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Abstract

Purpose — While the voice of customers, employees, and other stakeholders have been
identified as key components of corporate and marketing communication, comparatively little
attention has been paid to how organizations listen to, make sense of, and use information
provided. Research reported in this article examined how a multinational corporation and its
subsidiaries listen to their customers, employees, and other stakeholders and explored how
corporate listening can be improved for mutual benefits.

Design/methodology/approach — This article reports participatory action research within a
multinational corporation operating in Europe, Canada and Australia which set out to become
a ‘listening organization’ to improve its relationships and performance. The research was
informed by interviews, observation, content analysis of relevant documents, and critical
reflection.

Findings — This analysis illustrates the need for and benefits of looking beyond statistical data
to analyze textual, aural and visual data available from call centers, open-end survey comments,
complaints, correspondence, social media and other sources, and it identifies methods, tools
and technologies for ethical insightful corporate listening.

Research implications — This article advocates a ‘turn’ from focus on voice to focus on
listening, noting that expression of the voice of customers, employees, and other stakeholders
has no value to them or organizations without active listening.

Originality — This paper reports an in-depth study of corporate listening to multiple
stakeholders and identifies opportunities for increased insights and understanding that can lead
to tangible benefits for both organizations and their stakeholders.

Keywords — Corporate listening, stakeholder engagement, voice of customers, voice of
employees, voice of stakeholders.

Paper type — Research paper.
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Voice — A source of feedback, insights and intelligence

This analysis presents the findings of an extensive empirical study of voice in the context of
corporate communication and how effective comprehensive corporate listening can provide
valuable insights and tangible benefits for both organizations and stakeholders.

In addition to recognition of the role and importance of the voice of people generally in
democratic politics and society (Couldry, 2010; Dobson, 2014), the voice of customers (VOC)
is recognized as important in marketing and corporate communication. As Aguwa et al. (2017)
say, the voice of customers is a valuable input that describes their needs and expectations for
products and services. As such, VOC is a key source of insights and intelligence as well as
feedback for organizations marketing products and services. Customer insights and feedback
are collected through market research, customer satisfaction surveys, net promoter score (NPS)
surveys, and mechanisms such as customer councils (Hill and Alexander, 2017), and are
spontaneously provided through calls to call centers, complaints, website and social media
comments, and other channels. Marketers recognize that such information can inform product,
service and process design and improvement, which can ultimately lead to competitive
advantage.

Also, the voice of employees (VOE) has gained considerable attention, with management
and human resource literature showing that employee voice is directly connected to
organizational engagement, satisfaction, loyalty, retention and productivity (Bashshur, 2015;
Ruck et al., 2017). Employee voice is studied in human resource management (Conway et al.,
2016), organizational communication (Edmondson, 2007), and organizational behaviour (OB)
disciplines, as well as in an integrated way drawing on all of these fields of research (Mowbray
etal.,2014).

Numerous studies show that there are tangible bottom-line benefits and competitive
advantages from increased employee engagement and satisfaction. One study reported that
companies with engaged employees and customers are three times more profitable (Klie, 2014,
para. 3). A Harvard Business Review survey found that 71% of participants rated “high level
of employee engagement” as a factor most likely to bring business success, exceeded only by
high levels of customer service and effective communication (Harvard Business School, 2013,
p. 4). A recent study reported that “employees’ upward expression of challenging but
constructive concerns or ideas on work-related issues can play a critical role in improving
organizational effectiveness” (Ruck et al., 2017).

Forms of VOE vary widely, ranging from official channels such as union representations
and work councils (Wilkinson et al., 2014, pp. 11-12) to institutionally organized employee
communication such as staff satisfaction surveys, meetings, staff conferences, and intranets, as
well as discretionary employee communication including ‘suggestion box’ submissions,
grievances, and social media comments (Yeomans and Fitzpatrick, 2017).

Increasingly, practitioners and researchers are seeing VOC and VOE as interconnected
rather than discrete areas of communication. An article in CRM Magazine noted that
“employees—especially those in the customer contact centers—are often the first to interact
with customers and shape how the customer perceives the company, the brand, and its products
and services” (Klie, 2014, para. 4. Thus, Klie argues that VOC and VOE blend. Another more
recent article agrees, stating: “Want to hear the voice of customers? Listen to your employees”
(Warner, 2017, para. 6). The interconnection of VOC and VOE also has been identified in
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academic research, such as in studies of staff interaction with patients in hospitals by Lam and
Mayer (2013), who linked hospital-level customer-focussed voice by employees to hospital-
level service performance. Dean (2007) found evidence that a customer orientation by call
center employees contributed to customers’ affective commitment and loyalty (Dean, 2007).
Reed, Goolsby and Johnston (2016) concluded that listening to employees and customers
provides an “integrated market-orientated system”.

There is recognition in corporate communication and public relations literature that there
are also other stakeholders (Freeman, 1984) in addition to customers and employees who exert
influence on organizations and with whom organizations need to engage. These include
business partners such as retailers, agents, and brokers; investors in the case of public
companies; and local communities in many instances, all of which contribute to corporate
reputation and operational success. Most organizations need to maintain positive relationships
with a range of stakeholders in addition to employees and customers. Thus, it can be argued
that the voice of stakeholders (VOS) is an appropriate consideration in addition to specific
focus of the well-known concepts of VOC and VOE.

A widely used (albeit broad) definition of voice in the context of customers, employees,
or other stakeholders of organizations was provided by Hirschman (1970), who described it as:

. any attempt at all to change, rather than to escape from, an objectionable state of affairs,
whether through individual or collective petition to the management directly in charge, through
appeal to a higher authority with the intention of forcing a change in management, or through
various types of actions or protests, including those that are meant to mobilize public opinion. (p.
30)

Employee voice has been defined specifically as “providing workers as a group with a
means of communicating with management” (Freeman and Medoff, 1984, p. 8), in particular,
with “the ability to have meaningful input into decisions” (Budd 2004, p. 23) [emphasis added].

The preceding definition highlights that it is not the expression of voice that leads to
benefits such as increased engagement, loyalty, satisfaction, and the contribution of useful
insights and ideas; it is the receipt, processing, consideration of, and response to VOC, VOE
and VOS that makes these meaningful. In fact, expression of voice without appropriate
consideration and response can lead to negative effects such as criticism, disengagement,
decreased productivity, and loss of customers and employees (Macnamara, 2016a). This leads
to a second body of literature that, along with understanding of voice, framed the research
reported here.

Listening to give voice value

An emergent body of literature has focussed on listening, initially in an interpersonal context
and, more recently, in an organizational environment. A number of researchers have noted that
there are many forms of fake listening such as pretend listening (Bussie, 2011, p. 31) and
pseudolistening (Adler and Rodman, 2011, p. 136) that do not provide meaningful input or lead
to response. While organizational listening has unique characteristics, which are examined in
the following analysis, the body of literature on interpersonal listening is informative in
defining listening. Drawing on interpersonal listening, psychology, and ethics literature,
Macnamara (2016a) proposed “seven canons of listening” (p. 41), which were used as the basis
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of evaluating listening in this study. These include recognition of others inclusively, rather than
selective listening (Bickford, 1996; Honneth, 2007); acknowledgement of others’ views and
expressions of voice; paying attention to what others say (Bickford, 1996; Honneth, 2007,
Husband, 2009, p. 441); and interpreting what others say as fairly and receptively in order to
achieve understanding of others’ views, perspectives, and feelings (Bodie and Crick, 2014;
Husband, 1996). Based on openness and receptivity, listening then must involve consideration
of what others say verbally or in text such as letters, submissions or complaints (Honneth, 2007;
Husband, 2009) and responding in an appropriate way. Scholarship indicates that listening does
not necessarily require agreement or acceptance of what is said or requested, but research
shows that some response is required (Lundsteen, 1979; Purdy and Borisoff, 1997).

Organizational listening—Scaling up, delegation, and mediation

Organizations, particularly those with a large number of customers, employees, and other
stakeholders, face particular challenges in listening, the first of which was noted by Dobson
(2014) as the need for “scaling up” beyond one-to-one and small group methods of listening
(pp. 75, 124). Large organizations are often expected to listen to thousands, hundreds of
thousands, or even millions of voices in the form of VOC, VOE and VOS, as well as the voice
of citizens, constituents or members in the case of government, non-government and political
organizations.

Second, while interpersonal listening can be conducted in organizations’ call centers,
face-to-face meetings, and sales transactions, the voice of customers, employees, and other
stakeholders is mediated through survey responses, focus group comments, letters, e-mails,
website comments, and social media posts. Listening to these types of mediated voice requires
the collection and analysis of various forms of textual, audio and, increasingly, video data. This
highlights a key point that VOC, VOE and VOS are predominantly and most explicitly
communicated in words, not statistics. For effective organizational listening to occur,
management needs to understand that making sense from the growing phenomenon of ‘big
data’ requires textual as well as statistical analysis.

Furthermore, even when interpersonal listening occurs in organizations, it is largely
delegated to functions such as customer relations staff, call centers, complaints departments,
and social media monitoring staff. Listening by organization management depends on
articulation of interpersonal and mediated VOC, VOE and VOS by various functional units
through reports, analyses, and presentations.

Therefore, organizational listening requires policies, processes, systems, resources and
often technologies and related skills to conduct and articulate large-scale, delegated, mediated
listening. A number of these requirements are addressed in organizational communication
studies, although this discipline has largely focussed on interpersonal communication between
management and employees, listening competency (Cooper and Husband, 1993), and relied
heavily on structured surveys, which are increasingly seen as a limited method for listening to
the voice of employees (Wiles, 2018). Gartner research predicts that almost 60% of
organizations will use deeper levels engagement data from other sources and methods such as
sentiment analysis in future (Wiles, 2018, para. 3).

In the era of online digital communication, natural language processing, machine
learning content and textual analysis applications, voice to text (VTT) software, and other
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sense-making tools, expressions of voice can be listened to 24/7, compared with traditional
customer and employee satisfaction or engagement surveys that are usually conducted only
once a year.

The following analysis is informed by the concept of an ‘architecture of listening’
proposed in Macnamara (2016a, 2016b) based on empirical research in almost 40 organizations
on three continents. This identifies eight elements that need to be in place for an organization
to effectively engage with and benefit from VOC, VOE and VOS as follows:

1. A culture that is open to listening as defined by Honneth (2007) and Husband (1996,
2009;

2. Addressing the politics of listening, which can lead to selective listening and some groups
being ignored;

3. Policies that specify and require listening in an organization;

4.  Systems that are open and interactive, such as websites that allow visitors to post
comments and questions and vote on others’ comments;

5. Technologies that can aid large-scale listening, such as monitoring tools or services for
tracking media and online comment, automated acknowledgement systems, and analysis
tools for sense-making;

6.  Resources including staff to operate listening systems and do the ‘work of listening’
(Macnamara, 2016a, pp. 51-52), such as monitoring, analyzing, and responding to
comments, questions, complaints and suggestions;

7. Skills for large-scale organizational listening such as capabilities to undertake text
analysis and social media analysis; and

8. Articulation of what is said to an organization to senior management in relevant areas
such as product and service design.

Exploring how VOC, VOE and VOS can be encouraged, received and listened to
effectively is an important field of study because of consistent evidence that active listening
produces many benefits for organizations, customers, employees and other stakeholders. For
example, Bentley (2010) reported that improving listening in an organization can have positive
outcomes for customer satisfaction and even profitability of a business. Jenkins et al. (2013, p.
xii) reported that companies that “listen to ... their audiences will thrive”. Also, Yang et al.
(2016 p. 189) reported that openness to stakeholders is “especially germane in engendering
public trust”. Organizational listening including corporate listening therefore warrants study.

The Achmea strategy to become “a listening organization”

Achmea is a multinational corporation operating in the insurance, pension and asset
management sector, headquartered in the Netherlands with operating companies in Australia,
Canada, Greece, Ireland, Turkey, and Slovakia. The group has more than 10 million customers
and more than 15,000 staff in six countries. It sells life, health, motor vehicle, property, travel,
and agricultural insurance online and through agents as well as independent brokers. Thus, it
has a substantial number of customers, employees, and other stakeholders.

With premiums of more than €20 billion (euro) and assets under management of €116
billion (euro), the group is now the largest insurance provider in the Netherlands trading under
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brands including Zilveren Kruis and Centraal Beheer, as well as owning insurance market
leaders including Interamerican in Greece; Eureko Sigorta in Turkey; Union poistoviia in
Slovakia, Friends First in Ireland; Onlia in Canada; and Achmea Australia.

The author was invited to give a presentation to the group’s annual CEO Summit held in
Istanbul in early May 2017 and discuss how Achmea group companies could improve
engagement with customers, employees, and other stakeholders with a view to increasing
stakeholder understanding, satisfaction, and retention, which underpin organizational
reputation and performance. Following the discussion, the CEOs of Achema operating
companies agreed to fund a collaborative research project to identify ways to improve the
group’s capability as a “listening organization” through existing engagement activities and
design and evaluate enhanced organizational listening capabilities (Achmea International,
2017).

Research questions
Based on the agreement adopted by the Achmea operating companies, the following research
questions were developed for the project.

RQ1: How do the selected Achmea operating companies listen to their key stakeholders—
specifically, through which functional units and methods do the companies listen to their
customers, employees, and other stakeholders such as agents?

RQ2: How can listening be improved and embedded in the culture and operations of the
companies to gain increased insights and understanding of key stakeholders and improve
performance and relationships?

RQ3: What benefits can be identified as a result of increased capacity and effectiveness in
listening to customers, employees, and other stakeholders?

Methodology

Because the research required not only a review of existing methods of listening to key
stakeholders, but implementation and evaluation of strategies to increase and improve the
effectiveness of listening, action research was identified as the appropriate methodology.
Furthermore, because such a project required cooperation and collaboration with managers and
staff in a number of functional units in the participating companies, such as implementing and
testing recommendations for organizational listening, participatory action research (PAR) was
adopted as the overarching methodology.

Participatory action research involves exploration and interpretation by those involved in
the actions studied and it takes places in the natural setting of the actions and processes being
studied. Therefore, it is a qualitative methodology deployed within what is variously referred
to as the interpretivist, constructivist, and naturalistic research paradigm.

An Open University guide provides a simple definition of action research as “any
research into practice undertaken by those involved in that practice with an aim to change and
improve it” (Open University, 2005, p. 4). Some regard all action research as participative—
that is, it involves those responsible for the action or actions being studied in the research. For
example, Dick describes the key characteristics or PAR as participative, qualitative, and
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reflective (2000, para. 3). However, whereas a studied group goes about its activities in the
normal way in traditional action research (i.e., they do the actions and the researcher is
responsible for conducting the research), in participatory action research the group being
studied are co-researchers. Members of the studied group are encouraged to critically reflect
on their actions (Dick, 2000) and engage in planning and implementing changes.

As well as studying listening in and by the Achmea International headquarters at Zeist in
the Netherlands, three group operating companies were selected for study to gain a mix of
Western European, Eastern European and ‘New World’ business and cultural perspectives:
Interamerican headquartered in Athens, Greece; Union poistoviia headquartered in Bratislava,
Slovakia; and Achmea Australia headquartered in Sydney.

Methods

Research methods used in participatory action research are typically ethnography (observation)
supported by note taking or journaling, as well as interviews, and content analysis of relevant
documents such as plans and reports, supported by critical reflection and evaluation of changes
and initiatives implemented. The following methods were deployed in this study.

1.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with management, employees and other
stakeholders to explore their experiences and views. Stage 1 involved 96 face-to-face
interviews of 45 minutes to 1.5 hours duration. In Stage 3, a further 33 face-to-face
interviews of 30 minutes to one hour were conducted with executives and staff
responsible for key functions related to VOC, VOE and VOS—a total of 129 interviews.
Also, five meetings with senior management were held to discuss progress of the research
and review findings—a total of 134 personal discussions at a range of levels from CEOs
and directors to data analysts and call center operators.

2. Content analysis was undertaken of a range of relevant documents. In Stage 1, 64
corporate documents and 75 website pages on seven corporate websites and e-commerce
sites operated by the group were studied. In Stage 2, a further 24 documents were
analyzed. These included strategic plans; operating plans; reports of customer and
employee satisfaction surveys, Net Promoter Score (NPS) surveys, focus groups and
other research; ‘insight’ reports from integrated data analysis and business intelligence
units; reports and transcripts of call center operations; website feedback comments; and
social media analyses.

3. Observation was conducted in the two largest operating companies, Interamerican and
Union poist'ovila, during two-week full-time visits in Stage 1, which included extensive
informal discussion with actors in the processes examined and ‘listening in” on activities
such as call center processing of inquiries and complaints. Visits of 2—3 days were made
to the Achmea International headquarters in the Netherlands and Achmea Australia in
Stage 1 due to their smaller size in terms of staff and customer-facing operations. In Stage
2, return visits of 2—4 days were made to the same sites. This period of observation was
not sufficient to comprise ethnography, which involves study of “an intact cultural group
in a natural setting over a prolonged period of time by collecting, primarily, observational
and interview data” (Creswell, 2009, p. 13). Tedlock (2008, p. 151) says ethnographers
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need to live in a society for an extended period of time, which she cites as “two years
ideally”. However, these periods of first-hand observation of practices such as complaints
processing, call center conversations, social media monitoring and response, and data
analysis, in addition to interviews and content analysis of documents, contributed a
significant level of what Geertz (1973) called “thick description.”

After planning in the second half of 2017, the participatory action research project was
undertaken in three stages. Stage 1 (January—March 2018) involved primary research to
identify existing listening activities and gaps or opportunities for improvement. As is
customary in PAR, findings and recommendations were shared with participants in
presentations and meetings at the end of this period. Stage 2 (April 2018—May 2019) involved
a 12-month period in which Achmea International and participating operating companies
reviewed recommendations and implement changes and initiatives that were agreed. In Stage
3 (June—July 2019), a second round of primary research was conducted in Achmea
International and participating operating companies to review and evaluate listening and
engagement activities implemented. The findings reported here are primarily drawn from Stage
3 of the project.

Data analysis

Due to the large volume of interviews and lengthy discussions in many, full transcripts were
not analyzed. Extensive notes were taken and analyzed using manual tagging and coding to
categorize and identify key concepts and issues, which facilitated the identification of themes
and consistent views (Krippendorff, 2013). Importantly, summaries of interviews were
circulated to interviewees for review before drafting of the research report to correct any
misunderstandings or significant omissions by the researcher. This helped ensure validity,
which in qualitative research refers to authenticity, a fair and balanced approach, and
plausibility. As Neuman (2006) says in Social Research Methods.: Quantitative and Qualitative
Approaches, “Authenticity means giving a fair, honest and balanced account of social life from
the viewpoint of someone who lives it every day ... capturing an inside view and providing a
detailed account of how those being studied understand events (p. 196) [original emphasis].
Review and confirmation of interview statements also helped ensure credibility, dependability
and overall trustworthiness of the research, which research methods literature identifies as key
criteria of qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Shenton (2004).

Key findings—Sites, methods and benefits of active ‘corporate listening’

In accordance with emerging theory on organizational listening (Macnamara, 2016a), this
research found that, while direct interpersonal listening to customers, employees and other
stakeholders occurs in a large organization, delegated, mediated and scalable methods of
listening are required to cope with the volume of information and feedback that is available.

Sites of listening to customers, employees and other stakeholders

From interviews and review of organizational structures, six key sites of potential direct
listening to customers were identified in the Achmea operating companies studied. These are
customer contact centers (generally referred to as call centers), which receive more than one
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million telephone calls a year in the companies studied; customer relations and customer
relationship management (CRM) units in which staff respond to e-mails and letters and
maintain records of customer interaction; complaints departments; marketing, which
occasionally organizes customer events or meetings for direct communication; agents, who are
key intermediaries between the companies and their customers; and branch and sales
managers, who interact with agents and sometimes customers directly.

In addition, mediated listening to customers occurs through a range of departments, units,
agencies, and mechanisms including market research coordinated by marketing, which
undertakes customer satisfaction surveys, focus groups, user-testing (UX), and customer
experience (CX) research; business intelligence or insights units that synthesize and integrate
data from multiple sources; website comments posted in ‘contact us’ pages or website feedback
forms; and social media monitoring undertaken by digital communication staff, public
relations, or external agencies.

Key sites of direct and mediated listening to employees in the Achmea operating
companies studied are human resources (HR), which conducts annual employee engagement
or satisfaction surveys and liaises with employees on a regular basis; intranets and special
online platforms for employee suggestions, ideas and comments; internal communication staff
employed in HR or public relations (PR), who are responsible for newsletters, employee events,
intranets and online feedback platforms; and accelerator teams in which employees are invited
to contribute to innovation in scrums (meetings) conducted as part of ‘agile’ management
(Hobbs & Petit, 2017).

In addition, other external stakeholders and partners such as agents, brokers and health
care providers are engaged as part of stakeholder engagement as a specialist function in one of
the operating companies studied.

Therefore, as reported above, there are 15 functional units or functions that interact with
customers, employees, and other stakeholders in the companies studied and, through which,
they have the capacity to listen, as well as disseminate information. Some corporations and
major government organizations may have more. For example, government departments and
agencies in many countries are required under regulations to engage with stakeholders through
public consultation—albeit this is often done in tokenistic and ‘tick a box’ ways, and the
findings are often ignored (Lane, 2015; Macnamara, 2017).

Methods of listening in Achmea operating companies

Almost three months of full-time research inside Achmea operating companies and the Achmea
International office revealed a wide range of initiatives through which listening to customers,
employees, and/or other stakeholders is undertaken. Because these are numerous, they are
summarized in Table 1, after which a number of the most significant initiatives in terms of
scale and innovation are discussed in detail.
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LISTENING METHOD

UNIT / SUPPLIER

IMPLEMENTATION

CUSTOMERS:

Recorded telephone calls from
customers; manual analysis

Customer Contact Centers

Achmea Australia,
Interamerican; Union

NPS surveys

‘Closed loop’ with call-backs to
‘detractors’

MetrixLab
Customer Contact Centers

All operating companies
coordinated by head office

Market research surveys

Kynetic
Various suppliers

Achmea Australia;
Interamerican; Union

User testing of proposed new
products

F2F meetings

Interamerican; Union

Customer feedback on websites Usabilla Interamerican
Customer journey mapping Clientology Union
Reframer Interamerican (trialled)
Manually Interamerican
Textual analysis of open-end NPS SAS Analytics Interamerican
survey comments; written Microsoft Power Bl Interamerican

complaints; e-mails from customers;
call center records

Union trialling SAS Analytics

‘Deep dive’ into NPS comments
using qualitative text analysis

Staffino (agency)

Union

Focus groups with customers, non-
customers and healthcare providers

Small group meetings

Interamerican; Union

Customer event

F2F meeting

Interamerican held one for
500 customers in 2019

Customer Council

F2F meetings

Interamerican

Customer Experience Board

F2F meetings

Union

Head of Business Intelligence /
Insights

Specialist position

Union appointing August
2019

Analytics Center of Excellence (ACE)

Head of ACE

Interamerican, equivalent to
above

Open Innovation Initiative Partnership in Athens Interamerican
Center for
Entrepreneurship and
Innovation (ACEin)

Integrated Insights Report Internal report combining Interamerican

multiple data sets

Media monitoring

C7EVEN
New Media Concept

Achmea Australia
Interamerican PR team
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Social media monitoring / analysis New Media Concept Interamerican
(agency)
EMPLOYEES:
Employee engagement survey Effectory Achmea Australia; Union
Interamerican
Interact Custom intranet platform Interamerican
Staff intranet Sharepoint Union
Imagine Innovation Program Intranet platform to seek Interamerican
(see Open Innovation Initiative) ideas
‘Town hall’ meetings Meetings Union
Staff meetings with Board members Meetings Union
SmartUp teams Meetings Union innovation strategy
Accelerator teams Meetings Interamerican as part of

innovation strategy

Internal social media WhatsApp Achmea Australia

STAKEHOLDERS (e.g., agents, brokers, healthcare providers, etc.):

AskMe Extranet for agents Interamerican
Agents’ Council Informal meetings Interamerican

Focus groups with healthcare Small group meetings Union

providers

Stakeholder engagement / channel Informal meetings by Achmea Australia;
management branch and sales staff Interamerican; Union

The most significant initiatives that have been explicitly introduced for listening to
customers, employees and/or other stakeholders in the Achmea group are as follows.

1. Net promoter score (NPS) with a ‘closed loop’
Achmea has implemented net promoter score (NPS) surveys across the group following all
customer interactions. Like many NPS surveys, in addition to the standard 0-10 scale for
individual responses to the question: ‘How likely are you to recommend [brand/product/service
name] to your friends or colleagues’, the customized NPS surveys implemented in Achmea
operating companies include several open-end questions for customers to comment or provide
explanation of their rating. Furthermore, a unique feature of the Achmea group NPS surveys
provided by specialist service provide MetrixLab based in Rotterdam in the Netherlands
(https://www.metrixlab.com), is that it includes what is referred to as a ‘closed loop’. This
involves outbound follow-up phone calls to detractors by operating company call centers to
try to address their concerns. These calls involve active listening by specially trained call center
operators.

While NPS surveys were introduced in the Achmea group prior to this research, call-
backs to detractors were not being made by all operating companies during Stage 1. As part of
this project it was agreed that the ‘closed loop’ should be applied more widely and,
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significantly, increased call-backs to detractors are proving to be highly effective in resolving
customer concerns and turning detractors into passives, or even promoters, as well as increase
overall NPS scores'. (See ‘Evaluation of listening’.)

2. Online listening tools
In addition to the group-wide NPS surveys and other surveys to measure customer satisfaction
and employee engagement, a number of other online listening technologies have been deployed
in the Achmea operating companies during this project as a result of information sharing and
collaboration. These include trials of the Usabilla application (https://usabilla.com) that
provides a simple ‘pop-up’ mini-survey on websites for visitors to provide comments. A simple
pop-up feedback form before exiting a website can capture instant visitor feedback.

Other online tools specifically designed for listening include intranets for employees
(e.g., Interact in Interamerican and SharePoint in Union poistoviia), which include sections for
staff comments; extranets such as the AskMe online platform for Interamerican agents; and the
Imagine platform especially created by Interamerican to solicit ideas and suggestions for
innovation and improvements in products and processes (see ‘Innovative platforms — Internal
and external’).

3. Textual analysis of open-end comments and written feedback

As noted in the review of literature, listening involves analysis of comments — not only the
capture or collection of VOC, VOE and VOS. Furthermore, as noted in defining organizational
listening, textual as well as, or even more than, statistical analysis is required because
customers, employees, and other stakeholders tell their stories predominantly in words, not
numbers. Stage 1 of this research found that no textual analysis was being conducted by the
Achmea operating companies studied, even though the group licenses SAS Analytics
(https://www.sas.com/en_au/solutions/analytics.html), which in addition to powerful statistical
analysis capabilities, includes tools for textual analysis (also referred to as content analysis and
semantic analysis).

Based on recommendations in the Stage 1 research report, in 2019 Interamerican began
extensively using the textual, contextual and sentiment analysis tools in SAS Analytics to
identify the most frequently occurring terms and concepts in unstructured textual data and the
sentiments expressed. Textual analysis is being applied in Interamerican to open-end comments
provided in NPS surveys and other customer surveys; samples from approximately one million
e-mails sent annually to the Customer Contact Center; written complaints; and notes recorded
by Customer Contact Center staff in relation to telephone complaints. Union poist'oviia
commissioned an external agency, Staffino (https://staffino.com), to conduct ‘deep dive’
semantic analysis of open-end comments in its NPS surveys.

Textual analysis of comments in NPS surveys of Interamerican customers, for example,
is able to identify the issues referred to most frequently by detractors, passives and promoters,
as shown in Figure 1. This information informs management of the key problems to be
addressed, as well as the main attributes that customers like, which need to be maintained.
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Figure 1. Leading issues cited by detractors, passives and promoters in Interamerican NPS surveys.
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NOTE: Figure 1 is of low quality because it is a screen shot of actual data collected in this research project with
text in Greek. It is presented for illustration purposes, not for reading.

In addition, the group has plans to introduce voice to text (VTT) software so that the one
million plus telephone calls to operating company call centers, which are digitally recorded for
quality purposes, can be translated into text and analyzed using textual analysis software. This
will provide further insights into the concerns and interests of customers.

4. Customer journey mapping

In the first stage of this research, the Achmea operating companies studied were aware of
customer journey mapping, also referred to as the customer decision journey (Court et al.,
2009). However, none had implemented this method of tracking and evaluating the complete
‘journey’ and experience of customers from initial contact to post-sale engagements such as
renewals and claims, as recommended by McKinsey consultants (Maechler et al., 2016).
Tracking the complete journey and experience of customers, rather than a few selected
‘touchpoints’, provides a holistic understanding and ensures that all touchpoints that need to
be improved are identified.

In 2019 Union poistovina engaged a specialist supplier, Clientology from Belgium
(https://clientology.be), to help it collect data and visualize its customer journey for various
business units. CJM usually requires collection of a mix of quantitative and qualitative data
from multiple customer touchpoints ranging from satisfaction with websites visited and call
center inquires to the processing of claims. Union’s marketing director said “we are in the early
stages of development, with data collection in 2019, but full implementation is planned for
2020 (Anon, pers. comm., 13 June 2019).


https://clientology.be/
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5. Innovation platforms — Internal and external

In addition to online platforms for communication, both Interamerican and Union poistoviia
have launched initiatives to solicit ideas for innovation from employees, customers, and other
stakeholders. The most substantial investment in this regard in the companies studied is the
Open Innovation Initiative of Interamerican, which involves an internal online platforms for
employee ideas (Imagine) and a major partnership with the Athens Center for Entrepreneurship
and Innovation (ACEin). Prizes are offered as incentives for employees to submit ideas, with
public recognition provided to those who ideas are adopted by a judging committee. As well
as its SharePoint internal online platform, Union poistoviia has established what it calls
SmartUp teams, a play on the term ‘start-up’ and the concept of accelerator teams used in
promoting corporate innovation. These initiatives provide recognition to employees,
customers, and other stakeholders as having valuable information and insights—the first
principle in the ‘seven canons of listening’ (Honneth, 2007).

6. Integrated insights reports

A weakness identified in the research report from Stage 1 of this research was a lack of data
integration in all of Achmea operating companies participating in the study. Various business
units captured data ranging from statistical data such as financial, sales and demographic
information to qualitative reports of focus groups, but there was no facility to combine data
sets to form a more complete story. Also, the Stage 1 research identified a focus on statistics
and a lack of qualitative data. One Business Intelligence staff member said: “We are mostly
collecting tables of quantitative data” (Anon, pers. comm., 11 January 2018). A senior staff
member involved in developing customer journey mapping said: “I don’t have enough
qualitative data” (Anon, pers. comm., 12 January 2018). This was addressed in 2018 and 2019
with the expansion of the Analytics Center for Excellence (ACE) in Interamerican, including
the recruitment of additional data analysts (qualitative as well as quantitative). Union poistoviia
approved the appointment of a Business Intelligence Manager to start in August 2019 to lead
integration and mixed-method analysis.

7. Face-to-face communication
Despite a major commitment to adopting new technologies, including plans for automation of
processes using artificial intelligence (Al) applications, the Achmea operating companies have
not only maintained but increased their level of face-to-face communication with customers as
well as agents. In early 2019, Interamerican held an event for 500 customers in Athens. This
was used for gaining feedback on existing and proposed new products, as well as giving
corporate presentations. Furthermore, Interamerican has established a Customer Experience
Board, which involves invitations to a rotating group of customers to meet with company
executives to discuss their experiences in dealing with the company and offer suggestions on
improvements. An Interamerican manager said: “We get great feedback. We found out things
that we didn’t know” (Anon, pers. comm., 17 June 2019). Union poistoviia has similarly
established a Customer Council.

Interamerican also has established an informal Agents Council at which company
executive meet face-to-face with small groups of agents. Reflecting on the meetings with
agents, an Interamerican executive said: “We were surprised. There were some things we
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thought were great, but the agents said, no, it was a problem” (Anon, pers. comm., 18 June
2019).

In Australia, following a devastating cyclone in 2017, senior executives of Achmea
Australia travelled more than 1,000 kilometres to personally visit farmers whose crops had
been destroyed and whose livelihood was dependent on prompt insurance payouts. A senior
Achmea Australia executive said “This is a key part of the Achmea culture. We are people
dealing with people” (Anon, pers. comm., 20 March 2018). Maintenance of personal contact
despite the availability of automated telephone systems, bots, and Al systems is supported by
research that shows ‘“customers still want to talk to a human being” (Johnson, 2017, para. 1).
This is a salient issue as corporations and governments rush to adopt increasing automation
through Al

Evaluation of listening

A key element of Stage 3 of this project was evaluation because, beyond operationalizing an
‘architecture of listening’, this research sought to identify benefits that accrue from corporate
listening. Many factors influence outcomes and it is often difficult to attribute causality to
particular initiatives and activities. However, in the following examples, the first criterion for
establishing causality, temporal precedence, was clearly established. (i.e., the alleged causes
preceded the effects reported). Second, covariation is evident, as the following metrics show
variation in the dependent variables commensurate with manipulation of independent variables
(the levels and types of listening). Ruling out other possible causes—the third criterion for
establishing causality—is more difficult, but other potential causes were identified as far as
possible. While not measured using controlled experiments, which are impractical in the
naturalistic setting of a working corporate environment, some significant evidence of the ‘value
of listening’ was found, as reported in the following examples.

1. NPS call-backs — Turning detractors into promoters

The most specific and striking example of the value of listening resulted from the ‘closed loop’
NPS methodology implemented across Achmea operating companies during the period.

For example, after call-backs to almost 30% of more than 17,000 detractors of Interamerican,
its online brand Anytime, and Union poistovia in early 2018, a follow up NPS survey in
March 2018 (n = 564) resulted in the NPS score increasing from -71 to +24 (van der Gouwe,
2018, p. 3). During the first half of 2019, after call-backs to detractors, a follow up NPS survey
sent to 586 detractors received 107 responses, of which 23 were converted to passives and 52
were converted to promoters. In short, almost 50% of detractors are being converted to
promoters through call-backs to listen to their concerns, acknowledge them, and respond to
them. The average NPS score of these detractors increased from -87 to +18.

A senior marketing manager said “we can clearly see a monetary value in call-backs to
detractors” (Anon, pers. comm., 19 June 2019), noting that converting detractors, who are
likely to discontinue their custom in a competitive market, to passives or even promoters,
creates a high probability of customer retention. Even if half of the 50% of detractors who are
converted to promoters remain customers, based on a conservative customer lifetime value
(CLV) of €5,000 (US$5,500) in insurance premiums, this represents revenue of more than €20
million (US$22.5 million). In comparison, the cost of call-backs to detractors is negligible, as
existing call center staff make outbound calls when they are not busy with inbound calls.
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2. Increased customer satisfaction and reduced complaints

In both Interamerican and Union poistoviia customer satisfaction surveys show increases in
2018 and 2019 compared with previous years. More than 88% of Interamerican customers
report that they are “very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’; 94% of Anytime customers are satisfied with
customer service; and 92% are satisfied with Anytime telephone support. Customer complaints
in Interamerican totalled a low 0.14% in 2018.

3. Increased employee retention

Interamerican had very low staff turnover rate of less than 1.5% in 2018—i.e., very high
employee retention. While economic conditions including high unemployment in Greece are
likely to contribute to employees holding on to their jobs, Slovakia has a highly competitive
employment market, yet employee retention in Union poistovia increased in 2018 compared
with 2017. This suggests that listening to employees has an effect on staff retention, which in
turn reduces costs associated with recruitment and training. A senior Union poistoviia
executive reflected:

Union is a better company than previously. We are operating in a traditional conservative market.
There is limited talent to recruit with an almost zero unemployment rate in Slovakia. But I believe
we are on track. We are ahead of the market now. (Anon, pers. comm., 14 June 2019)

Discussion and conclusions

Research shows that listening by organizations including corporations is under-studied and
under-developed. In particular, listening to the voice of customers (VOC), employees (VOE),
and other stakeholders (VOS) presents challenges because of scale; mediation through multiple
forms of textual data such as letters, e-mails, open-end comments in surveys, website feedback
forms, and social media posts as well as through interpersonal communication; and delegation
to a range of functional units that need to process and articulate VOC, VOE and VOS to senior
management.

However, empirical research reported here shows that listening actively and effectively
to customers, employees, and other stakeholders affords opportunities and potentially
significant financial as well as cultural benefits for organizations including corporations.

Furthermore, this research identifies a range of listening tools and systems that can enable
large-scale listening to mediated voice, including computer-aided textual analysis that uses
natural language processing and machine learning, as well as voice to text (VTT) software that
can translate recorded telephone calls to call centers to text for analysis. It also draws attention
to the need for data integration, including the synthesis of unstructured qualitative as well as
structured quantitative data.

In addition, it identifies contemporary and emerging methods that facilitate insights from
VOC, VOE and VOS, including call-backs to give attention, consideration, and respond to
detractors identified in NPS surveys; customer journey mapping; online platforms to facilitate
innovation through collaboration with employees and customers; and ‘deep dive’ qualitative
research through focus groups, user-testing (UX), and customer experience (CX) studies.
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As such, this study offers important contributions to corporate communication theory and
practice, as well as to and marketing communication. By identifying the importance of
corporate listening—an element of corporate communication that hereto has received relatively
little attention—this study points to a new direction in corporate communication research. It
connects corporate communication to the large body of communication theory and research
that emphasizes two-way communication, dialogue, and engagement. With active, effective
corporate listening, corporate communication extends beyond one-way, top-down information
dissemination and gains insights, understanding, and engagement that lead to trust, loyalty and
sustainable relationships. Also through integrating insights from the voice of employees,
customers, and other stakeholders, corporate listening reinforces corporate communication as
representing the “organization as a whole” and as the function that incorporates internal and
external communication, as proposed by Cornelissen (2017, p. 4) and others.
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