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Understanding Employee Engagement


Introduction

Employee engagement is continuously evolving, especially during the current COVID-19 pandemic and Brexit. There are many benefits to maintaining high levels of employee engagement within an organisation, and it’s important that organisations understand why. 71% of managers agreed that employee engagement was one of the main factors contributing to their success, according to a recent survey (Social Chorus, 2019). This briefing paper contains information on the following aspects of employee engagement: the definition of employee engagement and the difference from similar concepts; the elements of organisations with high engagement levels; why it is vital in HR strategy and the benefits it has for stakeholders; key sources of employee engagement data; how demographic variables effect employee engagement; and the future of employee engagement. 

The Definition of employee engagement 

Employee engagement can be thought of as the emotions or feelings employee’s have towards their job. Employee engagement results in employees feeling happier in their job role, boosting their performance (Macleod, 2020). 

Forbes (2012) define employee engagement as employees caring about the organisation they work for and work ‘on behalf of the organisational goals’, rather than only caring about the pay that they receive. Employees that are engaged will use ‘discretionary effort’, meaning they will go the extra mile for the employer. 

The difference between employee engagement and similar concepts

There are many concepts that are believed to be related to employee engagement, such as job satisfaction or employee motivation (CIPD, 2019). However, it could be argued that if an employee is satisfied in their job this doesn’t necessarily mean that they are engaged within the workplace, there are differences. SHRM argues that job satisfaction relates to whether the employee is ‘personally happy’ rather than if the employee is ‘actively involved in advancing organisational goals’ (SHRM, 2020). Job satisfaction is usually influenced by factors such as pay and holiday allowance, whereas employee engagement is more to do with the relationship an employee has with their manager/workplace in relation to trust, communication, and the input the employee can give into new ideas and decision making (SHRM, 2020). 

Employee motivation and commitment are other types of similar concepts, however these also differentiate from employee engagement. Employee motivation and commitment is strongly influenced by what the employee is getting in return for their work (such as a bonus, or promotion opportunities), whereas employee engagement is about the connection between the employee and the employer (LinkedIn, 2014). 

HR, Leadership and cultural elements in organisations with high levels of employee engagement and the need for alignment with other organisational factors 

Sanders (2012) explains that trust is an important factor within the workplace that contributes to high levels of employee engagement. It’s often found that in organisations with a certain level of trust, employees work well by being able to communicate effectively and work well as part of a team. 

The new CIPD profession map refers to employee engagement as ‘employee experience’. The purpose of this section of the profession map is to create a ‘great work environment for people’. It clarifies the importance of trust within the workplace, and the working relationship between employees and their managers (CIPD, 2020). 

Macleod and Clarke (2009) report that there is no agreed definition of employee engagement, but that there are four ‘key enablers’ of employee engagement within the workplace, these are: leadership, engaging managers, voice, and integrity. 

Leadership: it’s important that the aims and objectives of the organisation is clear to the employees, and how they contribute to achieving the organisational goals. 

Engaging managers: research has proven that employees feel that their most important relationship within the workplace is with their line manager. Employees with engaged and committed line managers are often inspired by this, contributing to employee engagement. Managers play an important role in coaching, providing feedback, clarity, and showing appreciation for employees. 

Employee voice: employees are much more likely to value their workplace if they feel that their opinions matter and that they are listened to by their employers. Employees concerns need to be taken seriously. Keeping employees up-to-date on any changes within the organisation will also have a positive impact on their engagement with the workplace. 

Integrity: to maintain a high level of trust, the behaviours within the workplace must reflect the values of the organisation. Unless the values are delivered effectively, employees are likely to lose trust, decreasing levels of employee engagement. 

(Macleod and Clarke, 2009)

In contrast to this, Briner (2014) argues that unless there is a clear definition of employee engagement then employers ‘do not know or understand what we’re talking about or what we’re doing’. Although there are many different views on what cultural elements within an organisation contribute to engagement, there is no valid way of measuring the outcomes of these.

Organisations with high levels of employee engagement 

As an employer, Netflix have created a culture in which the employees they employ can ‘thrive’. To do this, rather than creating a value statement that they feel are often ignored, they set out a list of rules, values, and skills that employees must adhere to and Netflix use this as criteria when recruiting new staff members.  The rules are clear and specific, and focuses on different topics including integrity, communication, and inclusion (Netflix, 2020).   

Similarly to Netflix, Google also strive to create a positive environment for employees. Google encourage a flexible and fun working environment by allowing employees to work ‘when and how they like’ and by introducing ‘nap pods’, video games, and ping pong. Google encourage innovation and view employee’s failures as a ‘learning tool’, and reward them for this. This helps them to create a culture where employees feel supported and safe, instead of feeling fear. Google believe that trust in their employees goes a long way, and that is why trust is the ‘core’ of Google’s culture. Many employees at Google agree that it’s not just the perks they receive that keeps them engaged and motivated, it’s the mission (Brooks, 2018).

Why employee engagement is vital in HR strategy and Practice and the benefits for stakeholders 

Employee engagement has an effect on many different areas of an organisation, these include recruitment and retention, performance management, career progression opportunities, sickness rates, and training (Vance, 2006). 

In organisations with high levels of employee engagement it’s often found that there is an increase in productivity. Employees tend to be more focused, committed, motivated, and innovative. Integrating employee engagement practices into HR strategy helps to recruit and retain talent by creating an attractive and respected workforce (Engage for Success, 2020). Effective communication plays an important role in employee engagement. According to CIPD (2020, Employee Communication), effective communication encourages employee retention, wellbeing and performance. 

Research has shown that employee engagement also contributes to employees wellbeing and safety, with 70% less incidents and accidents in workplaces with high levels of engagement than those with low levels of engagement, this is thought to be because engaged employees are more aware their surroundings whilst at work.  Engagement in the workplace allows employees to feel happier by not having to worry about management using mechanisms such as peer pressure or ‘high-stress behaviours’ to get them to perform. These factors will have a positive effect on sickness rates, and keep sickness costs down for the company as well as encouraging highly productive employees (Wickham, 2020). 

Engaged employees are more likely to be loyal and provide better customer service, which contributes to the organisations competitive advantage especially as research has shown that many organisations struggle to engage with their employees (Grossman, 2019).

Leaders and Managers within a high engagement organisation will often find it easier to connect and communicate effectively with employees and other stakeholders. With a positive environment and atmosphere at work, employees will likely feel able to be open and honest (Grossman, 2019). 

Grossman (2019) recognises the fact that even though a lot of managers use the approach of putting pressure on employees to perform, they often forget about the negative impact that can have on the cost of the business. For example, creating a stressful work environment is going to have a negative effect on sickness absence levels as well as performance. Research has evidenced that expenditures on health care was greater by 50% in high-pressure organisations than others. 

Johns and Ellis (2016, p 85) talk about the Towers Perrin 2007/2008 Global Workforce Study (2009) – the report reveals that in organisations with high levels of employee engagement there was a 19% increase in income, whereas in organisations with low levels of employee engagement there was a 32% decrease. In addition to this it was found that there was a 28% growth in stakeholders earning per share in the organisations with higher levels of engagement. 

In 2006 Gallup conducted a study on 23,910 ‘business units’, when comparing the findings it was clear that in the organisations with lower levels of engagement there was a 31%-51% higher employee turnover rate than in those with higher levels of engagement. Correlating with this, in the higher engagement organisations there was 18% higher productivity and 12% more profitability (Macleod and Clarke 2009). 

Key sources of employee engagement related data 

There are lots of different ways to collect data regarding employee engagement, this can be done in individual organisations by using surveys, interviews, focus groups, etc. Data that has been collated on a much larger scale can also be found from the Office for National Statistics (ONS), CIPD, and published research reports. Examples of where existing data can be found:

Chartered Institute of Personnel Development (CIPD)

The CIPD ‘Employee outlook Series’ contains data of surveys that were carried out on 2000-3000 employees and sole traders in the United Kingdom, regarding their views of working life. The surveys covered a number of different aspects including employee engagement (CIPD, Employee Outlook, 2017). 
	               
Office for National Statistics (ONS)

The Office for National Statistics conduct an Annual Population Survey, and using the findings they have produced ‘job quality indicators in the UK’. The report identifies which qualities employees feel contribute to employee engagement levels. The qualities include pay, hours, and contracts of employment (Office For National Statistics, 2019). 

ONS also carry out internal surveys within their own organisation relating to employee engagement, which can also be found on their website. 

Research / Consultancy reports

Marcus Buckingham (2001) produced a report based on research that had been carried out using the Gallup Q12 Employee Engagement Questionnaire (SHRM, 2010). The research revealed that 80% of employees have little or no level of employee engagement at work. By analysing the data collected during the research, Gallup identified three different levels of engagement: engaged, non-engaged, and disengaged. 

Engaged: engaged employees are highly productive, innovative, and committed to the organisation

Non-engaged: non-engaged employees are productive but are likely to leave their job and seek employment elsewhere

Disengaged: disengaged employees are not at all productive and tend to have negative views on the organisation they are working for 

(Taylor and Woodhams, 2001)

Marcus Buckingham also carried out his own research and published a report (The Global Study of Engagement, Technical Report) in 2018. The aim of the research was to gain an insight on the employee’s level of engagement and to find out what attracts them to employers, and what retains them. After surveying 19,000 employees across the world it was evidenced that only around 16% of those were ‘fully engaged’ (Buckingham et al, 2018).

The Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) published a research report in 2016, which details their findings on employee engagement levels and the impact that has on different areas of the business. The research has shown that the employee engagement levels were heavily influences by the relationships between employees and management (SHRM, 2016). 

Key trends in employee engagement and the effect of demographic variables 

Shukla (2015) conducted a study into which demographic variables influence levels of employee engagement within the workplace. The study looked at variables such as age, qualifications, gender, personality, work experience, and marital status and found that female employees were more engaged in their work than the male employees. It is important to understand how these demographic variables influence employee engagement as the world is becoming more diverse. The study explains that the findings from research do not conclude whether or not there is a link between gender and engagement, but, it is believed that age and work experience have a lot to do with how much an employee will engage in their work. For example the study talks about how someone of a younger age is likely to have less work experience than their elder work colleagues, thus not giving the younger employees as much job satisfaction as the others. It was also discussed in the report that employees who are ‘settled’ in terms of home life and marriage, tend to have a more professional life, which could be why age seems to have an influence on employee engagement. The Big Five Theory theorised by Costa and McCrae in 1990 which is still used by psychologists today, identifies five personality characteristics: extraversion, agreeableness, openness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism (Simply Psychology, 2020). These five characteristics were taken into account during this study, and it was found that engaged employees were ones who were more characterised by higher levels of extraversion and low levels of neuroticism (Shekla, 2015).

Harvard Business Review (2018) talks about a common question that people ask, why there often seems to be a need for employees who display certain behaviours such as dedication and ambition. A recent study by Young et al (2018) explains that different people’s engagement in the workplace will differ depending on their personal character traits. The study refers to some people as having a ‘glass-half-empty’ personality, therefore that person finding it difficult to find enjoyment in their work. The aim of the study was to try to find out how much employee engagement depends on each individuals personality, not just the organisation they work for. The research was carried out across different countries, with around 45,000 participants. It was reported that almost 50% of employee engagement levels could be influenced by people’s personality. Therefore, research evidenced that employees who have a positive ‘can-do’ attitude, are much more likely to have higher levels of engagement. This evidence would explain why many employers feel the need to look for dedicated, ambitious new employees with a positive attitude (Harvard Business Review, 2018).

The future of Employee Engagement 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, lots of employees across the world have had to get used to home working. McKinsey (2020) has carried out a recent survey on over 800 employees in the United States, gaining an understanding of their views on different subjects relating to employee experience. The results show that employees who have been working from home feel more engaged and have noticed positive effects on their day-to-day work. The COVID-19 pandemic has allowed many employers to be reminded of the personal characteristics and responsibilities of those they employ, for example home lives. Fortunately, technology has allowed employees to be able to carry out their work at home just as they would in the office. Many organisations have also reported that they have learnt to be able to put trust in their employees, and empathise with each individual employees home life situation (McKinsey, 2020)

However, Engage for Success, the future of employee engagement (2020) report that there are still employers who view their employees as ‘resources’ who need to be managed. They predict that years from now technology will have transformed the way in which we work. For organisations that see the importance of encouraging innovation and ‘human connection’, employee engagement will become a ‘superpower’. 

Brexit is another factor, which has and will continue to have an effect on the future of employee engagement, during times of uncertainty employees are going to require further re-assurance from their employers. In a recent survey conducted by CIPD regarding the impact of Brexit, 42% of leaders and managers reported that they are not sure how Brexit will affect their employment, and 32% of employees in the UK felt that Brexit will have a negative effect on their employment. In order to maintain and/or improve engagement levels employers are going to need to ensure communication and employee wellbeing is priority (Personal Group, 2018). 
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