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Working Life Business

alongside artificial intelligence and 
blockchain, the technology behind 
bitcoin. Such is the interest in 
businesses that help employers to 
keep workers happy, Mr Wissenbach 
says, that he received an offer to 
acquire his start-up from a private 
equity firm last year. 

“It’s crazy that it’s taken this long 
for people to wake up to the fact that 
when you have happy people at work 
your business is better, so let’s 
measure it. It’s not revolutionary.”

The service provides a regular 
picture of the mood among staff, as 
well as allowing them to submit ideas 
to improve the business or to report 
particular problems. 

“When you first start getting 

feedback it will confirm a lot of things 
you already knew or suspected, both 
strengths and issues, but you get a lot 
of surprises too,” Mr Wissenbach says.

“One of the common themes that 
comes out time and time again is 
[poor] communication. It’s an easy 
one to fix but entrepreneurs often 
make it unnecessarily complicated.”

Sure enough, Mr Stembridge says 
that among the feedback he received 
from the staff in his hotels were 
comments that the management 
team were “not very visible”. “Maybe 
we need other forums where people 
aren’t knee-deep in their work, maybe 
it’s me having lunch with the team.”

As a result of staff feedback the 
length of regular team meetings has 

been doubled after workers said they 
weren’t long enough, training has 
been broadened resulting in a “more 
rounded team” and workers are 
benefiting from more one-to-one 
discussions with line managers. 

“The changes can be quite basic, 
but the fact [that] we start to adopt 
simple changes straight away and 
people see it is encouraging, and 
means people who didn’t respond to 
the first survey will take part in the 
next one,” Mr Stembridge says. 

“Lots of small changes layered up 
over time create transformational 
change,” Mr Wissenbach says. “Well, 
it’s the employees who know those 
small changes.” All you need to do, it 
seems, is give them a place to speak.

STARTING OUT Stefan Wissenbach tells James Hurley how blunt home truths can set entrepreneurs free if they can only find the courage to face them

Finding out what workers really think of you

Stefan Wissenbach, right, built the company that enabled staff to provide honest feedback to Andrew Stembridge, left 

W
hat if bosses knew
what employees
really thought of
them? Not the
cautious feedback

that a worker might bring up at an 
appraisal, but a regular reminder of 
the unfettered views of staff?

Stefan Wissenbach’s company does
just that. It provides an online and 
smartphone platform that allows 
workers to anonymously tell their 
employers some home truths. He 
admits that a willingness to try his 
service requires a certain amount of 
courage on the part of bosses.

“One of the common problems in 
businesses is that owners think they 
know the truth when in reality they 
don’t. It’s not until you put a 
confidential structure in place that 
you get to know what people really 
think. It’s anonymous so you get the 
truth. It does require a bit of bravery.”

Gathering material for self-
flagellation is not the point, of course. 
Instead, periodically finding out the 
views of workers helps entrepreneurs 
to improve their companies and make 
them better places to work, he says.

Andrew Stembridge, executive 
director of Iconic Luxury Hotels, 
which employs 750 staff, started using 
the platform last year. He decided to 
use Engagement Multiplier because, 
as his business has grown, he’s found 
it harder to keep in touch with staff. 

“Communicating with them on 
different sites when you’re not seeing 
them day to day any more is much 
harder than we imagined,” he says. 
“What this gives us is an incredible 
amount of information which helps 
us to improve.”

Engagement Multiplier is based in
London and has about 900 
customers, more than 40 per cent of 
which are based overseas. Mr 
Wissenbach, 49, says it specialises in 
owner-managed companies, who pay 
a service fee based on how many staff 
they have. The company was founded 
in 2011 and has received about 
£10 million in investment. 

It is one of a number of software 
start-ups hoping to cash in on a 
growing awareness of the importance 
of staff engagement. Last month 
Peakon, a London and Copenhagen-
based business, secured $22 million in 

A leap of faith

When Andrew Stembridge, 
executive director of a hotel group, 
first sought views and ideas from 
staff through a confidential online 
platform, he admits doing so with 
some trepidation (James Hurley 
writes). “You don’t know what you’re 
going to get. Some comments are 
great and reassuring. Others are 
things you don’t really want to read 
. . . things that people would really 
struggle to say to you [face to face].”
The negative feedback has proved 
useful, however, inspiring a number 
of changes in the business. 

Stefan Wissenbach, founder of 
Engagement Multiplier, the service 
used by Mr Stembridge, says the 
success of his company relies on 
bosses being able to accept 
criticism. He recalls a customer 
whose money he returned after the 
founder was unwilling to address 
issues raised. “Some entrepreneurs 
think they know everything. We only 
want to work with owners who don’t 
think ignorance is a strategy. Some 
of the best ideas will come from the 
places you least expect.” 

Mr Wissenbach had feared that 
anonymity would be abused, but in 
practice he has seen little evidence 
of that. “When you treat staff with 
the respect they deserve, [the 
attitude is], ‘Thank you for asking, 
here’s what I think.’ ”
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investment for a similar service that 
collects and analyses employee 
feedback from web and mobile apps. 
It claims its technology then analyses 
the data to help employers to 

understand what problems staff have.
When Kindred Capital, an early 

stage investor, recently closed an 
£80 million investment fund, 
employee engagement services were 
included on its list of interests 

£10m
Investment received by the company

Move over smug marrieds, 
I’m an alpha single 
‘I am not broody and I can pay my own bills so why would I settle down?’ 

Hattie Crisell on why she’s part of a new generation of happy singletons. 

Pick up your copy of The Times on Saturday.


