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Employee Engagement
This briefing paper sets out to define employee engagement and explains how it relates to other similar concepts, describing the HR, leadership and cultural elements of organistions which have high levels of employee engagement.  It explains why employee engagement is increasingly a vital dimension of HR strategy and practice and provides a summary of key sources  of related data  and outlines the findings of recent studies concluding with a balanced evaluative summary of the future of employee engagement.
Defining employee engagement is far from being straightforward given that MacLeod and Clarke (2009) identified 50 different definitions through their review ‘Engaging for success: enhancing performance through employee engagement’.   
Christian, Garza and Slaughter (2011) found through their meta-analytic review that a good definition was “a relatively enduring state of mind referring to the simultaneous investment of personal energies in the experience of performance of work” and measured engagement by examining the willingness to invest in the three dimensional aspects that Kahn (1990) identified: physical; cognitively; emotionally - in other words, bringing the whole of themselves to work.
A simpler definition is provided by CIPD (2014) which describes it as ‘a combination of commitment to the organisation and its values plus a willingness to help out colleagues (organisational citizenship)’ which extends beyond job satisfaction and motivation, and is something that the employee has to offer as opposed to being a requirement of the employment contract ie providing discretionary effort and working to deliver more than the job description requires of them.  
A similar concept to engagement is organisational commitment.  According to Legge (1995, p174) commitment can be considered as an internalised belief which leads to constructive proactivity, resulting in the employee ‘going one step further’, however, this relies on the assumption that ‘attitudinal commitment’ ie sharing of the organisations values and beliefs, leads to ‘behavioural commitment’ which is required to exert the effort to go above and beyond’,  otherwise known as discretionary effort.   There may well be a reciprocal relationship between attitudinal and behavioural commitment but, according to Mowday et al (1982), other factors such as lack of employment options could give the impression of true commitment when this is only a temporary notion.
Johns and Ellis (2016) identified three mindsets of commitment: 
· Affective Commitment - employees strongly identify with the goals of the business and wish to remain part of it.
· Continuance Commitment -  employees feel the need to remain due to the costs of departure ie. loss of benefits, friendships etc.
· Normative Commitment – employees feel morally obliged to remain due to being indebted but will leave when they consider the debt has been repaid.
This would suggest that organisational commitment is not set at the same level of depth or breadth that employee engagement is.  
Gennard and Judge (2002) consider that managers have an important role in securing this commitment in order to deliver on strategic objectives, after all, committed employees are considered to work harder and be more concerned about the quality of their output and customer satisfaction.    
Given that attitudinal commitment does not necessarily lead to behavioural commitment, discretionary effort is only likely to be achieved when managers apply employee engagement techniques as articulated by Macleod and Clarke (2009).  Having said that, engagement itself has two aspects: emotional and transactional with emotional engagement being the stronger where employees are emotionally attached to one or more aspects of their work, whereas transactional engagement sees employees ‘happy to exhibit the behaviour of engagement … but not committed to the job or the organisation and willing to leave if a better offer appears elsewhere’ (CIPD, 2012), thus making it difficult for managers to guage whether their employees are either committed or engaged. 
Another concept to be explored is Employment Involvement.  Unlike employee engagement, this is covered by legislation. The Information and Consultation of Employees Regulations 2004 originally required companies with 150 employees or more ‘to establish arrangements for informing and consulting their employees’ (Great Britain, Central Arbitration Committee,2020) and are required to revise that provision for involvement if they not acceptable to their workforce.  This number reduced to 50 or more employees in 2008. 
Employee involvement has been popular in the UK as the assumption has been made that being involved will not only encourage employees but  provide them with greater job satisfaction which, in turn, will lead to greater commitment and, as described above, is thought to lead to greater interest in their own output and the impact on customer satisfaction. The idea of employee involvement can vary considerably from purely being kept informed to actually being involved in decision-making. 
This links to the cultural aspects of employee engagement and the organisational citizenship behaviour (the positive and constructive employee actions and behaviours that do not form part of their formal job description) which demonstrates their interest within their work and the work of the organisation.  As a consequence of this, Gifford et al (2005) suggests that developing employee involvement initiatives such as providing employees a greater level of discretion, may be ‘an important precursor to improving employee engagement’.
Again, the similarities with employee engagement are there where different levels of involvement can be applied and therefore the impact of this can vary widely.   It is likely that those who are fully involved will show a high level of engagement and those only being afforded the minimum amount of involvement will demonstrate a lack of engagement and commitment to the organisation, after all, if they do not feel valued by the organisation then it is likely that their level of engagement will also be minimal. 
There are a number of drivers which help to facilitate good employee engagement within a company which Purcell (2010) considers as the building blocks required to achieve this.  These are listed below:
· Trust in management
· Relationship between the manager and staff
· Level of pay awarded
· Job satisfaction
· Involvement in decision-making
· Level of challenge within the work
· Sense of achievement
These drivers are likely to be found in an organisation which is characterised by high levels of employee engagement.  For instance, Flint and Hearn (2015) illustrate the measures being undertaken by Google to encourage a creative culture which is about how things get done. Google focuses on transparency which leads to trust and the feeling of inclusion, and with its flatter structure where symbols associated with management are removed, employees are expected to spend 20% of their time doing something outside of their normal work function.  This demonstrates that the organisation lives by its values and ethos.  Mariya (2021) also identified Inclusion as being one of the 3 drivers that have propelled Mastercard to become a leader among employee engagement companies. 
In addition to key drivers identified in organisations that have high level of employee engagement, MacLeod (2015) cites 4 enablers to achieve good engagement: 
· Strategic narrative to allow everyone to be involved in the vision and share success in the journey, creating a culture of inclusion.  
· Engaging managers inspire those to become creative, innovative and delivering the service in a new and efficient way, treating people as individuals, encouraging them to achieve their best and providing them with the autonomy to make decisions.  
· Employee voice can be used to harness discretionary effort so it’s important that everyone is heard as this serves to embrace creativity and innovation that leads to change which works. It can also act as a fire alarm when things are not working which allows for interventions to take place early on.
· Integrity relies on the values and behaviours to be observed.  When these are aligned this leads to trust and integrity and therefore frees up time which would otherwise be involved in checks and balances associated with a distrusted workforce, from the top to all the way down.

The opposite to enablers are barriers.  Rothwell (2016) considers there to be 5 potential barriers to good employee engagement.  These are:

· Clarity – and unclear understanding between employees and managers of what employee engagement is
· Cynicism – will not see engagement as a genuine effort but as the latest management trick to get employees to work harder for less
· Bureaucracy – rules and processes must be followed despite the relevance with the view that employees need to be controlled which can lead to frustration with the employee’s voice not being heard or used to affect change
· Lack of work-life balance – employees who are expected to put their lives on hold whilst focusing on attendance in the workplace is ignoring the potential of productivity
· Poor management decisions -  employees are not involved in the decisions and the rationale for those decisions are unclear, leading to a disengaged workforce
There are a number of organisational factors which can impact on employee engagement despite acknowledging the need.  Therefore it is essential that these are aligned to employee engagement as this can affect the overall success of the organisation.
There is the suggestion that employee engagement is universally beneficial:  a win for the individual, for the service and for the country (Macleod, 2009) and the reason for wanting engaged employees is not only because they are happier, healthier and more fulfilled, ‘they deliver improved business performance (CIPD, 2014).  The link between engagement and performance is demonstrated in the engagement data from Gallup which shows that highly engaged teams were 21% more profitable and 17% more productive (Przystanski,2020).  It also showed that 41% of engaged employees were less likely to be absent from work. 
As already identified, the line manager plays a pivotal role, supported by HR, in the level of employee engagement achieved as both a driver and enabler for engagement.  The relationship between management and employees relies heavily on management commitment and participation with SoGoSurvey (2021) reporting that 70% of discrepancies within employee engagement in the US relates to the manager.  The ‘do as I say, not as I do’ is becoming increasingly outdated with successful companies showing that managers need to lead by example in order to achieve success.  
The engaging manager needs to be a good communicator who listens, values and involves the team, and is supportive, backing up team members when required.  More importantly, they need to be respected and display good leadership skills to help the team to make a positive contribution to the strategic vision (People Management, 2009).  Robinson and Hayday (2009) carried out a research project for the Institute of Employment Studies (IES) entitled ‘The Engaging Manager’ and concluded that honesty and openness were essential, along with empathy and the ability to demonstrate understanding of the possible impact on staff, particularly in relation to their own actions. 
The reverse is true of the disengaging manager who is self-centred, fails to listen, communicate and motivate, blaming others and not taking responsibility. 
John Seddon’s (2010) view is that manager’s role is not to manage their staff but to improve the systems which creates the barriers to success and that by doing so the performance of the staff will automatically be improved(Seddon,2008).  He goes further to say that the assumption should be made that people come to work to do a good job but are prohibited from doing so by the systems the managers put in place (Seddon,2008, Guilfoyle 2013).  Decisions are often made at a higher level when in fact those fully immersed in the business often know the problems and the best approach to take to resolve those which is why employee engagement is essential to organisational success. 
Organisational justice is an important factor in employee engagement as it provides a foundation for trust which helps employees to engage.  A study conducted by Yarlagadda et al (2015) argued that there are strong links between policies and practices that aimed to increase diversity with employee engagement, ie flexible working, and that discrimination can undermine and erode this engagement.  Yarlagadda et al (2015) illustrated within their study how this had been used within Northern Gas Networks to resolve issues within the organisation.  By empowering its staff to address issues within problem-solving forums, it found that employing a diverse and inclusive workforce was a contributory factor in achieving key business benefits as each individual brought a wealth of diversity to these problems leading to innovative ideas which were successfully implemented .  
The world of work is continually changing, challenged by changes in technology and the speed these occur, the change in demographics and other outside influences.  The most impactive in recent times is the pandemic which has forced organisations to change in the way they operate with the more successful companies embracing the change by moving to a more hybrid way in working.  Other big changes include the environmental agenda and the growing demand for Equality and Diversity (women’s rights and Black Lives Matter) which affects the workplace.    
Employee engagement is an increasingly vital dimension of HR strategy and practice as people management and HR systems can get in the way (Gifford and Young, 2021) if they are not adapted in-line with the external environment, particularly in terms of managing  Millennials who account for a significant proportion of the workforce and ‘walk to their own beat’ (Berger, 2020).   Millennials are not easily engaged, demand flexibility and strive for a good work-life balance and this will need to be met as Berger (2020) forecasts that by 2030 , 75% of the workforce will be Millennials. 
The employee engagement strategies will need to be holistic and focus on employee motivation and well-being in order to help employees understand their contribution to the purpose, objectives and culture of the organisation, bringing in effective communications to help the employees to make the most of what’s available to them.
The benefits to individuals of high employee engagement will differ depending on the different groups.  With Millennials for instance they really want to connect with their organisation and do the best they can and make a difference in the world.   Jha et al (2018) considers that this can be helped using technology to provide instant feedback on a particular task which affects the cognitive engagement of that employee, creating a positive view of the line manager and culture of the organisation. They will also benefit from feeling valued having being recognised on a public dashboard which helps them to perform even better in the future.  
The potential benefits for BAME employees when suitably engaged within an organisation will ensure their cultural needs are met and allow them to take a position which they may have originally thought not otherwise possible (Suleiman, 2018) as positive action allows them to explore the career pathways to achieve their full potential, recognising the different needs that are required for development.   Celebrating their cultural differences can also provide the sense of belonging and attribute to a feeling of commitment especially when their voices are heard as evidenced in Northern Gas Networks.
Another growing group is that of women in the workplace, particularly those with children who have benefited from flexible working during the pandemic.  By ensuring family friendly policies are in place, women can now manage their careers around their families, providing a better work-life balance whilst having the provision to work from home when needed.  Since the pandemic, 93% of companies have said that more jobs can be performed remotely which will potentially provide greter opportunities for women and single parent families.  It also found that  8 in 10 people wanted to continue working from home after the pandemic (McKinsey, 2021). Wellbeing is an important aspect of employee engagement and the pandemic has now placed this at the forefront within many successful organisations.  According to McKinsey (2021) ‘when women are respected and their contributions are valued, they are more happy in their jobs and feel connected to their coworkers’. 
There are 3 levels of data that can be explored when looking at employee engagement, these being ‘macro’, ‘mezo’ and ‘micro’ data.  Micro data consists of data across various industry types with global comparisons being made.  Mezo level data will specifically look to explore the data across a specific industry type and micro data will typically look at an individual organisation.
The Gallup (2020) meta-analysis report by Harter et al (2020) is a good example of a global study covering various industry types and shows the relationship between employee engagement and performance across 276 organisations involving 2,708,538 employees, concluded that the correlation was consistent across different organisations when considering the 11 performance outcomes (organisational citizenship and wellbeing having recently been added) with ‘wellbeing’ having the strongest link to performance. 
The Civil Service People Survey (ONS, 2020) uses mezo data to explore engagement across the public sector, the results of which can be seen below:
	Theme
	2017
	2018
	2019
	2020

	Employee engagement index (B47-B51)
	61%
	62%
	63%
	66%

	My work theme score (% positive, B01-B05)
	76%
	76%
	77%
	80%

	Organisational objectives and purpose theme score (% positive, B06-B07)
	82%
	83%
	83%
	85%

	My manager theme score (% positive, B08-B17)
	70%
	70%
	71%
	74%

	My team theme score (% positive, B18-B20)
	81%
	81%
	82%
	84%

	Learning and development theme score (% positive, B21-B24)
	53%
	54%
	55%
	56%

	Inclusion and fair treatment theme score (% positive, B25-B28)
	77%
	78%
	79%
	82%

	Resources and workload theme score (% positive, B29-B34)
	72%
	73%
	74%
	75%

	Pay and benefits theme score (% positive, B35-B37)
	30%
	31%
	34%
	40%

	Leadership and managing change theme score (% positive, B38-B46)
	47%
	47%
	49%
	58%



All areas have seen an increase with the employee engagement index increasing by 3% on the previous year to 66%.  Interestingly, the lower scores relate to Learning and Development, Leadership and Managing Change with the lowest being Pay and Benefits which are associated to the wider organisation and not directly to the immediate relationship of work. 

When considering the micro data likely to be found in Dyfed Powys Police and the feedback received, this would be a true reflection within this organisationtoo and illustrates the importance that the line manager and the team play in employee engagement.

Recent studies have shown that there are a number of influences which effect levels of engagement, one of which Krentz et al (2016) reports a growing gender gap in engagement within organisations that demonstrate poor engagement.  Typically, the higher up in the organisation you climb, the more engaged people become.  This was not the case in those organisations with women being disproportionality disengaged at a senior level when compared to men.  The reason for this was pure discrimination, when women were not treated equally in terms of appreciation, work-life balance, career development and pay.  Discrimination can also apply to race, sexual orientation or gender identity, BAME and LGBT+ employees (CIPD, 2019).

The CIPD UK Working Lives Job Index (2018) also identifies that the work itself can act as a stressor or creates boredom which can influence the level of engagement of employees, with up to one in four employees reporting intense and stressful working conditions, and two in five employees experiencing work-related health issues in the last 12 months.

It is of no surprise that the pandemic has had a direct impact on employee engagement as employers have had to explore different methods for continuing business which has catapulted welfare near to the top in terms of importance. 

The Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends Report (2018) identified that wellbeing programmes were critical to an organisations brand and culture but gaps still existed between what employees value and organisations deliver.  Korsh and Gilmartin’s (2018) view is that organisations need to create a total relationship with the workforce and enable an environment where its workforce can perform and flourish to drive engagement, wellbeing and business results.  This means being flexible and providing a customised experience recognising that personal and professional needs vary based on both the life and career of the employee.

It is anticipated that the current flexible working arrangements that have had to be adopted during the pandemic will form part of a hybrid way of working which will see an element of home working and office work as these have been proved to be successful, leading to significant benefit the organisations concerned. 

There has also been a tangible shift in respect of work-life balance where employees have taken stock of what is important and this is likely to drive up competition for human resource as employees who would otherwise be employed within affluent densely populated areas move to areas which provide better value for money whist attracting a higher salary typically associated to working in a city as there will no longer be the need for a daily commute.  This will prove problematic for local organisations to fill vacancies as they will struggle to recruit into these roles as they will not be able to compete with the salaries expected. 

Improving engagement will be key in attracting and retaining the resource.  The first trend identified is the way in which organisations communicate with their employees.  Terry (2021) states that engagement software has become the prime solution which has not only improved communications but has become a valuable tool in the learning and development of the workforce.

As a result of the pandemic, mental health has become a real issue and Mind (2020) has identified a trend which will need to be addressed by all responsible employers as isolation, stress and anxiety has affected over half of adults (60%) and two thirds of young people (68%).

What is encouraging is that the one positive trend coming out of the pandemic is that managers are learning to show empathy and to start listening to feedback from their employees which has helped in managing their staff more effectively, helping them t engage successfully with their teams. 
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