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Understanding Employee Engagement 

Introduction 
Employee engagement is a fast-paced agenda within the field of HR, with more emphasis on the broader term of employee experience, incorporating health and wellbeing and workplace relationships.  There are differing opinions on employee engagement and whether or not it can be attributed to organisational outcomes.  There are also different ways to measure employee engagement, whether they are by organisational outcomes such as profit, staff turnover etc or more holistic measures such as employee happiness.  The COVID era has also brought its own challenges, with organisations needing to ensure a strong focus on employee engagement to ensure their staff remain happy in work and continue to contribute to business success.  

1.1. Define employee engagement

Employee engagement is so much more than just motivation and job satisfaction.  It incorporates a commitment to the organisation and its values, alongside a willingness for employees to support each other (CIPD, 2020).  However, it cannot be assumed that employee engagement is automatically instilled in employees and cannot be guaranteed (Johns & Ellis, 2016).  Macleod and Clarke (2009) describe employee engagement as an organisational approach, developed to ensure that employees are committed to its values and purpose and are motivated to contribute to its success, with an ability to enhance their sense of wellbeing.  ACAS (2014) describes good engagement as understanding the motivational factors that impact the workforce and what part organisations play in ensuring it is positive and productive.  It focuses on visions and values driven by good leadership, employee voice, good line managers and behaviours that embed trust and integrity.  

Employees in good quality jobs who are managed well will likely be happier, healthier and gain more fulfilment.  This in turn can impact positively on productivity, services and products and creativity and innovation (CIPD, 2019).  Effective employee engagement focuses on its relationship to motivation and wellbeing as well as other aspects of working life and should aim to develop a motivated, highly engaged workforce.  Good engagement is of mutual benefit to the employee and the employer, with the former experiencing job satisfaction and improved wellbeing and the latter gaining from increased performance, productivity and employee commitment.  

1.2. Compare & contrast employee engagement with 2 other related concepts 

The CIPD (2013) Profession map highlights employee engagement as one of the ten professional areas that make up fundamental HR practice.  It focuses on building the connection employees have with what they do, their colleagues and the organisation as a whole.  Employees who are fulfilled by their role, make a more substantial contribution to organisational objectives.  It refers to good leadership and management being a key part to good employee engagement.  

The CIPD (2018) New Profession Map has advanced the term and refers instead to employee experience and lists it as one of the specialist knowledge areas.  This shows a shift in the importance of employee engagement as it is referred to as a specialist area, rather than just a core area of HR.  Employee experience is a holistic approach, whereby focus is put specifically on the relationship between the line manager and the employee rather than an organisation just having good leadership and management.  It encourages line managers to really understand their employees with a strong emphasis on their health and wellbeing and the need to build a trusting relationship.

Another concept of employee engagement is the 10 Essential Pillars of Employee Engagement (Shriar, 2015).  The report discusses the importance of emotional metrics and how they impact on employee engagement.  Happy employees are more likely to be engaged with their workplace, which will drive productivity.  The ten essential pillars are:

· Employee recognition 
· Feedback
· Relationships with colleagues
· Relationships with managers
· Satisfaction 
· Company alignment
· Employee happiness
· Employee wellness
· Personal growth
· Ambassadorship 

Shriar (2015) reports that it is no longer enough for businesses to focus purely on outputs such as staff turnover, profit, time to hire etc. Emotional metrics need to be considered when improving engagement and this is where the greatest value can be found.  

Briner (2015) has a differing view on employee engagement in that the concept has not changed over time and has no defined label, with different approaches focusing on attitudes, behaviour and working environment or a combination whereby one impacts the other.  He also highlights through his research that employee engagement is impossible to measure due to there being no valid or reliable way to collect data to demonstrate the impact it has on performance.  He highlights the flaws in the studies carried out in this area including that, whilst there is a great deal of expert opinions and case studies in this area available, the quality of the evidence is poor.  He believes that the most beneficial evidence that should be collected is via a systemic review, of which there is no published reports.  He therefore argues whether there is indeed a clear link between employee engagement and organisational performance if the evidence to suggest so is so weak.

2.1. Describe the typical HR, leadership and cultural elements likely to be found in an organisation characterised by high levels of employee engagement.  

Purcell (2010) describes seven elements to engagement, including job satisfaction, involvement with decision making processes, satisfactory pay, role challenge and a sense of achievement.  He also cites line manager trust and the need for a good line manager-employee relationship as being further essential elements. MacLeod and Clarke (2009) further expand on these latter elements by describing an engaging manager as one of the four employee engagement enablers, and one who values their employees and demonstrates appreciation for the work they undertake, offering the necessary support required to enable them to do so to the best of their ability.  Robinson and Hayday’s (2009) IES report, The Engaging Manager, identified four commonly stated characteristics of engaging managers:

· Approachable and accessible 
· Respects both the team and the individuals within it
· Leads by example
· Strong organisational skills

The report also highlighted characteristics that were seen in disengaged managers:

· Unfair
· Dishonest
· Confrontational 
· Disorganised 

MacLeod and Clarke (2009) also highlight three other enablers to employee engagement, a strategic narrative, employee voice and integrity.  Organisations should have a transparent and explicit culture, which provides employees with a clear understanding of how their role impacts on the success of the organisation, a culture whereby employee views are sought, listened to and are seen to make a difference and a belief among employees that that an organisation stands by its values and ensures that these are adhered to. 

The CIPD (2017) Developing Managers to Manage Sustainable Employee Engagement, Health and Wellbeing report highlights important elements whereby effective HR practices contribute to high levels of employee engagement.  The main area where HR have a leading role is with educating line managers on the behaviours required to manage sustainable engagement, including transparency, fairness, conflict management, understanding of roles and responsibilities and development support, and then supporting them to continue to do so.  To support line managers in ensuring high levels of employee engagement, HR need to develop policies and practices. These policies should be underpinned by trust, encourage good working relationships and add to employee satisfaction at work (Johns and Ellis, 2016).  These supportive policies include performance management and health and wellbeing.

Minnaar (2018) discusses the research undertaken by Corporate Rebels to identify specific trends and whether there was a link between them and employee engagement.  The study highlighted 6 trends that had a direct influence and 2 that had an indirect influence.  They recommend that for an organisation to have high employee engagement levels, there should be a focus on these 8 areas.  Whilst some of the trends highlighted are similar to those cited by Purcell (2010), MacLeod and Clarke (2009) and CIPD (2017) such as values and purpose, good leadership and trust, they also cite other areas that should be considered.  Organisations made up of a network of teams, which differs to the standard hierarchical organisational structure, takes a more fluid approach allowing individuals and teams to join together within multiple contexts.  This structure is shown to have a positive impact on employee engagement.  

Another recommendation is to allow employees to experiment and adapt as part of their every-day work.  The organisations taking this approach believe it is more important to adapt rapidly than to try and predict what the future may (or may not) bring.  

The points raised above highlight the importance of employee engagement not being a standalone concept and forms part of a wider picture, incorporating other organisational factors including performance management, organisational culture, line manager effectiveness and trust, team working, flexibility and adaptability and policy.

3.1. Explain why employee engagement is a vital dimension in HR strategy and practice.
When developing a strategy to enhance or improve employee engagement, Johns and Ellis (2016) recommend structuring it around a defined outcome/s such as improved profitability, decreased sickness levels, reduced turnover of staff or opportunities for innovation and creativity.  However, they also highlight the importance of viewing outcomes in a wider context.  Socially and economically, Western Europe is one of the most developed areas of the world.  However, many of its countries were affected both financially and politically over the last decade, particular in relation to the recession of 2009 (Gallup, 2017).  The 2011 Workplace Employment Relations Study demonstrated that public sector employment fell during this time and ascertained that the most significant action taken within the public sector was reduction in wages and pay freezes with 65% of respondents stating this to having been an action that was taken.  22% of respondents reported to putting a hold on workforce expansion and there was also a significant impact on training expenditure and how organisations arranged their work.  These external factors are ones that need to be considered by HR professionals when implementing an engagement strategy.  The above actions will have demonstrated a negative impact on stakeholders, including employees, managers, service users and the wider society.  

Jackson (2020) discusses the important factors that came with the recession in 2009 as well as the impact the COVID pandemic is having on businesses at the current time.  One of the most significant is lack of employee trust, with employees seeking reassurance with regard their job and its future. It is therefore important that trust is maintained and enhanced by HR teams and senior leaders. Jackson (2020) cites Cassidy who states that the unspoken contract of trust between employees and employers is vital during these turbulent times.  

More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on organisations and how they can engage with employees.  Emmett, Schrah’s et al (2020) article published on McKinsey.com recommends organisations take a more personal approach to employee engagement and how they approach the need for significant change.  He recommends the use of workplace analytics, derived from open listening channels and staff surveys to help organisations understand the variety of circumstances affecting employees in the current climate and how their needs can be met to ensure they maintain their sense of purpose and ability to contribute to organisational success.  This is an important factor in HR practice and the need to change their approach has had to be achieved quickly. 

Patients will be severely affected by the current crisis, with Banks, Karajalainen et al (2020) stating that the most vulnerable of society will be the greatest affected.  The unprecedented pressure the NHS is currently under has led to mass cancellation of operations and outpatient appointments and will disproportionately affect the older generation, with frequency of emergency admissions and elective admission considerably higher in this age group compared to younger people.  This will require senior leaders and HR teams to work together to manage the situation, ensuring appropriate staffing levels and necessary training is in place. 

Wickham (2020) discusses the benefits good employee engagement has on organisational outcomes.  Employee recognition, 1:1 meetings and affective performance management reviews can all have a positive impact on staff morale, leading to happier employees who are motivated to contribute to the business.  A highly engaged workforce can produce higher productivity, leading to higher sales and profitability.

Bain (2018) explores the link between employee engagement and customer satisfaction.  He recommends investing time in really understanding front line staff by talking to them, providing constructive feedback and suppling them with the tools to improve.  These are key enablers to improving customer satisfaction as research demonstrates employees who have the right knowledge, a positive outlook and feel empowered will demonstrate greater motivation, in turn having a significant positive impact on customer experience.   

4.1. Outline key sources of employee engagement data 
Surveys are a key source of employee engagement data and can be used to gather employee views and identify what drives and motivates them (CIPD, 2019).  The Office for National Statistics carries out a Civil Service People Survey annually to measure the employee engagement index by analysing data collected on nine workplace themes including relationships, pay and benefits, inclusion, workload, resources, leadership and change.  The ONS (2019) survey is the most recent, showing a +1 increase in engagement index compared to the previous year.  The NHS in Wales takes a similar approach to measuring engagement, by carrying out a NHS Wales staff survey incorporating similar themes to the ONS survey to measure employee engagement, experience and service management, but also includes additional specific data collection on health and wellbeing, communication and team working.  The latest survey carried out in 2018 only showed a minimal increase in the engagement index compared to the previous survey in 2016 with an increase of 0.17.

Engage for Success (2012) highlight the impact poor engagement can have on sickness levels and retention, both of which have a financial impact to the organisation.  These metrics are significant and can be used to measure employee engagement.  Research shows that highly engaged staff take approximately 50% less sick leave per year when compared to organisations with low levels of engagement, with businesses reporting turnover rates 40% lower than those organisations with poor levels of engagement.  54% of disengaged employees state that their job has a negative impact on their health.  

Incident reporting is another workplace metric that can be measured to assess employee engagement levels, with Gallup (2006) reporting 62% more accidents occurring in organisations placed in the bottom quartile for employee engagement compared to those in the top.  

4.2 Describe the key trends in employee engagement and difference linked to gender, demographic and other factors

It is clear from published literature, reports and data that there are many facets to employee engagement and it can be approached in numerous ways.  The more traditional method relies heavily on focusing on what Shriar (2015) refers to as financial metrics – turnover, time to hire, onboarding speed etc.  However, in recent times there has been a move to a stronger focus on more holistic metrics, including wellbeing and workplace relationships.  This is reflected by CIPD (2018) where the term is no longer referred to as employee engagement and now focuses on the employee experience.

There is increasing evidence surrounding engagement with the millennial workforce.  PwC (2011) defines millennials as those born between 1980 and 2000.  Nair (2017) states how experts predict that by 2020 those aged 21 – 35 will make up 35% of the workforce and therefore there is increasing evidence that engaging with this age demographic will become more important in the coming years.  

What millennials want from work differs to that of the older workforce.  Harvard Business Review (2014) explains how the older workforce has a lesser focus on promotion and pay compared to the younger generation who are seeking fast career progression and engaging learning and development opportunities (Jha, Sareen, Potnuru, 2019).  Therefore, there is value in analysing engagement data in terms of age group, as recommended by PwC (2011) as there will likely be significant differences.  

Crush (2008) discusses the differences in engagement between genders and the difference between men and women and what they value at work.  Men tend to focus on the monetary elements such as salary and reward and women place more value on workplace relationships and are more likely to remain in a role.  Although women tend to have lesser focus on money, this does not detract from the necessity to ensure equal pay across genders.  

During the current pandemic, there has been more emphasis on the need for organisations to trust their employees, particularly now that businesses are working from home and have implemented more flexible working arrangements.  The need to place trust in employees was emphasised in ACAS’s (2012) Employment Relations Comment stating that trust should be at the heart of employee engagement and this is now more important than ever.  Rice (2020) highlights the importance of regular communication with employees and teams to ensure the emotional connection is maintained and that workers feel listened to and are able to share worries that now span much further than just work, but also include significant family and financial worries.  Organisations making a significant effort this area will enhance employee trust and, in turn, employee engagement.

The move to flexible working has become the norm for a significant number of businesses with it already being recognised as a contributory factor to employee engagement and well being.  Reduction in commute time, flexibility in working and how and when it is done gives employees a sense of control in an era where life is anything but controllable (Timewise, 2020).  Flexibility allowing employees to manage their non-work responsibilities, combined with the development opportunities and enhanced productivity seen with flexible working, is reported to enhance motivation and happiness in work (Winwood (2014, quoted by Timewise).

4.3. Evaluate the future for employee engagement based on current trends 

It is clear from the published literature that employee engagement is a fast-moving agenda within organisations, particularly during the current COVID crisis.  There will need to be more emphasis on the employee experience, incorporating employee wellbeing and a stronger emphasis on the line manager-employee relationship.  The benefits of flexible working already recognised prior to the crisis, will play a huge part in the future of employee engagement, contributing to the wider context of employee experience.  

Another area that will need to move at fact pace is digital technology.  With the aging workforce being replaced by millennials, organisations will need to understand how to engage with this demographic.  They have a particular need to feel invested in and should feel able to do something they are good at every day (Robinson, 2015 and Clifton, 2019).  Gamification is more frequently being used to enhance the learning experience in this age group as well as the ability to provide instant feedback (Jha, Sareen and Potnuru (2019).  However, the wealth of experience brought by the older generation must not be forgotten and organisations should make every effort to make this age group feel valued by recognising their experience and the contribution this can bring (Harvard Business Review (2014).  
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