THE TRUTH ABOUT YOUR

ONLINE
COMPANY
REVIEWS
Are online reviews an accurate reflection
of your internal culture? What can you do
to influence these scores?

A study brought to you by
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ABSTRACT
Your company reputation matters.
It matters when doing business, when attracting investors, when courting potential
employees and in retaining the talent that makes your organization thrive.
But managing that reputation is becoming more challenging as the walls of the
organization become more porous. Information leaks and bad news travels at the
speed of social media - just think of how many times you or your peers have learned
about company scandals via Facebook or Twitter feed.

........................................................
Your reputation to the general public is one thing. Now put yourself in job seekers’
shoes.
Increasingly, job seekers will assess your company’s online reputation by turning to
workplace review sites and checking your company ratings before they apply. They
will also consult online reviews before signing that final offer of employment. These
are important moments in the candidate’s journey and a bad employer reputation will
make job seekers think twice. A bad reputation costs a company at least 10% more per
hire1.
HR leaders and brand management professionals have historically dismissed review
sites as reflecting only the opinions of disgruntled ex-employees...and yet, the
influence of online review sites is growing.

Why is that?
Because we trust the online opinions of those who have been before us, above and
beyond any of the glossy ‘About Us’ pages on corporate websites. In the same way
that, in the consumer realm, 70% of U.S. adults online trust recommendations from
each other far more than statements from brands2, job seekers place more of their
confidence on their peers over companies during the job search.

1 A survey of how consumers evaluate a

company’s employer brand,
Harvard Business Review & ICM Unlimited, March 2016
2 “How To Build Your Brand With Branded Content”, Forrester Research, 2013
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ABSTRACT
In this white paper, we share the results of our 2017
research about online review sites.
Its conclusion is that organizations ought to pay close attention to their online
reputation on review platforms, as online reviews sites do reliably reflect the reality
of their workforce experiences.
But before we go any further, we can probably all agree to this: A good reputation
will allow you to attract top talent, and a strong internal culture of engaged
employees will allow you to retain and grow the talent you have.

The best way to create a good online reputation is to develop a positive
internal culture that places employees at the center of your success.
Encouraging employees to take pride in their workplace and to share that pride
through online reviews is both the antidote to negative reviews and the impetus for
positive ones.
As the economy continues to strengthen, and the demand for available and qualified
workers continues to grow, HR professionals, PR executives and branding experts
should look to apply the recommendations we put forwards to more effectively
manage their organization’s online reputation.
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ABSTRACT

Note on data sources, correlation and
terminology
Throughout this report we will be comparing two data sets:

1
2

Internal data refers to feedback collected from current employees
through employee surveys by Energage that explore the overall
culture, management, work conditions and drivers of employee
engagement and satisfaction.

External data refers to the profile data collected on kununu.com
provided by both current and former employees, though more
predominantly by the latter.

Details of both data sources is provided in the Appendix.

Correlation
Unless noted otherwise, the term ‘correlation’ is used to describe how closely the
internal and external data trend together across all the organizations that we
analyzed.
For example if we look at two companies (A and B), and company A scored 20% more
favorable than B on a given topic (such as ‘training’ or ‘teamwork’) on internal scores,
did that organization also score 20% higher (more or less) on similar external items. If
these items trend reliably together across a large sample of organizations, we would
consider them to be significantly correlated.
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INTRODUCTION
Current cultural trends and the ubiquity of social media have turned
every employee into both a consumer and a creator of online
information.
Just as we all share reviews of our favorite cafés and hotels on sites like Yelp! and
TripAdvisor, employees also share workplace experiences in the form of online
reviews. And in more extreme cases, they also share their stories by leaking internal
memos and denouncing corporate ethics violations (whether those violations are real
or perceived).
Such public ‘boiling over’ of an internal culture into the public sphere has been made
more commonplace by a hungry media that understands the public appetite for
culture shaming stories.
Take, for example, some recent headlines at the time of writing:

“Google fires the engineer who wrote that viral memo
criticizing its diversity efforts”

TechCrunch
“Inside Uber’s Aggressive, Unrestrained
Workplace Culture”

New York Times
“American Airlines pilots blast the 'toxic'
company culture in letter to CEO”

Mashable
“How Wells Fargo’s Cutthroat Corporate Culture
Allegedly Drove Bankers To Fraud”

Vanity Fair
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INTRODUCTION
If you think you and your company are immune to this negative press because you’re
not a recognizable national brand, think again. There are plenty of similar stories in
regional or local papers and in online communities. The reach of the negative press
matches the size of the market where you are recruiting for talent, and considering
that so much of today’s recruiting is done online, the reach of negative press just gets
further and further.
But it’s not all bad.
The propensity for negative news to travel quickly is counterbalanced by the number
of happy stories and positive social exposure companies receive when they take
positive steps to support their local communities or achieve local success.
Use this fact to your benefit as you review this study, which uncovers the connection
between your company’s internal reality and its external reputation.
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INTRODUCTION

Methodology
In the spring and summer of 2017, kununu and Energage (formerly known as
WorkplaceDynamics) partnered on a study of 192 companies to compare internal
survey scores (internal data) to publically visible workplace ratings (external data).
The internal engagement scores were taken from some of the 5,600 Employee
Engagement Surveys that Energage conducts annually, representing feedback from
over 2.5M employees. These were matched to 192 national companies that had
received a minimum of 5 reviews on workplace ratings platform, kununu.com.

192

5,600 9,600+ 2.5+ million

companies

surveys

reviews

employees

To protect the anonymity of the companies involved, we are not sharing the
company names, but they represent large recognizable brands across multiple
sectors and company sizes.
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INTRODUCTION

About the different data sets
We should acknowledge that our two datasets are different.
Both datasets* represent feedback, with their own nuances based on how, when, and
from whom the feedback was captured. Using these two different datasets in a
meaningful way, differences and all, was key for us to achieve our primary goal;
namely, to ascertain if internal employee feedback and the external ratings were both
reflecting the same company culture.

........................................................
Here is more detail about how these two datasets differ:

Energage data
The Employee Engagement surveys reflect the perceptions and feedback from
current employees at the time of the survey. While the surveys are confidential,
there may nonetheless be some apprehension about how the information will be
shared and if an individual responder can be identified. The responses are for
internal use only, and the expectations of the responder is that the management
team will be looking at these responses in aggregate. The motivation for completing
a survey center around having a voice inside the organization and
contributing/affecting the direction of the strategy and internal policies.

kununu data
The online reviews on kununu, on the other hand, come from both current and former
employees, with the latter source being more pronounced. kununu reviews are
completely anonymous and are available for the general public to use and
reference. Due to their anonymity, there is no possible retaliation for negative
feedback. The motivations for completing a review could be many, but fit into our
current norms of social media sharing.

*Additional details of both data sources is provided in the Appendix.
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WHY ARE EMPLOYEE REVIEW SITES RELEVANT?
With WebMD for health, StartClass for college courses, or more commonly Yelp! for
restaurants or RottenTomatoes.com for movies, crowd-sourced reviews are becoming
an increasingly central part of people's day-to-day decision making.
And as for company reviews, over the last decade employer review sites have grown in
popularity because they meet a need in the labor market: workers want objective
feedback based on the experiences of others before making an important life decision
- where to invest their career.
The following is more proof employee review sites are so relevant.

#1

People reference them

76% of job seekers research a company before applying for a job opening3.
Furthermore, 84% of passive job candidates would consider leaving their current
company if another company with an outstanding reputation offered them a job4. So
online job reviews are a key part of the talent management ecosystem.
32015 Talent Board Candidate Experience Research Report

4Corporate Responsibility Magazine / Allegis Group Services Study, August 2012

#2

The job market is getting tighter

Several macro trends* converge to make the current job market as challenging as it has
been since the beginning of the century:
• Unemployment is down - From a recent high of 10% in late 2009, the current US
unemployment rate sits at just 4.2% (Sept 2017)
• Workforce participation is down - US workforce participation numbers have slipped
since the early 2000’s and currently sits just under 63%
• Layoffs are down - few companies are involved in large restructuring efforts; the rate
of layoffs sits at a record low of 1.2% per month.
• More employees are quitting - after nose-diving during the 2008/2009 recession,
the rate at which people are quitting their jobs has gradually risen to a pre-recession
rate of 2.2% per month.

*For a

more comprehensive review of these trends, please see “The
US Talent Pool: Welcome Back to a Seller’s Market”
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WHY ARE EMPLOYEE REVIEW SITES RELEVANT?
With a challenged job market, keeping a pulse on how your current and your former
employees really feel is becoming critical to business success.

Along with ‘voice of the customer’ efforts, paying attention to the ‘voice
of the employee’ allows you to build a stronger culture and address
internal issues before they become significant barriers to success.

“

With growing consumer interest in company transparency
and the treatment of workers, executives should have a finger
on the pulse of how they are being perceived by the public.
Forbes Magazine - June 2017:
“Millennials Love Job Review Sites: Leaders
Take Notice”
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FINDINGS
Does your online reputation reflect your internal culture?
Our findings say that yes, it does.
Our main finding in this study was that employee engagement, as measured
internally, is correlated in a significant way with external score of organizational
culture. In other words, the scores you find on external employer review sites are
pretty accurate to what the internal culture of a company is like.
In this section, we’ll show you the overall distribution of internal and external scores,
which helped us come to this conclusion. In addition, we’ll break down the three key
indicators of a strong culture that we uncovered when comparing comparable
statements in internal surveys and external reviews. Those three indicators are:
•

Development

•

Compensation & benefits

•

Referral (likelihood to refer the company as a place to work)

........................................................

The negativity bias
While the datasets in this study show strong and significant correlations, we also need
to point out that there is a relative negativity bias built into the external reviews.

We can predict this bias to be fairly reliable at 0.67 on a 5-point scale.
So for instance, an organization rating 4 out of 5 on an internal employee engagement
survey would likely score 3.33 out of 5 on a comparable item on an external rating.
This negativity bias is fairly consistent across items and across companies, and is
simply something we should expect. Since all companies appear to be impacted in the
same way, it is not something to worry about unless you notice a much greater gap
between internal and external perceptions.
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FINDINGS

Distribution

n=192 organizations

........................................................
Above is the distribution of internal and external scores across all categories,
which gives a good overall picture of the correlation between the two datasets on
which we based this study.
If we dig a little deeper, though, and go beyond aggregate numbers and averages, we
see that internal and external scores are distributed in a particular way; internal
scores tend to land in a more narrow range indicating a smaller variance in opinions.
This is important as it points to a couple of factors:
1.

An internal audience has more in common (a shared experience of working in
the organization at a given point in time)

2.

The items in the survey are designed for reliable, actionable insights rather than
broad perceptions of the organization.

Despite the wider spread of responses in external reviews, the results become
statistically reliable given a large enough sample of reviews.
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FINDINGS

Referral

n=192 organizations

........................................................
Above are the internal vs. external scores for “referral” indicators - where internal
surveys and external reviews ask respondents to rate the company as a place to
work using the ‘referral’ question, generally phrased as “I would recommend this
organization to friends and family as a good place to work”.
Here we see a more positive response from internal survey takers than from online
reviewers. The fact that existing employees are better champions for the company
than former employees should come as no surprise, and confirms the need to engage
existing staff members when it comes to identifying and recruiting new talent.
One other insight that you could glean from this distribution is the fact that the
external sample is bimodal—it has two peaks where the majority of scores are falling.
One peak is closely aligned with internal employees (presumably, satisfied employees),
and the other is lower, which could indicate that these are the employees that left
after being dissatisfied on the job.
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FINDINGS

Development

n=192 organizations

........................................................
Above are the internal vs. external scores for development indicators, or the
organization’s overall investment in its employees.
What we find here is that perceptions around development are equally bifurcated,
with internal survey results showing a much narrower range of more positive
responses.
What might this mean? Well, we know from other studies that a lack of personal
training, development and internal career opportunities will cause employees to leave
as employees today seek to manage their own careers in the new world of work. This
may explain what we’re seeing here.
Again, the distribution of external reviewers does not follow the expected normal
distribution. This may suggest that there are meaningful differences between the
individuals responding to external reviews about development, some more positive
than others. This is in stark contrast to the distribution of internal reviewers, which
are largely positive and all clustered around one high point. Once again this may point
to the fact that employees who are satisfied with their organization tend to stay.
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Compensation & Benefits

n=192 organizations

........................................................
Above are the internal vs. external scores for compensation and benefits
indicators.
Unlike the previous few indicators of culture we’ve looked at, there is a much closer
alignment in the distribution in this comparison. The negativity bias of external
responses remain, but on the whole the two datasets are more similar.
Most striking in this set of distributions is the less positive responses from internal
employees, and more positive responses from external employees. This is surprising,
given that all employees within a company are generally receiving the same benefits
and the organization’s overall compensation strategy will apply equally to all.
This implies that, for pay and benefits, there aren’t meaningful differences between
the perceptions of internal versus external employees.
Further, this may mean that although employees could be satisfied or dissatisfied
with their pay and benefits, it may not impact their decision to stay or leave—
employees that are no longer with the organization seem to have the same
perceptions of pay and benefits as the current employees.
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FINDINGS

A focus on benefits
Beyond the closer alignment of the datasets, the topic of benefits stood
out in other ways:
We know from the study of employee engagement data that ’benefits’
has one of the lowest correlations to engagement. By this we mean that
the difference in engagement between companies rated highly on
‘benefits’ is only marginally better than that of companies rated poorly.
What we can conclude from this is that benefits are not a strong driver
of engagement.
We do, however, observe that companies that score highly for benefits
on their internal engagement survey also have more positive workplace
reviews online.
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WHO IS DRIVING THE CONVERSATION

Throughout this report, we have highlighted the differences in opinion between
current and former employees, which we see reflected in the negative bias that we’ve
found in online reviews. This is important to consider through the lens of three
different constituents:

1
2
3

Current employees, who are focused on the reality of the organization
as it exists today. Their concerns are in improving a community that
they currently belong to.
Former employees, who are judging the company with hindsight. As
they have moved on, we must assume they found better opportunities
elsewhere and will have a negative bias in looking back at a position and
an organization that was not as good a fit for them.
Potential recruits who look to review sites for confirmation around
the company reputation, what it’s really like to work there, and may
place greater emphasis on benefits and transactional perks such as
vacation time and a cool office environment.

........................................................
So when does the question of “who” arise?
It arises when you want your company’s online reputation to match your company’s
current reality. On online review sites, your potential recruits are reading the reviews
from past employees. And while those reviews are reflective of your company culture
in their own way, they only tell one side of the story.

Unless you can get current employees into the dialogue, your online
reputation will not fully reflect the current reality as experienced by
today’s employees.
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5 KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

#1
Educate leaders
Most senior leaders - especially CEOs - will be well aware of their
own scores on external review sites. But in most cases, they may not
have considered how to use these review sites to their advantage.

Recommendation:
Put review sites on your leaders’ agendas by opening a discussion
about the importance of your company’s external perception
(especially before it becomes an urgent problem).
From there, come to a collective understanding about how your
company’s external perception lines up with where you are internally.
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5 KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

#2
Keep your finger on the pulse
If you have never done a great modern engagement survey of your
employees by a reputable 3rd party, you are operating in the dark.
Surveys come in all shapes and sizes, from annual deep-dive to lightweight
‘pulse’ surveys - all of which serve the purpose of helping you create a
more engaged workforce.

Recommendation:
Get a pulse on your employees about different aspects of work life. From
there, use what you know about their satisfaction and engagement levels
to improve as a company.
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5 KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

#3
Own external and internal scores
It’s easy to dismiss reviews, but remember that they are important for
recruiting.
Just as we look at reviews before we buy products, watch movies, or
book our hotel rooms, job seekers also regularly look to company
reviews to make career decisions. Add that to what we’ve discovered
in this study – that external reviews do correlate with the internal
reality at companies – and it’s clear that both internal and external
scores matter.

Recommendation:
Don’t assume that your internal and external scores are out of your
ability to influence. Take ownership of them.
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5 KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

#4
Communicate benefits
Benefits are an overall gauge of how much the organization cares for
its people. But oftentimes, employees are unaware of many of the
ways the company invests in its workforce.

Recommendation:
Bridge perception and reality of your benefits by communicating all of
the ways employees benefit from being part of the enterprise.
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5 KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

#5
Bring employees into the conversation
Employees are the heart of your organization, so bring them into the
conversation. Encourage them to provide their own valuable perspectives
to your company’s external reviews if they haven’t done so already.

Recommendation:
Ask your employees if the company’s reputation is a true reflection of the
workplace as they experience it.
If the answer is ‘yes’:
You have taken your first step to tackling some key engagement issues
head on.
If the answer is ‘no’:
Why not have your employees jump in, and use their own voice on these
online platforms to give their workplace a shout-out and correct the
record.
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CONCLUSION
Our study of 192 companies indicates that workplace review sites do
reflect the realities of a company’s culture and the experiences of the
workforce, but come with an inherent bias due to the fact that reviews
come mostly from ex-employees and not current ones.

........................................................
Final thoughts
Company review sites are influential in people’s career decisions and help
drive more candidates to apply for open positions.
Companies who want to improve their online profiles should look to
engage existing employees in the dialogue and also look to better
understand the current internal culture and address any major employee
concerns.
They can achieve this by collecting the right internal data to drive
actionable insights, focusing on communication, and owning both internal
and external scores.
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APPENDIX

Data sources:
The Energage standard survey measures four metrics: The Basics, Leader, OrgHealth,
and Engagement. Each of the statements are measured using a seven-point scale,
from Strongly Disagree through Neutral to Strongly Agree.
Energage standard survey items:

OrgHealth measures the various aspects of a workplace
that have the biggest impact on Engagement.
Alignment
Direction—I believe [this company] is going in the right
direction.
Values & Ethics—[This company] operates by strong
values and ethics.
Cooperation—There is good inter-departmental
cooperation at [this company].
Negativity—There is a lot of negativity at my workplace.
Effectiveness
Execution—At [this company], we do things efficiently
and well.
Communication Up—[Senior managers understand]
what is really happening at [this company].
Open-Mindedness—[This company] encourages
different points of view.
Innovation—New ideas are encouraged at [this
company].
Connection
Potential—[This company] enables me to work at my full
potential.
Appreciation—I feel genuinely appreciated at [this
company].
Meaningfulness—My job makes me feel like I am part of
something meaningful.
Communication Down—I feel well-informed about
important decisions at [this company].
My Manager
Concerns—My [manager] cares about my concerns.
Development—My [manager] helps me learn and grow.
Helpfulness—My [manager] makes it easier to do my job
well.

.................................................................

OrgHealth™

Engagement: Engagement measures the outcome
you want—employees
who are highly committed to your organization
Productivity—[This company] motivates me to give
my very best at work.
Retention—I have considered searching for a better
job in the past month.
Recruiting—I would highly recommend working at
[this company] to others.
Leadership: The leader is typically the single person
who has the biggest impact on Engagement
Leader—I have confidence in the leader of [this
company].
The Basics: Aspects of the job that an employee
generally knows before accepting an offer. While
these metrics don’t drive high levels of Engagement
or lead to a competitive advantage, low scores can
have a negative impact on the workplace.
Work/Life—I have the flexibility I need to balance
my work and personal life.
Formal Training—I get the formal training I want for
my career.
Pay— My pay is fair for the work I do.
Benefits—My benefits package is poor compared to
others in this industry.
Expectations—This job has failed to meet the
expectations I had when I started.
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The kununu standard review measures qualitative aspects of work-life through free
response questions, and quantitative (star rating) scores for 18 different categories of
work-life on a scale of 1 to 5 – with 1 star being very bad and 5 stars being very good.
Employees also have the option to provide text comments to their star ratings.
kununu standard review items:

Free response questions:
“What are your suggestions for improvement?”
“What do you like about the company”
“What do you dislike about the company”
“Would you recommend this company to a friend as a place to work? “
“What benefits are offered to you” – Select all that apply out of 26 options:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

401(k)
401(k) Company Match
Ability to work remotely
Desirable office location
Easy access to public transportation
Employee discounts
Employee events
Flexible spending account
Flexible working hours
Free meals
Free snacks and drinks
Health and wellness programs
Life insurance

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

On-site cafeteria
On-site daycare facility
On-site fitness center
Paid Parental leave
Paid time off
Parking
Pet-friendly
Reimbursed daycare
Relocation allowance
Stock or equity options
Tuition assistance
Vehicle allowance
Vision and dental healthcare

Star ratings:
Company culture
1. Company culture
2. Internal Communication
3. Teamwork
4. Work-Life Balance
5. Support from management
6. Freedom to work independently
Diversity
7. Inclusive / Diverse
8. Gender Equality
9. Attitude towards older colleagues

Work environment
10. Office / Work Environment
11. Environmental Friendliness
12. Handicapped Accessibility
13. Workplace Safety
Career
14. Overall Compensation for your work
15. Job security
16. Company Image
17. Career Development
18. Challenging Work
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Formerly known as WorkplaceDynamics, Energage helps realize your firm’s full
potential by combining cutting-edge AI technology, personalized guidance, and more
than a decade of Top Workplaces research insights. The platform combines
neuroscience, organizational development, and over 16 million survey responses
into clear next steps you can use to develop an employee-centric approach to
success.
VISIT WEBSITE

Contact:
Fraser Marlow, Head of Research
fraser.marlow@energage.com

........................................................

kununu is the original employer review platform committed to creating transparency
in the workplace. kununu has over 2 million reviews globally across 330,000
companies. With kununu, employees and job seekers can get a true view of life at a
company and share their own workplace experiences, while employers have a trusted
platform to better attract and engage talent.

VISIT WEBSITE

CLAIM YOUR PROFILE

Contact:
Sofia Coon, US PR Manager
sofia.coon@kununu.us
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