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			“Mahan and Nelms present the reader with excellent data and sound recommendations to improve employee retention and engagement. As an HR professional, I especially appreciate the authors’ recommendations to utilize turnover costs to build the necessary business case to senior officers; to have employers pilot and adopt their own best practices (rather than chase the most current HR fad); and for Operation Managers to own employee retention and engagement. EmployER Engagement is a must read and must follow road map for any organization genuinely interested in building a more productive workplace.”

			Michael F. Cassity, MA, SPHR

			Division VP- Human Resources (Retired)

			HCA

			“EmployER Engagement insightfully makes the case for leaders to have the courage to connect and engage with employees. Mahan and Nelms provide excellent data to support the Employer Engagement premise and the necessary tools to build effective strategies for organizational engagement and retention. The manager who effectively connects with employees demonstrates engaging behavior, and in return so will employees. The ideas shared in this book helped me define more and better actions.” 

			Phil Brown

			Sr. Vice President, Mohawk Industries

			“Mahan and Nelms vividly describe the shifting workforce dynamics and the need for employers to better engage their people. This mandate is to not only compete, but to ultimately survive. There has never been a more critical period in the war for talent.”

			Bob Ravener
Author, Consultant, Speaker, Board Member, Former EVP and Chief People Officer, Dollar General Corporation

			“Strong, bold, and convicting with many original thoughts and ideas and some that are painfully obvious (but need to be said). Alarming in that many executives don’t already get it. Motivational, quotable, and easy to follow.  Right from the beginning of EmployER Engagement, Mahan and Nelms have knocked this out of the park.”  

			Mike Fitzgerald

			President, Fitzgerald MSI, Peak Performance Consulting

			Former EVP and Chief Talent Officer, State Bank and Trust Company

			“Within most businesses, there are two major costs that are rarely managed properly. One is healthcare costs which could be reduced significantly, and the other is the cost of human capital. These two talented and experienced authors have written a book that may be the absolute best source on how to do the latter. I doubt anyone has studied the topic more. They offer what I call empirical wisdom that is solid and actionable, and which has been proven repeatedly to reduce cost significantly, improve productivity and engender a state of well-being among the workforce. Some books are a good read, some are a good resource to be visited frequently. This book is both. I strongly encourage anyone trying to manage a business to buy this book. It may challenge your existing paradigms regarding leadership, employee engagement, recruiting and retention. Much of what is being taught about these topics is not true and simply does not work. If you want your organization to be a class act, staffed with highly motivated, energized people, this book will point you in the right direction.”

			W. Terry Howell, Ed.D.

			CEO, Sky Solutions, LLC

			Author: Healthcare is Killing US: The Power of Disruptive Innovation to Create a System that Cares More and Costs Less.

			“Mahan and Nelms draw on decades of experience in employee engagement to offer an unconventional approach to reducing turnover.  In a market with increasing opportunities for employees, it is no longer productive to shame employees for their shortcomings or dazzle them with token benefits in the hope that they respond with increased engagement.  Rather, the authors suggest, it is incumbent on the employer to create an environment that is favorable to employee satisfaction through careful listening and active response.  Mahan and Nelms motivate this fresh approach with extensive data, then offer a road map to help employers be better listeners and, ultimately, improve firm performance through reduced turnover cost and a healthier employer/employee relationship.”

			Kara Smith, Ph.D.

			Massey School of Business, Belmont University

			“Mahan and Nelms have researched and succinctly captured principles and truths necessary to create an organization in which employees can realize their most personally important needs. Contrary to the past, this book establishes the responsibility of employee engagement rests on the shoulders of the employer and it provides strategies and tools to accomplish this responsibility. It provides perfect insight and a compelling business case for the most challenging issue facing all companies today: how to attract and retain the best talent in the relevant industry. I recommend this reading for all organization leaders.”

			Linda M. Meador, Ph.D.

			President. Success Optics

			“Mahan and Nelms do an outstanding job sharing science and data in a ‘common sense’ way. EmployER Engagement validates instincts associated with engagement and retention, but pushes you to think about these constructs differently. As the business world becomes more competitive and as employment trends continue to be positive, organizations must have an even greater sense of urgency to retain their employees. EmployER Engagement provides excellent ideas that one can actually USE to drive change – today.”

			Kim Nowell, SPHR

			Former Chief People Officer

			Sav-A-Lot & Ingram Barge

			“As a former client of Work Institute, I am fully aware of the value gained by asking employees for feedback using the approach laid out in EmployER Engagement. Mahan and Nelms remind us not only of the value of the right data, but the necessary steps to ensure employee feedback drives meaningful change.”

			Glen Maul
Managing Partner, The Maul Group Former EVP and Chief People Officer, Brookdale Senior Living

			“Mahan and Nelms understand the critical elements required to compete and win in the 21st century. EmployER Engagement provides proven and scalable recommendations for any organization actively working to create an engaged and motivated workforce.”

			John Maketa

			Chief Revenue Officer of Caliper

			Co-author of the best-selling book, Now You’re Thinking! and the recently published book, Leading with Vision.

		

		
			Come, labor on!

			No time for rest, till glows the western sky,

			Till the long shadows o’er our pathways lie,

			And glad sound comes with the setting sun,

			“Well done, well done!”

								—Jane Borthwick

		

	
		
			Foreword

			I am thankful to be able to contribute my thoughts to EmployER Engagement: On Becoming a Preferred Employer. While my core area of expertise is what employees, especially leaders, can do to engage themselves, there is clear merit in evaluating and acting on all conditions that foster or impede the willingness and ability of an individual to become engaged. These conditions include the organization, the manager, the team, and the job itself.

			As you well know, the topic “employee engagement” is ubiquitous. It is difficult to pick up a business newsletter, review a company website, or peruse the management literature without reading about employee engagement promises. Thousands of consultants are offering their own customized surefire methods to improve employee engagement. Companies are jumping on others’ best engagement and retention practices, and billions of company dollars are spent on employee engagement initiatives. 

			Yet employee engagement sits near an all-time low. Companies, despite enormous spending, have little to show for their efforts. Most employee engagement promises have failed. Many companies blame this failure on employees and resort simply to whining and allowing disengagement to continue. Worse yet, some simply watch employees quit to pursue a better workplace. Some think the solution is to hire additional people, resolving turnover and absenteeism by increasing expenses through hiring more internal and external recruiters. Others just switch survey vendors to get prettier reports or are somehow seduced into being satisfied with simple and cheap passive questions, rather than understanding and acting on requirements necessary to improve engagement. Please note: I am not criticizing what employees offer in compromised studies; I genuinely value their contributions. Instead, my criticism is in what they could have said but didn’t―as the survey did not allow it. Employees must be presented the opportunity to fully articulate their observations and, equally important, the organization needs full employee input to inform remediation and development plans. 

			I sometimes wonder why it is some think that the simple act of implementing a poorly designed survey is enough. An engagement study is not about engagement. Instead, fully caring, hearing, and understanding the full range of employee perspectives and acting on those observations is. Is it time to do something different? As referenced in my latest collaborative video book, Engage and Grow (www.engageandgrowglobal.com), the answer is a loud YES, “let’s try and turn this ship around.”

			The ship certainly warrants turning. Too many organizations, perhaps lacking the courage to truly involve employees, get too wrapped up in popular employee engagement initiatives and fail to listen and act on employee observations that can guide the correct course. 

			Companies must care. They must care about employees and customers. They must care that the way employees are treated directly influences the way customers are treated. They must care about civility. Inappropriate behavior must be identified, and problematic individuals must either remediate or be expelled. Companies must not put up with behavior that conflicts with engagement opportunity. Leaders must care about development, their own and the development of others who choose to work with them. Caring requires courage. Leaders look in the mirror. Be willing to accept that you don’t know everything. Be willing to consider the possibility that employees have something to offer in terms of how the work environment might best suit their social and occupational purposes. Too, employees must care. The preferred employer is the organization where care, performance, happiness, discretionary effort, and choosing to make a difference is a shared responsibility by leadership and employees. Organizations and employees can and must collaborate in making better, more engaging workplaces. Again, let’s turn this employee engagement ship around.

			Mahan and Nelms, in EmployER Engagement, are doing just that―charting a course to turn this big ship around. A courageous challenge to current employee engagement practices, the authors are inviting you to (1) consider current occupational market and employee preference data as a driver of organization decision-making and investment; (2) recognize and remedy failed legacy behaviors and mistakes that are daily made in trying to improve the workplace; (3) commence looking at human behavior, including engagement and retention, through a cost-benefit lens; and (4) implement a systematic discipline to engagement development, one that highlights the requirements for accurate and responsible problem identification, data collection, accountability, action, communication, and evaluation.

			Do we need the information provided in the following pages? Yes, and we need people who can both courageously accept it and demonstrate a willingness to do something about it. We are presented with an opportunity to improve our lives and the lives of those who choose to work in our organizations. We can be happier at work and at home. And we can have the answers to what needs to be done. We need only to ask, listen―truly listen―hear, and act.

			This is a fun and engaging read. Consider the possibility.

								—Marshall Goldsmith, PhD

			Marshall Goldsmith is the New York Times #1 best-selling author of Triggers, Mojo, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.

		

	
		
			Preface


			I’ve always found work that needed doing. As a kid I raked leaves, shoveled heavy Chicago snow, and collected pop bottles at two cents each. I did those jobs at my convenience. My first real job was delivering papers, initially for the Chicago Tribune, then, following my dad’s transfer, the Indianapolis Star. Food Giant store coupons came out on Thursdays—collection day. I can still hear it, a child answering the door and calling back, “Mom, the paperboy’s at the door, collecting.” Good days included a stop at Burger King on Highway 472. A quarter, a dime, and a nickel got me a cheeseburger, fries, and an orange drink. I was working for myself. I rode my bike, in cold and heat, just doing what I said I would do—delivering papers and collecting forty cents a week. I knew my route customers’ names, and they knew me. It was a great gig for a kid on a bicycle.

			Over the seasons, family moves and different jobs followed. I washed windows with Tommy, shoveled snow with Keith and Desi, and painted the neighbor’s garage with Alan. At fifteen or sixteen, now able to work student hours, I got my worker’s permit! Throughout high school and college, I pumped gas at the Madison Shell station, stocked racks at Robert Hall, washed dishes at Stouffer’s, trained as a camp counselor on Long Island, and sold women’s shoes at Bloomingdale’s. 

			My late-college-and-early-professional career had me working summers as a counselor at Easter Seal Camp Merry Heart and as a night aide, teacher-counselor, and program supervisor at Lakeside in Spring Valley, New York, and at Cumberland House in Nashville, Tennessee. Upon completion of graduate school and licensing, I moved into private practice. During this time my interests led me into the corporate environment. As a behavior consultant to businesses, in my thirties and forties I worked for Prentice-Hall, Equicor/Cigna, Interim Services/Spherion, and Saratoga Institute. Much of my work included career counseling, team assimilation, succession planning, training supervisors to recognize aberrant behavior, and selection and assessment testing. I also counseled anxious and bullying managers and other troubled and troubling employees. 

			I have been fortunate in my career. I mostly have been privileged with exceptional experiences and mentors: Project Re-ED and Cumberland House School (Zaka Khan, Nelle Wheeler, Alice Shannon, Jeannie S. Williams, and Nicholas Hobbs) anchored me in ecological theory and taught me that competence can be learned and that communities, including work environments, are important; Teleometrics International (Jay Hall) taught me the applied value of measuring behavior before and during development; Saratoga Institute (Jac Fitz-enz) taught me to cost human behavior in the workplace; and the Emerging Workforce Studies (Ray Marcy, Interim Services/Spherion Corporation) invited me to participate in groundbreaking research on the differing preferences and expectations of the workforce. 

			It has been fun. Sure, just like others, I’ve had bully bosses and struggled with transfer and career decisions. Excessive travel away from family and the anxieties of mergers and acquisitions fed worry. (Between 1990 and 2000, I worked for six different companies while remaining at the same desk.) Mostly I’ve struggled with compromised decisions made by supervisors dependent on antiquated policies, practices, and procedures―activities of a day gone by. In 2001, I founded the Work Institute to assess, cost, intervene, and evaluate organizational behaviors and conditions that support, enhance, or interfere with productive behavior in the workplace.

			Throughout these past twenty years, I’ve worked alongside brilliant and caring workplace professionals, including Kelley O’Brien, Bill Barkley, Richard Nicorvo, Dean Weiland, William Mahan, Anne Powers, Danny Nelms, Katherine and Nathan Huddleston, Laura Hershenow Anselm, Kelsey McManus Trinko, Lindsay Sears, Tom Pichert, Mark McWatters, Jerry and Marjie Smith, Brantley Pierce, Chris Ashford, Glenn Spinner, Ryan Bearden, Mary Fink, Dan Elkins, Sandy Wybel, Will Solomon, and many other bright Vanderbilt, Clemson, and MTSU interns. This book is written with thanks for their contributions.

			As of 2020, I have been working and observing the workplace for more than fifty years. Work, as when I was just a kid with a bicycle, is still a great gig.

									―Thomas F. Mahan

			


			I am as passionate today as I was thirty years ago about the human experience in the workplace. Like many in the HR field, I stumbled into it. As a college student looking for experience in the “corporate world” and with the advice of a neighbor, I walked into Arthur Andersen, LLP, then the largest accounting firm in the world. A day later I began an extraordinary journey. 

			I was a student at Georgia State University and, like most college students, did not have a clue what I wanted for a career. After a few months as a runner delivering faxes (yes, this was the late ’80s), I was asked to join the recruiting department in the largest Andersen office, home to the national recruiting director. My time at Andersen exposed a kid from rural Georgia to a business world he’d not previously known. High-powered executives and demanding managers expected nothing less than perfection. 

			My professional HR career included progressively increased responsibilities in the bustling environments of hospitality, the unique world of direct mail marketing, the crazy business of mergers and acquisitions, and finally the leadership of HR teams in manufacturing and health care. Throughout this journey I often found myself fighting the status quo, or traditional HR practice, instead of building HR strategy and teams into business-aligned functions focused on driving business results. These last ten years at the Work Institute are where I have been able to integrate my business and HR acumen to work with many incredible companies, helping them become better employers. I have many years to continue my occupational journey, and it is hard to think of anything more rewarding than partnering with employers interested in creating preferred environments for employees.

			As Dr. Mahan came up with the idea for this book, I found myself once again feeling rebellious―and perhaps a bit sad. Still today, too many companies remain trapped in overhyped and erroneous ideas about what it takes to engage and retain a workforce. Too many professionals continue to do things simply because that is the way they have always been done, or because that is the direction the crowd is walking. This book challenges us to think about engagement and retention in a different way. It is in this new approach, this EmployER Engagement approach, that I believe many will find the simple yet compelling direction they have been seeking. 

			Years ago, Eddie Bauer, the outdoorsman and retail giant, said, “Never confuse having a career with having a life.” Our occupational and social/familial lives are integrated. As such, I am grateful to my mentors, managers, and coworkers. I am also thankful for my family. My mother and father managed to instill in my brother and me the idea that going to college was the right path, even though neither of them had gone. My wife, Dana, has been my best friend and constant companion for twenty-seven years. My son, Bryant, introduced the world of digital art to his mother and me and convinced us that art school was the right path for him. I cannot wait to see what his career has in store for him. I am additionally appreciative to my Work Institute family, who has walked with me on this path. Together we will continue to see where this fantastic journey takes us.

									―Danny A. Nelms

		

	
		
			Definitional 
Concerns

			engage: en·gage | in-ˈgāj

			transitive verb: to offer (something, such as one’s life or word) as backing to a cause or aim; to expose to risk for the attainment or support of some end; to entangle or entrap in or as if in a snare or bog; to attract and hold by influence or power; to bind (someone, such as oneself) to do something; to arrange to obtain the use or services of: HIRE; to hold the attention of: ENGROSS; to induce to participate

			intransitive verb: to pledge oneself: PROMISE; to make a guarantee; to come together and interlock

			engagement: en·gage·ment | in-ˈgāj-mənt

			noun: an arrangement to meet or be present at a specified time and place; a job or period of employment especially as a performer; something that engages: PLEDGE; emotional involvement or commitment; the state of being in gear

			disengage: dis·en·gage | dis-in-ˈgāj

			transitive verb: to release from something that engages or involves

			intransitive verb: to release or detach oneself: WITHDRAW

			disengaged: dis·en·gaged | dis-in-ˈgājd

			adjective: DETACHED

			employer: em·ploy·er | im-ˈplȯi-ər

			noun: one that employs or makes use of something or somebody; a person or company that provides a job paying wages or a salary to one or more people; one that hires others to perform a service or engage in an activity in exchange for compensation

			employee: em·ploy·ee | im-plȯ(i)-ē

			noun: one employed by another usually for wages or salary and in a position below the executive level

			preferred: pre·ferred | pri-ˈfərd

			adjective: liked better or best : used or wanted in preference to others; having special status or receiving special treatment or benefits

			(from Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary)

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The journey to becoming a better employer and a better employee requires one to understand other people’s views. Herein, you are invited to consider some of those views. Content included in this book is likely to provoke mixed emotional reactions, rational and irrational debates, and logical agreement. For some, the content may be difficult and trigger contentious reactions. For others it might validate current thinking and be quite agreeable.

			Ponder your thoughts and feelings to the provided content. Reactions such as resistance, defensiveness, denial, helplessness, and hopelessness are likely to surface. Too, some might feel hope, acceptance, wanting, and joy surface. Please note the importance of your reactions. 

			As a learning aid, throughout the book are “Stop and Think” exercises. Perhaps they will help increase your awareness of your current perspective. As an example, consider the following: 
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			If you are a manager, think about your time as an employee; consider those days before you became a manager. What were your aspirations? What were your pressures and responsibilities inside the office? What were your pressures and responsibilities outside the office?

			Were your aspirations and past experiences really any different from those of today’s young employee? What might be done to make life just a bit easier?

			If you are currently a nonmanagement employee, please attempt to look through the eyes of managers. Do their pressures and role expectations inside and outside the office differ from yours?

			What might be done to make their lives just a bit easier?

			EmployER Engagement includes this introductory chapter and five additional chapters. While EmployER Engagement is organized in a developmental learning sequence, the following summaries may provide shortcuts to prescient material currently relevant for you. Feel free to journey around the content in whatever order suits your preferences, intents, and purposes.

			Chapter One is an executive summary and introduces the concept and logic for considering an EmployER Engagement belief and practice. Perhaps this content touches on your present experience and the ideas you are currently pondering. 

			Chapter Two builds the market case for EmployER Engagement, presenting economic and demographic data on workforce supply and demand. Economists and workforce behavior scientists have been predicting that the talent wars were going to get worse. Unemployment rates are at historic lows, jobs are being created, and worker availability is dwindling. As these three trends continue, predictions are spot on. The workforce futurists were correct in their predictions: the talent war is waging. In this chapter, you will find the compelling argument for an engaged employer model of management. 

			Chapter Three reviews and illustrates many of the mistakes employers are making as they attempt to solve their attraction, engagement, retention, and productivity problems. It is time to listen to your workforce, rather than depend exclusively on others’ best practices. It is time to understand worker and workforce preferences, rather than live in yesterday’s assumptions about dependence on employers. It is time to violate the conspiracy of politeness that exists in many companies. As inappropriate behavior is tolerated, it will continue.

			Chapter Four examines behavior in the workplace through a cost-benefit lens. Too often today, companies spend money in areas that don’t support business objectives. This chapter offers a proposal to revisit the traditional productivity formula to include manageable human-capital costs in the denominator. Further, this chapter provides a recommendation to calculate manageable human-capital expenses, in a similar way that manufacturing would calculate the cost of waste. Specific research results are offered on the financial opportunity in increasing specific measures, such as organization, management, and growth-and-development ratings. Turnover costs and improvement savings are offered. 

			Chapter Five introduces EmployER Engagement through an action research model. Many organizations only attempt to get feedback from their employees once per year, through annual engagement surveys. This chapter shows why that is not enough. Companies need to consider ongoing self-study to direct and inform action requirements throughout the employee life cycle. For example, if organizations want to know how to improve productivity and retention of recent hires, new employees should be surveyed at multiple points throughout the onboarding process. To assess engagement opportunity and intent to stay, and to receive employee feedback on organizational policies, changes, and initiatives, periodic studies with incumbent employees should be utilized as an organizational reference for action requirements throughout the year. Finally, should employees choose to exit affiliation with the organization, employers must have accurate, comprehensive, and action-oriented data on why employees left and what the organization must do to improve engagement and retention. Most important, this chapter highlights the criticality of acting on valid data. 

			In total, these chapters provide you with the rationale and proven techniques to shift to an ROI and relationally balanced perspective, and the tactics necessary to become a preferred employer.

		

	
		
			If You Take Anything Away from 
This Book, Take This

			
					Successful organizations will find the people necessary to do the work that needs to get done.

					Organizations know that employee engagement scores are not going up. Despite enormous increases in spending, employee engagement scores remain low. Doing more of the same is a mistake. As Gordo in the movie Stand by Me says, “Wagon Train is a really cool show, but did you ever notice that they never get anywhere? They just keep wagon training.” Companies just keep surveying employee engagement, but they never get anywhere.

					Attraction and retention are consequences of employee and employer engagement.

					HR may have responsibility for recruitment, but Operations Management needs to be responsible and accountable for retention. Turnover expenses, direct and indirect, must be allocated to operational managers, their budgets, and their bonus opportunity. If an organization really wants to reduce turnover, start holding managers accountable.

					Becoming a better employer requires ASKING, HEARING, COMMUNICATING, and ACTING.

					Organizations can and must become Preferred and Engaged EmployERs.

			

		

	
		
			One

			The Case for EmployER Engagement – 

			An Executive Summary

			Most earthquakes go unnoticed. Two sides of the earth push against each other, and yet their subtle shifts are recorded only by seismologists and maybe a few particularly attuned house pets. Minor tremors can be difficult to feel. But this time, it’s different. The ground is finally shaking. It feels at times as if our entire world has started to crumble. Many of us never saw it coming.

			—Claire Suddath (Bloomberg Businessweek, December 25, 2017)

			We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.

			―Albert Einstein

			Twenty years ago, I was invited to deliver the keynote address at a recruitment and retention conference in Las Vegas. In preparation for this event, I spoke with organizers to fully understand their objectives and then crafted the deliverables for my presentation entitled “The Differing Preferences, Expectations, and Intents of an Emerging Workforce.”

			As it came time for the conference, I dined with conference leaders, further discussed the agenda, and confirmed our 8:45 a.m. sound check. At nine I sat in my chair and half listened to the association president deliver announcements and introduce me to five hundred attendees. As my anticipatory anxiety caught me thinking about how I would start the presentation, I concurrently reviewed the attendee handouts. The tab for my presentation was stamped EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT.

			“And now, please join me in welcoming Dr. Mahan.”

			I walked up to the stage, shook hands with the conference leader, fumbled with the podium, and addressed the crowd. I usually began with humor or some mildly self-deprecating comment, but my feelings were conflicted, and I hardly knew how to start. Following what seemed to be too long a pause, I looked to the audience and requested that they take out their pens and open their manuals to the “Employee Engagement” tab in their conference binders. 

			I asked them to draw a heavy line, crossing out the last E in EMPLOYEE, and to insert an R at the end. I told them I was not going to talk about employee engagement . . . I was going to talk about EmployER Engagement.

			EmployER Engagement

			As organizational-behavior-management professionals, it is relatively common for business executives to tell us of the employee engagement strategies they have put in place. We hear their ideas about casual dress days, wine parties, cappuccino machines, new compensation plans, flexible schedules and work-from-home days, wellness apps, training, stock purchase plans, and bring-your-dog-to-work days. We hear about golf putting contests in the hallways, concierge services, and massage schedules. We also hear about their employee engagement surveys.

			Then, being relatively decent listeners and a bit smart-alecky, we often inquire:

			
					Are employees staying longer?

					Are people lining up to come to work for you?

					Are manageable human-capital expenses going down?

					Are profits up?

					Is organizational productivity increasing?

			

			Our questions prompt what appears to be thoughtfulness, but often these executives don’t know or can’t answer our inquiry. Sometimes they take on the countenance of Eeyore—the friendly but depressed donkey in Winnie the Pooh stories. They know their engagement scores are flat or failing. They are also just plain tired of it all, thinking and feeling helpless to resolve it. Sometimes they just wish they could outsource employees to a vendor, perhaps a staffing company, perhaps overseas. 

			Today, more than ever before, employee-centric needs assessment, aligned solutions, communications, and evaluation measures are critical to successfully executing a growth and productivity strategy. Today, it is necessary to understand the real reasons why people come to the organization, why people stay, and why people would or wouldn’t work for the organization again in order to responsibly intervene, reduce human capital expense, and increase productivity.

			Organizations continue to struggle with finding and keeping people and creating the workplace conditions necessary to drive productivity. Sometimes, in an effort to manage responsibly, companies are increasing budgets and resources, money and people, on engagement initiatives that simply do not work. Billions are spent on employee attraction, retention, and development, and yet employees remain disenchanted with their roles and disenfranchised from their companies. Companies are increasing recruitment personnel and expenses in an effort to bring people in to do the necessary work, but people are not staying. One in three American workers report they are chronically stressed on the job, and mainstream press reports that more than half of US workers are looking for new jobs.

			Right or wrong, employee engagement seems to be the latest management panacea du jour. Some act as if it is the latest holy grail of management. However, dependence on ill-defined engagement is a serious mistake. Engagement is a promise to do something. Employee engagement connotes a promise by the employee—a pledge that they will do what they say they can do. This book is not arguing against employee engagement but alternatively arguing that companies and managers need to recognize engagement as a shared relationship wherein employers also own their promise to do what they say they will do. 

			Perhaps the reason results of employee engagement initiatives have been stagnant or diminishing is because they have been one-sided. The employee has owned the responsibility for engagement and has been punished for its absence. Companies have thrown money at popular (yet erroneous) engagement solutions that simply have not worked. One can only go so far to blame the employee for a company’s faults before finally looking at the organization itself. A necessary tactic today is to ask and know what presenting organizational conditions enhance or compromise productivity and engagement. 

			Whether motivated by intentional benevolence or basic economic realities, today’s employer can have a shared, collaborative employer-employee relationship. This chapter presents the advocacy position that companies need to fulfill their promise just as they expect employees to fulfill theirs. If the objective is to increase both employee and employer satisfaction and productivity, as in any relationship, it takes two. Two, employer and employee, is the win. 

			The economics are clear. The escalating competition for workers and a shrinking talent pool are coming together, intensifying an employee-in-control marketplace.1 The need for trained, talented workers is growing faster than their availability as increasing job growth, decreasing unemployment, the shrinking number of available people, and increasing turnover all come together. With fewer qualified workers to fill growing jobs, employees have even more choice in where they will work, clearly giving the employee the power in the occupational marketplace. 

			With this power shift, companies must be more competitive in their recruitment, management, and retention strategies. Companies need to become preferred employers―employers who recognize that sustaining and growing their businesses requires skilled and available people. Companies that ignore employment trends relevant to their geography or industry will be compromised by not having the people to do the work that needs to be done. Attraction, recruiting, and retention costs will rise, significantly compromising growth and profitability. Employee turnover must and can be managed.

			Is employee engagement the real solution? A sampling review of the thousands of professional and popular press articles on employee engagement offers differing perspectives across disciplines, with articles coming from managerial psychology, human resource management, organization development, industrial and organizational psychology, leadership, communications, management, economics, marketing, business, finance, and wellness. Some professional articles link engagement to business outcomes such as employee and customer satisfaction, productivity, employee retention, and profits.2 Social media mostly offers feel-good guarantees on how to improve engagement. The popular press might provide links to websites where employee engagement is promised if you construct an online questionnaire. Some vendors will tout the wisdom of their twelve-, twenty-four-, or one-hundred-question survey and its ability to measure engagement in an organization. Engagement instrument design might direct one to anything from a three- to a twelve- to a sixteen-point rating scale. Much of what we are told is contradictory and confusing.
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