
 Six Significant Conversations 
 Overview 
 Employees’ personal journey in an organisation matters. Having their priorities and goals 
 understood by their Manager can make a significant difference to their motivation at work 
 and, as a result, organisational performance (Dobre, 2013). Read in this case study how 
 helping Managers to have meaningful conversations with employees can increase their 
 engagement. 

 Challenge 
 Market Pressure 
 In this organisation, that designed, manufactured and distributed engineered products, 
 industry pressures were increasing. Their market had been in decline for five years, resulting 
 from reduced demand on some products and compounded by the global recession. As a 
 result, the organisation had been forced to reduce headcount year on year. 

 A prevalent sense of uncertainty had significantly impacted employee engagement. Fear of 
 the unknown and a sense of lack of job security was widespread across the 
 10,000-employee workforce. 

 The Human Resources (HR) team recognised a need for Leaders (including Managers) to 
 take a high impact approach to driving employee engagement. 

 Employee Strain 
 Results from an employee engagement pulse survey set the stage. The employee 
 engagement score, represented by 68% of employees, was 3.3/5.0. A vulnerable score, in 
 need of strengthening. 

 Areas identified for improvement included: 

 −  Support for professional growth 

 −  More regular one-to-ones for employees with Managers 

 −  An inclusive environment to encourage different opinions 

 −  Building a culture of appreciation and recognition 

 Whilst the organisation had processes in place to deliver on these priorities, employees were 
 not consistently benefiting from them. 

 A more detailed inspection identified that the most common topic in employees’ one-to-one 
 discussions with Leaders was ‘open work items’ (selected by 77.8% of respondents). In fact, 
 14% of employee one-to-ones with Leaders only focussed on transactional and tactical items 
 at work. A high of 7% of employees reported they did not have any one-to-one time with their 
 Leader. And only 57% of the population stated that they had opportunities to discuss their 



 professional development. Ultimately this lack of qualitative interaction, between Leaders 
 and employees, resulted in only 72% of employees believing that their development was 
 important to their Leaders. 

 Evidence from exit interviews reiterated the need to improve the interaction between 
 Leaders and employees. Exiting employees reported that considerations which could have 
 prevented their leaving included: 

 −  Future Career Opportunities in 37% of cases 

 −  Recognition in 32% of cases 

 −  Manager Quality in 32% of cases 

 The Opportunity 
 The evidence suggested the organisation’s Leaders were not paying attention to the intrinsic 
 motivators of their employees. Using Hertzberg’s two factor theory the HR team identified 
 the misalignment. 

 The two-factor theory developed by Psychologist Frederick Herzberg, also known as 
 Herzberg's motivation-hygiene theory and/or dual-factor theory, states that there are certain 
 factors in the workplace that cause job satisfaction, while a separate set of factors cause 
 dissatisfaction, all of which act independently of each other (Herzberg, Mausner & 
 Snyderman, 1959). 

 So, they undertook to answer the question: how could they equip their 1,400 Leaders to 
 value people’s intrinsic motivators and align work to enhance a ‘feel good’ factor and drive a 
 highly engaged workforce? 

 They took account of research from CEB which indicated that, “more than 60% of Leaders 
 understand the importance of engagement but do not necessarily have the know-how to 
 improve engagement.” And they created a proposal to equip Leaders with a tool to bring 
 engagement to the forefront of their minds. When the evidence-based proposal was 
 presented to the Executive Leadership Team, their interest was ignited. 

 Involving and closely collaborating with stakeholders was a focus throughout. Pairing 
 together seven of the 15 members of the Executive team with Leaders who took part in an 
 initial pilot had a significant impact, increasing buy-in. The enthusiasm and excitement of the 
 “Exec 7” accelerated the commitment of the Vice President and influenced the entire group 
 to use and promote the solution. 

 Approach 
 In simple terms, the HR team set out to develop a conversation tool which would ensure 
 every employee participated in “significant conversations” with their Leaders throughout the 
 year. 

 Stages in Approach 
 −  Research and investigation 

 −  Theory applied 

 −  Aim and application 

 −  Deployment planning 



 −  Burning platform 

 −  Pilot and feedback 

 −  Socialisation 

 Research and Investigation 
 Investigation into the psychology of engagement led the team to the work of Fredrick 
 Hertzberg and his two-factor theory which distinguishes between: 

 −  Motivating factors including, for example: 

 −  challenging work 

 −  recognition for one's achievement 

 −  responsibility 

 −  opportunity to do something meaningful 

 −  involvement in decision making 

 −  a sense of importance to an organisation 

 These give positive satisfaction, arising from intrinsic conditions of the job itself, such 
 as recognition, achievement, or personal growth (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) 

 −  Maintenance factors (referred to by Hertzberg as "hygiene" factors) including, for 
 example: 

 −  status 

 −  job security 

 −  salary 

 −  benefits 

 −  work conditions 

 −  good pay 

 −  insurance 

 −  vacations 

 These do not give positive satisfaction or lead to higher motivation, though 
 dissatisfaction results from their absence. These are extrinsic to the work itself, and 
 include aspects such as organisation policies, supervisory practices, or wages/salary 
 (Hertzberg, 1968) 

 Hertzberg described how organisations tended to perfect the maintenance factors and then 
 expect employees to be engaged. Whereas the ‘magic’ for people enjoying their work lay in 
 the realisation of personal motivating factors. More recent investigations have reiterated the 
 validity of his work. For example, Daniel Pink’s book, ‘Drive,’ reinforced the role of intrinsic 
 motivation in engagement, over and above seeking satisfaction from external sources. 

 Additionally, the HR team considered and were influenced by projected megatrends of 
 engagement, with specific emphasis on the rise of individualism (growing freedom of choice 
 which was eroding loyalty and forcing organisations to respond to individual needs in an 
 increasingly diverse workforce). Research by Hay identified, “priorities coming into play such 



 as fulfilment, meaning, self-development, recognition and work-life balance.” (Hay Group, 
 “Leadership 2030: The Six Megatrends You Need to Understand to Lead Your Company into 
 the Future.“) Their predictions centred on intrinsic motivations of employees becoming more 
 explicit in the workplace; and the role of the Leader being central to hearing and valuing 
 these individual needs day to day. A single message to employees was not sufficient or 
 effective. To create a culture of engagement, personalisation would be critical. 

 Theory Applied to Design 
 The HR team then commenced design of a tool, to be deployed to improve upon employee 
 engagement. Designed for use by Leaders, this would account for Hertzberg’s motivating 
 factors and employee individualism. 

 By structuring inquiry of employees with Leaders, individual’s needs and preferences could 
 be surfaced and addressed (in due course), to increase their sense of significance thus 
 enhancing their engagement. 

 The design endeavoured to address engagement trends and associated enablers as follows: 

 −  Individualised, amplifying the voice of the employee 

 −  Inclusive, all employees would benefit from being heard 

 −  Diversity of thought, valuing difference in approach 

 −  Wellbeing, sharing needs, applying factors for a ‘feel good’ environment 

 −  Relationships, strengthened through appreciation of difference, building trust 

 −  Participation, conversations driving increased opportunities for contribution and a 
 sense of accountability to act 

 Motivating Factors 
 Six motivating factors would be focused on, and Leaders would be enabled to use these by 
 means of a conversation tool. This would provide a structure for Leaders, which could shift 
 employee focus and engagement. Individualism would be a principle of operation. 

 The motivating factors, internally called “feel good factors,” were identified as Achievement, 
 Recognition, Work, Responsibility, Advancement and Personal Growth. 

 Coaching Questions 
 Discovering and co-creating a new understanding of individual motivators, for Leaders, 
 required excellence in coaching and inquiry skills. Whilst these skills were part of the 
 organisation’s Leadership framework, few Leaders were demonstrating these skills with 
 excellence. 

 The tool design would need to bridge the gap, offering Leaders coaching questions they 
 could use to explore the priorities of an employee, and to identify how day to day work may 
 support the employee in realising these. 

 Focus 
 Coaching questions, underpinning the six motivating factors, would allow Leaders to create a 
 new relationship/way of working with employees. Together they could establish: 

 −  Shared meaning of the factor (building trust and appreciation of difference) 

 −  Current measure of the factor (to understand perspectives) 



 −  Recommendations to enhance (empowerment and shared ownership to act) 

 −  Benefits to be realised (positive impact on an individual) 

 This structure diminished employee’s inhibitions to talk about their personal needs to be 
 ‘great’ at work. 

 Aim and Application 
 The tool was designed under the title,  Six Significant  Conversations  . 

 In deploying the tool for Leaders’ use, availability of content was important. The Human 
 Resources team enabled use with: 

 −  Electronic materials with videos explaining benefits and examples, offered to all 
 employees 

 −  Factor-based coaching questions as a guide for Leaders, to prompt dialogue in their 
 one-to-one conversations 

 −  A mobile phone-based application was also envisaged, for hosting materials 

 The materials described the aim and application of the tool as follows: 

 −  Aim was to reveal how an individual’s environment and interaction with work could be 
 enhanced to reveal potential and a ‘feel good’ factor 

 −  Application was through employees and Managers using the tool in one-to-one 
 conversations 

 −  Process was 100% transparent, both employee and Manager used the same 
 materials 

 −  Reciprocity was intended, whilst the process leant toward benefiting the employee, 
 the model encouraged disclosure from both parties 

 −  Balance was desired, with both parties having equal responsibility to contribute and 
 act 

 −  One factor could be considered in each conversation, or multiple factors, dependent 
 upon the requirement and time available, with both parties empowered to decide 

 −  Frequency, the tool was devised to be revisited repeatedly throughout the annual 
 cycle, ensuring engagement remained front of mind 

 Sample prompt questions for the “feel good’ factors” were: 

 −  Achievement: do I have a level of challenge to experience a sense of achievement 
 and pride in my work? 

 −  Recognition: is how I am recognised for my contribution of value to me? 

 −  The work itself: is my work interesting to me and of value to the company and the 
 team? 

 −  Responsibility: do I have enough responsibility and accountability to influence others 
 and show my abilities? 

 −  Advancement: can I see a future (depth or breadth or movement) from my role? 

 −  Personal growth: do I have the opportunity to stretch and learn day to day? 



 Plan the Plan 
 The design approach allowed for three iterations of the tool, with feedback in between on 
 about a monthly basis, so that the tool was finalised within four months. This included 
 socialising the approach, to ensure stakeholder input and buy-in, and piloting. 

 Burning Platform 
 An opportunity to launch the tool was identified at a Talent Forum Key Leader Group event, 
 where 400 Leaders were present. This created an ideal platform to introduce Leaders to the 
 tool. The launch included discussing: 

 −  The importance of Leadership interaction for sustainable engagement 

 −  The significance of each Leader’s own state of engagement 

 −  Understanding employees’ humanistic and mechanistic motivators 

 As a focus, the Leaders were to create continuous clarity around their strategies and 
 priorities. The Leaders were also supported to understand the impact of their own 
 Leadership style, to allow them to more effectively “lead to inspire.” 

 Pilot and Feedback 
 A pilot use of the tool was set up as follows: 

 −  A group of 20 Leaders were identified as members of the pilot group 

 −  Each Leader experimented with the tool and attended a verbal feedback session 

 −  Feedback collected from the pilot influenced the final design of the tool 

 −  Emphasis was placed on capturing pilot participants’ emotional response to the 
 experience 

 −  Pilot participants also had buddies assigned who observed their use of the tool and 
 provided additional feedback 

 The feedback received from participants in the pilot was generally positive. For example, one 
 participant commented that the conversation tool, “brings the one-on-ones to conversations 
 [we were] not covering before.” Additionally, a Leader commented, “The idea is excellent, to 
 use the tool and discuss six areas. Would consider for my direct reports as well.” 

 Socialisation 
 The HR team then undertook further socialisation to gain buy-in to the tool. To that end, they 
 continued to pursue Executive Leadership involvement. For example, they 

 −  Conducted one-to-one discussions with Executive Leaders to familiarise them with 
 the tool, topics and experience 

 −  Facilitated one-to-one discussions between Executive Leaders and participants in the 
 Pilot, so that the Executives could hear first-hand experiences 

 −  Encouraged Executive Leaders to adopt and use the tool with their own direct reports 

 A visual tool was used to help Leaders recognise the shift needed in their one-to-one 
 conversations with their reports. It showed how they could expand their conversations 



 incrementally, beyond work plans and priorities conversations. 

 Promoting Benefits 
 Benefits of the tool were promoted at three levels: 

 −  The employees would benefit as their motivations were explored and aligned toward 
 their aspirations. They could achieve improved self-awareness on their own ‘feel 
 good’ factors and have a broader exchange with the Manager on matters that were 
 important to them 

 −  The Leaders could become more effective in influencing and guiding employees, with 
 assumptions surfacing for increased alignment of their team members and the 
 business, as a basis on which they could share a sense of accountability with their 
 team members and personally demonstrating excellence as Leaders 

 −  The organisation benefited from releasing and realising their employees’ potential to 
 drive their strategic aims, whilst they prioritised employee engagement, more 
 effectively including employees and encouraging diversity of thought 

 Measuring Impact 
 Initial short-term measures were taken to evaluate the tool: 

 −  Responses to Pulse Survey through Leaders’ adoption of the tool 

 −  Verbal feedback gathered randomly throughout the annual cycle 

 −  Executive Team experience as an indicator of success 

 Thereafter, ongoing measures of success would be monitored including: 

 −  Retention 

 −  Professional growth satisfaction 

 −  Engagement score 



 Outcome 
 Summary Evaluation 
 In the initial stage, 100 people were introduced to the Six Conversations Tool concept, with 
 verbal feedback documented and analysed to improve the approach and design. This group 
 represented every level in the organisation across multiple functions. 

 The feedback made two points clear: 

 −  The tool facilitated a positive, different and desired conversation 

 −  All participants recommended the tool to be introduced into the business with pace 

 Pilot Evaluation 
 The excited and positive feedback was consistent from all participants. Feedback collection, 
 to validate the responses, was undertaken by independent individuals within the HR team to 
 ensure an accurate assessment was gathered. Executives also validated the experience 
 through their own investigations of pilot participants and with their own teams. Samples of 
 the summarised feedback are shared below. 

 In response to the question: “How has this conversation impacted your Manager/employee 
 relationship?” Leaders reported: 

 −  Improved level of trust 

 −  Opened up normal conversations in a different way 

 −  Allowed deeper conversation 

 Employees reported: 

 −  Insight and honesty 

 −  Deeper understanding 

 −  Built trust 

 −  Relied on listening 

 −  Talked and shared feelings 

 −  Distinguished perceptions from reality 

 In response to the question: “How has this conversation influenced your views on your (or 
 your report’s) work, career and general wellbeing?” Leaders reported: 

 −  Gives one-to-one balance to include development and wellbeing 

 −  Allowed me to talk about my concerns 

 −  I want this conversation with my Manager 

 Employees reported: 

 −  Giving importance to this type of conversation is good 

 −  Made me feel happy 

 −  Relied on action 



 −  Right direction and good first step 

 When asked to evaluate their overall experience of using the tool, most rated the tool good 
 or better. On a scale of 1 being poor, 2 being neutral, 3 being good, 4 being very good and 5 
 being excellent, the average of all ratings was 3.9. Leaders’ ratings ranged from 3 to 4.5 with 
 an average of 3.6. Employees’ ratings ranged from 3.5 to 5 with an average of 4.5. 

 The employee average of 4.5 was a critical indicator of the relevance and strength of the 
 tool. It validates the value of the deeper exchanges between employees and Managers and 
 demonstrated how this could improve an individual’s sense of engagement. 

 Further investigation on the 3.6 average score from Leaders revealed that one of the key 
 reasons cited was some Leaders believed they were already good at talking about these 
 topics. These individuals were surprised and a little ‘put out’ when they realised that they did 
 not know their people as well as they could. 

 Next Steps 
 The immediate validation of the tool’s usefulness built confidence, which resulted in approval 
 of a global launch. 

 The ongoing deployment of the tool continued to be evaluated with data collected from 
 measures in the employee Pulse Survey, specifically with questions on the quality of 
 interactions between Leaders and employees. 

 Exit surveys were also updated to capture whether a person experienced the Six 
 Conversations, or not, prior to their exit. In time the HR team hope to measure a positive 
 impact, from the use of the tool, on retention. 

 Lessons Learned 
 The 18 one-to-one interviews with Executives and Vice Presidents were of significant value 
 to ensuring the concept was understood. This, along with a sense of contribution being 
 accomplished, resulted in the entire Executive team being enthused and committed. 
 Creating the time and impetus for Executives to speak with unfamiliar people about their 
 experience of the tool was powerful and brought valuable insight to the wider team. 

 Role-modelling the principles of the tool in how this project was executed was essential. 
 Coaching skills were used throughout, recognition was shown for every contribution, 
 individual perspectives were valued and communication was carefully managed. 

 As a next step, the HR team hope to have a Business Psychologist endorse the approach. 

 Was it the Six Conversations Tool that made the difference? 
 An Executive Leader who used the tool with his team reported that he could see the 
 difference it made; his people were energised. He stated he wanted to have that same 
 experience with his own Leader. Across all levels this feedback was heard repeatedly, a 
 validation of the value derived from encouraging employees to articulate their intrinsic 
 motivators. 
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