There has been a lot of coverage of employee engagement in the business media over the past few years, but many of us are still wondering exactly what employee engagement actually is and why it is such a hot topic. Although many regard the phrase as mere “buzz words”, there is in fact a whole management philosophy underpinning it, and one which many HR practitioners and organisation leaders are seeing as a solution to a whole range of business challenges.
Simply put, employee engagement is about getting your workforce to “go the extra mile” and deliver great service to your clients. This in turn drives customer advocacy and can lead to a significant impact on the bottom line. And it is when we start looking at the bottom line figures that suddenly top executives are starting to sit up and take notice. Why? Because there is now more corroborated evidence than ever before to show the irrefutable benefits of improved engagement.

Towers Perrin - ISR was one of the first big research companies to publish substantiated evidence of the link between increased profit and employee engagement, showing how an engagement improvement of 5 percentage points could add 2.1% to the bottom line results. 
In their 2007-8 Global Workforce Study, they revealed another frightening statistic. “Only one out of every five workers today is giving full discretionary effort on the job, and this ‘engagement gap’ poses serious risks for employers because of the strong connection between employee engagement and company financial performance.”

Engagement is not just about increasing turnover, however. Other advantages of engaged workforces include better talent retention, lower turnover, reduced recruitment and training costs, higher motivation, better life/work balance and a more productive, positive and enjoyable work environment. Engagement also acts as a differentiator in a competitive market, as clients will gravitate towards suppliers where high employee engagement levels are in evidence. And the principles of engagement apply to all companies, no matter what their size or market sector. By the same token, all companies can benefit from the many and varied advantages improved engagement can offer (see table below).
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But is employee engagement relevant to UK businesses? Undeniably so. A recent research paper by Hay Group demonstrated that improving the engagement levels and commitment of middle managers could improve the £220 billion which poor management is estimated to cost UK businesses every year. Further research from CIPD, the Institute for Employment Studies and others further reinforce the critical nature of engagement levels not only for middle managers, but for the leaders in organisations as well. A robust engagement strategy underpins and supports every element of business and resource strategy and can have a profound effect on performance.
But what on earth are we supposed to do to address the issue of engagement in our own organisations? There is no panacea or off the shelf solution to the problem, as no two organisations are exactly alike. But that does not mean to say that nothing can be done. The good news is that making the necessary changes is not rocket science. Often small, incremental changes can have a cumulative positive effect on engagement levels for little or no cost. It’s often the little things which can drive the biggest improvements. By working on your employee engagement programme now, you can build a solid foundation for future success, you can counteract some of the negative impacts of the recession and you can differentiate yourself against your competitors, no matter what your size or your sector. That has got to be worth doing…..
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