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PART II PROCESSES AND SKILLS

Employee engagement is a concept that is relatively recent, and it is not yet well-
established in academia. Definitions of employee engagement typically emphasize indi-
viduals’ being psychologically present and applying themselves physically, cognitively,
and emotionally when performing their organizational roles (e.g., Gruman & Saks, 2011;
Saks, 2006). An employee who is engaged can be characterized as enthusiastic, energetic,
motivated, and passionate about his or her work, whereas a disengaged worker is one who
is apathetic and withdrawn from her or his job. The concept of engagement builds
strongly on motivation, which can be defined as the drive or energy that compels people
to act, with energy and persistence, toward some goal. To say that someone “has motiva-
tion” is to say that the person has substantial energy and drive in pursuit of something.
The concept of employee engagement bridges internal states of motivation with observ-
able behaviors in the workplace.

Employee engagement and motivation are central to the work of human resource man-
agement. First, the field cannot ignore the broad impacts that classification, compensation,
promotion, training, and other policies have on employee engagement. Directly or indi-
rectly, human resource management provides employers and employees with tools for
managing engagement, as discussed in this chapter. Second, in a world of tightly con-
strained budgets and ever-growing demands, employee engagement is increasingly rele-
vant to human resource management as an important strategy for improving productivity
and performance.

The idea of employee engagement became popularized through the work of Gallup,
which began to track engagement in 2000. A 2002 study reported that only 29% of U.S.
employees were engaged in their jobs, while 55% were not engaged and 16% were
actively disengaged (“High Cost of Disengaged Employees,” 2002). These numbers were
widely reported and replicated. For example, Schwartz (2010) notes that a survey of nearly
90,000 employees worldwide found that only 21 % feel fully engaged at work and nearly
40% are disenchanted or disengaged. Moreover, among those who are engaged, 59%
strongly agree that “my current job brings out my most creative ideas,” compared to only

17% among those who are not engaged (“Engaged Employees Inspire Company
Innovation,” 2006).! Some time ago, in a survey of public managers, Berman and West
(2003b) found that in local jurisdictions in which managers had a strong commitment,
77.8% of respondents also agreed or strongly agreed that “employee productivity is high,”
compared with only 44.1% in jurisdictions where most managers had only mediocre
levels of commitment. The numbers differ, but the conclusion remains the same: It mat-
ters that both employees and managers are committed and engaged at work. A recent
Gallup (2013) study also indicates that employee engagement is strongly associated with
reduced turnover and absenteeism.

These studies point to another very basic and essential truth: Employees vary greatly in
their levels of engagement and motivation. Most supervisors are likely to have a mix, with
some employees who are highly engaged, some who are actively disengaged, and most
who are, well, somewhere in the middle. Many years ago, West and Berman (1997) found
in cities with populations of more than 50,000 that 29.8% of city managers agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement “Employees are highly motivated to achieve goals,”

48.8% only somewhat agreed with this statement, and 21.5% disagreed in different
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PART II PROCESSES AND SKILLS

act with energy and persistence toward goals, the question is which factors affect this
energy. Some theories focus on factors inherent to individuals, such as their basic needs for
survival, achievement, appreciation/belonging, or development, as well as their energy
level and mental state (e.g., their energy to pursue different tasks). This “needs perspective”
of motivation is associated with the work of Abraham Maslow (1954), who developed a
hierarchy of needs of basic drives around (1) survival, (2) safety, (3) belonging, (4) self-
esteem, and (5) self-actualization.? Other theories examine components relating to the
external circumstances in which people find themselves, such as the effects of job goals,
salary, work obstructions, supervision, and leadership, which also influence motivation.
HRM is involved in shaping many of these, not only through compensation but also
through job design and even through selection that addresses factors inherent to individu-
als (U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, 2012).

AXkey principle of motivation is that people are motivated to pursue their goals and satisfy
their needs. As President Dwight D. Eisenhower put it, “Motivation is the art of getting people
to do what you want them to do because they want to do it.” Vroom’s expectancy theory of
motivation (1964) is a general theory that encompasses a variety of factors. Vroom'’s basic
premise is that while people are motivated to satisfy their needs, they do so in ways that result
in the greatest benefits/pleasure and minimal costs/pain. Specifically, people show effort in
the expectation that this will produce performance results, which will lead to rewards that
they can use to satisfy their needs; hence, efforts > performance - rewards = need attain-
ment. This basic causal chain of events is based in three key (and obvious) assumptions:

1. The more value a person places on an outcome, the more effort he or she will put
forward (valence of outcomes).

2. The more someone believes that he or she has the ability to achieve an outcome,
the more effort that person is likely to put forward (expectancy of efforts).

3. The more an individual believes that rewards will be forthcoming as a result of his
or her performance, the more effort the individual will put forward
(instrumentality of performance).

These assumptions provide useful levers for managing motivation in others. Vroom’s
theory points to the need for managers to ensure that employees are committed to certain
outcomes and that workers feel confident that they will be successful given their abilities
and existing conditions (e.g., adequate training and resources) and the need for organiza-
tions to be reliable (e.g., not withholding rewards or creating false expectations). Research
findings generally validate Vroom'’s assumptions and also provide useful, overarching start-
ing points for administrators. For example, the first assumption points to managers giving
employees compelling reasons to be motivated to pursue certain outcomes, helping them
to achieve high valence. Employees may experience having to choose among competing
outcomes—personal circumstances and nonwork motivations also affect the valuation of
outcomes and efforts—and a manager’s job is to help employees make effective choices.
The second assumption points to supervisors providing encouraging and supportive feed-
back that helps employees to apply and develop themselves in pursuit of outcomes.

B B el k. s s
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PART I PROCESSES AND SKILLS

they can go elsewhere!” Old-fashioned carrot-and-stick approaches, when not tailored to
the specific desires and conditions of individual employees, often become irrelevant irri-
tants at best; at worst, they become fear-based management when the sticks outweigh the
carrots. Such orientations do little to further employee engagement and are rightly recog-
nized as unproductive and undesirable (Seijts & Crim, 2006). Similarly, employees are
needed who bring some extra, internal motivation with them to succeed, and managers are
needed who build on that to increase performance. As one manager has noted with regard
to selection, “If I need to motivate you, then you are not the right person for the job”
(quoted in Pink, 2009, p. 32). This may be overstated, but it surely makes the point about
intrinsic motivations.

People need a degree of autonomy to solve problems, achieve high performance, and
realize their intrinsic motivations. Management should ask for accountability after the fact
rather than control throughout. In an academic vein, path-goal theory suggests that the job
of the manager is to lay out clear and doable goals and to provide a clear path with few
obstacles for employees (House, 1971; Locke & Latham, 1990). This idea has made its way
into various management strategies, including management by objectives (MBO) in the
1970s, which one author sums up using five precepts (Odiorne, 1976):

. Tell me what is expected of me in advance.

. Give me the resources to do the job. *

. Leave me alone as much as possible to do my job.
. Let me know how well I am doing in my work.

. Reward my accomplishments.

This idea continues to inspire. Theory X is typically associated with a “push” style of
management, whereas Theory Y and the MBO version are associated with a “pull” style of
management that is especially appropriate for people who have “drive.”

During the 1980s and 1990s, further progress was made on a number of fronts. Employee
empowerment involves the delegation of decision making and other responsibilities to
employees while holding them accountable for outcomes. Both Theory Y and MBO imply
empowerment, as do other trends, such as heightened responsiveness to individualized con-
sideration for clients. A key step in empowerment involves not only task selection (deciding
what should be delegated) but also employee selection and working with people toward suc-
cessful outcomes. Other advances include quality of work life (see Chapter 8) and increased
customer orientation. Employee engagement builds on these advances. Analytically, though
the concept of employee engagement is often defined as noted above, no standard measure
of such engagement is yet in use. Academic studies typically assess aspects of vigor (e.g., “At
work, I feel full of energy”), dedication (e.g., “I find the work that I do full of meaning and
purpose”), and absorption (“I am immersed in my work”) (Menguc, Auh, Fisher, & Haddad,
2013). Typically, multiple survey items are used to develop a composite measure of engage-
ment, but practice-based research sometimes conflates measures of employee engagement
with the drivers (causes) of employee engagement, hence engendering some confusion and
criticism;® The distinction matters, of course.
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to where it was before. Thus, the motivational boost of prospective money is only
temporary. Further, for some people an emphasis on pay may drive out intrinsic moti-
vation and pleasure. In short, (1) the lack of money demotivates, (2) the prospect of
making more money motivates, but (3) permanent higher salaries are not associated
with permanent higher motivation.

A paradox of employee engagement is that while the public sector lacks financial
inducements comparable to those available in the private sectot, research suggests that
money alone is not sufficient to ensure higher levels of engagement and motivation.
Rather, managing engagement in the public sector requires following the models discussed
above, using a mix of selection, feedback, achievement, recognition, and growth opportu-
nity. Of course, money and incentives are important. Surely it is difficult to attract good
workers with below-market pay rates, and it is difficult to keep good workers if one cannot
offer them advancement opportunities. All personnel, regardless of motivation, also need
to be told what the limits are to their behavior. Rewards have their place—including nonfi-
nancial inducements for performance, such as conference travel or new office equip-
ment—but a different and broader approach is also needed.

As the importance of intrinsic and nonfinancial motivation has come to be recognized,
in recent years some effort has gone into better measuring public service motivation (PSM),
defined as a service ethic of civil servants that explains their intrinsic motivation to serve.
Key dimensions of this ethic are assumed to be attraction to policy making, commitment
to furthering the public interest, commitment to social justice, commitment to civic duty,
compassion about the welfare of others, and commitment to self-sacrifice for public causes
(Perry, 1996, 2000; Wright, Moynihan, & Pandey, 2012). The findings of the many studies
of PSM in the past decade suggest to practitioners specific levers they can use to increase
[mission valance for employees (such as by encouraging participation in policy processes,
appealing to employees’ sense of social justice or interest in social welfare, and providing
opportunities to further the public interest).

Researchers also note that autonomy and control should be contingent on tasks and
people; some situations may in fact be suitable for a stronger emphasis on rewards. Some
jobs really are monotonous and repetitive, offering workers little room for creativity or
exploring their own intrinsic needs. Under such conditions, rewards can turn boring work
into a gamelike activity (€.g., how to finish sooner) and thereby increase motivation, as can
more autonomy where appropriate (€.g.. flextime, relaxed dress code). Also, not everyone
has abundant inner drive, and some people like to be told in great detail which procedures
they should follow. Greater freedom is not always welcomed. Again, extrinsic factors such
as money, instrumental POWer, and status (McClelland, 1985) provide clear “rules of the
game” and conditions that give people an incentive and a bigger and better future to fight
for. The contingency perspective acknowledges that theory needs to be applied with con-
sideration given to specific contexts and outcomes. For example, while management con-
trol and worker autonomy are easily posited as theoretical opposites, in some jobs, such as
emergency management, both are strongly present. Theory Y is preferred for employee
engagement, but Theory X must at times be used.

In recent years, employers have recognized the importance of promoting an adequate
level of creativity in jobs that require it. Some of the most creative and successful companies
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