Ensure Groups are as diverse as possible. 
Diversity of thought, experience, background 
and identity allows leaders to broaden their 
perspectives and challenge preconceptions  
of what is ethical. 

• Introduce controversial discussion starters. 
Capital Group provided discussion groups with 
intentionally controversial questions, podcasts 
or videos to kick start discussions. This allowed 
leaders to “warm up” before bringing issues of 
their own to the table.

Table 1. Cisco’s Values Translated Into Decision Guidelines

Cisco’s Value Questions to Ask When Considering Options

Change the World: We’re committed to 
technology innovation that connects us all. Our 
pride in community inspires us to give our time, 
knowledge and solutions to make the world a 
better place.

• Which option helps connect people?
• Which option demonstrates pride in 

community?
• Which option inspires us to give our time, 

knowledge and solutions to make the world  
a better place?

Always Do the Right Thing: We are honest 
and straightforward in our transactions. We 
earn the trust and confidence of others. We 
say what needs to be said and hold ourselves 
accountable.

• Which option is most transparent?
• Which option earns trust for Cisco?
• Has what needs to be said been said?
• Are people held accountable for actions?

Source: Adapted from Ann Skeet and Cisco
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Create Consequential 
Accountability for Ethical 
Decisions
Consequential accountability for ethical decision 
making is individual accountability with hard 
consequences, going beyond simply raising 
awareness of ethical challenges. Consequential 
accountability informs leader decision 
making and requires progress toward more 
ethical outcomes. HR leaders can adopt hard 
accountability measures across a spectrum, 
from rewarding ethical decisions to correcting 
unethical decisions (see Figure 1). 

Such accountability measures could include:
• Additive bonus payments
• Bonus modifiers
• Ethics improvement plan

• Ethical decision awards
• Strategic chats with the CEO
• Transparent leader scorecards
• Withholding leader progression

Model Ethical Decision Making
While the vast majority of employees (85%) feel 
it is important that leaders demonstrate strong 
decision-making skills, only 53% report that 
their leaders are actually doing so, meaning 
leaders are not modeling strong, ethical decision 
making within their organization. 8 HR leaders can 
highlight ethical decision makers by partnering 
with legal and compliance to create an ethical 
leadership recognition program. 
Qualcomm does so through its “Lead the Way” 
program, which leaders gain admittance to 
through nominations from their colleagues for 
exemplifying ethical behavior. 

CorrectiveRewarding

Figure 1. Spectrum of Consistent and Visible Consequential Accountability Actions 

Additive Bonus 
Payment

Create an additive 
bonus for leaders who 
demonstrate success 
against organizational 
ethics and social 
impact goals.

Ethical  
Decision Awards 

Reward and recognize 
leaders who 
demonstrate ethics and 
champion social impact 
when making business 
decisions. 

Bonus  
Modifiers

Modify leader bonuses 
to reflect progress 
against organizational 
ethics and social 
impact goals. 

Strategic Chats  
With CEO

Recognize leaders 
who have successfully 
and consistently acted 
ethically with a 1:1 
conversation with 
the CEO. 

Ethics  
Improvement Plan

Require leaders to 
create an action plan 
outlining methods to 
make more ethical 
decisions at work. 

Transparent  
Leader Scorecards

Require leaders 
to track and share 
perceptions of ethical 
decisions and share 
across teams and 
broader organization.

Withhold Leader 
Progression

Require rising leaders 
to demonstrate a 
commitment to and 
understanding of 
ethical decision making 
to advance in the 
organization. 

Source: Gartner
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This program created a community for ethical 
role models at the organization, which any 
leader can join and grow within. The recognition 
program has three tiers of recognition: 
Wayfinder, Trailblazer and Champion. These 
different tiers reflect the sentiment that ethical 
decision making is a skill leaders must practice 
and develop, one that can grow stronger 
overtime in the company of like-minded peers. 

1 2020 Gartner Civic and Social Engagement in the Workplace Survey;  
n = 4,000 U.S.-based employees. 

2 2021 Gartner CEO and Senior Business Executive Survey; n = 305 
(2021), 298 (2020). Within the corporate category of top business 
priorities, social responsibility and ESG mentions almost doubled year 
over year from 5% to 9%. 
Gartner conducted this research from July 2020 through December 
2020, with questions about the period 2020 to 2023. One-quarter of 
the sample was collected in July and August, and three-quarters from 
October through December. In total, 465 actively employed CEOs and 
other senior executive business leaders qualified and participated. 
The research was collected via 390 online surveys and 75 telephone 
interviews.

3 2022 Gartner View From the Board of Directors Survey: This study 
was conducted to understand how boards will address the risk from 
economic and political volatility and a multi-polar world, and their 
intent to convert digital acceleration to digital momentum. The survey 
also helps understand the impact of the key societal issues that took 
center-stage during the pandemic on boards’ strategy and investment 
approaches. 
The survey was conducted online from May through June 2021 with 
273 respondents from the U.S., Europe and Asia/Pacific. Companies 
were screened to be midsize, large or global enterprises. Respondents 
were required to be a board director or a member of a corporate board 
of directors. If respondents served on multiple boards, they answered 
for the largest company, defined by its annual revenue, for which they 
were a board member. The survey was developed collaboratively by 
Gartner analysts and the Research Data and Analytics team.

4 1Q20 Gartner Global Labor Market Survey. 
5 Apple vs. Facebook, The New York Times Daily Podcast.
6 2018 Strategy& (PwC) CEO Success Study. 
7 2021 Gartner Reengineering the Decision Survey. This survey was 

conducted online from 24 June through 9 July to understand the 
role of data and analytics in organizational decision making. In total, 
132 IT and business leaders participated from North America (45%), 
EMEA(38%) Asia/Pacific (9%) and Latin America (8%). Respondents 
were qualified based on their involvement and participation in strategic 
decision making at their organizations.

8 2021 Gartner Leader and Manager Effectiveness Survey; n = 3,502 
employees.
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Top 5 
Priorities for 
HR in 2022  

© 2021 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. 
All rights reserved. CM_GBS_1512075

Gartner surveyed more than 500 HR leaders across all major 
industries to assess their priorities and expected challenges 
in 2022.

This report highlights key findings from the survey, detailing: 

View the key findings and assess your 
top priorities for 2022.

Download Report

Common challenges HR leaders are facing in 
each priority

The 5 initiatives CHROs and HR leadership are 
prioritizing in 2022

Actions HR leadership should take to address 
each priority in the year ahead

https://www.gartner.com/en/human-resources/trends/top-priorities-for-hr-leaders?utm_source=magazine&utm_medium=asset&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2021_HRL_NPP_IA1_TOPHRPRTY22


Giving People Purpose: 
An Interview With  
Horst Schulze

Interview

by Caroline Ogawa

 Horst Schulze

Co-Founder and Former 
COO of The Ritz-Carlton 
Hotel Company
Horst Schulze is the author of 
“Excellence Wins: A No-Nonsense Guide 
to Becoming the Best in a World of 
Compromise.” Schulze worked for the 
Hilton and Hyatt hotels before becoming 
a founding member of the Ritz-Carlton 
Hotel in 1983, where he was president 
and COO. Later, he founded The Capella 
Hotel Group. Today Schulze is the 
expert in residence at the organizational 
strategy firm Arch + Tower.

Horst Schulze, co-
founder and former COO 
of The Ritz-Carlton Hotel 
Company, shares why so 
many mission statements 
fail to impact the 
organization. He discusses 
why leaders must define 
an aspirational vision and 
shares ways CHROs can 
ensure every employee 
knows how to contribute 
to that vision.
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Horst Schulze recently joined the Gartner 
Talent Angle podcast to discuss why aligning 
your workforce with a shared vision is really an 
economic decision. The following insights are 
excerpted from that conversation. To hear the 
full interview, listen to this episode on Gartner’s 
Talent Angle podcast.

What do you think great leaders do differently 
to motivate their workforce?
I have worked with great companies who have 
the right heart and the right everything, yet they 
still don’t get it. They hire people to fulfill a certain 
function. Well, the chair on which I’m sitting is 
fulfilling a function, but we’re dealing with human 
beings. I simply ask, “Who will do a better job? 
The employee that wants to or the employee that 
has to?” You have no choice but answer the one 
that wants to.

We should carefully select employees and 
bring them in to be part of our purpose — to 
be part of us — not just to fulfill a function. 
Now, once they’re part of us — meaning part 
of our objectives, part of our motives — in that 
moment, they have ownership in what we do for 
the customer.

What was the purpose philosophy  
at The Ritz-Carlton?
When we started The Ritz-Carlton, we told every 
employee we hired, “Don’t join us to work. Join us 
to become the finest hotel company in the world. 
And here is why that will be great for you: We 
would grow, and you would have opportunities. 
We would have the best customers. You 
would have better income and work you could 
be proud of.”

We made sure we told them our purpose. We 
invited them to join our purpose. Then we gave 
them the motives and connected their personal 
interest to those motives. All of a sudden, 
now they are part of the company and not just 
functioning for the company.

Of course, I explained in every orientation for 
new employees, “No, that doesn’t mean we don’t 
function. In fact, that means we have to function 
better than anybody else. But the function is 
only there to accomplish the purpose. And that’s 

good for you, and here’s how.” Suddenly it’s a 
completely different environment. In coming to 
work, we’re coming to accomplish something 
beautiful — something of value to us in the long 
run — of honor to us and to everybody.
How do you get started building this 
shared purpose?
You must have a vision. I read a lot of vision 
statements, and they’re not actually vision 
statements. They’re mission statements: “We are 
doing our very best to serve a good outcome.” 
That’s what you’re doing; that’s a mission. The 
vision is something you dream about. It’s a 
beautiful place that you want to be 10 years from 
now. If you get there, it will be of great honor to 
everybody. And it would be good, and that’s the 
key. It has to be good for all concerned. It has to 
be a beautiful place, it has to be important and of 
great value to the investors, to the customer, to 
the employee and to society as a whole.
At The Ritz-Carlton, our vision was very simple. I 
would say, “We will be the finest hotel company 
in the world. Now, join me in accomplishing that. 
And here is why that’s good for you. Now, you 
become part of something.” We’ve known this for 
3,000 years. Aristotle described how people need 
purpose and belonging. So, why wouldn’t we give 
them purpose?
Once you have a vision statement, what next?
Every employee has to know the vision. It 
can’t be a secret.
For example, when I was working with an 
organization, I asked, “What is your vision?” They 
read it out of the annual report, and it actually 
was a good vision statement. And then I asked, 
“How are the employees aligned?”
I went out in the various branches and talked 
to more than 100 employees. Not one of them 
knew the vision of the company. They were just 
functioning. We changed that, and there’s a 
totally different employee turnover, as a result. 
The employee turnover was a whopping 36% 
a year. We got it down to 12%. Just because of 
the employee alignment to the vision. It is an 
economic decision to do the right thing.
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How do you get your entire workforce to 
share this vision?
Let me share another example from The Ritz-
Carlton. We were operating in five continents. 
And while I was running the company, every one 
of our hotels was the absolute leader in each 
market segment in their respective locations, 
period. How did we do that?

I made sure in every new or newly acquired 
hotel, I was there to help train the staff and 
tell them who we are: “Here’s our soul. Here’s 
our heart. Here’s who we are.” And then we 
keep communicating the key elements of the 
organization simultaneously to each hotel.

We developed 20 non-negotiable points. 
Those 20 points were carefully taught to every 
employee on their second day, and then we 
repeated one point every day at a team meeting. 
Before every shift, every employee must go 
to one of these 10-minute meetings. And then 
we read a letter — the same letter — in every 
hotel from a guest who complimented or was 
concerned about that day’s point.

Today, we may discuss point 11. That same point 
is discussed in every hotel today. In every place 
it should reliably happen. No matter if you’re in 
Africa or in Europe or in Asia or in America, it 
has to happen. That way, the narrative in each 
hotel is the same, and you become part of the 
same culture.

And in 20 days, you will hear the same point 
again. We kept it alive. You see, we scaled the 

thinking of the organization and the narrative of 
the organization. That is culture. Culture is what 
the organization, as a whole, believes.

Discussing your vision every day is a big 
commitment. Why did you make that a priority 
at The Ritz Carlton?

At The Ritz-Carlton, we established those 20 
points. They are non-negotiable; they make us 
superior to the competition. They make us No. 1 
in the world. We repeated them every day. And 
after about a year or so, I found out that not all 
locations were having those meetings.

When I asked the managers why, they replied, 
“Because everybody knows it.” Wait a minute. 
Everybody knows it? I said, “It is so important we 
have to keep it front of mind.”

I asked if anyone on the call didn’t know Coca-
Cola. And there was no answer, meaning they all 
knew what it was. Guess what? Coca-Cola knows 
that you know what Coca-Cola is, yet they spend 
billions on advertising because they know they 
must keep it front of mind. And you are telling me 
we shouldn’t keep the stuff that will make us the 
leader in the world at the front of our minds? It’s 
essential. We have to keep focusing on the stuff 
that makes us the winner.

Be sure your vision is beautiful and is clearly good 
for all concerned. Now communicate this with 
the organization in a way that they understand 
and then repeat it and repeat it and repeat it. 
Suddenly, they become part of something.
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Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) 
has become an important factor for employees, 
consumers and investors looking to interact 
with organizations. In response, 94% of S&P 
500 organizations provided a public report 
ESG in 2020.  Having a strong ESG program 
has become important not only from a moral 
and brand marketing perspective, but also from 
a talent attraction standpoint. In fact, nearly 
two-thirds of employees report they want to 
work at an organization with a strong social and 
environmental conscience. 

Despite the importance of ESG to employees, 
relatively few organizations are asking their 
employees for feedback on their efforts. While 
most organizations conduct workforce-wide 
surveys, only 19% of organizations currently 
use these types of surveys to gather employee 
feedback on their ESG efforts. HR leaders have an 
opportunity to improve both their ESG policies 
themselves, as well as how they position them 
externally, by asking their employees for feedback 
on how they can improve. 

Quant Corner 
The Talent 
Advantage of ESG
By Peter Vail

Figure 1. Organizations Surveying Employees about Culture or ESG

n = 37 HR leaders
Q: Does your organization conduct employee cultuer or ESG issue surveys?
Source: 2022 Gartner HR ESG Survey
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