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Organisational interest in employee engagement has grown since the 1990’s and many definitions of employee engagement have since been established. Kahn (1990) introduced the theory that “people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively and emotionally” (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016, p. 81) suggesting that engagement is a three-dimension concept where employees display high levels of energy, concentrate fully, and work with enthusiasm and pride. Almost two decades later, the CIPD define employee engagement as “a combination of commitment to the organisation and its values plus a willingness to help out colleagues” (Gifford, 2019) suggesting that employees are not automatically engaged and that behaviours are discretionary.

Many definitions of employee engagement exist, yet “none of them is absolutely definitive” (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016, p. 80) but generally, the terms “involvement, commitment, discretionary effort, collaboration, motivation and performance” (Bridger, 2018, p. 3) are often referred to.

It is important to appreciate that while employee engagement is associated with organisational commitment, job satisfaction and employer involvement, they are distinct concepts. While definitions of employee engagement are broad, those of organisational commitment and job satisfaction are more definitive. According to Armstrong and Taylor (2020) organisational commitment “represents the strength of an individual’s identification with, and involvement in, an organisation”. (p. 263) Therefore, it is possible for an employee to be committed to an organisation, without being engaged in their work. Likewise, an employee may be engaged in their work, without being committed to an organisation. 

Job satisfaction is defined as “attitudes and feelings that people have about their jobs”. (Armstrong & Taylor, 2020, p. 246) Theories relating to job satisfaction have long existed, from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Herzerbg’s two-factor theory to the more contemporary views of Dan Pink (2010) who believes that “autonomy, mastery and purpose” are the key ingredients of genuine motivation. (p. 49) 

Herzberg’s two factor theory highlights that “certain characteristics of a job are consistently related to job satisfaction, while different factors are associated with job dissatisfaction”. (Mindtools, n.d.) Herzberg argued that fulfilling the factors of dissatisfaction – known as ‘hygiene factors’, will neither lead to satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and went on to highlight that to motivate employees, the ‘satisfaction factors’ such as recognition must be fulfilled. 

Employee engagement and job satisfaction share similarities, including an appreciation that non-monetary rewards such as recognition, achievement, and the job itself are all factors that contribute to employee engagement and job satisfaction. Employees who are not engaged are not likely to be very satisfied with their job, however, employees who are satisfied with their job are not necessarily engaged – they may just be ‘satisfied’.

Engagement must be part of an organisations culture – a belief promoted by Gallup, founder of the Q12 Engagement Survey, which consists of 12 questions that measure employee engagement. The Gallup Q12 tool is a traditional approach to employee engagement that has been widely used since the 1990’s. However, John Purcell (2010) challenged the reliance of employee engagement surveys, suggesting that they are just a ‘tick box’ exercise. This view is supported by a Forbes article that urged readers to rethink the ‘Employee Engagement’ issue and suggested replacing the traditional approach to employee engagement with a “more holistic, integrated and real-time approach” (Bersin, 2014) that will drive commitment, productivity and performance. 
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Organisations with high levels of employee engagement are likely to attract and retain employees who display the typical behaviours of a high-performance worker - engaged, committed and motivated. Similarly, employees that work for organisations with high levels of employee engagement are more likely to benefit from receiving recognition, reward, training and development. 

As an employer of choice, consistently featuring high on Fortune’s list of ‘Best Companies to Work For’, employees at Google stress that “work-life balance, growth opportunities, and company culture” (Sonders, 2018) contribute to their engagement more than the ‘perks’ of the job such as a high salary. Google believe that the key to a culture of high engagement is to make everyone feel valued, which they achieve through adopting a number of practices from keeping people inspired and supporting flexibility, to promoting diversity and encouraging development.

Forbes reported that “an employer who doesn’t focus on learning is going to lose out — in performance, engagement and retention.” (Biro, 2018) thus highlighting the importance of developing employees. The link between training and retention is highlighted in the LinkedIn’s 2018 Workforce Learning Report, which found that “94% of employees say that they would stay at a company longer if it invested in their career development”. (Spar, et al., 2018) 
 
The role of HR is crucial in providing advice, guidance and support to line managers, from recruitment, selection and onboarding through to ensuring compliance with HR policies, through to “providing them with the tools which help them to secure higher performance from individual employees”. (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016)

In organisations that have high levels of engagement, the role of the line manager is crucial in enabling and sustaining employee engagement through creating and maintaining a positive employment relationship that builds trust in management, empowers employees, encourages involvement in decision making and drives motivation, commitment, and performance. Gallup’s study on The Future of Work, and their subsequent book ‘It’s the Manager’ highlights that the quality of managers is at the heart of an organisations long-term success, and accounts for “70% of the variation between great workplace engagement and lousy workplace engagement”. (Kruse, 2019)

The cultural elements of an organisation impact the level of employee engagement. With Netflix increasingly becoming an employer of choice, and social media platform ‘Glassdoor’ reporting that 91% approve of the CEO and 70% would recommend working at Netflix to a friend, it is evident that they have a culture that promotes high levels of employee engagement. The culture at Netflix is about “people over process” (Brooks, 2018) and although employees are compensated well financially, Netflix state that their culture of high-engagement is not a result of these financial incentives, but more of a “dream team in pursuit of ambitious common goals”. (Brooks, 2018)

A number of research studies have been undertaken to understand the link between engagement and positive organisational outcomes. MacLeod’s Report ‘Engaging for Success’ established that employee engagement was fundamental for organisational success, in particular its positive impact on organisational competitiveness. The study identified ‘four enablers’ - strategic narrative, engaging managers, employee voice and organisational integrity, that were “commonly agreed to lie behind successful engagement approaches”. (MacLeod & Clarke, 2009, p. 33) The report concludes that engagement “brings substantial return on investment and competitive advantage”. (MacLeod & Clarke, 2009, p. 33) CIPD Chief Executive Peter Cheese commends the work of McLeod, saying it has “further raised the visibility” (2014, p. 6) of engagement, while Professor Rob Briner challenges his work, and argues that “engagement just isn’t a thing” (Sharp, 2019) with no firm definition, measurement or evidence of employee engagement in existence to convince him otherwise. 

Employee engagement should be aligned with other key organisational factors such as recruitment, performance management and reward. Job adverts should be realistic, and job specifications should reflect the role to ensure organisations attract and retain the right candidates. Performance management should be clear and consistent, including setting clear objectives, measuring performance, assessing performance, providing continual feedback, reviewing progress and identifying and addressing training needs.

According to Marchington, et al., (2016) “horizontal and vertical integration are key themes in HRM”. (p. 229) Horizontal integration is concerned with the efficiency of HR and how HR policies, practices and strategies are implemented, and how they complement one another. Vertical integration is concerned with the effectiveness of HR and the degree to which HR policies, practices and strategies are aligned to and contribute to the organisations strategic objectives, while also considering external factors that may affect the organisation, for example political factors such as Brexit. Organisations are more likely maximise and sustain organisational performance if employee engagement is aligned to other key organisational factors.
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Employee engagement is increasingly a vital dimension for HR strategy and practice. There are many challenges facing organisations today, from economic changes and technological advances to changes in government legislation and the uncertainty surrounding Brexit. These challenges and many more, force organisations to drive performance in order to succeed and grow. 

Globalisation enables "financial and investment markets to operate internationally”. (Jeffrey, 2002) Many organisations rely heavily on international trade, and while the production of goods and services has increased considerably over the last few decades, the need to improve performance and get the best out of people allows organisations to be more competitive in the global market.

According to Taylor and Woodhams (2016) employee engagement is “universally beneficial” (p. 85) and so will benefit employers, employees and customers alike. The Global Workforce study (2009) links employee engagement to organisational outcomes. The study reported that organisations with high levels of employee engagement benefitted from a 19% increase in operating income, compared to a decrease of 32% in operating income in organisations with low levels of employee engagement. Employers will benefit from employee engagement in the form of increased productivity, which in turn can lead to increased profits. Additionally, employers would likely see a decrease in staff absence and turnover, which is beneficial in terms of maintaining productivity, saving costs relating to recruitment and training and maintaining financial viability.

Employees who are engaged are typically high performing, committed and motivated. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is based on five levels of motivational needs, from level one, ‘physiological’ – the need for basics such as food, water and shelter through to level five, ‘self-actualisation’ – the need for self-fulfillment. Maslow believes that each level of ‘needs’ must be satisfied before the desire to fulfil the next level of motivational needs begins. He also argues that it is rare for people to strive for ‘self-actualisation’, before their physiological, safety, belonging and esteem needs met. However, millennials want self-actualisation from the outset, which challenges Maslow’s theory. Millennials are less motivated by money than they are by “reward and benefits that meet their needs right now, right here”. (Underhill, 2017) Millennials “dislike bureaucracy and distrust traditional hierarchies” (Goudreau, 2013) and are motivated and engaged when they have a sense of purpose, to know that they are contributing and that their contribution is worthwhile.

Adams’ Equity Theory is concerned with the balance between the how much an employee gives to an organisation, such as effort and commitment, compared with what they receive in return, such as responsibility and recognition. When an employee feels that they are being treated equally – both to their peers and in compensation for their efforts – they will be more likely to be motivated to work hard, have higher morale and will perform well. In contrast, if an employee feels that they are being treated inequitably, they will become demotivated.This in turn means that customers may not get a positive experience, which could eventually result in loss of income and profit. 

Engagement is vital for a positive customer experience. Jan Carlzon, author of ‘Moments of Truth’ insists that it is “the first 15-second encounter” (1987, p. viii) between employees and customers that make a lasting first impression of an organisation. Employees who are engaged will inevitably “treat customers better” (Bersin, 2014) Likewise, if an employee is not engaged, the customer may have a negative customer experience, which in turn may impact the organisation negatively, further confirming the link between engagement and organisational outcomes.
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There are many sources of employee engagement data used in statistical analysis. Micro data is collected at organisational level, and includes satisfaction surveys, interviews, focus groups, pulse surveys, HR analytics and the Gallup Q12 report. Macro data is collected via national surveys, case studies and reports collected by government departments, agencies and public bodies such as the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) as well as through other associations such as the CIPD.

HR analytics are used to inform effective “evidence-based decisions” (Houghton, 2020) by strategic business functions. Data can be collected on many HR metrics, including absence rates, staff turnover, training and development and employee engagement levels. Laszlo Bock, former Senior VP of People Operations at Google, inc. introduced people analytics to the Google’s People Operations team. Google have carried out a number of studies using people analytics, including ‘Project Oxygen’, which compared productivity metrics with performance ratings of managers and upward feedback collected from employee surveys. The study found that “great managers lead to more engaged and productive teams”. (Maier, 2016)

The Gallup Q12 engagement survey consists of 12 questions that measure employee engagement. It is a widely used and reliable source of employee engagement data. The data is used as the basis of the Gallup Q12 Meta-Analysis report, that concluded that the link between engagement and performance is “substantial and highly generalisable” (Harter, et al., 2012, p. 2), which instills confidence in the Gallup Q12 survey as a reliable tool for measuring employee engagement data. 

The CIPD also commission reports on a regular basis such as the 2019 UK Working Lives survey, which “identifies and measures seven dimensions of job quality or good work”, (Wheatley & Gifford, 2019, p. 3) such as pay and benefits, contracts and work-life balance. Data collected as part of the survey, along with comparative data from other countries has identified that “UK workers tend to have a poor work–life balance”. (Wheatley & Gifford, 2019, p. 4)

The HSE regulates health and safety in the workplace and employers must “ensure, as far as is reasonably practicable, the health, safety and welfare at work of all employees”. (Daniels.K, 2019, p. 249) The HSE undertake a number of case studies linked to engagement within different sectors. Employees are more likely to be engaged if they are confident that their employer is invested in their health, safety and welfare.
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Much research exists to suggest that flexible working practices has a positive impact on employee engagement. Matthew Taylor, Chief Executive of the Royal Society of Arts carried out an independent review of modern working practices, known as ‘the Taylor Review’. The report highlights the growing trends in agile working and flexible working arrangements, and states that “flexibility does work for many people, and it is clear that an agile labour market is good for protecting employment”. (Taylor, 2017) The government responded to the recommendations of the Taylor Review by announcing that employers have a duty to consider whether a job can be fulfilled on flexible terms and must ensure transparency in their flexible working policies. 

High profile organisations such as apple, Deloitte and Microsoft have led the way in introducing agile working practices. In 2014, Deloitte announced they had introduced a range of agile working practices in an effort to “attract and retain future female leaders”. (Parsons, 2014) Deloitte also anticipated that the changes would empower employees to manage their own work and encourage a greater work-life balance, which in turn will instigate a positive change to the culture of the organisation. 

In 2009, the CIPD commissioned a report into employee attitudes. The report was undertaken by Kingston University and Ipsos/MORI. The survey found that generally women were more engaged in their work than men. The survey also found that those on a flexible working arrangement were more engaged when compared to those not on a flexible working arrangement. The report highlighted that those employed on a flexible working arrangement had a tendency to be more emotionally engaged, had greater job satisfaction and were more likely to have a positive opinion of their employer. 

The Office of National Statistics (ONS) labour force survey reported that of those employees working a part time arrangement, an average of 87% are female and 13% are male – this is consistent between the period 2012 – 2019. 

LinkedIn’s 2020 Global Talent Trend report has reported a 137% higher headcount growth in flexible work arrangements, with Virgin Australia offering a range of flexible working practices in an effort to revive its employee recruitment and retention process.

The CIPD Good Work Index 2020 reported the number of employees that had accessed flexible working practices, with ‘working from home’ being the most commonly used flexible working practice. The data highlights that 62% employed in higher managerial and professional occupations have reported to have worked from home, compared to only 4% of those employed in routine occupations. This concludes that “employees in lower occupational classes benefit much less from flexible work arrangements than their higher-skilled counterparts”. (Williams, et al., 2020)

However, despite the increasing trend in both agile working and flexible working, the Good Work Plan introduced a new right allowing workers and employees to request a fixed working pattern once they reach 26 weeks service, reflecting the basic need for job security. 

[bookmark: _Toc60424478]The future of employee engagement

In 2014, the Institute of Employment Studies (IES) and the CIPD collected thought pieces on the future of employee engagement. In the report, Peter Cheese (2014) highlights several areas that need to be addressed to improve engagement - one key area that requires improvement is “paying attention to employees’ physical and mental well-being”. (p. 11) The coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) has had an unprecedented impact on organisations and employees, with work-related stress increased, and mental health deteriorating. Employers must respond by investing in mental health support for employees. Employee well-being is supported by the CIPD’s profession map. While the 2013 Profession map refers to ‘employee engagement, this has been replaced in the new profession map with ‘employee experience, which focuses on “creating a holistic approach around engagement and well-being”. (CIPD, 2018) 

A Deloitte article looks at what COVID-19 has taught us about employee engagement and recommends that to improve employee engagement organisations must take a supportive approach to management and inspire trust in leadership. The pandemic has forced many organisations to find new ways of working, including introducing remote working and flexible working practices. Employers must “introduce work methods and policies that nurture the emotional connections between employees and their workplaces” (Kewalramani, 2020) to maintain long term commitment.

Many organisations have responded to COVID-19 positively. Alexander Lacik, Chief Executive of Pandora announced that while their stores were closed due to COVID-19, they continued to pay their 28,000 staff because it was the “ethical thing to do”. (Faragher, 2020) This action by Pandora reinforces their core values of ‘pride, passion and performance’ - a company that prides themselves on being a “close-knit group of individuals working together”. (Pandora, n.d.) 

By contrast, JD Wetherspoon was accused of abandoning their staff during COVID-19 after they refused to pay their staff until the government’s furlough scheme reimbursed their costs and encouraged them to seek employment elsewhere. While Wetherspoon’s chairman Tim Martin argued that the action taken by Wetherspoon’s was “responsible and sensible in the difficult circumstances.” (Davies, 2020), many were critical of the decision, calling it ‘unacceptable’. 

Similarly, a number of FTSE 100 companies, such as British Airways and Primark revealed that they would be using the governments furlough scheme to pay their staff wages despite paying their Chief Executives an average of £3.6 million during the pandemic. The report “highlights the disparity between workers and their bosses” (Jolly, 2020)

The coronavirus pandemic is an opportunity for organisations to prove their commitment to stakeholders, as Ian Hodson, President of the Bakers and Allied Food Workers Union, warned “this country will not forget the way in which employers have treated their staff during this crisis”. (Davies, 2020)
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