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Our View from the Bridge

ENGAGEMENT OBSTACLES

Recognizing What’s Standing in Our Way to Employee Engagement

By Scott Kriscovich, president of TrueBridge Resources

[bookmark: _GoBack]The face of employee engagement is shifting significantly paralleling workplace and economic trends, but are we paying enough attention to the substantial role it plays in successful organizations? The Gallup1 organization suggests that employee engagement “a leading indicator of financial performance” and backed it up with research showing that “engaged organizations have 3.9 times the earnings per share growth rate compared to organizations with lower engagement in the same industry.”

The benefits of employee engagement are undeniable.  Engaged work teams perform better in measures of productivity, profitability, safety incidents, absenteeism and earnings per share, according to Gallup.  While many companies may think they are addressing the issue, more likely, they aren’t doing enough to drive and support engagement.  Based on what we see in the marketplace, we’ll describe trends in employee engagement, obstacles to implementation, and methods in which to engage teams.

Consider an organization that has become complacent thinking employees won’t leave because of a slow job market. For high performers there is no slow job market. These workers are always in demand and won’t hesitate to leave if the right opportunity arises, especially when in an environment where they have no emotional attachment to their job, co-workers or the organization as a whole. In fact, according to the September 2011 results of the Randstad Employee Attachment Index2, 40 percent of workers would consider a job offer in the next six months.  This number is significant—what will happen to companies that are just skating by with the assumption that employees will stay? The very least, they will lose their top employees; at the most, they will close their doors.

Bob Kelleher, CEO of The Employee Engagement Group, predicts that with the economic recovery will come a “musical chairs” practice in which employees shuffle around to new jobs.  Some may assume that positive economic growth means inevitable positive employee engagement, but such an assumption is likely incorrect.  The journal Perspectives on Psychological Science3 recently studied “the causal relationship between engagement conditions and financial performance, finding employee engagement predicts financial performance more strongly than financial performance predicts employee engagement. Leaders can use high employee engagement to improve employee retention, customer perceptions of service, and other outcomes that will then lead to better financial performance.”  In other words, engaged employees help to drive financial results, most likely by treating customers well and by being effective stewards of the company’s assets.

Employee engagement is important. That is difficult to deny. However, the actual application and realization of engagement faces obstacles that seem to be increasing, not decreasing. Why? Managers and workers lose focus quickly because there are so many elements are competing for their time. More stressors play into the daily function of business today, such as:
· Organizations and the people within them having to do more with less; partly due to the economy, partly due to broader business shifts. 
· We are constantly bombarded with information, daily if not hourly, and not adept at filtering out compartmentalizing and prioritizing.
· Our time is continuously divided with increased commitments both professionally and personally. We are more plugged in and mobile and accessible at all hours.
It’s a good exercise to recognize the difference between “critical” tasks (such as putting out fires) and “important” tasks (such as strategic thinking). Company leaders that succeed long-term pilot the important aspects of the business that draw employee attention and engagement. They also shift the organizational focus away from the critical tasks if they start to see push back from managers that there isn’t time for “things like” employee engagement programs.
To effectively engage teams, it helps to understand a bit of the philosophy. Arnold B. Bakker4, a psychologist at Erasmus University Rotterdam and noted expert on employee engagement says that work engagement depends on job resources that include “social support, feedback, and opportunities for autonomy, variety, and growth. Such resources are good for the worker—they satisfy basic human needs—and good for the workplace, because when job resources are rich, work gets done more quickly and with better results. The process, moreover, is cyclical. Working better is more rewarding for the worker, which in turn increases her engagement and effectiveness.”
Since engagement is really about addressing the positive aspects of human nature, here are three key aspects of a strong employee engagement program: community, learning and recognition.

Community
A company is a community, and communities embrace the individual strengths and weaknesses of each member and mobilize based on the common belief that the whole is capable of accomplishing more than the sum of its parts. Being part of a community also  fosters feelings of loyalty which motivates, empowers and drives employees to achieve results. Adapting a community mindset will forge mutually-beneficial connections between individual aspirations and company goals. It also drives the understanding that employee engagement programs are ongoing, fluid and authentic.

Learning
No one can remain engaged without continuing to learn. Organizations with high levels of engagement provide employees with opportunities to develop their abilities, learn new skills and acquire knowledge. This aspect will only grow in importance as we continue our seismic shift to a knowledge-based workforce. Knowledge workers, a term first used by Peter Drucker, require that continuous innovation, learning and teaching be built into their jobs. Let’s also recognize the significance of organizational learning as a company works to stay competitive in its market space. 

Recognition
More than even monetary rewards and compensation, recognition involves appreciation and direct feedback from supervisors and company leadership. It demonstrates that employees are valued and that their contribution is acknowledged by the organization—especially in these lean, uncertain economic times when many employees are overworked and underappreciated. By building a culture of recognition that rewards the extraordinary, unusual and surprising things employees do, you underscore the importance of those actions that often go unnoticed but make an organizations successful and competitive. 

I conclude with an example program we have instituted at TrueBridge Resources. We started a quarterly book club that has been very successful in bringing together employees of all levels and facilitating meaningful interactions. It has helped us build the community aspect of our company culture. The discussion fosters a collective learning environment that initiates new thinking and ideation. And we recognize those participating in the program by having a difference facilitator lead the discussion and take the spotlight. 

Few employees consciously choose to not be engaged or to be actively disengaged. It is typically a result of the corporate culture or the “community” an organization has created. By understanding the obstacles we face when addressing employee engagement and a few of the key aspects for a successful program, we are able to realize the benefits an engaged workforce has to offer an organization.

- end -
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