Highlights from How AI is Improving
the Employee Experience Webinar
In March 2022 Dan Turchin, CEO of PeopleReign, talked with a dynamic panel of IT leaders about the
employee experience, the Great Resignation, building your case to the C-Suite/board, and
predictions for the future. Here are the highlights from their conversation (quotes edited for clarity).
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What's top of mind for improving the employee experience?
There's been a change in the general technology workforce since 2018—that was the year that Gen Z-ers started joining the workforce in
large numbers. Gen Z-ers are multi-taskers. They have multiple identities in ways that they're showing up, with a game on one screen
and homework on another—that's how this digitally native generation has been acculturated. And how do we compete with that? We
don't. The question is, how do we enable that in the context of the enterprise with enterprise technology.
Instead of putting people in the jail of the cubicle, which might have worked for some generations but dampens productivity for Gen Z
and many millennials. We've focused on making the hybrid work experience as consumer-like as possible, so they're in a context that's
the most productive for them. An office can be a purposeful place where we come together for certain types of collaboration, but it can't
compete with my comfy cozy chair in my living room and my big display monitor. It's about meeting employees where they are.
Wendy Pfieffer
CIO, Nutanix
Like everyone, we've had a number of people leave and come into the organization, related to COVID—we hired something like a thousand
office workers in the last year. We see both sides. The Great Resignation for us is a lot about people figuring out that they don't need to
“come to the factory” every day. We also saw that productivity went up when we went to work from home because of COVID. And we
thought that would be short term because people knew it was a trying situation, but actually that higher productivity has been sustained.
Also, our global colleagues prefer not being the only ones on video in a teleconference. Like many places we had to put some protocols in
place around video conferencing—so for example, children, and pets, this all needs to be part of the experience. And as an organization,
you have to help people have the tools they need, where they are. So we put a lot into making sure people had what they needed and
could mesh work life together, versus trying too hard and fast to separate them.
Joel Eagle
Senior Director, Technology and Architecture, McDonald's

There are certain modalities of work that are better in an office than home, and vice versa. For example, when you look at developers,
where are they going to be their best? In your conference room on their laptop screen? Or their home setup with big monitor and their
ultrafast internet? The work from home progression was already happening in the cloud segment, but COVID accelerated everything. In
the last year, we've acquired five companies and have over 600 resources in 12 different countries. That is a lot of people to bring
together and especially challenging when not able to collaborate in person. To overcome this, we had already gone 100% in the cloud
with very modern systems. We spent a lot of time making sure that our platform was future ready, which has made a huge difference.
You need to naturalize your work and meet individuals where they are.
Jason Wojahn
CEO, Thirdera
The workplace in education is very, very different. Everybody wants to be unique and get an opportunity to show their skills to students as
well as management. And the workplace has changed with COVID, so remote access tools are critical. Students, as well as professors,
need a lot of resources. They need to produce things at a very fast speed and make it a perfect experience for the students. We
implemented our own video conferencing, and scalability was an issue for us. We tried many tools. We decided on a very low cost
solution, but it allows every student to reach out to the employee or the faculty, as well as the faculty to reach a huge number of
students. One of the issues was remote access, and another was cybersecurity. We ended up improving the security a lot, and are relying
on AI cybersecurity tools to catch the anomalies and issues without going to the professor. So the age of the network in the university
and how we addressed security was critical because we need predictive AI as well as monitoring.
Mamoun Abu-Samaha
CTO, International Technological University
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What are some secrets to keeping employees engaged and motivated?

We believe that we can measure employee happiness and that there's a direct correlation between employee happiness and employee
productivity. Technology plays a part in creating a more frictionless, more natural, more personalized technology experience. We believe
that flexibility in terms of work location, work hours, and even work methods helps. Ultimately this personalization of the employee
experience is meeting employees where they are, yes, but also enabling them to show up in ways they want. That is a key component of
employee happiness.
Every time we create a more frictionless employee experience, when we work on that interaction design and give employees more
autonomy, when we support a synchronous work environment where employees don't have to all be in the same room in the same time
zone to make a decision or get information, this empowers the employee's perception of goodness and happiness, and that directly
correlates to our measurements of productivity.
Wendy Pfieffer
CIO, Nutanix
Productivity as a KPI for happiness—instead of being a lagger, it might be a leading indicator of how things will go because project
outcomes speak for themselves. So the linkage is that if we have motivated, happy, adjusted employees, there tends to be a dividend
that pays off in the rest of the organization.
We do large formal surveys, and pulse surveys, to track a number of factors, whether it's satisfaction with leadership decision-making,
time to decisions, or empowerment. We also have smaller focus groups with our internal networks, for instance an internal women's
leadership network, or the African American group, where we do regular check-ins on how we're doing with diversity, equity, and
inclusion. It's all about constant feedback and taking the pulse of measurable things. We have to seek out that information. And when
something happens in the news, we address it and ask employees what they think and feel about what's just happened. That's
something that's relatively new.
Joel Eagle
Senior Director, Technology and Architecture, McDonald's
One of the challenges of being a company in hyper growth mode is that you don't always apply the same discipline or logic about
creating engaging, highly automated experiences internally. We've spent a considerable amount of time ensuring that we are an
absolute showcase of modern ways of working. An important KPI for me is to count every place where our individual employees enter
information more than once, and then systematically eliminate it. There are secondary and tertiary KPIs underneath that but the goal is
to have an engaging system that helps facilitate a culture, that is easy to use, and that feels efficient and modern. An example of the
level of sophistication we've achieved: each new employee has about 15-25 IDs, but we've taken two password resets at our help desk in
the last ten months. Friction free employee experiences that are sophisticated, automated, and intuitive, are the preeminent thing we're
focused on.
During COVID, we spent an awful lot of time being vulnerable. It resonates with me when there are children on a call. When we're
working internally, we can take that professional foot forward down a bit and we are willing to be introduced to to your family or your
dogs and cats. Let's bring them into the conversation for a minute and then get to work. And for me, that's been a welcome distraction
and a really good opportunity to get to know folks in an environment that's not by its nature an easy environment to get to know folks in.
Jason Wojahn
CEO, Thirdera

We do surveys after every course, and we listen to the students. An open-door policy, giving feedback that turns
more into action. And sometimes the faculty and the students raise a problem but don't know how to solve the
problem. If they give you requirements, it might be conflicting and not feasible. You have to observe the problem
and monitor very closely what's happening and find the right solution, the optimized solution between the two.
Mamoun Abu-Samaha
CTO, International Technological University
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How do you build the C-suite business case for increased technology investment?

I've been on both sides of the conversation, been the CIO speaking to the board, and been on the board with the
CIO speaking to me. Each member of the C-suite speaks their own functional language. It's incumbent on the
senior executive team members to speak the language of those from whom they're seeking investment. We need
to start by educating ourselves about the company's mission and how these technology investments enable
them. The CEO doesn't want to know the details of how a particular marketing campaign is constructed or the
details of how the technical solution we're proposing is constructed. Instead, we talk about the outcome and
about value. It doesn't mean we have to speak the financial language. Still, it does have to be related to the value
of the company's mission and accelerating some of the company's overall KPIs or objectives in the marketplace.
So be hungry for the same things the company is hungry for. And express humility when coming to the table. And
exhibit intellectual honesty when asking for the investments that you want. First your socks, then your shoes, that's
the only way to do it. That's the biggest secret I've learned — we do not have to do monolithic things. Find ways to
chunk the work into reasonable bite-sized components for which you likely already have the authority and budget
to execute. It's about having a steady drumbeat of value. There are times when you don't need to ask permission,
you need to execute with the resources you already have and then put that into the context of business value to win
another round.
Wendy Pfieffer
CIO, Nutanix

For technologies and employee experience, it's about clarity, integrity, and transparency. Be honest when you talk
about it, and that gets you the buy-in that happy employees make better decisions and equate to better business
results. When it comes to investments in employee experience technology, I think that if you make that connection
honestly and you ask for latitude to try things, you say this is something we need to do, and it matters.
Joel Eagle
Senior Director, Technology and Architecture, McDonald's
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What are your predictions for ten years from now?

As for the future, I think we're going to start neuromining data rather than collecting behavioral data to inform our
algorithms for the endpoint experience—it's cheap, pretty accurate, and rapidly delivered. I also think the blend of
a live stream of products with influencers recommending products will be a delightful way to shop and compose
and work and think. Modern technologies that support that kind of complexity need to be supported by machine
learning and AI tooling and modern technologies, especially technologies that build translation into the machine
learning or natural language processing interface.
Wendy Pfieffer
CIO, Nutanix
Ten years from now it'll be what I'll call the artificial interaction. Natural language progression technology's
burgeoning today. In 10 years, you will be talking to some form of intelligence that has natural language capability
to help you do whatever you want to do—up to and including predicting things for you, like wearable sensors that
will note when you are hungry and provide feedback. You will talk to things and those things will improve the
quality of your life, and it will happen the same way you talk to people today.
Joel Eagle
Senior Director, Technology and Architecture, McDonald's
I like a lot of the technologies surrounding artificial intelligence and talent management, skill alignment, and
prediction, because there's a major shortfall of talent in our ecosystem. We spend a considerable amount of time
identifying individuals to come in, learn what we do, and grow over time. Being able to profile and find all those
people in the world that would be a great fit and resonate with our jobs is important and will be even more so in
10 years.
With the rise of productivity with people working from home, there's also a rise in burnout. There are some really
interesting approaches from an artificial intelligence perspective, to help you understand both sides of the
picture, what's the employee's experience, what's their happiness level, but also what are their burnout factors,
what are the things that are drawing energy away from them and not helping them do their best work. Being able
to get the best analytics on how you're really delivering that employee experience and how you're meeting
employees where they're at—I think it's really interesting and something you'll see more of in the next decade.
Jason Wojahn
CEO, Thirdera
In ten years I would invest in 6G and higher speeds and make the mobile device a piece of glass. Because if you
look at the waste of electronics, we need to optimize the supply chain and how devices are manufactured. 90% of
what happens on the device can be done in the data center, which requires no hardware. I think optimization of
the device is needed. I need everything to be simple. It could be glasses, it could be goggles. It could be a piece of
glass, but I think in a classroom workplace, and moving to the future, I think we are over-engineering everything.
We are not simplifying. We are not optimizing. And we are fighting about the chip.
If you make everything virtual on the cloud, you don't need this many chips. We are creating the worst case
possible in the industry. Everybody has ten devices in his home—so many hard drives. You know, it's chaos in each
person's house. Data is not centralized. We cannot perform artificial intelligence because data is scattered all
over. So we cannot do efficient AI and optimize. I think the whole world will change because the devices are over.
There are many, many other areas I see coming, but optimizing the device has a significant impact on the chip
industry, and on who's the leader in the world.
Mamoun Abu-Samaha
CTO, International Technological University
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