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Understanding Employee Engagement
1. Introduction
The concept of engagement was first coined in 1990 and since then interest in employee engagement has increased, year on year. Employee engagement is now a significant area of focus for employers, demonstrated when employee engagement was included in the top 10 global trends noted by Deloitte in 2017. The drivers and barriers to engagement can differ between employers however, the benefits are universal affecting a range of stakeholders including individuals, customers, organisations and the country. This briefing paper will attempt to explore this, including employee engagement trends and what the future of employee engagement looks like.
2. Definition 
Many definitions exist to define employee engagement, some of which reference different concepts such as organisational commitment and job satisfaction. A common feature of the various definitions is that they view engagement as a state of being whereby, an employee must offer engagement expressed as discretionary effort (Bridger, 2018). MacLeod and Clarke support this, noting engagement “cannot be achieved by a mechanistic approach which tries to extract discretionary effort by manipulating employees’ commitment and emotions” (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009, p.9). 
Employee engagement focuses on capturing motivation and commitment, building upon motivation theories such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Herzberg’s Two Factor Theory (CIPD, 2018). An early engagement concept derived from William Kahn noted that employee engagement can be expressed physically, cognitively and emotionally thus, identifying engagement three-dimensionally. Physical engagement is expressed as high levels of energy and willingness to invest effort; cognitive expressed through concentration and engrossment in work; and emotional includes a sense of enthusiasm, significance and involvement (Kahn, 1990).
Engage for Success (ND) defines engagement as a workplace creating the conditions to allow the workforce to give their best effort every day; being committed to organisational values and goals, motivated to contribute to the success of the organisation and have a greater sense of wellbeing. Furthermore, recognising engagement is based on integrity, trust, communication and commitment from the employment relationship, which in turn can result in improved organisational and individual performance and organisational success. 
3. Similar concepts
CIPD (2012) proposes that engagement can be on two levels; transactional or emotional engagement. Transactional engagement is an employee who may exhibit the correct behaviour however, they are not committed to the job or organisation, driven financially and only meet minimal expectations. Whereas, emotional engagement is when an employee has an emotional attachment to their work, driven to do more than expected and will have a deeper psychological attachment. Emotionally engaged employees have greater wellbeing and performance and less likely to display deviant behaviour. 
Organisational commitment is similar to the concept of employee engagement as it refers to psychological attachment. Organisational commitment can be contrasted against other attitudes such as job satisfaction and organisational identification; job satisfaction relates to how the employee feels about their work whereas, organisational identification is a sense of oneness with the organisation and alignment between own and employer interests (Johns and Ellis, 2016). Whilst an employee may have job satisfaction and good feelings about their work, employee engagement goes beyond, unlocking discretionary effort. 
Individual commitment has three approaches namely, affective, continuance and normative commitment. Affective commitment is the positive emotional commitment to an organisation, strongly identifying with organisational goals and values thus, having a psychological attachment. Continuance commitment is generally negative as the employee is only committed only to avoid personal loss should they resign, such as benefits and friendships. Normative commitment is through moral obligation to stay and feelings of indebtedness; the employer may have invested in the employee therefore, feeling obligated to repay the ‘debt’. Engagement centres around outcomes and performance as opposed to being solely behaviour focussed therefore, unlocking discretionary effort can result in improved effectiveness, service and efficiency (Johns and Ellis, 2016) which is expressed in affective commitment, unlike normative and continuance commitment; those expressing normative and continuance commitment may exhibit committed behaviours however, are unlikely to use discretionary effort. 
4. HR, leadership and cultural elements found in organisations with high level engagement
MacLeod and Clarke (2009) identified four enablers of employee engagement namely:
1. Strategic narrative – providing a clear and shared vision for employees to understand the purpose of the organisation and how they contribute. A case study conducted at Babcock Marine Clyde for the Engaging for Success report (2009) found tangible benefits such as improved sickness and reduced accidents after developing a narrative setting out the organisation’s journey, vision and mission to stimulate discussions surrounding goals, values and future ambitions. The narrative was relevant to every position in the organisation to demonstrate everyone’s contribution.

2. Engaging managers – engaging managers offer employees trust, respect, clarity, coaching, positive feedback and appreciation and are central to successfully engaging the workforce; managers should live, role model and communicate the strategic narrative (Bridger, 2018). Furthermore, offering empowerment and appreciation instead of controlling staff. Employees must see their managers are also engaged and committed to the organisation. Sirisetti (2012) notes that engaging managers communicate regularly, provide feedback and encouragement and effectively aligns employee work to the organisation’s purpose.

3. Employee voice – the views of employees are sought out and listened to, demonstrating their opinions make a difference. Employees are encouraged to challenge when appropriate furthermore, there is a solid sense of effective communication throughout the organisation. 

United Welsh Housing Association stepped away from a controlling culture and moved towards an empowering culture through the introduction of a people engagement model. They promoted employee involvement in decision making; therefore, employees know they are well informed whilst having the ability to influence decisions before they are made. This approach resulted in employee buy-in and commitment to change, furthermore they saw a reduction in sickness absence and rent loss and arrears (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009).

4. Integrity – behaviour exhibited throughout the organisation is consistent with the promoted values; if there is a gap between the two, it can result in a level of distrust in the organisation. For example, an organisation who claims to be environmentally friendly will embed this throughout the organisation such as, promoting recycling or using sustainable products. 
Robinson and Hayday (2009) further highlights the importance of engaging managers. Their research identified 25 engaging managers who varied in terms of their roles, team size, background and training however, they all exhibited similar behaviour which engaged their teams such as; communicating expectations clearly, actively listening, involving and valuing their team, positively role modelling, sharing clear vision and acts respectfully. 
5. Alignment between employee engagement and other organisational factors
Engagement will only occur when organisational practices align with promoted values and goals; thus, demonstrating a clear line between employees and organisational purpose. Accenture (2006) noted that it is widely recognised that buy-in is vital however, only 40% of their research sample understood the organisation’s strategy. Aligning employee engagement to organisational goals and other factors including policies, behaviours and management structures, can result in more buy-in and commitment from employees and other stakeholders. 
HRM policies which promote a culture of creating and maintaining trusting working relationships, contributing to job satisfaction and the terms and conditions of the job, will encourage employees to unlock their discretionary effort through engagement (Johns and Ellis, 2016). 
Deloitte (2019) highlight that wellbeing programs are critical to the organisation’s brand and culture; increasing engagement, performance and to flourish. Creating sustainable relationships through a complex wellbeing programme focusing beyond physical health only, will result in longer-term engagement whereby, engaged employees reward the organisation will loyalty, high performance and promotion of the brand to attract the future workforce. 
6. Engagement in HR strategy and practice
Research is increasingly demonstrating that engaged employees are healthier and happier but also perform better, demonstrating discretionary effort through hard work, less absences and improved resilience. A disengaged workforce can have high levels of absences, poor productivity and increased employee attrition therefore, the benefits are valuable. More employers are actively measuring engagement with 66% of senior HR professionals measuring engagement, increasing 11% from two years previously (Bridger, 2018) thus, demonstrating that more organisations are recognising it is vital to consider employee engagement in strategy and practice.
A global workforce study undertaken by Towers Perrin (2009) demonstrated a link between high performance and engagement; identifying that organisations with high employee engagement levels had a 19% increase in income and 28% growth in earnings per share whereas, organisations with low engagement levels experienced a 32% drop in income and a 11% decrease in earnings per share. Furthermore, a study of 8,000 business units in 36 organisations, found that business units in the top 25% of work engagement experienced increased profitability by 1% to 4% and at least a difference of $960,000 per annum in revenue, compared to the business units in the bottom 25% of work engagement (Johns and Ellis, 2016). 
Tong (2016) notes that increased globalisation, technology advances and political and economic disruptions are contributing to the decline of great organisations, which is increasing uncertainty. Ehambaranathan et al (2014) supports this by noting that globalisation is criticised for increased market volatility and competitive pressures, affecting a range of employment factors including job security. Therefore, employers should engage employees to increase morale, promoting activities to increase feelings of job security. For example, McDonalds’ gave employees on zero-hours contracts the choice to move to a regular contract (CIPD, 2019).
7. Benefits for employee engagement stakeholders
Engagement is a universal benefit, benefitting employees, the organisation and the country (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009). Employees experiencing high engagement will have a sense of fulfilment, pride, value (CMI, ND) and greater job satisfaction; additionally, engaged employees will become organisational advocates by positively promoting their employer. Notably, engaged employees will experience improved wellbeing (Johns and Ellis, 2016), demonstrating better enjoyment at work, ability to cope with work-related issues, increased positive emotions and reduced sickness absence (Bridger, 2018).
Customers benefit from an engaged workforce as engaged employees have an increased positive attitude towards customers and deliver high level customer service. Discretionary effort was displayed in both customer facing and non-customer facing employees whereby, customer facing employees enhanced their customer interaction and non-customer facing employees enhanced the quality of products produced (Bridger, 2018). An American clothing retailer found that stores which satisfied both employee and customer engagement demonstrated significantly improved profit margins, compared to stores that only focused on one area (Johns and Ellis, 2016). 
Lockwood (2007) found engaged employees in a US beverage company were less likely to experience a safety incident; moreover, safety incidents for engaged employees cost $63 compared to $392 for disengaged employees. Comparatively, in a sales environment, it was found disengaged teams experienced performance-related costs of over $2,000,000. Therefore, demonstrating that employee engagement can save companies a considerable amount of money. 
Due to reduced sickness absence, grievances and reduced turnover, line managers will have less absence management, performance management and recruitment activities to manage therefore, being better time equipped to perform transformational tasks. 
8. Key sources of employee engagement data
The CIPD Labour Market Outlook providing authoritative employment indicators (CIPD, 2019a). Understanding current employment indicators will help employers to recognise areas of the employment relationship or terms they should focus on to improve engagement. The Summer 2019 outlook report notes recruitment difficulties and retention pressures resulted in over 50% of responding employers stating they have increased salaries to attract and retain employees however, the CIPD highlights that salary increases are a short-term fix; to thrive during periods of uncertainty, organisations should take creative approaches such as employee development or flexibility (CIPD, 2019b). Similarly, the Summer 2017 outlook highlighted concerns about weak wage growth, encouraging employers to be mindful of productivity levels as a result (CIPD, 2017). This key data surrounding pay informs employers that considering pay in their engagement approach could be beneficial in engaging employees.   
The CIPD has analysed job quality in the UK since 2018 using a comprehensive survey, guiding recommendations to help ensure the workplace is good for everyone (CIPD, 2019c). Those in higher-grade jobs make greater use of flexible working however, are more likely to experience stress, due to feeling overloaded and not having enough time to complete work. Furthermore, work-life balance is central to many employees and supportive flexible working systems is an important factor for age and gender equality in the workplace. Employers reading this report may consider flexible working arrangements to suit the diversity of their workforce to minimise the risk of stress.
The Engaging for Success (2009) took a detailed insight into employee engagement, reporting on the benefits for organisations and individuals; analysing whether broad buy-in to engagement approaches could have a positive impact on UK performance and competition to assist the economic difficulties the UK was facing during the recession. The report sets out; what is engagement; why engagement is vital; engagement evidence; engagement barriers and the four enablers for engagement.  
Organisational data including turnover rates, satisfaction surveys and sickness rates, are key sources of engagement data; internal data should be considered for the employer to understand the level of engagement within the organisation and to identify drivers and barriers. Sickness absence and wellbeing referrals related to workplace stress has increased at Ateb over the last 3 years. The increase in stress reflects the time period when the organisation rebranded to Ateb thus, entering a long-term period of change. The change process has seen a dramatic change to the culture of the organisation and many long-standing working practices, resulting in bigger workloads and increased pressure on individuals and teams. A recent survey conducted in over 1,000 US employees found 1 in 5 respondents reported high engagement and high burnout thus, employers are at risk of losing motivated hard-working staff to burnout as opposed to lack of engagement (Seppälä and Moeller, 2018). Ateb should consider methods of reducing stress in their wellbeing plan to reduce workplace stress and further engage employees. 
9. Findings of recent employee engagement studies
The CIPD UK Working Lives 2019 survey focused on flexible working practices to support improved work-life balance and wellbeing and further help support more diverse and gender-balanced workforces. The survey also looked at six other areas including pay, employment terms, working relationship, wellbeing and employee voice. The survey found that there is a lack of equality and gender differences for those accessing flexible working; caring responsibilities were the main driver for flexible working for women whereas, increased leisure time was the main driver for men. 23% of respondents noted caring responsibilities as the reason for flexible working; 18% of these were to support childcare arrangements whereas, the other 5% was looking after vulnerable adults which reflects the changing demography of the UK where there is an increasing demand for elderly care. The gender difference is further highlighted as reduced hours, job-sharing and term-time working is reported by more women than men thus, demonstrating gendered patterns concerning caring responsibilities. Furthermore, men are more likely to work from home which can result in overworking however, reduced hours can impact one’s career thus, women’s careers are more likely to be affected from flexible working (CIPD, 2019c); a combined 50% of respondents from a Deloitte survey felt they were less important or given less opportunities due to their flexible working arrangement (De Vita, 2018). Employers must evaluate their flexible working options ensuring they are inclusive and supportive.
YouGov reported that 70% of respondents from a 2018 survey expressed the desire to work flexibly in the future to benefit from improved job satisfaction and wellbeing (McCulloch, 2018). An earlier 2017 YouGov survey noted that 66% of respondents wanted to work condensed hours (Smith, 2017) therefore, demonstrating there is an increasing trend of employees wanting to adopt flexible working in the workplace. Due to the increasing trend and volume of employees wanting access to flexibility, it is clear flexible working is an important driver for employee engagement.
Predictably, The Workforce View in Europe 2019 report showed that 45% of British workers are worried about the implications Brexit will have on their jobs and a further 46% concerned about how their company will be affected. Notably, it is the millennial demographic that are more concerned, with almost a third of millennials anticipating their job will be impacted which is significantly higher than the older age groups (ADP, 2019). The 2011 UK Workplace Employment Relations Study studied the impact the UK 2008 recession had on workplaces and employment; it noted that 76% of responding employers said in response to the recession, they had taken action which directly impacted their workforce such as, compulsory redundancies, salaries freezes and reduced hours (Hall, 2014). Therefore, the concern and anticipation of change surrounding Brexit and employment is well reflected in the action taken in 2008, when there was much uncertainty due to the recession. 
Purcell (2014) highlighted that employee voice has been largely ignored despite being identified as an enabler in MacLeod’s 2009 report. Purcell argues that the concept of employee voice such as, being able to voice opinion and be listened to, is what triggers engagement. The 2011 Workplace Employment Relations Study found that 49% of employees were not satisfied with the level of involvement they had in decision-making; of the 49%, only 38% of this group felt proud to work for their organisation (Wanrooy et al, 2011) thus, demonstrating a link between employee voice and commitment. 
10. Conclusion evaluating the future of employee engagement
It is a common perception that employment in the UK is becoming more insecure due to an increase in gig economy, zero-hours contract and agency work, and a decline in trade unions leading to employees feeling insecure about their bargaining position. Changes in employment structures such as fewer permanent jobs or jobs with less employment rights can lead to further insecurity (CIPD, 2019e). As such, Petter (2018) note that 40% of UK workers have at least one business alongside their primary job namely, side hustles, as insecurity over jobs increases; it is anticipated that side hustles will increase to 50% of the population by 2030. The rise of social media and digital technology has given millennials the opportunity to enhance skills and increase opportunities. The rise of side hustles could result in employees becoming disengaged as they are distracted; notably, as the employee is not tied to the typical 9 to 5 job, they may resign if disengaged. Employers will have less control over engaging employees therefore, disengagement may rise and the typical drivers of engagement may change. 
Artificial intelligence (AI) and automation will bring big changes to organisations and employers, as skills and duties required from employees are likely to change; this can affect job security but, particularly may lead employees feeling uncertain about the future of their job (CIPD, 2019d). 40% of British workers believe their role will be automated in the future, which could be due to the increase in IT roles and financial services in the UK. Furthermore, 39% of UK millennials believe automation will impact their future (ADP, 2019). Manyika and Sneader (2018) note automation will demand advanced technology and cognitive skills whilst, the demand for manual skills will decline. As AI and automation increases, employers must focus on the future shape of the workforce, considering the departure and arrival of roles, and how this will impact the workforce skillset; preparation to adapt to the changing skillset required through investment in upskilling their workforce to fulfil job security and satisfaction. 
The current landscape of the workforce will continue to change as flexibility and agility increases, more so as research shows that more employees want to benefit from flexible working, not just those in higher-grade jobs (CIPD, 2019c). For employers to adopt increasing agility and flexibility, technological advances are anticipated such as communication platforms, software and cloud-based technology. Moreover, the expansion of communication platforms for virtual and agile working is crucial to ensure maintaining good working distant relationships and the ability to continue to promote and encourage employee voice – a main driver of employee engagement (Finance Digest, 2017). 
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