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Mini-summary 

Empowering an organisation’s employees can serve to motivate, boost productivity, reduce absenteeism and support staff 
retention. It can help establish and maintain a successful working environment, too. That’s why LISI’s Impact Term Sheet 
incorporates employee incentives aligned with the shared vision of both the investor and investee company. 

Employee empowerment is a management philosophy that emphasises the importance of giving employees the autonomy, 
resources and support they need to act independently, and to be held accountable for their decisions (Hirsch, 2020). But how can 
this be put into practice? 

 

What are the necessary elements to enable employee empowerment? 

There are many models out there. PwC, for example, have developed a three-step method called ‘Connect-Embed-Improve’ that 
helps create a company culture aimed at empowering employees for both personal and organisational success: The keys to 
employee engagement: Connection, consistency, and continual improvement. This involves helping individual employees feel 
connected to a company’s collective goals, while also embedding change efforts across the company and continuously assessing 
these efforts as a means of increasing overall engagement.  

What are some of the underlying elements of this, taken from across the academic and professional spheres? 

Clear communication of vision 

Clear communication is needed around a company’s vision and trajectory (Guggenberger, 2020), promoting ‘buy-in’ from the 
workforce (De Smet et al, 2020). This is why the first step in the LISI Impact Term Sheet is for both investors and investees to outline 
their own mission and agree on a shared vision. 
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Alignment 

Alignment between management and workforce perspectives is key to success (Guggenberger, 2020). Open forums encouraging 
employee/management interaction can prove especially useful in understanding employee perspectives. The LISI Impact Term 
Sheet encourages investors and managers to consider this at the investment stage, seeking alignment with the shared vision 
between the company and its stakeholders. 

Empowerment 

Major studies show that empowering leaders incentivises employee creativity, as well as ‘citizenship behaviour,’ or buy-in. This also 
contributes to increased trust of those in senior positions by employees (Lee et al, 2018). In practical terms, strategies for successful 
employee empowerment include: 

● increased delegation to employees, whilst setting clear expectations on the limits of this autonomy 

● ensuring adequate training, access to resources, supervision and oversight is granted and available from senior employees  

● providing forums for employees to meet and discuss ideas for improving the company 

● training managers to improve their leadership and coaching skills, enabling constructive feedback 

● fostering an empowerment-orientated culture, in which leaders and employees can get ‘comfortable with failure’ (De Smet et 
al, 2020) 

Personal and meaningful 

Circumstances can also have a major impact on how these processes take shape. The COVID-19 pandemic prompted a radical shift 
in the way many employees work, with remote working becoming the default almost overnight. In the early stages of the pandemic, 
commentators encouraged managers to relinquish control over what their employees were doing at any given moment (Hirsch, 
2020).  

Remote-working fathers with dependents fared better than (i) remote-working employees without dependents and (ii) non-remote 
workers, both of whom suffered from the loss of workplace community. Remote-working mothers also experienced greater 
difficulty as a result of the boundaries between work and private life being significantly blurred (Emmett et al, 2020). 

In response, interventions aimed at empowering employees working under less than ideal circumstances should always be as 
personal and meaningful as possible. 

Facilitating conversations 

The LISI Impact Term Sheet advocates for the use of formal structures for stakeholder engagement (including employees). But for a 
business that is not ready to implement this (and as a supplement to formal structures), less formal means of giving employees a 
voice can also be beneficial. 

There’s no question it’s useful for employees to come together and discuss their thoughts and feelings about management. There 
are, however, a few things to keep in mind when it comes to making this happen: 

● Conversations like these can sometimes be slow-moving when not mediated effectively 
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● There’s the risk that consensus-driven feedbacking will dilute salient messages from the employee base 

Recent market practices have evolved to incorporate tools like company ‘chatbots’ and ‘pulse surveys,’ which can be useful for 
communicating key messages directly to senior employees. Other approaches address employee queries by using apps and existing 
online tools to collect real-time feedback. Still another approach involves adopting floating management structures, where 
members of executive and management teams rotate around different teams for a period of time.  

The Boston Consulting Group (BCG) advocates harnessing technological advances to promote ‘open source engagement’, 
particularly when companies are undergoing change (Messenbock et al, 2019). To help minimise what’s called ‘survey fatigue,’ the 
results of pulse surveys should be acted upon effectively through the implementation of ‘quick wins.’ This helps to demonstrate that 
management is listening to the workforce (Di Leonardo et al, 2021). 

Making delegation work 

Employee empowerment also involves building trusting relationships within an organisation (Emmett et al, 2020). This might 
involve granting employees more autonomy, and trusting employees to carry out their work in a way that works for them as well as 
the business.   

Giving more freedom to employees to run the business day to day can free up founders and managers to concentrate on the 
strategic direction of the company, too – all in service of the shared vision.  

How can this be done without compromising on service delivery, though? 

In delegating tasks to employees, managers will always need assistance in developing new skills, including coaching and mentoring. 
Without a doubt, delegating more functions to less experienced staff can present challenges, and, in some instances, managers may 
feel their authority is threatened. However, commentators including Lee et al (2018) note that leaders are more likely to be 
perceived as empowering if they delegate authority to employees. 

When addressing managers’ concerns around delegation, it’s important to communicate and support managers in their roles within 
more broadly delegated projects. Delegation does not mean managers operate at a remove, or that they abdicate responsibility 
(Squire, 2021). Rather, their role becomes a primarily supportive one, with them acting as a coach and mentor. Businesses can 
provide formal training and resources to assist managers in this regard. De Smet et al (2020) suggest holding problem-solving 
workshops to give employees training in how to address tasks that were previously handled by managers. 

Understanding that things might go wrong, and having mechanisms in place to get things back on track is a key part of any 
successful relationship.  McKinsey suggests that both managers and employees need to ‘get comfortable with failure,’ as this is an 
important step on the path to longer-term and success-oriented employee engagement (De Smet et al, 2020). Fostering an 
environment in which it is ‘safe to fail’ (within reason, of course) can, for example, promote faster decision-making. Ensuring 
employees are provided with up-to-date and accurate information can also give employees the confidence to make decisions 
themselves, rather than requesting additional – and possibly unnecessary – information from supervisors before taking action. 
However, it’s important to remember that failure is only productive when lessons are learned and incorporated into future decision-
making (for more on this, see https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/fasttimes/have-you-
made-it-safe-to-fail). 

  



 

 

lisi-law.eu            4 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Employee share ownership plans (ESOPs) 

 ESOPs are employee benefit plans that give employees an 
ownership interest in the company they work for – in the form of shares in 

that company. ESOPs can go a long way in increasing employee 
engagement by linking the company’s financial performance to employee 
remuneration. The John Lewis Partnership is a prominent example of an 

employee ownership model (more on this below) 

Employee engagement surveys carried out online, at workshops or in 
forums 

 Gathering and acting on feedback collected through employee 
engagement surveys is perhaps the simplest approach, and it can help 

employees feel heard. It can also be useful for employees to hear directly 
from senior employees about how and why feedback is being implemented 

(or not) 

Employee councils 

 When it comes to empowering employees to share their ideas about 
a business, both relating to and beyond their day-to-day work, employee 
councils can be especially effective. These open forums provide a space 

where employees can discuss ways of improving a company. ‘Go Ape’ is one 
notable example (more on this below) 

Employee representatives 

 Companies might also consider appointing employee 
representatives at the board level. In order to ensure the effectiveness of this 

approach, it’s important to consider how employees will be appointed, the 
specific role and responsibilities of appointees, remuneration and potential 

challenges for employees with conflicting responsibilities 
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Current approaches: benefits and drawbacks 

Existing approaches can prove highly successful. These include: 

Financial incentives 

Financial incentives (such as ESOPs) aimed at employee engagement can help bring about entrepreneurial and innovative problem-
solving to increase efficiency and drive productivity (Employee Ownership Association). However, the process for establishing and 
structuring an ESOP can be time-consuming for management and organisational resources. It may also be challenging to adapt 
existing ownership models and business structures without wide support from management and shareholders.  

Formal structures  

Creating and providing formal and even legal structures to promote employee empowerment are also important – to this end, 
employee representative councils are helpful.  

It should be noted that certain jurisdictions, including France and Germany, have statutory and regulatory requirements around 
employee engagement. In Germany, the Works Constitution Act enables a works council to be established in all private sector 
workplaces with at least 5 employees. Similarly, in France, depending on the size of the company, it may be necessary to have 
employee delegates or a works council, as well as a health and safety committee. In companies with work councils, employee 
representatives are able to attend all board meetings (although they do not vote).  

Meanwhile, the merits of appointing employee representatives to boards of directors is still the subject of ongoing political, legal 
and business-related debate. Leading politicians in the US and UK have made calls for greater representation of workers on 
company boards (Garnero, 2018). However, there is little consensus about where these representatives would sit (on the board of 
directors itself, for example, or on a supervisory board), or the specific means of appointment (by labour unions, elected by 
employees or selected by employee committees, for example). Furthermore, there is insufficient evidence to effectively 
demonstrate whether employee representation on company boards positively or negatively impacts corporate performance 
(Garnero, 2018). Finally, worker representation does not necessarily guarantee strong ethical performance: Garnerno points to the 
‘Dieselgate’ scandal involving Volkswagen as a salient example. 

Soft skills 

It’s also critical that businesses invest in training their managers to develop new coaching and mentoring skills. This helps ensure 
that teams are managed more effectively and that communication remains productive and constructive. Companies should make 
clear to managers that this represents a next step in their professional development, rather than a step away from their work. 

Novel approaches 

Novel approaches (including technology based solutions) that increase opportunities for employee engagement and facilitate faster 
communication of key messages ‘from the factory floor to the boardroom,’ can prompt company management to take faster and 
more effective action. However, care must be taken in their implementation. For all organisations, the resources required to 
continuously engage the employee base, whether through a technology solution or manually, are not insignificant and can be 
costly. Where organisations are made up of many different social, economic and cultural backgrounds, navigating these 
stakeholders’ expectations and concerns can require specialist care and focus. 
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Case studies 

  

As the UK’s largest employee-owned 
business, the John Lewis Partnership is held 
up as an employee empowerment success 

story. According to its constitution, 
partners must be made aware of their 

rights and responsibilities as co-owners of 
the business. Employees are able to 
participate in democratic councils, 

committees and forums. In doing so they 
contribute to decision-making and help 

challenge management on performance. 

Examples of employee-owned businesses 
that have failed (and filed for bankruptcy in 
the US) include the Tribune Company and 

Weirton Steel. In both of these cases, 
commentators identified failures at the 

management level as primarily contributing 
to bankruptcy for the companies, rather 
than any fundamental weaknesses in the 

employee ownership model itself. 

Elsewhere, Anticimex have adopted an 
annual employee survey carried out 

globally. Performance is measured using an 
established metric referred to as the 

Employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS). The 
results from this survey are used to drive 
improvement actions at all levels within 

Anticimex1. 

 

In the UK, Go Ape moved to an employee 
ownership model in 2021, creating an 

employee council to help gather feedback 
from its employees across different sites 

across the country. The company created a 
‘Tribe Council,’ a group of 12 employee 

representatives from across the 
organisation to help contribute to the 

running of the business. 
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