
OWNERSHIP CULTURE

When Leaders Fail to Listen, Respond, and Support
At one of the NCEO’s Get the Most Out of Your ESOP 
seminars several years ago, an ESOP communications and 
culture forum, practitioners and attendees discussed one 
of the tougher obstacles to developing effective ownership 
cultures, and it had nothing to do with communicating 
technical information, engaging employees, or creating an 
effective process for generating new ideas. The real challenge 
discussed at this meeting was one company’s leadership. 
Executives of the company were unwilling to listen to 
employees, take their concerns and suggestions seriously, or 
provide support to those in a position to improve the culture. 

This type of leadership behavior can make transforming  
a culture an uphill battle for any company or committee.  
Let’s assess what went wrong and what could have been  
done differently. 

The Challenge
The company in question was a medium-sized 
manufacturing company. They had just taken an NCEO 
employee survey after nearly 20 years with an ESOP. 
Employee morale was low, and their survey responses 
highlighted a number of issues with the culture. Only 9% 
of employees felt like owners of the company, 53% felt 
that supervisors resisted when people tried to participate 
in decisions, and 70% of employees did not feel like they 
had any real influence over the direction of the company. 
Nearly 50% of employees were either cynical or skeptical 
of employee ownership altogether, and many believed in 
the benefits of ownership but felt that the company was 
implementing it poorly. The company’s scores were all  
much lower than the NCEO’s employee survey database of 
ESOP companies. 

Unfortunately, the leadership team was divided, and 
a large subset did not take these concerns seriously. The 
company’s ESOP committee was struggling to improve 
their culture because it was not granted the support and 
resources needed to facilitate this change. In reality, the 
success of any culture and the practices mentioned above 
start with effective and humble management. Your leaders 
and managers are the stewards of your company’s culture. 
The values of leadership tend to be the foundation on which 
your culture’s success relies. 

The only real solution to this company’s problems was for 
a subset of leadership to fundamentally change its behavior. 
Thankfully for the committee, it did have the full support 
of one person, an executive and board member. Speakers 
at the meeting suggested starting small by focusing on 
those aspects of the culture that the committee could 
influence with this leader’s help. With time, they would 
have to work to show the value of certain practices to other 
executives and managers, such as why more transparent 
communication and increasing employee involvement 
in making improvements to their day-to-day work are so 
important to improving the company’s bottom line. 

The Pitfalls of Inaction
In the September-October 2015 
issue of the Employee Ownership 
Report, we stressed that the worst 
possible outcome of an employee 
survey is inaction. Leadership 
began by asking employees about 
their feelings on specific aspects of 
the culture and what they thought 
should be improved at the company.  
This is certainly good practice, but it’s only useful if the 
company responds effectively and shows employees 
that their concerns are taken seriously. In fact, when first 
considering an employee survey, companies and their 
leadership should determine what they are in fact willing 
to change. If you are not ready to listen and respond to 
employee suggestions on specific areas of the business,  
its culture and how it’s being managed, you may not be 
ready for such a survey. 

Employees want to believe that things can change at the 
company for better. Failing to act can significantly lower 
morale and put the trust people have for leadership in 
jeopardy. Inaction tells employees that their opinions and 
concerns are not valued and leadership does not feel that 
such improvements are important to company success. 
NCEO research has shown that the most successful ESOP 
companies are those that engage employees sincerely and 
that effectively respond to suggestions they provide on how 
to improve both the business and its culture.

Humility in Inquiry
When engaging employees, one of the most important 
qualities for leaders and managers is humility. In a 2014 
interview, Edgar Schein, professor emeritus at MIT’s Sloan 
School of Management, discusses the importance of 
leadership to engage in what he calls “humble inquiry” by 
putting egos aside and listening to what employees have 
to say about the company and what could be done better. 
Rather than dictating, this approach shows employees that 
you are not only curious about what they think and feel but 
that you are also open to new perspectives and change. 

In this case, leadership failed to respond and ignored the 
issues most important to employee-owners. The leadership 
team wanted to improve the culture enough to invest in the 
survey, but it resisted following where the data led. This 
type of behavior is not only detrimental to employee morale 
and attitudes toward the company, but it demotivates 
them to share ideas on how to improve the business 
moving forward. Leaders who don’t practice humility will 
always have a harder time identifying opportunities and 
finding ways to get more people involved in the process of 
contributing ideas and effort to improve the business in the 
long run. n
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