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Introduction
Agape: people driving the company is a research project about 
Dutch companies’ commitment to the wellbeing of their 
employees. This is the essence of ‘agape’. In the workforce, 
employees are essential to operational processes, but they 
are also valued colleagues, involved parents, good friends. 
In short: they are themselves. People find meaning in their 
work. They can put their talents to use, develop themselves 
professionally, work together for positive results while simul-
taneously benefiting from the regularity of work that gives 
structure to their lives. Receiving an income for their services 
is important for supporting themselves and maintaining 
their lifestyles. Work can, however, sometimes lead to stress. 
Especially in corona times, work is not only a positive factor but 
can be a burden too. In this context, certain questions arise:
•	� Are managers concerned with their employees’ wellbeing?
•	� How is the situation at home?
•	� Can employees plan their work independently?
•	� In what ways does informal communication take form?
•	� Can employees develop themselves professionally in their 

work and future careers?
•	� How is teamwork getting on – now that meeting up in person 

is limited or impossible?
•	� Are colleagues considerate of each other?
•	� Are employees nervous about job security?

The answers to these questions provide insight into how 
concerned employers are for the wellbeing of their employees 
and how committed they are to positively contribute to that 
wellbeing.

The full report explains the meaning of agape in relation to 
work, followed by a description of the characteristics of the 
respondents and the measurement of agape. The report then 
continues to provide an overview of the results of the survey 
– both before and during the pandemic. The report draws 
conclusions about businesses’ needs for additional insight and 
instruments to promote and implement agape in the future. 
Throughout the report we describe differences between 
members of the board of directors – or senior managers – and 
works council representatives. The report’s appendix includes 
a methodological explanation.

Research participants
The research was conducted in 3,473 Dutch companies. These 
are all commercial businesses in the Netherlands with at least 
100 employees. Of these businesses, 589 participated in the 
research, which is 16.7 percent of the population. For each 
business, the general director and the chairperson of the 
works council received a written invitation to participate. 
In total, we received 737 (partially) completed questionnaires. 
This a response rate of 10.5 percent. The participating 
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businesses can be divided into 4 categories based on how 
many employees they have:

Business size	 number	 Share in number
	 of employees	 of participants
Medium	 100-249	 53 %
Medium large	 250-499	 21 %
Large	 500-999	 11 %
Extra-large	 1000+	 15 %

Table 1 Division of response group based on business size

The response of works council representatives weighed 
in at 278, while 337 of the respondents were members or 
representatives of the board of directors – 195 of which were 
HR-managers. Of all respondents, 35 percent were women and 
65 percent were men.

Agape and wellbeing of employees
Work offers employees the opportunity to apply themselves in 
a meaningful way within an organized framework. The purpose 
and meaning of work are manifested in at least five levels:

•	� Giving meaning to individual needs and the chance for 
continued personal development

•	� Quality and organization of work
•	� The workplace as a place for social encounters and 

interaction
•	� Collaboration to jointly produce products and services
•	� Involvement in work-related decision-making
The survey aimed to gain insight into ways Dutch businesses 
have created a context for employees to experience wellbeing.

When we mention agape and the focus on employee wellbeing, 
we do not mean that businesses are responsible for each 
and every individual’s personal sense of wellbeing. The latter 
is dependent on a several factors, many of which do not fall 
under the organisation’s responsibility. But board members 
and managers have an active role in developing policy and 
their business’s behavior and activities, providing them with 
opportunities to demonstrate commitment to their employees’ 
flourishing. Agape is an articulation by the business – and its 
governing bodies – of an environment in which employees’ 
needs can be met. In other words, it expresses the ways in 
which employees are able to experience wellbeing in their 
tasks, work relationships, the results of their work and work-re-
lated decision-making. Agape is about the development of an 
organization and of workplaces that enable employees to thrive 
individually and in relation to colleagues and management.
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The research questions
The questions in the survey intend to shed light on businesses’ 
focus on employee development in and through their work, the 
content, quality and results of their work, their social relation-
ships, and the communication between employer and works 
council. The research focuses on the respondents’ views both 
before the outbreak of COVID-19 and during the pandemic 
at the time they filled in the survey between September and 
November 2020. At that time COVID-19 was continuing to 
spread rapidly. Many businesses followed government advice 
to allow employees to work from home as much as possible. 
There was no complete lockdown at that time.

The survey questions focused on different aspects. 
Respondents answered questions about the nature and scope 
of the organization (for example, regarding family ownership 
or number of hierarchical levels within the business) and their 
personal characteristics (gender, age, number of years 
employed by this business). The survey also zoomed in on 
the composition of the staff, the business’s attention to their 
employees’ worries, circumstances, and needs, the results 
of work, how employees are dealt with during the corona 
pandemic, and businesses’ needs for agape-related informa-
tion and instruments.

Attention score
This research charts agape as management’s commitment to 
their employees’ wellbeing, and as people being the driving 
force behind companies, based on a composite set of indica-
tors. To reach a clear picture, we’ve developed the ‘attention for 
employees score’, in short: the attention score. The score is the 
result of combining the following dimensions that relate to the 
employees’ work.

Dimensions
•	� Employees can educate and develop themselves as they 

wish
•	� Employees are considerate of each other
•	� Employees’ needs and wishes take centre stage
•	� The content of the work is challenging
•	� Contact between employees is encouraged
•	� The business offers its employees job security
•	� Employees can decide how to organize their own work

If we look at the total respondents’ group, the average atten-
tion score is 8.0. This shows that works councils and boards 
are of the opinion that businesses are committed to their 
employees’ wellbeing.
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One core aspect of agape is missing in the attention score: the 
extent to which the management board listens to employees’ 
opinions on developments in the business. This dimension is 
reflected in the relationship between board of directors and 
the works council. This relationship is discussed separately a 
number of times during the study.

Agape further explained
Examining the factors that influence senior management’s 
and works council members’ perception of their attention for 
employee wellbeing, staff composition stands out. The more 
businesses employ young and highly educated staff, and the 
more employees have permanent contracts, the more we see 
agape increase. We see the strongest effects in organizational 
culture. The extent to which a business feels responsibility for 
the wellbeing of its employees and whether this is reflected 
in the culture of health within the business are important 
predictors for how respondents rate agape. Another result that 
stands out is the importance of a good relationship between 
the works council and the management board. The better the 
relationship, the stronger the chance that the organization is 
truly concerned about its’ employees’ personal growth and 
development, contact between employees, substantive chal-
lenges or the extent of job-related autonomy.

Attention score divided over participating businesses
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Agape in practice
Agape can manifest itself in a variety of areas, such as the 
possibility for remote working, flexible hours, permanent 
education that matches the employees’ needs, and workplace 
health promotion. During the pandemic, businesses did not 
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differ in allowing their employees to work remotely and during 
flexible hours. Before the outbreak of COVID-19, 42.7 percent 
of the businesses with high agape scores offered remote 
working, as opposed to 30.6 percent with a low score. Flexible 
hours were offered by 77.5 percent of the high-scoring busi-
nesses, as opposed to 64.6 percent of those who scored low. 
We also see meaningful differences with respect to perma-
nent education opportunities and worksite health promotion. 
Almost all agape-minded businesses (96.6 percent) offer 
their employees opportunities for education that match their 
personal needs. This was 81.0 percent for businesses with a 
low score. High-scoring businesses are also more interested 
in worksite health promotion: 73.4 percent as opposed to 
62.3 percent in low-scoring organizations. Our research reveals 
that businesses who score high on agape often do so because 
it is in line with the values of the business. They appear 
to be less focused on agape’s contribution to profit or on 
reducing costs, for example related to sick leave or turnover. 
Respondents also report that determining employees’ needs 
remains a challenge.

We find that agape is significantly linked to a number of 
organizational outcomes, such as sickness absence, active 
involvement and satisfaction of employees, efforts to recruit 
staff, turnover rates, employee productivity and the organ-
ization’s financial situation. The higher businesses score on 

agape, the stronger the positive outcomes in these dimensions. 
Board members think more often than works council members 
that agape has a positive effect on employee productivity. 
Works council members see a positive link between agape and 
employee satisfaction more often than members of the board 
of directors do.

Agape and the pandemic
Are businesses paying more attention to employee wellbeing 
since the corona crisis started? Respondents score 6.1 on 
this question. This means that, on average, businesses focus 
a bit more on the wellbeing of their employees than before 
the pandemic. Board members score on average 6.3, slightly 
higher than works council members at 5.9. To gain insight 
into the relationship between attention for agape before and 
during the pandemic, we conducted a latent profile analysis. 
The businesses fall into three groups:

1. The contented group
The group with the least attention for agape consists of about 
7 percent of the participating businesses. The group scores on 
average 5.8 on agape before the outbreak of COVID-19. This 
score did not increase much during the outbreak, with 4.1 on 
a scale from 1 to 10. They are generally satisfied with them-
selves; they do not plan to give more attention to agape in the 
future.
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2. The prudent group
This group paid a good amount of attention to agape before 
the pandemic, with a score of 7.8. On the question of whether 
they paid more attention to agape since the outbreak, they 
score on average 5.6. This group, which consists of 32 percent 
of the respondents, are cautious about future investments in 
agape. A possible explanation for this could be that the finan-
cial situation of around half of this group has worsened during 
the pandemic.

3. The attentive group
The largest group, consisting of 61 percent of the respondents, 
scores high on attention for agape before the outbreak of the 
virus (8.4). They claim to pay even more attention to agape 
than before the crisis, with an average score of 6.7. The group 
is characterized by a high attention score and an above 
average motivation to spend more attention to agape during 
the pandemic.

Unsurprisingly, a large chunk of senior management 
(71.3 percent) characterizes their own organization as 
attentive, as opposed to half of the works council members 
(50.2 percent). Works council representatives define their busi-
ness correspondingly more often as contented (12 percent) 
or prudent (37.8 percent). Members of the board of directors 
(59.2 percent) are also more positive about daily interactions 

between managers and employees than are works council 
members (33.5 percent), and about the regularity of commu-
nication (96.9 percent as opposed to 87.7 percent of works 
council members) during the pandemic. Lastly, we see 
that members of the management board experience that 
employees’ satisfaction, active involvement and voicing their 
opinions about their work has stayed the same or improved 
during the pandemic. In this respect they are more positive 
than works council representatives.

Agape in the future
Do respondents think that their business will give more atten-
tion to agape in the future? Do they think that their business 
will offer more opportunities for education, more flexibility 
and autonomy, more chances for mutual contact, more chal-
lenging work? We asked them explicitly if their businesses will 
be more concerned about the wellbeing of their employees. 
From all respondents, 43.4 percent agreed (entirely) with the 
statement that they want to pay more attention to agape in 
the future. Importantly, members of the board (47 percent) 
want to pay more attention to agape in the future, as opposed 
to 36.8 percent of works council members. Businesses also 
appear to want some support in this respect. The results show 
that 51.7 percent of the businesses want to stay up to date on 
the latest developments, while 50.7 percent is interested in 
better instruments.
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Using a latent profile analysis, we combined a business’s atten-
tion score with its future attention for agape and its interest in 
insight and instruments. The analysis illustrates groups that we 
indicate as:

1.	 Do-it-yourself (DIY): 8% of the businesses
2.	Do-it-in-partnership (DIIP): 40% of the businesses
3.	Do-it-with-outside-support (DIWOS): 52% of the businesses

DIY businesses score 8.1 on agape, want to modestly increase 
attention, but have little need for extra insight (1.5) or instru-
ments (1.4) – on a scale of 1 to 5. DIIP organizations score on 
average 8.0 on agape and also envision themselves modestly 
increasing this attention in the future (3.2). Unlike the DIY 
group, they do value extra insight and instruments, but want to 
be involved in the envisioned change rather than receiving a lot 
of help. On average they score 3.1 on the need for insight and 
3.0 on the need for instruments – both on a scale from 1 to 5. 
The largest group (52 percent) consists of businesses that want 
to change, but need support from outside (DIWOS). They too 
score high on agape (8.1), but want to increase their attention 
in the future. On average they score 3.5 on a scale from 1 to 5 
expressing a clear interest in scaling their attention to agape. 
For both the need for insight and for instruments, they scored 
an average of 3.9 on a scale from 1 to 5.

Conclusion
This research into agape – the commitment that businesses 
and their management teams have to their employees’ well-
being – leads to the following conclusions:
1.	� The majority of businesses are attentive to their employees’ 

wellbeing.
2.	 �Businesses apply this attention by encouraging remote 

working and mutual collaboration, allowing flexible work, 
strengthening communication and job security, and 
showing concern for the needs of employees, to name a few 
examples.

3.	� Attention for employee wellbeing has increased during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

4.	 �Businesses who paid attention to employee wellbeing before 
the corona virus outbreak increased this attention during 
the pandemic. This effect increased more when the agape 
score was higher before the pandemic.

5.	� Agape increases when businesses employ more young 
people, more highly educated people, and the more staff 
with permanent contracts work for them.

6.	� The score on agape is strongly correlated to the 
organizational culture. When the management board 
feels responsible for their employees’ wellbeing, anchors 
this responsibility in a culture of health, and has a good 
relationship with the works council​, a better context 
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is created for agape and employee flourishing than in 
businesses that score lower on these aspects.

7.	 �Businesses with a strong commitment to wellbeing score 
higher on employee involvement. Their sick leave and 
turnover are lower, while their financial positions are 
stronger, and productivity is higher.

8.	 �Businesses claim to be concerned about wellbeing in the 
future – a majority aims to increase their agape-related 
efforts. Especially the larger businesses seem to be ahead 
of the game. Board members appear to see more need for 
concrete action than works council representatives.

9.	� More than half of the businesses claim to want extra insight 
into agape and instruments to better be able to prioritize 
employee wellbeing.

These conclusions support the idea that businesses will 
continue to act people-oriented, even after the crisis has 
passed. During the crisis they have prioritized employee well-
being, and aim to continue to do so in a post-pandemic world.
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