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Accepting Average: 
How can we improve the level of employee 

engagement?
By Michael DeVenney

Bluteau DeVenney and Company

Highlights

Interviewer to CEO: “How many people work at your company?”
CEO: “About half.”

The joke is not so funny in view of the trend of increasing disengagement 
for employees. 

A recent conversation with two managers says it all, “The team is not like 
it used to be, the new people are not as committed, and are we really just 
accepting average as the norm?”

Studies show that the level of employee engagement has greatly 
declined in the past ten years. According to a Gallup survey, most 
employees switch off after six months on the job and 54% of people are 
not engaged in their work. 

Our recent market survey showed that more than 30% of employees are 
actively disengaged and the perception of employees is that managers 
are more disengaged than employees.

What’s worse is that it is expected to deteriorate further in the next 
five years. More work is being expected of employees – the number of 
workers spending more than 50 hours each week at work has increased 
30% in the prior 10 years. The increased stress on employees creates 
more disengagement.

We are expecting more from our people and we are getting less.

Is it the new Millennial generation of workers that create this problem? 
No! Despite the amount of press on the differences associated with 
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“The higher you go, the more your problems are behavioral. People skills 
win every time over technical competence.”

Marshall Goldsmith

When managers are trained to treat employees like clients everything 
changes. The approach to relationship building should be consultative 
using questions and inquiry. Employees need to have a consultative 
relationship with their manager that is focused on clarity of roles and 
expectations; matching strengths to activities; showing individual 
contribution to creating customer value; communicating strategy and 
vision; and providing honest and regular feedback are the drivers of 
engagement.

Engagement starts with the managers’ ability to build effective 
relationships. The positive is that studies also show that 60% of 
managers who are ineffective can be trained to develop successful 
people skills.
We found three levers of relationship building for managers to follow and 
build employee engagement in their teams. 

1.	 Managers need to clarify each employee’s contribution to 
creating value for the customer so people see the meaning of 
their work

2.	 Managers need to focus on employee strengths and matching 
the right people with the right activities

3.	 Managers need to follow through with consistent and honest 
communication and feedback so employees know where they 
are and where they are going

The factors most important to build employee engagement have 
consistently been the same over time. From our study, we also found 
the employees ranked their managers the lowest in providing these 
requirements.

The great irony of management is that the managers who are best at 
getting the most from people are those that give the most to them. 

“It’s not enough to do our best, sometimes we have to do what’s 
required.” 

Sir Winston Churchill
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engaged. Studies by the Gallup Organization showed those that are 
actively engaged only at 29%. 

Atlantic Canadians responding to our survey rated their managers lowest 
in terms of providing feedback, communicating the contribution people 
make, and providing clarity of roles and expectations. What managers 
did reasonably well was provide the appropriate equipment and 
resources to do the job.

Employees in our survey gave their managers a resounding C in terms of 
working to earn their engagement.

Despite the financial impact of disengagement few companies measure 
engagement. A February 2009 industry report by Training Magazine 
indicated that only 39% of organizations use employee engagement 
metrics. And no surprise, almost no organizations provide training 
to managers on how to build the skills to develop engagement in 
employees.

Employee engagement is at a C level and dropping – it costs an 
organization revenues and profits – and little is being done about it.

From the earlier example, an improvement of 4% in engagement level of 
the organization’s employees could add as much as 20% to the bottom 
line profitability of the business.

Organizations with employee engagement levels of 75% or higher enjoy 
on average 12% higher customer satisfaction and loyalty, 18% higher 
productivity, and 12% higher profitability.

Is it worth looking at?

Yes.

Is the solution available?

Yes.
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1.	 Good pay
2.	 Job security
3.	 Promotion and growth
4.	 Good working conditions
5.	 Interesting work
6.	 Help with personal problems
7.    Loyalty to employees
8.    Full appreciation of work well done
9.    Tactful discipline
10.  A feeling of being in on things 

Employees were asked the same question and following rankings 
resulted:

1.	 Interesting work
2.	 Full appreciation of work well done
3.	 A feeling of being in on things
4.	 Job security
5.	 Good pay
6.	 Promotion and growth
7.	 Good working conditions
8.	 Loyalty to employees
9.	 Tactful discipline
10.	Help with personal problems

Managers do not understand what is most important to employees. As 
well, the three top factors that influence employee engagement are under 
the direct control of the manager.

Further research also shows that Millennial employees value the same 
factors as other generations of employees. The attention and labeling 
placed on Millennials is misplaced and actually can be harmful to the 
work environment. 

Employees want to be engaged and the ability to influence engagement 
is under the control of the manager.

Where does the disconnection occur?

The earliest test of leadership comes with the first assignment to 
supervise others. Promotion mainly happens due to strong individual 
performance and technical expertise. Neither attribute create success for 
a new manager.
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4. The Essence of Engagement

“We are at our very best, and we are 
happiest, when we are fully engaged 
in work we enjoy … it gives meaning 

to our time off and comfort to our 
sleep.”

Earl Nightingale

The essence of engagement is 
managers investing time in building 
relationships with employees.

Managers can support greater engagement by being present with their 
people, providing clarity and motivation, coaching and developing, 
inviting contribution, and recognizing that contribution.

Getting things done through others is the key shift for individual 
performers to make when promoted to management. Most new 
managers are surprised at how difficult it is to earn the respect and 
commitment of their teams.

It seems in nature that the 20/60/20 rule applies to engaging people – 
20% are naturally engaged and 20% will never be engaged no matter 
what you do (thank them for putting up their hands and then get rid of 
them quickly) with the remaining 60% needing to know how. 

In making the shift to manager, individuals also make a shift in how they 
allocate and use their time. In the past being focused on doing was 
the prime driver of results. Not so for managers. Managers often feel 
uncomfortable as less and less of their time involves doing tangible tasks 
while more is comprised of meeting and talking with people. It is the right 
thing.

Unfortunately, without support and training, managers are anxious about 
this shift in the use of their time and move back to doing as a way to 
perform. Managers talk and direct – which reduces the engagement of 
their teams.

If new managers would stop talking and begin to listen, their teams would 
educate them on and buy-in would build. There is an overwhelming 
eagerness in managers to prove their competence and expertise by 
jumping in and solving problems. When you always solve people’s 
problems for them they never grow and come up with the solutions on 
their own. People don’t take initiative and innovative new ideas when 
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•	 Employees want to be recognized and praised for their work – 
we need to hear what we do well.

o	 A lack of recognition in the workplace accounted for a 
20% drop in productivity and revenues for organizations. 
Respondents to our survey ranked their managers at 
62% in effectiveness in terms of providing recognition. 

•	 Employees want to know that someone cares about them as a 
person – they are not just a number.

•	 Employees want to know that the organization is encouraging 
their development and providing training for their continued 
growth.

o	 More than 40% of employees in the Gallup survey felt 
that their manager did not care about their development 
and the rating got worse the older the employee. In our 
study, the average ranking for providing development 
was 64%.

•	 Employees want to know their opinions are welcomed and count.
o	 Just providing instructions and directions reduce 

engagement and take away the opportunities for 
people to grow and develop to contribute more in their 
work. When managers complain that they do not have 
competent team members to delegate to often the 
reason lies in the mirror – not providing people the 
opportunity to grow reduces the potential for people to 
contribute. Our survey indicated that employees ranked 
openness to opinions at 62%.

•	 Employees want to know that their work matters and see the 
connection of what they do with the mission of the organization 
in creating value for the customer.

o	 For our respondents, the average ranking for managers 
in showing how people’s jobs are important was 58% - 
one of the lowest scores in our survey.

•	 Employees want to see their colleagues being committed to 
doing quality work.

o	 We generally see more of silos than synergies with 
people and teams working independently rather than 
interdependently. The survey respondents ranked the 
commitment of their colleagues to doing quality work at 
63%.
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Exercise One – The Management Trick

Imagine, starting today, you are now working on what the most 
important activities that will create success for you as a manager 

and build team engagement.
What would you
immediately stop 

doing?
Why?

What would you 
continue

or start doing?
Why?

From the exercise, what are the three behaviors you want to commit to 
as a manager to make a difference in the engagement of your team?

1.

2.

3.
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Lever One

To clarify the role and fit to strengths for team members, managers need 
to develop self-awareness both in their own approach and also to the 
instincts for each team member. Knowing how people approach work 
and perform is the foundation for success.

Managers can look to psychometric assessment tools to clarify the 
strengths of their people. We strongly encourage Kolbe© assessments 
as a tremendous tool that is accurate and reliable in predicting how 
people will perform (visit www.bluteaudevenney.com for further 
information). Kolbe© profiles provide a very practical and tangible 
analysis of how a person performs. It is extremely valuable in assessing 
fit for positions. We also recommend the Myers Briggs Type Inventory as 
another dimension in understanding people’s approach to work.

With an understanding of strengths, managers can support their team 
members in being in the right positions doing the right activities.

Managers can meet with each team member and clarify the results 
desired from the position and the four or five key drivers (or activities) 
that create results for that position. 

•	 To clarify results, ask the question “if we were sitting 
here one year from today looking back and assessing 
performance what would you have to do for me to be 
satisfied with your performance?”

The actions that support generating the results can be defined as well as 
the behaviors that are desired in performance. 

With the clarity of role and expectation defined, the strengths of the 
specific person can be compared with the position. Can this person 
perform well in the job as needed? If yes, how can they best be 
supported? If no, what other position could they move to that fits their 
strengths?

The exercise on the following page, The Right Fit Template, provides a 
tool for assessing a person’s fit for a specific position.





21

Lever Two

People need to see the importance and meaning in their work to be 
engaged. A business survives only if can continue to create value for its 
customers.

Managers can help their people see their contribution by relating the 
activities and results of each specific job to the strategic plan of the 
organization and to the value provided to the customer.

•	 Managers should meet with each team member and outline 
the key strategic initiatives for the organization and trace 
those initiatives through to the department, to the manager’s 
responsibilities, and then to the person’s activities. Outline 
how the performance of the person supports the strategic 
results of the organization. 

•	 Managers can also use an exercise called “Staple Yourself to 
an Order” whereby the customer’s use of the organization’s 
products or services is traced through from beginning to end. 
Each step and contact with the business is mapped and 
people see what it is like for the customer to interact with 
the organization and use the product. Customer needs are 
quickly apparent and how each person’s job supports the 
value creation for customers becomes clear.

When people see how their work contributes to the success of the 
organization and the provision of a superior customer experience 
engagement is amplified and initiative is fueled.

Lever Three

Communication is a key dimension of all the levers but is the focus in 
terms of providing feedback on performance and progress.

•	 Managers should provide a regular meeting each quarter with 
their teams to share the progress of the organization against the 
strategic plan and talk about developments – the goal is simply 
to share information and provide a forum to talk. People need to 
see the big picture. 

•	 Studies show that people want formal performance feedback 
each six months at a minimum. Managers should schedule 
regular time to provide formal feedback sessions with each 
employee and also pay attention to informal recognition of work 
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6.  Questions for Reflection

Engagement has a bottom-line financial 
impact on an organization. Managers are 
the link to improving the engagement of 
employees through the committing of time 
to build relationships. Taking a consultative 
approach, managers can greatly influence 
the level of engagement of business teams 
by providing the following:

•	 Clarity of role and connecting the 
contribution of the employee to the 
customer value proposition and the 
corporate strategic plan

•	 Ensuring the fit of the employee’s job and activities to that person’s 
strengths

•	 Communicating the progress of the organization and the big picture
•	 Providing timely and honest feedback on performance

Organizational leaders can support the building of a culture of 
engagement by providing the training and mentoring managers need 
to make the transition from individual performer to performing through 
others.

For your organization or team, you can gain clarity of first actions to 
improve engagement and contribute to the bottom line by considering the 
following five questions. 

1.	 What are the key challenges in building engagement in our 
team / organization? On a scale of 1 to 10 (10 being the highest 
level of success), how would you rate the efforts of managers to 
develop a culture of engagement? 
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7. Background and Research Mechanics

In November 2008, Bluteau DeVenney and Company informally 
surveyed employees in organizations located in Atlantic Canada. The 
objective was to assess the level of engagement of organizations and 
their perceptions of managerial effectiveness in regards to building 
engagement in organizations.

Results were received confidentially. Participants were drawn from 
private and public corporations as well as non-profit and government 
organizations in many different industries and sectors. 

Responses were tabulated internally by Bluteau DeVenney and 
Company with no adjustments made to the participants’ responses.
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9. About Bluteau DeVenney and Company

Vision:	

Our vision is to support leaders at all levels find and grow their natural 
and true leadership advantage to accomplish their best results.

Mission:

Our mission is to provide an innovative learning forum for established 
leaders to sharpen their edge and for developing leaders to find their 
path through practical and actionable coaching and training.

Clients access solutions with us through our three platforms:

•	 For Leaders Only – for personal leadership
•	 The Achiever’s Edge – for leaders and their teams
•	 The Hiring Edge – for finding the right people

Through workshops, retreat, conferences, analytics and newsletters we 
help leaders define their compass for natural leadership and stay on 
track for their best results.

Please visit our website at www.bluteaudevenney.com for further 
information.




