The CEO’s Guide to
Engaged (and Productive!) Employees
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INTRODUCTION

On average, human beings in the western world spend a total of 90,000 hours at work, which
amounts to almost 11 years. However, for a large proportion of people around the world, the
workplace is an uninspiring and demotivating environment.
With increased productivity and competitiveness high on the agendas of every company, along
with an unprecedented influx of digital information to absorb and new technology to embrace,
more and more workers are feeling overwhelmed and disengaged. When this occurs, employees
are less likely to deliver high standards of productivity.
In an article for Forbes magazine, Karen Strauss says, “It doesn’t matter what you build, invent
or sell; your organization can’t move forward without people. CEOs, company founders and
managers the world over know that keeping the teams beneath them moving forward together
in harmony means the difference between winning and dying.”
So, as a CEO and business leader, how do you keep your team moving forward in harmony?
What’s the key to increasing engagement, and therefore productivity? The New York Times defines
engagement as “involvement, commitment, passion, enthusiasm, focused effort and energy” and
is “widely correlated with higher corporate performance.”
Before we uncover some critical behaviours you should be demonstrating to engage and inspire
your employees, let’s assess the current state of engagement in the workplace.
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THE STATE OF
GLOBAL EMPLOYEE
ENGAGEMENT

Global Trends in employee Engagement

Employee engagement has risen six points globally in the last
four years. Half of that increase occured in the last year.
75%
ENGAGEMENT SCORE

The concept of employee
engagement is often confused
with satisfaction or happiness.
However, as human capital
and management consultant
Aon Hewitt’s latest report
says, ‘Employee
engagement
is defined as “the level of
an employee’s psychological
investment in their organisation.”’

GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT
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According to Aon Hewitt’s
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
Global Employee Engagement
YEAR
Index, engagement rose from
62% in 2014 to 65% in 2015, which is great news for CEOs and HR teams all over the world.

Asia Paciﬁc

2015 Engagement

65%

+5pts

Largest Positive
Dimension Ingreases

Rewards & Recognition

+6

Work Life Balance

+6

Reputation

+5

Learning & development

+4

Career Opportunities

+4

Globally, Asia Pacific has witnessed
the biggest improvement with a
five-point improvement (from 60%
to 65%), with the largest increases
attributed to Rewards and
Recognition, Work Life Balance,
Reputation, Learning and
Development and Career
Opportunities.

While these figures are promising, the study demonstrates that
there is volatility and unpredictability around engagement, and
for the employees involved in both the 2014 and 2015 surveys,
46% of participants moved at least one category among the four
categories (Actively Disengaged, Passive, Moderately Engaged,
and Highly Engaged). This means that although your employee
may be Highly Engaged one year, there is a strong likelihood they
may be Passive, Moderately Engaged or Actively Disengaged the
following year.
This inconsistency in engagement within organisations is worrying,
and as Aon Hewitt reveals, “If organisations, especially the largest
and most complex, are going to succeed in a time of volatility,
executives and managers are going to have to understand and
optimize the employee experience like never before.”

In Australia, there has been a 1% decrease in engagement, and while this is certainly not dramatic,
it’s important that as a CEO, you’re aware of the behaviours, techniques and values that are
critical to ensuring your workforce is engaged and productive. While every workplace is different
and has its own dynamics, there are some key factors that will increase the overall effectiveness
of your organisation.
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WHAT DRIVES EMPLOYEES:
AUTONOMY, MASTERY,
PURPOSE
Before we drill down into specific factors that
will engage your employees, it’s important to
understand the psychology of human beings
and what motivates them at work.

intrinsic motivation, encourage shortcuts and
unethical behavior, become addictive and
foster short-term thinking.

Autonomy

Behavioral economist Dan Ariely believes,
“When we think about how people work,
the naïve intuition we have is that people
are like rats in a maze. We really have this
incredibly simplistic view of why people
work.” However, human beings are much
more complex than this, and every CEO should
understand that employees are motivated by
more sophisticated factors.

Pink believes we are more empowered to
achieve greater results when we choose our
tasks, when we do them, who we do them with
and how we do them. Of course, accountability
is crucial, but fostering a sense of autonomy
has a powerful effect on the workforce, and
Pink says that companies that offer autonomy
generally outperform their competitors.

In his book Drive: The Surprising Truth About
What Motivates Us, influential management
thinker Daniel H. Pink suggests that in the past,
it was presumed our workforce were merely
motivated by rewards and punishments. This
just isn’t the case anymore though.

So, as a business leader, are you giving your
team direction and tools to accomplish
their goals? Or are you setting down rigid
guidelines and inflexible processes they must
follow? Allowing for autonomy will likely boost
creativity, engagement and productivity, and
have a positive impact on your business.

Pink says humans – both at home and at work
- possess the drive to learn, create and better

Mastery
Pink believes we’re moving towards a
workforce that is focused on mastery, the
art of becoming better at something that
matters. The pursuit of mastery is a mindset,
and the ability to solve complex problems
requires an inquiring mind and the willingness
to experiment one’s way to a fresh solution.

the world. Pink’s studies have found that
humans will also often respond positively to
having these qualities nurtured.
Obviously, your workforce needs to earn an
appropriate wage, but simply offering rewards
(and punishments) can often have debilitating
effects, and can even be highly demotivating.
While rewards and punishments can be useful
for routine-based tasks, in other instances,
Pink says, they can crush creativity, extinguish

Mastery involves true effort, practice, and
can unfold over years. With that in mind, are
you encouraging your team to change their
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behaviour through engaging, continuous
learning and development programs?

Purpose
You may have already witnessed the real
shift taking place in workplaces; more
than ever, human beings are driven by the
meaningfulness of their work and they are
also looking outwards to complement their
professional goals.
Pink says, “The most deeply motivated people
hitch their desires to a cause greater and
more enduring than themselves”, and that
companies who merely focus on profit over
purpose lack the power to fully mobilise human
energies. In contrast, those businesses that
encourage giving back to communities and
who develop emotional awareness alongside
profit maximization are truly rejuvenating their
capabilities.
Forbes contributor Josh Bersin says it’s a
critical time to re-think employee engagement
and he argues for a reframed business strategy
that focuses on developing well-rounded,
motivated individuals. The advantage of that,
he says, is, “If your people love their work
and the environment you have created, they
will treat customers better, innovate, and
continuously improve your business.”
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THE FOUR FACTORS EVERY
CEO CAN’T IGNORE: PHYSICAL,
EMOTIONAL, MENTAL, SPIRITUAL
The New York Times, curious to understand
what influences people’s engagement and
productivity at work, partnered with the
Harvard Business Review to survey more than
12,000 mostly white-collar employees across a
broad range of industries.

Spiritual:
This is very much aligned with Daniel H. Pink’s
theory about ‘purpose’, and employees who
derive meaning and significance from their
work were more than three times as likely to
stay with their organisations. These employees
also reported 1.7 times higher job satisfaction
and they were 1.4 times more engaged at
work.

The study revealed that employees are vastly
more engaged, satisfied and productive when
these four core needs are met:
physical, emotional, mental and spiritual.

According to the study, “the more effectively
leaders
and
organizations
support
employees in meeting these core needs, the
more likely the employees are to experience
engagement, loyalty, job satisfaction and
positive energy at work, and the lower their
perceived levels of stress. When employees
have one need met, compared with none,
all of their performance variables improve.
The more needs met, the more positive the
impact.”

Physical:
Employees who are encouraged to regularly
renew and recharge at work by taking regular
breaks reported a 30 percent higher level of
focus than those who take no breaks or just
one during the day, and almost 50 percent of
employees experienced a greater capacity to
think creatively.

Emotional:
The study found that employees who feel
valued and appreciated for their contributions

So, as a CEO, how can you foster a culture
of autonomy, mastery and purpose? What
specific behaviours, expectations and goals
can you implement to ensure your team have
the tools to satisfy their physical, emotional,
mental and spiritual needs? And how can you
get your employees to be more engaged –
and therefore productive – at work?

are 1.3 times as likely to stay with their
organisation and 67 percent more engaged.

Mental:
Only 20 percent of respondents said they were
given the opportunity to focus on one task at
a time at work, but those who could were 50
percent more engaged. Also, employees who
are given the time to prioritize their tasks were
1.6 times better able to focus on one thing at
a time.
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8 WAYS TO ENGAGE
YOUR EMPLOYEES

1

Be mindful of your energy

to grant them new responsibilities because it
will allow them to grow, and Glick says that
if you’re concerned about productivity, he
believes, “the bigger risk is having people get
burnt out or bored.”

Energy is contagious, especially the
energy of a CEO. The Harvard Business Study
revealed, “When leaders explicitly encourage
employees to work in more sustainable ways
— and especially when they themselves
model a sustainable way of working — their
employees are 55 percent more engaged,
53 percent more focused, and more likely to
stay at the company.” The study encourages
CEOs to avoid favouritism, to be aware of
low-performing employees and why they’re
underperforming; this insight can lead to
urgent implementation of changes.

2

5

Make consistent, firm decisions

Rather than providing clinical, annual
reviews, it’s important that CEOs take part
in “continuous listening”. Managers can
gather feedback from employees with regular
conversations throughout the entire employee
lifecycle by conducting quarterly surveys and
continuously listening. Being available for
communication demonstrates you value your
employees’ time, and leaders who do this will
have greater opportunities to act on feedback
more regularly to create regular, timely
improvements or adjustments. According
to a study by Kronos Incorporated, 65% of
millennials who left their employer said they
would have stayed longer if management had
shown interest in them or if their manager had
asked what needed to be done to keep them.

Make learning and training
readily available

Knowledge is power! As Daniel H. Pink says,
human beings enjoy the art of mastery, and
you have the power to arm your people with
the appropriate tools to educate them and
create real behavioural change. Investing in
innovative, experiential eLearning solutions
will keep your people engaged, informed and
valued. When you invest in learning, you’re
investing in your company.
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Listen continuously

Even though you should develop great
relationships with your team, there will be
times when you’ll have to make some tough,
uncomfortable decisions. You will also have
to create consistent boundaries. As Professor
Glick says, ideally managers and employees
should have an open relationship but he also
believes, “I think the worst thing is to pretend
you’re peers… it’s the inconsistency, I think,
which is the bigger problem.”

Give employees new
challenges, constantly

Can you think of any employee who wants to
do a specific task over and over again until
they retire or quit? Professor Leonard J. Glick,
a specialist in employee engagement from
Boston’s Northeastern University, encourages
CEOs to allow employees to be regularly given
new responsibilities and tasks. Don’t be afraid
8
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Provide workplace flexibility

7

Introduce reverse mentoring

and focus to perform at a higher level at work.
Arianna Huffington from The Huffington Post is
a strong advocate for health and wellness, and
she says, “We … offer meditation, breathing
and yoga classes throughout the week; we
have a gym and take part in the Virgin Pulse
wellness program, where employees can earn
up to $500 a year by engaging in healthy
practices. And to facilitate such healthy
practices, we have refrigerators stocked with
healthy snacks, including yogurt, hummus and
fresh fruit. We also offer our employees three
paid volunteer days each year to serve in their
communities and we match up to $250 a year
of charitable contributions per employee.”
Every business is different, but how are you
ensuring your team is refreshed, rested and
ready to perform?

The Harvard Business Review study
found that “employees have a deep desire for
flexibility about where and when they work
— and far higher engagement when they
have more choice. But many employers remain
fearful that their employees won’t accomplish
their work without constant oversight — a
belief that ironically feeds the distrust of their
employees, and diminishes their engagement.”
If you’re currently enforcing a stale, structured
workplace environment, it may be time to shift
your focus and allow greater flexibility: the
results will surprise you.

Millennials have now surpassed
Generation X as the largest generation in the
workforce, and they bring with them new skills,
especially those based around technology.
While many millennials are highly tech-literate,
they lack interpersonal and communication
skills that other generations possess. So, as
a business leader, how do you combat this
inequity within your workforce? One of the
most exciting solutions is to introduce reverse
mentoring. Imagine a workplace where your
older employees are teaching their younger
colleagues invaluable face-to-face skills,
while younger employees are imparting
their incredible knowledge of emerging
technologies?
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While there are many ways to ensure
your employees are engaged, it’s always
worthwhile to continuously reflect on your
current approach, and incorporate new
techniques that will inspire your team to be
more productive. Every company is different
and every team of employees is different, so
it’s important to carefully assess your business,
and be creative in your approach to making it
an inspiring, exciting place to work. After all,
a recent Gallup study found that companies
in the top quartile for engaged employees,
compared with the bottom quartile, enjoyed
22 percent higher profitability and 10 percent
higher customer ratings.

Prioritise health and wellness

Sure, the main objective of your
business is to satisfy customers and increase
profits. However, your people should be your
priority too. More and more companies are
embracing the shift of ensuring that the health
and wellness of each individual is paramount.
When employees are mentally and physically
fit, they have greater capability, motivation
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AN AUSTRALIAN PERSPECTIVE:
CLAIRE HARRISON

She says, “It does come down to the person
in the leadership position. That’s been
reinforced to me time and time again. You
need someone who can sell a story, who
stays focused and who shows they care about
their people. That will make or break the
organisation. As a CEO, it all starts with you.
You need to be authentic, passionate about
what you do, and truly believe in what you’re
doing. If you’re not, eventually people will
see through that.”
Harrison believes that a leader needs to have
a strong vision, and it cannot be simply based
on financial success. She also believes that
CEOs need to possess strong values, because
organisational values create great workplace
cultures. She says, “A lot of people I have
interviewed initially struggled to engage
their employees, but they took an active
role in distilling and communicating their
values, and now achieve 20-to-25% growth
year-on-year.”

Claire Harrison is a Brisbane-based, former
HR Director who now helps CEOs build great
places to work and deliver exceptional business
outcomes. Claire is also the author of the book
The CEO Secret Guide, which helps CEOs
solve their biggest challenges surrounding
people management and motivation.
Harrison has undertaken extensive research
with companies featured in the annual Best
Places to Work study, and she says that over the
last couple of decades, there’s been a dramatic
shift in how CEOs shape their businesses. She
says that leaders “need to be more focused
on employee engagement, and the success of
the majority of businesses is directly linked to
their quality of people. When people are more
engaged, they really will be so much more
productive.”

Communication is critical
Harrison says that one of the most essential
– and overlooked - ingredients in culture
is communication, because many leaders
underestimate the necessity of it. She says,
“CEOs think that they have communicated
their short-term or long-term goals, or
actionable tasks, and they think that because
everyone has heard it, so they will do what
is required of them, but that’s not the case.
You have to repeat yourself over and over,
keep selling that message, ensure people

Harrison says that the success of businesses
is underpinned by the behaviour of the CEO.
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understand your goals every step of the way
and bring people on the journey. In so many
employee engagement survey, communication
– or lack of it - is the one area that is rated
poorly so often. It’s difficult to get right, but
it’s so important.”

Performance is paramount
Harrison believes that every great CEO
or business leader needs to set very clear
expectations of their employees through
KPIs. They should provide regular feedback
rather than just relying on annual performance
reviews. If CEOs are not providing direct
feedback in the moment, they need to arm their
line managers with the skills to hold honest,
constructive and actionable conversations.
Harrison also believes that it’s important to
reward behaviours and performances that we
want to see more of. She says, “Recognition
is very important, but keep in mind that it’s
different for each person, so you have to ask
or assess what really drives people.”

Will engagement levels increase?
Harrison says, “You would hope employee
engagement is going to increase, because
smart companies are investing more time
and effort into it, and they understand how
important it is. We are seeing an emergence
of more inspiring leaders now, and those
leaders really do provide their businesses with
a competitive advantage.”
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SUMMARY
The global research into employee engagement is unanimous. CEOs who continuously inspire
their people are already seeing the direct correlation between higher engagement and greater
productivity. Similarly, research has demonstrated that CEOs who are not actively engaging their
employees will experience apathy, disengagement, and lower productivity.
So, can you confidently say you’re genuinely engaging your workforce, all of the time? Are your
people happy and inspired at work? If you’re not, it’s never too late to shift your approach, but
it all starts with your vision.
For the last decade, Workstar has been working with companies such as Westpac, IAG, McDonald’s
and QBE, and we’ve developed experiential eLearning solutions that engage their employees,
drive real behavioural change and increase organisational success.
We’d love to talk you through our unique approach to learning, so if you’d like to discover more,
please contact Sue Fell on 0406 485 448 or Emma Harding on 0447 115 557.
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