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The time it takes to run 22,500 
marathons, fly to the moon 1,250 
times, or how long it’s estimated 
we spend at work throughout 
our lifetime. Endurance athlete, 
budding astronaut or dedicated 
employee, that’s an awfully long 
time spent doing one thing. 

When we were younger, it seemed like almost every 
representation of work involved long hours at a desk, menial 
tasks and bad bosses. It was hard to understand why it was 
normal for people to give so much time to something they 
didn’t enjoy. Work was something we were taught to endure, 
and looking around, it felt like people were sacrificing the 
majority of their lives just to enjoy the minority. 

Older, and in theory wiser — we crave something different. 
We’ve had to unlearn the idea that work is simply work, and 
we’ve begun to demand more for ourselves. And, looking at 
the growth of trends like ‘quiet quitting’ in recent weeks, so 
have many others.

It was impossible for us to ignore Covid’s impact on the 
world of work. However, when we set out on writing our 
retrospective on how work has changed, it became clear 
that things were shifting long before the pandemic. 

Many of the people demanding more for themselves also 
employ and manage others, and they are now balancing 
a more complex and challenging equation when it comes 
to talent. Employers and employees are looking for more 
than the monthly paycheck. But it’s not just about opting 
for a cushier path. Happiness at work will never be a given. 
Meaning, purpose, and a sense of belonging — these are the 
variables that we believe make time at work, time well spent. 
Even if we keep grinding away on the carousel and putting up 
with the commute, if we’re doing it with the right people and 
with the right purpose — then those 90,000 hours might just 
be worth it. 

It has been a huge honour to work with so many different 
characters in the making of Wiser Insights. It has challenged 
our assumptions of work, structured and restructured our 
thoughts — and by bringing different perspectives together, 
allowed us to distill our industry expertise into this report. 

We hope it might change the way you think about work, 
as it did for us. 

90,000

Henry & Imo 
Co-Editors in Chief

HOURS

A LETTER 
FROM THE 
EDITORS 
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I N T R O

Are you bored of hearing that yet? 
If so, it’s probably for good reason. 
In March 2022 there were 11.3 million job openings in the 
USA, and only 6.3 million people unemployed.1 In the UK, job 
vacancies passed unemployed numbers in May.2 Supply and 
demand no longer match up like your Economics professor 
said they would.

However you refer to it — The Great Resignation, Reshuffle, 
The Grand Resign — one thing is clear: the talent market has 
officially failed.

It’s reasonable to attribute this market failure to the global 
pandemic. But Covid was simply the match — the market was 
already doused in petrol. 

Before the pandemic, the world felt like it was in flux. But when 
Covid hit pause in March 2020, life as people knew it ceased 
to exist. All of a sudden people became acutely aware of how 
they’d been spending their time, and for some, just how much 
they’d been wasting every day. 

Two years later, the balance between life and work is still 
finding its equilibrium. But one thing is for sure: time has a 
heavier weight in the equation. 

Many of the issues we’re seeing in the talent market stem 
from this realisation: people are now valuing their time more, 
but most companies haven’t adapted to meet that changing 
need. Companies aren’t using the right messages to attract 
talent, and they’re not building cultures that make people 
want to invest their time at work. 

Companies should think of their employer brands as their 
pitch to talent — showcasing the reasons why people should 
invest their time in their company.

In addition to our own industry expertise, we’ve spoken to a 
number of leaders from Amazon, Iris, Pret A Manger, Sanctus 
and the UK Government who informed our thinking. We’ve 
also gathered the opinions of 160 people at the beginning of 
their careers to understand what they expect from the world 
of work. 

In this issue, we’ll look back at how we got here, what people 
are really looking for in work, and how companies can get 
ahead to attract and retain the very best talent. 

THE BALANCE 
OF POWER 
HAS SHIFTED 

PEOPLE BECAME 
ACUTELY AWARE 
OF HOW THEY’D 
BEEN SPENDING 
THEIR TIME.

THE WORLD 
OF WORK 
HAS CHANGED 
FOREVER.
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C H A P T E R  1 :

REWINDING 
THE CLOCK, 
HOW WE 
GOT HERE 

FOR MANY, WORK 
WAS WORK.

COVID JUST WOKE 
EVERYBODY UP.  

The pandemic brought a new perspective into people’s lives, but 
alarm bells had been ringing in the world of work for years. 

2015: Work to live
Back in the mid 2010’s, work was largely still a chore. Yes, 
people had moved on from faux-cream walls, employee 
manuals, and tacky bobbleheads shown in The Office, but it 
was still the norm to “work to live”. Any mention of changing 
the status quo would often meet raised eyebrows. Work 
structured lives and many people felt like a small cog in a big 
machine. TGIF and Monday Blues prevailed. 

People accepted their commute as part of the working 
curriculum. Bringing yourself into the office every day was 
just “one of those things”. Many thought that liking your job 
deemed you one of the “lucky ones” — leaving the rest 
clock-watching until 5pm. 

2017: Work for what?
As the decade drew to a close, things started to change. The 
knowledge economy continued to progress, with information 
becoming more accessible than ever. With this came growing 
transparency around the world of work, particularly the way 
that companies operated and treated their people.

People started to take magnifying glasses to the biggest 
companies, scrutinising them publicly for their approach to 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) and Environmental, Social, 
and Governance (ESG) issues. Society wised up to corporate 
jargon, with purpose-washing, greenwashing 
and whitewashing entering shared language. 

The Gig Economy, growing 17% in the US between 2017-2018 
and expected to almost double globally between 2018-
2023, exposed flaws in the ways that companies valued their 
people.3 Uber refused to make their drivers official employees, 
despite the fact that “Uber investors were expected to reap 
millions (even billions) of dollars from the IPO because 
of their labour”.4  

People felt that enough was enough and decided 
to take action. 

Uber and Lyft faced driver strikes across the US and UK, 
despite it not being legal given that they weren’t official 
employees.5 This trend spread, with US labour strikes involving 
20,000+ workers rising from zero in 2017 to 426,000 in 2018, 
and maintaining that level at 359,000 in 2019.6 In February 
2020, the Economic Policy Institute released a statement that 
workers felt confident that if they lost their job for striking, 
they could find another.7

The phenomenon went global with the subreddit  
r/antiwork, where people proudly evidenced quitting their 
jobs — growing by 670% throughout 2019, up to two million 
members today.8

With decreasing supply and increasing demand, blue-collar 
workers began to realise how much leverage they had. Little 
did people know the working lives of billions would soon 
come to a rapid halt. 
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WE CAN’T PIN 
EVERYTHING ON COVID. 
THIS WAS BREWING 
BEFORE – COVID 
JUST EXPOSED THE 
FAULT LINES IN THE 
WORKPLACE. WHAT 
IT DID WAS BRING 
HUMANITY AND 
REALNESS. 

“
“

I A N  M I L N E R 
C E O  |  C H E I L  C O N N E C + ,  C H A I R  A N D  C O - F O U N D E R  |  I R I S

2020: When work stopped
For the first time, there was no status quo. The majority of 
people were given the opportunity to reflect on the way  
they’d been working throughout years gone by, and 
reevaluate how they wanted to work going forward. 

This reflection went beyond work. James Routledge from 
Sanctus told us that “People began to change…they cared 
more about health and wellbeing…they became socially and 
spiritually aware…there was a revolution in consciousness”.

We believe that The Great Resignation was really caused by 
The Great Reflection. The talent market didn’t fail because of 
the way the pandemic moved us physically, but by the 
way it moved us emotionally.

So, as Ian Millner, CEO of Iris told us: 

J A M E S  R O U T L E D G E 
F O U N D E R  |  S A N C T U S

 
PEOPLE BEGAN TO 
CHANGE…THEY CARED 
MORE ABOUT HEALTH 
AND WELLBEING, AND 
THEY BECAME  
SOCIALLY AND 
SPIRITUALLY 
AWARE. THERE WAS 
A REVOLUTION IN 
CONSCIOUSNESS.
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C H A P T E R  2 :

TIME IS 
A MORE 
VALUABLE 
CURRENCY
When people consider a job offer, 
they’re weighing what they’ll put in 
against what they’ll get out. People 
have been subconsciously doing this 
equation for years.
If we want to quantify this equation, it strips down to 
time vs money.

Everyone strikes their own balance between these two factors 
to reach an equilibrium that works for them. But for many, since 
Covid, this equation hasn’t been adding up quite like it did before 
— time has begun to matter much more.

So how did we get here? How did time become 
so much more valuable?

Those who said time

Those who said money

When we asked 
‘What’s more 

valuable to you 
in the world of 

work?’9

35%

65%

Clocking Covid
During the pandemic, different age demographics 
experienced the passing of time differently.

For those workers who had spent hours and hours 
commuting, the mandate to work from home was a godsend. 
For others, working with new technologies coupled with the 
shake-up of adjusting to a completely new routine was hard 
to get used to. For Gen Z, the pandemic evaporated in-person 
collaboration and stalled careers.10  

When white-collar workers were allowed to work from home, 
the responsibilities and pressures of the people who deliver 
goods and keep society functioning and moving got longer, 
tougher and more demanding.11 They went from being  
‘blue-collar’ to ‘frontline’ workers — part of our critical 
infrastructure. It soon became clear that these workers — 
Uber drivers, Pret baristas, Amazon warehouse staff — are 
the lifeblood of society.

The impact:  
the doors have opened  
When some blue-collar workers were furloughed, many 
were able to use the pandemic to reskill and are now being 
called the ‘new-collar’ workers.12 The shift to new-collar roles, 
coupled with baby boomers retiring, is causing an even 
tighter squeeze when it comes to filling blue-collar roles 
post-pandemic. 

And people aren’t afraid of retraining — information is more 
available than ever, with coding bootcamps and YouTube 
tutorials only a click away. The government is even supporting 
people to retrain with apprenticeships. We experienced this 
first hand at Wiser. One of our software developers used 
to work as a sous chef until Covid. He started taking online 
courses to teach himself how to code, and when the time was 
right, he packed up his knives and moved into a completely 
new career.

The airline industry provides a case in point. Those who were 
axed from their jobs en masse are now reluctant to return. 
British Airways, which laid off around 10,000 staff members 
in the spring and summer of 2020, made some difficult 
decisions — described as being ”brutal” and “without any 
empathy for individuals” by a spokesperson for the labour 
union, Unite. Similarly, EasyJet announced plans to reduce its 
workforce by 30% in 2020. 

They’re both now looking to re-hire airline staff, but it’s been 
two years, and many people have found other ways of making 
money. Perhaps they retrained, but even if they didn’t, who 
would want to return to an employer who undervalued them? 
(More on this later…) 

WHETHER TIME 
WENT TOO FAST 
OR TOO SLOW: IT 
MATTERS MORE.
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THERE’S A 
BATTLE GOING 
ON BETWEEN 
EMPLOYER AND 
EMPLOYEE. THE 
TROPHY: TIME.

THE BOTTOM LINE: 
PEOPLE WANT MORE CONTROL 

OVER THEIR WORKING LIVES.

Many organisations are putting down their weapons and 
looking for compromise. Goldman Sachs, the poster-child 
of long hours, recently announced its new policy for senior 
employees to take as much time off as they need to 
‘rest and recharge’. 

When we asked Early Talent what companies they think treat 
their people badly, Goldman came into the top three. With 
gruelling hours and challenging cultures being made so 
public through the transparency of Glassdoor, it is no wonder 
Goldman is making moves to overhaul its culture. 

To win the battle for time, companies need to be flexible and 
open-minded to radical adjustments to their people strategy. 
As James Routledge from Sanctus told us, “If you’re a leader, 
you might think people are entitled, but change is here to stay. 
People are unwilling to sacrifice their health and morals.”

“J A M E S  R O U T L E D G E 
F O U N D E R  |  S A N C T U S

CHANGE IS 
HERE TO STAY.

16

W I S E R  I N S I G H T S

15

W I S E R  I N S I G H T S



C H A P T E R  3 :

Why is it that if the COO came into the boardroom 
with an innovation that promised to increase 
productivity by 50% — investing in the project would 
be a given. But if the HR Director came in with the 
same prospect, the outcome wouldn’t be so clear-cut. 

Even though generating a high trust environment 
increases productivity by 50% — it fails to get the 
same backing.13 Most companies don’t see the clear 
connection between trust and ROI, and without this, 
are sceptical to invest in their culture.  

There’s always been a strong business case for 
investing in company culture. People want to join 
a company with a positive culture, and 67% of job 
seekers are willing to take a lower salary to be a part  
of it.14 On the flip side, a toxic culture is over 10 times  
more likely to contribute to attrition as opposed to 
inadequate pay.15 There lies the irony that companies 
often pay lip service to lines like “we are people-first”,  
when in fact, there’s a real incentive to make that 
a reality. 

CRAFTING A 
COMPELLING 
CULTURE

Now, people-first means 
purpose-led. Companies need 
to do more than just talk the talk. 
They need to walk the walk and  
put people’s time first. 
We’ve listed a number of key steps that people leaders 
can take to ensure that they’re creating cultural value 
for their people:  

         Ditching the  
      timesheet 
Flexible working may not quite be at the bottom level of 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs — food, water, shelter and safety 
probably come first…! Nonetheless, when it comes to the 
world of work, candidates are unlikely to consider a company 
a worthy place to spend their time without it.

By giving people more control over their time, flexible working 
makes work feel a little more manageable. It makes space for 
the small but important things in life — picking kids up from 
school, nipping to the dry cleaners at lunch. It also works with 
people’s own rhythms and rituals — a lark or an owl, you can 
shape your working day around when you work best. 

But flexible work policies reflect employers’ attitudes towards 
their people. People now have the experience of working 
remotely and the technology to do so with ease. Taking away 
that option for people would be more of a statement than 
continuing to offer it. 

Of course, there are also some jobs that simply can’t be 
flexible. Restaurants may one day probably be run by robots, 
but not yet. Making it clear from the get-go which jobs are 
flexible and which jobs aren’t will help set expectations early 
and attract the right candidates. 

1
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2         Winning people’s 
                commutes 
 
The office has been a hot topic in recent years. From the rise 
and fall of WeWork, the growth of the cloud-based office 
during Covid, and Sir Alan Sugar’s recent conclusion that 
virtual workers are lazy — there are a lot of different opinions 
out there. 

As we see it, the purpose of the office depends on the 
culture of the company. 

Companies often had offices simply to keep a beady eye 
on productivity and their cultures were little more than chat 
about weekend plans near the water cooler. If that was the 
case, it’s likely those offices are now empty five days a week 
unless leadership has enforced otherwise. 

After all, who wants to chat small talk in the kitchen? Who 
wants to go into the office just to count down the hours until 
after-work drinks? If companies aren’t investing in their culture 
by putting in an active effort to make their offices places 
where people want to be, they’re never going to be worth 
the early morning commute or hours spent at the desk. 
If the value of the office doesn’t seem to add up beyond 
square-footage, then it’s probably not worth your people 
making the trip in.

The other side of the coin — if your company has a culture 
which thrives on collaboration and community — it’ll become 
evident that a strong community needs a home. And more 
often than not, that home needs to be physical. There’s a 
reason we’ve stopped Zoom calling our families and friends 
since Covid — it just doesn’t match the real thing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Companies need to create spaces that people don’t want to 
miss: spontaneity, laughter, human connection, and being 
around people that matter to them. This includes Senior 
Leaders — their presence is vital to provide an incentive for 
people to get in the building and facilitate relationships across 
teams and levels. 

For other companies with deeper pockets, they understand 
that earning people’s commute has a high price — 
but they’re willing to pay it. We’ve spoken to candidates that 
have experienced pay rises in the region of 50% for moves 
within the finance industry that came with stringent office 
requirements and demands. 

However, others in the land of finance are adding a dose of 
creativity. Citibank has set up a hub in Malaga (no, this isn’t 
Love Island for investment bankers) for younger employees. 
At the hub, bankers will be learning quickly, but not facing the 
long hours and weekend work of the city. Instead, they’ll have 
access to the sea and sand. With Citibank’s creative approach 
to the future of work, they’ve flipped industry norms with the 
lure being time, not money.  

There are some companies enforcing office policies with 
very little flexibility or adjusted financial upside. With looming 
inflation increasing the cost of commute, the majority will 
struggle as time goes on in the war for talent — unless they 
have a proposition and brand reputation that pulls people in 
from all corners of the globe. 

WHO WANTS TO 
CHAT SMALL TALK 
IN THE KITCHEN?

3         Bonds beyond 
               ‘business as usual’ 
 
Covid may have pulled us apart physically, but it forced a lot of 
us to open up. People saw the side that previously didn’t come 
into the office — pyjamas below the waist, children and dogs 
in the background. But now that we’re returning to the office, 
people need to feel like they can bring this more human side 
of themselves to work in a time where feeling connected to 
colleagues is even more important. 

Rebuilding these relationships isn’t just vital for general 
wellbeing. There’s been evidence for years that people work 
better in teams with strong bonds. It makes sense — if people 
are going to invest so much of their time working, they want 
to spend it working with people they actually like. When we 
asked Early Talent “What does happiness at work look like to 
you?”, the most popular answer was “coworker relationships”.  

It goes beyond good chat — the people you work with can 
become an essential part of your purpose. People want to 
show up for their friends, and no one wants to let people they 
care about down. 

Most of those relationships will develop organically — it’s 
natural to become friends with people you spend all day with. 
But companies should actively look for ways to build a culture 
that encourages people to build meaningful relationships. 

One of the things we tried at Wiser during Reading Week 
was ‘Freaky Friday’, where each of us swapped roles with a 
member of a different team for a few hours. Not only did this 
give us an appreciation of the variety of skills at the company, 
but it allowed new relationships to form across teams. 
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4

5

         Hiring new    
               perspectives 
 
The first years of someone’s career are incredibly important. 
Just as parents are increasingly aware of the importance 
of early childhood development, companies need to place 
weight on the experiences that their entry-level people 
have early on. 

Hiring people early in their career brings in new energy and 
offers up fresh perspectives. Instilling them with belief and 
purpose from day one is not only motivating, it also helps 
turn new people into your people. A great place to start is by 
building strong relationships between leadership and early 
talent so that they have a north star to work towards. Shadow 
boards are also a great way to give early talent a meaningful 
role in the company and give them a taste for 
decision making. 

Early Talent programmes create a process to channel young 
people’s passion – they have different needs coming in the 
business, and a development programme offers long-term 
dividends. With 63% of Early Talent saying a lack of career 
development opportunities was enough reason to leave their 
job in a recent survey, it’s critical that the doors of opportunity 
are left wide open. 

And young people are worth the investment. Internal 
promotions are more likely to succeed, as they have built-in 
institutional knowledge and an established relationship with 
the business. They’re not only able to jump in with two feet, 
but they’re also a less risky investment — over 30% of job 
starters leave a position within the first 90 days, meaning 
there’s a solid business case for promoting within instead.16 

One of our favourite things to do is see the people we’ve 
put into Early Talent programmes five years ago move into 
leadership roles. There are at least a few of them we’re 
backing to go all the way. 

That sort of rise to the top is not a myth. We’ve been fortunate 
enough to work with companies whose CEOs have grown all 
the way through the company from graduate level — John 
Pettigrew, CEO of National Grid (with a legacy of over 30 
years), and Alistair Elliott from Knight Frank (just beating 
him with over 39 years). All who have worked with these 
individuals can testify to how much they care about their 
people — because they used to be in their shoes.          Rewarding  

               loyalty  
 
But people don’t stay where they aren’t appreciated, and long-
term employees can often feel sidelined by the new recruits. 
It’s important to keep rewarding these people for their loyalty 
so that they feel valued and incentivised to stick around for 
the long haul.

Monzo gives its people four months paid leave after four 
years. In a similar vein, Patagonia encourages taking paid 
time off, sabbaticals, and has had on-site child care since 
1983. This wasn’t a quick win in the war for talent or a fix to 
retaining parents. It provides support, at a very human level, to 
mothers and fathers across the organisation. It is unsurprising 
that at Patagonia, 100% of the women who have had children 
in recent years have returned to work, and 50% of the 
company’s senior leaders are women.

IT’S CRITICAL  
THAT THE DOORS 
OF OPPORTUNITY 
ARE LEFT 
WIDE OPEN.
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C H A P T E R  4 :

NAVIGATING 
A NEW 
LANDSCAPE 

Listening to and understanding people’s priorities will help 
the C-suite to become better leaders of tomorrow. They’ll 
be able to forecast what will motivate their people going 
forward — in the face of an unpredictable few years. As Andy 
Pike, Director of the government’s GREAT campaign, told us 
“all great leadership strategy is about horizon scanning”.

Horizon scanning looks like Emirates training 1,000 pilots 
during Covid to address the travel boom that they knew 
would come.17 It looks like Lloyd’s of London’s Innovation Lab, 
a physical space in the heart of the world’s specialist insurance 
market where co-workers come together to develop new 
products and solutions. It looks like Marco Bizzarri, CEO of 
Gucci, creating a ‘Shadow Committee’ of Millennials.18 
 
Here are the key steps that leaders can take 
today to support tomorrow. 

         Guiding with your 
               north star  
Data is showing that the Great Reshuffle is really the Great 
Reflection. Coupled with the emotional backlash of the 
pandemic, people now crave meaning from their jobs more 
than ever - to make the sacrifice worth it. 

And, as people consider the best way to invest their time, a 
common question that comes up is around purpose. If this is 
their life’s work, what are they building? Who are they helping? 
What are they changing?

Most companies now have some sort of unifying purpose, 
even if they aren’t social enterprises or non-profits — 
not every company is going to help save the planet.

But a company’s purpose should be its north star. It needs to 
be something that people can get behind when they join the 
company, and a guiding light while they’re in it. 

People don’t want to be whipped into high performance in 
short spurts, they want to be empowered into sustainable 
high performance — and reap the benefits that come with 
it. So, as a leader, tap into your people’s intrinsic quest for 
meaning. Find a way to clearly articulate your ‘why’ and 
ensure that everyone in the company is on the same page. 
Start by creating a dialogue and speaking to your people 
about their contribution to your overarching mission. To 
create motivation, make sure you connect individuals 
to that ‘why’.

           

                               Tracking your 
                progress
It is now the norm for companies to measure and track people 
outcome scores to understand the effectiveness of a people 
strategy. These tend to be results based, focusing on factors 
like tenure, cost per hire and talent flow.

But for many companies, the data revolution hasn’t yet 
reached smarter insights which are directly attributed to 
engagement, not just results. These can act as predictors 
for tenure, attrition and other results based measurements, 
looking at the ‘why’ instead of the what. 

Make sure you’re seeing the right data on how your people are 
feeling. Tracking maintenance factors like teamwork, training, 
and progression can diagnose weaknesses for companies 
and leadership to work on — before they have to deal with 
the consequences. 

1

2
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         Paying attention, not  
               just money 
We’re seeing internal policies shifting with the times. 
Companies are seeing people as people, with needs that 
go beyond the four walls of the office. When Roe vs. Wade 
got overturned in the Supreme Court, many brands took to 
social media to show their outrage. Companies such as The 
Estée Lauder Companies, Google, Airbnb and Disney have all 
spoken out and said they’ll cover the travel expenses of staff in 
need of an abortion.19 Likewise, companies have been pulling 
operations out of Russia throughout the Ukraine crisis. 

It’s not about creating a perfect utopia where everyone 
is politically appeased and debate doesn’t exist, but by 
transforming the lives of their people in a quiet way, leaders 
are stepping up to demanding times. By flexing and shaping 
internal strategy, they are able to show they care. Not doing 
anything at all is also a choice and says as much about you as 
making small, but significant, policy moves. 

As Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock, put it in his 2022 letter to 
CEOs, it is the responsibility of CEOs to work “with [their] 
own employees to navigate this new world of work”.20 By 
deepening the bond between themselves and employees, 
leaders can better adapt to the new world of work. 

           
                             

         Leading with  
                transparency
Trust matters: workers at high-trust companies report 74% less 
stress and 50% higher productivity.21 People want to know that 
they’re following a leader who will be real with them and who 
genuinely has their best interests at heart — even when things 
go wrong. 

And so much of a company’s culture, particularly when it 
comes to trust, comes from the top. As James Routledge, 
founder of Sanctus told us, the workplace leaders today need 
“empathy, communication and good listening. Leaders need 
to step up, listen to the team and be willing to make a decision 
and deal with the consequences.” 

More than ever, people expect high levels of clear comms 
from their leaders. With hybrid work utilising many digital 
platforms, CEOs are just as visible today as they were pre-
pandemic — they’re expected to be present via email and 
video chat. Google has created a culture where people feel 
valued and like they have a voice. It excels at feedback loops 
– every Friday, Googlers have the chance to ask the founders 
a company-related question. At Pret, the whole company is 
invited to a broadcast where they can give live feedback and 
speak to their CEO — initiated during Covid. Building trust and 
inviting honest, candid feedback sets the tone from the top, 
and shows leaders are listening, and that they care. 

           
                             

3

4

PEOPLE MORE THAN 
EVER WANT TO BE 
AFFILIATED WITH 
A BRAND THAT 
IS DOING MORE 
THAN RUNNING A 
BUSINESS. THEY 
WANT TO BE CLOSE 
TO A BRAND THAT 
DOES THE RIGHT 
THING BY THEIR 
PEOPLE.

“
P A N O  C H R I S T O U 
C E O  |  P R E T  A  M A N G E R

PEOPLE WANT TO 
FOLLOW REAL, 
GENUINE LEADERS.

EMPATHY, 
COMMUNICATION 
AND GOOD 
LISTENING MATTER.
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         Democratise your   
                people strategy
No one knows a company better than its people, and they 
have the best ideas for how to improve the company further.
So give your people a say over how your company should 
be run. 

People-led innovation isn’t simply about making people feel 
heard — it’s about co-creation. If people feel like they have a 
say in a company’s future, they’re more likely to feel a sense of 
ownership and that they are building something bigger than 
their day-to-day. This results in buy-in for the long run.

Who’s getting it right?

Some companies, such as John Lewis, have gone as far 
as creating an employee-owned trust. This model gives 
employees a share over projects and also a say over how the 
company is run — it is an empowering feeling. And other 
companies are following suit: Go Ape, Unipart and Aardman 
animations have all gone down the same path.22 Whether or 
not this is a truly egalitarian model, it democratises leadership 
and decision-making, so people feel they are fundamental to 
shaping the future of the company.

The world’s largest brewer, AB InBev won Cannes Lions 
Creative Marketer of the year in 2022. They attributed their 
success to ‘democratising creativity’ with ‘people from 
finance, sales and marketing all sat at the same table.’ CEO 
Michel Doukeris described this as a “lever to drive incredible 
success” by giving everyone a say in the strategy.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
And then there’s Google. 

We’ve all heard about Google’s creative success before. But 
why is it still the pinnacle of the ‘cool’ brand? The place where 
over three million people apply to work each year, consistently 
topping Glassdoor’s best place to work.23 A company where 
people enjoy spending their time. When we asked Early Talent 
‘If you could only work at one company for your whole life, 
what would it be?’ — the most common response 
was Google.

They’ve been getting it right for some time. 
So what’s the Google secret? 

The key to Google’s success is not just exceptional talent: 
it’s a successful melting pot of flexibility, strong culture and 
meaningful work. Google believes in personal growth just as 
much as getting the job done, with 20% of the working week 
dedicated to personal projects.24 Google News, Gmail and 
AdSense all came to be as a result of this exploration time 
outside of the day job.

Whether or not Googlers use the 20% rule, the concept of it is 
important. By its very existence, Google is saying it supports 
creativity, curiosity and ambition. It’s an innovative company, 
so people are proud to say they work for Google – a core 
reason for why people stick around. 

The way people view organisations has fundamentally 
changed. Talent are looking at leadership through a new lens 
— one which expects a degree of flexibility, empathy, 
the space to be curious and creative from the top. 

         Focusing on the   
      frontline
Many companies do a great job of making their corporate 
people feel valued, while overlooking the people on the 
ground. Amazon’s Anca Pintilie, Head of Growth Marketing, 
Amazon Operations, described how it was fundamental 
during Covid that its Head Office leaders continued to engage 
with the people in the warehouses. Anca said nothing is more 
essential than “going and seeing the activity in person, to stay 
connected.” Leaders getting a sense of what the reality is like 
for people, across the whole organisation, outwardly 
shows recognition.

 
 
Companies are flipping traditional perceptions of blue vs. 
white collar jobs to reflect the essential role frontline workers 
play in day-to-day operations. It is not surprising that Amazon 
now calls its warehouses ‘fulfilment centres’ — they are not 
only spaces where people achieve customer orders, but 
places where they fulfil career ambitions with training and 
development for the people working there. Pret and Nandos 
have reframed this dynamic altogether, with their corporate 
offices being called the ‘Support Centre’ and ‘Central Support’ 
— hubs where they support customers, employees 
and each other.

These workers are at the core of businesses — they provide 
the backbone to services, products, and operations. By 
putting the focus on them, companies are showing their 
support for them, and transforming traditional perspectives 
from top down to bottom up. 
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C H A P T E R  5 :

Just as much effort needs 
to go into finding the right 
people to invest their time. 
 
The word “right” here is carefully selected. There’s no point 
promising people a vegan menu, then taking them into a 
steakhouse. They won’t stick around.

But before you can find the right people for your company, 
you need to look internally to figure out what “right” actually 
means. And this must start with research — digging beneath 
the surface to find out what made people want to join, and 
what is compelling them to stay.

What can you actually 
promise people?  
 
In addition to the literal contract people sign when starting a 
new job, they usually come into a role with a picture of how 
they’ll work and what they’ll do, based on the conversations 
they’ve had and the materials they’ve seen. Organisational 
behaviour experts call this a “psychological contract,” because 
it is, in many ways, an unwritten agreement.

But companies can hide the truth in their contract. Many try to 
make themselves appealing to all potential employees, risking 
high attrition as the reality of the day-to-day doesn’t stack 
up to what candidates have been promised. So this isn’t a 
solution — candidates are tired of hearing buzzwords and are 
quick to call out hollow claims that companies are inclusive or 
doing good.

Setting expectations early about who you are, what you 
do, what you value, and how you work may lead to fewer 
applications, but when companies give up that urge and 
build a desire for people to opt out as much as they opt in, 
they start to get through to the right people. As James from 
Sanctus put it, companies need to be “really authentic about 
what they’re willing to do…be clear about why they exist. 
People hate bullshit.” They want companies to practice what 
they preach, and only preach what they truly practice.

This begins with creating a candidate experience which allows 
potential employees to gain genuine insight into the workings 
of a company, beyond pre-recorded interviews. PwC and 
McKinsey use quizzes to assess culture fit, values alignment 
and role suitability. The RAF and MI5 go a step further, having 
skills-based observation and perception challenges which 
test candidate aptitude whilst ensuring that the process 
is engaging.

It’s much easier to craft authentic comms when companies 
are telling the truth — it ensures that the narrative is nailed 
internally, too. It’s not uncommon to ask ten people at an 
organisation why someone should join them, and get a mixed 
bag of answers. Building an Employer Value Proposition (EVP) 
from the ground up will allow employees to feel represented, 
aligning them so they sing from the same hymn sheet as 
employer brand advocates. 

Companies are used to pitching to investors — so much energy 
is put into raising capital and keeping investors happy. 

THERE’S NO 
POINT PROMISING 
PEOPLE A VEGAN 
MENU, THEN 
TAKING THEM 
INTO A 
STEAKHOUSE.

YOUR 
EMPLOYER 
BRAND IS 
YOUR PITCH
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Nailing the 
narrative  
 
To connect with talent on an emotional level, the narrative 
needs to be compelling, stand out, and build trust. Ordinary 
language won’t make that happen — the message needs to 
have personality. Our clients, Burberry and Frasers Group, 
might both be selling clothes and recruiting similar talent, but 
you wouldn’t expect the same experience in each company. 
So the message they’ve put out to the world, and the 
language they’ve used to articulate it, isn’t the same. 

Bringing your 
story to life 
 
How you tell the story of your EVP is just as important as the 
message itself. Your employer brand is 360 degrees. It covers 
everything from the content your leaders put out on social 
media, to your job descriptions and exit interviews. It defines 
who you are. And given that images are processed 60,000 
times faster than text, it makes sense that visual storytelling is 
a huge part of it. 

The relationship between words and images — the way the 
story is brought to life, is key to helping an employer brand 
connect with people. 

When we surveyed 160 young people and we asked them  
‘what makes a company memorable’: the top responses in 
% mentioned:

A consumer brand alone 
won’t cut it 
 
If people like the way you treat your employees, they’re more 
likely to want to buy your product. We recently found that 
84% of people who view a company’s employee experience 
positively are more likely to buy from them. On the flipside, 
only 24% of people would be likely to buy from a company if 
they viewed their employee experience negatively.25

This works both ways. If people like your products, they’re 
more likely to want to work for you. Do you think Elon’s policy 
of 40 hours per week in the office would fly if he was the 
CEO of Skoda? 

But no company can rest on the laurels of either a successful 
consumer or employer brand. Their target audiences are 
interdependent — people build the product (or service), 
and the product employs the people. If one of these brands 
fails to attract the relevant people — this loop is broken and 
operations halt. So both brands need to be nurtured and 
have significant energy, direction and strategy put into them.

Branding budgets are often one of the highest expenses 
in the company, they just haven’t had the word ‘employer’ 
before them. But a leading brand isn’t enough, you need a 
culture and employer reputation to match. 

Depop recently invested in their employer brand, and 
they have no shortage of applications. So, why’d they do 
it? Their consumer brand is top-tier, but it’s mostly Gen Z 
focused. Depop wanted to invest in their employer brand to 
cast their talent net beyond their Gen Z fanbase to bring in 
diverse applications and continue to innovate. Even the best 
consumer brands don’t necessarily bring the right people 
into the business all the time.

With the changes we’ve seen in the world of work, consumer 
brands alone just won’t cut it when it comes to attracting 
talent. By crafting, and then articulating, an employee 
experience that is worth people’s time — differentiating the 
story for employees, organisations will be one-up in the 
arena for talent.   

51.25%

26.25%

21.25%

6.25%

The way it treats 
its people

A disruptive brand 
and advertising

Purpose, values 
and mission

The product itself

84% OF PEOPLE 
WHO VIEW A 
COMPANY’S 
EMPLOYEE 
EXPERIENCE 
POSITIVELY ARE 
LIKELY TO BUY 
FROM THEM.
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SO WHAT’S 
YOUR NEXT
MOVE?
There is a new equation in the war for talent. The old rules no longer add up —  
because time at work needs to be time well spent. Every hour matters, especially 
as we spend over 90,000 of them throughout our lives at work. 

People are looking for companies that aren’t afraid to forget the status quo, to treat their people 
as individuals, and make moves to evolve their culture. And those that stand still will inevitably 
be left behind. 

You can either resist change or 
tilt the equation in your favour. 

Choose Wisely.
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