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What happens at work, stays at work. 
If only that still held true for many 
of today’s workers.

In a BlackBerry-fueled, do-more-
with-less workplace, the reality is 

the line between work and life is increasingly blurry. 
What engages and motivates employees at work is no 
longer just a matter of whether or not they like their 
boss or co-workers. Engagement and motivation are 
part of a complex set of factors linked to employee 
health and emotional well-being not just on the job, 
but also at home.

Those new realities pose challenges for employee en-
gagement efforts and require talent managers to more 
effectively measure the relationship between employ-
ees’ discretionary effort, individual productivity and 
organizational performance. It also means educating 
leaders on their role and knowing when to get out of 
the way.

There are often conflicting definitions and measures of 
employee engagement, from psychological evaluations 
of employees’ beliefs about work to behavioral assess-
ments of what they actually do on the job. Adding to 
the confusion, many organizations often conflate em-
ployee satisfaction with engagement. 

For purposes of this report, engagement is a measure of 
how much discretionary effort an employee is willing 
to give on the job. And according to the numbers, that 
engagement level is dangerously low. 

The Numbers Don’t Lie
According to a November analysis of its database of 
5,700 employers representing 5 million employees, 
human resources consulting firm Aon Hewitt re-
ported that engagement levels indicate the workforce 
is by and large indifferent to organizational success 
or failure.

“Our analysis suggests that even at the height of the 
recession, employees felt a greater connection to their 
work and role in achieving success than they do now,” 
said Pete Sanborn, a consultant with Aon Hewitt.

A November report from the Society for Human Re-
source Management (SHRM) told a similar story. That 
analysis showed that employees were only moderately 
engaged at work, with an average score of 3.6 on a five-
point scale.

Limited career advancement and development op-
portunities, along with lack of satisfaction with 
communication between employees and senior man-
agement, pulled down engagement scores, said S. 
Evren Esen, manager of SHRM’s Survey Research 
Center. Those problems were exacerbated by a lack of 
external and internal job opportunities.

“With more individuals staying in their jobs for a longer 
period of time, they’re starting to focus more on items 
where they’re able to improve or use their skills or feel 
like … even if they don’t love their job and they’re ready 
to move on that they’re at least able to use their skills 
and engage in work that is allowing them to reach a 
higher potential,” Esen said.

For high-potential employees, the numbers are more 
nuanced, but just as troubling. In general, workers’ in-
tention to stay in their current job has remained high 
even as the level of discretionary effort has dropped. 
According to Brian Kropp, managing director of the 
Corporate Executive Board’s Human Resources Prac-
tice, only one in 10 workers were putting in high levels 

New challenges require talent managers to re-examine what 
matters to employees and partner with executives to create 
engagement programs that drive results.

The Rules  
of Engagement
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of discretionary effort in third quar-
ter 2011.

Among high-potential workers, the 
opposite happened. Their engagement 
and discretionary effort remained high 
throughout the recession and subse-
quent slow recovery. “No matter what job 
they’re in, they’re going to work hard,” 
Kropp said. “That’s just who they are in 
their DNA.”

What has shifted is their intent to stay 
with their current employers. One in four 
are actively looking for a new job right 
now, Kropp said. That has important con-
sequences not just for the future of an 
organization, but also for sustaining cur-
rent performance. 

“If they’re going to work every day know-
ing they won’t be there in the future, how 
much additional discretionary effort do 
you think they’re going to put in place 
in the near term?” said Jim Harter, chief 
scientist for workplace engagement and 
well-being at Gallup.

Engagement: It’s 
Complicated
At the same time the numbers tell a nu-
anced story of employees’ engagement at 
work, what constitutes engagement is be-
coming increasingly complex. The factors employers 
measure vary from job satisfaction, confidence in the 
future and co-worker attitude to confidence in leaders, 
workplace safety and quality of recognition programs 
(Figure 1 and 2).

It’s true that engagement is still driven by well-rec-
ognized workplace factors such as an employee’s 
relationships with co-workers and the boss, oppor-
tunities for growth and development and a sense of 
belonging. But a number of less tangible and personal 
factors are playing a growing role. Kevin Kruse, co-au-
thor of We: How to Increase Performance and Profits 
Through Full Engagement, called them the “why” of 
engagement. 

“The real ‘why’ of engagement is not just about the 
company profits,” he said. “It’s about what you do on 
a day-to-day basis that is impacting the health of those 
who report to you. It’s impacting the relationships and 
the families of those who report to you.”

Following what psychologists call the spillover effect, 
workers often bring the stresses and emotions of work 

home to their families. If that emotion is negative, it 
can then cross over to their families.

“People who are unhappy at work are twice as likely 
to have a serious cardiovascular event, heart attack or 
stroke,” Kruse said. “People who are unhappy at work 
weigh more. People who are unhappy at work are more 
likely to have marital distress [and] their kids are more 
likely to act out.”

Even examining things such as workers’ moods in-
dicates that engagement can make a difference. The 
biggest drop in happiness comes from Sunday to Mon-
day as workers gear up for and head into their work 
week. That low level remains throughout the week un-
til ticking back up on Friday.

“But when you look at people who have an engaging 
workplace, that drop from Sunday to Monday is cut 
in half,” Harter said. “It’s not nearly the dramatic fall 
in terms of mood, and there’s plenty of data [showing] 
when people experience those moods during the course 
of the day, it does correlate to the stress hormone cor-
tisol. It’s not too much of a stretch to say that what 
happens in the workplace relates to health.”
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FIGURE 1

Source: Human Capital Media Advisory Group, 2011. N = 739
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Further, it’s not just whether employees like their co-
workers and the boss that drives engagement. Gallup 
studies indicate employees are looking for trust, com-
passion, stability and hope.

“When someone comes into the organization, will they 
have overall higher well-being because of the organi-
zation they work for? That’s an important question,” 
Harter said. “We find the percentages overall are pretty 
low on that right now. Workers don’t necessarily expect 
it, but some of the best organizations [and] managers 
are already focused on it.”

Back to Basics
Looking at that management perspective, employee 
engagement drivers haven’t changed much over time. 
While there are different models and definitions, in 
general employees are looking for a clearly defined 
role, clarity of purpose and opportunities to advance 
and grow. They also want recognition, whether formal 
or informal, for the work they do. In good times, many 
employees are willing to forgive an organization that 

neglects those basics, but when times are tight, such 
as through the recent recession and subsequent slow 
recovery, the story is different.

“When major changes happen, the emphasis needs to 
be even more focused on those more basic elements 
that are oftentimes overlooked,” Harter said. “If you 
take care of those basics, then you have really strong 
social connections, then you turn that into innovation.”

However, many organizations’ response is the opposite 
as they cut budgets for programs such as training and 
employee development. In doing so, they may turn an 
acute, short-term engagement problem into a chronic, 
long-term workforce problem.

“Sometimes it’s necessary, but what you’re really do-
ing is not allowing people to grow,” said Chris Dustin, 
senior vice president of organization development for 
Avatar HR Solutions, a consultancy focused on em-
ployee engagement. “You actually should be investing 
in that area instead of removing the dollars.”

Employee engagement surveys can play an important 
role by helping employers better understand what mo-
tivates and drives their workers as well as identifying 
programs and opportunities to help people grow. Skills 
assessments and inventories also can help, giving tal-
ent managers a more complete picture of the skills 
and interests a particular employee may have. “Many 
employees bring skills to the workplace that may not 
directly relate to their job but could still be of use and 
value to the organization, it’s just that the organiza-
tion may not know about their wide array of skills,” 
SHRM’s Esen said.

Employees want opportunities to flex their skills in 
different ways, potentially through a cross-functional 
team or project, even if it may not be a direct line to a 
promotion or career advancement, Esen said.

“Employers tend to look at employees by their job and 
what they’re doing and not necessarily looking at the 
person in that job and thinking of them as being ca-
pable of doing more than that job,” she said.

Distilling engagement data down to the individual 
team and manager level provides specific actions to 
boost engagement, provided managers have the educa-
tion and tools to do something with the information. It 
also creates a cascade effect that demonstrates engage-
ment is important from the top levels on down.

“When executives are more engaged, middle man-
agement is more engaged and the front line is more 
engaged,” Harter said. “Engagement is part of the 
expectation they have around management and lead-
ership.”
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FIGURE 2

Source: Human Capital Media Advisory Group, 2011. N = 760
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Evolution of the Engagement Survey
For some organizations, the extent of employee engage-
ment programs is limited to the annual engagement 
survey. That model, featuring a survey filled with 
scores of questions and sent out for the entire organi-
zation to complete, needs to be updated.

At minimum, organizations should speed up the pro-
gression of their survey, said Jim Harter, chief scientist 
for workplace engagement and well-being at Gallup. 
Adding smaller, more frequent surveys into the mix 
boosts the organization’s ability to progress on key en-
gagement measures.

“It helps keep your focus on the elements you want to 
change,” he said. “The frequency is pretty important if 
you want to create momentum. It’s pretty clear in the 
data that when people take a year off … it slows down 
the growth and they have to restart the engine later.”

Smaller, more frequent pulse surveys, featuring six or 
seven questions, also can be an effective management 
tool. “If you have that interim model, you can start to 
utilize that and make changes instead of waiting for 
the next full census survey,” said Chris Dustin, senior 
vice president of organization development for Avatar 
HR Solutions.

Implicit in that approach is the recognition that sur-
veys are simply one tool in a broader management 
approach that incorporates communication, education 
and training into a focused plan of action. Harter said 
the practice has evolved to the point Gallup won’t even 
take on projects that are limited to just a survey.

“It isn’t just about conducting the survey again,” Harter 
said. “It’s about everything you do and the fact that the 
measurement focuses some action more immediately.”

Whatever approach is taken, there are quantitative and 
qualitative aspects to successful programs, Dustin said. 
For the quantitative step, organizations use surveys 
to collect data and compare it to a norm. Avatar HR 
Solutions employs a tool that measures 16 key points; 
Gallup has identified 12 core management elements. 
Adding qualitative elements such as focus groups and 
feedback sessions fills in needed detail.

“Numbers are numbers,” Dustin said. “They’ll tell you 
a story, but numbers will also provide some assump-
tions. To create the best possible plan of action, you 
need clarity.” 

— Mike Prokopeak

HR: Get Out of the Way
Failure to make that connection to overall business 
management and leadership is a common factor in 
sputtering employee engagement efforts. Rather than 
trying to take ownership of engagement as an HR ini-
tiative, talent managers should focus on getting buy-in 
from senior leadership. It might seem obvious but it 
doesn’t happen as often as expected, Harter said.

“When it stays within HR, I don’t see it having nearly 
as much effect as when it’s owned by leadership, and I 
mean all the way to the CEO,” Harter said. 

Employees need to see that an engagement program 
isn’t just a flavor of the month, but rather is based on 
and aligned to fundamental organizational outcomes 
managed by the CEO and executive team.

“When you see that happen, things start changing,” 
Harter said. “If it stays in HR, it’s much more of an 
uphill battle.”

Executives need to see the importance of engagement 
to their goals, said Dustin from Avatar HR Solutions. 
That’s where talent managers can play a critical role 

by making the connection between engagement pro-
grams, employee productivity and organizational 
performance. He suggested setting up committees of 
employees from across the organization to gather ideas 
and provide a from-the-trenches perspective.

“The talent manager becomes the coordinator and the 
one that’s facilitating the process from both sides, uti-
lizing senior leadership and these committee members 
to really hone a model that positively impacts the en-
tire organization,” Dustin said. 

Given demographic shifts in the workplace and the 
rapid evolution of technology, few things are predict-
able when it comes to the workforce and what engages 
them. Staying ahead of the pack comes down to con-
necting each worker to the culture and goals of the 
organization, Dustin said.

“Are they being constantly challenged? Do they have a 
part of the decision-making process? Are they making 
an impact and being directly linked to the strategy and 
mission?” he said. “People are going to be looking for 
that. People are doing it today but it’s going to be even 
greater in the next 10 years.” 
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