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Introduction
The voices of your customers and your employees are often listened to and treated 
entirely separately. Organisations that run Voice of the Customer and Voice of the 
Employee programmes usually conduct them at different times, using different teams. 
What’s more, they’ll invariably have entirely different objectives, and different KPIs 
against which outcomes are measured.

While any organisation embracing either a VoC or VoE programme should be applauded 
for proactively listening to its stakeholders, treating them in isolation is to miss the 
fundamental relationship that exists between staff and customers.

Leading-edge businesses are now starting to realise the business benefits of linking 
VoC and VoE, understanding that the way employees think, act and treat customers 
reflects the company ethos as a whole, and affects the way customers perceive the 
brand and the people behind it.

The inseparability of VoC and VoE
For a number of years now, businesses have recognised that measuring customer 
satisfaction is a key component to business success. And all good businesses know 
that engaged employees are their most valuable asset. What they often omit is the need 
to tie these two integral pieces together into a single, combined programme.

This is a fundamental stumbling block to long-term business success, as studies show 
that engaged employees have a much better understanding of customer needs than 
unengaged employees – 50% better, in fact1. This means that they provide better 
customer experience and drive greater profitability. It follows, then, that assessing 
and boosting the engagement of your staff, and making it part of your Voice of the 
Customer programme, is likely to have a direct impact on your relationship with 
customers and the experiences they receive through your organisation.

Renowned business leader Jack Welch supported this view in a quote in Business 
Week Magazine in 2006, saying: “If you’re running a business, whether it’s a corner 
store or a multi-product multinational… there are three key indicators that really work: 
employee engagement, customer satisfaction, and cash flow.” 

This view is as true today as it was then: it is indeed common sense that engaged 
employees are more likely to engender customer satisfaction, which in turn is more 
likely to increase cash flow. With more cash, a business is able to invest more in its 
employees, driving up employee loyalty and satisfaction… and so on.

Why then, when we fast forward to a 2013 Temkin Group study2 of more than 200 
customer experience professionals from large organisations, do we see participants 
reporting that most companies measure employee engagement but less than half place 
a high priority on taking action based on that feedback?

Organisations continue to take action based on customer satisfaction levels alone, 
which is only one piece in the larger business puzzle. If analysts and well-known 
business icons are stating the importance of employee engagement for business 
success, why are companies not taking their advice? 

The fact that companies are measuring employee engagement does demonstrate they 
understand, at least in principal, that connecting employees and customers is an important 
facet in organisational success (although many departments may be more focused on the 
direct impact on their own operations). However, drawing an association between the two is 
often where the process stops, either because it appears too difficult or too time-consuming. 

Businesses that are prepared to invest the time and effort into a combined approach 
towards Voice of the Customer and Voice of the Employee programmes can reap great 
rewards. Frontline employees, for example, have much greater insight as to what’s 
happening in stores and call centres and can usually provide much better feedback on 
trends than customers themselves can.

Engaged employees 
demonstrate that they have 
50% better understanding 
of customer needs than 
unengaged employees, 
yet less than half of 
organisations place a 
priority on taking action on 
employee feedback.

1 Right Management (2006), Measuring True Employee Engagement, A CIPD Report        2  Temkin Group Insight Report “The State of Employee Engagement Activities, 2013” (July 2013)
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Engaging employees effectively is therefore crucial for two main reasons: 

1 They will be able to engage customers, provide better customer experience, and 
drive greater profitability.  

2 They are able to provide valuable insight into customer experience and offer a view 
that an organisation may not derive from customer feedback alone. 

Leading-edge companies who understand the need to go further than annual employee 
surveys are now starting to build actionable employee engagement programmes that 
also drive customer engagement. This combined approach measures the Voice of the 
Customer through the Employee (VoCE) and brings the theory of the close relationship 
between employee engagement and customer engagement to reality.

The business need for VoCE
There are many instances where combining employee engagement with customer 
experience brings about results that are greater than the sum of their individual parts. 
The three most clearly defined examples are as follows:

1 Capturing insight from hard-to-reach customers
Even if you have email addresses, phone numbers, and past purchase data for every 
customer, a well-defined VoC programme is a challenge to build. There are instances 
where businesses don’t know who their customers are, or need insights from people 
who didn’t buy from them. While loyalty schemes and incentives may help, sometimes 
the people who hold the most insight are virtually unreachable. 

Employees are your route to making these voices heard. Consider this example: a 
leading retailer runs a “non-buyer” survey in its stores. As people leave the premises 
without making a purchase, an employee asks them to complete a very short survey. 
This survey, on a tablet device, helps the retailer understand the purpose of the 
customer’s visit and what prevented him or her from making a purchase on that 
occasion. By harnessing the efficiency and simplicity of the mobile channel and 
engaging your frontline employees to capture the voice of your customers in the 
moment, you are more likely to gather quality feedback that can be channelled directly 
into your VoC programme. 

2 Targeting customers who don’t share their experiences
Despite the multitude of channels available to provide feedback, sometimes customers 
just don’t: either because they don’t think of it, or the appropriate channel isn’t available 
at a convenient moment. 

In a retail environment, there might be a messy display that puts customers off, the 
shelves might be empty, or the lines too long. Some customers might be inclined to 
speak to a staff member, or contact the company about it later, but in many cases they 
won’t. Employees who see these situations, but who aren’t in a position to immediately 
resolve them, should have a mechanism to provide details which are integrated directly 
into your VoC programme. Better still, a picture paints a thousand words, so enable 
your employees to use their mobile devices to upload photos of the situation via a 
feedback app on their phone. 

3 Recognising customer feedback patterns to drive change
Customers who provide feedback are only able to talk about their own experience – 
which is, of course, what you want to understand. However, employees on the front 
line speak to many customers every day (particularly those in contact centres) and 
are perfectly placed to recognise patterns in what customers say to them directly. Not 
only can they identify that the same issues may be arising time and again, but they 
can help to understand which underlying processes are failing and causing issues. In 
many cases, your root-cause analysis would identify the problem but by asking your 
employees to complete short surveys around what they hear from customers, you can 
act more quickly to resolve issues before they become critical.

Leading-edge companies 
are realising that actionable 
employee engagement 
programmes drive 
customer engagement. 
Measuring the Voice of 
the Customer through 
the Employee (VoCE) has 
made the theory of the 
close relationship between 
employee engagement  
and customer engagement 
a reality.
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Coming at customer engagement from the employee’s perspective
To help link the thinking around VoC and VoE, firms need to start by looking at customer 
engagement from the employee’s perspective. Many employee engagement models 
are still pure-play HR approaches, focused on engagement defined as creating a “great 
place to work”. We sense this is too narrow. In the modern economy, true engagement 
amongst employees needs to focus on this great place to work aspect as well as two 
other perspectives:

1 A great place to serve customers: you need your employees to be engaged by 
what you want them to strive for with your customers. If in a highly customer 
facing environment (such as retailing, travel or call centre environments), you need 
employees to be motivated by whether they deliver a great customer experience. 
This needs to be included in how you define an engaged employee in your own 
organisation.

2 A great place to perform: you also need employees to be engaged by how 
well they, their team and the company as a whole perform. On most balanced 
scorecards, this will include financial performance as well as key customer metrics 
such as satisfaction, NPS and loyalty. Again, the customer element of employee 
engagement is vital.

As well as redefining employee engagement with a customer lens applied, companies 
also need to think about asking pertinent questions around the enablers of and 
barriers to the delivery of great customer service within the organisation. One of the 
most common scenarios we hear from employee is: “I want to do a great job for my 
customers but our systems and processes just get in the way of my doing that!” We 
find that many employee engagement factors do not dive deep enough on these issues.
For example, start by considering what factors might enable a front-line employee to 
deliver great service; these might include:

>   Clear communication of expectations: do managers help to define what great 
customer service looks like?

>   Role modelling: do managers and colleagues set a good example when dealing 
with customers?

>   Recognition and reward: when an employee goes the extra mile to provide great 
service, does this get acknowledged or even rewarded (through on-the-spot 
awards or longer-term bonuses)?

Many employee 
engagement models 
are still pure-play HR 
approaches, focused on 
engagement defined as 
creating a “great place to 
work”. This is too narrow. 
True engagement amongst 
employees needs to focus 
two other perspectives: 
a great place to serve 
customers, and a great 
place to perform.

A more strategic definition of employee engagement

“A great place 
to work”

“A great place to 
serve customers”

“A great place 
to perform”
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In one of the highest performing retailers we have worked with, stores where all of 
these enablers were delivered well had customer satisfaction scores which were up to 
15 percentage points above the norm. 

Equally, you need to think about what might be inhibiting front-line employees from 
delivering great service to the customer. This might include, for example:

>   Not having the right tools or equipment needed: do your people have the basic 
“kit” they need to do the right thing for each and every customer?

>   Systems and processes which get in the way of great service delivery. For 
example, does your billing or refund system make it easy for the customer to pay 
or receive a reimbursement?

>   Time disincentives: do your work processes help employees to solve customers’ 
problems or does it incentivise them to deal with customers as fast as possible, 
often resulting in dissatisfaction?

We have witnessed all of these challenges recently in a number of environments: in an 
entertainments group where staff working in wet conditions simply didn’t have the right 
footwear to be able to operate effectively; in a food retailer where employee discretion 
to refund dissatisfied customers was hampered by an over-complicated system; 
and in a utility firm’s call centre where speed of customer resolution was the main 
performance criteria (ahead of quality of the resolution for the customer).

Finally, companies need to start thinking about better analytics to help understand the 
linkages between employee engagement and customer or client engagement. Two 
examples illustrate how this can be done better.

Firstly, in a global professional service firm, we identified three key factors 
which helped employees to feel enabled to provide excellent service to their 
accountancy, tax and consulting clients:

> Did employees understand the role they were supposed to play 
delivering great service?

> Did employees have enough flexibility in their role in order to deliver 
great service?

> Did the firm ensure the right people were involved in client projects to 
ensure exceptional service levels could be delivered?

This involved a simple key driver analysis to help the firm understand better 
how it could enable and equip its people to provide the best possible 
service. In areas of the organisation where scores on these three enabling 
factors were highest, clients were 35% more likely to recommend the firm’s 
services and 23% more likely to use more of the firm’s services in the future.

Secondly, in a FTSE 100 retailer, we helped the company to look at the 
impact which employee engagement had on customer service on a store-
by-store basis. Looking across a sample of 900 stores, we found that: 

> in the highest engagement stores, only 18% failed to hit their very strict 
customer satisfaction targets

> whereas, in the lowest engagement stores, fully 64% failed to hit these 
targets.

This involved a more sophisticated approach to linkage analytics: knitting 
together employee/people data sources, customer metrics and financial 
data into one integrated data set and then using structural equation 
modelling and causal path modelling to identify the relationships between 
the employee engagement and customer satisfaction variables.
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Ultimately, we find this sort of approach can fuel strong culture change programmes 
within organisations. Once you are armed with this kind of integrated data, it provides a 
much more solid, data-driven grounding for challenging the way things are done inside 
a particular company. For example, we have recently seen examples of this in very 
different types of environment:

>   A utilities company: where integrated VoE/VoC data had shown that call centre 
operational procedures were inhibiting the ability of customer service agents to 
resolve issues to the customer’s satisfaction. Working groups of employees were 
put together to share their experiences of the patterns of issues they had observed 
and innovative approaches to call response procedures were encouraged to help 
solve the issue. Both employee engagement and customer NPS scores rose as a 
result of the change programme put in place. 

>   A food retailer: having been through a tough period, this household name wanted 
to revive its reputation for providing service with character to its customers. Over 
time, the organisation had increasingly enforced customer service ideas on stores 
from the corporate centre. VoE research found that employees themselves felt 
they had a huge volume of ideas about how service issues could be improved but 
felt frustrated that there was no mechanism for these ideas to be brought forward, 
tested and implemented. At the same time, VoC data had shown that customers 
felt that the retailer had simply run out of ideas and was living off its past glories. 
The company used “Listen, Act and Fix” sessions to bring these employee-driven 
ideas to the fore and to help local teams enact their best innovations. In the stores 
where the most ideas have been implemented, employee engagement scores have 
improved sharply and customer ratings have risen accordingly.

>   A technology firm: VoC research had found that customers felt they were only 
being given access to small portions of the firm’s overarching capabilities as 
the organisation itself was operating in an old-fashioned, silo fashion. VoE data 
had also revealed that this was a frustration for employees: they could see how 
this was getting in the way of providing the best possible, integrated services to 
customers. New cross-divisional teams were established to tackle the issue and 
encourage greater collaboration. As a result, employee engagement scores rose 
dramatically (as new opportunities to work with a variety of colleagues opened up 
as did new career development opportunities) and customer satisfaction scores 
also took a step change as a more holistic approach to delivering products, 
services and solutions became possible.

Linking VoC and VoE through a defined approach to engagement
For those looking to set up their own VoCE programmes that can deliver the same sorts 
of successes as we’ve outlined above, there are several key considerations to keep in 
mind - not least the fact that such programmes need to adhere closely to established 
Voice of the Customer best practices. In VoCE terms, this means:

1 Capture key moments in the employee lifecycle. As with VoC initiatives, an 
annual survey just isn’t enough. It is important to think about key moments in the 
employee lifecycle, and capture feedback at all of those moments.

2 Use the best channels to reach your employees. Short, relevant and timely 
surveys, using the right feedback channel (online, SMS, paper, mobile device) can 
maximise responses and elicit much more accurate insight. Utilising the correct 
channels is essential to obtaining the feedback your company needs to succeed. 

3 Analyse employee feedback alongside other insights. Employee engagement 
must not be a silo in your business data. Bring your employee data into the same 
reporting hub as customer feedback, industry benchmarks and financial data 
to create a holistic view that will uncover drivers of employee engagement and 
customer satisfaction together.

4 Show employees the results of what they do. To engage employees you need 
to prove to them that what they do really makes a difference to customers. Make 
customer feedback available to all employees, through the right channels and with the 
right level of detail, and recognise their role in delivering great customer experiences. 
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No matter how successfully standalone Voice of the Customer or Voice of the Employee 
programmes are implemented, conducted and analysed, ignoring evidence from parallel 
programmes means organisations will always be missing a crucial part of the picture.

VoCE success in the real world
Russell Gillespie, global head of customer experience and brand at global shipping 
line Safmarine, supports the argument for running VoC and VoE in parallel. He extols 
the fact that “our behaviour is our brand” – the way employees think, act and treat 
customers reflects the company ethos as a whole, and as a result, affects the way 
customers perceive the brand and the people behind it. 

Recently, he explained that during a business restructure designed to increase 
profitability and boost productivity, Safmarine didn’t simply look at ways to grow their 
sales pipeline, they took the approach to look internally first and identify the company’s 
core values. They then assessed how these values could affect - and be represented 
by - employees, and how this would filter to the customer level. By running a VoC 
programme as an intrinsic part of this process, Safmarine was able to see a clear 
correlation between the engagement of employees and the satisfaction of customers.

The result was a company-wide culture change from the inside out, which delivered 
more perceived value to customers, empowered employees to drive sales and service 
in their regions, and demonstrated consistency across this global brand.

Another business, a leading travel provider, echoes Gillespie’s reasoning. What is 
particularly interesting in this case is that the organisation’s entire programme started 
with the employee. In fact, the business followed a very similar restructure and brand 
overhaul to that of Safmarine – one that was aimed at engaging employees first, with 
the view that customer engagement would naturally follow. The results were clear: by 
ensuring employees bought into the company brand, values and attitude, treatment of 
customers improved and customer satisfaction and loyalty scores rose in correlation.

Of course, our summary of these complex programmes is very simplistic. Both 
programmes, and those of many other businesses we have worked with, are  
successful because of the time the organisations have taken to understand their 
objectives, work out areas of measurement, and carefully assess the needs and  
goals of their businesses.

What we’re trying to show, however, is that when we talk about the Voice of the Employee 
or the Voice of the Customer, we should look at them in a holistic way. We should try to 
delve into how each relates to the other, and assess how, by focusing on employees we 
can, almost naturally, increase customer engagement and satisfaction. Once we’ve done 
this, we can also see how other key performance indicators are affected.

Three critical considerations for putting VoCE into practice
Taking the theory of VoCE and putting it into practice is where many organisations 
struggle. Getting from the strategic planning to the tactical implementation takes time, 
effort and careful tuning, and can be a lengthy process to ensure you get it right.

There are a number of procedures that organisations should follow to make this 
transition from planning to reality as smooth as possible:

1  Ensure you have buy-in from your executive team. This is critical to the success 
of any VoC programme, but when you’re expecting employees to spend their time 
providing feedback on customers’ behalf, you need to have the backing of senior 
people in the business. 

2 Start with a customer journey map and compare and contrast results. Map all 
the customer touchpoints so you can ensure you’re gathering feedback from each 
one – whether it’s directly from customers or via employees. If you’re able to gather 
feedback from both customers and staff about the same touchpoint, it’s a very 
useful exercise to compare results. It’s surprising how often a process that seems 
smooth to customers is actually causing issues internally, or touchpoints which 
employees think are effective are a cause of frustration for customers. 

By running a VoC 
programme as an intrinsic 
part of its business 
restructure and including 
employee engagement 
within this, global shipping 
line Safmarine was able 
to see a clear correlation 
between the engagement 
of employees and the 
satisfaction of customers.
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3  Communicate! Again, this is vital to any VoC programme, but it’s even more 
important to keep employees in the loop when they effectively operate as a 
feedback channel themselves. They need to understand why they’re getting 
involved and what’s expected of them in order to ensure you have accurate data 
on which you can base business decisions. 

By establishing these processes at the outset, you’ll not only enhance your VoC 
programme, but you’ll also drive deeper engagement with your employees – the 
true goal of VoCE. Taking the information they provide about your business and your 
customers and using it to drive change is an incredibly powerful way of proving to your 
employees that you’re listening to them and that they add real value to the business as 
a whole.

ROI: proving the impact of integrated VoE and VoC programmes
So, ultimately, how can the integration of VoE and VoC create value for the 
organisations who take this approach? The biggest benefits come when, as we’ve seen 
earlier, the data from an integrated programme can help the business learn far more 
than it would looking at the two data sets independently. Here are just a few examples:

>   In a large food retailing organisation, stores with top quartile employee engagement 
scores gained 12% higher customer advocacy ratings

>   In a UK branded insurance firm, call centres with engaged employees spoke to an 
extra 800 customers per year. The broader parent firm found that their units with 
higher levels of employee engagement had 35% less downtime between calls; 
this was, in effect, the equivalent of one “free of charge” employee being added to 
every 8 engaged employees

>   A global aerospace company found that, in its most engaged manufacturing plants, 
aircraft could be delivered to customers with a 25% reduction in the time taken

>   An international service company found that areas of its business where contracts 
were serviced by employees whose engagement had improved over the past 
year had NPS scores 24% higher than those employees whose engagement had 
declined.

Only by bringing together your thinking, research and analytics on VoE and VoC 
programmes can these sorts of value-added findings be uncovered.

The variation between the external and internal view of key touchpoints
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VoCE: the most powerful business driver for the modern world 
VoC is already recognised as a powerful driver of change that helps to differentiate 
organisations, drive up revenues and foster adoption of best practices. What we have 
tried to show in this paper is that adding the ‘E’ of employee engagement into the mix 
only serves to deliver even greater business value, not only enhancing your customers’ 
experiences but also giving your employees more reasons to remain with – and drive – 
your business.

Fundamentally, the aim of any VoE, VoC or restructuring programme is to boost the 
bottom line and drive strategic business change. This is something that can be very 
clearly measured with the right approach to VoC and VoE. By incorporating factors 
such as revenue performance and churn rate, it becomes clear just how significant the 
relationship between employee engagement and customer satisfaction is to business 
performance as a whole.

So, when you are thinking about your customer challenges, don’t think of them 
alone. And if you’re thinking about how to boost the engagement of your staff, 
the same applies. By looking at both sides of the coin at the same time, you’ll be 
able to undertake a richer, more detailed and ultimately more successful business 
transformation.

Adding the ‘E’ of 
employee engagement 
to your Voice of the 
Customer programmes 
only serves to deliver 
even greater business 
value – enhancing your 
customers’ experiences 
and giving your employees 
more power to drive your 
business forward.

FTSE 100 Insurer: Engagement delivers growth


