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Briefing paper on Employee Engagement
1)  Define employee engagement and explain how it relates to other concepts such as organisational commitment, employer involvement and job satisfaction.
2) Describe the HR, leadership and cultural elements of organisations which have high levels of employee engagement, making reference to academic literature on the subject.  You should also explain the need for aligning employee engagement with other key organisational factors.
3) Explain why employee engagement is increasingly a vital dimension of HR strategy and practice.  The potential benefits for different stakeholders should be evaluated with reference to published sources.
4) Summarise key sources of employee engagement related data, citing different examples.
5) Outline the findings of recent studies on employee engagement, including the extent to which gender, demographic and other factors influence levels of engagement.
6) Conclude with a balanced evaluative summary of the future of employee engagement.

 


1. Define employee engagement and explain how it relates to other concepts such as organisational commitment, employer involvement and job satisfaction.  (537/500)

Although individuals are employed to carry out certain tasks, there is no guarantee that they will do it.  This is one reason why employee engagement has been a topic for discussion with Human Resources (HR) professionals for over a decade with various research being conducted to attempt to explain what it actually is.  However, numerous definitions exist, and it is said to be “plagued by inconsistent construct definitions and operationalizations” (IES, 2014; CIPD, 2018).
This suggests that employee engagement is a complex concept.  It has been claimed that it is a three-dimensional concept physically, cognitively and emotionally.  The physical is shown by the willingness to exert a great amount of effort into work; cognitive through a high level of focus and being fully engrossed into the work; and emotional via a strong involvement in work through sense of worth, pride, significance, inspiration (Johns & Ellis, 2016; Kahn, 1990).  This is seen as being discretionary effort, or ‘going the extra mile’.
It is also claimed that these three dimensions can occur on two levels.  Emotional investment in the work being carried out, or, as a mere transactional viewpoint, where although the employee is happy to carry out work, they will leave for better offer (Johns & Ellis, 2016).
The CIPD suggest that engaged employees are focused, have a positive emotional view on self and organisation, and behave in a way that shows commitment to organisation’s values and goals, although this may depend on the employees understanding of the business context (CIPD, 2012; CIPD, 2018). This could why it has been suggested that engagement is linked to customer service and satisfaction, attendance and retention, as well as productivity and performance, unlocking employees’ potential for the benefit of themselves and the organisation (Johns & Ellis, 2016; MacLeod & Clarke, 2009; Rayton, 2012).   
Whilst most researchers focus on explaining what engagement is, ACAS have contributed by explaining what it is not – “it is not mechanistic or manipulative” (Engage for Success, n.d.). Rather they suggest it should be an approach to ensure all employees can give of their best continually, motivated to contribute to the success of the organisation, committed to the values and goals of the organisation, with an increased wellbeing.  According to ACAS, engaging employees involves recognising the relationship between the employer and employee through the legal and psychological contracts (ACAS, 2014).  They see the direct line manager as being pivotal in the level of employee engagement through both methods. 

The CIPD also suggest that engagement is not a new concept, but a repackaged concept including motivation, organisational commitment and job satisfaction (CIPD, 2018).  In organisational commitment employees may be committed to the organisation for varying reasons – because they want to from an emotional attachment; they have to for situational reasons; or the feel they should through a feeling of obligation (Johns & Ellis, 2016).  Job satisfaction does not guarantee engagement.  Satisfaction may come from the completion of a successful task without employee having any other sort of emotional investment in it (Johns & Ellis, 2016). While Herzberg claimed all have an “internal generator” that motivates people to gain achievement, recognition, responsibility, advancement (Herzberg, 2003).  Maslow also claimed that all have psychological and “self-actualisation” needs that motivate performance (Smith, 2014). 


2. Describe the HR, leadership and cultural elements of organisations which have high levels of employee engagement, making reference to academic literature on the subject.  You should also explain the need for aligning employee engagement with other key organisational factors.  (701/500)

Purcell (2010) spoke of the building blocks of which employee engagement is constructed – employees’ trust in management, satisfaction with the activities within the role, satisfaction in level of involvement in decision-making, good relationships with management, satisfaction with salary, the right level of challenge, a sense of achievement from work accomplished – all of which are necessary for full engagement.  While MacLeod’s suggests that there are ‘four enablers of engagement’ (MacLeod & Clarke, 2009). These are a strategic narrative, allowing employee to see link between their job and the aims and vision of the organisation; engaging managers, who value their staff, appreciating what they do and provide clarity in the jobs; employee voice, allowing employees to feel they are heard and make a difference in the workplace; integrity, where employees trust the organisation behaves according to its values.  Both of which discuss the need for strong HR and leadership to enable successful employee engagement.

One company that has been publicised for its successful employee engagement strategies is Google.  Google has been nominated for numerous awards in relation to its human resource practices, has less than a 5% employee turnover rate, and is continually on Fortune’s “Best Companies to Work for” (Taylor, 2016; Culture Summit, n.d.).  When Google was established, its founders, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, wanted an organisation that not only attracted the ‘geeks’ of the world, but that brought the very best out of each employee (Taylor, 2016).  One of the ways this is accomplished is by allowing its employees 20% of their working week to work on what ever project they choose, creating what Purcell claimed is a building block to employee engagement, a satisfaction with the activities undertaken within the employees’ role (Purcell et al, 2003).  Google, although does not provide high salaries, does offer access to free restaurants, high quality medical and dental facilities, gyms and banks, as well as generous sick and maternity/paternity arrangements, which may lead to a satisfaction in the salary they do receive.  This is in line with another one of Purcell’s building blocks (Purcell et al, 2003).  The aim that Google’s founders originally had for its employees was in order to stay ahead of technological developments, becoming and remaining one of the world’s most popular internet search engine.  To date, it appears they have been successful at this, with people using Google’s search engine two million times every minute, carrying out around two-thirds of all internet searches.

B&Q is another organisation renowned for its dedication to its staff, winning numerous awards over the years (Mitchell, 2009).  There are various reasons for this.  
Since 2000 B&Q have used the Gallup Q12 – a twelve question survey created by the Gallup organisation – no less than seven times (Gallup Organisation, 2003).  The survey gleans information about how committed staff are to their jobs and organisation.  This could suggest a commitment on the company’s behalf to gaining the understanding of what their staff think, how they feel and how they act in their every day job role.  
B&Q identified through evidence that “great managers make a difference” in the level of engagement of their staff (Gallup Organisation, 2003).  This is in keeping with one of MacLeod’s four enablers of engagement – engaging managers – as well as one of Purcell et al’s building blocks – good relationships with management (Purcell et al, 2003).  B&Q have developed managerial training, particularly when change of management within a store, to ensure staff within that store remain engaged, plus a video that incorporates practices from other managers with successfully engaged staff. 
Each time B&Q used the Gallup Q12 survey results were disseminated out to ensure all staff saw the strengths and weaknesses of the organisation, and steps were put into place to make sure that strengths were continued and that solutions were found and actioned for the weaknesses.  This showed that the organisation was listening to the views of their staff, meeting another one of MacLeod’s enablers – employee voice (MacLeod & Clarke, 2009). 
These are just three of the many management activities B&Q are employing to ensure their staff are engaged. It is claimed that the result of the high levels of employee engagement has been the overall increase in B&Q’s profit (Gallup Organisation, 2003).


3. Explain why employee engagement is increasingly a vital dimension of HR strategy and practice.  The potential benefits for different stakeholders should be evaluated with reference to published sources.  (581/500)

There have been numerous studies to ascertain the potential benefits of employee engagement.  MacLeod being one, claims engaged employees causes a “triple win” – win for employee, organisation and country (MacLeod & Clarke, 2009).
Engaged employees lead to benefits for the employee as well improved performance (CIPD, 2014; CIPD, 2017).  Possible consequences of higher levels of employee engagement are that employees are less often absent and less likely to leave the organisation, they have positive attitudes, better health and wellbeing, are more innovative and ‘go the extra mile’ (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2014).  Also, it is claimed that employees that are engaged report less errors, less involved in workplace accidents and injuries, meaning safety levels for both employees and organisations are improved.  Other benefits of employee engagement is that the employee is able to cope with work-related stress better without losing sleep over any issues within the workplaces, meaning an overall higher level of employee well-being and a perception that workloads are manageable and therefore sustainable (Alfes, Truss, Soane, Rees, & Gatenby, 2010).  CIPD argues that it is when HR practices focus employee engagement in combination with the health and well-being of the employee it creates sustainability and stability within the organisation.  For example, when there are high levels of engagement and discretionary effort, but the employee’s well-being is not being considered or looked after, then there is a high chance of employee burn-out, sickness and absence.  However, when there are high levels of engagement and the employee’s well-being is being looked after, there is a high chance of a happy, committed and productive employee (CIPD, 2014).  Evidence suggests that when employees have poor health or are disengaged, there can be an increase in sickness/absenteeism, possibly leading to lower performance and productivity, which could result in lower organisational profits.     
Towers Perrin 2007/2008 Global Workforce study claim there is a strong link between employee engagement and the organisational financial performance.  Their study claims that organisations with high levels of engagement had an increase in 19% operating income, in contrast to organisation with low levels experiencing a 32% decrease (Johns & Ellis, 2016).
Another study claimed that there was a direct link between job and organisational engagement and the employee’s commitment to the organisation (Saks, 2006).  In a study conducted by Harter et al, data showed a correlation between employee engagement and satisfaction and the organisational outcomes (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002).

With a number of possible benefits of having fully engaged employees being claimed, it may be suggested that employee engagement should be included as an important part of the organisational strategies, should they want to see these possible benefits (Taylor & Wilkinson, 2016; CIPD, 2019).  Through the analysing & interpreting data already produced as well as the production of internal qualitative and quantitative data, the HR team can assist in the production of employee engagement strategy which is vertically integrated – compatible – with the organisational strategies, but also horizontally integrated with its other HR strategies to ensure operations can run smoothly (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016).

With evidence produced from research possible assumptions in organisations can be challenged and decisions made with more confidence (Gilber & Flavery, 2017).  Briner (2017) explains that it is not enough to act simply because it’s ‘best practice’, or because it’s the recent “HR fad”.   It is important for research to be robust to gain best available evidence (Jacobs, 2017), which provide compelling and strong reasons for actions needed, benefiting all stakeholders (Woodhams, 2016).  Therefore, any employee engagement strategy should be evidence-based.


4. Summarise key sources of employee engagement related data, citing different examples.  (469/500)

With the topic of engagement being at the fore of HR practices for over a decade, many have conducted investigations to gain qualitative and quantitative data.  There a number that hold valuable data for organisations and HR professionals alike to learn from.  The Employee Outlook Series is one of which.  These were a series of surveys, commissioned by the CIPD, carried out between 2009 and 2017.  Within each survey a sample of around 2-3,000 employees and sole traders were surveyed (CIPD, 2017).  The aim was to gain the views and opinions of the employees on their working life. The recent data shows that between 35-39% of employees within the United Kingdom (UK) have stable engagement levels.  Data gathered also showed views and attitudes of employees’ organisations within an external context, for example with the UK’s decision to leave the European Union (EU), with 49% of employees admitting they do not think that this decision has had any impact on their organisation.  This series provides extensive and valuable data for the UK.
Another noteworthy report is the Tower Perrin 2007/8 Global Workforce study. Over a one-year period, more than fifty organisations world-wide were observed in relation to employee engagement.  The results showed a measured link between levels of employee engagement and organisational performance, with organisations experiencing a 28% increase in earnings per share when employees have high levels of engagement.  This data is still used by many today (Johns & Ellis, 2016).
One organisation that has been gathering employee engagement data for decades and analyses its link with organisational outcomes is the Gallup organisation (Gallup Organisation, 2016).  One of the many things suggested from these findings is that there are twelve universal employee needs – role clarity, material resources, opportunity for skills development, social support, positive feedback, supervisor support, coaching, voice, meaningfulness, quality culture, social support, feedback and learning opportunities (Schaufeni, 2010). Gallup have developed its Q12 survey that contains twelve questions based on these needs and use it to help other organisations understand where they fare with regards employee engagement.  This is then followed by a Business Impact Analysis correlating engagement scores and customer feedback.  Through data derived from the Q12 research they were able to classify employees into three categories – engaged employees, non-engaged employees and disengaged employees (Johns & Ellis, 2016).
As well as these external sources of data there will be various other sources of data gathered internally from within organisations.  Some organisations, like the Health Boards within Wales, carry out Annual Staff Surveys to ascertain employee views and attitudes of all aspects of working life.  These can be benchmarked across Health Boards and all results are disseminated to all staff.  Quantitative data can also be gathered to understand such things as levels of absence and turnover, performance and outcomes, learning and development opportunities offered and taken, and recruitment.


5. Outline the findings of recent studies on employee engagement, including the extent to which gender, demographic and other factors influence levels of engagement.  (244/500)

Since the UK’s decision to leave the EU, questions surrounding this have been included in various surveys on engagement.  It is claimed that 59% believe it is unlikely the decision to leave the EU will lead to losing their main job.  However, when this data is focused down further, this is made of 46% of employees in the voluntary sector, 63% in the public sector and 59% in the private sector.  This suggests that while there is an overall sense of job security, the level of confidence varies according to sector (CIPD, 2017).
Various surveys have suggested through their evidence that organisational context can influence the levels of employee engagement.  For example, the Employee Outlook Survey claim that 43% of employees in large organisations claim to be satisfied in their job, in contrast to 63% of employees in micro organisations.  Another survey carried out claims that 42% of employees in the private sector claim to have the right work-life balance, in contrast to 32% in the public sector and 33% of the voluntary sector (CIPD, 2017).  
Very little research been carried out to explore issues in gender in relation to employee engagement, however, the Workplace Index 2018 claimed that there was no difference between levels of engagement between men and women.  This is different from the result from the Employee Outlook Survey previously which showed that women were found to be more engaged in the workplace than men (Johns & Ellis, 2016; CIPD, 2017).  


6. Conclude with a balanced evaluative summary of the future of employee engagement.  (441/500)

While there has been much research carried out with regards to employee engagement, there remains many different perspectives, and no one definition.  There are still numerous questions unanswered and areas to be explored, not only to narrow down what engagement is but what actually causes engagement?  Evidence shows correlation; however, correlation does not necessarily mean causation.  The causation for engagement requires an understanding from a critical perspective with further exploration using greater range of methodologies and approaches to enrich and diversify the field (IES, 2014).  

It has been suggested that there is a trend for employees to be less trusting of their employers.  This may impact on engagement if MacLeod’s (2009) enablers are to be taken into consideration.  There is the possibly that by giving employees more of a voice to influence decisions and changes, this may help to build trust (IES, 2014).  Purcell (2014) spoke of the link between the employee voice and engagement, suggesting the need for an increase in employers and employees actively talking together about the employees’ experience, opinions and concerns – “voice in action” (IES, 2014).  
Employment model within public services is changing, it is becoming more community-based.  When the service delivery model changes, job roles can often change also, to meet the new ways of working.  According to Purcell, satisfaction within the job role is one of the building blocks that will need to be experienced if employees are to be engaged (Purcell et al, 2003).  
Purcell (2010) suggests limitations to engagement surveys – are they carried out in isolation, just once a year, same time every year?  Could they possibly be just a tick exercise by disengaged managers?  Are employees being honest when completing surveys or entering false information to avoid the possibility of getting in trouble?  It has been suggested that scores from surveys could also be used to punish managers if results are lower than required (Purcell et al, 2003; IES, 2014).  Further research may need to be carried out to ascertain quality and validity of the answers provided in surveys.
The meaning and makeup of the term “workforce” is continually evolving, through various trends not exclusively including globalisation, cultural diversity within the labour market, and technology (Deloitte, 2013).  This could provide challenges to the way organisations and its Human Resources try to engage their employees.  Also, when changes occur within any organisation, engagement levels can also change; therefore, in order to maintain and improve engagement levels, engagement activities will continually need consideration.  With all the changes continually taking place, a question is raised as to whether HR are able to keep up with it in order to help organisations maintain engagement (IES, 2014). 
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