Briefing paper on ‘Employee Engagement’

1.	Employee engagement – an introduction

1.1	Definition
According to Johns and Ellis (2016, pp80-81), there is no absolute definition of employee engagement amongst academics. They cite Kahn (1990, p694) as characterising employee engagement as being made up of three components: physical, cognitive and emotional.

Cartwright (2014) describes these components as: 
· Physical – employees focus their physical and mental efforts on performing well in their jobs. 
· Cognitive – employees focus on ensuring that their efforts align with and focus on organisational strategy and objectives.
· Emotional – employees feel involved and have faith in the organisation.

Engage for Success (n.d.), a voluntary body who promote employee engagement as a better way to work, define employee engagement as creating an environment where employees can be the best that they can be and are bought in to the values and aims of the organisation.

The CIPD (2021a) agree with the views of John and Ellis, in that different definitions of employee engagement exist and furthermore suggest that research in this area is limited. In fact, their review conducted in 2012 for the UK Government looking at the links between performance and engagement, MacLeod and Clarke (p8) claimed they discovered over 50 different definitions of employee engagement.  MacLeod and Clarke reference three academic definitions, including the IES definition which relates engagement to performance:

“A positive attitude held by the employee towards the organisation and its values. An engaged employee is aware of the business context and works with colleagues to improve performance within the job for the benefit of the organisation. The organisation must work to develop and nurture engagement, which requires a two-way relationship between employee and employer.” (Robinson et al, 2004, p9).

The lack of a consistent and agreed definition has put the concept of employee engagement in doubt amongst many (Gifford and Young, 2021, p5).

1.2	Alternative concepts 
It’s important that we distinguish between engagement and other concepts such as organisational commitment, employer involvement and job satisfaction. 

Organisational commitment is described by Johns and Ellis (2016, pp81-82) as an employees‘ psychological attachment to the organisation’ and categorised this further as:
· Affective commitment – the employee offers their commitment as they strongly identify with the organisation, it’s values and aims and therefore wants to remain a part of it. 
· Continuance commitment – the employees’ commitment is driven by their perception of the personal implications of leaving the organisation – not only financial cost, such as pension rights, the potential loss of social networks or the risk of unemployment.
· Normative commitment – the employee feels an obligation to remain as a result of the investment made in them by the organisation, such as training and development opportunities.

Gifford and Young (2021, p11) suggest that whilst commitment is similar to engagement in that it requires a psychological bond to the organisation, unlike commitment, engagement requires the employee to also feel part of the organisation. 
		
Employer involvement is described by Freeman (2013) as a step up from engagement and involves the ‘active pursuit’ by employees to deliver organisational objectives. As engagement tends to be led from the top, the approach may be quite rigid, resulting in limited interest from employees.  In Freeman’s words, ‘engagement gets you in the game; involvement gets you to the top of your game.’ 

Job satisfaction relates to the extent of fulfilment experienced by employees in their job, not just as a consequence of their contentment with the job itself but with colleagues, management and wider organisational systems (Fahed-Srieh, 2020). 

In their review, the CIPD (2021a, p10) define job satisfaction as an outcome of employee engagement, alongside wellbeing and performance. Furthermore, as part of their model of employee engagement, job satisfaction can be influenced by one of the components of engagement, affective organisational commitment (p17). 
 

2.	Organisations with high levels of employee engagement
Levels of engagement in an organisation are dependant on the existence of a number of factors, including individual employee behaviour, the job itself, leadership, culture and management practices (CIPD, 2021b, pp5-6). Purcell (2010) describes eight determinants of good levels of employee engagement: These are that employees are:
· Trusting of managers;
· Satisfied with the work they are doing;
· Satisfied with their involvement in decision-making at work;
· Happy with employment relations;
· Satisfied with pay;
· Satisfied with the level of job challenge; and
· Happy with the sense of achievement from work.

Johns and Ellis (2016, p83) suggest that these are essential factors for engagement and highlight the importance of organisation policies and procedures in supporting positive relationships between managers and employees. 

Google have built their reputation as one of the best organisations to work for and believe that engagement is the foundation to making employees feel valued (Sonders, 2018). Some of the innovative initiatives Google have introduced include:
· Allowing employees to spend up to 20% of their working week on issues that inspire them – Gmail and Google News are two ideas borne from this initiative.
· Leaders seeking feedback and answering employee questions through ‘Google Moderator’ once a week. Responses are measured and prioritised based on popularity.

MacLeod (2015) describes four enablers of employee engagement identified through his research in 2009:
· Employees play a role in developing the organisation’s aspirations and so appreciate and own the vision and understand how their role will help to deliver it.
· Engaging managers who work with employees to understand what success might look like within their role and give them a level of autonomy to deliver. They treat employees as individuals and support their individual needs and aspirations and make them feel valued and address disruptive behaviours amongst others when necessary. 
· Employees feel that they have a voice within the organisation, either informally or formally and are listened to.
· Managers live by the organisation’s values and exhibit positive behaviours.

The role of managers in engagement is a common thread through both Purcell and Macleod’s success factors and is shared by Robinson and Gifford (2014, p7) who conclude that whilst managers cannot force employees to engage with the organisation, their behaviours, the culture they promote and the trust they build with employees are vital to engagement.

The founders of Google commissioned a study to understand whether organisational structure mattered to levels of engagement i.e., was a flat organisational structure better than a hierarchical one (Sonders, 2018). Using the results of employee surveys, they determined that those considered as good managers had the ‘lowest turnover and happiest teams’ and furthermore a hierarchical structure enhanced engagement.

Macleod and Clarke (2012, p34) refer to research that demonstrates the relationship between engagement and outcomes. They suggest that in the private sector, employee engagement can result in better financial performance and in the public sector, better outcomes. In his introduction to the State of the Global Workforce 2021 Report, Clifton (2021) states that 80% of employees are not engaged at work and that severely impacting on productivity, to the extent of almost 10% of GDP per year.

3.	The importance of employee engagement in HR 
	Before an organisation embarks on a programme to create or enhance employee engagement, it is critical that leaders develop a convincing business case for change to ensure that everyone within the organisation is invested in the vision. The case for change has to be considered against the business context; for example, in terms of the economy, market conditions and sector (Johns and Ellis, 2016, pp90 - 91).

To deliver their business strategy, organisations must reflect their people requirements in their HR strategy and the development of effective HR policies and practices that support the organisation’s objectives are fundamental to their delivery. (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016, pp141-172). In their research, MacLeod and Clarke (2012, p114) highlight the important role that HR plays in supporting engagement through its HR policies and practices, such as on training and development. 

	In more recent years, organisations have been forced to increase their focus on employee engagement as factors such as globalisation, market conditions and the economy have created a more competitive business environment (Robertson-Smith and Markwick, 2009, p3). Fuelled by opportunities presented by globalisation, younger employees are less loyal to their organisation and more freely change jobs if they are not happy (Adkins, 2016). In their report, Gallup (2016, pp7 - 10) revealed that that whilst millennials want good jobs that engage them only 29% of employed millennials in the USA were engaged at work. The also concluded that unlike older generations, millennials change jobs more regularly and that they are less engaged with their organisation. Millennials are less accepting of traditional or historic practice and expect employers to think differently without the restraints of outdated HR policies.

Managed well, employee engagement has benefits for all stakeholders – employers, employees and customers. For employers, engagement is critical for retention (Achievers Workforce Institute, 2021, p4). Their research shows that employees are less likely to look for another job if they feel engaged with the organisation; only 20% of employees felt engaged and planned to remain with their employer long-term. 

Retaining talent reduces turnover, increases productivity and improves customer service (Paulsen, 2021). Happy, engaged employees are likely to deliver better customer service, leading to increased customer satisfaction. 

As well as helping an organisation to deliver their goals in terms of profits and efficiency (MacLeod and Clarke, 2012, p34), employee engagement can help an organisation to achieve operational compliance in business areas such as health and safety (Ellis, 2019). Disengaged employees may lack the motivation to implement health and safety practices. In their 2016 study, Gallup showed that organisations with higher engagement had less safety incidents compared to those with lower engagement (Rigoni and Nelson, 2016).

For employees themselves, better engagement supports better physical and mental health and impacts positively on home life (Wickham, 2020). The impact of positive employee engagement between stakeholders is clear – engaged employees feel happier and motivated, this in turn improves performance, whether financial or otherwise, and also increases customer satisfaction (CIPD, 2021b).

4.	Key sources of employee engagement data
	There is a huge amount of research data available on employee engagement at macro, meso and micro levels (CourseHero, n.d.) that organisations can access to help inform their own employee engagement strategies. 

	At macro level, since 2018, the CIPD have undertaken an annual benchmark of employee’s experience of work in the UK, published in the Good Work Index (CIPD, 2021c). Data is collected via surveys of employees across the UK using a representative sample of the workforce in terms of gender, work status, organisation size and industry; in 2020, there were 6,681 responses (CIPD, 2020a, p4). The survey aims to capture information on ‘7 dimensions of good work’ including:
· Pay and benefits
· Contracts
· Work-life balance
· Job design and the nature of work
· Relationships at work
· Employee Voice
· Health and Well-being.

The Office of National Statistics (ONS) offer a wealth of employment data that is helpful for organisations to use as a comparator and potential predictor of trends when considering their engagement needs (ONS, 2021). For example, employment rates, hours of work, earnings and productivity. As well as a high level analysis, data is available at a more granular level by geographical, regional and sub national level, occupational group, industry, gender and more.

Another key source of reliable data is that published by Gallup. Gallup are a global organisation that provide analysis and advice to organisations on the activity and behaviours of employees, employers and customers. In 2021, Gallup published their State of the Global Workplace Report 2021 which looked at the effect of the pandemic on the workforce during 2020. In terms of engagement, Gallup have determined that there are 12 questions that organisations need to ask to capture the key information that they need to improve engagement (Gallup, n.d.). Gallup advocate that organisations use these questions to inform a conversation with employees.
	
	Meso level data, such as sector data, can also be useful for organisations as a more granular comparator to provide context in terms of their own business. For example, both the Welsh and English NHS conduct annual staff surveys. The most recent NHS England Staff Survey 2020 National Results Briefing (NHS England, 2021) includes a section on employee engagement, covering motivation, ability to get involved and whether employees would recommend the organisation.

It is good practice for organisations to also conduct their own research at a micro level to measure employee engagement. Whilst there is some debate about the value of staff surveys, Facebook suggest that they can predict the likelihood of an employee leaving based on whether or not they respond to the staff survey (Judd et al, 2018). As well as an annual survey conducted by the likes of the NHS, organisations are increasingly moving towards Pulse surveys as a way of measuring engagement (Qualtrics, n.d.). Pulse surveys may focus on specific issues, be shorter than a traditional staff survey and be repeated periodically to measure changes in behaviour and attitudes. 

5.	Recent studies on employee engagement 
Many recent studies on employee engagement unsurprisingly focus on the impact of the global pandemic.

As previously discussed above, Gallup’s State of the Global Workplace Report 2021 looked at the effect of the pandemic on the workforce during 2020. Some of the key highlights in terms of engagement include:
· Globally, only 20% of employees are engaged at work, a decrease of 2% from the previous year.
· In Western Europe, engagement was 11% - the lowest percentage rate globally.
· Low engagement costs the global economy US$8.1 trillion.

Surveys conducted by YouGov on behalf of the CIPD (CIPD, 2020b) indicate that engagement has suffered as a result of the pandemic, in a time when arguably this was the time that engagement was at it’s most critical. Only 55% of those surveyed said that they had been given information about returning to work and 54% that they had been consulted on returning. Furthermore, those employees who had been consulted were less anxious about returning to work. 

As already touched upon in section 3, demographic factors such as age can affect employee engagement. Research carried out in 2021 on employees in Slovenia found that the pandemic had created a gender gap in terms of employee engagement as women were more likely impacted by the additional responsibilities for childcare and housework than men (Rozman et al, 2021, p16). Furthermore, it there is potential that this gap will continue beyond the pandemic as organisations implement policies requiring home working.

In 2018 around 13.8% of the UK population was from a minority ethnic background (Diversity UK, n.d). In 2019, 78% of White people were employed in 2019, compared with 66% of people from all other ethnic groups combined (Gov.UK, 2021). With a clearly diverse workforce across the UK, organisations need to ensure that their engagement strategies reflect the needs of the whole workforce. Bourke and Garr (2017) suggest organisations now consider a diverse and inclusive workforce as critical to enhancing employee engagement and improving performance.

Typically, employee engagement has been low across the UK (Johns and Ellis, 2016, p88-89), around 17% in 2001, although as the recent Gallup State of the Global Workplace Report 2021 suggests, this is now likely to be lower. Johns and Ellis suggest that the reportedly low levels are in fact down to issues in terms of how organisations measure engagement. They also explore views such as that of Wellbourne (2011) who suggests that engagement may contribute to employee ‘burnout’ and wellbeing and Rees et al (2013) who observed that engagement might be considered as exploitation in terms of employee goodwill and discretionary effort. 

6.	The future of employee engagement
	It’s reasonable to conclude from the evidence discussed in this paper that employee engagement has not only suffered as a consequence of the pandemic but that ways of working that impact on engagement have also changed.	This, on top of an already changing landscape as a result of globalisation, BREXIT, and ageing workforce and digitalisation to name but a few, present ongoing challenges for organisations in terms of engagement.

With a huge proportion of communication in some organisations now being virtual, engagement is further compromised. Research conducted by Microsoft in 2021 (Teevan et al, 2021, pp18-24, identified the impact of remote working on their employees:
· Overall, employees felt that their productivity was unchanged, although there were variations depending on role and experience.
· Some employees were satisfied with remote working arrangements, although again, this varied dependent on the organisation, role, and experience.
· The average number of hours worked each day increased.
· Childcare was an issue for some employees.
· The impact of remote working varied across roles and individual characteristics.
· Feeling of isolation were experienced by many employees.

Microsoft’s conclusion was that whilst there was clearly a want and a need to continue with some of the new ways of working, a more flexible approach was needed moving forward. 

The CIPD have reviewed and updated their Professional Map, combining engagement and wellbeing as the new employee experience specialist knowledge standard (CIPD, n.d.). They define employee experience as ‘creating a great work environment for people and helping them to be their best.’ Part of this is to understand how to ensure that the approach an organisation takes to employment engagement enables employees to truly have a voice.

However, Timms (2020, pp6-7) bring a new perspective to engagement, arguing that engagement is more about ‘energy’ than experience. They argue that it’s an individual’s energy that is key to the success of an organisation, that improves performance and well-being. Timms predicts that ‘energy’, along with ‘graft’ and ‘autonomy,’ are the key factors that will support organisations to deal with future unknown challenges. Little did Timms know a pandemic would soon impact on employee energy!
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