Engage or Die
How Companies that Act Fast on Engagement
Outpace the Competition

Achievers: Engage or Die

Employee engagement is not a trend. Businesses that don’t address
engagement, that fail to actively—and urgently—engage their employees
risk being left far, far, behind.
Two years ago, the Gallup Employee Engagementi poll told businesses
what most of us already knew. Employees were not engaged in their
work. But the Gallup report provided statistics that could no longer
be ignored.

Current methods of increasing
employee engagement aren’t working.
Or, rather, aren’t working fast enough. If engagement increases at the
current rate, it will take nearly 41 years for businesses to reach a rate
of 51% engaged employees. Can you afford to wait until 2058 to have
more employees who are engaged than those who aren’t?
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Engagement is a BFD (Big Financial Deal)
According to Gallup, companies with engaged employees have 22% more
profitability, 21% higher productivity and lower turnover (25% less turnover
in high turnover organizations and 65% less turnover in lower turnover
organizations) than companies without engaged employees.iii

According to Gallup, companies
with engaged employees have:

In the U.S. alone, disengagement costs businesses up to $550 billion a year
in lost productivity. That doesn’t include the opportunity costs of ideas and
innovation that don’t see the light of day. It also doesn’t include the cost of
turnover.

• 21% higher productivity

The Hay Group estimates companies with higher levels of engagement
save $22.4 million a year due to lower turnover costs.iv

• 22% more profitability
• 25–65% less turnover
than companies without
engaged employees.ii

Engagement % by Year
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Businesses need a new formula to create engaged employees. And these
businesses can’t afford to wait to start making significant progress now.
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The ongoing challenge of creating engagement
isn’t due to businesses’ lack of interest or effort.
With increased need to recruit and retain talent,
the challenges of operating in a global economy,
constantly adapting to disruptive technologies
and attempting to meet ever-increasing consumer
demands, leading companies understand the
need to keep employees engaged.

The Engagement Problem
Still, despite increasing interest and effort,
companies still struggle to create an environment
that engages the employees that are so needed
for business success. Those engaged employees
are the ones who will be more innovative and
collaborative. They will go beyond the basics
because they feel they have a stake in the
company’s positive outcome.
Gallup says engaged employees are “involved in,
enthusiastic about and committed to their work
and workplace.” v

Look at what happens when we map the
traits of an engaged employeevi against the
critical needs businesses have for the
challengesvii they face:
Believes in the
organization

Productivity &
collaboration

Understands
business context

Innovation,
productivity &
agility

Respectful &
helpful to
colleagues

Collaboration &
transparency

Desire to work
to make things
better

Collaboration,
innovation,
productivity &
agility

Keeps up with
developments
in the ﬁeld

Agility,
innovation &
productivity

In other words, their behaviors show they care.
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What Is Engagement?

What exactly is engagement, and how does it
differ from culture or the employee experience?
While there are multiple definitions for
engagement, this one sums it up best:

“Employee engagement is
the extent to which individuals
are involved, committed, and
enthusiastic at work.”
— Dr. Natalie Baumgartner,
Chief Workforce Scientist, Achievers

Engagement is often used in the same breath as
culture or employee experience, and while they
are interrelated, they are different.
Unlike organizational culture or employee
experience, engagement can be measured.
We can assess employees’ commitment and
enthusiasm and determine how invested they are
in their work and in the outcome of the business
goals. Surveys can tell how employees feel about
aspects of their jobs, and statistics on absenteeism,
turnover, ability to meet project deadlines, and
even customer satisfaction rates can indicate
how much employees are engaged. That degree
of employee engagement can tell you if your
culture and employee experience are healthy.

Engagement Vs. Culture
Engagement refers to the employees’ perspective,
but culture refers to the organization’s behavior.
Think about when you visit another country.
Their customs, behaviors, food, activities–how
they do things–makes up their culture. In a
business, culture is very much the same–it is a
company’s values, behaviors, attitude and missionviii.
Is it the company’s culture to work hard/play hard
(demonstrated by the expectation to work evenings,
and weekends, and go out afterward with the
team) or is it family friendly (with the leader
encouraging work/life balance by heading home
at 5:00 and encouraging employees to do the
same)? While the culture can affect an employee’s
level of engagement, it develops separately.

Engagement Vs. Employee Experience
Jacob Morgan, author of The Employee Experience
Advantage, says employee experience takes a
holistic view that puts the employee at the center,
and involves the culture, the technology and the
physical workspace.
As you might guess, engagement, culture and
the employee experience are all essential aspects
of creating an environment where employees
can thrive. Focusing on one area doesn’t mean
neglecting another. Because engagement is a
tangible outcome, it is a predictor of your
business success.
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So, What Does Engagement
at Work Look Like?
Let’s take a look at engagement
from several perspectives.
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The Engaged Employee:
Meet Michael, the New Employee
Michael has worked at Company X for eight months. As a recent college
graduate, Michael is often surprised at the difference between his work
experience and that of his former classmates. When Michael started his IT
job, his manager spent a lot of time explaining how the team project fit into
the overall company mission.
Michael was encouraged to learn about other parts of the company and to
attend presentations outside of his department. Just last week, after doing
some independent research, Michael approached his manager with an
idea of how his team could solve an ongoing problem. Michael’s manager
suggested he present the idea at the next team meeting. Michael is excited
about contributing to the team and company and credits his manager with
guiding him.
Just eight months after working at other companies, several of Michael’s
classmates have asked if Michael’s company is hiring.
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The Disengaged Employee:
Meet Bill, the Supervisor
Bill has been with the company for five years, and while he performs
adequately, he never appears enthusiastic. With his experience, you’d
think he might make an excellent leader—except he rarely provides a
suggestion or volunteers to take on a new task. He’s steady—he doesn’t
cause problems, but he doesn’t solve any either. He says he lives for the
weekend and that work supports his travel habit.
He doesn’t hate his job—it’s a means to an end. It hasn’t occurred to
him that his job could provide the freshness and challenge that his travel
adventures give him. Instead, he’ll continue to work and put aside money
until he can quit and go on a trekking adventure through the Himalayas.
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The Manager’s Dilemma:
Meet Angela, the Middle Manager
Leaders are the lynchpin for creating engaged teams. Successful leaders,
like Michael’s manager, have teams that consistently deliver good
business results, have low turnover, create an environment where team
members enjoy the work and each other, and often develop solutions to
problems. But successful leaders with engaged teams are very hard to find.
More leaders are like Angela, who is Bill’s manager. She manages a team
of 15, including five virtually. She struggles to meet deadlines because she
often has to chase down team members to get their reports. When she
holds staff meetings, the virtual members are often absent, and she feels
she is constantly giving instructions but not getting ideas or input from the
other employees. In the end, their performance is satisfactory, but she
feels frustrated because it could be better—she just doesn’t know how.
Managers usually have a quick ranking of their team based on performance.
But, are they able to identify the 50%+ of employees who are not engaged?
Angela, for example, has no idea that Bill is biding his time, waiting for
his chance to leave. More importantly, she doesn’t realize he could be so
much more effective in his job, if he had the right structure and guidance.
Even if she did know, would she know what to do about it? The answer most
likely is no. Less than 30% of managers take action on engagement data.ix
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Why?
Managers are typically juggling many demands
and too often, it’s only the squeaky wheel that
gets attention. Employees who are disengaged
but adequate performers don’t get noticed.
But employees like Bill represent the biggest
missed opportunity—experienced, capable
employees who are not engaged: not using their
skills, ideas and energy in ways that will improve
the project, the team or the company. And then,
when they turn in their two-weeks’ notice to
take on a new opportunity, the organization
is blindsided.
How can managers like Angela recognize Bill
as a disengaged employee and re-engage him?
You might think that a performance review could
be the starting point for a conversation. But
performance evaluations take time, if done
correctly, and many managers lack the skills to
positively address the issues. What’s more, if
there’s no specific action for improvement or
any follow up, the feedback loses value.
Companies like Angela’s may use an employee
survey to gather companywide feedback, but
that also has drawbacks. It doesn’t address
individual issues soon enough. Particularly for
large organizations, it takes time to distribute,
collect and assess the survey. Months can go by
during this process, while problems continue
unresolved. By the time management is ready
to implement a plan, employees may have left
or given up on a solution. Even worse is when
a survey is distributed and returned, and
management does not take visible steps to
address the problems—or cherry picks
addressing the problems.

Once organizations fully understand the impact
of having (or not having) engaged employees,
they want to jump in.
In fact, 90% of leaders believe an engagement
strategyxi will work. However, only 25% have one.
It’s disheartening when companies with
engagement programs do not enjoy significant
change, as the Gallup poll results indicate. Too
often, when a company decides to implement
an engagement program, it fails for one
of three reasons.

55% of employees overall
and 74% in North America
plan to switch jobs in 2018.
What would motivate these
employees to stay? 74% said
interesting work and 69%
said recognition and reward x.
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Three Ways Engagement Programs Fail

1

Lack of strategy. Companies may create
ad hoc activities to increase engagement.
They might encourage employee activities, such
as after work dinners. They may have “toys” like
a pool table in the breakroom. They may even
have employee surveys, co-worker and employee
recognition software and performance tools. But
these tools don’t necessarily tie activities to each
other, or to business strategies. There may be no
follow up to determine if the activities are effective.

3

Lack of recognition of human behavior.
One of the biggest reasons programs fail
is that they don’t take into account true human
behavior. You’d think that every employee at any
level would be delighted to take steps to improve
an organization. Conventional wisdom tells us
that is true. But improvement means change—a
change in behavior. And even if there’s a positive
outcome, the pain of doing something new can
outweigh the benefit.

2

		 Broken tools and processes. The ideas for
		 creating engagement may be on point, but
employees and managers find the tools unwieldy
to use consistently. Typical obstacles include:
• The program uses a technology tool, but
leaders take little responsibility beyond
plugging in the data.
• The feedback process whether a survey or
performance evaluation, is too hard/long/
difficult/time consuming and busy managers
don’t have time for excessive paperwork.
• Engagement tools like surveys have a lag 		
effect—by the time the results are in, everyone
has lost interest in addressing the problems—
or employees have grown frustrated and left
or mentally “checked out.”
• The program is not integrated in the company—
it’s seen as an HR initiative, so departmental
leaders don’t invest in the process.
• The engagement process isn’t tied to
business results.
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Top 5 Challenges to Measuring Your Employees’
xii
Attitudes/Sentiment and Engagement at Work:

67% —Translating feedback into change initiatives
43% —Lengthy time periods between data collection and action
43% —Lack of resources (staff, time or money) to do the work
35% —Communicating the results
31% —Inconsistent processes throughout the organization
Companies have started using pulse surveys (as in, taking a pulse) —short questionnaires through
software that provide nearly instantaneous results, so leaders can address concerns real time.
But even as pulse surveys provide more timely information, if no action is taken based on those
results, they too can become worthless. And, as employees become inundated with requests for
surveys that result in no change, employees will have survey fatigue and become disenchanted
with the possibility that their feedback is valued.
For employee engagement to take hold and be sustainable, companies must figure out a
different approach.
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Most employee engagement solutions look at
how employers and employees should behave,
instead of how they really do. These programs
assume that people will see the big picture and
realize that the long-term benefits are worth the
short-term discomfort of change. (If you’ve ever
tried to quit smoking or lose weight, you’ll know
that’s not always true.)

The Employee Engagement Solution
Traditional economic theoryxiii holds that people
are rational—they’ll make the decisions that are
in their own best interest. But that’s not always
true—if it were, no one would smoke and we’d all
eat our vegetables. But behavioral economics, an
emerging practice, says, among other things, that
people do what’s most convenient at the time,
sometimes despite conflicting goals. We see the
immediate gain, versus the long-term one.
If we take the some of that understanding of
behavioral economics, we can gain insights on
how to make employee engagement more
successful. For example, knowing humans are
more likely to make easy, quick changes, than
bigger, long-term changes, employee engagement
should focus on providing people with ways to
make immediate, specific shifts, and not stop at
just asking for opinions on a survey.

12

Achievers: Engage or Die

Take an Agile Approach to Engagement
While the agile methodology is most commonly
used for software development, many of its
principles can be applied to employee
engagement. Agile is a highly collaborative
process that breaks projects down into smaller
parts, or sprints.
This gives the team flexibility to make continuous
improvements and complete projects faster.
Team members meet daily to discuss project
status. Numerous studiesxiv say that projects
completed using the agile methodology are more
successful than its predecessor, the waterfall
method. Unlike agile, waterfall is a sequential
design approach. Because it is linear, there is
little opportunity to adjust the project during the
process. If a change needs to be made, the project
would have to be reformulated and start from
the beginning.
Because companies—even those not developing
software—need more flexibility than they can get
with the waterfall method, they are applying the
agile methodology to their areas of business.

Employee engagement is one area where agile
methodology would work well. Think about the
typical employee survey period, for example. In
a large organization, employees are asked to fill
out a questionnaire, and the survey gathering
process could take weeks. That’s followed by
more weeks for the organization to process
the information and provide the results.
Pulse surveys are more similar to the agile
approach. The frequency of feedback gives more
opportunity to make corrections early, whether
it’s in a process or performance.
But even with more frequent surveys, one thing
is often missing: action.

Focus Employee Engagement
on Real Behavior
Once leaders receive feedback, they are stymied
by how to start implementing change. Rather
than create an entire program, they need quick,
specific steps they can take immediately. Steps
that tie action to business results. This takes the
idea of engagement from theoretical to realistic.
It gives leaders tools and skills to demonstrate
their commitment.

Engage Leaders Throughout
the Organization
Employee engagement is not HR’s responsibility.
It starts at the top, with leaders who are committed
in words and behaviors. It travels through an
organization at all levels, where engagement
is not seen as a one-off, but as an essential
part of the job. Opting out is not an option.

Involve Employees Throughout
the Process
What is employee engagement without
employees? While many feedback programs
ask for employee’s opinions, that’s where it stops.
From that point on, employees have to wait to
get the survey results, and wait to hear what
topics the organization is planning to address.
But by giving employees a way to be proactive
in addressing their concerns, through quick,
specific and immediate steps, they can become
empowered and therefore more engaged.

Change Faster
You’ve probably seen weight loss ads that say
you can lose tremendous amounts of weight fast.
Although we know the results are not typical, and
in some cases, the weight loss method can even
be unhealthy, the ad catches our eye. Suppose,
instead, there were another ad that said you
could have a slow, healthy weight loss at a rate of
¼ pound a week. Most of us would get frustrated
with a weight loss at that slow pace. We need to
see results. We need to feel progress.
That’s the same way employees feel when change
within a company comes too slowly. But for a
business, it’s not just the frustration of a dieter
at risk. Competitors are always looking to be the
first to advance, whether that means getting to
market with a new product or implementing a
technology that makes their process faster or
cheaper or creating an environment that
encourages innovation.
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Unless you’re a one-person shop, your business
success depends on your employees. If they are
not involved, committed and enthusiastic at work,
they are not going to perform at the level needed
to be competitive in your industry.
If you’ve struggled with an engagement program
and haven’t seen significant results for your efforts,
there is hope.

Engage... or Die
Look at your plan to see if the strategy, tools
and processes—or even expectations about
human behavior—could be derailing your progress.
Consider what behavioral changes you and your
employees can make that can take place
immediately and will yield immediate results.
Set the expectation that leaders will be the
front-runners of change and include employees
throughout the process.
Developing an employee engagement strategy
is essential, but it’s not just executing on the plan
that’s important. Rather, it’s doing it now. How
long can you wait to have a fully engaged
workforce? (Probably not 41 more years.) Some
companies will hesitate, while others will surge
ahead. Those who don’t act, or choose to act
slowly, will fall behind. Creating an engaged
environment, and doing so now, will define
your company’s opportunity to succeed.
“In order to achieve extraordinary engagement
improvement, you have to push against inertia and
move people and your organization much further and
faster than it would go under ordinary conditions.” xv
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Achievers is a behavior-driving employee engagement platform. Our award-winning global solution listens to employees
and aligns them with business objectives and company values. Combining the highest-adopted employee recognition tools
with an intelligent, always-on, Active Listening Interface, Achievers empowers everyone to impact engagement right away.
Achievers enables enterprises around the world and across industries to accelerate employee engagement and achieve
remarkable results.
To learn more, visit www.achievers.com
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