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Net Promoter® for People: Give Employees a Voice, Get Their Best

One of the most important lessons that Net Promoter® companies taught us was that the system’s success
in unlocking customer loyalty relied on its ability to inspire deep commitment from employees—harnessing their energy, enthusiasm and creativity. We first had this epiphany while observing Apple Stores.
Most retail jobs tend to be high-turnover, low-wage, low-satisfaction positions. But something altogether
different was happening in Apple Stores—employees were bringing their authentic selves to work, allowing them to genuinely connect with customers. Employees were giving honest advice, which made
interactions feel less like sales transactions and more like personalized technology recommendations.
Employees were devoting themselves to making Apple Stores even better for customers. As a result,
Apple was earning the highest sales per square foot in retail. And competitors were taking note, rethinking their employee experience and value proposition.
Apple had adapted the Net Promoter System®, traditionally used on customers, to engage employees
at its roughly 500 stores. In fact, Apple coined the term “Net Promoter for People.” And while you can’t
attribute all of Apple’s success to Net Promoter for People, many of its signature store innovations
emerged from the employees that the approach empowered.
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Despite companies’ best efforts to engage their teams, more
than half of employees say they are uninspired and dissatisfied in their roles, according to Bain research. Only 19% of
employees say they’re inspired and satisfied—a huge opportunity for companies that learn to tap their teams’ potential.
Inspired employees, for example, provide better service at a
lower cost, creating more value for customers and shareholders. Bain research at one bank showed that employees
with the highest employee Net Promoter Scores generated
customer Net Promoter Scores that were more than three
times higher. We have seen this same impact at other banks
and in other industries.
For Net Promoter practitioners, Net Promoter for People
will seem like a natural extension of their feedback and
learning loops. For executives who are new to the Net Pro-

Inspired employees provide
better service at a lower
cost, creating more value for
customers and shareholders.

moter ethos, meaningful change starts with confronting
two questions:
•

What would it take to unlock employees’ energy, enthusiasm and creativity?

•

How would it enhance the customer experience?

Net Promoter for People at work
The huddle and the inner and outer loops of the Net Promoter System provide the critical communication channels
for companies trying to foster customer-centric cultures. In
Net Promoter for People, those mechanisms go a step further by amplifying the voice of employees who are trying to
do right on behalf of customers (see Figure 1).
Huddles—building an owner’s mindset through teamwork.
In Net Promoter for People, just like in the Net Promoter
System, employees at every level of a company hold short,
regular meetings to discuss customer feedback and show
gratitude toward colleagues’ contributions.
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Figure 1: Net Promoter

®

for People uses three mechanisms to engage employees

Individual learning, behavior
change and coaching

Identify and solve systemic
issues; build inspiration
Team problem solving,
issue escalation,
mutual commitment

Inner loop

Huddle

Outer loop

Note: Net Promoter®, Net Promoter System®, Net Promoter Score® and NPS® are registered trademarks of Bain & Company, Inc., Fred Reichheld and Satmetrix Systems, Inc.
Source: Bain & Company
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lect, share and act on customer feedback within the inner loop,
with the goal of identifying broader solutions and opportunities. The inner loop serves a similar feedback-and-action purpose in Net Promoter for People, except that the input comes
from employees at the team level, allowing supervisors to get
ahead of budding problems or identify potential opportunities.
Similar to the Net Promoter System, the goal of Net Promoter
for People is action, not rote data collection or measurement.
In the most effective inner loops, employees feel safe to raise
concerns and share observations without fear of retaliation,
even if the feedback is difficult for managers to hear. To
achieve that level of honesty, the best Net Promoter for People
practitioners encourage employees to give feedback anony-

In the most effective inner

mously so that managers can act on the information.

loops, employees feel safe

In contrast to the huddle’s group problem-solving approach,

to raise concerns and share

a strong inner loop facilitates thoughtful coaching by super-

observations without fear of
retaliation, even if the feed-

visors and deliberate practice among employees who are
trying to master their jobs. The most skilled supervisors use
a combination of instruction, exercises and constant feed-

back is difficult for managers

back to help employees reach their full potential. Effective

to hear.

leaders know how to help others solve their problems, rather than act unilaterally.
The best leaders inspire their employees. They bring their
authentic selves to work every day and flex their strengths to
help those they manage grow. There’s no magic combination of qualities that make a leader inspiring—Bain research
suggests that embodying any four of 33 distinct attributes is
enough to set a person apart.
The outer loop—how employee feedback feeds larger initiatives. In the Net Promoter System, the outer loop is
where senior leaders assess and prioritize high-level initiatives and investments based on their potential impact and
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value. In Net Promoter for People, the outer loop is where
senior leaders consider not only companywide concerns
that emerge from huddles but broader people issues—
whether the company has created the conditions for inspiration and what it could do to further empower employees.
A strong outer loop has three qualities:
•

It’s robust, relying on input from a wide variety of sources,
including customers, employees, benchmarking data and
other sources to guide decisions.

•

It’s rigorous so that it can gauge how a given initiative might
affect retention, revenue and other measures.

•

It’s transparent so that it inspires confidence among employees who can see the company’s efforts to improve.

The outer loop is where

These qualities ensure the integrity of the outer loop. After

senior leaders consider not

all, it’s all right if a company decides to forgo an employee’s

only companywide concerns

or team’s suggestion as long as it followed its standard process, applied its criteria and provided a thoughtful explana-

that emerge from huddles

tion. It’s even better if a company can keep the suggestion

but broader people issues—

on file in case circumstances change.

whether the company has

AT&T, a longtime Net Promoter company, has forged a sophisticated employee feedback system to support its frontline employees. When these employees face a question they
can’t answer or a problem they can’t fix, they can request a
solution from an internal expert through the company’s
homegrown “Hero” system. If the employee isn’t happy with
the expert’s response, he or she can challenge the expert to
find a better answer.

Feedback that fuels meaningful change
Rather than rely on one primary feedback channel, Net Promoter for People companies collect input using multiple approaches, from weekly pulse checks to annual surveys. The goal is to
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gain a holistic, honest view of a company’s relationship with its
employees, not to measure their performance. Turning feedback requests into ad hoc reviews risks undermining employees’ trust, prompting them to censor their answers. And worse,
it can stoke employee cynicism and defensiveness, making it
harder for a company to inspire change.
At a minimum, Net Promoter for People companies collect
feedback three ways:
Annual surveys. Comprehensive, multiquestion surveys
sent once a year allow companies to set benchmarks around
their employee relationships. They can also help companies
uncover systemic issues that affect more than one department, allowing them to prioritize initiatives and investments that can lead to a more inspired workforce.

The goal is to gain a holistic,
honest view of a company’s

Upward feedback for supervisors. Seeking employee feedback routinely about managers helps supervisors provide

relationship with its employ-

better coaching and spot potential service roadblocks before

ees, not to measure their

they become pervasive problems. These input requests also

performance.

let employees know that they are active partners with their
supervisors, not mere subordinates.
Huddle input and pulse checks. Regular requests for brief
feedback let employees know that their opinions are not
only welcomed but expected. In Net Promoter for People,
this feedback (typically submitted anonymously) provides a
valuable outlet for employees to air frustrations and informs
regular huddle discussions.

Defining and measuring inspiration
Companies that provide basic tools and training, a safe work
environment, fair compensation and growth opportunities
might satisfy their employees. But is that enough to inspire
them? Just as customers need more than fast service to feel
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Figure 2: Employees who are inspired and satisfied create more value for companies
Low satisfaction

High
inspiration

Low
inspiration

High satisfaction

11%

19%

Unhappily inspired
Flight risk

Inspired promoters
Long-term value creators

59%

11%

Uninspired detractors
Value destroyers

Passives
Untapped potential

Source: Bain Employee Engagement survey, November 2015 (n=2,482)

good about a purchase, employees need more than

•

the basics to bring their best to work each day.

Affiliation—when employees feel proud to be
part of their teams.

Net Promoter for People companies aim to create

Of course, companies will seek to measure employ-

the right conditions for authentic inspiration.

ees’ inspiration levels and put them in dollar terms,

Bain research suggests that the following five fac-

just as they gauge loyalty economics in the Net Pro-

tors contribute most:

moter System. Bain’s research suggests that inspired promoters—employees who report high lev-

•

•

•

Purpose—when employees find a company’s purpose and their contribution to it meaningful;

els of inspiration and satisfaction—become a
company’s long-term value creators (see Figure 2).

Fit—when an employee’s job fits his or her
skills, interests and aspirations;

And the potential benefits are clear: A Bain survey of almost 2,500 employees found that 67% of

Autonomy—when employees feel empowered
to find better ways to do their jobs;

employee promoters planned to stay in their current role, reducing recruiting costs, compared with

•

Leadership quality—when employees feel inspired by their leaders, especially their supervisors; and

31% of detractors. And they share their happiness
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Figure 3:

Inspired employees stay longer, recruit their friends and build a company’s brand

Plan to stay in current role

Encourage friends to work for employer

Make positive comments about employer
76%

67%

68%

66%

59%

37%

36%

31%

13%

Detractors

Passives

Promoters

Notes: Employees were asked to rate on a zero-to-10 scale how much their job inspires them; promoters reported the highest levels of inspiration, passives reported weaker levels,
and detractors had the weakest ratings
Source: Bain Employee Engagement survey, November 2015 (n=2,482)

publicly: 76% of promoters said they made positive

alty are a step ahead in creating workforces that

comments about their employer over the past year

are self-directing and self-correcting—internally

compared with 36% of detractors (see Figure 3).

driven to do the right thing for customers and the
business. Net Promoter for People will bring

Employee inspiration represents a huge opportu-

many a step closer to unlocking the energy, en-

nity that few are harnessing. Companies that use

thusiasm and creativity of some of the biggest po-

the Net Promoter System to build customer loy-

tential advocates: their employees.
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Bain & Company is the management consulting firm that the world’s business leaders come
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We develop practical, customized insights that clients act on and transfer skills that make change stick. Founded
in 1973, Bain has 55 offices in 36 countries, and our deep expertise and client roster cross every industry and
economic sector. Our clients have outperformed the stock market 4 to 1.

What sets us apart
We believe a consulting firm should be more than an adviser. So we put ourselves in our clients’ shoes, selling
outcomes, not projects. We align our incentives with our clients’ by linking our fees to their results and collaborate
to unlock the full potential of their business. Our Results Delivery® process builds our clients’ capabilities, and
our True North values mean we do the right thing for our clients, people and communities—always.
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