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Employers start to listen as eePulse delivers 
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Theresa Welbourne has spent the past few years turning academia's conventional wisdom on its ear. 

She gave up a full-time teaching career in the University of Michigan Business School to run a small company, proving along the way that those who teach also can do. Now her company, eePulse Inc., is redefining the role of traditional corporate human resources. 

The online publication periodically queries nearly 40,000 employees in 20 large and small, public and private companies worldwide about public companies' cultures, values and leadership. Results are provided to each company. 

Working with U-M's business school, eePulse in June unveiled a new product. Its online "Leadership Survey" asks company managers to assess their leadership skills as well as the economy's performance. 

Welbourne, 46, believes that employee attitudes -rather than just financial data - can predict a company's success. She has found that a company's relationship with its people is its best asset in growing a company. 

"Asking employees weekly about their companies is a big cultural change for most companies," she said. "Employees have information that can help a business. I try to move that information." 

Employee involvement - as well as candid and fast feedback - is an invaluable feature of the eePulse survey, said Jay Wilber, executive director of General Motor Corp.'s quality network. 

The automaker is piloting an eePulse application with 200 salaried employees at a metal fabricating plan in Parma, Ohio, and plans to expand it to include 1,800 employees represented by the United Auto Workers. 

" EePulse offers us the chance to connect with our employees," Wilber said. "We want their input and we want to hear from them." 

GM has done yearly employee surveys, but the information gets dated quickly and it is difficult to determine if the company is improving operations in the employees' view, he said. 

Eight years ago, Welbourne's employee findings attracted her to Bob Felton. "She didn't like traditional human resources. I didn't either," he said. Her survey "is an entirely different way of approaching human resources." 

Felton in the early 1990s created a program for Cornell University that encouraged students to explore their entrepreneurial inclinations. At the time, he was chairman and CEO of Indus International Inc., a software company he has since sold and is now based in Atlanta. 

Meanwhile Welbourne was a human resources professor at Cornell's industrial and labor relations school. In the early 1990s, she began exploring how employee attitudes affect the stock price of their newly created public companies, mailing surveys to participants. 

In late 1995, with Indus preparing to go public the following winter, Felton believed Welbourne's polling of his own employees would be invaluable in ensuring Indus' future success. 

"Her research showed that the only factor that mattered were the people," Felton said. 

So before taking Indus public, they designed a sample survey to track the pulse of employee sentiment - and that was the basis of eePulse. CEOs and human resources vice presidents of surveyed companies told Welbourne that they loved her data and they wanted her to keep doing it. 

Felton said he felt so strongly about Welbourne's work that not only did he encourage her to start a private company but became the first and only investor of what was to become eePulse. 

As he sees it, it was money well spent. 

"My employees really opened up and said what kept them from performing," Felton said. Welbourne "was real good at sorting out whining from real problems." 

When the initial public offering market exploded in 1996, Welbourne reaped the benefits by signing many more clients, and she switched from the U.S. mails to online surveys. "The paper surveys were driving people nuts," she said. 

By 1999, Welbourne said the rural confines of upstate New York were making client travel difficult and impeding company growth. At that time, U-M's business school was looking for someone with her experience, and in fall 1999, Welbourne, husband Kelly, their two teenage children and two employees arrived in Ann Arbor. 

Welbourne taught full time and ran eePulse part time, with Kelly serving as CFO. 

Two years later, Welbourne gave up full-time teaching for an adjunct position and devoted her energies to eePulse. 

The decision was made easier by U-M because "it embraces people leading a dual life," she said. "I have told all my academic friends that it is much easier to teach than do. This has been really, really hard. I have a new appreciation for entrepreneurs." 

Welbourne said that eePulse -now with 15 employees - will make a profit this year on revenue in the range of $10 million-$15 million. 

"We expected to be bigger now," she said. "We have survived and grown but not at a rate we expected, because of the economy." 

But success will come, Felton said, calling eePulse a "gold mine." 

"A diligent CEO wants an effective workforce but he doesn't know how to do it," Felton said. "If you are a CEO and your company goes above 25 people, you don't know what the kids are thinking. You can no longer manage by walking about the office and getting input." 

Weekly surveys can have a significant impact on productivity and costs, said Felton. "The difficult part is to convince management that this is the way to do it. This is a new way of thinking." 

The new "Leadership Survey" moves another kind of information, a monthly snapshot of business growth and performance as seen through the eyes of 8,000 polled business executives. That is expected to climb to up to 50,000 within the next few months. 

Welbourne publishes this survey as part of her academic requirements for the business school, donating this eePulse technology to the school. "This is not a commercial venture," she said. 

The "Leadership Survey" is a parallel to consumer confidence surveys. Executives also are asked five to 10 questions centering on which of five management resources - customers, sales, net profits, employees and products/services - they will emphasize to grow their companies. They also are asked about their confidence in their own leadership and the national economy. 

The survey last month revealed that executives were emphasizing client growth ahead of sales, and smaller companies will start hiring more quickly than larger companies. Executives also expressed greater confidence in their leadership than they did in the economy. 

Steve Raphael covers education for Business Direct Weekly. 

