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Introduction
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Private sector businesses and public sector organisations 
are constantly looking for ways to improve their growth and 
productivity, especially in an economic environment where  
both are stuck at stubbornly low levels. To achieve growth  
and productivity, organisations need to be high performing. 

One route to success is by spreading and embedding the 
principles of existing high-performance organisations across 
more firms. But what does high performance actually mean? 
In line with academic research* we believe a high performance 
organisation is defined as “operating with best-practice 
management policies that help achieve sustainably better 
financial results than your peer group”.

Key to making this happen are core operating functions  
such as HR, payroll and finance – the critical teams in  
every organisation who enable efficient working and smarter 
decision-making. To explore and compare their views on high 
performance, MHR surveyed 1,500 employees from those 
functions, along with 150 leaders such as Chief Finance 
Officers (CFOs), Chief Information Officers (CIOs) and  
Chief Human Resources Officers (CHROs) in the UK  
and Republic of Ireland.

The research digs into 10 key drivers* that can turn  
any group of people into a high performing team.  

They are: Shared vision  
and goals.

People given 
empowerment 
and autonomy.

A culture of learning 
and growth.

Commitment to 
recruiting, retaining,  
and developing  
top talent.

Clear 
communication, 
collaboration,  
and feedback.

Operational/ 
process excellence.

High employee 
engagement.

Openness to 
risk taking and 
innovation.

Agility and 
adaptability  
to change.

Future focus  
and investment.

The survey lifts the lid on what both groups think is most important in creating high performance, what role 
technology has to play, where their organisation is strongest and weakest, and which areas they want to 
improve. The key findings show an alarming disconnect between what leaders and employees think.

Anton Roe, Chief Executive Officer
MHR

* see methodology at end of document 3



The great 
performance 
divide
Mismatched thinking 
among organisational 
leaders and employees

of employees said their 
team was high performing

of the leaders who run 
those functions agreed
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Leaders in core functions 
and their employees are not 
aligned on how they think 
about high performance in 
their organisations. That’s 
the case not only in how they 
define what high performance 
looks like, but also in which 
areas they think their 
organisation is strongest or 
weakest, which areas they 
want to improve, or what 
benefits they think it brings.  
In every instance, leaders 
and employees are at odds 
with each other.

Their mismatched 
interpretations are likely  
to be a blocker to success. 
They also highlight deeper 
challenges facing many 
organisations, in terms of 
productivity and ambition. 

We see a similar disparity in 
how the two groups rate which 
drivers of high performance do 
or don’t contribute to the success 
of their organisation. The factor 
that employees think their 
organisation is strongest at – clear 
communication, collaboration 
and feedback – is precisely what 
leaders think they are weakest 
at. And the factor that leaders 
think they’re strongest at – giving 
people empowerment and 
autonomy – is second place  
in employees’ weakest list.

Employees aren’t aware of the 
depth of this disconnect either. 
While 66% of workers feel that 

Because while employees 
are broadly positive about the 
performance of themselves, 
their team and their wider 
organisations, leaders are 
far less confident about their 
situation now and more  
anxious about the future.

This is encapsulated in one 
stark statistic. While 91% of 
employees said their team 
was high performing, just 
51% of the leaders who 
run those functions agreed. 
That enormous gulf shows 
how mismatched the two 
groups are. Even for their 
overall organisations, 91% of 
employees thought they were 
high performing, compared to 
only 79% of leaders.

the employees and leadership in 
their organisation are aligned about 
what high performance looks like, 
just 45% of leaders agreed.

We have a long way to go in getting 
shared understanding of what high 
performance looks like and how 
to make it happen. It starts with 
analysing the root causes of this 
mismatched thinking.

91%

This enormous gulf shows how  
mismatched the two groups are:

51%
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Lost in 
translation
Leaders and employees 
speak a different 
language about the 
drivers and benefits  
of high performance

What’s  
to blame?

Our research shows that 
employees and leaders view 
high performance differently, 
based on their position within the 
organisation. They fundamentally 
see this issue through two 
different lenses.

For employees, the most 
important factors in achieving 
high performance are a highly 
skilled team or workforce (37%), 
overseen by effective, stable 
leadership (31%), which together 

When high performance isn’t 
achieved, employees tend to pin 
the blame on a lack of individual 
skills (25%), whereas leaders cite 
structural factors such as issues 
with the organisation’s culture 
(29%) or lack of access to the 
right information and data (24%).

create financial success (33%). 
But for organisational leaders, 
high performance is about 
operational excellence (25%), 
moving fast and making decisions 
quickly (24%), and attracting and 
retaining the best talent (21%).

In other words, employees 
believe that stability and 
predictability create the 
conditions for high performance, 
whereas leaders prioritise the 
need to be agile and fast-paced. 

The two groups are also in 
disagreement about the ultimate 
benefits of high performance. 
Organisational leaders want it 
to bring about greater market 
share, higher employee wages, 
and higher profits. Workers 
believe high performance 
should lead to happier 
employees, followed by higher 
wages, and greater productivity.

37%
Highly skilled team or workforce

21%Attracting and retaining  
the best talent

33%
Financial success

31%Overseen by effective,  
stable leadership
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        Issues with the organisation’s culture.

Lack of access to the right inform

ati
on

 a
nd

 d
at

a.

Employees value higher 
engagement, which incurs 
more managerial time; 
leaders value autonomy  
and empowering people  
to move quickly. For 
employees, high performance 
is a well-oiled machine 
humming along nicely; for 
leaders, potentially disruptive 
factors like an openness to 
risk taking and innovation  
are more important.

employees

leaders

leaders

25% Operational 
excellence

24%
Moving fast and making 
decisions quickly

25

24

29
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Uncertain 
leaders 
How bosses  
lack confidence

Lack of clarity
Underlying these disparities 
between leaders and employees 
in core functions is one striking 
fact: the leaders are full of 
uncertainty and doubt when 
it comes to high performance 
in the workplace. And they’re 
significantly more anxious  
about it than their teams are.

For example, only 50% of 
organisational leaders say they 
know what high performance 
at work looks like, compared 
to 73% of employees. In fact, 
32% of leaders actively disagree 
that they know. Leaders aren’t 

especially positive about their 
teams either: less than 
half (48%) agree that their 
team knows what high 
performance looks  
like, while 27%  
actively disagree.

Only 47% of organisational 
leaders said they have a clear 
understanding of what creates 
high performance. They aren’t 
always helped by their CEOs in 
this. In fact, 25% of leaders say 
that their CEO doesn’t know  
what high performance looks 
like, and 27% say that their  
CEO doesn’t help them achieve 
it. In sum, a lack of clarity about 
the definition and drivers of high 
performance appears to be 
breeding low levels of  
confidence and is ultimately 
holding organisations back.

There’s something else on 
the minds of bosses too: 
grappling with managing 
multiple generations in the 

workplace. They are mostly 
positive about this situation, 
but significant minorities report 
that it brings challenges. For 
instance, while 49% say having 
multiple generations contributes 
positively to the overall success 
of their organisation, 25% 
disagree. Similarly, 49% agree 
multiple generations make high 
performance easier, but 31% 
disagree. More worryingly, 
47% agree that having multiple 
generations stifles creativity 
and innovation, and 51% say 
communication gaps across 
generations impact performance.
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50% 73% 32% 48% 27%

25%

27%

47%

Organisational leaders said
they have a clear understanding

of what creates high performance

Leaders say that their CEO doesn’t
know what high performance looks like

Employees say that their CEO doesn’t
help them achieve high performance

25%

47%

10%

20%

30%

50%

80%
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3. Which of the ten drivers of high 
performance, if any, do you think 
your organisation is the weakest?

1. Which drivers do you think 
contribute most significantly to 
driving high performance across  
an organisation?

2. Which of the ten drivers of  
high performance, if any, do  
you think your organisation  
is the strongest?

4. Which of the ten drivers of high 
performance, if any, do you want 
your organisation to improve the 
most in 2025?

A deep dive 
into the 
ten pillars 
of high 
performance
Inspired by the work from André de Waal and other academics. 
These infographics highlight the conflict of opinions between  
leaders and employees.

The pillars �of  
high �performance

Shared vision  
and goals.

A culture of learning  
and growth.

High employee 
engagement.

People given empowerment 
and autonomy.

Operational/process  
excellence.

Future focus  
and investment.

Clear communication, 
collaboration, and feedback.

Openness to risk  
taking and innovation.

Commitment to recruiting, 
retaining, and developing  
top talent.

Agility and adaptability  
to change.

Leaders Employees

1
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Anxious
outlook 
Differing views on  
prospects for 2025

Challenging  
economic  

climate 

This mismatch in thinking 
between leaders and employees 
carries over into their views 
on 2025 too. Nearly two in 
three employees (66%) believe 
their organisation will be high 
performing this year, yet only 41% 
of leaders felt the same. Indeed, 
nearly half of leaders (49%) are 
worried about their organisation’s 
ability to be high performing in 
2025, compared to just 25%  
who are unconcerned.

This lack of confidence might  
in part be because of the broader 
economic environment right now. 
A plurality of both leaders (45%) 
and employees (48%) said that 
the current economic climate  
will make achieving high 
performance difficult.

Looking further ahead, 37% of 
leaders say they’re worried about 
their organisation’s ability to 
sustain high performance for the 
next five years, against 32% who 
aren’t worried. In comparison, 
33% of employees are worried 
about this but 35% aren’t.

What’s clear is that workers 
want to reach greater heights. 
Nearly two-thirds of them (64%) 
say that businesses need to be 
more ambitious when it comes 
to growth. That compares to 
somewhat fewer leaders (47%), 
although still a plurality.

Many leaders even doubt their 
organisation can make progress 
on the year just gone. One in 
three (33%) don’t expect their 
organisation’s performance to 
improve in 2025 compared to last 
year, while just 42% believe it will.

That makes it all the more 
surprising that employees are 
so confident in the ability of 
their leadership to deliver high 
performance this year. Indeed, 

they’re far more confident than 
leaders themselves. Nearly one 
in three employees (30%) said 
they were extremely confident 
that their bosses will deliver high 
performance in their organisation 
in 2025. But just one in six leaders 
(17%) felt the same.

Said that the current  
economic climate will  
make achieving high  
performance difficult

Worried about their organisation’s  
ability to sustain high performance  

for the next five years
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Tech  
matters 
How the right data  
helps power performance

Using data  
to create  
value

The power 
of AI

Leaders are m
ore likely to think that tech alone isn’t 

enough – it’s w
hat you do w

ith it that really m
atters.

‘

‘

Technology is universally 
recognised as a vital factor 
in helping organisations to 
achieve high performance: 
100% of leaders and 99% 
of employees say this is 
the case. But perhaps 
surprisingly, employees  
seem more enthusiastic 
about the importance of 
specific technologies than 
their organisational leaders 
do. That may be because 
leaders are more likely to 
think that tech alone isn’t 
enough – it’s what you do 
with it that really matters.

Where we see a dichotomy is in 
how employees view the impact 
of data. Most employees (69%) 
believe it’s impossible to improve 
an organisation’s performance 
levels without having access to 
real-time data and insights. Yet 
when employees who don’t work 
in high-performing organisations 
were asked what’s blocking them, 
this didn’t shine through.

Only 17% of these employees 
blamed the lack of access to the 
right tech and tools, and a mere 
6% pointed to a lack of access to 
the right data. This is counter to 
the perspective of leaders – one 
in four (24%) of them blamed  
a lack of data, and one in five  
(19%) blamed a lack of tech.  
For leaders, it’s getting the right 
data to make smart and fast 
decisions that matters – much 
more than just the tools or 
systems on their own.

Employees who work with 
their organisation’s technology 
systems, day-in and day-out, 
certainly value their impact. 
Roughly four in five of them (78%) 
agree that in a high-performing 
team, work flows seamlessly 
between people. And a similar 
number (74%) regularly feel  
“in the zone” in their jobs. 

They’re also aware of 
technological changes coming 
down the track. A majority of 
employees (55%) think that 
AI will totally change how their 
organisation operates over 
the next five years – a slightly 
higher proportion than among 
leaders (49%). Likewise, 57% of 
employees think that the nature  
of high-performing organisations 
is changing with the introduction 
of AI, compared to 49% of 
leaders.But the views of 
organisational leaders are 
clear: regardless of the tools or 
systems used, what’s most vital 
is accessing data quickly and 
unlocking insights from it.

So while both groups say  
that HR software, financial 
software and collaboration tools 
are all vital technologies in 
driving high performance, more 
employees believe this (47%) 
than leaders (33%).

Likewise, employees (56%) 
are slightly more likely than 
leaders (48%) to agree that their 
organisation would perform better 
if it invested more in technology. 
And more employees (59%) 
than leaders (47%) think extra 
investment in collaboration and 
communication would boost 
performance levels too.

47%59% 33%

24% 19%

47%59% 33%

24% 19%
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blamed a 
lack of tech

1 out of 4 1 out of 5
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Conclusion
A shared vision, 
the right tools, 
and effective 
communication 
are critical to 
addressing 
misalignments 
and building a 
sustainable high 
performance  
organisation.

Public and private sector 
organisations are navigating  
a world of work that is 
changing more than ever 
before. Leaders’ and workers’ 
goals are perennial – they still 
want efficiency, productivity, 
growth and impact – but the 
way they achieve them now 
requires a fresh approach. 

It means building  
and sustaining a high  
performance organisation is 
not straightforward, particularly 
as leaders’ and workers’ 
views of what this looks like 
can often be at odds. This 
misalignment can happen 
across business processes, 
people management, 
technology and culture 
which ultimately hinders 
organisational success.

Embedding the principles  
of existing high-performance 
organisations across more  
firms is important to bring about  
positive change and success.  
Key to making this happen are 
core operating functions such 
as HR, payroll and finance 
– the critical teams in every 
organisation who enable  
efficient working and smarter 
decision-making. 

These teams and the broader 
organisation must be united 
with leadership on what high 
performance looks like and  
how it can be delivered. To 
achieve this, a shared vision, 
the right tools, and effective 
communication are critical  
to addressing misalignments  
and building a sustainable  
high performance organisation. ‘

‘High performance  
organisations aren’t  
built in silos – they  
are forged in unity

10



Methodology
The research was commissioned by MHR and conducted by 

Censuswide, among a sample of 1,502 respondents who work in 
finance, HR or payroll departments, and 150 respondents who are 

CFOs, CIOs or CHROs, in private or public sector organisations 
across the UK and ROI (all respondents aged 18+). The data was 

collected between 12.12.2024 - 18.12.2024. Censuswide abides by 
and employs members of the Market Research Society and follows 
the MRS code of conduct and ESOMAR principles. Censuswide is 

also a member of the British Polling Council. 

*The research questions were compiled using 10 key drivers of high performance 
from a combination of sources including academic research from André de Waal.

 

UK

ROI
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MHR (www.mhrglobal.com) is a specialist provider of HR, payroll and finance software. Through its People 
and Finance platform, MHR enables sustainable high performance – for organisations and for the people 
working within them – by making work flow. MHR powers better real-time decision-making across the core 
business functions of HR, payroll, finance and learning, helping organisations to be more effective and 
efficient. Proudly independent and family owned since its founding in 1984, MHR’s 900 employees  
based in Nottingham serve over 1,400 customers across the UK and Ireland.

info@mhrglobal.com  ��|  mhrglobal.com  �
+44 (0) 115 945 6000 (UK)  ��|  +353 (01) 541 3778 (IRE) |  +1 (470) 890 6170 (US)

About MHR

To find out how MHR can help with HR, payroll  
and finance solutions please get in touch:

Copyright © 2024 MHR International Ltd. iTrent, Fin First, People First and Talksuite are registered trademarks of MHR International in the United Kingdom.

Contact us
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https://mhrglobal.com/uk/en/contact-us?utm_source=website&utm_medium=campaign&utm_campaign=high-performance
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