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This briefing paper will explore the concept of employee engagement and its role in the present and future landscape of people management.  Reference will be made to academic literature and current best practice.  Throughout this paper, links will be made between employee engagement and other concepts like job satisfaction.  As the paper progresses, it will examine the HR and Cultural elements of contemporary organisations that already have high levels of engagement.

This paper will also attempt to justify the need for employee engagement practices, highlighting how vital it is.  It will discuss the benefits of engagement for various stakeholders and will highlight the need to link engagement with business strategy.
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There are many definitions of employee engagement.  The IES (Robinson et al, 2004, p.9) defines it as a ‘positive attitude held by the employee towards the organisation and its values’.  Similarly, Storey et al (2008) agree that engagement consists of positive behaviours that enable high performance.

So, in this respect, employee engagement goes deep into the human psyche on a psychological level.  There are links between levels of engagement and levels of self-esteem and identity.  From an employee’s perspective, engagement is about being sure of one’s role as part of the bigger picture.  For an employer, employee engagement is about cultivating and utilising these attitudes and behaviours.  Moreover, it is about using these factors as a conduit (or accelerant) for increased performance, productivity or, perhaps, profit.

The very fact that employee engagement is not easily definable provides a case for organisations to think carefully about it.  Indeed, there have been many critics of the validity of the concept due to its ambiguity. As Briner (2014) explicitly states: the chaotic mess leads to undesired outcomes.  The CIPD (2021) recommend that employers should either treat it as an umbrella term or focus on a particular, evidence-based approach.  

In this context, it’s important to examine discretionary effort.  Many employees may have heard the phrase ‘going the extra mile’.  In some cases, this could be discretionary effort.  As Aubrey Daniels (2021) puts it, discretionary effort is the difference between what employees have to do and what they want to do.  Through an engagement lens, this discretionary effort is both a driver and an indicator.

Defining employee engagement is naturally complex.  As such, it’s important to understand its relationship with other behavioural or attitudinal concepts like commitment, involvement, and job satisfaction.  The level of job satisfaction is defined by Locke (1976) as a positive emotional state resulting from one’s job experiences.  Again, we see psychological concepts that feed in to, yet don’t conclusively define, the idea of employee engagement.

Organisational commitment could be defined as the employee’s feeling of obligation to stay with the employer.  Meyer and Allen’s extensive research (1991) divides commitment into three distinct areas:
· Affective commitment, which characterises an employee’s emotional relationship to the employing organisation
· Continuance commitment, which is where an employee is committed to their employer for fear of loss of employment (or other benefits) rather than positive feelings of commitment
· Normative commitment, which is where employees feel they stay out of obligation to their employer to whom they feel indebted for a particular commodity like investment in training

The above definitions are, in the main, behavioural concepts that offer useful insight for HR practitioners.  However, employee engagement cannot be characterised solely by behaviours.  Johns & Ellis (2016) describe how engagement is more clearly characterised by performance and results.  For leaders and for the HR profession, this means that in order to increase employee engagement, focusing on behavioural aspects alone fall short of what is required.  Employee engagement should be viewed as an umbrella term, taking into account the environmental, psychological and individual factors that impact on the engagement levels of an employee.
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There are many characteristics (or enablers) of organisations with high levels of employee engagement.  As with the definition of engagement, the characteristics have also been subject to various definitions and discussions.  Shirar (2015) describes how ‘emotional metrics’ such as recognition and feedback are two of a list of aspects that make up the ten pillars of employee engagement.  In this manner, Shirar suggests that organisation with high engagement track and monitor metrics such as employee wellness.  

Purcell’s (2014) research highlighted the ‘building blocks’ of employee engagement.  These can be seen in the table below

Building Blocks of Employee Engagement 
	Employee trust in management

	Satisfaction with the work itself

	Satisfaction with involvement in decision-making

	Quality of relationships between management and employees

	Satisfaction with the amount of pay received

	Job challenge



Purcell’s building blocks of employee engagement focus heavily on the role of management.  Crucially, it is incumbent on organisations to create channels and pathways to enable these building blocks.  An example of this could be the use of staff forums to promote employee voice.  Whilst these are more common in large, public sector organisations, there is much to be gained by organisations of any size or sector.  ACAS (2021) highlight how such forums can improve performance, engagement, and trust levels.  

Purcell’s research built on the (arguably) seminal research of the MacLeod Report (MacLeod & Clarke, 2009) which found the four key enablers for employee engagement were: leadership, engaging managers, employee voice and integrity.

Again, as with many HRM concepts, leadership is a focal point.  An organisation with high levels of employee engagement likely cultivates a leadership style that promotes psychological safety.  Research from NHS case studies (Robinson, 2004) show that the biggest driver of engagement was a sense of feeling valued and involved.  Whilst this research is fairly dated, the topic of employee voice as a driver for engagement is still at the top of the agenda today (Harrison, 2020).

The research from Purcell and McLeod suggests that, with the correct factors in place, employees’ behaviours and attitudes would be optimistic and passionate in nature.  There is research that suggests a link between psychological safety and the creativity of a team (Oritz-Walters & Madjar, 2009).  Whilst there is need for further research, there is certainly a business case for organisations to heed the research on employee engagement.

This briefing paper has highlighted many of the elements of a high-engagement organisation.  Much of the literature on engagement points towards the issue of culture.  An organisation’s culture is a somewhat ethereal concept, described by Deal & Kennedy (2000) as ‘the way we do things around here’.  Indeed, there are many cultural factors that influence engagement and vice-versa.

What we do know, is that there is merit in aligning employee engagement and other organisational factors.  If we take Storey’s (2008) definition of engagement as true, it could be argued that employers should promote engagement as a driver for achieving KPIs.  There are some interesting examples of engagement integration in contemporary organisations.  For example, tech-giant Google invest heavily in employee engagement practices, from flexible-working to policy scrutiny of employees.  In a scientific trial of Google employees, they found that happier employees were more productive employees (Forbes, 2018).  

Organisations like Google have put the focus on employee engagement and are creative in their approach to it.  Other companies in the United States are similarly minded, such as Southwest Airlines who asked their own employees to design their new uniforms.  Incidentally, 80% of these employees are in a Trade Union (Tempkin, 2013) which suggests that unionised workforces are highly engaged and happy.

A contemporary issue is the COVID pandemic.  Organisations across the UK have had their usual working practices totally transformed, particularly due to the ‘work-from-home’ requirement.  The ONS data (2020) tells us that almost half (46.6%) of the national workforce worked from home in April 2020.  This meant that employers had to re-think their employee engagement strategies in order to maintain effective operations.  Whilst there was much rhetoric around ‘new ways of working’ and ‘the new normal’, companies like Deloitte have capitalised on this by implementing homeworking as a permanent benefit (Deloitte, 2021).

Whatever definition we use, we understand that employee engagement is a noteworthy topic for HR leaders.  However, there are some differing opinions on its validity.  Measuring engagement levels is a challenge in itself.  There is a very thin line between engagement and burnout (Wellbourne, 2011) and this itself feeds into wellbeing being a part of the employee engagement story.  Similarly, there is little evidence that holistic engagement measures are reliable in comparison to measures of the components of engagement, like commitment (Briner, 2014).  Briner’s work is critical of the existing research and is worthy of further debate.  Clearly, much more research is needed in this field.
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Johns and Ellis (2016, page 90) discuss how there should be a strong business case for any new engagement initiative.  Organisations often need to provide a significant investment in new systems and protocols, so there must be evidence-based justification for this.  In this regard, it’s vital that any engagement exercise has a desired outcome that is specific and measurable.  Heeding the earlier parts of this paper, the lack of an agreed definition of engagement will make this task challenging for organisations.

However, employee engagement is increasingly a vital dimension of HR strategy.  Gallup (2022) state that organisation with engaged workforces had a 64% decline in accidents and a staggering 81% decline in absenteeism.  Consideration should also be given to the age demographics of the workforce.   Further research by (O’Boyle, 2021[footnoteRef:1]) found that the qualities most desired of employers by their Millennial employees were wellbeing agendas and ethical leadership.  This is further reinforced by an article from Forbes who found that employees want support for their wellbeing, both physically and emotionally (Kohill, 2018).  Industries have been prompt to tackle this, with the CIPD (2021) finding that the public sector are leading the way by introducing employee support schemes. [1:  Gallup (2021) 4 Things Gen Z and Millennials Excpect From Their Workplace. Available at: https://www.gallup.com/workplace/336275/things-gen-millennials-expect-workplace.aspx (Accessed: 23rd January 2022).] 


There are key benefits of employee engagement practices for stakeholders like employers, employees and customers.  For employers, there is a clear benefit in using employee engagement to improve performance across the board (Bailey et al, 2017).   There is also research to suggest that highly engaged employees boost shareholder returns and increase income (Rayton, 2012[footnoteRef:2]).   For employees, being more engaged in work can lead to higher levels of job satisfaction, which in turn may lead to increased levels of self-esteem.  For the customer, organisations with engaged workforces can have increased levels of customer service (NIBI, 2021). [2:  RAYTON, B., DODGE, T. and D’ANALEZE, G. (2012) [Employee engagement]: the evidence [online]. London: Engage for Success. Available at: http://www. engageforsuccess.org/wpcontent/uploads/2012/09/ The-Evidence.pdf (Accessed: 24th January 2022).] 

For HR professionals, the key question is (and probably always will be) how best to measure engagement data?  Staff voice is a crucial element in engagement and there are many ways to listen to that voice.  In the public sector (or larger organisations), staff surveys are commonplace.  These provide quantitative datasets that can be used to pinpoint specific areas of concern.  In some cases, focus groups can be used to target particular issues (CIPD, 2021).
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Employee engagement provides huge scope for study A huge study undertaken by the CIPD was the UK Working Lives Report (Wheatley and Gifford, 2019).  This study, written before the pandemic, highlighted issues such as many workers feeling that their pay was too low or that many employees had a poor work-life balance.  This work has been instrumental in driving forward the CIPD’s campaign for better work.

Research published by the ONS (2017) highlighted some discrepancies between different professionals when exploring leisure time.  The study found that those in skilled trades took less leisure time than those in sales-based roles.  The same study also found that people took less leisure time in the industrial north of England than those in the more affluent south.  Datasets like these are fascinating when read in conjunction with employee engagement research.  They are pieces of a picture that organisations can consider when creating strategy.

Demographics are increasingly important when considering employee engagement.  Businesses are transforming as society transforms, economies are shifting from the west and industries are diversifying across the globe.  Research from the Global Talent Report (2021, page 8)  states how the growth in graduate talent pools stems mainly from emerging markets such as Brazil and China.  This research also predicts that China will soon be the “largest single pool of educated talent”.   These findings highlight a huge need for business leaders to factor in geographical and cultural practices into their engagement systems.  Deloitte often has pioneering research in the emerging equality and diversity space.  One such study found that 80% of their respondents trusted their employers to reach their diversity goals (Deloitte, 2022).  All of these factors are crucial for organisations when trying to engage their increasingly diverse, individualistic workforce.

Age is a vital demographic when considering employee engagement.  Gallup, who can be considered as sector leaders in employee engagement systems, found that younger workers tended to be less engaged and more stressed at work during the pandemic (Pendell, 2021).  This impact and encroachment on personal lives has alarming teachings for employers when considering their age demographics.  There was a clear divide between younger and older workers and, as such, this could be a factor in younger workers expecting more wellbeing support from employers.
[bookmark: _Toc94080311]Conclusion

This paper has highlighted many issues, primarily that there is no agreed definition of employee engagement.  Furthermore, there is no right way to do employee engagement.  There are so many factors that influence and impact which means organisation must take individual approaches depending on their need.  This paper has also explored the components and drivers of employee engagement and the benefits it has on different stakeholders.

As society transitions to a post-pandemic landscape, there is a much greater focus on what the future of employee engagement looks like.  Advancements and innovation in technology are going to be catalysts for engagement.  Artificial intelligence tools are already commonplace in recruitment practices, such as vetting CVs and being able to analyse data in more sophisticated ways.  Self-service HR systems were already emerging before the pandemic as a means to reduce costs and transfer responsibilities to employees (Zielinski, 2019).  As we go through the next part of the digital age, what does the future look like?  We know that already, research indicates that a robot could replace around 3.3 workers in the manufacturing industry (Dizikes, 2020).  As the workforce is steadily ageing, consideration must be given to the fact that older employees tend to have higher engagement scores than their younger colleagues (Douglas & Roberts. 2020).

The future of employee engagement is largely unknown.  As society evolves, so too do businesses and so too does the remit of HR.  Leaders will need to be innovative and pro-active in their approach, sensitive to cultural differences and fast-moving in their response to the changing markets.  As a profession, it could be argued that HR will need a much greater focus on what employee engagement actually means.
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