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Engagement by Design™ 

The context 
There is considerable interest in employee engagement from organisations of all sizes 
and across diverse sectors.  But, what is it? Can it be measured? What are the business 
benefits? How can employee engagement be lifted and improved? 

This paper: 

 Provides a working definition 

 Explores the reasons why employee engagement seems to have become so 
important 

 Presents an overview of the thinking, key trends and approaches, drawing particular 
parallels with developments in the field of customer experience 

 Evaluates a survey, benchmarking and ‘programme driven’ approach to employee 
engagement and concludes that an alternative approach, based on the premise that 
employees cannot ‘comply’ with engagement or be ‘driven’ to be engaged. Even 
classic approaches to change management may not be the best way to raise 
employee engagement 

 Proposes a practical way in which the HR and Organisational Development 
community can work to lift employee engagement in their own organisations – 
Engagement by Design™ 

The paper is intended for the HR/OD and L&D practitioner who wishes to get to grips with 
this large and diverse field, but most importantly, is looking for the practical ways in which 
they can work within their organisation to raise employee engagement. 

A working definition 
Employees are engaged when: 

 They bring all their talent, energy and discretionary effort to bear to their every day 
decisions and actions  

and 
 They have a clear line of sight so that they understand how their work contributes to 

the direction and goals of their organisation 

Commitment and Engagement – what is the difference? 
Whilst commitment and engagement are sometimes used interchangeably, the general 
consensus seems to be that commitment is not enough – the real differences are seen 
when employees are fully engaged.  
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The difference 
Committed employees are positive, want to do the right things, display high levels of 
energy and initiative,  

but 

commitment becomes engagement when it is fully harnessed and aligned with the overall 
goals and direction of the organisation.  

The consensus in terms of use of the terminology is that what organisations are really 
seeking, therefore, is engagement – in the greatest possible numbers of their employees.    

Employee Engagement – why now? 

The quest for competitive advantage 
Since the advent of mass production, which requires access to mass markets, 
organisations have searched for sources of competitive advantage.   Kotler¹ described 
the transition from production led, through sales led, to marketing led organisations.  The 
ultimate goal for Kotler was marketing led organisations, which really understand 
customer segments, consumer psychology and buying behaviour and adopt a planned 
approach to the marketing mix, thereby maximising differentiation and competitive 
advantage.  

However, we are seeing a very different landscape today, requiring greater precision and 
sophistication in understanding customers whose expectations are constantly evolving 
and which are influenced by global and cross sector developments. Where once leading 
edge technology and the ability to innovate would have been a differentiator, today’s 
scenario means that in all sectors, technologies are converging and product life cycles 
are becoming shorter.    

A more recent development, therefore, has been to develop differentiation through the 
customer experience – going beyond the brand – to the entire experience that the 
customer has, through every interaction with the organisation.  The thinking is that 
organisations need to be intentional in designing the experience that they deliver to 
customers, focusing first on delivering consistency as the foundation for moving towards 
a differentiated and valuable experience for customers.  The concept is that a 
differentiated customer experience is a key driver of loyalty (with all the consequential 
benefits of lower costs of customer retention and customers who recommend to others).  
Shaun Smith’s book ‘Managing the Customer Experience’² describes a triangular 
relationship between marketing, operations and HR as being central to the design and 
delivery of the customer experience.  This goes beyond the thinking of the marketing mix 
to an integrated, cross functional focus on the customer experience, with everyone, 
ultimately, having a line of sight to how their work and day to day decisions affect 
customers.   
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In order to deliver to customers, leading edge organisations are extending their thinking 
to an even more integrated view of the range of stakeholder groups with which they 
interact, including those which are external to their organisation.   Good quality 
relationships with suppliers, approaches to partnering and joint ventures have become 
increasingly important as a means to long term competitive advantage.   

Against this backdrop, both for profit and not-for-profit organisations are realising that the 
relationship that they form with their employees is of central importance and indeed, that 
the success of many other business strategies is founded on being able to recruit and 
retain the very best quality employees.  McKinsey’s³ highly influential work on the ‘War for 
Talent’ signalled the importance of being able to attract high quality, ‘talented’ employees.  
However, the thinking today focuses much more on an inclusive view of ‘talent’ as being 
the potential of every employee to contribute and ‘be the best they can be’.  From an 
organisational perspective, the goal is to create the conditions which release and harness 
that talent – in others words, to create engagement amongst large numbers of 
employees.   

In summary, we can trace a ‘road map’, where organisations are constantly seeking 
sources of differentiation and competitive advantage.  This roadmap leads us to the 
importance of employee engagement today. 

The employee perspective – ‘what matters to me’ 
A number of factors are changing the whole nature of work, so the answer as to what 
matters to employees today is very different from even ten years ago.   

The impact of technology enables people to work remotely, in global and virtual teams.  A 
by-product of technology is the ability to be home based (BT, for example, has actively 
promoted and supported home based working).  So people can be fully employed, yet not 
physically located in a corporate place of work.  This of itself changes the nature of 
interactions and affects how people are engaged.  The additional impact of global and 
virtual teams, possibly within the context of a matrix organisation, changes the way in 
which work groups affect motivation.  The groups themselves may never meet face to 
face and additionally, are temporary and project driven, as opposed to being long term 
and stable.  Therefore, important engagement factors, such as the people whom I work 
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and my day to day relationship with my manager play out very differently in such a 
working environment. 

However, the biggest impact on how people are engaged comes from the way in which 
employee expectations have risen and become more specifically individual – in fact, they 
have mirrored the way in which customer expectations have both risen and become more 
segmented.  There are many socio-economic factors which have contributed to this; for 
example, greater recognition of the need for women to work flexibly to accommodate 
family commitments or increasing numbers of people who take career breaks or develop 
second or third careers during their lives, with flexible approaches to retirement.  In short, 
the range and interaction of the factors which impact engagement have become more 
complex.   

Such factors operate at different levels of importance and priority from one individual to 
another, as well as change in significance during the working life of an individual. People, 
especially those in highly leveraged, knowledge based work, have the opportunity to 
make many more choices during their working lives.  This in turn, creates greater 
challenge for employers who wish to benefit from high levels of engagement from their 
employees.  Even those for whom the choice is less obvious can make subtle choices – 
for example, conveying a complete lack of interest in a customer, being unwilling to 
expend any more than the most basic efforts to assist colleagues or handover work to 
another team to enable them to be more efficient.  

Consumer marketing has made great strides in tracking and understanding ‘micro trends’ 
within markets and being able to respond through ‘mass customisation’ approaches to 
many service and product offerings.  Employers likewise are becoming more attuned to 
the idea that the ‘one size fits all’ approach to employment packages may not be the best 
way to retain and harness talent and the more forward thinking organisations are offering 
a flexible ‘menu’ of employment components.   

A final, and possibly increasingly important dimension to engagement hinges around 
some less tangible factors.  These appear in statements such as the following, which 
appear in some guise in employee engagement surveys: 

 ‘I want to feel that my work is meaningful – to feel I am making a difference’ 

 ‘Having a best friend at work is important to me’ 

 ‘I need to feel that my individual values are aligned with the values of the organisation’ 

There is something about the ‘spiritual and emotional’ aspects of work which link to 
commitment.  Richard Whiteley’s book, ‘Love the Work You’re With’4 explores the way in 
which these factors influence engagement, with an open acknowledgement that engaging 
emotions at work is very important5.  Shaun Smith’s ‘See, Feel, Think, Do – the Power of 
Instinct in Business’ makes powerful points about the importance and validity of feelings, 
which relate not just to customers, but also the way that employees feel about their work.   

So, the picture here is that employee engagement is a multi-faceted issue in today’s 
world. It has parallels with the way in which customer expectations are rising and evolving 
with ever increasing speed.  This is not surprising, perhaps, given that employees of one 
organisation are customers of another! 
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The Employee Engagement ‘Map’ 
Both the study and the practice of ‘employee engagement’ is still relatively young.  
However, as with any emerging field, especially one where there are commercial 
opportunities, there are numerous sources of expertise.  The question for the HR/OD or 
learning & development practitioner is form a quick picture of the main influences on 
employee engagement.  The diagram below shows a ‘map’ of some of these influences 
and organisations working in the field. 

The Engagement ‘Map’ 

Research, Surveys and Benchmarks 
If raising employee engagement has business benefits, there is a clear interest in 
understanding the business case, together with developing models which describe the 
drivers of employee engagement.  An influential early study in this field was the work on 
the service/profit chain, first published in 19946. This was important work in making the 
overt link between employee satisfaction (the term used in the Harvard paper) and 
customer loyalty, which leads to profitable growth. 
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Service Profit Chain 

The argument is that only totally satisfied customers remain loyal and that any customer 
who is merely satisfied should be considered at risk.  

Customer Loyalty and Advocacy 
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Not only are highly engaged employees crucial to impacting customer loyalty, there is an 
interesting parallel for organisations who measure employee ‘satisfaction’.  Only those 
employees, who give ‘top box scores’ in terms of their satisfaction can be considered truly 
loyal and being at little risk of leaving or enticed away by competitors.  Just as the costs 
of acquiring customers are higher than those of customer retention, similarly, the costs of 
recruitment and induction of new employees are typically higher than those of retaining 
and developing existing employees.  This is especially true when considering the 
collateral impact of turnover of employees on, for example, in maintaining continuity of 
customer relationships.  How many of us stay loyal to our bank or building society, once 
we have got to know a particularly helpful individual – but find that our relationship 
becomes transactional and fragile once that person moves on? 

The service/profit chain was a landmark therefore in describing the link between 
employee satisfaction and customer loyalty (and hence, supporting the business case), 
but it did not go into detail about what are the most important factors in creating high 
levels of employee satisfaction.   

Other organisations, both academic and commercial have conducted in-depth work on 
the drivers of employee engagement. 
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Watson Wyatt’s study, Work USA, 20007 was an extensive global measurement of 
employee attitudes, covering Europe, the US, Canada and Asia Pacific).  This linked 
employee engagement to financial performance, in particular, to Total Shareholder 
Return.  It concluded that commitment is not enough and that engagement comes when 
employees are not only committed, but know what actions to take in order to achieve 
success (i.e. reinforcing the view that commitment becomes engagement when it is 
harnessed and directed). Watson Wyatt call this the ‘line of sight’. The principles of the 
Watson Wyatt view of engagement are summarised below: 

Employee Engagement: The Two Truths We Know (source:  Watson Wyatt) 

Watson Wyatt’s work goes on to draw the link between employee engagement and 
financial performance.   
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Commitment…Engagement…Financial Success (source:  Watson Wyatt) 

They also draw out the link between employee engagement and productivity. 

Employee Engagement: Bottom-line Impact (source:  Watson Wyatt) 
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Finally, the Work USA study goes on to define the drivers of the employee engagement. 

Driving Engagement (source:  Watson Wyatt) 

 
Of interest is the paramount importance of customer focus – another take on the Harvard 
work on the service profit chain. 

The value of this study is its scale and global comparisons, together with its clear and 
robust modelling of the business case.  For the individual HR/OD or L&D specialist who is 
considering how to get the attention of their own organisation and its senior leaders, it 
can provide a useful backdrop of external benchmarks and data.  Even more importantly, 
it is a prompt to look at their organisation’s customer data and consider any interpretative 
links which can be made to employee engagement, especially around the areas of 
leadership, communication and learning which equips people to perform (i.e. follow 
through the Watson Wyatt model and test for linkages within their own organisations).  

This work fits into the category of business case and organisational drivers of employee 
engagement. 

A different approach to the organisational perspective can be seen at Aon, which claims 
to be the first organisation to investigate employee commitment in the US and around the 
world.  They developed the ‘Workforce Commitment Index’ ™ - which looks to be based 
on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  It is uses six behavioural questions and reflects the 
core expertise and heritage of Aon in the insurance, benefits and rewards space.  Given 
their size and global coverage, it demonstrates an approach to a particular dimension of 
employee commitment (in their terms), which is founded on their core expertise.  
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The @Work Research Model (source: Aon) 

 

Gallup’s approach to employee engagement again reflects their heritage of surveys 
which are based on extensive modelling, leading to a definition of the factors which 
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extent, based around improving those measures – which enabled the organisation to 
report success in lifting employee engagement.   

A study by Towers Perrin (October 2007) reveals that only 14% of UK workers are 
willing to ‘go the extra mile’.  The study is based on a three part model ‘Think, Feel and 
Act’, which quantifies employees’ rational, emotional and motivational connections to their 
organisations and their jobs.  The study (which is part of the Towers Perrin’s Global 
Workforce Study) makes the link between engagement and employee performance.  The 
study found that companies with the highest levels of employee engagement achieve 
better financial results and are more successful in retaining their ‘most valued’ employees 
than those with lower levels of engagement.  Amongst the key insights from the study, 
Towers Perrin makes the point that ‘companies need to understand their employees 
as well as they understand their customers to design a work environment and 
experience that will drive higher engagement and performance’.      

There are a number of case studies which use a measurement framework to create 
baseline data, design a programme of work and report on its success.  The O2 case 
study is good example8.  They used a framework developed by Institute of Employment 
(the IES Engagement Measure). The results of the survey based on this framework led to 
a review of the O2 engagement programme.  O2 was pleased to find that leaders who 
performed well against their framework of leadership capability, especially ‘Building 
Capability’ and ‘Leading our People’ performed well against the IES benchmarks. 

Similarly, W H Smith Travel9 based their programme of work around OPP’s 
psychological framework.  The focus was on understanding the culture of the 
organisation and the state of employee engagement was analysed and presented, using 
a neutral third party framework.  They felt that the OPP framework would give a sound 
basis for understanding differences between individual perspectives. 

Reflecting on surveys and benchmarks 
Watson Wyatt, Aon, Gallup and Towers Perrin are global organisations, which, in line 
with their heritage and core expertise, present insights about employee engagement.  
They offer benchmarks and measures, derived from research based models.   A 
programme of work to raise employee engagement, based on findings from such surveys 
needs, therefore, to be aligned with them in order to support consistency of reporting and 
tracking progress.   

The key point here is that there are a number of models and measures, which can be 
adopted.  For organisations that wish to be able to report progress on employee 
engagement in these terms, it makes sense to choose one that is robust, cross sector 
and well validated.   

However, are there other ways to approach the challenge of raising employee 
engagement and communicating its benefits?  We shall return to this issue later in the 
paper.  
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Other factors which impact employee engagement 
To complete the discussion of the factors we identified in our ‘map’, we will review: 

 Approaches to employee branding 

 The psychological contract 

 Emerging issues, such as corporate and social responsibility and the use of micro-
trends 

Employee branding 
Interest in employee branding mirrors the focus on customer branding.  The underlying 
premise is that employees are likely to be more committed, if not engaged, if every touch 
and interaction that they have with their employer is deliberately designed to be 
differentiated and valuable. For this to be truly effective, the employee brand needs to be 
synergistic with the customer brand and needs to be delivered flawlessly – which takes 
some doing!  However, it does lead to a focus, primarily from HR, on the ‘moments of 
truth’ for an employee during their life with the organisation.  By mapping the key 
interactions (from initial interview, recruitment and induction, performance reviews, 
opportunities for development and career progression), it leads to a systematic picture of 
the baseline expectations (being the minimum level of performance to avoid 
disengagement and turnover) to the opportunities for differentiation (i.e. the times when 
the employee, like the customer, can be ‘delighted’).   

The concept of employee branding is a powerful one – however, implementation is more 
challenging, since it spans so many functions and potential interactions.  At the very 
least, HR, Learning & Development and the Line play key roles and the issue then 
becomes one of ownership and measurement. With the customer experience, the 
immediate point of contact is the real embodiment of the brand during a key interaction 
between the organisation and the customer. It can also be that the most powerful 
manifestation of the employee brand in action is the interaction with the line manager. 

The thinking behind employee branding is that only employees who give ‘top box scores 
are loyal, not at risk and by implication, the most productive.  However, many 
organisations struggle to deliver a consistent and differentiated experience to the 
customers (even with a powerful business case for the benefits), so it is hardly surprising 
the reality of delivering employee branding is even more challenging!   

The Psychological Contract 
There is a close link between the employee brand and the psychological contract.  The 
term first appeared in the 1960’s but gained in use during the economic downturn of the 
early 1990’s. A recent book ‘Understanding Psychological Contracts at Work’10 provides 
an up to date review of the current state of theory and practice concerning psychological 
contracts.   

In simple terms, the psychological contract is a description of those aspects of the 
relationship between employer and employee which go beyond the formal contract.  It is 
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about mutual expectations and ‘promises’.  Organisations may seek to make this more 
explicit in ‘the employee proposition’ – again, emphasising the experience that employees 
will have when working for an organisation. 

The symptoms of a breakdown of the psychological contract are clear; they relate to core 
issues of trust, integrity and communication.   

Interest in the psychological contract seems to centre around the need for security, the 
need for confidence and trust and leaders and even when messages are difficult, the 
sense that leaders are ‘telling the truth’.  It is not a complete description of the 
relationship between employer and employee – but it is a helpful prompt to managers and 
leaders to think carefully about ‘moments of truth’, when trust can either be reinforced, or 
broken beyond repair. 

An interesting parallel again is between the customer as advocate versus the complaining 
customer.  The advocate will even tolerate the odd error or poor experience – provided it 
is handled in a way which reinforces their overall ‘trust’ in the brand and the organisation.  
By comparison, the complaining customer will tell approximately three times as many 
people as the satisfied customer.  Employees and customers are the same human 
beings! 

Emerging issues 
 The increasing importance of corporate and social responsibility is obvious.  Ipsos 

MORI’s paper ‘Engaging Employees through Corporate Responsibility’ November 
2006, reports that 86% of British workers believe it is important that their own 
employer is responsible to society and the environment, with over half (55%) feeling it 
is ‘very important’.  There is a suggestion that a new breed of employee is placing 
ethical issues above financial incentives, when choosing their employer.  There may 
be a number of factors at work here;  are organisations that are seen to be highly 
responsible also benefiting from a ‘halo effect’ around such issues as the 
psychological contract, the employee brand and indeed, a view about the quality of 
their operations overall?  The attention to CSR as an overt part of the employee 
proposition of part of a broader trend towards corporate statements, which seek to tap 
into people’s feelings and emotions about their work – it becomes another way of 
creating a corporate personality with which people can identify and feel engaged.  The 
key message here is that if your organisation has a serious and well developed CSR, 
then you should ensure that the benefits are tracked through to become an explicit 
part of the employee proposition.   

 The use of micro-trends in attracting the ‘right’ employees is an interesting emerging 
issue.  Again, there are parallels with the field of customer segmentation and 
behaviour.  Whilst much of employee engagement focuses on the benefits of retention 
and releasing potential, there is an important foundation which is about attracting the 
‘right’ employees in the first place.  The basis of work on the customer experience is 
that it focuses on the most profitable and valuable customers and, by being deliberate 
in the attraction and retention of such customers, organisations derive numerous 
benefits.  The models and data which underpin understanding of customers are 
becoming ever more sophisticated – the same approach can be applied to attracting 
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employees who are a precise fit with the organisation, its values and objectives – with 
all the consequential benefits of faster induction, speed to productivity and retention.  
In simple terms, the first step towards engagement is a highly precise fit between 
employer and employee.   

A reflection on the map so far 
We have worked round the ‘map’, with commentary on the key influences on employee 
engagement, together with a selected overview of the organisations which are active, 
offering a range of surveys, benchmarks and approaches to ‘programmes’ to raise 
employee engagement.  

However, is raising employee engagement much the same as other approaches to 
change management and culture change?  Are there any differences?  The remainder of 
this paper poses an alternative view, ‘Engagement by Design™. 
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Engagement by Design™ – the basis for the 
approach 

Correlation or cause? 
Surveys are typically based on the premise that employee engagement is an important 
determinant of organisational performance.  However, it could equally be true that a high 
performing organisation causes positive attitudes – or conversely, how long will 
employees remain engaged with a poorly performing organisation.  Robust academic 
analysis (‘Which comes first:  Employee Attitudes or Organizational, Financial and Market 
Performance) 11 has shown that high performance causes positive attitudes to a greater 
extent than positive attitudes cause high performance.  Engagement is more about 
correlation than cause and this in turn, shifts the focus from measuring levels of 
engagement to taking actions which are relevant to those who experience them – in other 
words, Engagement by Design™. 

The foundation for Engagement by Design™ 
There are two key truths at the centre of employee engagement: 

First 
 It is about an individual invitation to employees – each of whom will get there in their 

own time as individuals 

and  
 ‘Strategy and vision’ is an essential framework for meaningful engagement (as 

opposed to unfocused commitment) 

Second 
Organisations are made up of 100’s and 1000’s of individuals each of which has a 
contribution to make and the potential to ‘be the best they can be’. 

Engagement by Design™ is about building that bridge through an individual invitation and 
at the same time, managing the tension every day between the imperative of the strategic 
framework of the organisation and releasing individuals to ‘be the best they can be’. 

There is considerable agreement about the factors which most affects engagement.  
Different words are used in various models and surveys, but they add up to the list below: 

Engagement is most impacted by: 

 Senior leaders 

 Supervisors/immediate managers 

 Belief in the organisation’s direction 

 Involvement in company policies and direction 
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 People centric culture 

 Communications 

 Influence over my role/job 

 Understanding of strategy 

 Opportunities for career advancement 

 Company values which reflect personal values 

However, these factors fall into two broad categories: 

 Engagement with the organisation  

 Engagement with role 

This distinction can be helpful, because it recognises that the balance of these two can 
vary between individuals.  In fact, individuals can be highly engaged with the one, have 
little interest or engagement with the other – yet still be highly effective and productive.  
Engagement with neither is the warning sign! 

The subdivision of these factors into where the influence is most felt is as follows: 

Engagement with the organisation Engagement with role 
Senior leaders Supervisors and immediate managers 

Belief in the organisation’s direction Involvement in company policies and direction 

People centric culture Communication (as the individual experiences it) 

Understanding of strategy Influence over my role and job 

Company values which reflect individual values Opportunities for career development 

 

This distinction can also be helpful in large, complex and dispersed organisations, where 
it is easier to engage employees with their role day to day than for them to have a really 
clear sense of engagement with an organisation, which may be remote or unreal to them. 

Applying this to Engagement by Design™ leads to the following considerations: 

 In considering what is working well and not so well in the organisation today, where is 
the balance between engagement with the organisation and engagement with role?  
This can lead to a prioritisation of actions which are most meaningful to those that 
experience them 

 Looking at the nature of the organisation (size, complexity, working methods), where 
is it most feasible to make the biggest impact fastest?  The answer to this for an owner 
managed business in one location will be very different from a global corporation with 
a long history of acquisition  

Remember that this is about balance, rather than achieving equal levels of engagement 
with role and organisation.  The concept of balance helps to prioritise decisions and 
actions. 
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Change or engagement? 
There are clearly times in an organisation when a ‘change management programme’ is 
appropriate; post merger or acquisition creates an imperative for a managed programme 
of integration; the introduction of an organisation-wide working system, such as SAP 
requires rapid implementation and compliance.  In this context, it is worth considering the 
differences between change management and employee engagement.  Based on 
Kotter’s change framework12 the contrasts are interesting: 

Change Versus Engagement 

If these contrasts hold true, then it follows that the methodologies are likely 
to be different as well.  

 

Where to start? 
Engagement by Design™ is based on a 4 step process: 

Change
Sense of urgency
Powerful guiding coalition
Create and communicate the 
vision
Cascade to create consistency
Define the business case and 
measurement strategy
Institutionalise new approaches

Engagement
Each employee in their own time
Go anywhere in the organisation 
which has the energy – turns 
hierarchy upside down
Share the vision – but empower 
others to interpret and apply
Allow local teams to work at their 
own pace
Measures come through success 
stories, others wanting to share best 
practice
New approaches are fluid, dynamic 
and constantly changing

Getting the
attention
of your

organisation

Getting the
attention
of your

organisation

Invitation to
the senior

leaders

Invitation to
the senior

leaders
Engagement

every day

Engagement
every day

Reinforcing
and

sustaining

Reinforcing
and

sustaining
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Getting the attention of your organisation 
There are two key considerations here: 

 The use of benchmarks and surveys described at the outset of this paper is 
suitable for organisations which are highly data driven and who may wish to 
publish progress against externally validated benchmarks.  Indeed, they may 
publish and communicate results for all their operations in a similar way. 

However, it is worth considering the ‘health warning’ that raising employee 
engagement could entail deliberately breaking with that approach.  In fact, 
employees may already have the view that when things are not going so well or 
need to be improved, the first thing that the organisation has typically done is 
introduce another measure and instituted a corporate programme to ‘drive’ towards 
improved performance 

 A second approach is to deliberately work with leaders, groups and functions to 
raise engagement through the very process of doing things differently.  This means 
considering normal working patterns and methods, including the metrics which are 
part of normal business, and creating the opportunities for people to re-shape and 
create their own change.  The people doing the work can often have the best ideas 
on what can change and improve – releasing that talent and contribution is one of 
the most powerful ways to raise ‘engagement with role’ as well as delivering 
collateral benefits. HR/OD’s role in communicating the results is a key way to gain 
the attention of the organisation. 

This is not to say that benchmarks and surveys are without value.  The key point is 
to consider what you want to achieve and how you want to report and 
communicate results.   

Invitation to senior leaders 
The approach to senior leaders needs to be tailored in the same way as working with 
small groups or individual employees.  It really pays to understand them as 
individuals.  For example, some will be highly data driven, either from within their own 
organisation or by external data.  Other leaders are more intuitive in their response ‘I 
know it makes sense’.  Similarly, for some an ’engaging’ style of leadership comes 
naturally; whereas for others, whilst they may wish to, it is more of a challenge. 

In simple terms, senior leaders do not ‘comply’ any more than employees when it 
comes to engagement, so the authentic and appropriate ‘invitation’ matters.   

In contrast with the need for an aligned coalition (as described by Kotter), progress 
can be made without all senior leaders being in the same place.  No senior level 
support is a major stumbling block, however! 

The actual work with senior leaders can be on a one to one basis (which will be more 
effective if there is disparity between them).  However, there is value, if possible, in 
having them together for a working session to create alignment about how they can 
support their managers and teams to raise engagement.   
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The specific challenge to senior leaders 
Really working to engage employees poses some specific challenges for leaders and 
it is worth emphasising these.  One of the most damaging things to happen would be 
to start down this path and then find leaders retreating, because they do not like what 
they see or are not prepared to take the ‘risk’.  Think back to the tension at the heart of 
employee engagement – the essential importance of the strategic framework, yet 
engagement meaning that you really want to release the energy, talent and indeed, 
tap into the aspirations of 100’s or 1000’s of people to ‘be the best they can be’.  This 
could produce some unexpected results!  So, this means addressing the following 
issues up front with senior leaders: 

 Do you believe your people can ‘be the best they can be?’ 

Do you show them you believe? 

 Do you support your people? 

How do you show that support? 

 Do you listen to them? 

Do you show you listen to them and act on what they say? 

 Do your people know what you care about?   

Does your passion rub off on them? 

 Are you, as a leader, the best you can be? Do your people believe that you are 
worthy of their engagement? 

Engagement by Design™ – every day 
Some key principles: 

 Understand the organisation’s teams and working groups – how do they work and 
communicate every day?  This will help to identify the opportunities to engage and 
harness their potential.  This could take the form of workplace huddles which: 

 Focus in daily performance 

 Ensure clarity of communication – ensuring that the manager plays a critical role of 
interpretation of organisational communication 

 Provide a daily demonstration from the manager of the commitment to listen and 
act 
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Every day support from HR/OD and L&D 

Evaluate the interactions between teams and their immediate manager – how does this 
work? This is about both style and working methods.  At this point, the HR/OD advisor 
can think about the amount of change or level of support that an individual manager may 
need 

Create an ‘engagement toolkit’ which is flexible for managers – some will need very little 
support – some a great deal more (see next section on working principles for examples of 
the kinds of tools that managers will need).  The important point here is to concentrate on 
actions which are within sphere of influence of the team and the immediate manager.  

Focus on the relationship between the vision and the strategy of the organisation and 
how teams/small groups can actually make a difference – turn this into opportunities for 
them to ‘shape their world’.  The link with senior leaders is critical here – assuming that 
the support is there, one of the first manifestations is the reaction when employees want 
to reshape or reorganise.  The way in which senior leaders as well as their direct 
manager responds is critical.  This does not have to be about an unqualified ‘yes’ – but 
full engagement and authentic communication is critical.  This is a ‘moment of truth’ 
where HR/OD can play an important advisory role.  What if the team recommends 
changing shift patterns?  A process change to dealing with customer complaints?  The 
reaction of managers and leaders is critical. 

Reinforce and sustain through communicating results and 
story telling 
HR and OD can play a highly influential role in collating and communicating the stories.  
An organisation that tells stories about legendary customer service delivered by its 
employees has one of the most powerful indicators of engaged employees – without 
needing to measure engagement per se! 

Imagine what it means to an organisation to be able to say: 

 We have made 200 process improvements 

 56 major cost savings 

 We have 29 major initiatives under way to increase our capacity to meet customer 
orders.... 

All because we trusted our employees’ advice and acted on it.  This is not apocryphal – it 
is the actual story of an organisation! 

The important point here is that HR and OD can play a key role in collating and 
communicating the results and the stories.  In fact, they are the best placed function to 
facilitate this across an organisation.  
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Working principles 
 Who does the ‘designing?’  This is an area where HR and OD are likely to take the 

lead, with support from Learning & Development. They can play a unique interfacing 
role in understanding and interpreting what is happening in the organisation, 
especially around commercial, operational and customer issues and making the link to 
people.  A proactive and strategic HR/OD team can be the first to see the leading 
indicators’ which suggest that levels of employee engagement are either inconsistent 
or showing worrying trends.  

 A practical approach.  Unlike change management programmes, there are some 
practical approaches to employee engagement, which HR and OD can adopt: 

 Working towards higher levels of engagement is most effective with small teams 
and individuals.  This also makes for a more flexible, responsive approach than 
waiting for all senior leaders to ‘get on board’ as a ‘guiding coalition’ 

 Engagement with senior leaders is important – however, they are individuals as 
well, so considering carefully how to extend an individual invitation to them is 
important.  However, raising employee engagement does not have to include all 
senior leaders or wait for unilateral buy-in to get started.  This can be a major 
stumbling block for change programmes – here the principle is ‘go where the 
energy is’, let the benefits emerge and respect that senior leaders, like employees, 
will get there in their own time.  In simple terms, work with the receptive senior 
leaders and do not necessarily feel the need to overcome all resistance from the 
non-engaged leader before starting work. 

 Have a range of support ‘tools’ ready – but be willing to select and work to the 
appropriate level with individual leaders and managers.  Some may be highly self 
sufficient – others may need a great deal of support or even co-facilitation in some 
situations.  Examples could include: 

 Facilitation of good quality conversations in daily meetings 

 Tips and techniques for eliciting feedback 

 Harnessing energy through use of appreciative enquiry 

 Conducting the good quality conversation with your team 

 Use of storytelling 

 Translating the organisation’s business priorities into practical actions for my 
team 
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 Focus on creating the invitation and the conditions which raise engagement 
– then allow the collateral benefits to emerge.  This means that the precise 
‘measures’ will be different from one team to another.  For example, a highly 
engaged customer service team will show different benefits than a highly engaged 
‘back office’ or operational team.  The importance here is that Engagement by 
Design™ is not about chasing engagement measures per se – it is about each team 
and individual ‘being the best they can be’ in their role and contribution to the 
organisation. The results show in improved performance against the measures, 
which are important to that particular team. 

 Understand and work with your legacy.  Any organisation has a history and 
culture – raising employee engagement has to work with that, rather than seeking 
to change it.  This means that HR/OD can play a key role in capturing the good 
news stories, communicating benefits and being the facilitators of ‘viral change’.  
Where a lack of trust or cynicism has built up, working deliberately to turn that 
around can have the same effect as dealing well with a disaffected customer – they 
become your biggest advocates! 

Where will you see the differences? 
Here are just some of the differences which you can expect to see: 

 More effective meetings – things get done 

 More productivity – work is faster, fewer errors 

 ‘Lightness of mood’ – resilience, energy 

 ‘Not getting cross’ 

 ‘How can I help?’ – rather than ‘what mistake have you made?’ 

 When the pressures and problems arise, people and their managers/leaders reacting 
differently 

 Teams coming up with unexpected solutions and improvements – on their own 
initiative 

 Improved performance against the measures which are relevant to that particular team 

 Other parts of the organisation observing the difference and asking how it has come 
about 

Benefits of collating success against a framework 
A framework of research based questions, such as Hemsley Fraser’s 9 Factors (based on 
research from the University of Exeter) or based on work from the Centre for Applied 
Psychology provokes thought and stimulus to action – without the pressure to ‘chase the 
measure’.  This fits with the spirit of integrating measurement into the flow of the work, 
whilst maintaining the flexibility to ‘create Engagement by Design™’.  Such a framework 
can be used to support specific interventions (as suggested below) where the collated 
information suggests particular areas in which to focus.  
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Summary of the role for HR/OD in Engagement by 
Design™ 

 Understand and identify the ‘triggers’ in your organisation 

 Be proactive around approaching leaders – create the ‘leadership invitation’ 

 Be ready with some specific ‘interventions’, which can be in the form of practical 
working sessions: 

 ‘Being the best leader you can be’ 

 Creating focus and clarity 

 ‘Having good quality conversations’ 

 You and your team experience these interventions first – then actively participate with 
others 

 Be ready with practical tools to assist managers to the level that they need help 

 Integrate the specific interventions (such as ‘being the best leader you can be’ into 
leadership and management development as ‘golden threads’ 

A summary of Engagement by Design™ 
 A practical four step process 

 HR/OD and Learning & Development play a key role in designing and facilitating the 
four steps 

The foundation principles are: 

 An invitation to which employees and leaders alike respond.  This leads to the 
importance of working with individual senior leaders, small groups and their managers 

 Being willing to accept that leaders, managers and their teams will ‘get there’ in their 
own time 

 The invitation to senior leaders and their truly embracing what employee engagement 
may mean in practice is critical 

 Engagement by Design™ needs to happen every day – HR and OD can play a critical 
role in providing the right level of support and facilitation 

 HR and OD have a critical role to play from the initial design through to the capture 
and sharing of stories.  This also means communicating collateral benefits, with the 
right level of framework and structure (using measurement judiciously) 
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Hemsley Fraser 
For further information, contact Hemsley Fraser on 0845 071 2806 or visit 
www.hemsleyfraser.co.uk. 

 

Founded in 1991 by Iain Fraser Lovett, Hemsley Fraser have a strong UK, European and 
North American presence and a global network of over 400 professionals. Hemsley 
Fraser bring a comprehensive range of learning and development services to clients, 
enabling them to build capability, confidence and deliver improved business performance. 

 

Today, Hemsley Fraser helps organisations to ‘think beyond learning’ – to open up 
opportunities for clients to go beyond what they thought was possible, to use learning to 
create a momentum which embraces change and breakthrough performance as a way of 
life, for both individuals and organisations. 

 

Services include:  

 Tailored, customised and blended learning solutions 

 Learning administration and managed service outsourcing  

 Open training courses 

 Executive development coaching & talent management;  

 Learning and development strategy  

 Needs analysis, diagnostics and metrics 

 Facilitation services 

 

Hemsley Fraser specialise in the following areas: Leadership & management, personal 
effectiveness and communication, project management, sales and customer service, 
credit and finance, office administration skills, health & safety and first aid, and HR and 
training skills. 
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