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Preface

As global competition intensifies and organizations seek to attract and
retain talent, ‘engaging’ employees becomes an issue of increasingly high
importance. Business is now recognizing that ‘engaged’ employees are
more productive, engender greater levels of customer satisfaction and
loyalty, and are more likely to lead to organizational success.

However, in talking to managers across many different organizations, a
series of questions emerged:

� What is employee engagement?

� What are the factors that drive employees to give of their best?

� Is employee engagement a passing fad or does it really improve organi-
zational effectiveness?

� If employee engagement does work, how does a business ‘engage’ with
its employees?

These are the key questions that have driven me to write this book.
This book is aimed at HR professionals, line managers and organiza-

tional change agents who want to increase the level of employee
engagement in their organization. My intention in writing is to share not
just what global best practice organizations do to engage their staff, but



how they achieve this and profit from it, and what will stand in your way
when you try to engage your employees. After the initial chapter, each
chapter contains examples, key learning points and a checklist so that you
can assess your organization and apply what you have learnt in a practical
fashion.

Improving levels of employee engagement looks easy, but of course it
isn’t. Attempts to raise engagement levels are likely to founder unless there
is a willingness and energy at a senior level in your business to take an
holistic and long-term approach to building commitment to the organi-
zation.

There is no ‘magic wand’ that can be waved to bring about high levels of
engagement and each business will need to address different factors. My
intention is that the practical tools and techniques this book contains
should help you raise the level of engagement in your organization, draw
on best practice and ultimately bring about a healthy, more satisfied,
customer-focused and innovative organization.

Sarah Cook
Stairway Consultancy Ltd

sarah@thestairway.co.uk

xx Preface
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1

What is employee
engagement?

As more and more businesses recognize that enthusiastic and committed
employees add value to their organization not just in terms of productivity
but also customer satisfaction, retention, profitability and long-term stake-
holder value, ‘employee engagement’ is a much talked about issue at the
highest levels in organizations today.

This initial chapter provides an explanation of what employee
engagement is as well as outlining the benefits of employee engagement to
the organization. It describes the rise of the ‘engagement’ phenomenon and
whether this is a trend that is set to grow. The link between employee
engagement and customer engagement is also discussed.

WHAT IS EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT?
In the course of one day recently I was made vividly aware of what
employee engagement is all about. I had a day’s leave and was catching up
on small tasks that needed to be done at home and that I had left for some
time to address. The first was to take my car in for a service. The second
was to have a pair of glasses repaired, and the third on my list was to buy
food for a dinner party that I was hosting that evening as a birthday cele-
bration for a friend.



I started my day with a trip to the garage. I left my car for a routine
service and agreed with the garage that they would call me that morning if
extra work needed doing. Since I was due to be away the next day on a
lengthy business trip where I needed my car, I was keen to get everything
sorted out that day if possible.

Next, I called at the opticians – a high street chain that had recently been
subject to a takeover and rebranding. I had bought a pair of glasses there
that had broken three times. I was keen to get a replacement pair as none of
the repairs the shop had made had solved the problem.

Finally, I stopped off at the supermarket to buy the food that I needed to
prepare for the evening. The way that I was treated as a customer in each of
these three interactions really brought home to me the power of employee
engagement.

The person in the garage was polite and efficient. He went through the
booking-in process and noted on the form my request to be called that
morning if any other work needed to be done. The service provider called
at 4.30 pm to tell me that the car was ready for collection. At this point he
informed me of additional work that needed to be completed to make the
car road worthy. He told me that they could do this work the next day. I
expressed disappointment that he had not told me this before as it was late
in the day to make alternative travel arrangements for the next day. The
reply was that it was not the company’s policy to call customers until the
service work had been completed. The garage employee said, when I
prompted, that he did not have a courtesy car available while the work was
being completed, but he did give me the number of a local hire company so
I could make arrangements to hire a car for myself the next day.

At the opticians my experience was worse. The person I dealt with was
not receptive to my complaint. She refused to exchange the glasses or give
me a refund, although she conceded that the damage was due to a manu-
facturing fault. She blamed ‘head office’ for not being able to give a refund.
She implied that I had somehow damaged the glasses and that I was at
fault. The transaction ended in a stalemate with me threatening to contact
the company’s head office and the employee replying: ‘Well go ahead then,
what do I care?’

Exasperated, I moved on to the supermarket, where I bought the food
for the dinner party, still stinging from the encounter with the unhelpful
optician. On return home I began preparations for the evening celebration.
On opening a carton of cream my mood turned even sourer when I
discovered that the cream I had bought and that was an integral part of my
recipe had gone off and I could not use it. I phoned the supermarket to
complain as my day had gone from bad to worse. To my surprise the
person on the other end of the phone was very receptive to my complaint.
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He apologised profusely, took my details and offered to send me a full
refund. Then, 15 minutes later, the doorbell rang. The person who I had
spoken to on the telephone had arrived unexpectedly with two new
replacement cartons of cream. He had taken responsibility for resolving
my issue and gone out of his way to exceed my expectations.

In the course of one day as a customer I had encountered indifference,
cynicism and unhelpfulness from two service providers and a positive,
proactive approach from another. My ‘cream story’ became a talking point
and certainly turned me into an advocate for the supermarket chain. The
service I received from the garage was indifferent and did not make me
want to go back. The experience at the optician retailer certainly made me
an active detractor of that brand.

What has this to do with employee engagement?

A DEFINITION OF EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT
I am sure we can all recount similar stories of our experiences as customers.
Yet just think what it would be like if the majority of your organization had
employees who ‘got the cream’.

Employee engagement is personified by the passion and energy
employees have to give of their best to the organization to serve the
customer. It is all about the willingness and ability of employees to give
sustained discretionary effort to help their organization succeed.

Engagement is characterized by employees being committed to the
organization, believing in what it stands for and being prepared to go
above and beyond what is expected of them to deliver outstanding service
to the customer. Employee engagement is more a psychological contract
than a physical one. It is something the employee has to offer. As we will
see, employees make a choice about how they behave and the extent to
which they are engaged. Engaged employees feel inspired by their work,
they are customer focused in their approach, they care about the future of
the company and are prepared to invest their own effort to see that the
organization succeeds.

Engagement can be summed up by how positively the employee:

� thinks about the organization;

� feels about the organization;

� is proactive in relation to achieving organizational goals for customers,
colleagues and other stakeholders.
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In other words, it is about the degree to which employees perform their
role in a positive and proactive manner.

As Figure 1.1 shows, engagement therefore is about what employees
think rationally about their employers, what they feel about them, their
emotional connection, as well as what they do and say as a result in relation
to their co-employees and their customers.

So why has employee engagement become so important across the
globe? There are two key reasons: the increasing power of the customer
and the increasing power of the employee.

THE POWER OF THE CUSTOMER
The customer now has much more choice of where to do business.
Increasing competition, globalization, plus the power of the internet mean
that customers’ expectations have risen. We as customers now have much
more discretionary power than previously. Furthermore, in today’s busy
society value for time is often as important as value for money. We are now
more likely to take advice from our peer group on the internet as we are to
wander from shop to shop seeking the best product. Businesses that will
succeed in the future are those that make it easy for customers to do
business with and that engage at an emotional level with the customer.

Effectively there are two costs a customer incurs in doing business with
an organization: economical costs (time, effort, money, etc) and emotional
costs (our feelings towards the brand, its products and employees, what it
stands for, how we are treated, etc). In many cases we connect on an
emotional basis with a brand. This emotion often overrides our logic.
Witness makes of car or brands of clothing that become iconic.
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Thinking about what we require from a service as a customer, effective
customer interaction is a combination of an organization’s ability to match
the right products and services to the customer’s needs – the what – and
dealing with people in an effective and customer-centric manner – the how
– as illustrated in Figure 1.2.

A poor product and poor person interaction leads potential customers
to become cynics – actively telling others how bad a brand is. A good
product but poor interaction with the sales person leads to indifference
from the customer.

If the service provider deals with the customer well but the product or
service does not meet their need, the customer will often give the organ-
ization a second chance. When an organization offers a good product and
service and the interaction with the customer is exceptionally good, the
customer becomes an advocate of the organization – an apostle.

As a customer we may have multiple interactions with service organiza-
tions. Service can be seen as a journey with numerous touch points for the
customer. However, there are key ‘moments of truth’ in our interaction
with service businesses that effectively make or break the impression we
have of the organization. Service providers have an opportunity in how
proactively they handle these situations to turn customers into apostles or
cynics. My experience with the garage, the opticians and the supermarket
is a good example of this. Where I have a choice, indifference or cynicism
from the service provider is hardly likely to make me want to go back no
matter how good the product or service is.
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CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE
Today’s best practice organizations recognize the power of the total
customer experience in creating loyal customers. They appreciate that
customers’ purchase decisions are influenced by a number of factors. These
are built up over a period of time and include:

� pre-purchase experiences such as external advertising, website,
physical collateral and word of mouth;

� the purchase experience itself such as range of products and services
offered, point of sale material, physical environment, product or service
performance and delivery, interaction with the service provider;

� post-purchase experiences such as product or service quality, invoicing,
service recovery, loyalty programmes.

Airline Virgin Atlantic, for example, recognizes the power of the total expe-
rience it provides its Upper Class customers. It places as much emphasis on
the pre- and post-flight experience (offering chauffeur driven ride to the
airport and from the flight to the customer’s onward destination, having a
customer clubhouse offering a range of services to customers, priority
boarding, post-flight showers, etc).

Virgin Atlantic, like many other best practice organizations, never-
theless recognizes that the experience the customer has with the person
who provides the service is key. Customers’ perceptions of an organization
are influenced above all by employees’ willingness to help and provide
responsive and prompt service, the empathy they demonstrate towards
customers by showing a personal interest and the trust and confidence that
they generate.

So employee behaviour is key to developing a long-term relationship
with customers. The challenge today for organizations is to attract and
engage customer-focused employees who are willing and able to step up to
the challenge of the empowered customer. Employee engagement is key to
ensuring that an organization is the one that wins the customer loyalty.

THE POWER OF THE EMPLOYEE
At the same time as the rise in the power of the customer, recent years have
seen a remarkable shift in the world of work in mature market economies.
It is now recognized that ‘human capital’ is a source of competitive
advantage in many cases over and above technology and finance.

66 The essential guide to employee engagement



The traditional view of a ‘job for life’ has changed dramatically.
Employees are now more likely to build a portfolio of skills and compe-
tencies that will help them develop multiple careers. At the same time the
nature of jobs has changed. Organizations have downsized and delayered
and this has meant doing more with less. The world of work is changing
and there are an increasing number of employees who work part time or
are on temporary contracts. Work is being increasingly being outsourced
and ‘off-shored’. Typical organizational structures are becoming more
fluid with remote working and virtual teams becoming more common in
organizations.

Likewise, management practices have shifted so that the old maxim:
‘When an employee sells his labour, he sells his promise to obey
commands’ no longer holds true. The opening up of marketplaces, global-
ization, increased competition, the growing power of the consumer, tech-
nological advancement, pressure on margins and the demands of
stakeholders have all contributed to a different employment environment
from that known to our parents. Employees now have far more choice in
where and how they work.

We have seen a shift in emphasis in employee relations from a
‘community’ approach such as via trade unions and collective bargaining,
towards a focus on the individual relationship employees have with the
organization. As employees’ expectations of what they want from an
employer increase, people with potential are more likely to move
employment if they do not believe that they have the opportunity to
develop. Increasing competition for talent has meant that employees now
have more choice. Research has shown that in most organizations over a
third of employees might leave or are planning to leave their organization.

The notion of job security and loyalty to one employer has been chal-
lenged by external market pressures and changing social norms.
Previously managers could achieve results based on a command and
control style of leadership which adopted a ‘carrot and stick’ approach to
ensuring productivity and achieving results. Today the changing psycho-
logical contract has meant that organizations have had to find new ways to
motivate their employees to encourage them to give of their best. Without
guaranteed stability, employees are now looking for something else from
their employers. In turn the employer is facing an increasing struggle to
find ways to recruit and retain engaged employees.

In an era of global warming people at large have a better understanding
of global issues. Today’s workforce is more focused on aspects such as
work–life balance and doing a meaningful job, making a difference for
customers and the community it serves, not just shareholders.
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In itself employee engagement isn’t a radical departure from more
enlightened management practices. The idea of creating a workforce that is
happy, motivated and comprises people who want to and do give of their
best makes logical, commercial sense.

What is important to the notion of employee engagement is the impor-
tance not just of creating a workforce that is satisfied and committed to the
organization but one that strives to go the extra mile to offer discretionary
effort to satisfy the customer. Thus the challenge for businesses today is not
just on satisfying employees and getting them to stay with the organization
but to create the environment where they want to and do give discre-
tionary effort to go above and beyond what is written in their job
description. Organizations therefore have to work harder to ensure that
they win the loyalty of the best employees.

IS EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT A WESTERN
PHENOMENON?

In the Western economy a growing trend is emerging for work–life balance
and the need for meaningful work. People want to feel that they are
making a difference and that what they do at work contributes to a better
community and society This has fuelled the need for firms to take active
steps to engage their workforce, but could the same be said for emerging
economies?

India and Brazil have young and plentiful growing workforces; China
has one of the world’s largest but also oldest populations. The country’s
one child policy will mean that in the future as older workers retire there
will be a labour shortage. All three countries are focused on manufacturing
output. However, as efficiency and productivity increase analysts predict
that these countries will need to start expanding into the service sector,
investing in pharmaceuticals, telecom technology and research and devel-
opment. Furthermore, these countries’ domestic economies are set to
advance and consumers’ aspirations will continue rising.

Retention issues are already beginning to emerge in these countries,
with workers quick to leave for better remuneration and higher job titles.
Countries such as China and India are experiencing skills shortages in
many fields. These countries’ workforces frequently display an ambition
and a desire to get ahead that contrasts with their US counterparts.
Research by consultancy DDI shows that employees in China, for example,
are more satisfied than their US counterparts with their work–life balance.
They are more willing to make personal sacrifices, they have a stronger
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desire for promotion and find work more fulfilling than their personal life.
Conversely, workers in China in the DDI study were twice less likely to
agree with the statement ‘I have too much to do’ than their US counter-
parts.

So while US employees are striving for balance and are fairly cautious
about making personal sacrifices to advance their careers, their Chinese
counterparts have a thirst for advancement, new knowledge and skills.

I predict that employee engagement will become equally as important
for emerging economies as it will for Western ones. This is because as
economies develop and there is more choice of employment, organizations
will find it increasing challenging to attract and retain talent and potential.
Research currently shows that Chinese employees rate involvement and
engagement as poor, and in a Towers Perrins’ survey only 8 per cent of
workers were actively engaged. In order to harness the ambition of
workers in emerging economies businesses will need to put in place
programmes for robust recruitment and selection, ongoing development
and succession planning. Proctor & Gamble, for example, have been
successful in attracting and retaining high-quality managers although the
compensation package is not as attractive as elsewhere because they offer
continuous learning and development to their managers. I foresee that
businesses that thoroughly embrace the concept of employee engagement
in emerging markets, motivating others and building trust, will carve a
clear competitive advantage for themselves in the future. This is because as
economies become less dependent on manufacturing markets and more
focused on service industries, the importance of employees becoming
ambassadors for the brand increases.
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80 69

Willing to make personal sacrifices 93 66

Desire for promotion to senior level 75 65
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fulfilling than my personal life’
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Have too much work to do

Source: DDI Talent Management in Action report 2006–07

23 49
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IDENTIFYING ACTIVELY ENGAGED
EMPLOYEES

In the three examples I experienced in one day, it was clear which
employee was engaged. Assuming I was correct and the supermarket
employee was highly engaged, I would probably see this through:

� Cognitive engagement: the degree to which the employee focuses very
hard on work. Engaged employees are focused and at one with their
work. For example, they are not distracted from what they are doing,
they display single-mindedness and high energy.

� Emotional engagement: the degree to which the employee feels
engrossed in the work. Engaged employees are ‘in the zone’, they are
engrossed in what they are doing to the extent that they do not become
distracted. They live in the ‘here and now’ when they are at work.

� Physical engagement: the degree to which employees are willing to go
the extra mile, not just in terms of customer service but also for them-
selves, for example in taking responsibility for their own learning and
development, in finding new ways of doing things and in putting in
discretionary effort.

� Advocacy: the extent to which employees recommend the organization
to their family and friends in terms of job opportunities and doing
business with the organization. A key determinant is how employees
portray the organization to others when they are outside work. Do they
show pride in the organization? Do they relate to it and talk as ‘we’
rather than ‘they?’

There is a buzz about an organization where employees are truly engaged.
People feel trusted, valued and empowered. They are emotionally
committed and personally involved; there are high levels of motivation
and enthusiasm.

One way of describing the level of engagement that an employee has is
to gauge their enthusiasm and energy level and the degree of positivity
that they display at work. The model has two dimensions. The first is
employees’ attitude towards the customer, their colleagues and the organ-
ization, be it positive or negative. The second is their enthusiasm and drive
towards activity, be it positive (active) or negative (inactive).

The degree to which people demonstrate a positive attitude and their
type and levels of activity can be translated into likely engagement
patterns. Figure 1.4 illustrates simple behavioural patterns that can be seen
in regard to engagement.
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Employees defined as ‘stars’ have a positive attitude to change and are
action oriented. They have high energy, enthusiasm and make discre-
tionary effort. They are realistic about obstacles they encounter and how to
overcome them.

Stars are fully engaged with the organization. Their behaviour is charac-
terized by:

� giving discretionary effort to serve the customer;

� seeing the silver lining hidden beneath the dark clouds;

� viewing change as a challenge and opportunity;

� treating life as a continuous learning experience;

� expanding their personal comfort zone.

Stars tend to:

� feel comfortable with the need for change;

� be open to possibilities and ideas;

� be optimistic about the long-term future;

� like to be challenged and stretched;

� be realists, not afraid of short-term mistakes or setbacks.

‘Cynics’ display a negative attitude and high levels of activity. This group
are actively disengaged. They have a lot of energy and can be very 
vocal, but what they focus on is the negative – what is not working in the
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organization. They are keen to disassociate themselves from the organi-
zation and actively tell others why change won’t work.

Cynics’ behaviour is characterized by:

� always seeing the negatives;

� criticizing ideas and solutions;

� expressing frustration;

� focusing on the past: ‘We tried this five years ago…’

� arguing against change;

� being oblivious to the consequences of their negativity;

� bringing other people such as the victims and yes men round to their
perspective.

Cynics feel:

� in the right and angry at the world for ignoring them;

� frustrated when there is confusion and whingeing;

� not listened to, excluded, constrained;

� overtly confident in their own ability;

� rebellious, determined to block change they do not own;

� unsympathetic to the stress felt by others.

‘Yes men’ are characterized as neither actively engaged nor disengaged.
They are the ‘coasters’, prepared to drift along, saying the right things but
following things through with energy, passion or action.

Yes men are characterized by behaviour that is about:

� avoiding taking risks;

� keeping a low profile;

� trying to ride things out without drawing attention to themselves;

� acknowledging good ideas but being reluctant to change themselves.

Although Yes men may be positive about what is happening in an organ-
ization, they are reluctant to get involved. They feel threatened when too
exposed and are comfortable to watch from the sidelines.
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‘Victims’ can be described as having a negative attitude and lacking
drive. This inactivity, coupled with their negative approach towards new
ideas, leads to inertia. Although less vocal than cynics, they still are disen-
gaged from the organization; everything is ‘done to them’, they do not take
an active part in organizational life. However, unlike cynics they lack the
energy or drive to vocalize this.

Victims react by:

� avoiding confronting issues;

� retreating into ‘safety’ – burying their heads in the sand;

� avoiding risk, doing the minimum;

� avoiding thinking about what might happen.

Victims may feel unhappy and/or depressed, overwhelmed by work,
powerless and fearful of mistakes, but their lack of confidence means that
they do not actively seek to find other employment or to improve their
current working life.

Characteristic phrases which each type may use are shown in Figure 1.5.
It is clear from this model that stars are the people who exceed

customers’ expectations and deliver the ‘wow factor’. They are advocates
for the organization and are truly champions of the brand. These people
help create a high degree of customer engagement with the brand. What do
I mean by this? Customer engagement describes the health of the rela-
tionship between a customer and a brand. This relationship drives
financial success. It can be characterized by how well the organization
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yes men
‘I would’
‘I could’

stars
‘I will’
‘I can’

victims
‘I won’t’
‘I can’t’

cynics
‘It won’t’
‘It can’t’

INACTION

POSITIVE
ATTITUDE

NEGATIVE
ATTITUDE

ACTION

Figure 1.5 Characteristic phrases



delivers against its brand promise, to what extent it treats its customers
fairly, and how well it deals with complaints and issues.

Research shows that customer apostles are five times as likely to remain
loyal to the brand, they spend more with the organization, are more prof-
itable as customers and promote the brand to other people.

Reichheld, who is a leading authority on customer retention and loyalty,
has developed an ‘ultimate question’ which captures the degree to which
customers are engaged with an organization. This is: How likely is it that
you would recommend company X to a friend or colleague? Bain’s ‘Net
Promoter Score’ (www.netpromoter.com) system measures a company’s
rating by subtracting the ratio of detractors from that of promoters. This
can be done by telephone or e-mail surveys or paper questionnaires. Bain’s
research shows that high NPS results invariably correlate with high
growth. For example, he found at Dell and Asda that a 5 per cent increase
in retention can yield up to 100 per cent increase in profits.

In many ways customer engagement is a product of employee
engagement. The studies conducted by Gallup around employee
engagement have consistently shown a connection between employee
engagement and customer engagement.

Typically, highly engaged employees believe that they can positively
impact the quality of their company’s products and services as well as
positively impacting the customer experience.

John Varley, Chief Executive Officer at Barclays Bank, is quoted as
saying that employee engagement and customer centricity complement
each other by ‘causing people to ask themselves, “Why am I doing what I
am doing, and what does it mean for the experience that our customers are
having?”’

Uxbridge-based Rackspace Managed Hosting is an IT support company
known for its approach to looking after staff and customers. It believes that
the more aligned the motivations and objectives of individuals and their
employer are, the more successful the organization will be. Therefore,
rather than filling positions, it looks to recruit people who will fit the
company’s distinct culture and then finds roles for them. As Jacques
Grayling, the UK managing director says: ‘You can’t teach someone
attitude; it needs to be there from the beginning.’

Rackspace has grown by over 89 per cent a year over the past two years.
Staff turnover is about 7 per cent. But its customer satisfaction score is the
most telling indicator of its success. It uses the NPS system, which looks at
whether customers would recommend you to someone else or not.
Rackspace’s NPS stands at nearly 80 per cent, compared with an average of
14 per cent across industry and commerce as a whole. Its CEO says: ‘You
don’t get engaged customers without engaged employees.’
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