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O R G A N I S A T I O N A L  P R A C T I C E

Towers Watson's study 

shows that almost 
50 per cent of the Indian 

employees feel that the 

job-related stress 

adversely affects their 
effectiveness in their jobs

ABHISHEK MITTAL

Over the last few  decades, organisations have 
invested significantly in employee research 
as a critical component of their organisational 
development strategy. From an initial focus 

on measuring employee satisfaction and commit­
ment, organisations shifted their focus rightfully 
on measuring employee engagement. There is a 
considerable amount o f evidence about the rela­
tionship between employee engagement and or­

ganisational performance. Towers Watson's tradi­
tional framework attempted to understand 'employee 
engagement' through three different perspectives 
— rational, emotional and motivational.The rational 

component examines whether employees support 
and are aligned to the organisational goals and ob­
jectives. The emotional component measures i f  em­

ployees have a sense o f emotional attachment and 
belongingness to the organisation. And the moti­
vational component looks at an employee's w ill­
ingness to invest discretionary effort for the suc­
cess o f the organisation.

However, our latest research is telling us that 
the constructs around employee engagement need 
to be taken to the next level. We are now learning 
that employee engagement takes a company only

so far, Other critical factors in the work environ­
ment also play a critical role.

First, organisations should look at providing 
support to employees in achieving their work ob­
jectives. Second, organisations should focus on 
creating a work environment that fosters em­
ployees' physical, social and emotional well-be- 
ing. We call these factors ‘enablement and energy' 

respectively. Taken together, these can help or­

ganisations sustainably engage their employees 
and boost business performance further. This new 
framework, called 'sustainable engagement', is a 
combination o f engagement, enablement and en­
ergy. A recent validation research done by Towers 
Watson, looked at companies with high levels o f 
engagement and those w ith high levels o f sus­
tainable engagement. We examined their financial 
performance in terms o f operating margins and 

found that sustainably engaged companies out­
perform the traditionally engaged companies on 
operating margins by a factor o f two.

Apart from such in-depth research to validate 
the sustainable engagement framework, a more 
specific validation o f the constructs around en­
ablement and energy is evident in some o f the lat­
est work we have delivered for some companies.
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Enablement
One o f the key risks 
a company faces is 
that even though it 
has a h igh ly  en ­
gaged workforce, 
employees m ight 
get frustrated  i f  

they are not 'en­
abled' appropri­
ately. Productiv­

ity gains may not 
be sustainable in 

such a scenario.

Companies need to provide effective perfor­
mance support at the local level by ensuring opti­
mal working conditions, availabihty o f tools and re­
sources, effective work processes and clear direc­
tions from supervisors, A recent branch-level study 
o f a large Asian Bank yielded insights about the fac­
tors that can drive a branch's financial performance. 
Upon an analysis o f over 300 branches, we found a 
clear link that the direct manager has a large im­
pact on 'enabling' employees. When we look at 
branches where employees are more satisfied v^th 
their managers on a range of parameters, the em­

ployees tend to feel more well-supported. In turn, 
branches with more 'enabled' employees, clearly 
have a higher percentage o f engaged customers. 
And, we saw clear links between engaged customers 

and higher achievement on branch-level operating 
profits (actual versus target).

Energy
Another risk factor comes to light in a scenario 
where a highly engaged workforce suffers from 

stress and potential bum-out, thus, making en­
gagement levels unsustainable over a period o f time. 
Companies need to focus on building a work envi- 
rorunent that can sustain high energy levels. For ex­
ample, respectful treatment o f colleagues, effective 
teamwork and a fair balance between perfonnance 

expectations and job pressures. Another key insight 
from the same study emerged when we supple­
mented our engagement construct with questions 
around well-being and job pressures. Looking at 
the top and bottom quartiles o f branches on this di­
mension, we found that employees in the top quar- 

tile branches took, on an average, three days less of 
sick leave than employees in the bottom quartile 
branches. This could potentially translate into thou­
sands o f man-days o f lost productivity value. This
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has significant implications for Indian companies 
as the data from Towers Watson's India normative 
benchmarks indicate that almost 50 per cent o f the 

employees in India feel that the amount o f job-re- 
lated stress adversely affects their effectiveness and 
that they face excessive pressures in their jobs.

The  high performance, sustainable 
engagement culture
In order to understand what makes for a high-per­
forming, sustainably-engaged organisation, Tow­
ers Watson formed various regression-based mod­
els to analyse data from a select group o f 25 com­
panies w ith consistently high financial perfor­
mance, as well as best-in-class survey results. The 
analyses o f these high performing companies re­
vealed certain differentiated leadership practices 

and employee experiences which contribute to en­
gagement, enablement and energy.

Leadership practices
Leadership plays a critical role in maximising con­
tribution from people in companies. Not only glob­
ally, but our research also shows that leadership 
is the top driver o f engagement even in India. On 
analysing the data from high performing compa­
nies w ith sustainable engagement, we found lead­
ers in these companies are viewed as:
■ Principled: Leaders in these companies drive the 
company with a shared set o f guiding principles. 
They not only communicate the core values, but use 
the values as a framework for decision-making 
and communication o f key decisions. Apart from 
this, they get the basics right and maintain an un­
relenting focus on their customers.
■ Tru stw o rth y: These leaders display a leadership 
style driven by fairness in decision-making and em­
power people in their roles.

■ Agile : These leaders are adept at'selling' and man­
aging the ongoing change agenda effectively and 
they are always supporting initiatives to let the com­
pany to evolve in new and innovative ways.

People experiences
On the other hand, employees in these high-per- 
forming environments experience greater:

■ Connection: Employees have a clear line o f sight 
and understand how their specific roles con­
tribute to driving the organisational goals. We 
found that these companies do this effectively by 
constantly sharing information on unit-level busi­
ness performance, Also, these companies view  
communication as a two-way street, where em­

ployees have the opportunity to provide inputs as 
w ell as have clear communication channels with 
their managers. Interestingly, about 58 per cent 

o f the employees in India feel that they have op­
portunities for inputs before changes that affect 
their work are made. This is significantly lower 
as compared to high performing companies around 
the world.
■ G ro w th : Employees have higher clarity regard­
ing opportunities for growth and development and 

understand their potential career paths in the or­
ganisation. About two-third o f the employees in In­
dia feel that they understand their career paths, 
which is lower than high-performing companies. 
These companies provide opportunities to build in­
dividual capability through training, performance 

feedback and the flexibility to try new things. Over­
all, there is a strong focus on talent retention.

All these factors add up and contribute to build­
ing workplaces which are engaged, enabled and en­
ergised. The findings from the analysis o f data 
from these 25 companies provide insights about 

what truly makes a great workplace. By effectively 
applying logic-driven analytics to survey data, 
companies could build data-driven frameworks 

about what works in their unique context. By ap­
plying principles o f segmentation of the workforce, 
they could identify key success factors and risks 
that are pertinent to different groups o f employ­
ees. And by linking key survey data to business out­
comes, HR professionals can create a compelling 
business case for 'sustainable engagement’ and 
manage stakeholders more effectively.

As companies seek to maximise employees' 
contributions, they need to focus not only on en­
gagement, but building enablement and energy 
too. Leaders and managers w ill play a key role here 
and companies need to think hard about redefin­

ing their roles in terms o f how they execute tasks, 
develop people, deliver the 'employment deal’ and 

energise change, all based on a foundation o f trust 
and authenticity.

The current uncertainties in the global busi­
ness environment make it all the more important 
for companies in India to focus on measuring and 
managing employee engagement. But, it is also 
time to take a step back and ask i f  our engagement 
constructs are evolving v\dth the business envi­
ronment and the needs o f the workforce. im
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