Organisational purpose and trust: the best-kept secrets of employee engagement
After more than 20 years working for multilateral development organisations in the public sector, Jelena Segan believes she has gained some valuable insights into what keeps staff across the globe engaged and satisfied at work
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For decades, behavioural science and HR research and practice have shown that the most potent feature of successful organisations is employee engagement. It increases organisational productivity, performance, attendance rates, customer satisfaction, innovation, employee wellbeing and retention. So, if employee engagement is the secret sauce for businesses, how can organisations generate and tap into it? 
What does engagement look like?

Engaged employees understand organisational values and objectives, and they have a strong sense of purpose at work. They experience creative flow in the form of vigour (energy, resilience, effort), dedication (enthusiasm, inspiration, pride) and absorption (concentration, being engrossed in work) while avoiding collapsing into burnout.
In their 2009 report, Engaging for Success, MacLeod and Clarke argue that employee engagement is enabled by strategic narrative, engaging managers, employee voice and organisational integrity. Similarly, Josh Bersin’s Simply Irresistible Organization™ Model posits that the most successful companies benefit from meaningful and purpose-driven jobs, good managers, a positive work environment, opportunities for growth and trust in leadership, which are underpinned by collaboration and communication across the organisation.

What does purpose look like in the world of work?

A sense of purpose on the job is the top enabler of engagement, contributing to increased loyalty, resilience, health and the willingness to recommend the employer to others. A 2020 McKinsey survey of 1,000-plus US employees on the link between sense of purpose and work and life outcomes revealed that nearly half of the participants considered changing jobs because of a lack of purpose, with millennials being three times more likely to do so. 

And what about trust?

Trust is a feeling – a psychological state in which an individual is willing to accept vulnerability during interaction, expecting positive intentions and benevolent behaviour. In employment relations, it features as an individual’s expectation that the employer will act with predictability and goodwill. At the core of trust lies the acceptance of uncertainty – of the unknown. 
Trust in organisations stems from the consistent, longitudinal behaviour of direct managers and leaders. Researchers argue that trustworthy leaders are characterised by ability (demonstrable credibility and competence at doing the job and fulfilling a purpose), benevolence (genuine attention and concern for others, as opposed to being entirely self serving), integrity (adherence to a moral code, being fair, having congruent actions and words) and predictability or reliability of behaviour. Trustworthy leaders are willing to be vulnerable, to admit flaws and to embrace others’ authenticity. 
Lencioni said that trust is the foundation of teamwork, and that, because high-achieving teams feel mutual trust, they are willing to engage in healthy conflict, which is crucial for the passionate and innovative pursuit of the best possible solution. Without trust, without taking the risk of challenging one another and presenting diverse views, teams eventually become indifferent to decisions and results. 
Trust is the foundation of psychological safety, which can be described as an atmosphere where one can bravely risk speaking up and taking action, with sufficient protection as a given. A two-year Google study, encompassing 200-plus interviews and 250-plus attributes of more than 180 Google teams, indicated that feeling safe to take risks without feeling insecure or embarrassed was the greatest predictor of team success, retention, innovation and revenue increase. 

How can employers boost organisational trust and employee engagement?

For exceptional business success, it is paramount for organisations to envision and communicate their purpose and mission within a business strategy, to tie it to values and expected behaviours, and to implement it with unwavering dedication. 
Mutual trust is also critical: the team needs to trust the leader, the leader needs to trust the team and team members need to trust each other. The leader should be self aware, transparent and profusely, intentionally communicative. This entails consulting, listening, incorporating employee feedback in decisions and communicating in a prompt, simple, clear, direct and well-contextualised manner. Executive recruitment should focus on candidates who are competent, reliable and benevolent, and who factor in diverse opinions when making decisions and act with integrity. 
Lateral trust, or trust among team members, is gained by preventing work in silos and not giving space to people who undermine the team and reject change. Useful collaboration tools include sharing jobs, tasks and day-to-day work assignments, and rotating project leads. Agile organisations, which promote individual autonomy on the job and such collaborative practices, will help generate trust, engagement, productivity and innovation. 
Policy frameworks that promote an organisational culture ingrained in dignity and respect, such as those encompassing anti-harassment, diversity, equity and inclusion, coupled with their consistent, fair and transparent implementation, greatly contribute to establishing trust, environmental social governance and a reputable employer brand.
The foundation of an irresistible workplace lies in a culture of engagement, which unites management and employees in a common vision of success, values and people. People-centric management practices, which rest on mutual trust and a sense of purpose, boost employee engagement and are a better predictor of high performance than strategy, technology, research or development. 
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