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many organisations confuse staff 
engagement With culture. it’s an 
easy oversight to make given they 
are so closely interconnected.

Without a clear understanding of the distinctions between 
engagement and culture, it's easy to assume that they're one  
and the same. 

So what are the distinguishing factors? Well, if culture were a movie and 
engagement the audience's response to the movie, it would look a little 
something like this: 

The movie consists of the plot - a story being told through the characters' 
motivations and actions - the time, the setting and location. The artefacts within 
the movie (think James Bond’s Aston Martin, Indiana Jones’s hat and whip, Mary 
Poppins' umbrella, the Lone Ranger's horse and so on). The values are embodied 
by the hero’s journey such as courage, service, revenge, love, learning etc.

Culture involves similar elements.  A setting, timing, characters motivated to 
act in a particular way, artefacts and symbols, values and action or behaviour.
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the audience’s 
reaction and  
opinion of the movie.
Whether the last movie you watched evoked enthusiasm, 
fear, compassion or boredom, the chances are you 
probably had some sort of reaction and then, based off 
that, formed an opinion.

But how do you choose to express this view? For many, social media 
is their go-to vehicle. In fact, the movie industry relies so heavily on 
the use of social media to share reactions and opinions that they use 
the likes of Facebook and Twitter to gauge whether or not the initial 
release of a movie will increase or decrease in audience numbers over 
the following weeks, based off the feedback or comments generated 
over the opening weekend.



the employees’ 
reaction and 
opinion of the 
culture.
Engagement surveys act in the same way as the  
social media response of an audience to the movie. 

They enable the audience to comment on the experience of culture. 
Things become a little more complicated and even blurred by the 
fact that, in the case of engagement surveys, the audience is acting 
in the movie. Think of this as the equivalent of the actors rating their 
experience of working in the movie. This overlap of participation and 
observation is the reason for the confusion in many organisations 
between engagement and culture.
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Culture is what they are actually practising  
and believing on a daily basis.

Employee engagement surveys have their place but until the 
employees have an understanding and awareness of the nature 
of culture, it is difficult for them to assess effectively the quality of 
their experience. For example, many employees do not recognise or 
acknowledge that they themselves own the culture! This will often 
lead them to blame HR or leadership or management for their own 
ineffective culture. However, simply by ensuring the employees are 
aware they own the company culture will immediately elicit different 
responses to the engagement survey questions being asked of them. 

Ideally, an organisation should at least begin with putting a major 
emphasis on educating employees at all levels of the organisation 
about company culture including such vital elements as:

• Who leads culture?

• How culture delivers 
performance

• How performance  
delivers strategy

• How culture functions

• Who owns culture?

• How culture forms

• How culture is structured

engagement surveys 
measure people’s 
opinions of culture.



Once, and only once, the organisation has a good understanding  
and awareness of culture is there any real benefit in running an  
engagement survey. 

At that point, there is a very high likelihood that the questions you are asking people 
in the survey will need to be adjusted from the original and generic survey as your 
employees are likely to have a deeper understanding of their own culture than the 
people who designed the generic survey. 

In other words, ask your employees what questions they would like to 
see in the engagement survey! 

In terms of measuring culture, it is best to look at what performance deliverables your 
culture is providing and how this impacts on your results and customer experience. This 
means looking at and evaluating how culture links to performance in things such as:

• Pride in the brand work and  
service offerings

• Celebration

• Learning and development  
(both motivation for and quality 
of the performance changes the 
results generated)

• Respect and recognition

• Social safety (i.e. the lack of 
bullying, sexism, racism etc.)

• Punctuality

• Productivity

• Customer experience and feedback  
(nett promoter scores) 

• Creativity and problem solving

• Collaboration and idea/knowledge sharing

• Leadership ability to foster goodwill, 
energy, enthusiasm and line of sight 
(people can see how they contribute 
to the overall effectiveness of the 
organisation’s ability to serve others)

...ask your employees 
what questions they 
would like to see in the 
engagement survey! 
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