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Employee Engagement
Over the last decade the concept of employee engagement has become increasingly popular in management thinking, with the view that the employment relationships have mutual gains. ‘Employees who have good quality jobs and are managed well, will not only be happier, healthier and more fulfilled, but are also more likely to drive productivity, better products or services, and innovation’ (CIPD, 2019).
There are many definitions of employee engagement, the Macleod review in 2009 found over 50 definitions. One of the earliest is from Kahn (1990) who depicts a three-dimensional concept ‘in engagement people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively and emotionally’ (Kahn, 1990 p694). 
· Physical – high levels of energy and mental resilience, invested effort in one’s work
· Cognitive – fully engrossed and happy in one’s work, difficulty to detach from work
· Emotional – strong involvement in one’s work, enthusiasm, pride, inspiration
Research by CIPD (2012 p3) suggest employees can engage on different levels:
· Emotional engagement - ‘emotional attachment in one or more aspect of work’
· Transactional engagement – ‘happy to exhibit engagement behaviour but not committed to the job or organisation and willing to leave if better offer elsewhere’
Following interest in engagement from the Macleod Report, the Engage for Success Task Force was established in 2011. This dynamic and voluntary movement has a vision ‘promoting employee engagement as a better way to work that benefits individual employees, teams and whole organisations’ (Engage for Success, 2020).
A concept of employee engagement is organisational commitment which refers to an employee’s psychological attachment to the organisation. Commitment can be contrasted to job satisfaction and organisational identification (Johns and Ellis, 2016).
Commitment can be based on 3 mindsets:
· Affective commitment – positive emotional link to the organisation, strongly identifies with organisational goals.
· Continuance commitment – seen as a negative characteristic, individuals commit to the organisation is due to the perceived loss of economic, social and personal costs if they leave (e.g. pension rights, holidays, friendships, unemployment).
· Normative commitment – employees remain with an organisation out of obligation and indebtedness (the organisation has invested in the high cost of training, therefore the employee remains as they feel as if they ought to) (Johns and Ellis, 2016).
[bookmark: _Hlk52624461]Research has shown that engaged workers are seen to have ‘low levels of burnout and high levels of extraversion’ and ‘enjoy good mental and physical health’ (Johns and Ellis, 2016 p82).
Engagement and motivation have been high on organisational agendas over the last decade, employer involvement in introducing and developing practices such as:

Employers must understand the different drivers of engagement in each part of the organisation. Although engagement is about behaviour, more importantly it is about performance/results and outcomes. Harnessing discretionary effort rather than working within the confines of job descriptions can lead to improved organisational performance. 
However, it should be noted that job satisfaction and happiness do not in themselves create high performance and ‘employee engagement does not automatically follow from feelings of job satisfaction and happiness’ (Johns and Ellis, 2016 p82). An employee can be happy and satisfied in their role but may not lead to high performance.
Critics of employee engagement argue from the point of view that management should be more evidence-based, and challenges the field of employee engagement to be clearer on what it is and how it is distinct from related concepts and measurement, and that measurements of ‘employee engagement’ do not sufficiently stand up to scrutiny’ (Briner, 2014).
Interestingly the CIPD have changed the name of employee engagement to employee experience in the specialist knowledge section of the Profession Map 2018.
[image: ]
Organisations that have high levels of engagement tend to have good HR procedures in place, good leadership and a culture allows employees to have a say in organisational decisions.
According to Purcell (2010), the following practice/procedures need to be in place:
· Employee trust in management
· Satisfaction with work
· Satisfaction with involvement in workplace decisions
· Quality of relationships between management and employees
· Satisfaction with pay
· Job challenge
· Satisfaction with the sense of achievement from work
HR procedures should be constructed to encourage discretionary effort from employees. HR can contribute in many ways by using their influence to effectively improve organisational performance.
The Macleod report (2009) identified four enablers of engagement:
· Strategic narrative – ‘strong transparent and explicit organisational culture giving employees a line of sight between their job and organisational vision and aims’ (Macleod and Clarke 2009, p31)
· [bookmark: _Hlk52703983]Engaging managers – ‘managers who ‘offer clarity, appreciation of employees effort and contribution, treat people as individuals and ensure they feel valued, equipped and supported in their job’ (Macleod and Clarke 2009, p80)
· Employee voice – ‘employees views are sought, opinions listened to and count’ (Macleod and Clarke 2009, p75)
· Integrity – ‘a belief among employees that the organisation lives its values, behavioural norms are adhered to resulting in trust and integrity’ (Macleod and Clarke 2009, p33)
These along with Purcell’s (2010) research show the role of managers in promoting engagement culture in organisations. Further research by Robinson and Hayday (2009) as part of the IES study also supported this. The project studied twenty-five managers across a broad range of sectors who had little in common but managed to engage their teams through similar behaviour. The project identified that they had clear communication, clear objectives, listened, involved the teams, focussed on targets, active interest in others, good leadership skills, positive role models, acted with respect thus in turn were respected. 
It’s apparent that these high-performing managers also had high-performing teams. The managers were also good with dealing with difficult issues such as poor performance or delivering bad news.
The IES study also identified the behaviour of managers who were disengaging. These managers displayed behaviours such as lack of empathy/trust, failed to listen/communicate, did not motivate/inspire individuals, blamed others for mistakes, aggressive/self-centred, lack of personal awareness and did not deliver on promises.
High performing organisations such as Google align themselves to the four enablers. They have an organisational culture whereby they have removed all status symbols such as no separate car parking/dining areas for senior managers who even wear casual clothes, therefore blending in with other employees (Bock, 2016), one of Googles values is that you can be serious without a suit. All employees are encouraged to put forward suggestions. Google have such faith in their recruitment process that they allow all employees access to the same information from day one.
Google removed internet support in China, re-routing it to Hong Kong to avoid censorship laws, because it was the right thing to do despite having a decrease in Chinese Google searches. This showed that Google is an organisation that lives it values. The opposite can be seen in organisations such as J.D. Wetherspoons, who were one of the first to lay employees off at the start of the Coronavirus pandemic, (The Guardian, 2020), highlighting how an organisation actually operates to how they like to be perceived.
Macleod (2009, p6) states that ‘engagement can have a triple win: the individual at work, the enterprise or service, and the country as a whole’.
Studies over the years have demonstrating the links between high engagement and high performance. One of the most significant research reports highlighting the positive impact of employee engagement is Towers and Perrin 2007/2008 Global Workforce study (2009). The study looked at 50 organisations over 12 months and found that those with high engagement had a 19% increase in income, whereas those with low engagement saw 32% decrease.
[bookmark: _Hlk47806484]Studies such as Harter et al (2002) and Purcell et al (2003), found employees responded positively and improved individual work performance thus leading to improved organisational performance, when good HR procedures were in place. Motivation and engagement meant employees are prepared to go over and above and are more likely to perform well in their roles. Both studies indicated the importance of good line management.
Engaged employees typically experience more job satisfaction and increased well-being, and are more likely to act as advocates for the organisation leading to the organisation being promoted as an employer of choice, thus having a positive effect on the employer brand (Johns and Clarke, 2016). 
According to CIPD (2017) ‘employers want engaged employees because as well as being happier, healthier and more fulfilled, they deliver improved business performance’. The Gallup studies highlighted the benefits that can be gained when employee engagement and customer engagement are in tandem. Gallup showed that organisations that achieved both had significantly better profits than those that focussed on one or the other. 
This was also noted in a study by Hutchinson and Purcell (2003) who observed four UK Tesco stores. One manager from a low scoring store changed the way of working from top-down and gave employees freedom to respond to customer needs, This resulted in changing rooms filling up, staff moved to the tills in readiness for the expected sales, which pleased the customers who did not have to wait long to purchase the items, thus making the employees happier as they were contributing to the customer satisfaction.
A study by Google of the Nike organisation of two of its plants in Mexico:

This links to the John Whitmore (2020) predictions of a shift from command and control leadership style to a more distributed leadership style.
The evidence appears conclusive, that having HR objectives linking directly with organisational strategy can have a positive effect on an organisations’ overall effectiveness. Having good HR practices and promoting employee behaviour is key to facilitating improved business performance. Organisations approach to strategy formation vary depending on the type of organisation they operate in, the culture, management style. 
Effective HR strategies need an ‘external fit’ and be vertically aligned with business strategies. Vertical integration refers to the links between both strategies and external contexts. Additionally, there is a requirement for an ‘internal fit’ between HR strategies. This horizontal integration means HR policies and practices need to be consistent and compatible. Greater vertical-horizontal integration leads to more effective HR strategy.
However, it should be noted that there are other factors both internal and external that could contribute to organisational effectiveness (Johns and Ellis, 2016).
The studies may ‘reflect that employee engagement contributes to performance, but it could equally be the other way round – people feel more engaged if they work in successful teams or organisations’ (CIPD, 2019).
Engagement levels can have an impact on several stakeholders such as:
Line managers play an important role in employee engagement, by creating a respectful and trusting relationship with their teams, communicating organisational values and expectations for the day-to-day business of the company. Line managers are usually accountable for engagement levels, therefore need to be trained appropriately for their expanded roles. Having an engaged team will ensure the manager fulfils their role in people management but also meets any targets/organisational objectives.
Employees and society now have an increasing say in how organisations operate due to the widespread use of social media. Sites such as Glassdoor allow current and former employees to review organisations, mean companies must ensure they engage their employees successfully in order to avoid their organisation and brand being damaged.
In recent years social activism is increasing and brought legislative changes with the introduction of Living Wage, the movement began in East London, bringing together churches/mosques/schools and other local institutions to talk about the issues affecting their communities, such as low pay. Employees benefited by now being paid an appropriate rate for the work they undertake.
There are many different sources of employee engagement data, such ONS workforce quarterly and annual surveys, IES studies, CIPD studies, Good Work Plan. These concentrate on national data and can be used to compare sector specific data and the results have even seen legislative changes being brought in. Organisational data is available through turnover rates, absence statistics, annual staff surveys, organisational performance.

Research form the CIPD Employee Outlook Survey indicates employee engagement is stable at around 35-39% reporting that they are engaged’. In order to establish a national benchmark that employers could measure against, the CIPD in 2009 commissioned Kingston University and Ipsos/MORI to undertake a national survey of employee engagement amongst the UK workforce. Research found ‘there is a significant gap between levels of engagement among UK employees and those that would produce optimum performance’ (CIPD, 2009). 
Results from the report found a third of employees were engaged in their work and could be broken down into three dimensions:

Other results reflected that:
· A higher % of woman than men were engaged with their work
· Approx. 25% of under 35’s felt engaged compared to 40% of over 35’s
· Approx. 50% of managers were engaged compared to 30% of non-managers
· Those on flexible contracts were more emotionally engaged
· Public sector employees had less trust/confidence in their senior managers and felt they did not have a clear vision 
Another report by Marcus Buckingham (2001) used the Gallup Q12 index, found that 80% of UK employees were not engaged. The results found three categories of employees:

Gallup also investigated absence/attendance figures in these groups and found that those in the engaged group missed on average 4.67 days a year, whereas those in the disengaged group missed 10.68 days on average. The employee turnover was lower in the engaged group compared to the disengaged group.
Findings also showed that the longer an employee was with an organisation the less engaged they became, which ‘contradicts the human capital advantage model that human capital is an asset that appreciates over time’ (Johns and Ellis, 2016), due to the knowledge/experience that is gained over time. Longer serving employees may have fewer challenges/opportunities for learning, lives maybe more routine and engagement levels decrease.
The results indicate that engagement levels of UK employees are low, this could be explained by how the data is collected/analysed. The main way of collecting the data is through engagement surveys, however, Purcell (2010) states there are three limitations with engagement surveys:

Although they may provide useful insights, it must be noted that not all those that partook may have been honest with their answers. According to Macleod and Clarke (2009) ‘simply doing a survey and publishing the results is not the same as an engagement strategy’. 
Cattermole (2014, p31) ‘argue that organisations place too much emphasis on external benchmarking, rather than using the tools to meet their specific business needs’. Cattermole (2014) sees these surveys as transactional rather than transformational and suggests that these need to be used in conjunction with other indicators such as turnover, absence rates, profitability, thus in turn overcoming Purcell (2010) limitations.
Silverman (2014) suggests a move away from traditional surveys and that social media can be used to increase knowledge of employee engagement levels, with a more open and conversational manner.
Research has evidenced that engagement can lead to detrimental implications for employees, linked to the following:
· Burnout – according to Welbourne (2011, p97) engagement has a dark-side associated with ‘burnout, health problems and disengagement’. Google introduced an experiment to assist employees in their Dublin office called ‘Dublin goes dark’ whereby all employees had to go home by 6pm.
· Work intensification – Rees et al (2013) state that employers are exploiting employee’s discretionary effort, things such as unpaid overtime becoming the norm
· Lack of work-life balance – according to Halbesleben (2011), not all employees are able/willing to exhibit discretionary effort due to other commitments. Employees who remote work find this especially difficult, seen more recently due to the Coronavirus pandemic whereby many are now home working, and no longer have the physical disconnect from the office.
An article by Deloitte (2013) ‘when people worked for you, they came to your building in the morning and left at the end of the day, you saw/interacted with them, now with the increase in technology, globalisation workforces can be anywhere in the world’
According to Guest (2015) to increase engagement levels a strategy consisting of the following is vital:
· Implementing engagement by managers/leaders promoting/communicating engagement values
· Create/reinforce a climate of engagement by treating employees with fairness/trust
· Promote recruitment of employees who welcome engaging jobs, provide training/development and job autonomy
· Monitor progress through feedback/surveys and action planning
A more recent employee job quality survey, UK Working Lives (2018), showed approx. two-thirds of workers are satisfied with their jobs (18% ‘very satisfied’ and 46% ‘satisfied’), while 18% were dissatisfied. Looking at other surveys it reflects UK job satisfaction has fluctuated over the last decade, dropping in 2010/2011 to a low of just over half, but then remained stable. 

One fifth did say they were likely to quit their job in the next year. However, on a more positive note just over 50% of workers ‘always’ or ‘often’ feel enthusiastic about their jobs and a similar proportion say they are willing to work harder than necessary to help their employer or clients’.

There was no difference in enthusiasm for jobs between men and women, but there was greater enthusiasm among senior managers and the highest paid, workers with postgraduate levels of qualifications and voluntary sector workers. Discretionary effort was greatest among managerial and professional employees, and lower among junior administrative roles and lowest in manual and casual work. Across broad sectors, voluntary sector workers report putting in most effort.
Research over the last decade which identified unequal pay between men and woman within organisations has led to the Gender Pay Gap being introduced in 2018 and has sought to identify and resolve this inequality. 
Organisations need to develop engagement to suit the demographic of the workforce. Currently workforces consist of ‘baby boomers’, a generation used to organisational hierarchies, working on their own, willing to work long hours. As this generation gradually retires, generation X have a different approach, preferring to work in teams, are well educated, skilled in technology, self-confident, able to multi-task.
Jenkins and Delbridge (2013 p.2671) mention engagement is influenced by ‘the wider economy and particular industry sector, market conditions, ownership and governance arrangements as well as organisational size and structure’.
Private sector organisations are under pressure to reduced costs, increase efficiency whilst operating in a highly competitive market, whereas public sector is under pressure to reduce costs and increase efficiency since the Government’s Comprehensive Spending Review in 2010. Pay/recruitment freezes have created barriers to employees being prepared to exhibit discretionary behaviour and put a spotlight on the need to analyse data from the context of the organisation.
Factors that drive employee engagement not only vary from country to country but also by industry sector or within companies. Global organisations need to be aware of what engages their workforce in different global locations. Recently factors to consider are the implications of Brexit, Coronavirus and subsequent lockdowns which have had a devasting effects on the economy leading to a global recession.
The future of engagement is not straightforward, ‘for many people, work is not just about money, but being motivated by such things as the working environment, the people within it, the product or service delivered and even the brand’ (IES, 2014). HR in the public sector will need to ‘put itself in the spotlight to develop community led employment solutions, a new community led employment infrastructure and transition away from organisationally engineered workforce models’ (IES, 2014). 

The following key elements are needed to continually develop and benefit from engagement (Johns and Ellis, 2016):
· A big idea – transformational vison that is ethical/ambitious 
· Role modelling that is coherent/consistent
· Good management – managers lead/encourage and continually develop teams
· Two-way communications – keep employees informed/encourage employee voice
· Collaboration – between people/departments
· Customer focus – customers are vital to the success of a company
· Employee well-being
· Strong emphasis on performance 
· Acknowledge the whole workforce
· Clear, accessible HR procedures and practice
The RSA Blueprint for Good Work (2020) state 5 principles that should be enjoyed by all:
· Security – work that provides enough economic security 
· Wellbeing – work that does not harm their wellbeing
· Growth – work that grows and develops their capabilities
· Freedom – work that provides the freedom to pursue a larger life
· Subjective nurture – work that nurtures their subjective working identity
Economic uncertainty especially with Covid 19, has led to high unemployment and fears as to what the future may hold. Uncertainty of trade deals with Brexit will also have a huge impact and business analysists are trying to predict what the future will bring. Many organisations will need to evolve not only their organisations, but also the ingredients of employee engagement in order to survive in the uncertain future. 
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Plant 1 – control culture = 80 t-shirts per day


Plant 2 – freedom culture = 150 t-shirts per day



Emotional engagement – 60% were emotionally involved with their work


Cognitive engagement – 60% focussed very hard whilst at work


Physical engagement – 40% willing to put in discretionary effort



Engaged – loyal, productive, remain with organisation, recommends as an employer (17%)


Non-engaged – productive but not psychologically linked to organisation therefore more likely to leave (63%)


Disengaged – psychologically absent, complains about the organisation to colleagues (20%)



Engagement is treated in isolation and seen as an annual tick-box exercise


Engagement scores are used to punish managers on performance reviews


Engagement scores do not explain the reasons for engagement levels



Performance management systems


Well-being initiatives 


Good communication


Effective channels for employee voice


Empowering employees
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