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The research

• Aim

• Our members asked us to build on the findings of our research in 2007…..

• ….and answer the question, “how do line managers produce engagement or disengagement? “

• Methodology

• To provide rich understanding of the issues we carried out qualitative interviews using a

common set of questions outlined on the following slide

• Participants

• 33 interviews from 4 global organisations:

• Company A (7 interviews)

• Company B (11 interviews)

• Company C (11 interviews)

• Company D (4 interviews)

• Senior managers and middle managers with some (1-3) of their reports

• Managers selected as good and not so good at engagement

• Some limitations

• Sample size, seniority of participants and similar organisational background

• Quantitative data

• Independent quantitative research carried out at Henley (1500 responses from 13

organisations) reinforced the findings with some differences of emphasis as outlined in slides

20/21
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1. Could you describe your job and your role in the organisation?

2. Would you say that you have felt engaged in your current job?

3. Could you think of an example(s) where your line manager has said 

or done something that has helped you to be highly engaged with 

your job? 

4. How do you as a line manager engage your people? 

5. Would you say that you ever experienced ‘not being engaged’ in 

your job?

6. Could you think of an example(s) where your line manager has said 

or done something that led to you either not being engaged with 

your job or having a low level of engagement? 

7. Is there anything that you would like to add to what you have said?

Interview Questions
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What you get from people who are 
engaged

• Cognitive aspects

• Thinking about/focusing on the job

• Knowing what needs to be done and 
how

• Clarity of objectives and prioritisation

• Intellectual stimulation, challenging task

• Positive mind set: agreement with and 
belief in the task

• Emotional aspects

• Energy, enthusiasm, enjoyment, 
excitement

• A passion and love for work

• Sense of worthiness, pride and 
ownership

• Behavioural aspects

• Putting in effort and hours: and not 
being aware of the hours that you are 
putting in

What is engagement?

What you get from people who are 

not engaged

• Cognitive aspects

• Not thinking about/focusing on the job

• Intellectual boredom, lack of 
stimulation

• Disagreement with and disbelief in the 
task

• Emotional aspects

• Frustration, anger, disappointment, 
feeling let down

• Stress

• Behavioural aspects

• Tiredness and stress

• Childlike behaviours

• Not doing anything 

• Engagement can be temporary and not affect long-term commitment to the organisation

• It is possible to have different levels of engagement/disengagement in the 3 categories

A positive attitude to the job i.e. not organisational commitment

Note:
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• “I think,…its’ around clarity of objectives. So understanding the wider business plan, and 
then how we can contribute to that overall” (Company D)

• “You’re doing something which you know isn’t optimal and you’re not convinced it’s going to 
succeed as a result you don’t give it as much energy as you probably should” (B)

• “I think when you think about mentally focused, it’s really to put all your capabilities into 
knowing what you want to accomplish and how you are going to accomplish it” (C)

• “How do I feel? Generally I feel quite energetic, energised…actually the strange thing is, if 
you’re really engaged in certain things you do not get tired, but you get energy from it; so 
you leave for home energised in the evening. On the opposite side, if you are really 
disengaged, you sort of feel drained when you leave your job to go home” (C) 

• “When I’m engaged I feel a sense of pride” (C) 

• “Sometimes I think engagement gets confused because people end up working long hours. 
That isn’t engagement..(A) 

• “I’m probably very engaged at the behavioural and emotional levels – I’m battling a bit at the 
cognitive level right now – that’s got a lot to do with what’s happening [in this part of the 
organisation] (C)

• “If you carry very significant responsibility in high job roles within the organisation 
sometimes things don’t go the way that you want them to, but you can’t allow that to impact 
on the way that you project yourself to the organisation or to your work ethic. So I think that 
it’s quite different if you are leading an organisation to one where you may be in the lower 
levels, where if you’re not emotionally committed, you may well switch of both physically 
and cognitively at the same time” (C) 

What is engagement? (quotes from interviews)
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The line manager

The job/work

The organisation

Engagement

The individual

Engagement has four drivers

The original aim of the research was to build on the first piece of research and

understand what managers can do to increase engagement. The qualitative and

quantitative research both found that, whilst the manager is the key driver, there are three

additional factors that drive employee engagement:
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• They focus on the individual person

• Takes a genuine and active interest in me and my development

• Knows me as an individual

• Values my opinion, seeks my views and recognises my contribution

• They have an empowering managerial style

• Gives direction but allows me to get on with the job

• Gives me the bigger picture and context to the job

• Gives me support and guidance

• Is approachable, available and open: willing to share thoughts and feelings

• Regular meetings and contact, both formal and informal

• Gives ongoing, constructive, open, direct and timely feedback

• Gives me exposure and connects me to the rest of the organisation

• Adapts their style to my needs and those of different individuals

• They are honest, authentic and competent, which drives high levels 

of trust

• Words and behaviours match

• Is good at job and has organisational respect

The role of the line manager in engagement

We found there were three things that differentiated managers who got 
strong engagement from their teams:
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• “But he did so in a way that I knew what he was doing, I knew exactly the opportunity he was 
giving me and the fact that he brought to the room that awareness and that consciousness of my 
needs and my development, which made me feel very personally looked after, and I felt a real 
sense of responsibility to him to repay that by giving good careful thought to my answer and my 
ideas….I felt a real sense of responsibility, but a real sense of ownership” (Company C)

• “By trusting me with these extra responsibilities…it made me very determined to make sure that I 
didn’t mess up the opportunity and didn’t let him down” (D)

• “If you have someone who lets you do the job it’s very engaging: it’s about trust. She will always 
give me the time help and guidance when I have a problem” (B)

• “It’s very simple, if you've got good managers in there, they can make such a difference because 
they will inspire people and take them with them” (A)

• “So when I get positive feedback from  my line manager, that obviously makes me very happy 
and encourages me to carry on working hard” (D)

• “My boss is authentic therefore I feel engaged…” (B)

• “I have never seen her act behind my back, such that it had any detrimental backlash” (B)

• “Different line managers do it differently but the key in my mind is that they know the person, they 
know what makes them tick, so if you had given me tickets to the rugby it wouldn’t have worked -
but if it was something in particular that I liked, my favourite chocolate, whatever, the little 
touches, you think ‘yeah ok you took the time to think and really personalise it,’ “(B)

• “Because we’ve had the conversation several times, about what motivates me, she knows that, 
and she tries to find a match; it’s quite obvious to me that that’s going on” (B)

The role of the line manager in engagement (quotes from interviews)
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• They didn’t focus on the individual (they often saw management as 
a process not a relationship)

• Doesn’t know me as an individual

• Doesn’t recognise my contribution

• Presents my work as his/her own

• Dumping on me

• They have a micromanagement style
• Controlling and focusing on the detail

• Can be a difficult balance between insight and telling you how to do the job, or between 
being hands on and too hands off

• Lack of direction or clarity of objectives

• Lack of support and guidance and timely feedback

• Not listening/discussing

• Pretending to take account of my views

• Not sharing information with with me or the team

• Issues around honesty, authenticity and competence leading to a 
lack of trust

• Lack of trust or honesty: e.g. acts behind my back, or personal agenda

• Lack of competence

The role of the line manager in disengagement

On the flip side we found these three areas had a shadow side:
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• “…no, I haven’t had a point in time where I have been completely disengaged, however, I 
have had a period of time where I was not as engaged as I have previously been. And the 
reason for that was simply, a line manager” (Company D)

• “If you have a line manager that is useless or you don’t value his judgement, then of 
course, you don’t care what he thinks….then you absolutely don’t feel engaged” (C)

• I think it’s disengaging too , to be asked for input in something and then not have feedback 
about what difference that made or whether that contributed in any way (B)

• “ I didn’t trust him and he didn’t really care much about our work, and that really 
discouraged me a little bit, to the point that I couldn’t continue to work with him” (C)

• “I’ve worked for people in the past, where they were micromanaging every step along the 
way and then I think, well, am I a robot or am I really being able to create?” (B)

• “I feel less engaged when I’m micro-managed, when I’m given work which is intellectually 
unstimulating, bureaucratic and I don’t see the impact it’s having (maybe it does, but I don’t 
see it). “ (B)

• “I do feel less engaged when he doesn’t listen when he already has a plan formulated in 
his mind. “ (B)

• “I don’t thinks he does an awful lot to engage me. It’s more the task that I see and currently 
the contact with my business partners that engages me” (C)

The role of the line manager in disengagement (quotes from interviews)
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Engaging Job/Work

• Responsibility and accountability

• Clarity of role and objectives 

• Freedom and space to act and make 

decisions

• To make mistakes and not be 

punished

• Involvement in targets and decisions 

that impact on me

• Job that is challenging, stretching and 

varied

• Job that is suited to individual’s talents

• Job that gives exposure

• Doing a professional job

• Doing meaningful and important work

Disengaging Job/Work

• Lack of influence and involvement

• Overload

• Lack of challenge, stretch and variety 

– unstimulating work

• No involvement in decision-making

• ‘Being left on my own’

• Unnecessary bureaucracy

The importance of the job/work

The nature of the job/work also played a major factor:
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• “I think in the end, what I strongly believe in is a ‘tightness’ in the briefing, and a faith you can do it, a 
‘looseness’ in the how you do it (I respond to that very well – tell me what needs to be done but give 
me space to be able to do it)…and in the end say ok have we achieved it ‘yes’ or ‘no’?” (Company C)

• “I love my job. I feel very lucky in terms of the role I have…I was so excited to have that job and I met 
the MD at the time…it’s been fantastic so if you like the role has been tailor-made for me and I don’t 
have any complaints” (A)

• I feel engaged because of having the empowerment to make decisions, make choices. I feel I have 
responsibilities and accountability as well” (D)

• “For me it’s the freedom or space, I don’t know what the right word is, but it’s giving me the 
opportunity to be able to create” (B)

• “Those are specific examples of where I’ve changed roles because it just didn’t feel as though what I 
was doing was meaningful for me and meaningful for the business (A)

• “What engages me a lot…is real technical challenges…when I get put in front of what initially looks 
like mission impossible…then sorting out the technical puzzle, creating a way to solve it and then 
actually finding that it gets solved…What disengages me completely is the opposite: routine 
tasks…to satisfy company bureaucracy” (C)

• “When I love it, is when, I’m delivering something that is of significance to the business - that there’s 
a business need for and I’m working on it and I deliver something that is an end result which will 
make a difference to the business” (B) 

• “My level fluctuates depending on the nature of the job.  It’s generally up when I get to own a piece of 
work and I get room to make decisions. Autonomy is a big thing and its impact is really important.”
(B) 

• “I think one of the things that surprised me is none of my line managers has asked me what I’m 
interested in.  We just get jobs which have to be allocated.  We’ve never explored this person might 
be better suited to this kind of work.  No one has worked out I don’t like projects around metrics.” (B)

The importance of the job/work (quotes from interviews)
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Engagement

• Sense of autonomy and control

• Sense of self-worth

• Level of confidence

• Level of expertise

• Congruence of values with those of the 

organisation

Disengagement

• Lack of control and autonomy

• Feeling that voice is not heard

The importance of individual characteristics

People also have a natural level of engagement.  As one joke says:
Sometimes the best solution to morale problems is to fire all the unhappy people!
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• “I think the disengagement was directly linked to the stress of trying to do too much and 

then being frustrated at myself that I couldn’t do it all” (Company D)

• “…I guess that I’m less impacted by my immediate line manager than others, because I’m 

fairly self motivated and determined to achieve regardless” (D)

• “I suppose two things I need to have: one is satisfaction that I am making a difference, I’m 

not wasting my time here. I’m doing something that is actually contributing to the business 

and is worthwhile and it feels right as well; it feels good. The other part is that I need to 

have some fun along the way; I need to have fun in the workplace” (D)

• “But you’re actually feeling, I’ve got some control, I can do this, I can organise my life…it’s 

worth more than a pay rise” (A)

• “I think when I’m not engaged, and I think when people in general don’t get engaged, is 

when they don’t feel they’re controlling their own destiny any more…I personally, I need the 

space of autonomy and I can make a difference” (C)

• “I think that I am not motivated by him [my line manager] in all fairness…it’s more my self-

motivation, than thanks to him” (C)

• “I’m generally a passionate person; I find it difficult to do things I don’t enjoy, I want to make 

a contribution.  Personally I have a high standard of delivery and excellence in what I do.”

(B)

The importance of individual characteristics (quotes from interviews)
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Engagement

• Giving information and communication

• Individual knows and understands how 

their contribution fits in and adds value

• Team and organisation culture: sense 

of belonging, social and team 

interaction 

• Fairness of processes

• Career progression and development

• Brand and reputation

Disengagement

• Lack of clarity on purpose

• Culture: bureaucracy, hierarchy, 

control, organisational politics, 

sensitivity to differences

• Lack of information and 

communication

• Not being able to see the results of 

what you do

• Paying lip service to engagement 

survey results

NB: in all three additional elements it should be noted that the line manager has a mediating 

role 

The role of organisational factors

Finally the organisation has an impact on engagement:
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• “So in all three instances [talking of the process of discussion on employment status] 
ending up crossing the finishing line exhausted, flat, weathered having been through a 
battle and that drop in enthusiasm, or engagement, from the initial to the final, has occurred 
on all three of those instances and gradually worn away the level of engagement” 
(Company C)

• “When I love it is when I’m delivering something that is of significance to the business –
that there’s a business need for and I’m working on it and I deliver something that is an end 
result which will make a difference to the business” (B)

• We’ve gone past matrix organisation. I believe we’re in some sort of cube…and I’m not 
quite sure we’ve figured that out yet” (C)

• “In terms of brand I’m really proud to work for a company that is so large, is at the forefront 
of new technologies and new innovations, but also to be associated with the Region” (D)

• “So line managers are an important focus of course, but increasingly as we’ve become 
hopefully a well-organised global business, managing the other links [peers, mentors, other 
senior colleagues] will become as important to someone’s engagement” (C)

• “We have a bi-annual people survey and the results were critical. Action plans were 
prepared by the team members but the manager took it and did something entirely different 
with it. I saw how this was handled – there were 3 pages of good suggestions about we 
could do this and that. The management team took it, ticked the issues, and said they’d 
dealt with it. Everyone was going hang on a minute and this was very disengaging”  (D)

Organisational factors (quotes from interviews)
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Engagement

• Engaging work provides an individual 
with psychological energy which can 
lead to discretionary effort and 
enhanced productivity 

• The building of capability and 
confidence leads to enhanced self-
efficacy (a belief that a goal can be 
achieved) and thus enhanced 
performance

• The giving of trust and confidence to 
an individual leads to a psychological 
sense of obligation and social 
exchange to reciprocate and desire not 
to let the line manager down

Disengagement

• Disengaging work drains an individual 

of psychological energy and 

encourages work avoidance 

strategies, not doing anything (‘just 

socialising’), taking short cuts, taking 

time off work and lower productivity

• Breakdown of trust (psychological 

contract) can precede disengagement 

and lead to cynicism, negative 

mindsets and behaviours, lower levels 

of loyalty and eventually leaving the 

job or organisation

The outcome of engagement and disengagement and some theoretical links
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• Strong level of agreement across individuals and organisations on the nature 

of engagement and disengagement and the antecedents, including the role of 

the line manager

• Most people reported high overall levels of engagement, with some variability, 

and most had some experience of disengagement

• Some key contextual differences:
• Complexity of structure:

• Many managers

• Virtual teams can give more autonomy

• Different loyalties and possible competing organisations

• Understanding of contribution and line of sight between effort and contribution

• Organisation size

• Centralisation of decision-making

• Hierarchy and bureaucracy

• Culture: level of empowerment and accountability, and focus on person versus process

• The line manager is very important but is not the only driver of engagement

• The job or work itself is important

• There are individual factors 

• The organisational and team context plays a role

Key findings
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1. We know what engagement is: the main issue may be with application

2. Line managers need to listen to their people, find out what motivates them, 
and show genuine interest in them

3. Line managers should set a clear sense of direction, show individuals how 
they may make a difference

4. Balance micromanagement versus lack of perceived interest in people

5. Balance required complexity of structure with the need to allow people to 
see their contribution

6. Balance process on one hand with the needs and talents of the individual 
on the other

7. Match people and their strengths to jobs and roles

8. Develop the self-efficacy of people 

9. Use but don’t rely on surveys: the role of HR is to coach line managers and 
develop approach that focuses on person being managed

10. Recognise that when recruiting for a job there is a need to recruit for 
technical skills and also potential for engagement

Key insights and recommendations
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Demographic Differences and Relationships

The quantitative research highlighted some differences:

• Age

Older workers score more highly on the importance of individual factors and the nature 

of the job/work

• Time with Organisation

Those with longer service score more highly on the manager factor

• Time in Job

Those with longer service in the current job score lower on the manager factor

• Time with current manager

Those who have worked for their current manager for a longer period score more highly 

on the manager factor

• Gender

Females score at a higher level than males in relation to both the importance of 

individual factors and the manager scales

• Parent versus Subsidiary

Scores on both the importance of individual factors and the nature of the job/work are 

higher for those working in the parent company than those working in subsidiaries 

• Size of Organisation

In organisations with larger numbers of employees the scores on all factors were higher
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• Sector Differences

Public sector scores were higher on the nature of the job/work

• Trade Union Representation

No significant differences between organisations with and without Trade Union 

representation

• Level in the Organisation

Senior Managers scored higher than both managers and other employees across all 

factors.  This pattern was repeated with managers scoring higher on all factors than other 

employees

• Changes in Top Leadership

Recent changes in Senior leadership were associated with higher levels of Commitment

• Stage in Life Cycle

The highest scores on all scales were found in organisations in the “Mature” stage of their 

life cycle

• Degree of Change

In organisations facing on-going change the sores were higher on both the nature of the 

job/work and the manager factors

Demographic Differences and Relationships
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“HR’s role is to get the line to get it.”

• The MD and the board should be driving engagement not HR. The problem is that engagement is

seen as an HR initiative or another fad rather than a business issue. The HRD needs to work with

the CEO and board as facilitator and confidante raising the profile of the issue by:

• Demystifying it. For a start let’s not use the latest engagement jargon but talk about basic business

issues - getting the best out of our people

• Demonstrating how important it is as a business issue (If it’s not seen as one why bother?).

• Devolving it to the line:

• The best way to make a difference to engagement is through the line manager. The question for HR is

therefore, not just how to measure or influence engagement directly, but also how to influence line

managers.

• The problem is that this does not lend itself to large scale programmatic change driven from Centres of

Excellence at the Group level but, where organisations use the HR business partner model, by

engaging the HR partner first, who in turn challenges and coaches the line manager.

• The challenge in most organisations is they don’t have enough business partners to work with every

line manager so it is critical to prioritise:

What does this mean for HR’s role?

Manager is highly skilled at 

engagement – resulting in 

engaged employees

Don’t burden them, let them get on with it accepting that whilst 

their way might not be your way, it’s a good way – even use them 

as champions/mentors

Manager lacks skill or will –

resulting in unengaged 

employees

Why bother?  Leave it to large 

scale interventions

Focus: Understand why, then 

adapt the approach -

challenge, incentivise, 1 to 1 

coaching, training

Manager’s role has a low 

impact on business

Manager’s role has a high 

impact on business
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• HR also needs to join up the dots:

• Make this a key driver of the organisation’s culture

• Define the behaviours to look for from your line managers so they naturally focus on engaging

their people

• Recruit people who are naturally engaged and managers who engage, instead of simply focusing

on technical skills (a lot of organisations use assessment centres where this is a focus)

• Develop these behaviours and ensure managers have the confidence, commitment and

competence to have quality conversations with their people

• Make this central to leadership development and succession planning, promoting people who are

good at engaging their people not just good at the technical aspects of their job

• Reinforce this through reward and recognition and linkages to performance management

• The employee opinion survey (there is again a question here about branding, what to call it) has

a role to play as a temperature check and as a way of sending a message that this matters.

• The key is what you do with it so there must be follow through or the message is lost.

• This means clear action planning and clear objectives, starting at the Executive level, cascaded

down to each team, that are then followed through with consequences.

• The critical thing is to use it, not as an end in itself, but to begin a dialogue between the line

manager and their people, and between the line manager and the HR business partner as coach.

• Using the survey results as the basis for coaching is very powerful and positive, and appears to

have a big impact on engagement.

• The final point is don’t constantly reinvent. Decide what it is you’re trying to do and then stick

with it.

What does this mean for HR’s role?


