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Introduction
The definition of employee engagement varies greatly:-
The CIPD define employee engagement as:-
(Gifford 2018)
‘idea of employee engagement focuses on mutual gains in employment relationships, seeking the good of employees (well-being, job satisfaction and so on) and the good of the organisation they work for (performance, commitment, and so on)….

Pembrokeshire County Council has a hierarchal structure to connecting with its employees. This is changing slowly. For the purpose of this assignment and the limitations that the Covid lockdown has caused, I have used a recent survey undertaken with a follow up of a small focus group session. 

1.1 Identify, and justify selection of, suitable diagnostic tools for measuring employee engagement in the organisation.
1.2 Liaise with key people to plan and agree the application of diagnostic tools.
1.3 Apply diagnostic tools accurately and to an appropriate sample of employees to give meaningful results.
1.4 Analyse resulting data and draw reasoned conclusions about levels of employee engagement in the organisation.
A range of diagnostic tools are used to measure employee engagement. These include:-
· Focus Groups
· Staff surveys/questionnaires
· Interviews
· Polls
As part of my monthly 1-2-1 with my manager we discussed how best to support this assignment within the limitations that I had. I felt that the best approach was to use the responses from the organisation wide survey as secondary evidence and support this with a small focus group session. .
(Appendix 1 – Questions and responses to employee survey ‘Homeworking’)
I have chosen the focus group approach due to the timescale and limitations of this assignment. I am aware of its advantages and disadvantages.
	Diagnostic tool
	Advantage
	Disadvantage

	Focus group
	Allows for discussion
Uncovers attitudes, beliefs, feelings and reactions. Beneficial when mixing power groups e, g, Line Managers and team members (Morgan & Kreuger 1993) (Taylor & Woodhams)
	Time consuming.
Limited in number of those taking part.

	Questionnaire
	Can reach a mixed sample of participants. Cost efficient Familiar to most respondents. Simple to set up. (Cameron & Price 2009)
	Questions can be misinterpreted.
Unanswered questions.
Dishonest answers.




The Gallup Q12 employee engagement survey seeks to discover employee and workgroup performance and is highly recognised in its field as the ‘gold’ standard.
The survey used to support this assignment is based on homeworking. Some of the questions emulate the personal style of the Gallup Q12. Gallup conserves the world’s most extensive employee engagement database and is able to prove the connection between employee engagement, profitability and performance. (Harter 2006)                                                                                                
I selected four employees to take part in the focus group. I contacted them personally via a skype meeting and confirmed the session by email. (Appendix 2 – Email, confirmation of focus group session)
Within PCC all organisational surveys and questionnaires are carried out by the marketing department with input from the sponsor, once senior management approval has been given. As a Learning and Development Advisor I am used to gathering local evaluation using different methods including:-
· Survey Monkey – a free and simple online tool (Appendix 3 – sample)
· End of course feedback sheets – often regarded as happy sheets 
· Plus/Delta – anonymous evaluation undertaken by the group without the tutor and feedback
It may be cynical to suggest but PCC, will often design the questionnaire to achieve the outcome it wants. I think employees are very wary of this and reluctant to engage.
The organisational survey shows a return of 714 responses against an employee number of approximately 6000. This is an acceptable proportionate return of 12% under the current pandemic conditions although we would have preferred a higher response. The survey was anonymous, short and the questions simply posed to gather a mix of qualitative and quantitative data.
I personally feel that employees have been overwhelmed with work and thus deleted it as it came into their inbox, but also evidence from the focus group suggests that staff felt that there was a hidden agenda of a desired political move to homeworking to cut costs and sell buildings.
Again the context of this survey is bias to suggest that an individual ‘enjoys working from home during a pandemic’. On a personal note I would challenge this question. I felt safer working from home and initially there is a novelty factor attached to this in the beginning. I wonder if repeated in 12 months’ time, the responses would be the same. Again this was evidence borne out in the focus group discussions (Appendix 4 - Focus group synopsis).
The focus group session brought together four individuals from different roles.
I used five areas to consider, following on from the organisational survey:-
· How do you feel about working from home?
· What have been the positives?
· What have you found difficult?
· Have you had sufficient support?
· Would you chose to continue working from home or return to office working post the pandemic?
Although harder to report on by graph the responses unpick the reality and provide a greater picture. 
All of the participants felt that the organisational survey agenda was to promote homeworking as a cost cutting exercise. Perhaps a sad reflection of where we currently are as an organisation.
The common outcomes were:-
Three of the participants said that emotionally they were not prepared for the difference in working from home and some of the stresses that accompanied it. One participant also stated that the relationship with her children had changed. 
Flexibility of working from home is a positive.
Line Manager support/contact was mixed and this needed to be clearer.
Concerns about being ‘watched’ by being online. One participant stated she was afraid to put the washing on the line in case she was found out! This highlighted a management trust issue.
All participants felt they were working longer hours which contradicts the organsiational survey results. Likewise all participants stated that they felt unable to switch off from work. 
One participant stated that the drive home from the office allowed her to ‘close’ her working day and that her day was now blurred between work and home. This is supported in the survey by the answer to work/life balance difficulties.
Three of the participants commented that the organisational survey only introduced wellbeing at the end and that they felt it was an afterthought.
All of the participants felt that this should be addressed independently and that managers were ill equipped to ask the question. One participant said she had not heard from her line manager other than by brief email since the lockdown began. She couldn’t decide whether this was a sign that they trusted and had faith in her or a blatant attempt to avoid any difficult conversations. 
The participants were also fearful of asking for help or suggest that they were struggling. 
All of the participants stated that they feared the risk of redundancy.
To me the organisational survey is mixed. I don’t believe that its full purpose is clear.
The survey seeks to obtain a mix of responses asking employees to identify their ‘generation’ and ‘role level’ and a reasonable mix has been achieved. 
Although this survey was sent out post the initial lockdown, individuals have reflected on this experience when support services and education were also in lockdown. This evidence is highlighted as a difficulty about working from home.
The one result that does interest me relates to the difficulties of working from home. The highest responses are mainly linked to personal needs and could impact on wellbeing. Isolation, work/life balance, motivation and disconnect from work. Will we see a future wellbeing problem, Covid fatigue if the pandemic continues and higher absenteeism?
Work life balance has also scored highly as beneficial. I was able to explore this further with the focus group and discovered that the difficulties for them lay with the expectation of a working day being 9-5 and that those who were able to flex this, working around their family needs but still meeting desired productivity and performance found it a positive experience. One participant would work in the morning and the evening. 
Before the requirement to work from home PCC was undertaking a Smarter Working initiative with an aim to move employees towards this. There was considerable resistance to this by employees at all levels. It is interesting to note that those who undertook the Smarter Working training feel that it has helped them to adapt more in comparison to those who did not. Again those in the focus group highlighted this if they had not been a part of the Smarter Working initiative.
I do believe that the focus group gave a greater understanding. The group was small and comfortable to talk openly. I did explain that their responses would be used confidentially. I was able to ask supplementary questions and dig deeper. However I do accept the restrictions of such a small group. 

2.1  Analyse the principal ‘drivers’ for employee engagement in the organisation.
2.2 Assess aspects of organisational behaviour which are most likely to hinder employee engagement.
As a government organisation with a hierarchal structure influenced by political agendas our approach to engaging with employees is a mix of what needs to be done to meet Welsh Government and internal agendas to support change and influence employees.
On reviewing the internal HR People Strategy for 2019-2021, it was interesting to see that employee engagement was minimal. (Appendix 5 & 6)
Organisational information and policies and procedures to formally engaging with employees are ‘understood’ but not written down. The biggest barrier is the culture of the organisation, mistrust and the belief that ulterior motives existing. Sadly, this is a legacy of a previous Chief Executive who led as a Dictator.
Approval to undertake a large survey is required from senior management via submitting a ‘paper’ on its purpose and intent. Focus groups are an acceptable alternative without the need for full approval. At the current time this has been curtailed. (Appendix 7 – Example of a paper that I wrote and submitted to support the change in the performance Appraisal process using a larger focus group).
Biannually we undertake an organisational employee satisfaction survey but historically this has been poorly responded to. 
In order to address the cultural issues within PCC, in 2019 we began a Transformation project, both cabinet and senior management approved a desire to consider a cultural change in the organisation and refocus on changing the ‘drivers’ of the organisation to ‘purpose’, ‘learning’ and ‘results’. This process began with an employee survey which was widely publicised and the completion return was 24%. The Learning and Development team lead this project. Following the survey, a roadshow of engagement sessions were delivered, all employees were invited to attend. The attendance number for this was approximately 600, (10%).
We recognised that a standalone survey was not enough and needed to unpick the responses further by a face to face approach.
These figures highlight the lethargy by employees to engage. Is this driven by lack of will or the belief that nothing will change as a result? I think that this is where the problem lies. In the past an employee survey has been undertaken but with no change or outcome and employees feel ‘done to’ rather than ‘a part of’.
The difference with the Transformation/culture change programme has been clear and I have been part of this project delivering a new Performance and Wellbeing approach. My project report for this qualification highlights the research process I followed.
I am currently producing launch material. I have included ‘your feedback was…’ and ‘we have listened and this is what we are moving towards’. I am making it clear that we engaged with you and have listened and are delivering those changes.
Wellbeing has become a massive need amongst employees, even more so during this challenging time. But again PCC has avoided getting to the heart of it. We advertise support and who and where to go and get it but the majority of our ‘managers’ are uncomfortable asking the question and are not sure what to do with the response. An area that we recognise as a need to address. Likewise employees fell it will be recognised as a weakness and put them at risk.
I recently viewed an Elected Members meeting where a Councillor asked how staff were being measured for productivity whilst homeworking and in the next breadth commented…” off course we also have to think about their wellbeing”. This was done in a public webinar and once again has added to the discourse in the authority that employees are not trusted.
This is also evidenced in the homeworking survey as what appears to be an afterthought at the end of the survey and backed up in the focus group session.
I would like to have interviewed the Head of HR but in the past two weeks he has taken a 12 month secondment out of the authority only shortly after our Chief Executive leaving. Perhaps this in itself speaks volumes!
You could argue that PCC lacks integrity. (Kohl 2020) 
And that PCC do not recognise the importance of employee engagement and the positive results it brings. (MacCloed 2009)

3.1 Review external studies of employee engagement to identify relevant best practice.
To meet this part of the assignment I am only able to identify and highlight recommendations that I would make. A weakness here is that I am unable to take these forward to Senior Management or Cabinet at this time.
People Management highlight the importance of engaging with employees and how this can positively impact reduced staff turnover. Gallup add credence to this, reporting that only 13% of people across 142 countries being engaged in their work.
The report goes on to suggest that the ‘annual survey’ is medieval and does not meet the needs of the current working world. Oddly though we continue to do them.
A new practice suggestion would be to undertake more regular and more focused engagement that provide a temperature check at that time. I believe that PCC has partly attempted this with its homeworking survey, however employees are distrustful and the culture of the organisation is still in the early stage of transition.
3.2 Identify potential barriers to acceptance of employee engagement strategies and liaise with relevant people regarding how these may be overcome or minimised.
Employees in PCC have a strong belief of ‘them and us’ toward senior management and are reluctant to engage without the belief that there is a hidden agenda. The transformation and cultural work is aiming to address this but it is a slow process and can only be delivered with a change in behaviour modelled from the top down.
The Transformation road show ‘sat’ employees next to senior managers and elected members. The conversations that took place were honest and challenging. 
Employees need to feel that there is equality and that we are all working together with a common goal.
Does employee engagement have to be formal? Mo Gawdat spoke at the annual CIPD conference. He talks about happiness and he believes that a great Leader is someone who “over communicates” with their employees. He goes on to state that happy people are more productive. He believes that it should be a business goal to make everyone feel happy. A leader should model behaviors and be human, showing vulnerability. A leader should take people with them without the need to push them from behind. (People Management 2020)
During lockdown our Chief Executive did a number of videos for employees. These showed him as a person. He presented challenges and asked for commitment but he also encouraged conversation and employee empowerment. This is probably the most powerful engagement I have witnessed as an employee of PCC for the past 11 years.
Listening to an employee and delivering what they need is vital in comparison to delivering what you think they need or you want them to have. (Forbes 2016)

3.3 Propose strategies to raise levels of employee engagement, based on analysis of the organisation and external reviews of best practice, to key decision-makers.
This is a really difficult question for PCC at this time of significant internal management change. Already supposition has begun on who will replace the Chief Executive and the regime that will follow.
Of the two shortlisted candidates, one is perceived as caring and supportive, the other as a command and control leader.
Employee engagement carries very little importance. The decision as to who will be successful has been given to the elected members who will vote on their choice at a publicly open council meeting in November. Their decision will be linked to the political agendas and not the ability to ‘lead’ the employees.
The current political agenda is based on a financial gap of 18 million pounds for the 21-22 financial year and thus the decision of who gets the job will be focused on who has the strength to meet this and ultimately be brutal enough to cull jobs. 
My cynicism is clear but I have struggled to find any historical engagement strategies or inclusion of employee opinion in PCC other than those directed by Welsh Government. Yes, we are trying to change the culture but this is proving challenging when even the senior management and cabinet members are refusing to engage with an external company who have been carefully procured to deliver a senior management programme. Likewise they have also refused to consider coaching development.
Dare I suggest that a number of employees be included on the recruitment panel?
I believe that things are likely to get worse before they improve. The fear of job loss will mean that employees will be less likely to engage or challenge in any way.
In a perfect scenario I would love to see PCC provide an organisational climate where individuals are empowered and meaningfully enabled in work rather than led by a ‘killer leader’. (McKinsey 2012) (Armstrong et al 2018)
In an ideal world I would recommend the strategy both MVF and Toyota work to:-
Core values – owned by Senior Management who live and breathe these values daily.
Personal Growth Budget for each member of staff – Working for a private company in a previous role I was encouraged to look at development opportunities and put together a business case to support any that I was keen to follow. The issue with a government organisation is that we are spending public money and are scrutinised for this.
Other benefits from MVF include school contract hours offered to all staff, fresh fruit and lunchtime fitness activities.
Toyota go even further offering private health care for all employees and support for non-work related development. Currently in PCC external development costs must be zero to the organisation or met by the individual. (Armstrong 2020)
I have included evidence of the new Performance and Wellbeing process that will go live in 2021. This evidence includes how ‘I’:-
· sought senior management approval 
· engaged with employees and the intent to improve/increase performance and wellbeing engagement
· Cost implications to the authority
(Appendix 8a/8b/8c/8d – provided as secondary evidence)
Conclusion
My role is as Learning & Development Advisor and my HR generalist experience is limited. Having undertaken this assignment and research into the organisation I have discovered:-
· How poor the organisation is at engaging with staff. Though I also wonder if the desire to engage exists from senior management and cabinet members.
· That HR is considered to be a transactional ‘service’ to the organisation and is rarely invited to discussions. It is treated as a reactionary resource. I believe the recent Head of HR was extremely frustrated by the lack of support he received or inclusion for the desire to change the hierarchal and authoritarian approach of the organisation.
· Senior management behaviours are not engaging with staff and there is limited desire to do so.
· Senior management do not like to be challenged on their engagement with employees. They may hear but do not listen and act as a result.
· No strategy/policy for employee engagement exists within the organisation.
The evidence to support these findings is highlighted by the lack of evidence that I am able to provide to support this assignment.
I am shocked to discover how poor PCC is in this area.
The Transformation programme which commenced in 2018 and is still ongoing which aimed to review and support cultural change within PCC has been a huge challenge. L&D lead on the employee engagement side and the development/delivery of behaviour and cultural change from the top of the organisation down. This is an example of the proposal, strategy and implementation of engagement with employees as part of the Transformation programme. Although started in 2018, it is typical of the labored way by which local government works. This programme has stalled during pandemic.
(Appendix 9/9a/9b/9c/9d – provided as secondary evidence)
At every stage the L&D team has been challenged by senior management, elected members and employees. We continue to deliver this agenda but whether it will be achieved under the ‘new’ Chief Exec is yet to be seen.
I also realise how little value or recognition that the HR team as a whole receives and am concerned that this will become an issue moving forward with the recent loss of the Head of HR.
The Head of HR was approachable and would have been happy to discuss any of my findings, suggestions or proposals from this assignment. However, as it currently stands I am only able to reflect on these and discuss them at my next 1-2-1 with my line manager.
To reflect on my approach:-
Description – the organisation wide survey had an agenda and the focus group recognised this.
Feelings – I am frustrated and disappointed at PCC’s lack of recognition of the importance of purposeful employee engagement. Absenteeism is high and morale low. 
Evaluation – The survey does provide some insight, particularly around wellbeing, again supported by the focus group feedback.
Analysis – PCC is in a state of flux and confusion. Lack of sustained leadership is hampering our stability. Internal infighting at the top of the organisation and political lobbying has having a detrimental effect. Local government bureaucracy is a huge barrier to creating and delivering change.
Conclusion – Based on current constraints I accept the outcome I have got.
Action Plan – This is where I feel a way forward is lacking as an organsiation. However based on what is in my control, I will discuss my findings with my line manager and look toward how we challenge the organisation moving forward. I recognise even more so now the value of the Transformation programme and need for cultural change and hope that the new Chief Exec will do so too.(Mindtools)

_________________________________________________________________________
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