In a period of layoffs, high unemployment and worker restlessness
nationwide, Omaha-based Woodmen of the World is finding itself in the
midst of a pretty cheerful scenario: its employees are highly engaged.
• Keeping the traditions it
values while bringing the
concept of a fraternal
benefit organization into the
present
• Low response rates & no
action after previous
surveys; “Surveyed out”
• Surveys focused too heavily
on Omaha; they wanted to
see beyond that

• Profiles’ Workforce Analysis
Profile™
• Combining all survey
questions into one survey
• Spacing the surveys 18
months apart

• Employee participation
& embracement of the
changes
• A highly engaged workforce
despite the current state of
the economy

Continuous workplace surveys show that engagement scores are increasing—
from 71 in 2008 to 79 in 2011—even though workers answered the survey
questions during a particularly tough economic period.
These results at the historic fraternal benefit organization come from a vision
that intentionally involves employees in decision-making.
Woodmen of the World’s current survey process began in 2008, with
employees taking a new survey every 18 months. They have finished three to
date with Profiles International, working with the assessment company to
customize questions and fine-tune both survey taking and delivery of results.
Woodmen of the World uses Profiles’ Workforce Analysis Profile™, a longer
version of the newer Workplace Engagement Survey™.

Joseph Cullen Root founded Woodmen of the World in Omaha in June 1890.
He had no office—just desire, an idea and the resources to make something
happen. The company paid its first death claim a year after its founding when
a teenager, Willie O. Warner, drowned in June 1891, in Niles, Michigan.
Woodmen of the World began by selling life insurance. That product and
annuities are the cornerstones of its business, although today the
organization provides members with other types of financial products as well.
Its founder also encouraged members to volunteer in their communities
through their local lodges. Texans particularly felt the benefit of Root’s
volunteer organization when a tidal wave demolished much of Galveston in
1900. Visiting the city, Root led the relief effort.

• Employees that are proud
to tell people that they are
a part of the Woodmen
organization & feel
Woodmen inspires the best
in them
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“

“We were surveyed
out,” Gochenour said.
“We were doing so
many different surveys
focused on different
issues. Working with
Profiles allowed us to
combine the data points
we were looking for.”

Woodmen of the World continues its volunteer relief efforts today, said Karla
Gochenour, Vice President of the Human Resources Division. Often working
with the American Red Cross, Woodmen of the World provides more than
1,600 volunteers to 160 disaster action teams. “As a fraternal organization, our
involvement is huge in volunteer and disaster relief,” she said. Even though
Woodmen of The World teams are not staffed like the Red Cross, members
helped provide aid after Hurricane Katrina by opening up their facilities, cooking
meals, and providing ice and water trucks. That’s just one example of members’
little-known volunteer efforts. Other aid projects go on quietly through lodges
across the country.
Today the organization offers insurance, annuities and securities and has
members in more than 1,500 lodges. Also, under the Woodmen of the World
umbrella is Woodmen Financial Services, Inc., a subsidiary that sells college
savings plans and offers 401(k) plans, and Woodmen Insurance Agency, which
teams with other organizations to offer Woodmen of the World members other
insurance products.
Woodmen of the World’s membership is open to anyone. “When you buy a
product you become a member, and you get lots of additional benefits. That’s
what is unique about being a fraternal benefit organization,” Gochenour said.
The benefits include financial assistance for those with serious illness, an
Orphan’s Care Benefit which provides orphaned children of qualified members
monthly benefit payments, plus additional funds if they are attending college or
vocational training, and the opportunity for children and seniors to attend
summer camp. Each state is different, as are lodge activities, and the benefits
and volunteer services are not broadcast. Even in Omaha “People don’t always
know who we are,” the Human Resources Executive added.
As a nonprofit organization, Woodmen of the World enjoys the special role of
reinvesting the money it makes in the communities where its members live. As
one example of a little-known service, Woodmen of the World is the largest
provider, after the U.S. government, of American flags.
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Operating under the Woodmen of the World name are:
• 29 regional offices across the country

participation rate

• 600 associates working at the home office in Omaha
• 150 field management associates

of their employees
are engaged; with 47%
being highly engaged
of the individuals
surveyed know that their
supervisor will take action
based upon the results of
the survey

than the national
Engagement Score norm

• 1,000 sales representatives.
Woodmen of the World is a stable organization that has been insulated from
mass layoffs. Added Gochenour: “It’s a wonderful company. Our survey results
speak to that and our employees get it.”

Even strong organizations with their roots in tradition have employment issues.
In fact, Woodmen of the World’s challenge includes how to keep the traditions
it values while bringing the concept of a fraternal benefit organization, formed
to aid widows and children, into the present.
Woodmen of the World had been surveying its employees several years before
embarking on a new journey with Profiles. Leaders believed that low response
rates and the organization’s overall tendency not to do anything with survey
results were signals that they needed to do something different. “We were
surveyed out,” Gochenour said. “We were doing so many different surveys
focused on different issues. Working with Profiles allowed us to combine the
data points we were looking for.”
Associates take the surveys 18 months apart, and Woodmen of the World
builds on each experience by addressing the problems that leaders found in
the previous survey. They take the standard Profiles survey tool and add their
own questions to it. “In the past we would have had a separate survey on, say,
diversity. Now we just embed our key questions from a former survey in this
one,” Gochenour added. “We like the fact that we don’t have to send out
multiple surveys. We are trying to make good use of our time as well as our
resources.”

4

Woodmen of the World
took many steps to change
their process when it came
to surveying employee
engagement. Reducing the
number of times an employee
is surveyed, ensuring
anonymity, rewarding
participation, and making
change happen based upon
results are all a part of the
new process. After refining
this process over the last
three years, Woodmen is
both pleased and surprised
with their 2011 results, 92%
participation and almost half
of their workforce is highly
engaged, with a total of 83%
being engaged with their jobs.

Woodmen of the World leaders and Profiles enjoyed a mutual relationship
through a Profiles consultant who had helped the nonprofit with other issues.
“We were targeting 1,000-something employees, so we needed something
cost-effective,” Gochenour said. Also, the organization wanted to look at an
area beyond Omaha, which previous surveys focused on more heavily.
Profiles made it easy by being accessible and responsive to changes Woodmen
of the World wanted to make. For example, the first round of surveys asked
employees questions about their level in the company and the state they
worked in. Although that worked well, Woodmen of the World rolled out the
next survey to its state offices. Some employees who had not been surveyed
before felt threatened by the questions, and their response rate was low.
So Woodmen executives asked for Profiles’ help. Demographic questions
were deleted; workers’ anonymity was preserved. “Our response rate really
improved,” Gochenour said.

Woodmen of the World puts two big checkmarks in the plus column as a result
of the ongoing surveys—a strong response rate, which illustrates high interest,
and high employee engagement.

Results from Woodmen of the World’s last survey showed that 47 percent of
its employees are highly engaged and 36 percent are engaged, for a total of 83 percent engagement. The organization is
both pleased and surprised, said Gochenour. “We are pretty happy with our scores, and surprised that they were where
they were, just thinking about what’s going on in the world and specifically within the economy.”
• Associates are involved in the changes. “We’ve made a lot of changes, and anytime there is change you run the risk
of upsetting people. So we tried to involve people in the change and be open in communication,” Gochenour said.
• Leaders work hard to respond to employee concerns and reward good performance. “We have still been able to
provide merit increases and bonuses.” “Lots of companies have had to cut back, even in Omaha, and we have tried to
educate our employees about what’s going on around them.”
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Woodmen of the World
puts two big checkmarks
in the plus column as
a result of the ongoing
surveys—a strong
response rate, which
illustrates high interest,
and high employee
engagement.

To get a higher response rate, leaders host a companywide celebration lunch
if 85 percent of employees complete the survey. “We are a pretty competitive
organization,” said Gochenour. And although some managers are wary about
surveying employees because they don’t know what they are going to hear,
leaders are hopeful that the changes they have made will encourage open and
honest communication. “A lot of our leaders have bought into that. So there is
a lot of pride. People say ‘This is really good and I want to be a part of that.’ ”
Another part of the response includes extra rewards for areas that get a 100
percent response. It is not a management survey, but an associate survey,
Gochenour noted. This means associates help leaders analyze, validate and
identify the issues that the organization should work on. They are part of that
planning process. “It is not something done to or for them. They are part of it.”
Woodmen of the World leaders also believe the survey response has increased
because of these things:
• Anonymity to encourage not only completion but also honest responses.
• Frequent reminders about upcoming surveys. Workers hear messages
from the president and reminders from Profiles.

“

• Focusing on participation, not score improvement. “This made people feel
more comfortable,” Gochenour said.
The level of employee engagement has grown because the organization has been intentional about responding to
employee concerns voiced in the survey. Leaders make some changes overall, from a division perspective, but they also
work to ensure employees are included by taking these measures:
• Involving employees in changes.
• Reminding employees that changes that are occurring are in response to the survey.
• Keeping the survey before them so that they “live and breathe it” until the next one comes around in 18 months.
“They are part of the process,” added Gochenour.
The executive’s own Human Resources Department illustrates how the survey process can increase engagement if
leaders pay attention to results. In 2009, although the organization’s scores were high, Human Resources was one of the
few divisions in which the scores dropped. “I knew we had some challenges, specifically in the area of our management
team,” Gochenour said. She realized there were “siloed departments”—work teams that erected invisible walls around
their departments and seemingly operated independently of other teams.
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Since she once was employed at an organization where thousands of employees worked together to serve its customers,
she knew that change was possible for a department of 20 people. Employees decided to focus on the management
climate and formed teams depending on their issues. Associates could pick the team they wanted to work on, and
leaders strived to ensure there was representation from all areas.
“We talked a lot about teamwork and about things like whether my manager gives me good feedback, or ‘Am I rewarded
and respected?’ We also brought in an individual who had a session about trust and feedback.” Each person had to be
accountable, said Gochenour, and managers had the responsibility of providing good feedback.
On a monthly basis, one-on-one meetings were held with her direct reports. On a quarterly basis, Gochenour conducted
“skip-level” meetings with team members one or more levels below her to find out how she was doing. “My manager
also did a skip-level with my staff to further validate the feedback.”

“

“

The result of the work was the discovery that some individuals were not doing the job they needed to do. Gochenour
made changes in her team. “We were open and honest about why we did it. There were no secrets.” And although some
people did not like it, they knew why it was done.

We improved our results 24 points, from 70 to 94 percent, on the issue of ‘managers
providing useful feedback,’ ” she said. Employees also felt 100 percent satisfied that
their work environment had improved.
“Things are significantly different. And we would not have focused on those issues without the feedback. In the end,
people had a good time and appreciated being part of the process.”

The organization gets information about its direction from survey results, and top leaders are pleased that workers trust
them to take action on issues. They are most proud of a 93 percent positive response on this question: “My supervisor
will take action based on the results of this survey.”
“To us, this says our employees believe it’s a worthwhile process to fill out the survey because we care enough about
how they feel about their managers and the work experience that we are going to listen to what they said, and we are
going to do something to fix it. Half the battle is to get people to understand that it’s worth their time,” said Gochenour.
“I have been a part of organizations that survey just to survey and people say ‘Why should I bother?’ or, ‘There may be
repercussions if I am honest.’ ”
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The repeated surveys have brought forth valuable lessons to incorporate into
both management playbooks and future surveys:
• Don’t underestimate anonymity.
• Reward workers just for participating, not for results.
• Ensure buy-in and support from the top down.
• Separately measure each leader’s team so teams claim their own results.
• If you focus on deliverables that are a result of the survey, talk about them
frequently.
• When looking at the results, get help from human resources generalists
with the analysis and action planning steps to ensure an objective view is
provided.
Future surveys will continue to focus on engagement because this helps the
organization see the right things, said the human resources leader. “If we have
implemented specific items and people like them, we need to keep doing
them. If we see negative feedback, it’s time to make changes. The survey helps
provide us with additional focus.”
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