ASTD Views on Employee Engagement 

One of the most important and widely discussed topics in organizations today, employee engagement is directly linked to employee satisfaction, organizational performance, and bottom-line business results. A highly engaged workforce can have a dramatic impact on your organization’s ability to grow and succeed. Despite the importance of engagement, few workers report that they are highly engaged and little information exists that explains how to engage workers. With this challenge in mind, the American Society for Training & Development (ASTD), with sponsorship from Dale Carnegie Training, commissioned the Institute for Corporate Productivity (i4cp) to assist in developing a study on employee engagement. The resulting report, Learning’s Role in Employee Engagement: An ASTD Research Report, is the first in a new series of ASTD research studies that focuses on key issues in the workplace learning and performance field. 

ASTD produced this report to provide business leaders, including learning executives, with an understanding of how the learning function can significantly influence employee engagement. Based on survey data from 776 primarily high-level human resource and learning professionals and an extensive review of the business literature covering this topic, the report provides some specific recommendations, including

• provide effective training for managers in areas such as coaching employees, improving relationships, and allocating resources well 

• hold leaders and managers accountable for engagement 

• provide good-quality training programs 
• link learning and performance management

• recognize and reward high-performing employees

• provide career development opportunities

• support a learning culture. 

Please let us know your perspectives on engagement and the results of this study. We look forward to continuing to provide data that helps your organization make more informed business decisions and research to help you benchmark your learning function.

Tony Bingham, President and CEO
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The ASTD–Dale Carnegie Training–i4cp Learning and Employee Engagement Study (the Study) found that employee engagement is one of the most important workplace issues of the day. Despite this finding, only a third of the workforce studied here can be characterized as highly engaged. Most of the workforce, about four in 10, is moderately engaged, while a fourth of the workforce is minimally engaged or disengaged.

Engaged employees are defined as those who are “mentally and emotionally invested in their work and in contributing to their employer’s success.” Engagement evidences itself through employees who are willing to go the extra mile, speak well of their company, and make sure that customers are satisfied. 

The discrepancy between the perceived importance of engagement and the level of engagement that exists in organizations today represents an opportunity to learn more about the strategies and other organizational factors that are most responsible for influencing employees to become more engaged. The Study found four main areas to be targets for improvements that can lead to greater engagement: leadership and management, learning practices and processes, practices related to communication and values, and engagement-focused practices and processes. 

Understanding Links Between Engagement and Organizational Success

Engaged workers contribute to their employers in many ways, all of which support organizational effectiveness and long-term success. To identify some of the primary ways that engagement affects organizational success, the Study asked about many of the reasons typically given for seeking a more engaged workforce. The three main responses were to

• enhance customer service and help drive customer satisfaction
• improve organizational productivity

• improve the bottom line.

Additional factors identified as important reasons to seek higher levels of engagement related to talent management and included improving teamwork and morale, reducing turnover, aligning employees with strategy, attracting new employees, and building a succession pipeline. 

Tackling the Measurement Challenge
Measuring engagement is important to enable organizations to manage their engagement programs systematically. However, measurement can also be a challenge because no consensus exists about how to do it. The most frequently cited methods were exit interviews, turnover rates, and regular employee surveys. A survey tool that adequately measures variables such as job satisfaction, understanding of organizational objectives and strategy, understanding of contributions to strategy, alignment with organizational values, and rates of retention may be an effective way to capture data on engagement. 

Driving Engagement Through Leadership and Management Practices

Organizations that assign responsibility for engagement to all managers or all employees report greater rates of success. This underscores the importance of the role of immediate supervisors, who can make or break engagement programs. 

Some effective leadership and management practices identified in the Study included focusing on core objectives related to organizational strategy, applying metrics, ensuring that employees understand their role in the organizational strategy, ensuring that employees have the resources they need, and building relationships. 

Other effective practices include 

• holding managers accountable for engagement

• evaluating and building managers’ ability to coach workers
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