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Quranic Verse

Allah the Almighty Said:4 The Most Beneficent (Allah)*Has

taught (you mankind) the Qur'an (by His Mercy)*He

created man*He taught him eloquent speech;

Surah Al-Rahman :VVerse Nos. 1 -4
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Chapter 1

Engaging Engagement

mployee engagement is an engaging notion — we get excited by

it, we get involved in it, we’re willing to invest time and effort in
it, and we get proactive about pursuing it — that’s why you are reading
this book. Engagement implies something special — something at least
a bit out of the ordinary and maybe even exceptional. Moreover, it
sounds like something maybe too good to be true, both for employee
and employer. Many would envy those who are so absorbed in their
work that time flies, who seem passionate about their work, who find
meaning and challenge in their jobs, and frankly, who simply look
forward to coming to work every day. It just seems like the kind of
job that we all deserve — indeed, it’s what people expect when they
start a new job. At the same time, we envy the organization where
employees are focused, passionate, and want to be there and who are
innovative, proactive, and do the right things the right ways. It’s no
wonder then that some of the most admired business leaders speak
wistfully about engagement, and see it as essential to organizational
success. As Jack and Suzy Welch suggest: “Employee engagement
first. It goes without saying that no company, small or large, can win
over the long run without energized employees who believe in the
mission and understand how to achieve it.”!

Employee Engagement: Tools for Analysis, Practice, and Competitive Advantage 1
William H. Macey, Benjamin Schneider, Karen M. Barbera, and Scott A. Young
© 2009 Valtera Corporation |1SBN: 978-1-405-17903-4



2 Engaging Engagement

How Engagement Makes a Difference and What
Engagement Is

The general thinking on the notion is that engaged employees give
more of what they have to offer, and that as a result, an engaged
workforce is simply a more productive one. In her testimony before
the US Congress, workforce pundit Tamara Erickson said: “Improv-
ing engagement — finding ways to encourage individuals to invest
more psychic energy in work — is the single most powerful lever that
corporations have to improve productivity.”?

That’s a powerful statement and it raises difficult questions: Does
a more highly engaged workforce truly produce superior perfor-
mance in organizations? Just what is psychic energy? And just as
importantly, how does the corporation create or release that
energy?

The Business Case for Employee Engagement

The claims being made for engagement are substantial. If employees
are more engaged their organizations should demonstrate superior
financial performance, the ultimate metric against which success and
failure is judged. We have good evidence from some of our research
of that potential and it is shown in Figure 1.1. There, we show how
employee engagement across companies is reflected in three different
indices of financial performance.

We had employees in 65 firms in different industries complete our
engagement index and then for each company we averaged the data
from their employees. Then we asked the following question: If you
take the top and bottom 25 percent of the companies on the engage-
ment index and look at the financial consequences what are the
results?

You can see in Figure 1.1 that for Return on Assets (ROA), Profit-
ability (actually profits divided by revenues), and Shareholder Value
the differences are quite dramatic with shareholder value being more
than doubled. Shareholder value was calculated using an approach
commonly used in financial research.’
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Return on Assets Profitability Shareholder Value
2.05
7% 7%
q*
1.08
0
-4%|
-5%.

-5 0

Employee Top 25% ** *q = the ratio of a firm’s market
Engagement value to the replacement

Level of the Firm D Bottom 25%**

cost of its assets

**based on 93 firms across diverse industries, and 65 firms for q

Figure 1.1 Engagement and financial performance

Good to Know:
Shareholder Value as a Measure of Engagement Impact

One challenge in evaluating the
impact of an HR initiative is
the choice of the outcome measure.
All measures are not equal; their
interpretation is often clouded by
differences within and between
organizations. For example,
accounting measures (like ROA)
are generally not comparable
across firms or at least industries.
This makes it difficult to evaluate
the impact of a program on the
competitive  advantages that
accrue, for example, to an engaged
workforce since such evaluation by
definition requires a comparison
between companies.

In contrast with accounting-
based measures, measures of
shareholder value are forward-
looking and cumulative. An appro-
priate measure of shareholder
value allows for comparability
across firms and industries. Most
important, the cumulative and
forward-looking nature of share-

holder value means that it reflects
anticipated andsustainable impact.
It is sustainability that reflects
the essential nature of competitive
advantage.

Capital market measures of
shareholder value, such as Tobin’s
q, reflect the value of the firm that
has been created beyond the
replacement costs of the firm's
assets (that is, the ratio of the
market value of the firm to the
replacement cost of its assets).
Thus, firms which have higher
such ratios have greater antici-
pated market returns relative to
the investments that have been
made.

Figure 1.1 clearly shows that
firms that achieve higher levels of
employee engagement also create
higher levels of shareholder value

. certainly good news for their
investors and the executive teams
who design and implement their
strategies.




4 Engaging Engagement

If an engaged workforce produces such dramatic financial out-
comes how can we understand what this energy is that is associated
with engagement? It turns out there are two kinds of energy: psychic
energy — or what people personally experience — and behavioral
energy — what is visible to others. At least as important is the ques-
tion: What kinds of conditions can we create in the work place to
foster such energy? We briefly describe each of these.

Engagement as Psychic Energy: On the Inside

Psychic energy brings to mind powerful images. Simply put, those
who apply more psychic energy to a given task focus intensely on it
and spend less energy focusing elsewhere. Common sense tells us that
an organization that can capture more of that energy on the tasks
that need doing in turn has a greater opportunity to create value.

Most of us have had the experience of being totally absorbed,
totally focused on the task at hand. We use various expressions to
refer to these moments, such as being “in the zone” or in “flow.”* We
think of these moments as peak experiences, and in that sense they
are memorable and positive. The question of whether we are satisfied
at the time simply doesn’t arise because our attention isn’t on being
satisfied, it’s focused on the task at hand. Most people can identify
when they have such experiences and the common ingredient of
those experiences: It happens when we have a clear objective or goal
we are trying to attain, when we have a sense of urgency about com-
pletion, and when we put intense effort into attaining it.

It may have already struck you that if events like being “in the
zone” are relatively uncommon, then the goal of creating an engaged
workforce might be elusive. So, engagement is probably best thought
of as something that comes in degrees, perhaps at the extreme levels
representing being “in the zone,” but without necessarily implying
that engagement can only refer to such extreme moments.

We make this important point because engagement can be an
important concept only to the extent that it is realistically sustainable.
Being “in the zone” isn’t ordinary. Nonetheless, the allure of the
extreme is one that captures our imagination, and serves in the
extreme as the defining nature of what engagement feels like.

It’s the emphasis on energy that sets engagement apart from other
popularized HR concepts, especially employee satisfaction. Employee
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satisfaction implies satiation and contentment with what has been
obtained whereas engagement implies going after, seeking, and striv-
ing. We'll see later that it’s a little bit trickier than this — primarily
because of the way these different ideas about employees have been
understood and measured. Nevertheless the notion of energy is key
to engagement whereas satiation is the key to understanding satisfac-
tion. With energy in mind, let’s sketch out what it means to be psy-
chologically engaged from an employee’s view by imagining we are
interviewing employees about it. For example:

* Describe the feelings of enthusiasm, focus, and being energized. “Work
doesn’t feel tiring, but exhilarating. I feel a sense of enthusiasm for
what I do. I feel a sense of self-efficacy, not self-satisfaction, but of
vitality and competence that comes from doing something that I
personally value. I see myself as part of the vitality of the organiza-
tion, as a significant contributor to accomplishing organizational
goals”

« Tell me how absorbed you feel in your work. “I frequently have the
sense of being lost in time, as ‘suspended’ in the present. I find that
I am fully involved in my work. I am very attentive to what I am
doing and do not suffer from distractions.”

* So, are you saying you are more focused? “Good question. I feel fully
absorbed and aware of my place in relationship to my co-workers
and what they and the organization are trying to do.”

Engagement is the psychic kick of immersion, striving, absorption,
focus, and involvement. In its fullest form it is not a usual sensation
for if it were we would not obsess about how to achieve it. But
engagement is not only psychic energy felt and sensed by employees;
it is observable in behavior.

Engagement as Behavioral Energy: How Engagement
Looks to Others

Engagement is visible to others in the form of behavior and we want
to focus in on that behavior because, ultimately, this is what produces
results. Importantly, we know that employees can serve as effective
and valid reporters of what is going on in the organization. So, it’s
helpful to think of what an engaged workforce looks like to those who
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actually do the work inside the organization. We're going to go into
some detail about what behavioral engagement looks like. We do this
because it is sometimes like other notions of behavior we have but it
is more than those. For example, some speak about commitment to
the organization and involvement in one’s work but if that’s all it is,
then it seems we could stop right here, because much has been
written about those topics. It’s precisely because engagement cap-
tures something different — something more — that we need to find
a level of precision in our thinking and expression that distinguishes
engagement from those concepts. As we’ll see later, thinking about
engagement in the ways it is different can lead us to a path less trav-
eled, one with very different consequences for the organization.
Here is what an engaged workforce looks like:

« Employees will think and work proactively: Engaged employees
anticipate opportunities to take action —and actually do take action
— in ways that are aligned with organizational goals.

+ They will expand their own thinking about what is necessary as job
demands shift and expand their roles to match these new demands:
Engaged employees aren’t tied to a job description. Rather, they are
focused on the goals they are trying to achieve and that are consis-
tent with the success of the organization. Doing something more
or different isn’t the question; it’s a matter of doing what’s neces-
sary without thinking of whether what’s necessary is part of the
job.

+ Employees actively find ways to expand their own skills in a way
that is consistent with what’s important to their roles and organi-
zational mission: Engaged employees take ownership for their per-
sonal development not just for their own sake but so that they can
contribute more effectively. Employees see their own self-interest
in skill development as consistent with what is good for the orga-
nization but they do more than think about this, they do it. So, this
self-development behavior isn’t seen as a matter of ultimate self-
sacrifice, but what makes sense in a relationship between employee
and employer; engagement is not just about what I can get but what
I can give.

+ Employees persist — even when confronted with obstacles: Engage-
ment matters most when things aren’t easy to do, aren’t going
according to plan, and/or when situations are ambiguous and call
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for a matter of trust on both sides. The reason why executives are
so attracted to the notion of discretionary effort is that they recog-
nize that all activity is not subject to management design or control,
and that questions of motivation are quite difficult to address.
What executives want are employees who don’t need reminding or
prodding, and who not only sense the need to get things done but
do it, whether or not now is the convenient time or it is perfectly
clear who should be doing it.

+ They will adapt to change: A key characteristic of an engaged work-
force is employees who adapt when circumstances require. This can
take shape in different forms, but the key is that they respond to
the uncertainty that is inherent in a changing business environment
and they actively embrace change — indeed sometimes proactively
suggest change.

We will expand on these component notions — both of what engage-
ment looks like and what it feels like — in Chapter 2. For now, though,
we offer the following working definition:

Engagement is an individual’s sense of purpose and focused energy,
evident to others in the display of personal initiative, adaptability,
effort, and persistence directed toward organizational goals.

Good to Know:
Engagement in a Talent Management Framework

alent Management refers to

those human capital systems
that attract the right talent and
leverage that talent in a way that
achieves the greatest return from
individual and collective employee
capabilities. In addition to sourc-
ing, recruitment, on-boarding, and
selection, this embraces managing
the employee-employer relation-
ship including performance man-
agement and issues related to
sustaining employee motivation. It
is particularly out of concern for

the latter and the desire to capture
unrealized employee potential
that engagement falls under the
talent management umbrella.
Perhaps less obvious, employee
engagement addresses another
focus of talent management,
namely, the need for organiza-
tions to adapt quickly to changing
conditions. A more engaged work-
force is more adaptable and there-
fore can be deployed more readily
and likely at lower overall costs.
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How an Engaged Workforce Creates Positive Financial
Consequences for Organizations

Earlier we made the business case for an engaged workforce. We
showed (see Figure 1.1) how companies with an engaged workforce
had superior ROA, profitability, and more than double the share-
holder value if they were in the top 25 percent compared to the
bottom 25 percent on engagement of the companies we studied.
Since then we have been outlining the attributes of an engaged work-
force in terms of the psychic and behavioral energy we can expect
from engaged employees. But that energy itself of course does not
translate directly into the financial outcomes we showed are related
to that energy. Obviously there is a process whereby the translation
into financial outcomes occurs. This process is our focus here because
it has direct consequences for the kinds of conditions that must exist
for: (a) employees to feel and be engaged; and (b) produce the finan-
cial consequences hoped for. Look at Figure 1.2 as we describe this
process and focus in for now on the second and third boxes, the ones
labeled “Employee engagement feelings” and “Employee engagement
behaviors.” We'll deal with the “High performance work environ-
ment” in the far left of the figure later.

Figure 1.2 presents a schematic overview of how we conceptualize
engagement with both its antecedents and its consequences. The

Tangible
performance
outcomes
including
enhanced
productivity

High

9 Employee Employee Intangible
\F,)V%r'fl?fmance engagement engagement assets Shlareholder
environment feelings behaviors value

Brand equity

Customer
satisfaction
& loyalty

Innovation
Lower risk

Figure 1.2 Employee engagement value chain
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antecedents are in the work environment and we refer to and think
of such a work environment as one that facilitates, permits, and
allows employees to be engaged. Engagement has two important
facets, one psychological and the other behavioral. The psychological
has all to do with the way people feel — focused, intense, enthusiastic
— and the behavioral has all to do with what they do — they are per-
sistent, adaptable, and proactive. As shown in Figure 1.2, engagement
provides the bases for creating tangible outcomes such as enhanced
performance, and a set of intangible assets including customer loyalty,
intellectual capital, and brand image rarely addressed in human
resources and human capital writings. Also, engagement serves to
lower the risk profile of the organization. This happens because
employees are more dedicated to creating value for the company,
more consistent in their interactions with customers and other stake-
holders, and less likely to leave the organization. All these in turn
impact cash flow and ultimately shareholder value.” What we want
to emphasize in particular is the role of employee engagement in
creating the intangible assets shown in Figure 1.2 and thereby lower-
ing risk, both of which extend far beyond the implications of greater
productivity generically defined to create shareholder value.

We want readers to think strategically about these engagement
components and to see that the engagement components and their
relationships to productivity, intangible assets, and risk reduction
constitute a strategic mapping process not unlike those advocated by
Kaplan and Norton in their important book Strategy Maps.® These
models essentially provide an action plan for converting intangible
assets into shareholder value.

Executives are more adept and comfortable in mapping the mar-
keting and operational elements of their business strategies. They
struggle with the human capital components of their strategies
because they do not grasp how human issues map to the intangible
assets they do understand — brand, customer loyalty, and innovation.
There is a very large gap in thinking about how to move from the
high performance work environment practices we will talk about
next and these outcomes. As a result, the logic of cause and effect
relationships — if I do X then Y is likely to follow — breaks down for
a lack of rigor in thinking about the steps between engagement and
ultimate outcomes like shareholder value.
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As we shall see later in greater detail, the linkages shown in Figure
1.2 are supported by a significant body of research originating in
multiple disciplines, including psychology, economics, and market-
ing. What is critical here is recognizing how engagement serves as the
missing link between a high performance work environment and
both the tangible outcomes and intangible assets that in turn create
shareholder value. The concept of engagement offers us an opportu-
nity to look inside the “black box” to see what the human assets that
work for us feel and do and how that creates the ultimate competitive
advantage for firms.

On High Performance Work Environments: Four
Principles for Creating an Engaged Workforce

Now we can focus on the far left column in Figure 1.2 because some-
thing needs to get this process to unfold in the right ways. These high
performance work practices address four key factors, each of which
relates to what we consider a fundamental principle of engagement.
Specifically, engagement follows when:

+ employees have the capacity to engage;

+ employees have a reason or the motivation to engage;
+ employees have the freedom to engage; and

+ employees know how to engage.

We now consider each in turn.

The Capacity to Engage

Do employees possess the goal-directed energy and the resilience to
maintain that energy when faced with the usual obstacles to goal
attainment? This energy flows from the sense of competence and
self-sufficiency that all people desire, though certainly some are more
self-directed than others. Engagement follows naturally out of the
motivation people have for autonomy and competence.” Organiza-
tions contribute to and facilitate this energy by giving employees the
information they need to do their jobs well, by giving learning oppor-
tunities and feedback so they can develop self-confidence, and by
supporting employees in their efforts to renew their personal energy
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levels through a balance between work and their personal lives. Thus,
our first principle of engagement is:

Engagement requires a work environment that does not just demand
“more” but promotes information sharing, provides learning oppor-
tunities, and fosters a balance in people’s lives, thereby creating the
bases for sustained energy and personal initiative.

Good to Know:
Is Engagement a Bottomless Reservoir to be Tapped?

implies that engagement is about

Engagement is a powerful
concept because it captures the
notion of employees who give it
their all, work with passion, or
who go the extra mile. In this view,
competitive advantage results
from getting more from the avail-
able (human) resources.

This characterization of engage-

one side getting more out of the
other — which is unjust and there-
fore runs counter to a foundation
of engagement: just and fair treat-
ment. The kind of environment
that works well for engagement is
one in which both employees’ and
the organization’s interests are

ment is decidedly unbalanced -
and therefore unsustainable. It

served in the long run.

The Motivation to Engage

People come to work to work at jobs. Most of people’s time at work
is spent working at their jobs. There must be a reason for employees
to fully invest their energy during work time. To the degree that jobs
are high on intrinsic interest they stimulate engagement. Jobs are
intrinsically interesting when they are challenging, meaningful, and
offer opportunities for decision-making and autonomy in designing
not only what will be done but how it will be done.® Specific and
difficult goals also create energy in people and the research is clear
that these kinds of goals yield increased accomplishment at work.’
The motivation to engage also follows from treating people with
respect, and in so doing, showing they are valued and thereby estab-
lishing a basis for them to reciprocate through their voluntary engage-
ment. This also follows when organization and employee values are
aligned. Our second principle of engagement is:
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Engagement happens when (a) employees have work that interests
them and aligns with their values; and (b) employees are treated in a
way that reinforces the natural tendency to reciprocate in kind.

Good to Know:
Engagement and the Employee Value Proposition

s management consultants,

we're often asked about the
relationship between Engagement
and Talent Management. Because
of the shifting demographics,
there is an increased emphasis on
talent acquisition and retention in
most organizations. Retention,
turnover and engagement topics
are often mentioned in the same
breath, and engagement often has
been discussed as if the opposite —
disengagement — implies turnover
in the most extreme form. Indeed,
some authors have directly posi-
tioned the engagement discussion
in terms of the disengagement
end of the continuum, and argue
that by focusing on those factors

that influence turnover one is
simultaneously focusing on
engagement.

In our opinion, this casual blend-
ing of questions regarding engage-
ment and the employee value
proposition (EVP) has had unfortu-
nate consequences. The discussion
of EVP is certainly an important
one, and organizations will benefit
greatly from building a superior
employment brand (to drive attrac-
tion) and creating a work environ-
ment that minimizes unwanted
turnover. However, the focus on
what the employee gets from the
“deal” misses the centrality of cre-
ating conditions for what the
employee gives back — and that
requires discussion of values align-
ment, jobs, and fair and just
treatment as the bases of engage-
ment and the creation of a high-
engagement workforce.

The Freedom to Engage

It is when employees feel they have the freedom to take action — and
that they will not be punished for doing so — that their initiative and
being proactive becomes possible. Conversely, without that freedom
to engage, there cannot be a link between the strategy of the firm and
individual action, because feeling safe enough to take action doesn’t
psychologically exist.

Importantly, it is the times when it is most critical to the organiza-
tion that people step up and make a difference that both organization
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and people are at risk. Hoping that individuals will sense the time
and importance of taking action won’t work if the risks of doing so
require people to assume “hero” personas. It’s unreasonable to expect
adaptive and proactive behavior when they feel they are vulnerable
— meaning they are without the support and safety of their manager
and the organization. And how do they know this? They know this
when they feel they have been treated fairly and that, in turn, leads
them to trust. As we will see fairness is not a simple idea, nor is trust,
but for now it is clear that fairness leads to trust and trust leads to
feeling safe. Our third principle is:

Engagement happens when people feel safe to take action on their own
initiative. Consequently, trust matters most under conditions of
adversity, ambiguity, and the need for change — precisely when employee
engagement is most important.

The Focus of Strategic Engagement

Is energy channeled in a way that makes a difference? The foundation
on which this understanding builds is the following idea: the form of
engagement you want to drive is specific to the strategy and source
of competitive advantage your company chooses. Just as there is a
difference between a generic strategy and a strategic position,'’ there
is a difference between a general level of engagement and the specific
engagement behaviors that are essential to sustained competitive
advantage for you. So, for example, have you chosen to be first in the
marketplace with innovative products? You need your people to be
engaged in innovation. Are you the service quality leader? You need
your people to be engaged in service delivery excellence. We will
address the strategic focus of engagement more completely in the
next chapter but for now simply understand that strategy drives the
specific kind of engagement you need and the way this is driven on
a daily basis is by the kind of strategically focused work environment
you create for your people.

Engagement “works” because employees see the direct connection
between what they (should) do and organizationally beneficial out-
comes. In the extreme form, engagement occurs when there is an
alignment between the individual’s goals and those of the organiza-
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tion. In situations where such is not the case, alignment processes are
critical because they ensure that whatever motivational mechanism
is in place (whether intrinsic or based on the principle of reciproca-
tion), employee behaviors are those which are consistent with the

e N

Best Practices and Realities:
Who Has Responsibility to Align Engagement with Strategy?

You might think that the answer to our question is obvious. The strategic
implication of engagement suggests that it is the responsibility of senior
leadership. The problem is that the environment can change so quickly
that people need to adapt quickly and not always look immediately
to leadership for the solution. As Angela Lalor, Senior Vice President of
Human Resources at 3M told us, “it's not enough for people just to show
up to work every day.”' As she further noted, the problem is com-
pounded by the size of the multinational organization so you can't rely
on the expertise of individual leaders. People need to be comfortable
with the rate of change and do their own adapting and aligning.

Ms. Lalor went on to explain that the only way to achieve this is by
candidly sharing priorities and exposing as many people as possible to
the planning process. Leaders at 3M do this by holding frequent employee
meetings and through both systematic written communications, includ-
ing personal emails from the CEO to the entire employee population,
their internal website, leadership classes, and in employee orientation.
These communication efforts are, as she puts it, “adult conversations”
and fully intended to confront the reality of change. The communications
emphasize what is happening in the marketplace and stress factors
important to both customers and investors. The thrust of the 3M approach
is that through engagement employees share in creating their own future
rather than becoming victims of change. Importantly, the candor of these
conversations is a model for creating the valid perception of trust and
credibility that is a foundational element for building a culture of
engagement.

So, the clear emphasis in 3M’s approach is on holding leaders account-
able for employee engagement. The HR team provides the tools, pro-
cesses, and common language building the culture of engagement, but
the individual supervisors and managers are the key to create engage-
ment at the employee level. 3M establishes accountability by embedding
engagement directly within their leadership competencies. They call it
"Develops, Teaches, and Engages Others” and use it as a basis for yearly
management assessments. 3M also provides managers with engagement
scores from their company-wide opinion survey. So, feedback on employee
engagement is an integral part of how they create competitive

@dvantage. Y,
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organization’s strategy.'' As we progress, we'll see that alignment
follows directly from creating the right kind of culture and continu-
ally monitoring and reinforcing it in all the nooks and crannies and
at all levels within the organization. And creating that culture is not
easy since it requires attention to a wide range of human capital issues
ranging from who gets hired and how, to how they are brought on
board and trained, and to what others around them make clear is the
focus. It is because all of this is difficult to do that competitive advan-
tage becomes possible for those who actually make it happen. This
leads to our fourth principle:

Strategic engagement happens when people know what the organiza-
tion’s strategic priorities are and why, and when the organization
aligns its processes and practices — its culture — with attainment of
those goals.

Engagement and Discretionary Effort

These four principles of engagement address the “discretionary”
question — “why give that extra time and effort?” One answer is
because “that’s the deal,” or the psychological contract between the
individual and the organization. To the extent that the value proposi-
tion meets the needs of the employee, there is a reasonable basis for
assuming that employees will perform at high levels consistent with
their interpretation of the implicit contract. Engagement, in this
view, is payback or reciprocation for what the company has provided.
So, when the company provides opportunities for development, the
right kinds of jobs, fair and just supervision, the right levels of pay
and security, and so forth, engagement will follow because people
fundamentally believe in reciprocation.

This perspective lends itself to significant distortion, as the discus-
sion of engagement blends too easily into a discussion of satisfaction
with the company overall, leadership, and specific elements of the
deal. Nonetheless, the work environment plays a critical role in deter-
mining engagement, although perhaps less focused on individual
satisfaction than the enabling and supportive elements of the work
environment that allow the feelings of engagement and engagement
behaviors to emerge.
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Interaction of Cause and Effect

The four principles interact in complex ways to produce the fabric
of engagement. So, some issues and tactics focus on the nature of
work whereas other focus on changing individual leader behavior.
Yet others focus on building a self-sustaining culture that reinforces
and guides those behaviors. You will see too that building an engaged
workforce is about more than just doing right by people; it requires
attention to very specific issues that simultaneously contribute to
employee well-being and productivity.

The Remainder of the Book

The remainder of this book is presented in six chapters that carry you
from concept to practical application. In Chapter 2, we’ll take a deep
dive into the meaning of engagement and how engagement differs
significantly from other important yet related concepts like satisfac-
tion and commitment. We will define engagement in precise terms
and position strategic employee engagement as the critical vehicle for
success. To do so, we will explain how engagement ideally is described
as a mapping of firm strategy to employee behavior, with both indi-
viduals and groups as a frame of reference.

In Chapter 3, we discuss what it means to create a culture of
engagement. There, we will describe how many important character-
istics of the work environment, including trust, justice, and fairness,
relate to engagement, and discuss as well the more directly observable
aspects of the work environment and their relationship to engage-
ment. We will also introduce the important individual differences
that relate to both how engagement is construed and discussed in
common language, and how those individual differences also deter-
mine engagement behavior.

Chapter 4 discusses how you can diagnose the current state of the
organization with particular emphasis on using employee survey data
as the key metric. We will show how to translate strategy into employee
behaviors that can be observed and reported on through the survey
data and how to write survey questions that address the four princi-
ples of engagement we have just described.

Chapter 5 shows how you can directly impact the level of employee
engagement in your organization by focusing on using survey results
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to develop effective action plans and design interventions with impact.
The discussion of interventions will be framed by the issues of capac-
ity, motivation, and freedom to engage.

Chapter 6 discusses the “dark side” of engagement — what happens
when there is an imbalance between what employees invest and the
returns they receive. Specific attention will be directed toward issues
of burnout and workaholism and their relationship to engagement
at work.

Finally, we will close in Chapter 7 by providing an outline of a
presentation deck and the talking points you can use to introduce the
concept of engagement in your organization. You will then be ready
to start down the path of gaining competitive advantage for your
organization through your engaged human capital. Best of luck!



Chapter 2

The “Feel and Look” of
Employee Engagement

So what exactly do engaged employees feel and do that other
employees do not? In the previous chapter we established the
general groundwork for what engagement is, why it is important,
and what needs to be done to create the conditions for it. Our
focus in this chapter is a more precise definition of engagement,
specifically how it feels to be engaged and what behaviors result from
these feelings. Our experience in talking with most executives and
managers is that they have a rough sense of what engagement means,
but that they don’t necessarily understand the various facets of it and
how it is different from other concepts that seem similar. That is,
many executives don’t use the word “engagement” — they use
some other more familiar or comfortable word — satisfaction, com-
mitment — that implies engagement. After we discuss engagement
feelings and the engagement behaviors that accompany these feelings,
we will present the similarities and differences between engagement
and other related ideas like job satisfaction and organizational
commitment.

Before we get ahead of ourselves, we will show later that gaining
some precision in how we think and communicate about engagement
will make it much easier to implement a business strategy focused on
building an engaged workforce. In short, if you don’t know what it
is, it is tough to make it happen.

Employee Engagement: Tools for Analysis, Practice, and Competitive Advantage 19
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The Feel of Engagement

In our view, there are four important components to feeling
engaged:

1 feelings of urgency;

2 feelings of being focused;
3 feelings of intensity; and
4 feelings of enthusiasm.

The combination of these four elements is what makes engagement
both distinct from other related concepts and simultaneously a pow-
erful source of fulfillment for employees and competitive advantage
for companies.

Urgency

Urgency is goal-directed energy and determination; we don’t just
want energy but we want purposeful energy. It is what developmental
psychologists call “agency” and a critical component of what some
have labeled “psychological capital”! We choose to use the term
urgency here because it fits better with the notion of a force that
impels action to achieve a particular end. Thus, the energy we are
describing is not undifferentiated. It is a determination to achieve a
particular goal. It is best understood when we think of the kind of
self-talk represented in “I have to do this” and “I am not going to be
stopped.”

The way we think of urgency is similar to how some have described
“vigor” as of “physical strength, emotional energy, and cognitive
liveliness™ but with the added emphasis on goal attainment. Because
vigor is often recognized in a context of work with the implicit
assumption that a particular objective is in mind, it has been described
as “mental resilience and persistence in the face of adversity on the
job* So, vigor or energy with reference to a specific goal or objective
— urgency — is at the very core of engagement. The implication of this
for how we think of engagement is clear: The feeling of engagement
cannot occur without a specific purpose or objective. In this sense
engagement sounds much like “motivation.”

The concept of urgency is central to other psychological states that
are particularly relevant to the kinds of behaviors that fall within our
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meaning of engagement. So, goal-directed determination — urgency
— is conceptually linked with resiliency, or the capacity to bounce
back from temporary setbacks. It is also linked with confidence,
which includes the belief that one is in fact capable of achieving a
particular goal. We will have more to say about these important link-
ages later in this chapter.

Focus

Engaged employees feel focused on their work. Under normal cir-
cumstances, they feel zeroed in on what they are doing and aren’t
easily distracted by outside thoughts, or for that matter by things that
aren’t important to what’s at hand. In a simple way, we can think of
distractions at work as anything that diverts a person’s attention and
energy away from that which is important. So, distractions can
include the typical social interactions that are in continual play in a
work setting (e.g., chatting at the water cooler, discussing where to
eat lunch). It can also be other thoughts: the streaming stock quotes,
the nasty weather outside, and so on.

Most of us have had the experience of being occupied for extended
periods of time, deeply immersed in the task at hand. We say that
carefully because focus can imply behavior and we are discussing here
the psychological piece of focus — being focused means having our
attention and cognitive capacity tuned into “the doing” of an activity.
It is not “the doing” that dominates, but the feeling of being focused
on “the doing” that matters. When our attention is aimed at a single
task or series of related tasks, this focus is similar to what has been
described as “being in the flow.”> Of course the nature of many jobs
requires employees’ attention to shift from one task or project to
another based on the latest development or change in priorities.
What characterizes the engaged employee, however, is that their
focus is consistently directed at their work, and in particular, at their
immediate task.

Another common way of expressing this consistent focus is to
think of being “absorbed” in one’s work. That experience includes a
lost sense of time or the feeling that time has elapsed quickly. In
addition, employees who are absorbed in their work may be more
likely to have difficulty removing or detaching themselves from their
work than remaining focused on their work.’
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In many jobs there are times when an employee has little or no
choice but to be focused consistently on the task at hand and where
a high degree of vigilance is necessary. This would be true, for
example, when distraction poses significant personal risk to oneself
or others, as is the case with air traffic controllers or nuclear reactor
inspectors. These are situations where vigilance is an embedded
feature of the job. There is little discretion involved in such jobs.
Here, we would expect the job context to be highly engineered. So,
the air traffic controller and the nuclear reactor inspector work in a
protected and insular environment.

Focus has a very different meaning in an environment where the
employee chooses what to work on and for the duration of his or her
attention span. In the extreme end of unfocused activity, we can
easily think of the employee who lets his or her mind wander. That
happens to all of us in varying degrees. Some examples of what we
mean by focus would include:

+ working on a presentation deck for an upcoming meeting without
being distracted by the continual chatter on IM or email;

« listening attentively to a conversation in a weekly team meeting;
or

+ continually directing attention to product quality while “running”
an automated machining process.

Each of these is simple to do for a brief duration. Engagement implies
maintaining that focus over a more extended period; it equates to a
sense of concentration and immersion in work and connotes a rela-
tive but not necessarily complete isolation from less important tasks.
Thus, when the consequences of temporarily being distracted from a
particular task at work are not severe, the meaning of focus becomes
more salient from the organizational perspective.

Intensity

Focus alone cannot capture all of what we mean by the feelings of
being engaged. For example, the reason we are startled when inter-
rupted during a period of concentration is because of the intensity
of our focus. Intensity complements focus in that it conveys the depth
of concentration. This is driven in part by the nature of the demands
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of the work and the employee’s skill level. When our skill level
matches the demands of the task, we have to devote both our atten-
tion and energy to the task to be successful. Conversely, when our
skill greatly exceeds the demands of the task we are bored and our
attention and energy can go elsewhere so intensity suffers. Whereas
focus implies that the portion of an employee’s energy and resources
that are currently being tapped are directed toward work, intensity
suggests that an employee is tapping into nearly all available energy
and resources.

In a similar vein, William Kahn, who is largely credited with intro-
ducing the concept of personal engagement at work as it is generally
thought of today, explained that people are more or less “psychologi-
cally present” at different times throughout a work day.” By this he
meant that there is a varying extent to which people bring all of their
physical, cognitive, and emotional resources to their roles at work.
We think this notion is similar to our use of intensity, and it also
emphasizes the breadth of resources that engaged employees bring
to their roles. Together, urgency, focus, and intensity suggest that,
when pursuing a goal, engaged employees tap into their full breadth
of resources (e.g., skills, knowledge, and energy) and apply them fully
and vigorously for a significant duration.

Enthusiasm

Enthusiasm is a psychological state that simultaneously embraces
both a sense of happiness and energy. It is the emotional state we
refer to as “positive affect,” and by its nature it connotes a strong
sense of positive well-being.* When we think of enthusiastic employ-
ees, we conjure images of employees actively rather than passively
involved. If we asked them why they are behaving as they do, they
are likely to use words like “enthusiasm for what I do” and/or “T am
enthusiastic about where this project is headed.” When we introspect,
we most often think of moments when we feel “alive” and when we
do observe enthusiasm in others, we often make the attribution that
they have “passion” to describe what we mean.

The experience or feeling of enthusiasm is very much at the core
of what we feel when engaged in our work. This passion is not a by-
product of the energy and focus but rather a defining element of the
uniqueness of engagement. The sense of enthusiasm is why so many
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introspectively-driven definitions of engagement (which fit our
common sense interpretation) refer to engagement as an emotional
state. That emotional component is the positive mood state we call
enthusiasm.

Importantly, while feelings of enthusiasm and passion are useful
terms for describing what an engaged employee experiences, we do
not intend to suggest that feelings of enthusiasm and passion are
necessarily outwardly displayed by all engaged employees (although
they are terms we use to describe what we think others are feeling).
It is important to caution that individual and cultural differences
influence the extent to which these feelings are internalized and
the ways in which they might be reflected in overt behavior. That
speaks to the point that what we call the “feelings” of engagement
can only be accurately self-reported, a point we will discuss later in
Chapter 4.

Example:
Feelings of Enthusiasm vs. Behaving Enthusiastically

One of your authors plays poker on a regular basis and saw it as his obli-
gation as a grandfather to teach his grandchildren, regardless of gender,
to play poker. He lectured on the various games of poker and then made
the point that the key to being a good poker player is to maintain a poker
face. He defined a poker face as one that failed to reveal how good or
bad the cards in one’s hand actually were. The first hand his granddaugh-
ter ever played she won the pot and her first comment was “| had great
cards Poppy but | kept my poker face” — and she did. The difference
between being enthusiastic about the hand one is dealt and the outward
behavior that may or may not reveal the internal enthusiasm is clear.

Cross-Cultural Issues in Describing the
Feelings of Engagement

An important question we often hear is whether the meaning of
engagement is consistent across cultures, and more specifically
whether engagement might be viewed more apprehensively in some
cultures. After all, if employee engagement is something that compa-
nies are encouraging and expecting their leaders to create the condi-
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tions for in their workforce, it’s important to ensure that it is viewed
positively not only in all cultures in which the company does busi-
ness, but also in the cultures represented by their employees.

Where we have the biggest concern is around the notion of enthu-
siasm. This term is often used to describe those who display their
energy outwardly. These individuals may be more vocal, or simply
speak with more volume — some describe people who fit this descrip-
tion as the “rah rah” type. This outward display of feelings of engage-
ment is not valued in all cultures. In some Asia-Pacific cultures in
particular, demonstrating control of one’s emotions is valued, whereas
outwardly displaying feelings of engagement is not.’

However, an individual can feel intensity and enthusiasm without
projecting these emotions outwardly. Here are some recommenda-
tions to help companies ensure that their discussions of engagement
don’t create resistance in particular parts of the world or from par-
ticular demographic segments of their workforce:

+ Don’t use the term engagement or engaged to describe an individ-
ual in performance management discussions, unless substantiated
by specific behavioral examples (e.g., not proactively addressing
problems, failure to take ownership of a project, resistance to learn-
ing a new process). If employees are described as not being engaged,
without the supporting behavioral examples, many will interpret
this as a personality judgment or a manufactured reason to view
someone negatively in the absence of any significant and docu-
mented performance problem.

+ Avoid the use of terms like enthusiastic and intense in performance
evaluations, leadership assessments or other HR programs. This
can create the impression that there is one leadership prototype to
which everyone must aspire, which can hamper efforts to build an
inclusive culture and diverse leadership team.

+ Recognize that the drivers of engagement may not be uniform
across the workforce, and therefore efforts to increase engagement
levels that center on a single corporate initiative may achieve limited
success within some segments of the workforce. Consider the pos-
sibility that in some cultures creating a connection to the compa-
ny’s mission may be most critical, whereas in other cultures
designing jobs that fully use one’s skills and provide challenge may
have the most impact.
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Choose wording carefully in corporate communications about
employee engagement. Ensure that the stories that are told about
engaged employees, and the behavioral examples of engagement
that are shared, are not inconsistent with important values to cul-
tures represented in the workforce. Having HR professionals from

Good to Know:
Feeling Engaged: Some or All of the Time?

Feeling engaged is a phenome-
non that takes place in time but
the time frame is open as one can
feel momentarily engaged or typi-
cally engaged or always engaged.
How we describe it in conversation
and the precision with which we
characterize it varies depending
on whether we think of it in a very
immediate sense — performing a
specific task — or as an aggregate
of many experiences over a con-
siderable length of time which
might be weeks, months, or even
longer.

In conversation with colleagues
and clients, we often describe the
feeling of engagement in the fol-
lowing way:

It's that kind of feeling you have at
the end of a day when you ask
yourself “where did the time go?”
The day was a challenge but you
feel good about what you did.
During the day, you didn't stop and
ask yourself or even think about
that feeling ... you simply recog-
nized it at the end of the day.
Despite the challenge you don't
feel drained; quite to the contrary,
you feel both more energized and
capable. It's that kind of feeling
you wish you could have every
day.

Our example frames the experi-
ence of engagement in the context
of a single day. But we often speak
about engagement in a way not
restricted to a specific time period.
Rather, we mentally aggregate
our reflections and observations
over days and weeks. So, when we
ask people about being engaged
we don’t often focus on one expe-
rience, but the summary or aggre-
gate of those experiences.

This distinction might seem
overly nuanced. However, it
becomes very relevant when we
think about the kinds of organiza-
tional or personal interventions
we might consider as a means
of enhancing workforce engage-
ment. In short, we do not want our
employees to be momentarily
engaged but we want them to be
typically, usually, or always en-
gaged in their work and task per-
formance. As we will see later, the
issue of “always engaged” can
have negative consequences; com-
panies need to be aware of the
need to provide for opportunities
to recover from being “always”
engaged at work, perhaps through
the creation of effective programs
to help employees maintain good
work-life balance.
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different parts of the globe, and of different ethnicities, review this
type of communication before it is released is a best practice.

Summary: The Feel of Engagement

Engagement is the aggregate energized feeling one has about one’s
work that emerges as a product of the feelings of urgency, focus,
intensity, and enthusiasm. Furthermore, the engaged employee feels
not only energized but competent, and this sense of competence
emerges from both his own experiences and the conditions of work
provided for him by his company. We presume that the feeling of
engagement results in behavior that others would characterize as
being engaged and it is that behavior to which we next turn.

The Look of Engagement: Employee Behavior

Having discussed what it means to feel engaged, we now turn to a
discussion of the behaviors that engaged employees display that have
a positive impact on organizational success. To be certain we are clear
when we speak to this facet of engagement, we will specifically use
the term engagement behavior. Of course, there are determinants of
employees’ engagement behavior other than their feelings of engage-
ment. These include personality, skill levels, the personality and lead-
ership style of their manager, the national culture in which they work,
and many others. But regardless of these factors, the more engaged
an employee feels, the more likely she is to demonstrate the engage-
ment behaviors we discuss in this section.

It is now commonplace to hear arguments from consultants, exec-
utives, and HR professionals that feelings of engagement lead to
employees exerting more energy and effort in their jobs, and we agree
with this. Unfortunately, we hear far less about what engagement
looks like in the form of behaviors. That is, we do not have a good
vocabulary for capturing how engaged employees actually approach
their work, and what it looks like in the eyes of others in the organi-
zation and customers or other stakeholders outside the organization.
In this section we first define the components that characterize
behavioral engagement and then discuss the impact of engagement
behavior on how much work gets done, how work get done, and what
work gets done. Specifically, engaged employees:
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+ behave in more persistent ways;

« respond proactively to emerging threats and challenges;
« expand their roles at work; and

+ adapt more readily to change.

Their behavior looks different from what is typically observed and
expected — and the difference can be seen not only in an individual
who distinguishes him- or herself in these ways, but in an entire
workforce. What we strive for is an engaged workforce, not just an
engaged employee.

Persistence

Perhaps the most obvious behavioral display of engagement concerns
the persistence displayed with regard to task accomplishment. We
think of effort as an equivalent term but we like persistence better
because it connotes effort over time. The most straightforward exam-
ples of this are employees working harder, for longer stretches of time
without a break, and for longer hours during the day or week. Specific
examples may include an insurance agent skipping lunch to continue
investigating a customer complaint regarding the processing of a
claim, or a quality assurance specialist working over the weekend to
perform some product safety tests that go beyond standards.

But simply doing more of what a job requires or spending more
time at it is only a piece of what engagement behavior is all about.
Persistence can also take the form of increased perseverance in the
face of adversity and greater resilience when a setback occurs.'’ For
example, imagine a chemist at a pharmaceutical company who expe-
riences multiple failed attempts to develop a drug formula. Perhaps
a high level of engagement translates into her choice to make a third
or fourth attempt rather than to concede defeat and seek out her next
project.

As we suggested earlier, persistence flows from the goal-directed
determination that we defined as urgency. Perhaps less immediately
evident, we can expect persistent behavior when employees are
enthusiastic because they believe that they can make a positive impact
on the company’s success. Persistence also follows when people focus
so intensely that they recognize alternative paths to reaching their
goal when their efforts are thwarted. The benefits of persistence to
an employer are quite obvious and include the higher quality of work
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that results from persistence in attention to details, faster production
of goods or services, and perhaps fewer employees needed and, there-
fore, lower labor costs.

Proactivity

A critical characteristic of engaged employees is that they are proac-
tive rather than reactive or, even worse, passive. In its simplest form,
to be proactive means taking action when the need for the action first
becomes apparent to the individual, such as performing maintenance
on a machine in a plant at the first sign of decreased efficiency, rather
than waiting for the supervisor to authorize maintenance. It may also
mean immediately doing a task for which the team as a whole is
responsible, rather than waiting for the task to be assigned by the
boss. In a customer service environment, a proactive employee might
alert a customer to the fact that they can save money by purchasing
bundled services rather than buying a variety of services or features
a la carte, so that the customer doesn’t discover this missed oppor-
tunity at a later time and become frustrated.

Example:
Proactive Customer-Oriented Behaviors in Call Centers

Psychologist Anat Rafaeli and her colleagues, Lital Ziklik and Lorna Doucet,
have shown the considerable variety of behaviors that produce customer
satisfaction that call center employees can display towards customers. In
a very creative effort, they analyzed recorded calls of employees and asked
the following question: What are the different categories of behaviors
call center employees display to customers that might be called customer-
oriented behaviors? The answer is the following kinds of behaviors:

e anticipating customer requests;

e offering explanations/justifications for decisions and actions;

e educating the customer with information they might not otherwise
have;

e providing emotional support when customers are anguished; and

e offering opportunities to customers to enhance their benefits from the
company.

The more an employee does these things, the more the customers say the
service quality is high as a result of the call. There are tangible examples
of each of these in their article." Most or all of these kinds of behaviors
represent examples of being proactive in serving customers.
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As discussed earlier, engaged employees not only take action imme-
diately after a need becomes evident, but they are also more likely to
recognize or anticipate the need or opportunity for action in the first
place. While the choice of whether to take action is likely largely
influenced by motivation, recognizing the opportunity to take action
is an example of how engaged employees approach their work in a
qualitatively different and important way. In other words, engaged
employees have a heightened sense of awareness and vigilance. They
consistently have their “guard up” and are proactively looking out
for the best interest of their team, the company, and its customers.
Engaged employees may be more likely to take pre-emptive action to
“stop the line” when a condition poses a safety risk, or to argue their
point of view when faced with initial opposition. Proactivity there-
fore implies that employees initiate change rather than being reactive
and viewing this as “management’s responsibility.”

This notion of employees initiating change is consistent with work
psychologists Michael Frese and Doris Fay’s perspective on the
concept of personal initiative.'” They argued that initiative is an over-
looked concept in organizational behavior, and astutely observed that
traditional views of job performance in organizational psychology
imply that the tasks, processes, and work environment are dictated
to the employee. For example, in traditional views, employees are
selected and placed in a job where the required tasks and processes
are defined, then trained to perform these tasks in particular ways,
and more generally, socialized into an organizational culture. Like
Frese and Fay, we strongly believe that changes in the nature of work
have increased the importance of having employees who exert influ-
ence over their work environment and decisions about how their
work is performed, what new products should be developed, and so
forth. Today’s rate of change and innovation is far too great for a
company to be a market leader by relying on senior management to
bear all of the responsibility for identifying and initiating change,
especially where the performance of everyday tasks and processes are
concerned. This is a much more positive view of employees than has
existed in the past where employees have been viewed as waiting for
direction and uninterested in working. Engaged employees are pro-
active, and they are proactive because the right kinds of conditions
have been created for them to be so — we will have more to say about
these conditions in Chapter 3.
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The link between feeling engaged and demonstrating proactive
behavior is quite clear. First, we would expect an employee who has
a sense of urgency and is highly focused on her work to be more
proactive than someone who is “going through the motions.” Engaged
employees take the initiative to avoid or prevent a problem, rather
than waiting to be directed to do so. Second, engaged employees use
more of their emotional and cognitive resources on the job, and for
that reason are more likely to recognize a potential problem, and the
need or opportunity to take action. Finally, employees who feel
enthusiastic about how their own performance influences the success
of the company and who internalize group and company goals are
much more likely to detect barriers to goal attainment. Not only are
engaged employees more likely to detect problems or opportunities
in general, but this tendency is strongest for those problems or
opportunities that are most central to the goals and strategic impera-
tives of the company.

Clearly there are many advantages to those companies whose
employees demonstrate proactive behavior. Several significant advan-
tages that haven’t already been mentioned include:

+ More time can be spent executing core work tasks instead of doing
re-work and fire-fighting.

+ Innovative opportunities are more likely to be recognized, com-
municated, and pursued. In some cases “taking action” simply
means bringing a concern or idea forward to management, which
translates into greater management awareness and ability to change
quickly.

+ The management burden is lessened. To the extent that lower- and
mid-level employees watch out for, prevent, identify, communi-
cate, and fix problems, management is able to spend more of their
time on forward-looking, strategic activities.

Role Expansion

Engaged employees tend to see their roles in a more expansive and
encompassing way. At times this can be simple and ordinary, such as
helping a busy co-worker complete a task or fixing a mistake someone
else made. This type of behavior is frequently seen, even if in varying
degrees, but nonetheless involves temporarily stepping outside of
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one’s role specifically to help others and more generally to help the
business.

At other times, role expansion involves assuming longer-term or
even permanent changes to one’s role. At times a manager may del-
egate an increasing level of responsibility or breadth of tasks to an
employee as this employee’s competence becomes more apparent, or
as the demands on the team change. The important characteristic
here is the willingness to accept a different definition of one’s role.
That definition may result from the initiative of management or may
be self-initiated. Sometimes responsibilities emerge that previously
did not exist, as the result of a process change, the development of a
new product, or a changing external environment. Other times unas-
signed responsibilities appear because a departing or promoted
employee is not replaced or is replaced by someone who has a differ-
ent skill set.

There are several reasons engaged employees are more likely to be
receptive to or to initiate an expanded role. First, employee-initiated
role expansion is an example of proactive behavior, and as discussed
earlier, engaged employees have an inclination to act, and are less
likely to wait for someone else to assume an unassigned responsibil-
ity. Next, because goal-directed employees are more likely to seek out
alternative ways of meeting those goals, they also are more likely to
view their roles more broadly. On the other hand, those who are less
engaged are more likely to protect their existing role boundaries, as
a way to stay in their comfort zone, or to avoid the pressure and
increased work load that can come with additional responsibility.
These employees can be heard responding to requests with “that’s
not my job.” Finally, those employees with higher levels of self-
confidence who are also engaged psychologically are more willing to
expand their roles.

Role expansion too has many positive consequences for organiza-
tions, including a more flexible workforce. In some cases this might
be evident in an employee temporarily doing work that typically falls
within the role of a co-worker who is in the midst of a work load
spike. In other cases this could mean that an employee assumes
responsibility for a completely new task. This flexibility may translate
directly in terms of staffing levels. Also, when employees expand their
roles on their own accord, managers can spend less time identifying
and assigning tasks, and give more time to other issues.
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Example:

Role Expansion in a Union Environment: Yellow Roadway’s
Ascent to the Most Admired

We are, of course, arguing for the positive effects of people changing
their formal assignments to be more effective. In union environments such
behavior can be unacceptable due to labor-management agreements.
This situation presents a paradox for unions and management with the
latter wishing for increased proactivity and the former wishing to main-
tain existing approaches to getting the work done according to hard-won
rules and regulations.

To our way of thinking, unions play a crucial role in protecting workers
from potential abuses by management — that is why unions came to exist.
To that end, our earlier discussion of the dangers of thinking about
engagement as simply getting more out of workers is appropriate. At the
same time, in an increasingly competitive world union rules preventing
employees from being proactive and protective of the environment would
seem not to be useful. Striking the balance between company abuse and
employee proactivity would seem to be an important agenda item in
future negotiations.

Yellow Roadway is a good case in point. In 1997 it was one of Fortune
Magazine's “Least Admired Companies” with negative earnings per share;
by 2003 it was one of Fortune Magazine's “Most Admired Companies”
and rated number one in its industry (with earnings per share approaching
$4.00 by 2004). Yellow Roadway employs 37,000 truck drivers represented
by the Teamster’s Union. Bill Zollars was brought to the then-Yellow in
1996 and began a campaign to turn the company into a service company
that delivered goods on time with no breakage — which he pursued with
vigor in 1999 when he was named CEO. Zollars accomplished his goal by
working with the union not against it, treating the union as an important
stakeholder along with customers. He worked with the union to permit
workers to set explicit goals for on-time pick-ups and deliveries as well as
for breakage, fostering proactivity on the part of employees in forging
the new service image he wanted to create. Galen Monroe, a spokesman
for the Teamster’s Union, put the perception of Zollars this way: “We have
found him to be a man of his word and whatever he says he follows
through on.” Long-haul trucking had never before made the kinds of
promises to its customers that Zollars made — and he delivered on those
promises with the help of his union employees.'

Adaptability

As the rate of change and innovation in today’s organizations has
accelerated, the value of adaptive behavior in organizations has
increased. An adaptive employee will help his company anticipate
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and respond to changes in the competitive landscape more quickly,
more successfully, and with lower costs. Adaptive employees are
more likely to develop new skills as job demands change, reducing
hiring needs. In addition, while many large-scale changes require
formal training to facilitate skill development, adaptive employees
can adjust to changes without the need for formal training, saving
time and money. Adaptive employees also help minimize the extent
to which management must invest time and money “championing”
change efforts, which allows companies to stay ahead of their
competition.

Psychologist Elaine Pulakos and her colleagues have extensively
explored what adaptability is and have noted that the critical aspects
of adaptability include: (a) how easily people respond to a change in
their environment; and (b) how the change leads to more positive
outcomes for all."* Some of the facets of adaptability that they include
in their model are:

+ solving problems creatively;

+ dealing effectively with unpredictable or changing work
situations;

+ learning work tasks, technologies, and procedures; and

+ demonstrating interpersonal adaptability.

These facets of adaptability speak to some of the ways in which
engaged employees can extend themselves to meet organizational
needs. Other examples of adaptive behavior include customer-facing
behaviors, as when customer service representatives adapt their inter-
personal style and method of providing service to fit the unique
requirements of individual customers." As is the case with proactive
behavior, some people clearly are more predisposed to being adapt-
able than others. Indeed, one can think of these dimensions as rep-
resenting inclinations and competencies that describe individual
differences among people; we deal with those more formally in Chap-
ters 3 and 5 in discussing issues of recruitment and selection. For our
purposes here, it is more useful to think of these as representing cat-
egories of adaptive behavior. So, for example, engagement behavior
in the category of Learning Work Tasks might include “taking time
to search for information relevant to a newly announced software
development technology that is anticipated to be the next generation
of web platform programming.”
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Summary: The Look of Engagement

We’ve presented four key facets of engagement behavior that exem-
plify what we mean by phrases like, “She went out of her way to
ensure that the project got done creatively and on time by taking on
responsibilities that didn’t belong to her,” and/or, “It is amazing that
he kept at the project even when there was one obstacle after another
put in his way.” So, persistence, proactivity, role expansion, and
adaptability are all features of engagement behavior that, in the
aggregate, connote performance above and beyond typical or normal
expectations. Importantly, engagement is not just more performance,
but performance that is persistent, adaptable, self-initiated, and/or
involves taking on new responsibilities.

Strategically Aligned Engagement Behavior

As we move forward, it is important to note that we do not want to
lose focus on the essential nature of engagement behaviors including
adaptability, proactivity, role expansion, and persistence. But, we also
want to transition from the more general to the strategic to make
clear how such behaviors can uniquely create competitive advantage.
This is important both for how we think and communicate about
engagement within the organization.

In Chapter 1, we outlined our fourth principle of engagement:
“Strategic engagement happens when people know what the organi-
zation’s strategic priorities are and why, and when, the organization
aligns its processes and practices — its culture — with attainment of
those goals.”

Thinking about strategically aligned engagement behavior requires
a conversation across levels within the organization both to identify
what those behaviors are and to ensure consistency or alignment
across those levels so strategic goals can be accomplished. The kind
of alignment and corresponding specificity we are thinking of
embraces both organizational goals and the ways to achieve those
goals. So, as management scholars Crott, Dickson, and Ford put it,
alignment is:

the idea of developing and making consistent the various practices,
actions, policies, and procedures that managers use to communicate
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to employees what is important and what is not, what has value to the
organization and what does not, and what they should do and what
they should not."®

In short, strategic alignment follows for employees when goals are
shared and employees can then internalize those goals as their own.
We now turn to how alignment and the process of internalization
foster engagement, and along the way provide an explanation of how
engagement links to the notion of employee commitment.

On Commitment, Alignment, and Internalization

We have already suggested that engagement should be distinguished
from organizational commitment. One critical distinction is that
commitment has many facets that reflect passive rather than active
attachment, and commitment connotes attachment to the organiza-
tion but not the enthusiasm, urgency, and intensity we feel character-
izes the feeling associated with engagement. Of course, we think
about these kinds of differences all of the time while busy executives
have general ideas about what they mean and it is easy to see how the
general ideas overlap. But let’s get more specific about the reasons
why executives see them as overlapping. One reason is because it
makes simple sense to think of an engaged employee as one who
understands what is required to meet organizational objectives, and
by “understanding what is necessary,” executives imply employees
are committed to those objectives. So, executives aren’t wrong when
they embrace the notion of engagement in this way. They simply
recognize that success is easier to attain when everyone is “on the
same page;” in other words, employee behaviors are aligned with the
organization’s objectives. They see commitment (and engagement)
as an alignment of individual and organizational goals and as a shared
sense of “ownership” in the outcomes they are trying to create. Some
may extend that thinking to the belief that if people “buy into” those
goals then they would most certainly want to stay with the company
and help it succeed.

Embedded in the sense of ownership we have just described is that
engaged employees take on as their own the goals and mission of the
larger groups to which they belong, such as the team, department,
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Example:
Alignment through Employee Involvement at Boeing

The notion of alignment implies that people share a common purpose and
understanding of what is essential to organizational success. That is cer-
tainly the theme at 3M as we described in the previous chapter. A similar
view holds true at Boeing as described in detail in their company publica-
tion Boeing Frontiers Online." Boeing places an emphasis on involving
employees in matters that affect their own work. Boeing logic is that
because what employees do is a process, involving employees in improving
the processes they control is the best way to innovate. In doing so, this is
seen as a way to link explicitly what employees do and how they contrib-
ute to creating value for the company.

and company. Often the term “alignment” is used to convey the
notion that individuals’ goals should support the attainment of team
and company goals, or that teams should choose goals that contribute
to the achievement of company goals. While we certainly agree with
this view, we prefer a conceptualization of alignment that has a stron-
ger intensity, one more synonymous with internalization. By inter-
nalization we mean that the goals of individuals and the organizations
they work in become melded into one such that the individual sees
herself as having a shared identity with the organization. For example,
if you ask some people what they do, they will answer “I work for
IBM” or “I work at Google.” Of course, these are national “brands”
but this also obviously happens with local “brands” with which
employees identify. In this sense they identify what they do with
where they do it; they have internalized a sense of the organization
into their own identities."® It makes sense to assume that this kind of
alignment — one that yields internalization — provides a foundation
for engagement feeling and behaviors that are directed toward that
which contributes to organizational success.

It is this sense of internalization and commitment to a common
goal that creates the opportunity for competitive advantage. When
aligned, employee energy is focused on goals that are important to
the organization. Without alignment, that goal-directed energy may
be directed in ways that do not benefit the company, or at least in
ways that do not maximize their contributions to the company’s
success. We've all known employees whose time and energy is focused
on those aspects of their job of most interest to them, at the expense
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of other aspects of their jobs that may be more critical to the success
of the business. An example is the software engineer who spends long
hours developing a complex product feature with little practical
utility because it presents an exciting technical challenge to him (see
the “20-Percent Time at Google” box for an illustration of how
employee engagement helps Google avoid this problem). While the
energy of this professional very well may be goal-directed and focused,
that energy is nonetheless directed in a way that matches personal
interests — not the goals of the organization. Therefore, the idea of
alignment with team or company goals means that engaged employ-
ees are not just engaged in their day-to-day work, but in a broader
sense, they are engaged in their roles with the company and its
mission and values.

Example:
20-Percent Time at Google: Stretching the Boundaries?

Google is widely recognized within the business press as an innovative
company. It is widely thought that this innovation is driven in part by the
freedom with which engineers are allowed to pursue projects of personal
interest. As the Google website proclaims, engineers are allowed what
they call “20-percent time,” meaning that they are “free to work on what
they’'re really passionate about.” The concept has drawn much attention
and comment on various blogs. Some directly question the wisdom, some
simply the practicality. The interesting point about programs like these
(Genentech and 3M are other organizations with histories of promoting
innovative thinking through “sponsored” time) is that they necessarily
imply a high level of trust placed in employees. Very often, the topic of
trust is treated in a one-sided fashion, focusing on issues related to
whether employees perceive senior management as credible or trustwor-
thy. To us, the notion of alignment that is embedded in engagement
draws attention to the importance of management placing trust in
employees, recognizing that they are stewards of the organization’s
values and are aligned with the company’s strategy. When employees
believe they are trusted in this way, the sense of attachment to the orga-
nization deepens, and the engagement behaviors critical to competitive
advantage follow. So, the blogs that question the advantage of the 20-
percent time miss the point: Engagement requires trust on the part of
both employer and employee, and it is that investment — made at some
risk by both parties — that creates the opportunity for high yield returns.
From our perspective, Google understands that point and as a result has
enjoyed the benefits."
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The highest levels of engagement are likely to be obtained when
employees perceive that the mission of their company is congruent
with their values and when the work itself provides for an investment
of the real self in the work. Companies with effective talent manage-
ment strategies know and capitalize on this to create engagement.”
Take, for example, the “careers” page on the Johnson & Johnson
website. Known for its “Credo,” the values that are intended to guide
everyday decision making, the company website includes quotes
from some of its employees that illustrate precisely this point. One,
in particular, says it perfectly:

The Credo provides a measuring stick for every decision. For example,
in the development of a new product, there are many decisions that
have to be made at every step of the process, and the Credo provides
consistent guidelines for such decisions. It’s always reassuring to know
that the Credo is a non-negotiable value system, always with you when
you need it. I believe it helps us attract employees whose internal value
systems are consistent with the Credo. The result is a work culture
based on integrity and accountability.”

Harrah’s Entertainment, the international entertainment company,
also takes advantage of alignment in its talent management program
by stressing the idea that it is hiring the right people in the first place
and treating them with fairness and trust which provides the founda-
tion on which an engaged workforce is built. Harrah’s supports and
requires each property manager to take responsibility not only for
making wise hiring decisions but also for then following through to
create an environment in which strong feelings of engagement can
grow. Alignment requires both the people who will feel aligned and
the environment they feel like aligning with. Later, in Chapter 5, we
will speak more directly to interventions that focus on creating the
kind of alignment that yields internalization of goals and the accom-
panying engagement feelings and behavior.

What About Employee Satisfaction?

The conversations we often have with people on the topic of engage-
ment invariably turn to the question of what makes employee engage-
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ment different from employee satisfaction. There are both scientific
and practical issues regarding the distinction. The distinction between
engagement and satisfaction (and perhaps commitment as well) is
an important one to the extent that it helps clarify how engagement
and satisfaction each relate to important but different business
outcomes.

Satisfaction has been defined as a pleasurable or positive emo-
tional state resulting from the appraisal of one’s job and job experi-
ences.”” Satisfaction is all about what the organization does for
employees to make them feel good about being there. Thus, satisfac-
tion conveys fulfillment of needs, satiation, and even contentment.
Of importance to the discussion of engagement is what is not included
in the meaning of satisfaction. Simply put, satisfaction doesn’t capture
the aspects of urgency, focus, and intensity that are central to engage-
ment. While it may seem intuitive to expect satisfied employees also
to be more motivated to perform well, the very notion of satisfaction
(i.e., satiation) explicitly links it with contentment, and to maintain-
ing the status quo. Importantly, we recognize that dissatisfaction very
well may lead to considerable effort to change the situation. We also
recognize that the effort to change what is unpleasant or dissatisfying
may be aligned with an organizational purpose. However, the very
nature of satisfaction is that it is desirable as an end-state and there-
fore connotes quite different forms of behavior from feelings of
engagement.

Certainly we have argued that enthusiasm and the sense of well-
being it connotes are part of the feelings of engagement. Also, much
of the sense of satisfaction people get from the opportunity to use
their skills will be most evident in situations where job demands and
individual skills are closely matched, precisely one condition that
contributes to feeling engaged. Nonetheless, satisfaction does not
connote the sense of goal-directed energy that is essential to our
conceptualization of engagement. This may be part of the reason why
research has shown a relatively modest correlation between job sat-
isfaction and job performance.” It may also explain why, relative to
satisfaction, developing an engaged workforce is viewed by many
business executives as a component of corporate strategy and a source
of competitive advantage, rather than just a HR initiative to improve
the quality of work life for employees.
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Where Does This Take Us?

We have detailed the facets of the feelings of engagement and engage-
ment behaviors so that readers will appreciate their multifaceted
nature — and it is because they are so multifaceted that they are diffi-
cult to achieve and thus have the potential for competitive advantage.
That is, not all companies can handle the multifaceted nature of
engagement but those that “get it” will achieve positive consequences
for people and competitive advantage for the organizations in which
they work. We also clarified the distinction between the feelings of
engagement and the feelings that correspond to satisfaction and other
important, but different, psychological states like commitment. Here
in particular, we showed that the feelings of engagement are driven by
a different set of organizational conditions than those that drive sat-
isfaction and, further, proposed that engagement leads to more pro-
ductive outcomes than does satisfaction. Organizations need to decide
how to both capture the persistence, proactivity, role expansion, and
adaptability facets of engagement behaviors and the inclination to
stay with the company associated with satisfaction as the focus of their
efforts. The fact they these have different drivers does not make them
different in the need for companies to pay attention to them.

Neither keeping employees nor having them behave in engaged
ways is free. To satisfy employees, companies need to invest in pay
and benefit plans and create security for their people. To create
engagement, companies must invest in managerial and supervisor
training that helps such people create and earn the trust of their
people; if this came naturally everyone would do it. We are fond of
saying how rare common sense is when we are told “Well, isn’t it just
common sense?” The Mayo Clinic interviews potential physicians for
its facilities up to 20 times by different people to ensure that the
people they hire have the right attitude in terms of engagement in
patient care and patient satisfaction. IBM trained tens of thousands
of managers to make them more sensitive to the way they treated
employees and customers so that their strategy to be a consulting
service firm rather than only a technology firm would be facilitated.
Engagement is not free, but as we showed in Chapter 1 it can pay big
dividends when we know how it feels and what it looks like — and
can measure it effectively, the topic of Chapter 4.
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Next we focus on the kinds of organizational cultures that can be
created to foster and maintain high engagement levels in a company’s
workforce. To do this we have to entertain issues concerning what
organizational culture is, how it results in engagement feelings and
behaviors, and why that happens as it does. In a real sense we want
to look inside the black box of the organizational culture—organiza-
tional performance relationship and ask what happens there and how
this produces the levels of engagement we know lead to successful
and competitive organizational consequences.



Chapter 3

The Key to an Engaged
Workforce: An Engagement
Culture

Engagement is not a one-time thing. To achieve competitive
advantage, organizations must find a way to create and then
sustain the level of energy and passion that people bring to work. The
way to do that is by creating and sustaining a culture where engage-
ment is not only the norm, but one which attracts the kinds of people
who are disposed to doing well in that kind of environment, thereby
creating a virtuous cycle of engagement behavior reinforcing and
reinforced by employees. In other words, it is about putting engaged
people in engaging jobs with a leadership team focused on what is
necessary to enable and preserve that uniqueness.
This chapter explains:

+ what organizational culture is and how it comes to be;

+ how specifically to foster, maintain, and enhance a culture in which
high levels of workforce engagement are likely; and

+ what must also be done to foster a culture that supports the kinds
of strategic engagement that are critical to achieving competitive
advantage.

What is Organizational Culture?

Organizational culture is the sense people have about what their
organization values, believes in, promotes, endorses, and stands for.
Some organizations have a culture of innovation, others a culture of
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conscientiousness, others of “fire fighting” where everything gets
done at the last minute, and still others have a culture of employee
well-being.'

In fact, organizations can simultaneously have all of these as their

definitions of culture. Cultures are as real a part of organizations to
the people there as anything else in the organization. So, just like a
company may occupy a building with 12 stories and/or be in the
financial services industry, it also has a culture.

Example:
A Positive Service-Focused Culture?

Here is what employees say about their bank'’s service culture and how it
feels to them:

Service has been ingrained since we opened more than 130 years ago.
That's all I've ever heard since | started working here.

The older people here were taught customer service at the beginning
and the younger people learn by watching them.

There is no cut-throat atmosphere here like other banks. We share
responsibilities and goals. People support one another — they do things
they don’t have to do; people aren't just looking out for themselves.
Our branch manager sets the tone of the branch —respect, being happy,
praising each other, building friendships, and getting each other
lunch.

Example:
A Negative Service-Focused Culture

How the employees in another bank — a mortgage bank - describe their
service culture:

People here think about pressure, space, and hostility, not about cus-
tomer service.

Our typical approach to customers is that they are guilty until proven
innocent.

Our excessive, inflexible rules and guidelines prevent us from providing
good service.

We have a company orientation rather than a service orientation.

No one here talks about anything, much less service.

Management is concerned with profits, not people or service.
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While there would be some differences in what people say about a
company’s culture, if you get to the heart of the matter about certain
issues, there would be considerable agreement — like in the two dif-
ferent bank examples shown in the example service-focused culture
boxes. These examples highlight the way employees experience these
banks’ cultures — one of which has a positive service culture, and the
other, a negative one. The culture for service that exists within these
two banks serves as a backdrop for what employees do at work and
how they relate to customers. You could ask the following questions:
Which bank would you rather do business with? Where would you
expect higher service quality and customer satisfaction? If you
answered, “In the bank with the positive service culture,” the evi-
dence overwhelmingly indicates you would be correct. So culture not
only impacts its employees, but also extends well beyond organiza-
tional boundaries to impact those who have contact with the orga-
nization, for example clients/customers, suppliers, and public
officials; we will have more to say about this issue of culture going
beyond the boundaries of the organization later.

For now let’s define culture as the way the people in an organiza-
tion experience it and the meaning they attach to what they experi-
ence. “Meaning” here refers to what employees interpret as the key
values and beliefs the organization has about what the organization
stands for, promotes, and endorses. For present purposes, you can
think of two kinds of key values and beliefs:

+ How people are valued as human beings in an organization.
+ What the organization values in terms of where people should be
directing their energies and competencies.

The first of these relates to how organizations go about showing
employees that they matter. In good times, it is relatively easy to say
that “people are our most important asset.” In more difficult times
— when the organization is faced with making tradeoffs with scarce
resources — this is far more difficult. So, these values are operative
when difficult choices are made about employees in the broadest
sense, such as what to do when the organization is hit severely by
economic or other shocks. In perhaps more serene times, these are
nonetheless still operative, but perhaps less visible and less salient. A
point we will stress is that these values and how they are actually
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implemented — that is how we know the values — are most evident
when employees feel vulnerable and at risk. Creating the right kind
of culture therefore addresses our third principle of engagement:
“Engagement happens when people feel safe to take action on their
own initiative.”

The second kind of values and beliefs concern what is promoted
and endorsed regarding the specific behaviors that describe how
employee energy is translated into competitive advantage. So, this
may be those values and beliefs about the importance of customer
service (like the examples shown earlier), innovation, operational
efficiency, and the like. That is, just as there can be a positive and
negative service culture, there can be positive and negative innova-
tion and operational efficiency cultures as well. Creating the right
kind of culture supports our fourth principle of engagement: “Stra-
tegic engagement happens when ... the organization aligns its ...
culture ... with the attainment of [its] goals.”

To summarize, organizational culture determines employee
engagement at two levels: (a) that which creates and releases employee
energy through the way they are treated as employees; and (b) that
which channels that energy into competitive advantage through
focusing on the strategic objectives of the firm be those service, inno-
vation, and/or operational efficiency.

Creating a Culture for Engagement: How People are
Valued in Organizations

The key factor leading people to experience a culture for employee
engagement is the degree to which employees have trust in the orga-
nization and its management. Simply put, without trust, engagement
cannot exist. Though so simply put, building and maintaining trust
isn’t always so simple.

The Central Role of a Culture of Trust in
Employee Engagement
We all know what it means to trust someone; at least we know what

this means implicitly. However, we might not all define trust in quite
the same way. Trust is about how positively people feel others will
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Example:

Living the Values at Entergy: The Foundation for Trust and
Fairness

Like individuals, organizations don't get to choose their defining moment,
the time in which they can choose to create a true legacy to which they
and their employees can point. Katrina and the devastating aftermath
that besieged New Orleans provided that opportunity for Entergy, the
company that provides power to its citizens.

In the days that followed the initial storm, Entergy employees — even
while addressing their own personal losses — rallied to restore the power
grid supporting the city of New Orleans and surrounding affected areas.
The amazing story of how Entergy employees rose to that occasion has
now been documented many times over, as has the company support for
those employees. Fifteen hundred employees needed to be relocated.
Entergy provided access to housing, therapeutic services, child day care,
and transportation. At a time of what would be heightened insecurity,
employees were assured their jobs were safe, and were given time off as
necessary to address personal issues and repair their own homes. In return,
Entergy employees extended themselves beyond any reasonable expecta-
tion, in support of the community as well as the company.®

Thus, at a time when its employees were at their most vulnerable,
Entergy provided what was most needed, and thereby defined by its deci-
sions their true values. Notably, engagement wasn't part of the vocabulary
or planning of Entergy leaders, although that is exactly what followed.
Rather, as described by Terry Seamons, subsequently the SVP of Human
Resources at Entergy, Wayne Leonard (Entergy CEO) and other executives
were simply adhering to the core values they espouse.* What happened
was the creation of a foundation for trust by ensuring employee safety
and welfare at a time when employees were most vulnerable. The outcome
was enhanced employee engagement and even reduced turnover. Impor-
tantly, Mr. Seamons takes care to note that sustaining engagement levels
requires a constant vigilance to employee concerns. So, adhering to those
core values isn't a one-time thing; credibility requires consistency and the
result is trust.

act for them and with them in the future. When people trust others
(including management), they believe that others can be counted on
to protect them and work in their favor, even when they are not there
to see if this in fact happens. Trust is all about believing that you can
count on others to do what’s right for you, regardless of whether you
can even confirm that they have.’
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Trust is always important in organizations (as it is in any relation-
ship) but it is even more important when employees face ambiguity
or uncertainty; in other words, when employees feel vulnerable. For
example, in times of employment turmoil (mergers and acquisitions,
high unemployment, bad public press), trust emerges even more
strongly as an issue for people. Trust is what frees employees to put
their full energy and commitment to work. Employees know that
what they have to contribute is their time, talent, and energy. Employ-
ees want to know that when they invest these in support of their
organization they are making a wise decision. In this metaphor, trust
is what enables employees to make that investment. When there isn’t
trust, employees instead spend much of their energy protecting
themselves. You might notice this in time spent seeking information
about the latest rumor, or time diverted to activities that are simply
not mission-related. Ask yourself the following question: In which
bank described earlier are people likely to trust others and in turn,
feel trusted by them? In which bank are they more likely to take the
risk of being innovative and creative? In which are they more likely
to feel involved and absorbed by their work? In which bank are
people likely to feel engaged and be engaged?

Example:

A Culture of Trust and Implications for Employee Physical
Safety: The BP Texas City Refinery

Following the catastrophic March 2005 disaster at the BP Texas City Refin-
ery, resulting in 15 deaths and many more injuries, BP formed an inde-
pendent panel to conduct a review of the company’s safety culture as well
as safety processes and oversight. The ensuing report® authored by that
panel provides significant insight into the complex interrelationship of
corporate structure, management, process, and culture. The Panel char-
acterized its views on the importance of trust the following way:

The Panel believes that a good safety culture requires a positive, trusting, and
open environment with effective lines of communication between management
and the workforce, including employee representatives. The single most impor-
tant factor in creating a good process safety culture is trust. Employees and
contractors must trust that they can report incidents, near misses, and other
concerns — even when it reflects poorly on their own knowledge, skills, or
conduct - without fear of punishment or repercussion.
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Nurmalya Kumar, who has written extensively on trust and what he
calls the “reservoir of good will,” puts the issue this way:

What really distinguishes trusting from distrusting relationships is the
ability of the partner to take a leap of faith: they believe that each is
interested in the other’s welfare and that neither will act without first
considering the action’s impact on the other. ... Trust ... creates a
reservoir of good will that helps preserve the relationship when, as will
inevitably happen, one party engages in an act that its partner consid-
ers destructive.”

Steven Covey, author of the Seven Habits of Highly Effective People
has the following to say about trust, distrust, and the reservoir of
good will, which he terms an Emotional Bank Account:

An Emotional Bank Account is a metaphor that describes the
amount of trust that’s been built up in a relationship. It’s the feeling
of safeness you have with another human being. If I make deposits
into an Emotional Bank Account with you through courtesy, kind-
ness, honesty, and keeping my commitments to you, I build up a
reserve. When the trust account is high, communication is easy,
instant, and effective.

But if I have the habit of showing discourtesy, disrespect, cutting
you off, overreacting, ignoring, becoming arbitrary, betraying your
trust, threatening you, or playing little tin god in your life, eventually
my Emotional Bank Account is overdrawn. The trust level gets very
low.?

The metaphor is a good one because: (a) we constantly draw down
our Emotional Bank Accounts just like we withdraw from our check-
ing accounts; and (b) we know what happens when we overdraw the
checking account; we have to pay big fees! We need to keep making
deposits.

Notice that Covey says that the positive nature of trust is reflected
in the “feeling of safeness you have with another human being.” We
agree with Covey and think that trust does create a feeling of safeness
and the feeling of safeness it creates is the feeling that it is okay to
both feel engaged and to act engaged.
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Trust in Senior Leadership, Trust in Management,
and Trust in the System

In our examples so far we have not distinguished between the differ-
ent places where employees can put their trust. For example, employ-
ees in your organization very well may have different views about
whether they trust their supervisor and whether they trust senior
leadership. Further, a distinction can be made between putting trust
in a person or specific persons, and the system within which people
operate. So, an employee might distrust her immediate supervisor
but believe that the “system” protects her interests. For example, this
might be the case when performance appraisal ratings are reviewed
by the local HR representative to ensure fairness. Later, in Chapter
4, we will see that well-designed employee surveys distinguish the
different targets of trust.

What is often not understood is that engagement begins with the
senior management team itself being engaged and trusting. This
latter kind of trust comes when the CEO behaves in ways that indicate
it is safe to be confrontational and open. At American Express they
have an entire senior management leadership training program that
focuses not only on performance excellence but also on excellence in
trust and openness. Here is how Kenneth Chenault, CEO of Ameri-
can Express since 2001, responded in an interview with Geoff Colvin
of Fortune:

COLVIN: [Your] culture has to include a high level of straight
talk. What’s your assessment of candor at American
Express?

cHENAULT: [ think the level is high. Is it high everywhere? That
would be disingenuous to say. But one of the things I
talk about often is constructive confrontation. I want to
be confronted with the issues, the facts. I really want that
engagement.’

At American Express and some other companies (e.g., General Elec-
tric, General Mills) a main goal is the development of leaders
who are high on candor and high on engagement. At American
Express their leadership training program is required for all people
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