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Pulso Europe: 20 years of experience

Reflecting on the history of Pulso Europe means more than just looking back on this last year since this 
organisation was founded. It is also a celebration of the more than twenty years that have led  
to the success of Pulso Europe today.

This journey has started in the ‘90s with three separate Leuven-based companies:

• ISW, spin-off of the Leuven University and pioneer in science-based prevention, assessment and treat-
ment of stress complaints;

• Limits, expert in moral and sexual harassment in the workplace;

• Eupora, expert in co-creating Employee Assistance Programmes in close collaboration with their cus-
tomer organisations.

Two mergers onwards (first ISW and Limits, then ISW Limits and Eupora) we have taken our journey to an 
even higher level. We move forward together, and the new name ‘Pulso Europe’ already hints one of the di-
rections. We have added ‘Europe’ to our name, because we do have genuine European ambitions. With our 
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recently initiated ventures in Lisbon and Athens, Pulso Europe now offers services and tools in Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Luxembourg, France, Portugal and South Eastern Europe via its office in Greece. Through 
our international partnerships, Pulso Europe also provides solutions for companies worldwide.

During these past 20 years, the world has evolved. As we wanted to uphold our position as a leading inno-
vating company in our field, we have continuously changed, improved and enriched our evidence-based ap-
proaches and tools as well. These changes were often inspired and challenged by our wonderful customer 
organisations.

Looking backwards, we can clearly observe  
a number of trends and changes:

• Employees’ psychosocial well-being and their satisfaction with life have become top priority for the 
employers. More than ever, they know that it is in the interest of the company that their employees are 
mentally fit, healthy and happy with their work and their life in general. As such, they are ready to invest 
in creating the necessary conditions to enable this. This is a remarkable shift in the beliefs and opinions 
of most employers. Indeed not so long ago, they would often disregard personal concerns and mental 
difficulties of employees. They considered it as the employees’ personal responsibility to look for support. 
Employers also argued that there were enough public services or mental health centres to help them.
Nowadays, an important group of employers is convinced of the added value of specific approaches 
and tools provided by internal and external experts in behaviour and work. They are also convinced that 
the consultants, trainers, counsellors and experts of a company such as Pulso Europe, know the specific 
demands and context of a workplace far better. As such these professionals can better support not only 
the employees but also the leadership and the organisation with their specific needs and challenges.

• Beyond the legal requirement. Legislation related to stress, harassment and well-being has changed, 
in Belgium and in Europe. In the early years of this century, companies and employers did not always 
know this legislation. And if they did know it, even the bigger companies did not always make an ef-
fort to comply.
Nowadays, most companies know the legislation and do try to live by the rules. Several of them go even 
beyond compliance. Some want their well-being policy to align with their mission and values. Some 
do it for cost-savings related to absenteeism or ‘presenteeism’. Others see it as an important argu-
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ment for their recruitment and retention efforts. Often the link is acknowledged between well-being, 
engagement and productivity. Finally, in some companies all stakeholders just want well-being of the 
employees for its own sake... Regardless of their motivation, Pulso Europe has developed consulting 
approaches, methodologies, training, EAP and tools to support all of them in their endeavours.

• Over the years, the importance of prevention has become even more compelling. Digitalisation and 
social media are prominent in the workplace. Positive psychology and healthy lifestyle complement 
the classic psychology which was more focused on stress complaints and coping with conflicts. This new 
approach has for some companies proved to be an important breakthrough in the organisation of their 
work. Finally big data, machine learning and data visualisation are emerging on the horizon, also in the 
psychosocial zone of the workplace.

Pulso Europe is known for taking these evolutions into account. Together with our customer organisations, 
we keep exploring how we can make them work in each organisation’s specific context.

We have always strived to obtain the best possible mix of science-based and pragmatic approaches and 
tools to move organisations forward. This perfectly aligns with our mission, what we ultimately want to 
achieve: to work closely together with our customers and partners to build vibrant, healthy organisations.

During the last years, we have lived several challenging stories together with our highly esteemed custom-
er companies. Their satisfaction remains our ultimate objective.

Some of their success stories were presented at our event and are now bundled in this booklet for your 
reading pleasure and inspiration. Enjoy!

Dirk Antonissen

On behalf of the three partners:  
Bénédicte Taymans d’Eypernon, Marcel Willems and Dirk Antonissen
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AB InBev

For the former director of the Artois breweries, Léon Verhelst, the well-being of the brewery employees 
was a life project. For this reason he created a foundation in 1949. Consistent with his last will, the Ver-
helst Foundation remains faithful to its objective of providing support to the European personnel of the 
AB InBev group.

With well over 500 brands globally, such as Budweiser, Corona and Stella Artois, AB InBev is the world’s 
n°1 brewer. Their heritage dates back more than 600 years, spanning continents and generations, from 
the European roots at the Den Hoorn brewery in Leuven (Belgium) to the pioneering spirit of the Anheuser 
& Co brewery in St. Louis (US), the Castle brewery in South Africa, or Bohemia, the first brewery in Brazil. 
In over 50 countries, the approximately 200,000 colleagues work hard to build great brands using the 
best natural ingredients, and to provide consumers with a wide choice of innovative products, including 

EAP across the borders:  
diversity within consistency
Marieke Van der Straeten & Bénédicte Taymans
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no- and low-alcohol beers. Every day, they strive to realize their Dream: bring people together for a better 
world.

Fonds Verhelst, founded in 1949 to ensure and enhance the well-being of AB InBev employees in Belgium 
originally, has steadily been growing too. The independent foundation has evolved from a local and rather 
small foundation to an internationally operating organisation.

The basic principles are still the same and aligned with the will of the founder: to support employees and 
their families in their efforts to reach and maintain mental and physical health, and to support employees’ 
children in their development. “Throughout the years, the focus has shifted from reactive to proactive”, 
adds Marieke Van der Straeten, manager at Fonds Verhelst. The fund has also evolved from a Belgian ini-
tiative to a European-wide organisation, with a different focus and offering per country, depending on the 
needs of this particular country.

Regardless of the country, there is always a wide range of initiatives and contributions: sports club mem-
berships, global challenges among colleagues to develop and retain new healthy habits (“over 50% of our 
employees participated”, Marieke Van der Straeten comments enthusiastically), free annual medical health 
checks, but also on the level of mental well-being, such as ‘nudge’ (personalised financial education to 
employees in line with changing personal situations and legislation) and pre-retirement courses, and many 
more. The employees’ children are offered a wide range of benefits as well: higher education fees or schol-
arships, support for children with learning disabilities, dropout prevention program, support for disabled 
children, ...
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EAP growing with the organisations  
and adapting to society

EAP: a trusted and growing constituent in Fonds Verhelst’s offering

One of the more successful and sustainable offerings from Fonds Verhelst in various countries is Pulso’s 
Employee Assistance Program (EAP). As for most other organisations, this program includes the traditional 
offering, such as professional or personal matters, financial or legal questions and stress-related or other 
issues regarding well-being. Lately, however, there have been some new additions, such as sleep coaching, 
FitforLife (a burnout prevention program), and ‘Wheel of choice’, aimed at employees’ children as well as 
the employees themselves, helping people to get an insight into what really matters to them when facing 
important decisions in their lives (study, career, relationships, ...).

These new additions illustrate EAP’s appeal for employers and employees: the program has always had 
a relevant service offering for the employees, but the type and quantity of services has evolved over the 
years. Initially, for instance, EAP was designed by companies in an attempt to limit the economic conse-
quences of addiction-related problems with their employees. Nowadays, employees can quickly and dis-
creetly obtain a variety of information, advice and counselling for all sorts of personal issues that may 
influence their private and professional performance, as listed above.

Fonds Verhelst started with the EAP program at AB InBev in December 2002, as one of the first Belgian 
organisations. Marieke Van der Straeten: “Together with Pulso’s predecessor Eupora, Fonds Verhelst start-
ed building a network of psychologists, lawyers and other professionals. A huge challenge, because as pi-
oneers we also had to spend lots of time simply explaining what EAP actually was, and what it could mean 
to them.” Gradually, the employees started to understand and appreciate EAP, which led to a growing 
utilisation rate: from 4,3% in 2003 to 6,7% in 2017 in Belgium both for private as professional questions 
and including partners & children of employees.

The next hurdle for the EAP program was the geographic expansion, both of the organisation and of the 
Fonds Verhelst. With each expansion of the fund to a new region – Germany, Italy, Spain in 2007, several 
Eastern European countries in 2009 - a new search was initiated to find the right partners who could or-
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ganise the EAP program for Fonds Verhelst. “We needed local ambassadors for the program”, explained 
Marieke Van der Straeten, “because you soon learn that each country has a different HR culture with dif-
ferent needs, which are best understood by these local ambassadors. That is why we needed excellent HR 
partners as well as a reliable local representation. A sound decision, but the local ambassadorship remains 
a continuous challenge, partly due to the frequent rotation of the local contact persons.”

This has not stopped Fonds Verhelst, however, from growing their EAP offering during the geographical 
expansion as well; notes Marieke Van der Straeten: “Next to all traditional and new offerings mentioned 
above, we have also added a crisis call helpdesk offering 24/7 referral to Pulso psychologists on duty, for 
extreme circumstances such as suicidal thoughts or domestic violence. And EAP also enables access to an 
intervention team for critical incidents such as labour accidents, individual accidents or sudden deaths.
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Lessons learned

Overall, the EAP program can be called a successful part of Fonds Verhelst’s offering. A success that is 
largely due to the continuous willingness of all parties to learn from each minor success or failure and to 
adapt the program accordingly. The key lessons learned throughout the program are:

• Never Stop Communicating. Everybody has access to EAP services, but fortunately they don’t often 
need them. It is important that, when they do need them, employees know what is available and that 
confidentiality is always guaranteed. The only way to ensure this is through regular communication.

• EAP needs a face. It is sometimes hard to gain employees’ trust when you aren’t one of the colleagues. 
That’s why they make sure that the employees can put a face on EAP contact persons: they participate 
in events, send newsletters, hold workshops, etc.

• Diversity in consistency. All EAP contact persons follow the same guidelines of confidentiality and 
professional procedures. But within these guidelines, the communication style and tone may differ per 
country. Allowing for this flexibility to ensure the local feel is key to the success in all regions.

Results and takeaways

One of the deliverables that comes with the entire package is a set of reports on the EAP activities of the 
past year, detailing the percentage of white or blue collar workers who have made use of the program, or 
the type of service used. Perhaps the most telling of all is the satisfaction and effectiveness report, in which 
the employee is asked how they feel, before as well as after the counselling. On a scale from 1 to 10, the 
employees’ score rose on average from 5,14 to 6,95 (2017 results of Belgian Ab InBev employees). A clear 
indication that the sessions do contribute to the employees’ well-being.

The keys to this success can be summarized in 3 words, tells Marieke: “Partnership, empathize and iterate. 
You need a close partnership with the EAP provider, in our case with Pulso, to make it work but also with 
the client, the employee who comes for guidance. Both need to feel they are equal partners. This feeling is 
enhanced for the employee when they have an empathic person in front of them: when they feel they are 
being heard and counselling will be tuned to their needs, this will contribute to that feeling of partnership. 
And last but not least: iteration is essential for EAP to survive. The world changes continuously, so we need 
to listen, evaluate and evolve constantly in order to keep our program up to date. This is the only way we 
can ensure that we will still be relevant in the years and decades to come.”
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From its very start, Colruyt has always been striving to combine innovation, efficiency and sustainabili-
ty. This applies to logistics, to warehouse design, to the shopping experience, but also to organisational 
design and the employees’ well-being. To help them keep a bird’s eye view on the entire organisation, 
Colruyt relies on trusted partners such as Pulso.

Colruyt’s history almost reads like a manual on innovation throughout the years. From the decision to 
change the trucks’ suspension to better cope with the burden of the many products over the use of punch-
cards as one of the first Belgian organisations to the sending of personalized brochures based on your 
personal purchases: Colruyt has always strived to look at ways to apply new insights and technologies for 
better business.

It must be stressed that Colruyt never focused on innovation for innovation’s sake. Every new initiative 
ultimately had to benefit either the employees or the customer or the entire ecosystem around them. 

Colruyt’s  
organisational model
Frank Collin & Marcel Willems
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Nowadays this is usually summarised as sustainability, but long before this term became trending, Col-
ruyt was already focusing on solutions that would ultimately benefit everybody now and in the future. 
The use of hydrogen as energy source, the implementation of solar panels and wind turbines wherever 
possible are only a few examples of Colruyt’s preference for renewable energy and care for the environ-
ment.

Solar eclipse driving the strategy

Applied to the organisation and the employees, this quest for innovation and open mind translates into 
the ambition to build an organisational model that manages to combine passionate employees with a 
healthy and sustainable organisation. “The key idea driving our organisational strategy is the image of a 
solar eclipse”, explains Frank Collin, organisation development manager at Colruyt, “you only see a limited 
part of the whole but you cannot judge or act on what you see. We know that the sun is round and not just 
the sickle that we see at that very moment. Exactly the same applies to our organisation: we should realize 
that what we can observe is only a limited part of the entire picture, and we should always strive to get the 
full picture in order to take the best possible decisions.”

The organisational model should therefore take all relevant factors into account. In a simplified model, 
this translates into finding a balance between efficiency, customer focus and job satisfaction. As such this 
is already a challenging assignment and often a delicate balance, that can easily be shaken. Therefore, Col-
ruyt decided to build an organisational model which would be built on a firm basis in order to ensure the 
sustainability of the model and of the organisation.

Looking for a single identity

One of the reasons to create this organisational model, including vision and mission statement, was the 
explosive growth of the past few years. Following several acquisitions and new initiatives, the Colruyt 
Group had become a large collection of divergent organisations. It was time for the Colruyt Group to join 
all these organisations and have them act as one whole, with the same values and objectives throughout 
the group.
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In order to do so, Jef Colruyt returned to the very basics of the organisation, starting with a simple, yet hard 
to answer, question: “what is exactly Colruyt’s identity and the vision of ourselves and the world around 
us?” Following an extensive analyses of the market and Colruyt’s stakeholders, the mission statement was 
formulated as follows: “Together we create sustainable added value trough value-driven craftmanship in 
retail” and 9 values.

9 group values that live

Each of our core values is linked to a focus point which we want to draw attention to in practice.

• Respect: everyone is equal. Each individual can be themselves and develop further.

• Togetherness: we encourage cooperation at all levels and we connect with one another as a team.

• Simplicity: our employees keep things as simple as possible. We work quickly, (cost-) efficiently and 
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avoid doing the same job twice.

• Readiness to serve: helping is one of our qualities. We are committed to serving our customers and 
colleagues.

• Faith: we believe in one another. Mutual trust gives people positive energy. Collaboration and collegial-
ity are at the center of our team days for employees.

• Hope: we all hope that we will succeed in everything we undertake. Our employees get the resources 
they need to deliver good work.

• Space: we consciously give and take the time to pause in our work and, together, look at what we’re 
doing.

• Courage: we encourage entrepreneurship. Everyone gets the opportunity to take initiatives.

• Strength: employees who can fully develop their potential get fulfilment from their jobs, and this leads 
to job satisfaction

All this combined should lead to a spirit of entrepreneurship at all levels throughout the organisation, to 
efficiency and to a continued job satisfaction, which provides the employees with the power to contribute 
to the group’s mission.

It also hides a lot of paradoxes that Colruyt needs to manage while reaching for their objectives:

• Long-term versus short-term

• Efficient versus effective

• Synergy versus uniqueness

• Customer-aware versus customer-focused

• Organisation versus customer versus employee

• Structure versus freedom

• Trust versus control

• Inside-out versus outside-in
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Jef’s Organisation Model

When Jef Colruyt started to integrate all this in an encompassing organisational model, the resulting graph 
surprisingly looked a lot like a rocket. That’s why this scheme got known as “Jef’s rocket”: a nickname as 
well as a badge of honor, because everybody agrees that this one scheme visualises all defining factors that 
should be taken into account when drawing up an organisational model.

The organisational model of Jef Colruyt provides a systemic view of an organisation. It starts from the 
desired identity of the Colruyt Group in order to create added value to the society. It takes account of ele-
ments such as culture, energy field, structure, leadership, employee needs, processes, systems, ...

“This model is not just a strategic exercise”, specifies Frank Collin, “it is the total view on the organisation 
that every manager at every level should always have in mind whenever they need to make an important 
decision.” This decision should be the result of a careful consideration of all elements rather than just an 
obvious response to the matter at hand.

After all, the model, vision and mission statement have also been the result of long discussion, brainstorms 
and other meetings with top management, members of the board and other relevant parties. “We have 
made sure to include some external advisors who could help us create the holistic overview we needed”, 
explains Collin, “Not just for one day but throughout the process. Pulso, for instance, has helped us create 
and design the organisation in various meetings with the board of directors, for a combined total of about 
56 days. Not an average consultancy project, but there was too much at stake to settle for less.”
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New EAP tools

EAP has proved its worth in thousands of organisations and for countless employees worldwide. But 
this does not mean that we can sit back and count our blessings. We are continuously looking for ways 
to serve our customers and their employees even better. In this era of online self-service, this resulted in 
three new Pulso tools: EAP Online, HappyCare and APPA.

In this digital age, it has become common practice to do almost everything online. From cloud computing 
applications at work to social media and online services for our hobbies and leisure activities or other as-
pects of our personal life (doctor appointments, holiday planning using online search engines, ...).

Taking EAP to new dimensions:
EAP Online, HappyCare & APPA
Charlotte Van den Broucke & Lore Van den Broeck



16 Case Pulso New EAP tools

“This should not surprise us”, adds Dirk Antonissen, general manager at Pulso, “Not only because technol-
ogy and connectivity have evolved so much that all services have become far more reliable and easy-to-
use. Most of all, these online tools grant us a great amount of freedom: we can use them whenever and 
wherever we want. With that unlimited freedom to use the tools when and where it suits us best, comes 
a feeling of being in control: we decide when we want to use the tool and for how long.” Additionally, you 
don’t need to address anyone in order to get started, which may be an extra hurdle for people struggling 
with emotional, financial or social problems.

Taking EAP online

That is why, at Pulso, we have decided to take our valued EAP service online, to make it even more accessi-
ble than it is today. All your employees get access to a portal-like overview page, containing all EAP services 
that your organisation offers, using a unique single log-in. They can take some online tests, read some more 
on their topic of concern, or they can check directly where they can get help for their specific problem. 
And all this within a secure environment, where confidentiality is as guaranteed as with the traditional EAP 
process.

New EAP tools
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This portal also provides access to the other recently launched online services: HappyCare and APPA

HappyCare: Seven paths to happiness

This online self-help tool has originally been developed in cooperation with the Christian Mutuality, and the 
response has been so overwhelmingly positive that Pulso decided to further develop and optimise the tool 
to make it available for all organisations and employees.
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The purpose of this tool is to increase employees’ mental resilience by a combination of psycho-education, 
exercises, testimonials and advice. In a first stage, the user takes a self-test, which helps identify the most 
useful areas to work on (Live towards your goals, invest in relationships, think positive, be aware of your-
self, live here and now, take control of your life and lead a health and active life). Each of the areas is visual-
ized by a ‘path to happiness’ on a roadmap, consisting of a variety of tools to help you reach a higher level 
of mental resilience. Of course, employees are free to choose their own route and which specific ‘resting 
points’ they take (each resting point visualizing one assignment or piece of advice on that specific area of 
resilience or well-being), explains Lore Van den Broeck, consultant at Pulso: “The tool is designed not only 
to help people build mental resilience but also to promote self-management and stimulate proactivity: by 
providing the employees with some valuable tools, the organisation hands them the keys to be in charge 
of their own well-being.”

The HappyCare tool is not only very user-friendly, it is also very scientifically justified: based on insights 
from positive psychology, cognitive behavioural therapy, mindfulness and health psychology. And - last but 
not least - the tool is not merely aimed at providing advice, but in addition focused on behavioural change, 
in order to increase the mental resilience and well-being in the long run.

APPA: inspired by Airbnb, enhanced by Pulso

Another Pulso tool to be launched in short notice, ‘APPA’, is inspired by popular emerged online services. 
The general principle underlying these services is that you don’t need a mediating instance between 
‘care-needer’ and caregiver: this role is now adopted by an online platform. In the world of travelling this 
could be Booking.com or Airbnb and in the world of transport we’re all familiar with the app Uber which 
brings you to your destination in no time. In the different context of employee assistance services relating 
to HR and wellbeing at work, Pulso now presents to you APPA.

APPA is indeed an online platform providing employees direct access to EAP care providers. It can be used 
on any browser and mobile devices such as smartphones or tablets. Charlotte Van den Broucke, consultant 
at Pulso: “The primary goal of this tool is to reach those employees who would not get in touch with the 
professional help that EAP can offer. By eliminating the need of an intake conversation to gain access to 
the counsellor network, the threshold can be considerably lowered.”

New EAP tools
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The employees can still rely on the best possible professional help, though. To appear in the APPA network, 
counsellors’ profiles are considered and screened by Pulso based on their qualifications and specialisa-
tions. The employee with a help request, applies a number of selection criteria before being presented an 
overview of different specialists. These selection criteria include among others distance in location, spe-
cialisation domain of the help request, language settings, and earliest availability. Eventually, the client can 
self-select a suitable care provider to start a tailored guidance trajectory.

New EAP tools
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Non-profit organisation Moderator decided to drive their teams towards self-governance. That sounds 
like a simple and straightforward idea, but it involved a lot of ‘what, when, if and why’s’. Fortunately 
they could rely on a dedicated team coach Hilde, who in turn found professional assistance and feedback 
from Pulso.

The road towards  
self-governance  

should not be travelled lightly
Hilde Deboeck & An Thys
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Moderator is a non-profit organisation (vzw/asbl) with an aptly chosen name: it aims to moderate between 
two parties, more specifically between criminals and their victims. By engaging in a conversation, both 
criminal and victim can understand better why this has happened and how it has affected the other. This 
almost always helps both parties process the events and get on with their lives. Moderator also provides a 
so-called Forum, a public room for discussion in which the larger audience can engage in conversations on 
what can be considered as a humane reaction by society to criminal acts.

The organisation consists of a central administration and policy team and 5 regional branches acting more 
or less independently. In 2017, it was decided that these regional divisions would become more indepen-
dent and self-governing. This frees up time for more value creation within the organisation, and increases 
the engagement and motivation within each regional team. “The central policy team steers the general 
direction of the organisation, ensures the implementation and follows up on the proper functioning “, says 
Hilde Deboeck, personnel coordinator at Moderator.

In order to achieve this objective, all employees and teams needed to fully understand the organisation’s 
vision, mission statement and DNA. What makes Moderator tick? The answer to that question had to be 
clearly defined and communicated to each team, if they wanted them to eventually become self-governing 
and independent. Most of this work - the identification and definition process - had already been done a 
year earlier.

The main remaining challenge was to pave the road to self-government for each regional branch. A road 
which consisted of several intermediate destinations:

• to agree on management level on a vision around self-government,

• to find a sufficient base of support from all employees,

• to support the teams in their evolution towards self-government,

• to follow up and to adjust when necessary.

As this project was largely in the hand of one internal coordinator, Hilde Deboeck, some help from an ex-
ternal party was more than welcome. That’s why Pulso has been contacted: to help Hilde throughout the 
entire trajectory, and to serve as an external sounding board all along the way.
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Defining self-governance at organisation level

The first stage in the trajectory was to achieve a consensus from the policy team on the ‘what, ‘why’ and ‘how’ 
of self-government. This was enabled via an elaborate brainstorm. Each member of the policy team was asked 
to sketch their dream using metaphors. These lively images were helpful in answering the questions above.

The principles of self-government turned out to be close to the principles that the Moderator teams use 
in their daily activities: transparency, respect for differences, participation, empowerment, equality, and 
more. The means to get there were quite easily defined from there: a clear understanding of the roles of 
the individuals as well as of the teams, regular feedback loops, a high degree of autonomy while keeping 
their own voice in the organisation, and a focus on competency and complementarity.

“We also gave a lot of thought to the ideal profile of a self-governing team”, added Hilde Deboeck, “Some 
of the recurring values that we could identify, were: a high level of trust and faith in one another, a climate 
allowing conflicts to be discussed in an adult way, and to be proud of your achievements. And, last but not 
least, an enormous drive - or ‘goesting’, as they say in Flemish - to reach one’s targets.”

All of this combined led to the eventual definition of self-governing teams (see frame).

Energizing and guiding the teams

The next step would be: translating the vision and theory on self-governing teams into practice by involving 
the teams themselves. “We soon realized that the only way to do this successfully, would be by ensuring 
that they were willing and able to grow independently while respecting their own uniqueness.”

One of the first initiatives taken to increase the motivation within the teams was to organise a roadshow: 
each team was visited by a delegation from the central administration, who would explain the ‘why’ be-
hind the entire initiative and introduce the Lencioni team model as a guiding light for the transformation. 
“Everybody was quickly convinced about the rationale behind the initiative: the story made sense to them 
and they were willing and eager to embark on that journey. Part of the reason for this enthusiasm was our 
promise that each team could evolve at their own pace and could learn from each other in the process.”

Hilde’s role as a team coach cannot be underestimated in the team’s development towards self-govern-
ment. She has helped them assess the ‘as is’ situation and the ‘to be’ destination, and chart the best trajec-
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tory from a to b. She has also played a significant role in various aspects and potential problems surround-
ing the journey: helping to lower the resistance, teaching self-reflection and showing ‘blind spots’, dealing 
with conflicts and stimulating positive feedback, enabling the decision making process, etc.

But Hilde doesn’t want to take all the credits: “The policy team has been very open and supportive through-
out the process, and were ready to provide whatever assistance the individual teams needed. And of course 
the input and mediation by Pulso has been instrumental in the success of this journey so far.”

Takeaways

Although the road to self-government is still ongoing and under construction, Hilde Deboeck could already 
share some secrets to the success of such an enterprise: “Firstly: the road to self-government can only be 
successfully travelled when you also take HR and the organisational structure into account. Next, your ef-
forts should always be anchored in the company’s vision and DNA, otherwise, it’s doomed to fail. Thirdly, 
the journey requires good leadership, which is in this case a delicate balance between following up closely 
and keeping a distance. Also, the team functioning and the individual functioning should always be viewed 
together, which also implies that all employees and teams should devote some time to self-reflection and 
look for feedback. Last but not least: individuals, teams and the entire organisation should always bear in 
mind that flexibility is key, not only throughout this journey towards self-governance, but for the rest of 
our working lives.”

Moderator’s definition of self-governing teams

“We are all together responsible for the process of realizing the targets that Moderator has set. The 
staff and policy team guard the context within which self-government is taking place. They support the 
teams and enable whatever is required to make it happen.

Each team has a high degree of autonomy to plan, follow up and evaluate the processes and targets, 
deploying the qualities of each team member for an optimal effect. Each team member will embrace 
an active attitude, focusing on taking initiative and signalling. This will ensure a continuous interaction 
between all levels.”
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Delhaize Barometer:  
Keep the finger on the mental pulse

Dr. Eddie De Block & Audrey Eertmans

When a leading supermarket chain wants to care for the mental health of its 13.000 employees spread 
throughout the country, it needs the best tools it can get. Together with Pulso, they introduced the Del-
haize Barometer, a solution which combines professional survey quality with optimal feedback and ad-
vice, and can in time be used as the ultimate tool to keep the finger on the pulse and to prevent mental 
problems rather than curing them.

Delhaize is one of Belgium’s leading supermarket chains, with about 13.000 employees spread over 130 su-
permarkets, 3 logistical centres and an administrative headquarter. The health of an organisation is largely 
dependent on the health of its employees, Delhaize is very aware of that universal truth. Not only the 
physical health, but also and increasingly the mental health and well-being. In their quest to improve on this 
field, they found a valuable partner in Pulso.

The collaboration between Delhaize and Pulso started in 2011, with several meetings discussing Delhaize’s 
aspirations and the legal framework, both leading to the same conclusion: Delhaize needed a tool to poll 
every employee’s mental health and resilience, either upon the management’s request or initiated by the 
Committee for Prevention and Protection at Work.
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Initially, this has led to a ‘survey on well-being’ in 2013, the results of which were not all positive. Therefore, 
the next joint initiative by Delhaize and Pulso in 2015 was the organisation of a series of information and 
education sessions on the topic of stress. But Delhaize felt that they still needed more in order to ensure 
or improve the employees’ mental health.

Enter: the Delhaize Barometer

That is why the Delhaize management has joined forces with Pulso to create the ‘Delhaize Barometer’. This 
Barometer is a standardised set of questions, which can serve as a working tool for both employer and 
employees, explains Eddie De Block, Manager Medical & Psychosocial Occupational Medicine at Delhaize: 
“The employer can use it to keep the finger on the pulse of the organisation. They can gauge on a regular 
basis the employees’ level of well-being and identify potential risk factors. On this basis, they can set a list 
of priorities and less urgent actions, to improve the well-being, both short-term and long-term.

Employees, on the other hand, can monitor their own psychosocial well-being and compare it to the av-
erage score for similar profiles in a national benchmark. They receive a balanced feedback on how they 
experience their working situation without having to go through an elaborate series of questions. And they 
get offered a set of possible actions to improve their well-being, which they can discuss with internal con-
tacts such as their manager, an HR business partner, a person of trust, a prevention advisor ... The Delhaize 
Barometer is always available to the employees for personal use, however it also gets deployed in several 
agreed upon scenarios. Firstly, as part of the general medical examination, which is now aimed at both 
physical and mental health. Next, as a complementary tool to the stress training. And finally, as an essential 
element in the psychosocial risk analysis in specific work-related situations.

Obstacles on the road ahead

This general deployment is now agreed upon by all parties, but this hasn’t always been the case, recalls 
Eddie De Block: “One of the main challenges for the Delhaize Barometer has been to convince all social 
partners of the importance of this Barometer, and how the advantages far outweigh the perceived risks. 
We have spent a great deal of time and effort in communicating this message throughout the country, 
because we firmly believe in the importance of this tool for our strategy around well-being.” The effort 
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has paid off: now both employer and employee representatives have confidence in the Barometer as a 
valuable tool.

Some parties and persons are still by definition reluctant to use digital tools in such context. That is why 
in certain cases the Barometer is also printed out on paper, distributed physically, filled out manually and 
physically handed back to the trusted person who provided them with the questionnaire. A long and la-
bour-intensive process, but worth their while given the end goal of the company: to get a complete over-
view of employees’ well-being.

Finally, the General Data Protection Regulation, introduced by the European legislation to protect people’s 
data privacy, has forced Delhaize to pay extra attention to the communication throughout the process: to 
clearly communicate the purpose of the Barometer, to explicitly ask permission to share the results with 
the company doctor and to allow for a change in permissions at any time.

Self-assessment in a well-protected context

As a general rule, the procedure goes as follows: the employee logs in; they get presented a welcome 
screen containing a.o. information on privacy and confidentiality and the option to allow or deny sharing 
of the results with the occupational physician; they perform the self-test; afterwards, they get sent the 
results in an insightful report, along with some tips and advice for their specific situation.

As discussed, the employee has every right to refuse that the results will be shared. On top of that, they 
also get the best possible guarantees on confidentiality and anonymity as part of the Pulso professional 
promises. Pulso always acts as a neutral external partner, who is bound to the deontological code and 
obligation to secrecy. The raw data are kept on a highly secured external server. And the reports sent to 
the employer are always limited to group level results, never on individual level. The company doctor or 
other parties can only see the results if the employee explicitly decides to share them. Employees can then 
decide, without any external interference, what they want to do with these results: discuss them with a 
trusted party, use some of the tips offered by the Barometer, or simply keep the results aside and check 
how they have evolved when taking the test again.
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Het individueel feedbackrapport
Le rapport feedback individuel
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Useful group results

Even when Delhaize does not get to see the results on an individual level, the results on group level are 
more than interesting enough. Not only the results as such are very informative, but they are also com-
pared with external data: results from other companies within Belgium, and a weighing procedure en-
abling them to make a valid comparison and to see how their employees at collective level are experiencing 
their well-being at work compared to the other Belgian employees with a similar socio-demographic pro-
file. This insight is enhanced by the graphic visualization of the results and the deviations from the average. 
Additionally, the results are only divulged when a minimum amount of respondents has been reached: 7 
for general reports, 20 for specific analyses. Thus their validity and reliability is always guaranteed.

The questionnaire is based on Pulso’s S-ISW survey. This allows Delhaize to compare their own Barome-
ter results with other organisations’. The short version of the survey consists of about 25 questions and 
is mainly aimed at individual development and support and at regular scoring on group level. The long 
version, mainly supporting group-level psychosocial risk analysis (PSRA) consists of 70 questions, and will 
investigate a wide spectrum of job-related factors as well as well-being indicators.

Promising and inspiring

As the first overall results have only been obtained in the course of 2017 and 2018, it is too early to judge 
the value of the Delhaize Barometer as a genuine barometer, providing actual results that can be compared 
to previous results and thus indicate the current state of affairs in terms of mental health and well-being 
throughout the organisation. But the use of the Barometer as part of the medical health examinations, as 
a supporting tool for PSRA and as a means to compare Delhaize to other companies has already confirmed 
that this tool is effective and promising as a long-term solution.

Moreover, Delhaize’s Barometer has inspired other companies to consider similar tools for their own or-
ganisations. “We have already explained our story to several other companies”, confirms Eddie De Block, 
“and this will not diminish in the foreseeable future, as companies are more and more expected to take 
concrete measures to improve primary prevention of mental and physical diseases and willing to monitor 
psychosocial well-being.”
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Employees get a GRIP 
on mental resilience

Prof. Wilmar Schaufeli, Marinella Leone  
& Sofie Vuerstaek

In stressful environments such as EUROCONTROL Maastricht, 
it is a good idea to focus on the well-being of the employees, 
among others by increasing their engagement level. Pulso has 
helped EUROCONTROL implement the GRIP digital tool to en-
hance the engagement of their workforce.
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Every day, at the EUROCONTROL Maastricht Upper Area Control Centre (MUAC), 600 men and women 
ensure the safety of 500,000 passengers in the upper airspace of Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg 
and north-west Germany. Cross-border sectors are designed to ensure maximum safety and efficiency in 
the interests of the customers and the entire European network.

Many of the jobs in this air traffic control centre are quite demanding. It takes a lot of concentration 
throughout the day to make sure the air traffic proceeds as planned, and to keep their eyes on any possible 
anomaly, which might lead to a potentially dangerous situation. On top of that, EUROCONTROL employ-
ees were facing other problematic working conditions: a high number of changes, an ongoing resource 
shortage, an irregular work roster, which also leads to a lack of traditional team structure and to a limited 
opportunity for collective learning.

These very exceptional working conditions ask for an ongoing focus upon the well-being of the employees. 
Not only preventing people to fall sick, but going that step further and investing into the engagement lev-
els of the employees, that is what MUAC want to achieve. At first instance, they wanted to focus upon the 
large group of air traffic controllers.

From firefighting to energising

After discussing the situation, it was decided that the best strategy to fight stress and absenteeism, and 
to enhance engagement was not by only curing the symptoms but rather by tackling the problem at root 
level. More specifically, the principles of positive psychology were applied to help increase the employees’ 
energy level.

Positive Psychology is the scientific study of optimal human functioning. It aims to discover and promote 
the factors that allow individuals and communities to thrive. Applied to the working environment, it means 
that we should move away from work as being stressful only leading to disorder and disease - and start 
focusing on work as an opportunity to use our creativity, to challenge ourselves, which is energising, en-
riching, engaging and exciting.

This goes further than just aiming at job satisfaction with the employees, remarks Marinella Leone, OPS 
Safety Quality and Human Performance Team Leader at Eurocontrol: “You should not be satisfied with 
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satisfied employees, you should aim at engaged employees: they find reward in work itself and will be a 
lot more resilient than their merely satisfied colleagues.” This will ultimately benefit both the employee 
and the organisation: healthy and resilient employees lead to low health and replacement costs, whereas a 
positive attitude and behavior will lead to better company performances and superior business outcomes.

How can you create an engaged workforce? According to Wilmar Schaufeli, distinguished research profes-
sor at Utrecht and Leuven University, it is as simple as this: by ensuring that the job resources outweigh the 
job demands. Job resources are those factors that help employees make their job easier, more pleasant 
and more worthwhile. job demands in contrast, are the factors that drain your energy by making the job 
more stressful: time pressure, unclear instructions, lack of communication, etc. Any organisation that man-
ages to reduce the job demands and to increase the job resources, will see positive results; less burnout, a 
higher level of energy with the employees, and ultimately much more work engagement too.

Job Demands-Resources Model
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This does not mean that you should take away all stress from the employees: a completely stress-free 
environment will not lead to more engaged employees. But if you enable your employees to deal with 
challenges with the appropriate tools in a stimulating environment, they will feel much more energised in 
the long run.

GRIP: the engagement enhancer at MUAC Eurocontrol

In order to increase the level at MUAC Eurocontrol, Pulso suggested to implement a digital tool (called 
GRIP), in combination with personal assistance. The digital tool, developed by professor Schaufeli and his 
colleagues, starts with an ‘energy scan’: an initial assessment of the employees’ energy and stress levels. 
This will lead to an individual report (using green, orange and red traffic lights to indicate how you score 
against the benchmark) and an individualized advice on which development tracks to follow.

GRIP offers more than 50 modules within 12 development areas. The modules can be self-tests, instruc-
tional videos, inspiring stories, or calls to action. After the initial assessment, GRIP compiles a list of the 
top-ten most suitable modules for each employee. However, it is up to the employee to decide which mod-
ules they want to do: everybody is in charge of their own development. While taking exercises and follow-
ing specific tracks, the online tool will also show the progress of the employee’s energy level with an ‘ener-
gy meter’ closely resembling our battery level indicators on our phones. At the end of the track, a summary 
assessment can be taken to self-monitor their own progress.

The 12 GRIP development areas

1. Know yourself  7. Keep growing and developing yourself

2. Lead a healthy, active life  8. Lead a meaningful and purposeful life

3. Make yourself feel good  9. Create your ideal job

4. Develop your resilience 10. Be conscious of your stage in life

5. Invest in relationships 11. Burnout? Chronic stress? What to do now?

6. Take control 12. Work in an effective team
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GRIP is more than just a digital tool: the non-digital assistance and communication is equally important. 
Firstly, a great deal of effort was spent on communicating the tool to all employees and making them 
aware how this tool could help them become more resilient. Second: each self-assessment and personal 
advice could lead to an individual follow-up and coaching trajectory with a Pulso coach or MUAC coach 
trained by Pulso. This was an optional service but very welcome for some employees.

The project has been started end 2017 and it is too soon to measure the impact on the level of the total 
organisation. Future measurements will follow. Those who involved themselves into the project provided 
very positive feedback. The challenge stays to get more and more controllers involved, and to make them 
aware that staying healthy and resilient is a preventive matter, rather than waiting for the stress to become 
too severe.
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When Jacques Vandermeiren became CEO of Port of Antwerp (Havenbedrijf Antwerpen), he was aware 
of its reputation: a wide diversity of activities but ultimately lacking a “face” that could combine the 
various departments into one single identity towards the outside world. A strategic change was needed, 
starting from the top.

Havenbedrijf Antwerpen

Port of Antwerp: 
how to transform  
a legacy company into  
an innovative, enabling organisation
Lies Wouters, Sofie Stockmans & Rob Leurs 
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“Havenbedrijf Antwerpen” (Port of Antwerp) literally translates as: ‘Port Company Antwerp’. But this one 
company consists of many different entities, each with its own specialty, its own set of activities and its 
own business logic.

When Jacques Vandermeire was asked to become CEO, he felt that, even though diversity is a valuable 
asset, Port of Antwerp did miss that overarching, unifying identity. Having organised a stakeholder survey, 
this first impression was confirmed. The Port of Antwerp was described by most as a moloch that was 
rather bound by the past than future-oriented or adapted to the current economic reality. Vandermeire 
realized that a thorough transformation was required. And that it would have to start at the top of the 
organisation.

First of all, a number of organisational principles was established to define the new Port of Antwerp: this 
would have to be a single organisation, prepared for the challenges of today and tomorrow, with a custom-
er- and partner-friendly attitude, looking for continuous progression and in sync with the digital, innovative 
world, and anchored on sustainability.

To make the new vision and principles work, it is highly important to have the right person at the right spot, 
taking the company culture and leadership parameters into account.

Once the top level organisation was designed and assigned, the second management layer needed to be 
aligned as well. The new structure supporting the restructured organisation and accordingly aligned top 
management had to be designed and validated; the function requirements for no less than 50 positions 
had to be specified; for each function a call for candidates, a candidate selection and a validation of the 
selected candidates had to be arranged (no N-2 manager could claim their former job, they had to apply 
as well); while orchestrating all these selection processes, the continuity had to be ensured; and - last but 
not least - all of this needed to take place in six months time, from July to December 2017. Not just your 
average project!

Pulso: a valued external partner helping to meet the deadlines

“As the HR team that needed to coordinate this entire process was rather tightly staffed and the time-
frame was extremely tight, we welcomed all the professional help we could get”, said Sofie Stockmans, 

Havenbedrijf Antwerpen
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Talent & Development Manager at Port of Antwerp, “One of these valued external partners was Pulso, 
whom we asked to help us out with the coordination of the entire project, the communication towards the 
management team and the employees, and with the follow-up of the entire process.”

The collaboration between Pulso and Port of Antwerp’s HR team turned out to be excellent, commented 
Lies Wouters, Organisation Development and Change Manager at Port of Antwerp: “The Pulso team was 
immediately smoothly integrated, they acted from day one as a genuine Port of Antwerp team member. 
A very productive team member, we may add, because they helped us in defining and streamlining all re-
quired communication towards employees, management and social partners. On top of that, they played a 
significant role in ensuring that the entire process went smoothly and all deadlines were aligned and met. 
Even though they never claimed a foreground role in this process, their presence in the background has 
made a considerable difference in the successful completion of this project.”

Award-winning results

Thanks to Pulso’s and several others’ valuable contribution in the process, Port of Antwerp’s HR team man-
aged to finalize the project by the agreed upon deadline, the end of 2017. The Extended Leadership Team 
had not been fully defined yet (some positions were dependent on a higher position which was still vacant) 
but 28 internal selection processes were successfully completed, 14 of whom coming from other levels in 
the organisation. Throughout this period, the communication to all parties involved was always carefully 
planned and executed, as well as the support for all employees considering or participating in one of the 
selection processes for the N-2 vacancies, before, during and after the selection process.

The swift, professional and thorough management of all aspects of the transformation has led to an over-
all feeling that the organisation has made significant steps forward. They have been informed throughout 
the transformation and selection process, and received support when required.

The positive results have been acknowledged by the outside world as well. A very tangible example of this ap-
preciation has been the award they received from employers organisation VBO as ‘Government Organisation 
of the Year’. Among the reasons that they received the award: “They manage to combine tradition and inno-
vation, they have opened up to the outside world and they have succeeded in creating a mind shift through-
out the organisation.” Exactly what Jacques Vandermeire had in mind when he started at Port of Antwerp.
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Embarking on the next project

The positive feedback has provided the team in charge of the transformation with enough drive to embark 
on the next journey, because the work is not done yet, remarks Lies Wouters: “We are already implement-
ing the transformations on the next leadership level, N-3. This process, however, will not be as simultane-
ous and as tightly scheduled as the previous ones. There are too many positions involved, tackling all these 
at once would lead to a genuine tsunami, and we don’t want that in our harbour.”

“What we do want to continue, however, is the way we have conducted our transformation process so far: 
gradual, step by step, informing all parties of the progress, and communication amply and clearly on how 
these steps contribute to the new company culture that the Port of Antwerp has embraced. And we also 
continue our successful partnership with Pulso: they are instrumental in reaching these objectives smooth-
ly and professionally. Not as a distant consultant but as one of the team, thinking along all the way and 
rolling up their sleeves whenever necessary.”

Epilogue: Culture & Leadership transformation

Thanks to the successful collaboration of Pulso and Port Of Antwerp on the organisational side, Pulso has 
meanwhile been asked to embark on an even larger and even more challenging project in the transforma-
tion of Port Of Antwerp. Through intense co-creation with the leading managers of the company, a new 
culture and leadership style is being shaped and implemented. We look forward to share more about this 
long term partnership on a future occasion.
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Sustainable resilience and  
well-being at J&J Belgium  

is based on an  
integrated strategy  
of blended services

Ann Van Acker & Philippe Lalieu

Janssen, Pharmaceutica, the Belgian branch of pharmaceutical giant Johnson & Johnson, has always 
cared for lives. Patients’ lives that they can save with their medicines. And employees’ lives because they 
contribute most to the organisation’s success. Throughout the years they have learned that the best re-
sults in employee resilience and well-being are obtained by adopting an integrated strategy: internal and 
external capabilities are blended to get the desired result in every single phase of the strategic process.
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J&J Belgium is still heavily influenced by the culture of Janssen Pharmaceutica, the company founded by 
dr. Paul Janssen and affiliated with Johnson & Johnson in 1961. Paul Janssen never ceased to accentuate 
the importance of what they were doing: their breakthrough research and innovative medicines can mean 
the difference between life and death for some patients. So the sooner they are on the market the better. 
‘Lives are at stake’ and ‘Time is running out’ were, not surprisingly, among his most often repeated man-
tras. But time-to-market was just one of the objectives: duty of care, aiming for perfection and innovation 
are also deeply embedded in the DNA of the company.

But it wasn’t just the lives of the patients that mattered, the lives of the employees were very important 
to the founder and the organisation as well. This care for the employee’s well-being is as important to the 
management today as ever before. It is the driving force behind a wide array of co-created, blended ser-
vices offered within an integrated framework around employee resilience and well-being. And, throughout 
the years, J&J Belgium has learned to rely on Pulso all along the process.

Integrated strategic employee resilience
and wellbeing management 

Pulso Europe does not only offer advice and consultancy in developing an
integrated strategic wellbeing approach, but also tangible services and

tools for every phase of the strategic process.   
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“Sustainable well-being will never result from one single initiative.”

“Integration is key to the success of any well-being strategy”, emphasized Ann Van Acker, Senior Head Ex-
pert Psychosocial Well-being at J&J Belgium, “a successful strategy for well-being will always be more than 
a one-shot effort. Sustainable results will always depend on a series of diverse but integrated initiatives.” 
The above graph is Pulso’s representation of the various phases of the entire strategic well-being process. 
J&J Belgium has indeed taken one or more initiatives at each of these phases during the past few years. 
Let’s have a look at the most remarkable ones.

Assess & analyse: cross-border mental health & safety assessment

Throughout the years, mental health considerations have increasingly been added to the EU regulations 
on health and safety. The translation into national laws, however, has not been homogeneous at all across 
Europe. If you want to know, as a local organisation, how well you are performing in this area, you need to 
know what the requirements are out of your national legislation and how this compares to what has been 
implemented within your organisation: are you complying, sub-performing or way above the legal mini-
mum? And if you are not complying, how much of a risk is this? An internationally operating company such 
as J&J, needs to repeat this exercise for every single country.

That has led J&J, supported by Pulso, to engage in a European-wide project, assessing compliance for 
each country and every site in the EU countries. First, a data sheet has been generated per country to list 
how the directives have been transposed into laws (or not). Next, questionnaires have been drawn up 
per country, with a tab for each site, to be filled out by site representatives: they could report on their 
own level of compliance. These returned data have been statistically analysed on practices, compliance 
and weighted risk for non-compliance. All data have then been turned into report sheets per site, per 
country and per region, with the well-known green, orange and red color notation. The final report and 
recommendations are not only used by local managements, also the Global Health Services Lead Team 
for EMEA relies on the data to establish priorities and discuss these with their global counterparts in the 
US.

Another interesting initiative in this phase of the strategic cycle, was the use of a unique qualitative ap-
proach to psychosocial risk assessment. Rather than turning to classic questionnaires and surveys, J&J 
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Belgium implemented the so-called RAPSY process in their Beerse and Geel plants. This process uses an 
individual checklist completion as a starting point for recurrent annual team discussions on the state of 
well-being in the team. During the first year of implementation, these discussions were facilitated by ex-
ternal consultants. Now internal facilitators - who have been especially trained for this approach – have 
taken over that role. The results of the annual exercise are not only used for internal purposes (specific 
well-being plan and actions for each team), but also to provide consolidated reports to the higher man-
agement levels.

Since September 2018, J&J Belgium employees can also use the Balance Tool, a Pulso-developed online 
tool for self-assessment on well-being at work which provides them with lots of feedback: how well they 
are doing compared to similar profiles in the 100.000 person database, personalised advice on what they 
can do to improve their balance, articles and tips, which support services are available to the employee, etc. 
From there, they can also access Happy Care, an additional tool with tons of extra information, testimoni-
als, exercises on well-being and happiness in and outside work.

Family members (partner and financially dependent children)

Employee

Person of TrustMedical dept Other channels 

Psychosocial Legal/budget

Boundary crossing, formal
Boundary crossing, informal
Private or professional issues Private or professional issues

External Prevention 
Advisor

Internal Prevention 
Advisor/Expert Pulso Expert

NL/FR/
EN Pulso Counselor Pulso Counselor NL/FR/

EN

Registration system/statistical reporting

EAP process
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In the programming and planning phase, J&J Belgium has optimised its EAP process in order to capture as 
many signals that could point to structural problems as possible, without compromising the confidential-
ity between employee and person of trust or other parties they have contacted. A complex but working 
process which combines the best of expert help and confidentiality with a bird’s eye view on potential risk 
areas.

In the Integration & Introduction phase, the most noteworthy introduction has been the Work-ability House, 
a graphical representation of the elements needed to keep yourself ‘work-able’ (capable to work). The 
house consists of 4 interconnected floors: health, talents, values and work. Each one is needed to support 
the next, so it is important to provide enough attention to all floors. In order to get each floor in balance, 
there are plenty of tools and services available, some of which are listed below.

The model was originally designed by the Finnish professor Ilmarinen to visualise the elements needed to 
keep an older workforce active for a longer time, but it is actually applicable to most employees.

Health

• EFPIL

• Health Profile

• Healthy Food

• Move@Janssen

• Periodic Medical 

examinations

• Blended EAP

• Formal and informal 
procedurs...

• 5 conversations

• Global Learning Offer

• Performance Management

• Bridges

• Talent Fit Center

• Supply Chain Highway

program/Learning & Devel.

• R&D Mentoring &  Engagement

• … 

Talent Values

• Credo

• Leadership Imperatives

• Diversity & Inclusion

• Inspiring Campus

• Thinking Environment

• …

• Flexplace

• Safety

• Working from home

and Flex working

• Rapsy

• Ergonomics

• …

Work

Global and local existing initiatives
Incomplete list of initiatives
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Finally, in the Measure & Monitor phase, J&J has seriously considered to globally adopt a mental well-being 
maturity ladder, co-developed by J&J Belgium, Pulso and Stanwick Consultants. This maturity ladder rates 
an organisation the way students in American colleges are rated, from A+ (driving excellence and innova-
tion) to C (being merely compliant with legal and company requirements).

The latter model has finally not been withheld (instead a risk-based model was adopted), but it must be 
clear from all the above that J&J, together with Pulso and other HR and strategic partners, is actively pur-
suing employee resilience and well-being on all possible levels and in every phase of the strategic process. 
It shouldn’t come as a complete surprise, then, that Janssen (the Belgian J&J branch) has been named Best 
Employer of the First Decade by HR outsourcing company Randstad.
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Feedback culture:  
an essential ingredient  
for a learning organisation

Sofie Vuerstaek & Dirk Antonissen

Organisations that want to thrive in this era of unpredictability and constant change, need to be as agile 
and adaptable as possible. They need to instil a learning culture, and one of the essential components is a 
mechanism of constant feedback. This can be very disruptive for some companies. A well-designed digital 
tool such as MyEcho can make the difference.
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Efficiency and effectiveness used to be the most important metrics for most organisations. Nowadays, 
with the speed of change accelerating all the time, the new organisational objectives are more often asso-
ciated with agility and adaptability. The never-ending flow of digital innovations has generated countless 
new business models. It is very hard to predict which business models will survive and win, so you need to 
be able to adapt quickly, in order to compete in today’s global business environment.

Learning culture

While the need for agility, adaptability and speed has largely been caused by technological innovations, it 
would be a mistake to think that you can solve this merely by adopting the latest technology. It will be an 
important part of your innovation strategy, but you will also need to enable your managers and employees 
to develop a mindset that allows them to cope with, or even drive this innovation.

You will need to create a company culture with a focus on learning and personal development rather than 
a fixation on results, where employees are continuously being challenged and lured out of their comfort 
zone. That’s how you create a learning culture, oriented towards continuous change, where all managers 
and employees are prepared and eager to learn on all levels. In such a learning-oriented environment, 
everyone will be looking at new technology in order to evaluate how it can benefit the organisation, keep-
ing an open mind for new business models as they present themselves in our ever-changing society. And, 
last but not least, we must also be willing to question ourselves: are we performing as well as we could or 
should? Are there areas of improvement? Do we seize the opportunities created by the latest innovations?

Feedback culture

In order to create this culture of continuous self-improvement, you also need a working system of contin-
uous feedback. This is a trend we notice in many organisations: the annual performance reviews are being 
scrapped, to be replaced by continuous feedback. A trend which is part of a larger HR evolution, where the 
traditional focus on evaluation and reward has moved towards a focus on (self-)development. The annual 
reviews are being replaced by continuous feedback, with a broader objective in mind. Managers should not 
just discuss the question ‘how well are you performing?’, they should immediately follow it up with: ‘what 
do you need to perform your current and your future job as well as possible?’. The performance reviews 
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are turning into productive dialogues, where each party’s expectations are discussed and both parties try 
to find the best possible solution to meet these respective objectives.

Last but not least: the feedback mechanisms are not limited to the managers providing feedback to their 
team. The managers are evaluated by their team as well, and the team members can provide feedback to 
each other too. You then get a 360° view on each employee and manager, which leads to a more complete 
and accurate insight in all employees’ capacities and working areas. And, of course, we all get a better in-
sight in our own functioning as well. We learn where our talents and limitations lie, and what we can do to 
improve ourselves. This is the foundation for the next step: to understand where we can leave our comfort 
zone to explore new possibilities with a high probability of success. This is good for the organisation, but 
at least as beneficial to the employees themselves: feedback can empower them to grow and learn, and to 
become better employees, and better persons in general. Only by growing and becoming more competent 
in your job, by self-development and self-improvement, you will reach a higher level of engagement.

Organizations are moving on the feedback continuum

Focus on evaluation (& rewards)

1 X per year

Needs of the employer

One way street

Rigid & directive

Top down

Focus on development

Continuous

Needs of the employer and
employee

Two way street

Flexible & communicative

360°
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The feedback and learning culture are clearly mutually dependent. They support and enhance one another, 
and both contribute to the organisation’s ability to adapt flexibly and to quickly seize new opportunities. 
They instil a mindset of growth within the organisation, which is instrumental to the organisation’s agility 
and adaptability. And this eventually leads to better results. Recent research has, for instance, shown that 
organisations with an engaged culture (which is connected to a learning and feedback culture) on average 
enjoy a 65% increase of the share value, 26% less employee turnover, 100% more unsolicited job applica-
tions, 20% less absenteeism, 15% higher employee productivity, and 30% higher customer satisfaction 
(Source: Forbes, Boyce et al., Journal of Organisational Behaviour). Enough reasons to start embracing a 
learning and feedback culture, wouldn’t you agree?

The art of providing feedback

While a feedback culture will definitely benefit the organisation, it is important to provide this feedback in 
the right way and in the right context. Otherwise the feedback, even with the best intentions, may cause 
more harm than benefits. First of all, the switch from a traditional appraisal to a culture of continuous 
feedback cannot be made overnight. Top management and direct managers must stress the importance of 
this new approach and how it fits in a broader organisational strategy. Attention to the quality of feedback 
must be given, and guidance and coaching of all in giving and receiving feedback is essential.

One should not underestimate the importance of trust in the process of providing and receiving feed-
back. Feedback can often feel as criticism, even when formulated positively. It is often associated with a 
feeling of vulnerability, especially when the provider of feedback is on a higher level within the organi-
sation. The most effective and sustainable way to get rid of that negative feeling, is by empowering the 
employee in the feedback process. Provide them with enough autonomy and responsibility to deal with 
this feedback, and encourage them to provide feedback on others as well. Also emphasizing the positive 
aspects in working, and giving enough positive feedback is important. Feeling valued for what you do well 
is a crucial condition for the feedback culture to succeed. Gradually, this will create a feedback culture 
within the organisation, where employees will actively look for feedback, knowing that this feedback will 
help them grow.
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My Echo: digitally lowering the threshold to feedback

A tool such as My Echo, a tool for providing and gathering feedback, may be of valuable assistance in 
installing a feedback culture. My Echo is a tool that can be used in all possible directions and for several 
kinds of topics: managers who ask feedback upon their leadership style to their employees, colleagues 
who ask feedback on their team working skills to their colleagues, ... Anyone, employee or manager, can 
use this tool to send a survey to colleagues they want feedback from. This survey can contain items about 
leadership or teamworking constructed by Pulso, but also organisation own items can be put in. After 
the feedback results are gathered, the feedback requester will receive an overview of the feedback in 
report form, and this process can be repeated over time to get an overview upon possible evolutions in 
behaviour.

Key to the success of this tool is the correct attitude in using it: the person asking for feedback should 
not limit the invitations to those persons that they expect positive feedback from. On the other hand, the 
providers of feedback should always try to be honest, and not consider this as a way to, for instance, make 
friends or to get even. And managers should be aware that this is nothing more or less than a feedback 
tool, and should therefore not be linked to any form of evaluation. It can be used as an excellent starting 
point for a constructive dialogue, but it should never replace the dialogue.
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What do you do when you need to reduce long-term absenteeism? When a considerable part of this absen-
teeism is due to mental illness? And when your Dutch neighbours have managed to significantly reduce this 
mental illness-related absenteeism? You go ask them how they did this, obviously. Looking for a striking 
example, we ended up talking to the Dutch railroad organisation NS and their HR service provider HSK.

Reduce long-term absenteeism  
by professionalising the diagnosis 
and treatment processes

Daan van Montfoort, Hans Burggraaff & Anke Luts
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The long-term absenteeism has become a major concern for the Belgian organisations. Every single cal-
culation and study around long-term absenteeism shows rising figures in general, and more particularly it 
shows the ever-increasing percentage of long-term absenteeism caused by some form of mental illness or 
psychiatric disorder.

Of course, every organisation cares for its employees and understands the value of engaged people. If 
only, because an unengaged employee contributes less to the organisation’s objectives. But absenteeism 
caused by mental disorder also amounts to a significant cost factor. There are several forms of costs asso-
ciated with it: the direct cost of having to pay for someone who is not around, and the associated reduced 
productivity; the indirect cost of having to find a replacement, having to change the work schedules and 
routines for all colleagues, the reduced employee satisfaction because of these changes, the damage to 
the organisation’s image, ... In some cases, one employee’s absenteeism could lead to several others’.

Last but not least, the absent employees may suffer long-term consequences from their absence as well, 
on top of the mental problems that caused the unavailability in the first place. These consequences range 
from less financial resources and possible job loss to a sense of isolation and a growing feeling that they’re 
experiencing a loss of meaning, both in their job and in life in general.

It is quite clear that there’s an urgent need for a remediation of this situation. The Belgian government 
has understood this as well, and they have issued a royal decree (‘Koninklijk Besluit’) on the re-integration 
of long-term absent employees. The main changes in this new decree: everyone (employer, employee, 
advising physician, ...) can take the initiative to start the re-integration process, and the process should be 
well-documented, following a step-by-step plan. Moreover, the reintegration should always be accompa-
nied by a consultation between all parties concerned. Last but not least, organisations are legally bound 
to have a collective reintegration policy which should enable a more systematic approach to reintegrating 
long-term absent employees.

From ‘Hollanditis’ to guiding light

This new legislation is a considerable step forward for the Belgian society, but when it comes to imple-
menting it all, it is good to have a best practice available that can be used as a guiding light for Belgian 
organisations. As it happens, we didn’t have to look far for this guiding example. In the Netherlands, this 

NS-HSK
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long-term absenteeism used to be such a huge problem that it was dubbed ‘Hollanditis’. There too, the 
government has taken drastic measures in enforcing reintegration policies and mechanisms on all organi-
sations. And some organisations have seized this momentum to seriously reshape their reintegration pro-
cess, so they can not only comply with the new regulation but also benefit from the advantages that an 
efficient reintegration strategy can deliver.

Nederlandse Spoorwegen (NS), the main railroad operator in the Netherlands, is such an organisation. They 
have professionalised the diagnostics procedure in order to start the reintegration process earlier than 
before. This involved hiring external party HSK, an HR service provider specialized in psychological care for 
employees. Thanks to their structured and layered approach to diagnosing absent employees, there is no 
waiting list for diagnosing and treating them: the intake takes place within the week after the period of 
unavailability has started, and the treatment one week later. “This makes a huge difference”, comments 
Hans Burggraaff, Medical Advisor at NS: “Thanks to this close follow-up, employees are able to return to 
their jobs on average 2 months earlier than before. NS and all our employees benefit in different ways from 
this scientific-based approach and from our fruitful collaboration with HSK”.

Key takeaways

So what can Belgian organisations learn from this successful example? Quite a lot actually. First of all: out-
sourcing tasks, even as delicate as treating your employees with mental problems, can contribute signifi-
cantly to your organisation’s health in general, and to the financial bottom-line in particular. This increases 
the confidentiality in the programme and opens the path to ‘negotiate’ between the different perspectives 
of employer and employee. Above all it increases the chance that employees can be helped immediately, 
which is a crucial factor in re-integration.

Second: to reach this result, you do need trained professionals, warns Daan Van Montfoort, Manager at 
HSK: “We have actively measured the success rate in treating patients, before and after our very targeted 
training. And the difference is spectacular: before the training, they barely reached a 20% success rate, af-
ter the training this rose to almost 70%. The quality of their training does make a huge difference to ensure 
better treatment outcomes.”

Thirdly: the GDPR (the European data privacy regulation) doesn’t need to become an obstacle in this rein-
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tegration process. As Daan Van Montfoort puts it: “The organisations may be frustrated by the fact that 
employees are not obligated to discuss their medical status, but they shouldn’t be. The most important 
information – how the patient is evolving, when they can expect them back and what are their needs – will 
always be available.”

Finally, there is also a takeaway for our Belgian government. “I feel that the Belgian legislation focuses 
heavily on obligations and limitations, whereas the Dutch legal framework focuses more on possibilities. 
The employee is mentally fit, but cannot walk yet? Let’s find him a job where he can work on his desk, rather 
than keeping him at home for an extra couple of weeks or months. That’s the mentality you should reach, 
rather than enforcing what can or cannot be done.” concludes Hans Burggraaff.

Lasting result

Outcome measurement  
(SCL-90 score*)

Start of eval-
uation

End of  
evaluation

Re- 
evaluation

% progress

Anxiety disorder 176 117 119 90-100

Somatic symptom disorder  
(occupational burnout)

165 118 116 90-100

Depression 211 131 137 80-90

Resumption of work  
(percent by volume)

Start of 
treatment

End of  
treatment

Follow up

Anxiety disorder 49% 91% 97%

Somatic symptom disorder  
(occupational burnout)

29% 77% 89%

Depression 36% 77% 88%

* SCL90: norm for the population in the Netherlands is 118 (at follow-up after 6-12 months)
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Feelgreat@Proximus: 

an integrated approach  
to resilience and well-being

Jan Van Acoleyen, Sabine De Brauwer & Inge Van den Brande 

In the past decades Proximus went through a drastic change, evolving from a monopolist in fixed telepho-
ny to the digital communication and services provider it is today. With this ever-growing pace of innova-
tion, the pressure on Proximus’ employees to evolve equally fast and to remain flexible and performant 
is rising continuously. Proximus quickly understood that people are key to both innovation and staying 
ahead in this race. That is why Proximus put a strong focus on the well-being and engagement of its em-
ployees. An organisation-wide but highly integrated program was launched to help Proximus’ employees 
feel great, now and tomorrow – the Feelgreat@Proximus program.
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Proximus did not have to start from a blank canvas. For years the organisation had been working on the en-
gagement and resilience of its employees, both physically and mentally, but they felt they needed to take 
their efforts further by setting up an integrated approach to psychosocial well-being. “For us to reach that 
objective, we realised we had to transform the way we work”, recalls Jan Van Acoleyen, Chief HR Officer at 
Proximus. “We intended to make use of three levers to achieve that transformation. Firstly, by continuing 
our Good to Gold journey to ensure sustainable adoption with training, role modelling and adaptations in 
our performance management. Secondly, by growing and engaging the people in our organisation, giving 
them ownership of their continuous development and fostering internal mobility. Thirdly, by gradually 
shifting towards a flexible organisation: scaling up selectively, through design thinking, agile development, 
local teams, and transversal ways of working.” However, what was still lacking was an integrated approach 
to all well-being efforts across the organisation.

The Feelgreat@Proximus journey is one side of the integrated well-being approach, focusing on the em-
ployees’ resilience. A complementary investment is at the organisational level, elaborates Jan Van Acoley-
en: “We are taking a deeper look at the work environment regarding workload, motivation, teamwork, 
leadership and the context in which the employees are working. That way, the stress-inducing factors can 
be reduced and the motivating factors can be maximized at the group level, on top of increasing the resil-
ience on an individual level.”

An analysis of psychosocial risks: defining the actions  
on an organisational level

The psychosocial risk analyses are a first step in tackling well-being on an organisational level, explains 
Jan Van Acoleyen: “We want to gain insight in how the work environment affects employee well-being, 
motivation and performance, not on an individual level but on team and group level. These insights from 
the analyses must then be used to make issues actionable and to define and implement solutions for each 
specific context. The effects of these solutions must then be measured to see if they actually contributed 
to the general level of engagement within Proximus.”

This is one step ahead compared to the past, continues Van Acoleyen: “We used to work in a reactive way, 
when unions or line management asked us to analyse a labour situation in the field. Now we are evolving 
towards a proactive approach where we define what is important and urgent. This way we guarantee 
that we can start preventing escalations instead of dealing with situations that have already escalated.”
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“Our partnership with Pulso has been key to the success of this trajectory”, reflects Jan Van Acoleyen: “We 
have acknowledged the importance of these analyses from the start, and realised that we needed a reli-
able partner with plenty of expertise in this area, and with the required scientific and academic background 
to guide us.”

The analyses were first performed in a group of employees who were more exposed to potential stress-re-
lated factors. The first groups were customer-facing employees who had to deal with an intense work 
challenge, potential aggressive behaviour by customers, and a never-ending succession of new products 
and services.

“We started with a working group consisting of the company, Pulso experts, our social unit consultant, HR 
and the prevention advisor”, explains Van Acoleyen. “Together we defined the different steps to take. The 
first step is about awareness, discussing with the company how to involve employees and to show that the 
company cares about them. A video was made where the prevention advisor and head of sales introduced 
the psychosocial risk analysis. Next, we reviewed the questionnaire with Pulso and adapted it to the target 
group based on interviews done with direct sales employees of different shops. Unions were informed 
during the entire exercise. Once the results were known we started to work on an action plan on corporate 
level. Additionally, workshops were held on district and shop level to have a specific action plan based on 
their own results. Results & action plans were communicated towards all employees in a video. We are now 
in the enrolment phase of the action plan, which will take 6 to 12 months. We will measure the progress 
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of actions taken with a barometer. This is a smaller questionnaire with some key questions to evaluate the 
actions and their impact on the well-being of the employees.

The psychosocial risk analyses weren’t always a walk in the park, says Van Acoleyen: “Managers sometimes 
view this exercise as a personal failure instead of seeing it as an opportunity to get feedback from the em-
ployees and to target their efforts more effectively. It also took several months to see the positive effects 
of the exercise. However, because the positive effects could be measured in the barometer and employ-
ee loyalty increased visibly, managers started to understand the value of the entire program. With many 
thanks to Pulso’s barometer and their professional support!”

Shaping resilience at employee level

There needs to be a good balance between 3 essential components of resilience: physical, mental and 
relational resilience.

Physical resilience is all about having a healthier lifestyle; moving more and on a regular basis, eating 
healthier and getting a good night’s sleep. Sabine De Brauwer says: “We organised an event for all em-
ployees during lunchtime in which we introduced different activities we were going to organise. One week 
later we organised an online lecture regarding resilience that everyone could follow.”

Many more initiatives were launched; the ‘stairway to health’ to stimulate employees to take the stairs 
even more than before, ‘lunchbreak walks’ encouraging all employees to have a short walk during lunch-
time, the ‘Ergo@work’ aimed to observe if employees are sitting ergonomically at their desk, etc.

Mental resilience is more difficult to put into practise, because you cannot immediately feel the impact as 
with physical resilience, remarks Sabine De Brauwer: “We managed to define 4 focus topics anyway. The 
first one is focus & concentration. It is important to do the right thing at the right moment and to concen-
trate to increase our productivity. Second is to stay positive and thus become stronger. The third one is to 
do things closely linked to your talents, and the fourth focus is to relax on a regular basis.”

It is clear that Proximus has organised a wide range of activities to make their employees aware and give 
them food for thought and inspiration. But they took it even one step further by partnering up again with 
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Pulso in order to provide their employees with tools to take their resilience in their own hands.

“We provide an online self-assessment tool which was developed with Pulso to measure our employees’ 
stress levels”, adds Sabine De Brauwer, “If an employee has questions regarding their results on the tests, 
they can contact our social unit consultants. This can lead to some form of therapy as well. We regularly 
have employees who receive therapeutic sessions via Pulso’s Employee Assistance Programme.” Stress 
management is a specific area of concern for the contact centre employees. That is why, in agreement with 
the trade unions, it was decided to organise a specific anti-stress moment each quarter.

Lastly, Proximus has plans to help employees with their relational resilience with, for example, an event 
that focuses on trust, autonomy, appreciation and connection.

The key takeaways from Proximus
 1. Link your well-being initiatives to your strategy and culture;
 2. Ensure top management involvement;
 3. Communication is key: involve your communication team from the start;
 4. Build a multidisciplinary project team;
 5. An integrated approach and closely collaborating working group is key;
 6. Combine activities on both individual and organisational level;
 7. Increase employees’ participation: lower the threshold and close the gap between knowledge and skills;
 8. Stimulate collaboration on all levels;
 9. Use segmentation to detect priorities and ensure you first focus on the high risk teams;
10. Whatever you do: measure, measure, measure!



Our Final Point

By depicting these short stories, we hope you experience a glimpse of what a trajectory in partnership 
with Pulso Europe may imply.

We are keen to thank in the first place all our contact persons of our customer organisations. 
Thanks for your trust, thanks for your enthusiasm to develop in co-creation with our team the 
services and tools, helping your company and your staff to move forward.

Thanks also to our many partner organisations, to the researchers and universities 
with who we regularly work together and to our broad network of affiliates and 
freelancers. Your knowledge expertise, competencies and complementary service 
offerings enable us to deliver results beyond expectations!

Finally, we thank all our own Pulso colleagues in Belgium, the Nether-
lands, Luxembourg, France, Portugal and Greece. Together we can 
make true our mission: building vibrant, healthy organisations, 
where everyone is passionate about their work.
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