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Understanding employee engagement


1. Introduction

MacLeod and Clarke (2009) sparked a UK movement on employee engagement (EE) stating it is the heart of the relationship and key to unlocking productivity impacting positively on UK competiveness and performance.  Due to a lack of one universal definition organisations’ must establish what it means to them and whether striving for an engaged workforce will experience superior performance and profitability (Johns and Ellis, 2016; Bridger, 2018).  

2. Defining employee engagement

Trust, two-way commitment and communication describes EE contributing to an organisation’s and individual performance, productivity and wellbeing.  It offers a workplace approach creating the right conditions allowing employees to offer more capability and potential (Engage for Success, ND).  

EE is a key determinant of performance repackaging concepts of motivation and commitment enhancing employees’ wellbeing and performance (Hutchinson, 2013).  It offers mutual gains in the employment relationship seeking the good of both parties (CIPD, 2018). IES cite engaged employees blend job satisfaction, job involvement, organisational commitment and feelings of empowerment (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009).

Herzberg and Maslow developed the concept of work motivation albeit Katz’s organisational citizenship behaviour closely relates; other concepts associated are work effort, shared purpose, energy and job satisfaction (CIPD, 2018).

Kahn (1990, p.694) cite ‘in engagement, people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively and emotionally’, focussed on how people interact in their work roles and to behaviour where employees express discretionary effort ‘going the extra mile’.  The three-dimensional concept:- 

· Physical: high levels of energy including mental resilience and willingness to work.
· Cognitive: engrossed where time passes quickly unable to detach oneself from work.
· Emotional: strong involvement in one’s work experiencing pride and enthusiasm.

(Johns and Ellis, 2016; CIPD, 2018; Hope-Hailey et al, 2012; Armstrong 2009).
CIPD (2012) reflect engagement is: emotional where employees are engaged having attachment to one or more aspects of their work which is deeper than; transactional which is superficial when one is happy and displays engagement yet not committed to their job or organisation leaving for better opportunities thus dis-engaged (Johns and Ellis, 2016).

The three-dimensional concept which is discretionary and CIPD’s (2012) two-types of engagement reflect ‘one size does not fit all’, employers need to understand the different drivers of engagement within their business (Johns and Ellis, 2016).
Organisational commitment relates to individuals’ psychological attachment to an organisation. Commitment is contrasted against individual attitudes and organisational identification with involvement of an organisation like job satisfaction. Individual commitment is characterised as:



· Affective: positive emotional attachment to the organisation’s goals and strong identification.
· Continuance: due to economic, social costs and risks with leaving the organisation like pension rights or fear of unemployment, remaining because they ‘have to’.
· Normative: ‘feeling they must remain’ due to training and development repaying the debt.
(Johns and Ellis, 2016, Hutchinson, 2013)

Differences between organisational commitment, engagement and job satisfaction are: organisational commitment relates to emotional responses to an organisation like positive links to values and objectives however, employees can be disengaged; engagement relates to intrinsic attitudes like enthusiasm; job satisfaction relates towards any job regardless of organisation.  Engaged employees can be engaged in their work but not committed to the organisation.  Organisations should recognise the three types of commitment as these influence how long an individual remains with an organisation aiming to encourage affective commitment.  Committed employees add value to the organisation, are highly productive, less likely to be absent in comparison to non-committed employees who can work against the organisation and its success (Wainwright, 2018; Werf, 2018).
3. Key characteristics of high employee engagement
Sanders (2012) reflect trust is vital enabling growth and organisations are likely to prosper, employees will share information, work well within teams, have higher levels of job satisfaction, less likely to leave the organisation, willing to recommend their employer and are less resistant to change (Dix and Oxenbridge, 2003).  Trust between HR, management teams, Union’s and employee representatives create constructive relationships supporting business.  Trust stems from behaviours of line-managers and leadership; key characteristics of trust are ability, benevolence, integrity and predictability (Hope-Hailey et al, 2012).
Line-manager trust is developed by consistent behaviours including feedback, goal setting and concern for employee wellbeing (Sanders, 2012) this promotes an EE culture which research supports:-
Purcell (2010) identified drivers to engagement as building blocks, derived from an employee survey linking organisational commitment and engagement including: employee trust in management; decision-making; satisfaction with pay and work itself; job challenge; quality of relationships; and sense of achievement from work.  Thus the importance of policies and practices towards creating and sustaining good relationships between employees and management encourage employees to exhibit discretionary behaviour (Johns and Ellis, 2016).
MacLeod (2009) identified four enablers emphasising the role of line-managers promoting an engaging culture:-
Leadership:
A strong strategic narrative thus a transparent culture gives employees a line of sight between the organisation’s aims and vision to their job where ownership and commitment from managers and employees are at all levels (Johns and Ellis, 2016; Marchington, 2016; MacLeod and Clarke, 2009).  

Purcell et al, (2003) concluded successful companies express ‘the big idea’ where a clear sense of mission is underpinned by values and culture of the company and the relationship with customers and employees like B&Q (Armstrong 2009; Personnel Today, 2000).
Engaging managers: 

Treating employees as individuals; organising work efficiently and effectively facilitating and empowering rather than controlling and restricting employees (Johns and Ellis, 2016; Marchington, 2016; MacLeod and Clarke, 2009). 
Voice:
To make a difference employees views must be sought and listened to where mutual trust is paramount (Johns and Ellis, 2016; Marchington, 2016; MacLeod and Clarke, 2009, Sanders, 2012).  Without trust, information sharing and engaging in open and honest dialogue between Union, employees and management will see relationships suffer.  MacLeod and Clarke (2009) referred to First Direct where high levels of trust in employees provided solutions resulting in higher customer service performance and engagement data.
Integrity:
Living the values of an organisation and promoting trust is essential to an engaged workforce.  The Eden Project successfully embodied its values in the working lives of its employees (Johns and Ellis, 2016; Marchington, 2016; MacLeod and Clarke, 2009; Sanders, 2012).  MacLeod and Clarke (2009), cite a direct link between leadership behaviours and the values of an organisation when there is gap a reduction in trust occurs.  
Robinson and Hayday (2009) stated regardless of sector, organisation or employee group, line-manager relationship was crucial.  Research on line-managers behaviour concluded there was little in common between managers other than the consistency to engage their teams via broadly the same behaviours.
Google exemplifies high levels of EE and high performance through its culture and opportunity including their social mission and purpose: ensuring the highest average salaries, employees work because they want to rather than need to; ensuring employees exert daily control over tasks; their relationships with co-workers and bosses; work-life balance; providing growth opportunities; benefits; and employee voice through Google-O-Meter (Phelps, 2014).
4. Why employee engagement is increasingly vital

Culture and engagement are business and HR issues, studies imply engaged workforces’ are not only good for employees but organisations’; realising it is good for customers and the organisation’s performance.  An engaged workforce are happier and more satisfied with their jobs however, the main reason for engagement is organisational results. High levels of engagement link to; more profitability and bottom-line results, innovation, productivity, beneficial discretionary behaviour, stronger customer satisfaction, loyalty and retention, have the lowest voluntary turnover rates, organisational citizenship and corporate social responsibility, reduces absence, safety, sabotage and other negative behaviours (Brown et al., 2015; Bridger, 2018; MacLeod and Clarke, 2009; Insights, ND).

Initiating engagement because it is thought to be a ‘good idea’ will not deliver results as engagement can face blockers; those in higher-hierarchy positions like senior management who believe the promotion is for unjustified reasons.  Organisational investment into people must be plausible considering financial investment with clear ambiguous objectives as a business case to succeed.  The decision to proceed factors; investment return such as higher productivity, customer retention and lower turnover not just wishful thinking (Johns and Ellis, 2016).

Delivering engagement is influenced by HR policies and strategies together which inform contextual factors; the wider economy, market conditions, industry sector, governance and ownership, organisational size and internal structures.  The economy poses challenges to organisations which act as barriers to organisations securing discretionary effort from their employees highlighting the requirement for organisational context aligned to the external environment; both public and private sectors are operating in competitive environments facing costs cuts to increase efficiencies driving higher performance due to the recession.  HR’s role is critical ensuring policies frame appointment, development and progressions of all managers aligned to the values and purpose of the organisation (Johns and Ellis, 2016; CIPD, 2012).

HR are responsible for creating an engagement strategy aligned and integrated into the organisation’s vision, culture, policies, procedures and strategy preferably being the same.  This is uncommon; 42 percent of HR practitioners stating one is in place. It is important key stakeholders within organisations’ understand the importance, where it is going, in order to motivate the workforce achieving alignment.  An objective of HR could be gaining entry to the UK’s Sunday Times Best 100 companies or becoming an ‘employer of choice’, these are organisations goals.  HR practitioners are responsible for aligning goals to an organisation’s outcomes and strategy adding value to the organisation (Bridger, 2018).

Gallup (2003) identified engaged employees illustrate loyalty and higher customer satisfaction than less engaged employees.  B&Q utilised Gallup’s Q12 questionnaire measuring engagement and employees’ emotional commitment to their jobs.  Results; statistic proof that engaged employees are drivers to customer engagement, greater productivity and higher profits.  Mike Cutt, Human Resources Director reinforced people and policies make a bottom-line difference in a company stating “what gets measured gets done”.

An engaged workforce outperforms a disengaged workforce, HR are required to know what requires focus; making a difference turning around a disengaged workforce creating competitive advantage.  Engaged employees who display job satisfaction play a powerful role in promoting their organisation as an ‘employer of choice’ (Johns and Ellis, 2016; Bridger, 2018).  

The Job Quality Index 2018 (CIPD, 2018) identifies the role of HR ensuring they understand what good work looks like, what are the biggest impacts and how it is reflected in today’s market.  Productivity, well-being and engagement are drivers; affecting job quality as there is growing concern to stress and wellbeing at work.  Job quality and good work are highlighted in the Taylor Review as important factors to sustaining a healthy economy and social driver to improve job quality; creating jobs which are productive with good-quality work and employment.  

To maintain an organisation’s reputation and loyalty of its customers’ organisations’ are required to attract, retain, and engage their workforce maintaining positive relationships with a range of stakeholders; customers, employees, local communities and regulators.  This creates transparency, reduces silos, providing credibility, building trust and consistency through their actions (Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends Report, 2018).

5. Sources of employee engagement data

UK Working Lives (CIPD, 2018) cited; only 18 percent were ‘very satisfied’, 46 percent ‘satisfied’ and 18 percent ‘dissatisfied’ of which one fifth reported their intention to quit within 12 months; 59 percent work regardless of money displaying a positive intrinsic value to their jobs; overload is an substantive problem in middle-managers who deliver the organisation’s vision and implement the culture; 28 percent of middle-managers reflect work affects their mental health; 80 percent of employees rate managers positively; low-skilled employees remain satisfied with their jobs of which only 35 percent reflect opportunities to develop; senior leaders and managers are the most satisfied at 72 percent however their work-life balance is affected.

Seemann (2019) state 20 percent of worldwide employees are very likely to leave their job next year and 15 percent of employees are engaged; employees want to be rewarded and invested in to feel loyalty.  Forty-one percent of employees do not feel aligned to their organisations goals. TINYpulse (2019) reflect 43 percent of employees’ state they would leave, if offered a 10 percent increase in salary elsewhere; weak organisational culture is blamed together with poor leadership self–awareness however, 91 percent of employees rate their working relationships positively.

Agrawal (2019) refer to Gallup’s latest survey; 85 percent of employees are actively engaged and organisations’ wishing to retain talent must ensure engagement such as providing opportunities for personal and professional growth like training as an effective way to build engagement enhancing retention. Biro (2018) refer to LinkedIn’s 2018 Workforce Learning Report which 93 percent of employees stated they would stay longer with an organisation if there was investment in their careers.  

Aon reported EE has retracted in 2017 with a global score of 63 percent in 2017 compared to 65 percent in 2016.  Several benchmarking reports are available differing from report to report, despite these differences there are clear improvements to be made (Bridger, 2018).

Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends Report (2018) cite 66 percent state wellbeing programmes are critical to an organisation’s brand and culture.  Organisations’ are judged on their relationships with their workers, customers and communities transforming into social enterprises.  No longer are organisations’ judged on metrics, financial performance or quality of goods and services but on their social capital.

The CIPD Job Quality Index 2018 (CIPD, 2018) reflects: the workplace is underinvested; we are under-utilising the skills of our workforces and the quality of people management requires improvement.  These drivers concern stress and wellbeing at work and slow productivity growth.  With advances in technology, better choice of where and how employees work, post-Brexit economy highlights the importance of the need for creation of more good jobs.

A strong employment growth has tightened the labour market; leading to fewer applicants in lowly-skilled roles this could be attributed to the fall in EU net migration although applicants in medium to-high-skilled roles remain unchanged compared to 2018 report softening recruitment difficulties (Labour Market Outlook, 2019).

6. Demographic and other factors influencing engagement

Millennials and Generation Z’s; would consider the gig economy rather than working full-time although the percentage is low at 6 percent.  Drivers were; earning more and achieving work-life balances however, 51 percent stated the unpredictability could cause stress.  Gig economy is more prevalent in higher-level occupations.  Forty-nine percent stated leaving their current jobs in the next two years; in 2017 this was 38 percent.  A quarter of these left their employer in the past 24-months due to dissatisfaction with pay and career advancement.  Organisations’ are working with the younger generation including social enterprise issues; 44 percent of business and HR leaders reflecting this as a factor over the last three years to increase loyalty.  In 2010, 30 percent of 13 million jobs created were highly-digital roles which millennials who are tech-savvy filled easier than other generations.  As millennials seek such roles the skill gap between generations widens (Deloitte, 2019; CIPD, 2019).

The (CIPD, 2018) reflected no differences between men and women in their enthusiasm for their jobs; greater enthusiasm was applied to voluntary sector and higher-level occupations. 
The UK Working Lives stated record levels of employment displaying a ‘jobs miracle’ as it recovers from global recession and uncertainty around Brexit (CIPD, 2019).  Employment levels alone do not relate to the health of the labour market, wellbeing or its workforce it is instead centred on the quality of jobs including:-
Work-life balance and flexible working 
Fifty-four percent of UK workers are working flexibly with 35 percent attributing flexitime working to maintaining full-time hours.  Seventy percent would like this option, other options include compressed, reduced hours and working from home; with often higher-level occupations working this way.  Higher-level occupations utilise working flexibly managing work-life, challenges and demanding employment.  Women reducing hours face negative implications due to caring responsibilities harming careers.
Caring is a primary reason for flexible working at 23 percent; 18 percent is caring for children, 5 percent caring for vulnerable adults. This is attributed to the changing UK demography; caring for the elderly.  Forty percent of women work part-time due to care compared to 14 percent of men working flexibly to increase leisure activities and avoiding commuting.
Reducing hours reflects gender differences linked to caring responsibilities with 18 percent of women compared to 8 percent of men.  Sixty-three percent of women between the ages of 35-44 use flexible working compared with half of other gender groups.
Pay and benefits 
Dissatisfaction with pay in the public sector is higher than other sectors relating to pay-cuts over the last decade.  Middle-age group reflect they are satisfied with pay compared to 45 percent of other age groups; no differences occur by gender.
Nature of jobs and job-design 
Half of UK workers cite their skills match their job, 37 percent are over-skilled and 12 percent are under-skilled.  Younger age groups report greater development and skill opportunities compared to those aged 55 and over; this could signify differing careers stages with older workforce in the higher-level occupations.
Relationships at work
Conflict differs by gender; women experiencing unwanted sexual attention, harassment or being undermined whilst men experience physical threats and false allegations.

Three-quarters trust their colleagues acting with integrity, two-thirds stating a colleague would not undermine them.  A fifth feel their manager would proportion blame if they made a mistake. 
Voice and representation
Greater opportunities exist in the public and voluntary sectors.  Union representative is above average in the UK ranked 10th out of 25 comparator countries.
Health and wellbeing
Gender differences between women and men are evident; 29 percent of women report anxiety higher than a fifth of men.  Higher-managerial and administrative occupations score higher than the overall mean for the index.
[bookmark: _GoBack](CIPD, 2019)
7. Conclusion 

To ensure future engagement managers and leaders are crucial in embedding and managing employees by; clear HR policies and procedures, taking health and safety seriously, avoiding discrimination and harassment, role-modelling, customer-focused, working collaboratively to expressing the ‘Big idea’ (Johns and Ellis, 2016).
Organisations are required to differentiate themselves with their competitors by its culture in order to retain employees.  With a strong economy and job opportunities employees are likely to demand higher salaries or leave, unless the culture in the organisation is high (TINYpulse, 2019).  Development opportunities will ensure employee growth and talent management; 75 percent of executives state this is a key factor over the next decade recognising employees decide where to work and obtaining their long-term loyalty.  Learning and Development professionals reflect those in learning are the most highly engaged employees; building better skills, stronger teams and leaders for the future.  Great companies focus on employees’ personal growth; 87 percent of millennials state development and career growth are key to stopping them leaving an organisation (Agrawal, 2019; Seemann, 2019; GLINT, 2019).  
HR will play an active role as ‘insight-driven function’ meeting new challenges and insights into organisational fitness and readiness for the future thus being mindful of wider economic, political and social context of the business not just corporate business agendas.  The CIPD Next Generation research suggests HR take an active stewardship role challenging leadership and the reputation of the business reviving its previous role as ‘the conscience of the organisation’ on matters such as ethical and integrity issues.  Ensuring this trust, openness, transparency, straight-talking and dialogue-centred culture ensures employees and public believe in the organisation and is trustworthy (Hope-Hailey et al, 2012).
Future considerations include the need to differentiate between engagement and employee satisfaction with leadership viewing engagement as a driver of discretionary effort effecting performance results.  Leadership behaviours together with trust, clear internal communication are essential to building EE (GLINT, 2019).
New technologies and an increased job market power has shifted from employer to the employee (Brown et al., 2015).  Employees are now customers who utilise websites including Glassdoor and LinkedIn providing transparency viewing new job opportunities and gaining intelligence about an organisations’ culture.  Communication and transparency are important, technology can be utilised on a global scale whether the information is good or bad ensuring the workforce hears news first-hand (Mait, 2019).  
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