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The Employee Experience (EX):  
The Critical Link to Better Citizen Experience 
Employees are the heart of any organization. In the last white paper, “eleVate the Citizen Experience (CX): 
Transforming Government Customer Service,” we looked outward from the agency to explore citizen experience 
and how to address it. Now, we turn our eyes inward to look at those who work inside an agency to see how 
employee experience (EX) is the key enabler for quality citizen experience. While good process and technology 
enable better service and are often the primary focus of citizen experience efforts, people are the true drivers 
of CX. Ultimately, our government employees create and drive the citizen experience. So, some of the same 
concepts that apply to the citizen experience and how to design it can (and should) be applied to government 
employees to foster a citizen-focused service culture.

This white paper is available at www.highpointelevate.com.

Why is this important? 
Many organizations say that they put people first or that 
people are their number one asset. It is a good focus to 
have and follow. A recent meta-analysis conducted by 
Gallup, the University of Iowa, and the U.S. Immigration 
and Naturalization Services has shown that higher 
employee satisfaction and engagement is linked to 
better business outcomes such as productivity, retention, 
and profit. Also, there is a strong correlation between 
employee satisfaction and organizational commitment. 

Employees who feel satisfied with the work that they 
do and the environment in which they work will be 
motivated to contribute completely to the mission of  
the organization and bring their full skills and selves to 
the work that they do.

Unfortunately, employee satisfaction is very low and 
is lower than in previous years. The recent Federal 
Employee Viewpoint Survey investigated employee 
satisfaction levels in Federal agencies. This study 
used a global satisfaction measure comprised of job 
satisfaction, pay satisfaction, organization satisfaction, 
and net promoter score (whether the employee would 
recommend working at the organization). It indicated 

that satisfaction was only at 60% (only a 1% increase over 
the previous year and a 6% decrease from 2011). Though 
the report acknowledges the overall impact on retention 
and the huge costs of attrition to the organization, it fails 
to address the gain in job performance, organizational 
outcomes, and service to customers/citizens that stems 
from an engaged, satisfied employee. Engagement and 
employee satisfaction gained through a great citizen 
experience, higher performance and commitment, and 
effective assistance to citizens foster a service-oriented 
organization.
 
Unfortunately, most organizations rely on misguided 
assumptions about what is at the root of satisfaction. 
They focus on salary, promotions, and benefits. These 
are only small contributors to employee satisfaction 
and a great employee experience. Studies consistently 
show that the meaning and challenge of the work itself 
as well as the social relationships at work are primary 
drivers of good EX. As a result, organizations implement 
reward and recognition schemes — which are simple, 
tangible, and easy to measure — to boost satisfaction. In 
most cases, these efforts do not work because they don’t 
appropriately engage employees or address their needs. 
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What does a new employee experience look like? 
Employees want to feel that their work is contributing 
to the greater good and that it is valued by others and 
by the organization itself.  They want to be able to 
grow in their positions and careers, developing new 
skills, insights, and knowledge that help build up their 
capabilities, and want timely and useful feedback about 
how they are fulfilling their roles so they can continue 
to improve.  They want to feel a connection of trust and 
relationship with the people around them, an equal 
level of commitment to the mission of the group and 
agency at all levels. They want to be informed and 
knowledgeable about what is going on around them 
and the direction of the organization. And finally, they 
want to feel personally empowered to make decisions in 
support of citizens and to help improve and create the 
future of the agency. At the same time, the agency must 
comply with regulations and requirements, and with 
the constraints that are out of its control.  

This type of change requires a change of perspective 
about the experience of the employee much the 
same way that citizen experience requires a change 
in perspective about the citizen’s experience with the 
agency. It also is engagement by employees.

Involving employees in designing their experience and 
addressing the more complicated, complex, and fuzzy 
needs of purpose, meaning, growth, autonomy, trust, 
respect, feelings of worth, and relationship within the 
context of agency constraints will not only provide a 
better employee experience, but also lead to significant 
gains in the quality of citizen experience.
 

Moving from the CX to EX 
We define citizen experience as “the citizen’s holistic 
perception of the relationship with an agency and the 
government in general, derived from all encounters at 
touchpoints along the citizen’s journey.”  This definition 
pushes us to look at the relationship with the citizen not 
being a transaction at a single point, but rather as a stream 
of continuous interactions over time that lead to evolving 
perceptions. If we substitute the word citizen with the 
word employee, we see that we must also expand our 
view of the employee from a single interaction to a series 
of interactions and their impact on employee perception.

The employees’ relationships with the agency is derived 
from all of their interactions with the agency, its other 
employees, leadership, former employees, and even 
contractors who work with the agency. The experience 
starts prior to their first day of employment, when they are 
considering entering government service. Think about the 
employee’s journey across a career:

 

 

 

The employee journey has many milestones, and the 
quality of the employee experiences have a direct 
influence on employee satisfaction, engagement, 
commitment, and, in the end, performance. Approaching 
employees in a different way from the traditional 
“transactional” human resources strategy requires deep 
consideration for their needs, wants, fears, and emotions. 
The goal of this strategy is not to provide services, but 
to design an experience that demonstrates care for the 
employees at every step in the journey.
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The Contrasting C’s 
Creating an environment for better employee satisfaction 
and enhancing CX begins with recognizing the influence 
of three sets of contrasting C’s. Most organizations 
are built off of older models that emphasize structure, 
authority, compliance, and conformity. While these 
elements are important, they neglect other aspects 
of organizational life that are critical to successful 
implementation of transformational efforts such as citizen 
experience. In truth, what is needed is to live with the 
contradiction of two sets of polarities that are constantly 
challenging and shaping action within the organization. 
This is not an either/or proposition (again this is the old 
way of thinking); it is both/and requirement. But since 
organizations have relied so much on the old model, this 
shift is challenging but critical.

Care – Coldness 
Organizations have struggled with emotions at work. 
Often emotions are viewed as either taboo or dangerous. 
Emotions can get in the way of good decision-making 
and can create tension among employees. However, 
taken to an extreme, the employee environment can 
become cold and distant. If we want agency employees 
to care about the citizens, they must also care about 
each other. This care must extend both horizontally and 
vertically from management and peers, to ensure all 
levels are committed throughout the agency.

Commitment – Compliance 
Compliance to laws and policies is a requirement. 
However, when compliance becomes the cultural norm 
and allows employees little autonomy to make decisions, 
take action, be creative, or use their potential, it can 
shift from being an enabler to becoming a barrier. What 
leads to greater employee satisfaction and engagement 
is developing commitment to a meaningful agency 
mission and vision, to meaningful personal goals, to 
significance and purpose in their work and to the people 
around them. Moving in this direction is not easy work. 
According to Stanford Professor Jeffrey Pfeffer and 
University of Vermont Professor Jack Veiga, fewer than 
12% of organizations will actually put people first to 
improve their organization’s performance. Half of the 
organizations will not make the connection between 
people and the outcomes of the organization. Half of 
those who do will implement a small change and not 
realize they need a systemic, comprehensive solution.
And only in half of those who implement comprehensive 
solutions will the change last long enough to reap 
the benefits.

Consistency – Contradiction 
Contradictions in organizations negatively affect 
employees, whether they are conscious of it or not. When 
words do not match actions, when decisions do not match 
values, employees lose trust and commitment to the 
agency. For example, if the agency says that teamwork and 
collaboration are primary values, and an employee known 
for not being a team player is promoted and recognized, 
the contradiction diminishes the value’s (and leadership’s) 
credibility. This is particularly important for leadership to 
understand. Some leaders do not realize how much

Fewer than 12% of organizations will 
actually put people first to improve their 
organization’s performance.



4

The Employee Experience (EX): The Critical Link to Better Citizen Experience                                                                 cx@highpointglobal.com

HighPoint Global Copyright © 2016

the employees pay attention to their actions and words 
to help define the agency’s values. Employees do as 
leaders do. Consistency is a keen alignment between 
values, actions, words, and the agency’s systems, 
and consistency is critical to maintaining trust and 
commitment to the agency’s mission.

The Role of Leadership 
The most recent Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey 
showed some upward positive trends. All scores 
improved, albeit modestly. What was striking was that 
90% of employees felt that their jobs were important. 

This demonstrated a deep commitment to the work 
they are doing and supports the idea that employees 
are motivated by the work itself. Equally striking 
was the comparatively low score for leadership and 
a derivative of leadership, inclusion. While direct 
supervisor scores were relatively high (most around 
70%), leadership scores were some of the lowest (most 
hovering around 50%). Leadership, however, is critical 
to the success of the employee experience. Leadership 
has responsibility for enabling the agency’s culture, 
for facilitating meaningful connection to the mission 
and vision, for communicating and modeling 
expectations, and for safeguarding the values. Often, 
leadership is viewed as a transactional role — creating 
and setting expectations, communicating those 
to others, rewarding those who are in compliance, 
coaching those who are not, and punishing them 
if they don’t fall in line. This traditional style of 

Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey:  
90% of employees felt that their jobs were 
important.

leadership, while at times necessary, is in general not 
conducive to enhancing the employee experience. 
Instead, leaders should look to:

• Become transformational rather than transactional 
leaders, serving as role models for the values of the 
agency and inspiring others to engage.

• Make significant contact with all levels 
of employees, seek dialogue, listen, and 
understand rather than just broadcast agency 
messages.

• Engage and collaborate with employees at all 
levels in the development of the agency mission 
and vision, rather than relying solely on executive  
level voices.

• Empower and provide freedom for frontline 
employees to collaborate and develop 
improvements in their areas rather than waiting for 
permission from management or executive leaders 
to recognize the need.

• Develop a line of sight between the work that is 
done and the impact it has on citizens and and the 
nation as a whole.

The Four E’s 
The job of leaders is critical for both improving the 
citizen experience and the employee experience. For the 
citizen experience, leaders are turned outward to the 
citizen – fostering education for caring about the citizen, 
enhancements in processes that enable better service, 
expression that communicates values and expectations 
in relation to the citizen, and empowerment to personally 
take action on behalf of the citizen. For the employee 
experience, these four E’s are turned inward toward the 
employee and the agency itself. Focus on these four 
elements relies heavily on the actions of its leaders. 
Agency leadership must incorporate it into the mission 
and vision of the organization and empower the staff 
to participate actively. Additionally, the front line staff 
must be committed and take ownership for creating 
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and participating in the culture. This is a top-down and 
bottom-up approach that involves all relevant levels of 
the organization.

Education
Research indicates that a key driver of employee 
satisfaction, engagement and performance is mastery 
(see, for example, Daniel Pink’s book Drive). It is common 
to assume that all that is needed is training in technical 
skills, but education provides an additional level of 
learning that goes beyond skill building. Not only must 
learning activities instill technical abilities, they must 
draw out the full potential of the employee. As opposed 
to dispensing technical content and certifying them 
on their technical competency in performing tasks, an 
educational experience engages the learner in critically 
examining these skills in relation to their position and 
contribution to the experience of the citizen. 
 
Enhancement
Broken, redundant, unnecessary, or tedious 
processes (or the technologies through which they 
are implemented) are often significant barriers to 
employee satisfaction. They drain energy, cause 
decreases in trust and commitment, and waste 
valuable time and focus that could have otherwise 
been spent on high value contributions to the agency. 
Unfortunately, involving employees in continuous 
improvement and engaging them broadly in 
collaborative problem-solving is under-utilized.

Education Enhancement Expression Empowerment

AGENCY MISSION & VISION

SERVICE CULTURE

ENABLING LEADERSHIP

FRONTLINE OWNERSHIP

For example, the inclusiveness index for the 2015 
Employee Survey is only at 57% and only 57% of 
employees felt that their talents were used well  
on the job.

Expression
As mentioned previously, consistency is critical. What is 
said must coincide with what is done and what agency 
processes support. A breakdown in this consistency 
creates breakdowns in trust, increased confusion, 
stress, and actions that are incongruent with the 
desired culture. Genuine connection and expression of 
the values, expectations, thoughts, and even fears or 
questions from leaders helps to solidify the experience 
by creating a personal relationship with employees.

Empowerment
Organizational leaders must identify the boundaries or 
non-negotiables which cannot be broken or passed, but 
then give employees the permission to take action by 
themselves or with each other up to those boundaries 
without fear. Creating a culture that supports a superior 
employee experience requires courage from both 
leaders, who must trust their employees, and non-
leaders, who must act despite the possibility of failure. 

Creating a Citizen-Centric Culture
Focusing on the employee experience enables a great 
citizen experience, but also introduces the same challenges. 
Addressing culture is difficult and often unsuccessful. A 
typical approach to addressing culture involves changing 
job performance requirements and standards to match 
new expectations. While this is necessary to ensure 
consistency with new values, it is not sufficient to change 
culture. In fact, it often leads to a compliance mentality 
whereby things are done because it is being asked rather 
than because it is the right thing to do.
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Strong resistance because of fear or discomfort is 
inevitable. The emotionally charged and challenging 
nature of cultural transformation should be approached 
with the following in mind:

• Recognize that it is a long, evolutionary process. 
Cultural transformation does not happen overnight; 
it often takes years of incremental change.

• Ensure that leadership is fully committed and 
engaged. Culture is ultimately set by the top 
leadership; if the top leadership is out of alignment, 
transformation will never happen.

• Find positive energy for change, start small, and 
build out. Transformation does not just involve 
compliance to the top — it involves commitment 
from the bottom. Find an area willing and energized 
to participate in the change and work on that small 
area to create some momentum and success. 

• Challenge deeply held assumptions. The trick to 
transforming culture is to transform mindsets—old 
assumptions must be challenged and, if necessary, 
be replaced by new ones. 

• Be as consistent as possible, but leave room for 
error. This type of change takes time as old habits 
are hard to break. Consistency is key to success. 
Seek to align as much as possible to values — 
hiring and promotion practices, training classes, 
leadership messages, tools, meeting processes, 
even physical space. 

• Communicate continuously. It is critical that 
everyone is aware of what is happening and knows 
the status of the transformation. This does not 
always have to come from leadership. It can also 
come from those at the front line.

Seek to align your systems as much as possible 
to your values – Hiring and promotion practices, 
training classes, leadership messages, tools, 
meeting processes, even physical space.

The Measuring Menace
It is critical that measures be put in place to monitor 
the progress of the employee experience. At the same 
time, care must be taken in the use of measures. Often, 
in our zeal to track progress and “motivate” people, the 
measures that we put in place have a negative effect on 
performance. In terms of consistency, the true values 
of the organization that are measured can conflict with 
the expressed values driving the citizen and employee 
experience.

For example, a common measure in contact centers by 
which service representatives are evaluated (and often 
rewarded) is the call volume they handle and their 
speed to resolution. However, many contacts, because 
of their complexity, require a significant amount of 
time to reach resolution. If representatives spend this 
time in order to provide high-quality service, they are 
ultimately penalized by the measurement system. Trying 
to meet the values of speed and volume, contact center 
representatives are unknowingly encouraged to push 
the citizen off the line by either abandoning the call, 
transferring to another agent, or providing a quick but 
ineffective solution to the problem. Quality and speed 
are often in conflict. Employees faced with the dilemma 
of wanting to provide quality service but being required 
to meet speed and volume metrics become demotivated 
as a result of conflicting organizational and personal 
demands, greatly negatively impact both the employee 
experience and citizen experience.

This does not mean that these measures are 
unimportant or should not be tracked. On the contrary, 
measures such as speed and call volume are critical to 
improving organizational effectiveness. What must be 
considered is the way that these measures are used and 
communicated with employees. Communicating the 
values of the agency and the priority of these values 
does not only happen through words. Values are
embedded in all the systems and artifacts of the agency, 
including the measures. How employees are rewarded 
and measured expresses the priority of these values.
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Therefore, agencies should carefully consider how 
measures are used, how expectations are communicated  
to employees, and how they are rewarded, promoted,  
and held accountable to ensure alignment with the  
desired values of the agency.
 
Moving the Employee Experience Needle
Now we come to the number one question: How do you 
move the employee experience forward? It requires:

• Clearly defining the agency’s mission and vision and 
what is necessary to accomplish it

• Understanding employees, including their needs  
and wants

• Understanding the current employee journey

• Redesigning the journey to align the needs of the 
agency with the needs and wants of the employees

• Creating a continuous feedback and improvement 
mechanism to evolve the journey as conditions 
change

Vision and Mission

Understand Employees

Understand Journeys

Evolve Journeys

Agency Vision and Mission
Leaders often underestimate the power of a vision and 
mission. That is because the vision and mission are often 
poorly designed. A vision should be:

• Short             •   Memorable

• Meaningful  •   Aspirational

• Inspirational

A vision for EX defines the ideal workplace that could be 
and should be. Not only does it provide direction on how 
the environment can support the best performance, but 
also points to the values by which that workplace operates. 
Unfortunately, visions are often created solely by the 
leadership and pushed down to the employees. Not only 
does this potentially risk disconnecting leadership’s vision 
from the employees’,  it also squanders an opportunity to 
mobilize the energy of the employees to engage in designing 
and owning the change. While an initial vision is created by 
the leadership, vision should be co-constructed by leadership 
and the employees. This is particularly true of a vision for 
employee experience. Getting the employees involved in 
the process increases the likelihood of a relevant vision and 
develops more of a sense of ownership of the final vision. 
The process of getting leaders and employees at all levels 
together in a room and brainstorming what the future will 
look like in three or five years is, in a sense, more valuable 
than the output of the documented vision. This process 
solidifies the relationship between leadership and employees, 
creates understanding across the boundaries, and serves as a 
foundation for more transparent and honest communication.

Of course, this cannot be done in a vacuum. Vision and 
mission are driven by two major considerations:  the 
needs of the citizenry and the policies determined by the 
administration. Several questions must be asked during the 
creation of the vision:

• Are our assumptions about the constraints valid or 
can they be challenged?

• What is in the sphere of control of the agency and 
what is limited by policy?

• In what ways can the citizen be engaged in 
understanding needs?

• What are universal principles for working that are 
independent of changes in laws or policy?

What is important is to identify those ways of operating that 
can balance supporting the policies, meeting the needs 
of citizens, and giving employees a sense of purpose and 
empowerment. 
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Understanding the Employee
What is often forgotten is that to design the employee 
experience, you must truly understand the needs, wants, 
and perspectives of the employees — both their current 
views and their vision for the future. Assumptions about 
what employees need and how they currently work often 
sinks the best of intentions. 

A well-constructed voice of the employee survey is a 
good place to start. Surveys serve to get an initial and 
sweeping view of the current situation and possible 
necessary changes in the environment. A good survey 
will inquire about:

• Support and resources

• Development opportunities

• Leadership and supervision

• Physical environment and working conditions

• Social environment and relationships

• Culture and values

• Pay and promotion opportunities

• Work processes

A consistent challenge is to ensure that the responses of 
employees are honest and accurate. Unfortunately, an 
agency plagued by trust issues will find it difficult to get 
valid responses. Having an outside agency conduct the 
survey may help in this regard. 
 
Several things should be recognized about a survey: 

1) The survey is not just a data gathering tool — it is 
a vehicle for changing the relationship between 
leadership and employees. 

2) A survey that is not responded to is worse than no 
survey at all. 

3) The survey is only the starting point to understanding 
the employee.

While the results are valuable, how leadership talks about 
the survey and how they respond to it tells the employees 

much about their sincerity and interest. The more the 
leadership is genuine about listening and acting on the 
results and expresses this to employees, the better that 
relationship will become and the more trust will be built 
in the solutions that follow. The follow-up to the survey 
is critical. It cannot lie in the background for very long. 
Leadership should communicate about what is happening, 
actions that are being taken, and expected results. If the 
survey is dropped, trust will be lost. The survey is the 
beginning to understanding the employees and should not 
be used as the sole source of information. The next steps are 
critical to gaining a more complete view of the employee.

Defining the Personas
The process of creating a persona follows a similar 
pathway to understanding the citizens. The survey 
provides areas to dive into deeper with employees. 
Semi-structured interviews and focus groups with a 
wide variety of employees help to further dive into the 
opportunities for change. The interviews also help in the 
creation of employee personas.

Employee personas are fictional characters that represent 
not just the demographics but the psycho-, social-, and 
ideo-graphics of main groups of employees. For example, 
some groups of employees may have the following 
characteristics: 

Lydia the Leader, who strives to  
move the agency forward and bring 
people with her. 

Sam the Solid Citizen, who steadily 
does his job as a reliable contributing 
member without leadership 
aspirations.
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Andy the Activist, who seeks causes 
to promote and champion in the 
agency. 

These personas help to establish how they are thinking, 
what they need and want in their work experience, and 
how they respond to the social and physical environment 
in the workplace. They investigate, among other things, 
what their challenges are, what they are saying to 
themselves about their work, what their typical days are 
like, and who they are influenced by and encapsulates 
who they are in a single quotation.

Personas provide a valuable lens into the employee’s 
thinking and feeling. They help to “put ourselves in their 
shoes,” allowing us to become more empathetic and 
reduce assumptions that may be inaccurate or incomplete. 
 
Understanding the Journey and Designing  
the Experience
To design an optimal employee experience, you must 
be able to see the journey in its totality. An event 
early in the journey may have many peaks and valleys, 
touchpoints experienced as pleasant and valuable, and 
others experienced as frustrating and irrelevant. The 
interviewing and onboarding process, for example, 
should be one of the mapped journeys. Each persona will 
experience the journey differently and will have different 
needs and wants, so they must be considered separately.

A journey mapping activity, which brings together a 
variety of stakeholders to examine the current journey, 
also helps to identify opportunities for change and 
improvement. Also critical are the identification of 
“moments of truth,” critical junctures in the employee 
experience that can mean the difference between an 
engaged employee and an unengaged one and should 
command significant attention. 

Partnership with HR
Many leaders take the heroic stance and try to tackle 
this challenge by themselves. However, a critical partner 
is Human Resources (HR), which should be called the 
employee experience department. What should be 
recognized is that the employees’ experience plays a 
fundamental role in the quality of the citizen experience 
outcomes and therefore should be treated as a critical 
strategic function. The HR team can make important 
contributions to the effort of leadership. Since they 
have a broad view of the agency, members of HR can 
help to define the landscape and identify opportunities 
and constraints. They can connect leaders with other 
departments that may provide guidance,  
or they can help identify potential areas of resistance  
or welcoming energy that may not be in the view of  
the leaders. 

Since they generally reside outside of the day-to-day 
operations, they can serve as objective advisors and 
potentially confidantes for the staff. They can help to 
challenge assumptions about the “way things are and 
have been,” or they can interview employees to gain 
good qualitative data during the persona building 
or journey mapping process. Their knowledge of HR 
policies and best practices can steer leadership to 
effective action or away from detrimental ones. They 
can help design new interviewing and recruiting 
practices, examine potential options for reward, 
recognition and compensation, develop learning 
experience that help move the culture forward, 
and tailor performance management to fit the new 
expectations. And by engaging them early, they can 
become active participants throughout the change 
process and partners after it has taken hold. Successful 
implementation of a service culture requires careful 
alignment between values and expectations and the HR 
policies and processes.
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Evolving the Experience
Once changes are in place, work is not completed. The 
environment changes, policies change, and even the 
employee base changes. The experience must continually 
evolve to meet those changing needs. A continuous 
feedback process tracks employee sentiment and 
opinions, continually monitors the existing journeys, and 
identifies needs for modification and change. A regular 
involvement by employee representatives in this process 
ensures that they don’t become alienated from proposed 
changes in the employee experience. 
 
Ultimately, what drives citizen experience is the employee 
experience. They must align with each other. If an agency 
is promoting attention and care to the citizen but does not 
show the same consideration to the employees, it will be 
strapped with trust and motivation issues that will hinder 
the effort. A focus on employee experience is not easy or 
simple. It requires leadership and management to maintain 
persistent and vigilant attention to the environment, to 
actions, and to all the supporting systems and processes 
of the agency. These efforts will be rewarded in more 
engaged employees and an agency that consistently 
meets its mission and vision, while delivering an  
exemplary citizen experience. 



If your agency needs guidance on how to improve your employee 
morale and better engage citizens seeking your services, contact 
HighPoint at cx@highpointglobal.com. 

We are experts in eleVating the Citizen Experience.™

HighPoint specializes in improving the TouchPoints where 
government and citizens meet to help you achieve a  
citizen-centered mission.

Josh Plaskoff, Ph.D. authored this white paper. Dr. Plaskoff is Director of Learning and Technology 
Service Development for HighPoint. For almost 30 years, Dr. Plaskoff has been working with 
large organizations, both in the private and public sector, to help them improve performance 
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of Business at Indiana University and Fellow of the Randall L. Tobias Center for Leadership 
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