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Active participation: A critical ingredient for workforce analytics success

Workforce analytics is a very significant development in human
resources. It promises the potential for deeper understanding
of the ways workers contribute to organizational performance.
However, workforce analytics is not just about analyzing data
to reveal exciting insights; it also requires the active
involvement of a firm’s workers if the potential of analytics is
to be fully realized. Without active employee participation,
workforce analytics efforts face at best, restricted data sources
and data sets that are incomplete and at worst, the risk of
damaging employee relations and, ultimately, productivity.
This white paper summarizes recommendations that will
encourage enthusiasm for workforce analytics and active
employee participation, using the FORT (Feedback, Opt-in,
Reciprocal, Transparent) framework. The FORT criteria could
prove particularly useful in European countries. This is
because the 1995 European Union Data Protection Directive,
along with certain local legislative provisions, makes
engagement with Works Councils a mandatory requirement in
some countries on matters related to employee data and
privacy.

there should be a benefit to the employee (e.g. receive data
analysis studies directly, get a copy of the final report, etc.)
Transparent

Making analytics programs transparent will increase employee
enthusiasm for analytics efforts, because workers will feel
informed about what is occurring.

Why a culture of active participation is
important
Workforce analytics refers to a diverse collection of
methodologies1. It relates to evidence-based decision-making
intended to impact business performance by changing the
composition of an organization’s employee base, changing the
context in which employees work, or changing the way
employees perform their work. Within this context, a supportive
culture is required for workforce analytics endeavors because:
1. Participative decision making improves cooperation

There is strong evidence to suggest that organizational
development initiatives are more effective, when affected
employees are involved in decision-making (French & Bell,
1995). In particular, autocratic leadership styles are less effective
in complex environments (like today’s typical work
environments), where there is no single right way to approach
work. In these situations, democratic leadership styles are
known to be more effective.

Feedback
Business leaders and those leading analytics efforts need to
provide feedback on the goals and objectives of analytics
projects as well as progress against those goals and objectives,
to encourage participation from the workforce.

Opt-in
The basis for selecting data to analyze, particularly nonroutine HR data not used as part of routine HR administration
functions, should be opt-in rather than ‘forced’ participation.
Even where company policies may legally entitle firms to
analyze data as they wish, legal and geographic variations may
exist and positive, proactive participation will ensure a more
open environment.

2. Workers are concerned about privacy

Analytics interventions may require the analysis of data that
employees are not used to sharing or are unwilling to share. For
example, research suggests that some useful data might be
considered by workers to be highly personal (e.g. Olson,
Grudin, & Horvitz, 2005), even where firms might have legal
claims of ownership over all employee information. A recent
IBM study revealed that while there is a portion of people
willing to share all types of information, there is some
information that workers are more sensitive about sharing.
Figure 1 illustrates this clearly, with web sites visited at work
being the piece of information workers are least comfortable

Reciprocal
Data exchange should be reciprocal. This means when
organizations want to collect employee data that may be out of
the ordinary (e.g. social employee data, employee polls, etc.),

For a summary of the different types of workforce analytics, see IBM (2014) Unlock the people equation: Using workforce analytics to drive business results. Accessible at: http://www.ibm.com/business/
value/peopleequation
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3. Active employee participation needed for data collection

sharing and when available on a work calendar the information
they are most comfortable sharing. This study was performed
in IBM on the basis of the following hypothetical scenario.

Finally, and most importantly, workforce analytics interventions
require the active participation of employees. As an example,
consider the range of data collection mechanisms that enable
continuous listening. These include the standard annual or
six-monthly survey, but also more active real time data collection
using techniques such as social pulse and MiniPulse, which are
quick surveying methods to gather real-time opinions about
issues in your organization. All of these techniques require
employees to actively participate. If the required response rates
for meaningful participation are to be met, organizations need
their employees to want to participate. If they do not, the
necessary data to enable analytics efforts will not be
forthcoming, and organizations will experience the ‘silentlyopting-out’ syndrome.

Imagine yourself in the following scenario: You are an employee
of firm X, and the firm wants to improve productivity by
analyzing employee data. Which of the following would you
like to share with your employer for this analysis?
The respondents were provided with a list of information they
could potentially voluntarily share and asked to select as many
as they wanted. All information options for selection are listed
in Figure 1.

When available on
a work calendar

60%

Membership in workrelated online communities

52%

Case study example
IBM recognizes the importance of enabling its employees to
contribute effectively in blogs, wikis, social networks, virtual
worlds, and social media. A set of guidelines about blogging that
began in 2005 has now evolved into the IBM Social Computing
Guidelines that describe appropriate and effective ways of
communicating via social media. These practices involve
discouragement of pseudonyms and anonymity in online forums
in favor of transparency and openness and rules for respecting
copyright, fair use and appropriate disclosure. Behind these
principles is the view that being a social collaborator is a
necessity rather than an option. Many of the principles of these
guidelines reflect the best practice approaches we have
identified as encouraging active participation. This is critical,
given that active participation is required to generate a good
portion of the data to be used in workforce analytics.

39%

Job performance history
Demographic data

37%

Current location

37%

All of my work
email content

27%
23%

Personal interests
History of online
messager status

22%

Home phone number

20%

None of the above

17%

Reasons for healthrelated absences

16%

Instant messaging
conversations

13%

All websites looked
at during work

12%
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Figure 1: Information people are willing to share for workforce analytics
Source: IBM MiniPulse survey conducted October 2014; N=4,043
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A yardstick for employee enthusiasm

What we offer in the following section are four critical
practices organizations can implement that will lead to greater
levels of active participation in workforce analytics programs.

Our critical indicator for a culture of enthusiasm is simply
this—if asked to voluntarily share a piece of information about
yourself or the way you work that you consider personal, but
which could be potentially valuable for organizational
decision-making, would you do so? Organizations where
people would usually participate are characterized by a culture
of enthusiasm for workforce analytics, while organizations
where a disinclination to participate in such activities prevails,
suggests a lack of enthusiasm for analytics based decisionmaking in human resources. Our goal in the remainder of this
white paper is to identify steps that organizations can take that
will increase the chance that workers will answer ‘yes’ to such
requests.

Feedback
This requirement describes opportunities for workers to
feedback and influence workforce analytics goals and discuss
results of analytics efforts. The rationale for offering feedback
stems from the literature on organizational justice and fairness.
One of the most reliable findings in all of organizational
sciences relates to the ‘fair process’ effect (e.g. Colquitt et al.,
2001). This suggests that individuals will be more comfortable
dealing with outcomes, and in particular, personally
disadvantageous outcomes, if they feel they had a chance to
participate in the process. This is referred to as having ‘voice’.
To give employees this ‘voice’, organizations can offer
opportunities for involvement in the workforce analytics
program, for example, by letting an employee representative sit
on a workforce analytics steering group. This should be
comprised of representatives of critical functions such as legal
and finance, and importantly, representatives of typical
employees whose data will be analyzed. This steering
committee would function as an internal ‘ethics committee’.

The foundations of FORT best practice
There is currently no single, overarching theory in the
organizational sciences that explains all aspects of worker
enthusiasm for information sharing. The potential of
workforce analytics and the challenges to realizing this
potential are new. We have therefore taken an integrative
approach and drawn on research from numerous streams
across the social sciences to arrive at the following
recommendations. Importantly, this is consistent with the
widely accepted view in social sciences that human behavior is
determined by multiple motives (e.g. Mansbridge et al., 1999).

Opt-in

At the heart of the matter, all HR analytics programs are
organizational interventions aimed at improving some aspect
of organizational effectiveness including managing costs.
There is strong literature suggesting that such work is more
effective when the core values of organizational development
guide the work. These values are described in landmark texts
such as French and Bell (1995) and Judge and Robbins (2002).
The following definitions are from French and Bell.

Case study example
MiniPulse is a powerful intranet based polling tool that allows
demographic segmentation of responses to rapidly assess
employee attitudes towards practically any topic. For example,
the data collected on privacy earlier presented (Figure 1) were
collected by MiniPulse, and the tool is regularly used at IBM. In
order to give employees a say in what MiniPulse is used for, town
hall meetings are held monthly where employees nominate
topics to be addressed via the MiniPulse. A public schedule is
available that covers what questions have been asked and what
questions are about to be asked. As a consequence, MiniPulse is
recognized as reliable and transparent way workers can get
answers to important questions using analytics.

•

•

•
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Humanistic: Organizational development respects the whole
person, treats people with dignity, assumes all have intrinsic
worth, and believes people have potential for growth
Optimistic: People are basically good, progress is desirable
and possible, rational reason and goodwill are key to progress.
Democratic: Asserts the right of people to be free from
arbitrary misuse of power. The recommendation for an opt-in
is consistent with the values underpinning organizational
development.

Conclusion

Reciprocal

Interaction between individuals and employers is known to
generate a sense of obligation between the parties to the
exchange. Whether or not obligations are perceived as
fulfilled, has implications for the quality of the relationship
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). This is aside from legal
entitlements under employment contracts—whether or not a
business is legally entitled to use data that workers consider
sensitive in organizational development efforts is different
from how workers feel about the process. For this reason, and
where possible, we propose that organizations offer some small
benefit to maximize the perception that the ‘obligation’ created
through the sharing of data will be seen as fulfilled. These
benefits need not be financial and can often take the form of
information about the study, early visibility to results, etc. The
offer of a benefit for participation, however small, is also
expected to increase participation because in many situations
worker actions can be considered rationally self-interested.
Indeed, self-interest is one of the most prominent theoretical
models explaining human behavior in the social sciences.

Active employee participation is a critical ingredient of
workforce analytics success. The FORT approach (Feedback,
Opt-In, Reciprocal, Transparent) is founded on strong
scientific evidence and provides a clear direction for enhancing
employee enthusiasm for data sharing, therefore improving the
quality of workforce analytics to enhance business
performance.

For more information
To learn how to build a smarter workforce, visit:
ibm.com/smarterworkforce
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