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Addressing employee disengagement requires overcoming the status quo. It requires energizing 
workers and getting them plugged in to the work beyond just meeting performance expectations. 
To do that, HR — and the business at large — must reframe the whole conversation around 
employee experience. 

The following questions were posed by SilkRoad to Kyle Lagunas, research manager for IDC's 

Emerging Trends in Talent Acquisition and Engagement research practice, on behalf of SilkRoad's 

customers. 

Q. What are the key indicators that impact employee disengagement that should concern

HR but also executive leadership?

A. Traditionally, employee engagement has been focused on HR metrics — things like

unwanted turnover, underperformance, and employee satisfaction. Although these are things

HR strategies can influence, the most important aspects of the employee experience are

outside the direct control of human resources. In reality, employee disengagement is more a

consequence of the business environment — this is why CFOs, CEOs, and COOs need to

pay attention as well. Companies struggling to address disengagement problems need to

look beyond HR and consider friction points in the everyday employee experience itself.

When discussing engagement with talent leaders today, the conversation is more business

centric. They're not just trying to retain top talent — they're trying to enable, support, and

manage a more agile workforce, to activate talent and mobilize in order to respond to new

market opportunities. This requires deeper alignment across all functions of the organization

— sales, marketing, operations, and IT, as well as the entire enterprise working together to

reach the outcome that the business wants and needs.

Achieving that alignment is frankly impossible when a significant portion of the workforce is

actively disengaged from the work they're doing. If employees are taking things one day at a

time, getting them tuned in and energized for a major strategic initiative is a massive but

ultimately futile effort. There is just no way you can get it done.

When we're talking about disengagement, we're trying to overcome the status quo. We're

trying to energize folks and get them plugged in to the work beyond just meeting performance
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expectations. And to do that, HR (and the business at large) must reframe the whole 

conversation around employee experience. It's more than human capital management; it's a 

partnership, a commitment between the business and its employees to do what needs to be 

done — together. 

Q. How do you quantify the impact of disengagement on a business?  

A. This is one of the biggest challenges for the modern HR leader — and one the C-suite is 

increasingly interested in understanding. Defining employee engagement in a practical and 

meaningful way, identifying metrics that accurately and effectively reflect how the impact of 

positive and negative shifts, and then tracking and reporting on them consistently is an 

immense undertaking. The key, as I mentioned before, is to look beyond the traditional HR 

metrics.  

Whereas standard metrics include general things like unwanted turnover, decreases in 

employee performance, and satisfaction, those are lagging indicators of disengagement. 

More actionable insights require a more holistic examination of the viability of the workforce 

— wellness (personal, financial, emotional), career satisfaction and motivation, work/life 

balance, employee/manager relationships, and other elements that impact employee 

experience. 

Furthermore, workforce viability is a measure of an organizational bandwidth and its ability to 

pivot into new markets. It's about the ability to evolve, change, and adapt — all of which rely 

on a workforce that shows up every day and feels both valued and fully utilized.  

In a digital enterprise, organizational agility is a critical success factor. When a portion of your 

workforce is actively disengaged, there will be operational costs associated with 

underperformance. And it is impossible to achieve the requisite levels of agility from a 

workforce that's just getting from one day to the next. 

If you want to quantify the impact of disengagement, start by taking a hard look at the 

business rather than running another report on retention rates. What's your Net Promoter 

Score among employees — or candidates? How does that correlate with customer retention 

rates or sales performance? Consider the strain placed on the organization when trying to 

achieve business objectives from one quarter to the next. Are you making it by the skin of 

your teeth? Are you hemorrhaging talent along the way? Is morale low and falling lower? 

There can be any number of problems, but you'll never get ahead of them if you're limiting 

your analysis to biannual engagement surveys.  

Q. What do you see as the root cause of disengagement, and where does disengagement 

start? 

For many organizations, disengagement is systemic — caused by a combination of poor 

workforce management, under-resourced and overtaxed business units, and stale (or toxic) 

company culture. Digital transformation is very real. It's disrupting a lot of industries and 

changing the way that work gets done. But what few people want to confront is the fact that 

the HR function hasn't evolved as quickly as other aspects of the business — due in large 

part to being managed as a cost center rather than a business driver. All too often, I see HR 

leaders at the end of their rope saying, "Hopefully, we reach our goals and hopefully HR is 

keeping turnover at a minimum and hopefully we don't get hit with another I-9 audit because 

that'll be the end of us." 

But HR must evolve beyond where it has traditionally been — because HR plays an 

increasingly critical role in supporting business success. And this is why we need to frame 

the disengagement conversation in business terms, rather than simply as part of an 
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aspirational HR message. There is a real urgency to address disengagement in the 

organization, to make sure that the strategy and business operation itself is sustainable. The 

problem is a complex one — there is no single starting point for disengagement. There isn't a 

straightforward, linear timeline for where it begins and where it ends. Instead, it's a 

continuous cycle. But the one thing that we find is, regardless of specific drivers of 

disengagement with this employer or that employee, employee experience has always been 

an afterthought. It's something that is neglected by executive leadership and by HR until 

something happens that brings disengagement front and center — usually a negative 

customer experience or major target missed.  

Challenge the status quo, ensure employee experience isn't an afterthought, and get ahead 

of potential issues. Frankly, a lot of the value and implications of engagement are lost in 

aspirational messaging from an HR department doing its best with the cards it's dealt. In the 

end, employee experience has been more of a buzzword than a core part of modern talent 

strategy. 

Q. When tackling employee engagement, what must be solved — improved morale, 

reduced turnover, or increased productivity? 

A. It's all those things and more. To really tackle disengagement, you have to take it head on. 

One of the innate problems with employee engagement is it's often approached piecemeal or 

as part of isolated damage control. Companies rarely have a full global strategy for 

engagement. But for better or worse, engagement falls squarely on HR — both from an 

ownership perspective and from a measurement perspective. As I've said, all the traditional 

metrics are in HR's wheelhouse. But HR itself has no ownership over any of it. It's a catch-22. 

So, yes — you are trying to improve morale. You are trying to reduce unwanted turnover. 

You are trying to improve productivity. Companies want all these things, but in reality, 

companies need their workforce to be more readily adaptable and responsive to changes in 

strategic direction. Companies need workers to spot emerging trends, address them, and 

bring new ideas to the business.  

In the digital enterprise, technology plays a critically important role in scaling and enabling 

operations. But initiative, execution, and innovation — these are things that come from the 

workforce itself, the people within an organization. If those workers are merely surviving from 

one day to the next, the outlook for the business is pretty bleak. What companies want and 

need is to get as much value from their employees as possible. To achieve that, the company 

must deliver value to those employees. That's what you're trying to solve for when tackling 

engagement (or should be). 

Q. What role does onboarding play in disarming disengagement? 

A. New hire onboarding is a critical juncture in the employee experience. No one is ever more 

engaged than a new employee on their first day at a new job. But by and large, the only 

element of new hire onboarding that HR directly owns is the administrative work — for 

example, workstation setup and requisitions. Beyond that, HR is at the mercy of other 

stakeholders like the hiring manager and business unit leader, as well as the employee's new 

coworkers. Everybody plays a role in sustaining the engagement in a new employee. 

But when nobody is held accountable for their role in onboarding new employees, it either 

happens or it doesn't, and far be it from the new hire to speak up lest they're seen as 

incompetent. That's why hiring practices have placed so much emphasis on "fit" these days. 

Assessing things like culture fit, team fit, and organizational fit has become increasingly 

popular because at the end of the day HR doesn't own all the myriad factors that contribute to 



©2018 IDC 4 

a new hire's success or failure. That's why building a new hire onboarding process that 

accounts for this and gets new hires connected to all of those disparate pieces that make up 

a successful and engaging experience is so important. 

I think this is the number 1 example of where we let things fall to the wayside. It's the one 

area where HR probably has the most direct influence on driving engagement. But, again, 

because it falls victim to daily operations, it's a missed opportunity. Frankly, onboarding 

needs to be utilized beyond just the new hire experience. People are onboarded to new 

projects, new processes, and new roles all the time in their career. They are onboarded to 

open enrollment, for example. They are onboarded to a new product line or industry vertical. 

They are onboarded to a temporary assignment. They're onboarded to a new strategic 

objective or to new business objectives or more contextual objectives within the new role. 

People are technically onboarded to new things more frequently than you might think, but 

similar to the new hire onboarding experience, companies typically lack a good, dedicated 

approach to the process. Lacking that, we're leaving folks in the dark — and directly 

undermining organizational agility and employee engagement in the same fell swoop.  
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