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ENGAGING EMPLOYEES: 
THE NUMBER ONE HR CHALLENGE OF 
THE 21ST CENTURY 
What is employee engagement, and what role should HR play in driving this 
organisation-wide? 

Employee engagement is increasingly recognised as being essential to 
competitive advantage and business sustainability in the longer term. HR 
professionals have a critical role to play in driving a culture of engagement in 
organisations. 

http://www.jgarecruitment.com/
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Introduction 

Employee engagement is one of the hottest human resources challenges of the twenty 
first century. Most organisations now acknowledge the importance of employee 
engagement to business sustainability, longevity and to building competitive 
advantage, yet in many companies, employee engagement remains low, or at best 
limited to fewer than 50% of employees. As the Chartered Institute of Personnel 
Development has established, employee engagement levels have remained consistent 
in the UK for the last few years.1 

This paper will examine the business context for employee engagement, review what 
is meant by it, will assess why it is important and will analyse how to recognise the 
difference between engaged and disengaged employees. Following this, practical 
steps will be presented on how to address the engagement issue, to increase 
employee engagement in organisations.  

Employee Engagement: The Business Context 

According to a study carried out by Alexander Mann Solutions in early 2017, 
engagement of employees was considered a more important issue for businesses than 
Brexit.2 The study surveyed 3,000 senior human resources executives and found that 
23% of firms were worried about retaining staff with no financial incentives – an 
activity which relies very heavily on employee engagement – compared to the only 
nine per cent of HR executives that were concerned about uncertainty brought about 
by Brexit. Analysing the findings, Alexander Mann Solutions identified this as a clear 
movement towards the need to drive up employee engagement in organisations. 

Studies conflict in their findings on the degree to which employees are engaged at 
work in the United Kingdom. For example, a Global Perspectives survey carried out by 
ORC International in 2014 showed the UK as being 18th out of 20 countries with regard 
to levels of employee engagement at work.3 Meanwhile, a study by professional 
services firm JLL4 showed that “the UK has one of the most engaged workforces in 
the world.” This was based on a study of 12 countries. Both studies saw Japan scoring 
the worst in terms of engaging its employees. 

Has employee engagement increased that dramatically since 2014? The objective 
evidence suggests not, particularly since employee satisfaction trends, which are 
closely linked to employee engagement have not suddenly risen dramatically in recent 
years. Employee satisfaction trends can be seen in the graph below: 

1 https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/engagement/factsheet  
2 http://hrnews.co.uk/staff-retention-bigger-concern-brexit-among-hr-leaders/   
3 http://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/article-details/uk-near-bottom-of-employee-engagement-ranking 
4 http://www.personneltoday.com/hr/uk-workers-among-engaged-survey-finds/  

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/engagement/factsheet
http://hrnews.co.uk/staff-retention-bigger-concern-brexit-among-hr-leaders/
http://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/article-details/uk-near-bottom-of-employee-engagement-ranking
http://www.personneltoday.com/hr/uk-workers-among-engaged-survey-finds/
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Figure: Employee Job Satisfaction Trends (2010-2017) Source: CIPD5 

As can be seen from this diagram, overall, employees report satisfaction at work in 
less than 50% of cases, and aside from a possible current lift in the public sector, this 
has not really changed dramatically over time. Despite the rhetoric, it is likely that at 
least half of employees at UK companies are not engaged at work. Satisfaction is not 
engagement per se, as a satisfied employee may not be engaged, but it is highly likely 
that a dissatisfied employee is not an engaged person, on the other hand, making this 
a good indicator to some extent about the engagement of employees. 

What is Employee Engagement? 

Understanding what is meant by employee engagement can be a challenge in itself 
with many academics and industry experts suggesting different meanings of the term. 
Gallup explains that staff that engaged are those that are involved and enthusiastic 
both with the company and the job.6 However, this definition does not necessarily 
cover the complexities of what employee engagement is. Other authors argue that 
when employee engagement exists, then workers will exert “discretionary effort” into 
their role7, yet others believe that engagement is more multifaceted a concept than 
that. 

The Chartered Institute of Personnel Development (CIPD)8 offers robust insight into 
what is meant by this concept. Essentially, employee engagement is concerned with 
the ways in which people interact with their organisation and their work, and how this 
manifests itself in behaviour and actions. Specifically, the CIPD draws on work from 

5 https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/engagement/employee-outlook-reports 
6 https://hbr.org/2015/04/what-great-managers-do-to-engage-employees  
7 https://www.forbes.com/sites/kevinkruse/2012/06/22/employee-engagement-what-and-
why/#23485a2a7f37  
8 https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/engagement/factsheet  

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/engagement/employee-outlook-reports
https://hbr.org/2015/04/what-great-managers-do-to-engage-employees
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kevinkruse/2012/06/22/employee-engagement-what-and-why/#23485a2a7f37
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kevinkruse/2012/06/22/employee-engagement-what-and-why/#23485a2a7f37
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/engagement/factsheet
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researchers at Utrecht University who argue that employee engagement at work has 
three main components. These are illustrated in the diagram below: 

In turn, these are explained as follows: 

 Vigour is concerned with the amount of energy, resilience and effort that can
be seen in the employee.

 Dedication is the amount of enthusiasm, inspiration and pride that a person
has with their work.

 Absorption refers to the degree of concentration with work.

Employee engagement is also believed to have different dimensions, as the CIPD 
highlights from research performed by the Kingston Business School. The dimensions 
outlined were: 

1. Intellectual engagement – conceptualising how the job could be done
better.

2. Affective engagement – having a positive approach towards working well in
a job.

3. Social engagement – working with others proactively to come up with
improvements at work.

As this indicates, employees are engaged in different ways, and the implication is that 
a person might be engaged on one dimension but not on another. For example, a 
person might be good at working alone and coming up with ideas about improving 
the job (intellectual engagement) but if that person was also socially engaged, 
brainstorming these ideas could improve them further, or ensure that they were 
applicable to a wider team. As a result, it is important that employees are engaged 

Vigour

Absorption

Dedication
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across all three of the different dimensions, for higher levels of overall employee 
engagement to be attained. 

Why is Engagement Important? 

Employee engagement matters, perhaps more than anything else that managers and 
HR do. This is because organisations are increasingly coming to the realisation that 
employees really are their number one asset. Employees provide companies with 
competitive advantage through their actions. Keeping them engaged means that 
organizations are more likely to succeed. This is because engagement impacts on so 
many aspects of behaviour, attitudes and activities that it ultimately impacts on the 
financial success of the company. A lot of research has been carried out into employee 
engagement and it has been found that it impacts on profitability, productivity, 
customer loyalty, customer satisfaction, safety at work, employee retention and 
employee absenteeism, among others. Facts and figures on why engagement is 
important can be seen in the box below: Employee Engagement Facts and Figures.9,

10 

Recognising Employee Engagement and Disengagement 

Despite the differences in defining employee engagement and understanding what is 
meant by it, most analysts and researchers agree that there are three levels of 
engagement in employees. These are: 

• Engaged/Highly Engaged Employees

• Disengaged Employees

• Actively  Disengaged Employees

9 https://www.decision-wise.com/show-me-the-money-the-roi-of-employee-engagement/ 
10 http://www.haygroup.com/uk/press/details.aspx?id=7184  

Employee Engagement Facts and Figures 

A study for the UK government identified the following implications of 
employee engagement at companies: 

 When employees are engaged, profitability grows 3 TIMES
faster than their competitors.

 When employees are highly engaged they are 87 PER CENT less
likely to leave the company.

 Companies that have engaged employees have customer loyalty
that is TWO TIMES higher.

 Companies that have engaged employees are TWO TIMES more
productive.

Overall, the Hay Group found that employee disengagement costs 
the United Kingdom £340 BILLION annually. 

https://www.decision-wise.com/show-me-the-money-the-roi-of-employee-engagement/
http://www.haygroup.com/uk/press/details.aspx?id=7184
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Each of these will now be described in turn. 

Engaged Employees 

Engaged employees can easily be recognised as they are attentive and interested. 
They come up with new ideas and are happy to share them with the team, and they 
will go the extra mile to help the business succeed. They are proud of the fact that 
they work for the organisation, and they will recommend it to friends and 
acquaintances alike. They have a positive attitude at work, and a “can do” approach. 
These are people that help others feel enthused about the company and the 
opportunities it holds. They are not actively looking for other work – it hasn’t even 
crossed their minds, as they are so involved in what they are doing. They 
understand what the company is doing and where it is going, and they also know 
how their role fits into that. As can be seen, these types of people display all of the 
dimensions of employee engagement (intellectual, affective and social). They 
are dedicated, absorbed and vigorous about their work.  

Disengaged Employees 

Disengaged employees are a different story altogether. They do not hate their job, 
but they just exist in it. They are at work every day and they do the minimum to get 
by. It is questionable what they actually contribute, aside from the absolute basics of 
what is needed to hold onto their job. Disengaged employees watch the clock. They 
show up on the dot of nine am, and they’ll be out of the door a couple of minutes 
before five pm. They stretch out their lunchbreaks, and find copious reasons why 
they must make personal appointments and calls during working hours. They are 
absent as much as they can get away with ringing alarm bells. Disengaged 
employees do not contribute new ideas. They attend meetings but are not really 
involved, other than to go along with what everyone else wants. These people do 
not add value at work.  

Actively Disengaged Employees 

Actively disengaged employees are the worst kind to have at work, yet despite best 
efforts, most companies do have at least a few – and some, a lot more. Actively 
disengaged employees are completely toxic. While disengaged employees are 
counting away the hours and seeing what little they can do, actively disengaged 
employees are proactively telling anyone who will listen how bad the organisation is. 
They are negative and they bring morale down. They will lie and they let people 
down. They do not deliver what they promised to, and then they will lie again. 
While managers may want to spend their time with engaged and highly engaged 
people, they often find they end up exerting most of their energy on actively 
disengaged people instead. Actively disengaged people work to undo the good 
work of other employees by undermining it, or belittling them either face to face 
or behind their backs. 
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HR professionals have a role to understand what different levels of engagement look 
like and to develop managers such that they can recognise these and take steps to 
address them in their teams. 

Strategies to Increase Employee Engagement: The HR Role 

Knowing what employee engagement is, is one thing. Knowing how to address it to 
drive improvement is something else altogether.  

Driving employee engagement throughout the organisation is a key strategic 
imperative that sits at the door of the Human Resources department. At the highest 
levels of the organisation, it must be understood how important employee 
engagement is, if HR initiatives are to succeed, and a culture of engagement should 
be developed. HR plays a leading role in both defining this and rolling this out 
throughout the organisation, with complete senior management support. As a result, 
one of the critical roles of HR in this regard is in ensuring the importance of 
engagement is understood, accepted, and addressed by the senior management team. 
Presenting the facts and figures can be helpful here. Other ways in which HR has a 
key role to play include in the following areas, where communication and training with 
managers throughout the organisation can help to drive a culture of engagement: 

Recruitment – Getting the right people on board in the first place is critical to 
achieving employee engagement. By hiring people that are more closely aligned with 
the culture of the organisation in the first place, it is more likely that those that are 
hired will be engaged, and that engagement will be more likely to be maintained in 
the longer term. HR can help by making it clear at the highest levels how important 
good recruitment systems and training are to employee engagement, and in training 
managers how to implement this effectively. 

Pay and Reward – Compensating people fairly and appropriately for the work that 
they do has a role to play in engagement. When people think they are being treated 
unfairly, this impacts negatively on the psychological contract between employer and 
employee, and disengagement can occur. However, reward is not just about pay. 
Managers need to understand that recognition is a key component in motivation and 
engagement. Simply saying thank you, and explaining precisely what for can go a long 
way towards engaging employees in the first place, and keeping them engaged. It 
does not cost anything to say thank you.  

Training and Development – Training and developing an employee shows an 
interest in and a commitment to that person which has been shown time and again to 
be extremely engaging for employees. One issue with this is that there is often not 
funding for expensive external courses. However, training and development can to a 
large degree, be done by the line manager through activities such as coaching. HR 
has a role to play in ensuring that senior management understands the critical role of 
training and development in engagement, and that line managers know what they can 
offer, and how they can go about this. This might include training line managers in 
how to coach employees, and how to give feedback effectively, for example. 
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Performance Management – In a culture of engagement, people need to be 
managed to ensure they deliver what is expected of them. This provides a clear 
message to all about expectations of performance, and highlights what both “good” 
and “bad” behaviour and attitudes are. Failing to manage people that are 
underperforming on the other hand, sends a message that this is acceptable, and 
disengages those that were committed and hardworking. HR needs to ensure that line 
managers know how to manage performance effectively, so that engaged employees 
are rewarded for their efforts, and disengaged and actively disengaged people are 
managed out of the organisation. 

Employee Relations – 
Difficulties can arise with 
employees from time to time. 
How line managers handle 
these can either dissipate the 
problem, or make it worse, 
leading to the 
disengagement not just of 
one employee, but whole 
teams as a result of bad 
management practices. 
Making sure there are good 
policies in place for handling 
employee relations issues 
such as grievances is critical 
in avoiding these sorts of 
problems occurring, and 
preventing them from being 
as damaging when they do. 
HR should ensure that 
managers are well trained in 
how to handle these 
problems effectively, or at 
the very least, if not, how to 
recognise when they need to 
pull in HR help to avoid 
further damage. 

Last, but not least, HR has an 
important role to play in 
communicating with 
employees and in 
listening to what they 
have to say about 
engagement. It is engaging 
for employees to even be 
asked what they think, and 
about what could be done to 

Getting Innovative with Engagement 

Millennials are already surpassing Generation 
Xers in the workplace, and Generation Z is not 
far behind. With new generations at work it is 

helpful to adopt innovative ideas for 
engagement to retain these employees. Here 

are some suggestions: 

Instant feedback – younger generations want 
instant feedback – consider replacing the 

heavyweight annual review system with lighter-
weight regular check-ins instead. Supplement 
this with regular coaching, to help people feel 

that they have opportunities to learn and grow. 

Social impact – younger generations are more 
socially conscious, so ensure the business is 

too, and clearly demonstrate this to this group. 
This also helps to provide meaning for these 

employees, which is critical. 

Flexible working – do not confine these 
generations to the office all the time if they do 
not need to be there. Millennials are likely to be 

more productive if they can change it up 
sometimes. 

Encourage creativity – younger generations 
want to show what they are capable of at work. 
Encourage creativity and personal projects to 
allow this, and do not present one-off failure 
when trying new things and taking risks as 

irreparable. 
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improve the situation. Utilising an employee engagement survey can be helpful for 
this purpose. However, it is not sufficient to send out the survey and then never 
provide any feedback on it. HR should report back to the whole organisation on the 
findings of the survey and what is going to be done/changed as a result of those 
findings. This will help employees to feel that they have a voice, and that speaking up 
does make a difference. 

Barriers to Engagement 

Human Resources professionals need to recognise and work to overcome barriers to 
employee engagement in organisations. An Institute of Employment Studies analysis11 
suggested that there are six factors that can act as barriers to engagement as per the 
diagram below. 

When people think they might lose their jobs it is logical that they will not be 
completely committed. Similarly, if there is unfairness and especially in pay and reward 
systems, employees wonder what the point of engagement is. It has also been shown 
that it is hard to be engaged when the work is very repetitive and there are short cycle 
times, or when a person works for many hours with no break. Stressful jobs that 
employees have no autonomy to improve limit the potential for engagement, and the 
role of line management is also critical in engaging employees, with poor practice 
shown to disengage. HR has a key role to play with these barriers, firstly in being 
aware that these will limit engagement, and secondly in taking steps to remove these 
barriers, be this through training, better communication with staff, and improved 
policies that can stamp out issues such as favouritism. 

11 http://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/469.pdf 

Barriers to 
Engagement

Job 
insecurity

Unfairness

Repetitive 
work with 
no space

Stress with 
no 

autonomy

Poor line 
management

Few breaks

http://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/469.pdf
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Engagement: A Warning 

You might be wondering why any word of warning is needed about engagement in 
organisations, but care must be taken when engaging employees. Employee 
engagement is excellent in most cases. However, some employees might become 
“over engaged”. An obvious first question might be, “What is so bad about that?” But 
over engaged employees do not take care of their own wellbeing. They are likely to 
work very long hours to the point that they become burnt out. This invariably is no 
good for the employee or the company, since a burnt-out employee that has to take 
time off to recover is able to add no value to the organisation. In fact, a study carried 
out in 201512 showed that productivity can be maintained up to a point, but when too 
many hours are worked, no additional value is brought by the employee. Productivity 
has been found to start dropping off at 50 hours a week, but of note, it was identified 
that if employees work more than 55 hours a week hours beyond that are completely 
unproductive. That is, an employee working 70 hours a week might as well work 55, 
as the additional 15 hours make no positive difference whatsoever.13 In fact, they are 
more likely to lead to sickness and absenteeism. 

Companies have a responsibility to employees to make sure that employees do not 
push things too far. This is equally beneficial to the company as it is to the worker, 
since burnt out employees are very unproductive. HR has a role to play in making sure 
that line managers know how to spot the signs and step in, in a timely fashion to avoid 
employee burn out. Signs to look out for might include: 

 Regularly working very long hours, even though there is no need to do so.
 Contacting others at work while on holiday, during evenings and over weekends

about work-related matters.
 Becoming frustrated that others do not show the same levels of commitment,

even when those others can be seen to be highly engaged employees.

Summary 

Employee engagement is recognised by most organisations as being critical to 
business sustainability and competitive advantage. Engaged employees lead to 
increased profitability, productivity and customer loyalty, among others. Organisations 
must ensure they have engaged employees to succeed, and recognising the difference 
between engaged, disengaged and actively disengaged employees plays an important 
part in that. HR have a critical role to play in the organisation in building a culture of 
engagement, and this means focusing on key HR functions to ensure that each is 
designed specifically to engage.  

12 http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/working-more-than-40-hours-a-week-makes-
you-less-productive-research-suggests-10466958.html  
13 https://www.cnbc.com/2015/01/26/working-more-than-50-hours-makes-you-less-productive.html  

http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/working-more-than-40-hours-a-week-makes-you-less-productive-research-suggests-10466958.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/working-more-than-40-hours-a-week-makes-you-less-productive-research-suggests-10466958.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2015/01/26/working-more-than-50-hours-makes-you-less-productive.html
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JGA HR Recruitment are specialist HR recruiters that focus on attracting only the top 
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If you are thinking about recruiting within your HR function and need specialist HR 
recruitment assistance, then please give one of our experienced consultants a call on 
01727 800 377 or email info@jgarecruitment.com

JGA HR Recruitment can assist with recruitment requirements across HR Generalist, 
L&D, OD, Transformation, Resourcing, Employee Relations, Business Partnering, 
global, strategic and all levels of transactional HR on a temporary, contract or 
permanent basis.
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If you rnjoyed this Whitepaper, why not also check out  our HR L&D Podcast!
This HR L&D Podcast is focused on helping HR and learning and development professionals to get the best out of their workforce by 
providing advice, guidance and best practice initiatives that will help develop the skills and capabilities that can drive the 
performance of your company.

With advice provided by HR and L&D industry leaders, we cover a range of 
subjects including content curation, technology, organisational development, 
recruitment, strategy and training practices to help you to get the best out of 
your workforce.

This HR and L&D Podcast aims to help you boost company performance by 
unearthing best practice techniques that will genuinely help HR and L&D 
professionals to align and execute learning, training and development strategies 
with the requirements and priorities of your company.

If you are an HR or Learning and Development professional responsible for 
boosting company performance, evaluating training programmes, delivering 
coaching and mentoring initiatives or developing training strategy then this HR 
L&D Podcast is for you.

Contact us to find out more  |  T: 01727 800 377  |  E: Nick@jgarecruitment.com

http://www.jgarecruitment.com/
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