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Introduction
perhaps your company has a loyal, enthusiastic workforce and fresh, exciting employee 

engagement programs. But what about other organizations? are they ahead of—or behind—

the curve when it comes to engaging employees?  

In a recent SilkRoad survey, 781 HR 

professionals revealed what happens behind 

the scenes in their companies  

vis-à-vis employee engagement. this report 

highlights the survey results and explores a 

wide array of today’s hottest topics: 

•	 How many companies actually have explicit employee engagement programs.

•	 the impact of low engagement on organizations—and how many companies experience it.

•	 How professionals involve the C-suite in engagement.

•	 What HR professionals “pain points” are; what concerns about employee engagement 

keep them up at night.

•	 What generations in the workplace are perceived as being more engaged.

•	 How companies measure employee engagement.

the survey defined employee engagement as a measurable degree of employees’ emotional 

attachment to their jobs, their companies, and their colleagues, as well as the tools and 

techniques used to engage employees to become productive, contributing members of their 

teams. Employees who are invested in their jobs and companies are more enthusiastic, proud 

of their work, and ultimately create greater competitive advantage for an organization.  

this report is designed to help talent management professionals determine whether their 

companies operate in positive ways that foster engagement and strengthen the work 

environment. In some instances, we’ve blended survey results with information derived from 

other industry sources to give greater context to our analysis. 

Read on to discover how your organization stacks up.  

“ Some employees quit and leave. Others 
quit and stay.” 
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Methodology and Respondent Profile

•	 Survey date: February 2013 

•	 Delivery system: Conducted online and delivered to professionals in Human Resources. 

•	 781 professionals responded, 80% of whom plan, manage or administer HR programs in 

their organizations.

•	 75% have at least 5 years of experience as an HR professional.

•	 73% are involved in employee engagement programs in their companies, either on a 

formal or informal basis.

•	 Titles ranged widely, from vp or Director of Human Resources, manager of talent 

attraction and acquisition, to Director of Workforce Development and manager of labor 

Relations programs.

•	 65% have more than 350 employees at their company.

Principal Findings 
1.    How Many Companies Have Explicit Engagement Programs? 

Formal employee engagement programs are not widespread. the majority of 

companies did not have explicit employee engagement programs (54%). 38% said they 

had programs, and the remaining 7% did not know. 
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Do you have an explicit employee engagement program in your company?
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Key Points:   

Most professionals said their companies did not have explicit engagement programs.  
This finding alone, however, doesn’t tell the entire story. Employee engagement 
appears to be at varying stages of development in different companies.

In a follow-up question, fully 73% of respondents said they were “involved with” 
employee engagement in their organizations. therefore, professionals are participating 

in engagement programs at some level—either formally or informally.

Interestingly, in another section of the survey, professionals reported that positive elements 

of engagement are clearly present in their organizations: 71% said their company has two-

way communication channels with employees; 65% reported having a company culture 

that supports engagement—including respect for colleagues, pride in the company, and 

trust in management.  

So, we wondered: Why do fewer companies have formal engagement programs? What 

is holding them back? We asked professionals whether their companies had clearly 

delineated responsibility for employee engagement: only 19% said yes. What’s more, only 

34% said that their companies had articulated goals for their engagement programs.     

It appears that organizations harbor good intentions for their engagement programs, but 

are not necessarily able to consistently plan and implement them. this topic is explored in 

greater detail later in this report, in a discussion of the employee engagement challenges 

that confront talent management professionals.  

2. The Downside: Effects of Low Engagement on the Workforce

Predictably, low morale was cited as the top impact of low engagement (67%), 
followed by unmotivated employees (66%), employees who feel unappreciated (64%), 
and the inability to retain employees (48%).   
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Key Points:   

Notably, only 14% of professionals said that they had not experienced low 
engagement in their companies.1 This means that 86% of organizations are dealing 
with disengaged or detached employees to some extent. time and again, individual 

case studies of corporations have shown that 

engaged employees have lower rates of absenteeism 

vs. disengaged ones and are more likely to remain 

with their employers.2 moreover, in a striking analysis 

of the financial data and engagement scores of 

50 global companies, towers Watson correlated 

employee engagement scores with operating 

margins. Companies with low traditional engagement 

scores had an average operating margin just 

under 10%. those with high traditional engagement had a slightly higher margin of 14%. 

Companies with the highest “sustainable engagement” scores had an average one-year 

operating margin of 27%.3 

1    Respondents who had not experienced low engagement were instructed to check the not applicable option, as shown on the graph above. 
2   Kevin Kruse, bestselling author of the book Employee Engagement 2.0, lists 29 corporate case studies that can help HR professionals demonstrate the value of   
 engagement to their executive management.  September 18, 2012.  http://kevinkruse.com/employee-engagement-research-master-list-of-29-studies 
3 Engagement at Risk, towers Watson, november 2012, http://towerswatson.com/assets/pdf/2012-towers-Watson-global-Workforce-Study.pdf
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Low morale 

Unmotivated/underperforming employees 

Employees feel unappreciated 

Inability to retain employees 

Poor relationships among employees 

Increase of employee absenteeism/health 

Poor relationships with customers 

Not Applicable 

If you have experienced low employee engagement in your company, what have 
been some of the effects on the workforce? Please check all that apply. (If you 

have not experienced low engagement, check Not Applicable.)

this was a “check all that apply” question, so totals do not sum to 100%.

FAST FACT

14% 
Professionals who have not 
experienced low employee 
engagement in their 
companies.
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3. Best Ways to Foster Employee Engagement

HR professionals said that “trust in management” (56%) and “career development” 
(52%) were the best mechanisms to foster employee engagement. the least popular 

mechanisms were “diversified compensation options” and “good pension and retirement plans.”

Key Points:

Employee engagement is a mixture of different ingredients, but the most crucial is 
trust that management will steer the organization to success. Survey participants said 

that trust in management is the number #1 way to spark employees’ enthusiasm and 

dedication. opportunities for ‘career development’ ranked #2 in importance, indicating  

that employees who are able to realize greater depth in their jobs are more engaged.  

unsurprisingly, professionals in the survey recognize that employee engagement isn’t 

about a pension or good benefits, choices that received low responses. they clearly 

recognize that engagement is about fulfillment on the job and working for capable leadership.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 

Trust in management 

Career development 

Stimulating work environment 

Recognition and rewards 

Flexible work options, e.g. work from home 

Learning opportunities 

Career advancement 

Salary 

Good benefits (medical, dental) 

Mentoring 

Diversified compensation options, e.g. pay 

Good pension and retirement plans 

In your opinion, what are the best mechanisms to foster employee engagement?  
Please check your top three.

this was a “check all that apply” question, so totals do not sum to 100%.
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4. Firing up the C-Suite 

Employee engagement is important to upper level executives, but not a burning 
priority. Most professionals reported that their C-suite was either committed (29%) or 
somewhat committed (29%) to engagement.

Key Points:

Management literature shows that companies will do a better job of engaging 
employees if their leaders are truly engaged. Crunching the numbers, we discovered 
that the C-suite is committed to employee engagement, but not overwhelmingly.  
Executives who are not wholly committed to employee engagement are missing an  

opportunity to unlock the creativity and energy of their workforce. What’s more, disengagement  

costs money: gallup estimates that actively disengaged employees—the least productive— 

cost the american economy up to $350 billion per year in lost productivity.4  

4   gallup Business Journal, http://businessjournal.gallup.com/content/247/the-high-cost-of-disengaged-employees.aspx
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Committed 
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C-suite Commitment to Employee 
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How are HR professionals enlisting executive leadership to be champions of employee 

engagement? In an open-ended question, we asked professionals to identify the methods 

they use to get executive buy-in for engagement programs. Six “themes” emerged from 

their responses:

•	 Using	HR	metrics	such	as	turnover	rates	and	comparing	those	to	engagement	scores.

•	 	Using	business	indicators,	such	as	employee	productivity,	performance,	and	company	

revenue to demonstrate engagement—or lack of it. 

•	 	Showing	outside	case	studies	as	proof	that	employee	engagement	programs	are	

effective in a wide range of companies—and are not just hype.

•	 Employing	a	three-pronged	approach:	communication,	education,	and	results.

•	 	Showing	executives	the	results	of	employee	feedback	from	surveys,	focus	groups,	or	

other forms of measuring engagement. 

•	 	Actively	involving	the	executive	team	in	decisions	about	employee	engagement	programs.

5. Engaging Different Generations

Respondents thought that members of Generation X were the most engaged, with an 
average score of 3.72 on a 5 point scale. Baby Boomers were a close second at 3.62.  

the millennial generation received the lowest engagement average at 3.23.5    

5     Statistical analysis showed that the lower rating for millennials was different from random chance alone. 

2.9 3.0 3.1 3.2 3.3 3.4 3.5 3.6 3.7 3.8 

Baby Boomers (born 1943–60) 

Generation X (born 1961–1980) 

Millennial Generation (born 1981–2000) 

In your opinion, what generation is usually more engaged?
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Key Points:

HR professionals perceived the Millennial 
Generation as the least engaged.  
this is not completely surprising, given the constant 

buzz about millennials in the media and popular 

literature. Studies have shown that millennials are 

self-confident to a fault, social, and technologically 

and media savvy. they have entwined their work 

and personal lives with gadgets.6  as a result of their 

affinity for social media, they may push for more 

transparent and open communication in the workplace. and, they are well-known for 

aggressively seeking career development and requiring continuous feedback about their 

on-the-job performance.7    

What is surprising though, were 

participants’ answers to a follow-

up question about whether 

their companies differentiate 

their engagement programs by 

generation.   Intriguingly, only 

10% said that their companies 

differentiate their programs in this way. yet, there’s no “one size fits all” approach to 

engaging employees.  

6  pew Research Center, millennials: Confident. Connected. open to Change, Released: February 24, 2010
7   myers and Sadaghiani, “millennials in the Workplace: a Communication perspective,” Journal of Business and psychology, June 2010  

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/pmC2868990/

FAST FACT

10% 
Companies that 
differentiated their 
employee engagement 
programs by generation.  
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Do you differentiate your employee engagement 
strategy based on generation?
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Differentiating engagement programs by generation takes resources and careful planning. 

Still, companies will ultimately benefit by making this shift soon—especially as Baby 

Boomers transition out of the workforce and generation X and millennials take the reins. 

the mix of people in the workplace will change dramatically in the next few years, and HR 

professionals can start to develop differentiated programs that attract new talent—especially 

millennials who indeed have different work habits. In the meantime, HR must lead the 

charge now by identifying exactly how employees can be more energized and productive.

6. What Gets in the Way of Engagement? Hurdles for HR

We wanted professionals to tell us what is preventing their organizations from engaging 

employees, so we asked this as an open-ended question. 

participants identified several clear challenges vis-à-vis employee engagement: 

•	 	Work	overload:	Employee	fatigue/employees	being	stretched	too	thin	by	challenging	

business conditions. 

•	 Remote	workforces,	with	varying	access	to	communications	and	information.	

•	 	Diverse	workforces:	Different	

generations and categories of 

employees. the need for a multi-

pronged approach to “tap into” 

all employees.

•	 	Leadership	should	not	regard	engagement	as	a	checklist	item—rather,	it	is	a	strategy	for	

which everyone is accountable.

•	 Creating	career	development	opportunities	that	keep	things	fresh	for	the	workforce.

•	 The	budget	in	a	challenging	economy:	Cost	of	programs	vs.	time	to	ROI.	

“ We have a four-generation workplace, where 
employees have different needs and wants.”
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Key Points:

The challenges that HR professionals describe are endemic and deep-rooted in 
companies, but none of them are insurmountable. HR can help attack these from  

a number of angles, working with executive leadership. Involving leadership in the 

employee engagement process and educating them about the business benefits  

are initial, essential steps.

First, strategic workforce planning is crucial to employee engagement, and HR excels 

at this. to tackle this problem of employee burnout, HR must work with the C-suite to 

redefine work expectations and to provide more support for employees.8 Second, HR 

can help design distinct packages that relieve stress and engage different generations 

in the workplace, such as flexibility in work/life issues.9 third, HR can facilitate new tools, 

techniques, and technologies to tie together remote workforces: Social media applications, 

video conferencing applications for town hall meetings, intranets with current news, or 

“crowd sourcing,” are just a few. as survey participants indicated, budgeting for employee 

engagement is a perennial challenge; yet corporations must develop a strategy around 

which they can build programs, as funds become available. people are a company’s 

greatest competitive asset. Can organizations truly afford disengaged, unproductive, and 

disgruntled employees?

One final note: the sources of employee disengagement must be addressed before 

organizations can truly engage employees. Survey findings indicated that organizations 

tend to look at employee engagement as “one off,” ad hoc programs—not holistically.   

“lunch and learn” and “after Hours/Happy Hour Fridays” are wonderful tactics, but a more 

unified approach is needed. Will burned out, disengaged employees appreciate these 

single efforts, or regard them cynically?  

8   SHRm Effective life practice guidelines: a guide to understanding, measuring and increasing engagement in your organization, Robert J. vance, ph.D, 2006, p. 30  
9   SHRm, 2012 Employee Job Satisfaction and Engagement Survey, p. 28.  

new york times “a place to play for google Staff,” James B. Stewart, march 16, 2013.  Some companies, such as google, are pushing the boundaries of the 
office and creatively redesigning the work environment, with healthy free food, treadmills at employee desks, pets at work, walls to scribble on, and subsidized 
massages, as a way to keep employees engaged and productive.   
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7. Measurement: Getting the Facts, Bridging the Gap

The most popular mechanisms used to measure engagement are: ‘Annual employee 
survey’ (59%), followed by ‘Holding regularly scheduled town hall meetings’(40%).   
the majority of companies measure employee engagement once a year. 

Key Points:

Most organizations still rely on traditional methods of measuring engagement, such 
as the annual employee survey and town hall meetings. While these are fine tools 

for measurement, they might not deliver adequately up-to-date information, particularly 

for companies wrestling with dramatic changes—such as mergers, acquisitions, or 

downsizing. moreover, in an uncertain economy when employees are under stress, more 

frequent measurement is crucial.   

only 17% of companies conduct mid-year “pulse” surveys, and 16% use “social technology/

social media” to measure workforce engagement. two-way communication with the 

workforce will enable talent management professionals to “course correct” if there is an 

issue concerning employee morale. In short, twenty-first century tools and technologies 

exist to help professionals facilitate more frequent interaction within the workforce.   

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 

Annual employee survey 

Holding regularly scheduled “town hall meetings” 

One-on-one interviews 

Focus groups 

Mid-year “pulse” surveys 

Social technology/social media 

Online media metrics 

Don't know 

None/Not applicable 

Other (please specify) 

What mechanisms or tools do you use to measure/assess employee engagement?  
Please check all that apply. 

this was a “check all that apply” question, so totals do not sum to 100%.
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Conclusion
talent management professionals get high marks for their efforts and perseverance in 

furthering employee engagement. they have great insight into this complex issue and are 

working to address it in their organizations. Still, they face steep challenges: employee fatigue, 

geographically dispersed workforces, multiple generations in the workplace, demand for career 

development opportunities, and an executive team that needs to be engaged as well. to cap 

these off, budgetary concerns are ever present.

yet, as one professional said, “Engagement is a strategy that should ripple through the 

organization—leadership should not regard it as a checklist item.” Companies must begin to 

think strategically and plan deliberately for engagement. to successfully design engagement 

programs, the fundamental elements of good planning are required: investigating what 

different generations in the workplace want and need, considering the goals of the business, 

recommending tools to improve employee communication, and determining how to alleviate 

burnout and stress when employees are working longer hours and harder. HR excels at all 

these tasks. as the Baby Boomers seek retirement and pass the baton to generation X and 

the millennial generation, corporations must develop creative ways to engage and retain their 

workers—and at the same time, attract new talent. By starting to identify the needs of the new 

workforce now, companies will position themselves competitively for the future.
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