The Impact of COVID-19
on Employee Engagement
And What Organizations
Should Do Next

Page 1

Page 2

Contents

1.0 Introduction

1.0 Introduction

02

2.0 What do we mean by
employee engagement?

03

3.0 Peakon customers
saw employee engagement
improve by 2% during COVID-19

04

4.0 What caused this increase
in engagement?
5.0 Organizations must ensure that
work continues to work for people
6.0 Contact

The Impact of COVID-19 on Employee Engagement

05-09

10

11

Page 3

The past few months have transformed the world of work. As the
pandemic spread, it wreaked havoc on the carefully-laid plans of
organizations and employees worldwide. It challenged many of us to do
our jobs under very different – and often very difficult – circumstances.
It taught us that our ties to work extend beyond the four walls of the
physical workplace, and how resilient we can be in the face of a crisis.
It taught us to challenge our preconceptions and reconsider what we
need to perform at our best. And, in doing so, it’s beginning to teach us
how we might now truly make work work for everyone.
Based on 10 million employee survey responses, this report analyzes the impact that
COVID-19 has had on employee engagement globally over the past six months. It
considers the individual elements that combine to drive strong engagement and reveals
what aspects of working life employees feel better and worse about after working through
an all-disruptive pandemic.
Read on to understand what has changed since January 2020, and learn how employees
worldwide are feeling and thinking, on topics from remote work to growth. We also provide
best-practice takeaways and advice – based on our insights and learnings from millions
of employees all over the world. The findings of this report will help you to steer your
organization and its employees successfully through this period of rapid transformation,
and prepare them for the next phase.
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2.0
What do we
mean by employee
engagement?
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2.1 Understanding
employee engagement
Employee engagement has increasingly
become a key business metric. According to
William Kahn, who coined the term in 1990,
when employees are engaged they feel able
to bring their “full selves” to work. They’re
more likely to be productive, innovative, and
stay loyal to their organization.
To measure employee engagement, and
the elements that drive it, we ask one main
engagement question, three engagement
outcome questions, 14 “driver” questions,
and 27 ‘sub-driver’ questions. The drivers
of employee engagement are the key
psychological requirements for human
motivation at work, including for example,
professional growth, working environment,
and organizational fit.

2.2 How we measured
COVID-19’s impact on
employe eengagement
For this report, a sample of 10 million survey
responses were analyzed. We compared the
scores that individual employees gave in
their Peakon surveys in January, to the scores
the same individuals gave - to the same
questions - in July. From this we were able
to decipher how employee engagement had
altered during this six month period, and what
in particular was responsible for that change.
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3.0
Peakon customers
saw employee
engagement improve
by 2% during
COVID-19
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As the pandemic hit, employees globally
looked to their organizations for support.
They needed reassurance that their
organization would keep them safe. They
wanted to know that their jobs were safe.
They needed information on what they
should do next.
Our findings suggest that many Peakon
users responded positively to this demand,
because between January and July 2020,
global employee engagement scores
increased by 2%.
Every continent enjoyed a rise in
engagement. But organizations in Oceania,
which includes Australia and New Zealand,
saw engagement rise by 4% – double the
global average. Out of the different industries,
the Financial Services and Energy & Utilities
sectors saw the biggest increases in
engagement – up 4%, while other sectors
saw increases ranging from 1% to 2%.
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4.0
What caused this increase
in engagement?
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4.1
Employee scores
on remote working
jumped by 10%

According to organizational psychologists,
companies that give their employees
autonomy over where, when, and how they
work reap many benefits. When employees
are trusted to work in the way that works best
for them, free from judgement, they feel a
greater sense of responsibility, which in turn
increases motivation, productivity, and overall
engagement.
At Peakon, we measure employees’ sense
of autonomy by asking them questions and
having them score their answers on a scale
of 0-10. When we compared the scores from
January to July, the results for the following
autonomy question stood out in particular:
“I have the option to work remotely
when I’d like to.”
Employee scores for this “Autonomy –
Remote Work” question rose by 10% between
January and July. This was the highest global
increase out of all the survey questions.
This rise was most prominent in Asia, where it
increased by a sharp 18%. Financial Services –
traditionally an office-based sector which has
historically ranked among the worst industries
for autonomy and work-life balance – saw
employee scores to this question jump
by 17%.

4.1.1 You can’t remove
remote working from
the future of work
In our 2020 Employee Expectations Report,
we revealed that employees mentioned
flexible working 18% more in their Peakon
surveys in 2019 than they did the year before
– indicative of a rise in demand.1
COVID-19 has accelerated this demand, after
demonstrating, once and for all, that remote
working can work very well for people in
certain industries. Many employees, for the
first time, experienced greater autonomy
over how and when they work during the
pandemic. Some companies have now even
granted their employees the freedom to
work remotely, whenever they’d like, for the
foreseeable future. For some, that means
gaining time and money back from a gruelling
commute. For others, it means being able to
accommodate childcare, or the school
drop-off.
This shift has paved the way for the
democratisation of work. As proximity to an
office becomes less important, a broader
range of people will have the chance to
compete for roles, thus giving organizations a
more diverse pool of talent from which
to recruit.
Remote working will be a critical issue for
employees going forward. Of course it doesn’t
work for everyone, so organizations should
grant their people the agency to decide what
works best for them, based on their individual
needs. That might be working in the office,
working from home, or a blend of the two.
The organizations that act to facilitate this
growing demand will stand a better chance of
retaining and attracting the best talent, and
therefore gain a competitive edge over their
rivals at this crucial juncture.
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1 Peakon, The Employee Expectations 2020 Report, March 2020.
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4.2
Employees scores on
working environment
increased by more
than 6%

Where we work, and the quality of our working
surroundings, matter. As we know from our
research, when we feel positive about our
working environment, it has a positive impact
on how we work and how engaged we are.
On the Peakon platform, one of the ways we
measure this is with the following question:
“My physical work environment
contributes positively to my ability
to do my job.”
Between January and July this year, employee
scores (from 0-10) of this question increased
by more than 6% globally. This was the
second largest global increase in the data set.
Environment scores in Oceania increased
by 8%. But in North America, there was no
improvement between January and July.
Technology employees gave significantly
higher scores to the working environment
question – up 9%. The Professional Services
and Finance industries also saw sizable
increases of 7%
.
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4.2.1 Reimagining the
physical workplace
When the pandemic displaced many
employees from the office to their homes, or
required companies to implement new safety
measures, it sparked an overnight reimagining
of the physical workplace.
This reimagining had a positive impact on
employees worldwide. Many people have
appreciated, felt safe, and thrived in their new
working environments. However, others have
found working remotely, or at their workplace
with stringent safety measures, incredibly
difficult.
The outcome of this experiment is likely to
be the emergence of hybrid working models,
with organizations not abandoning offices,
but redesigning and repurposing them for
greater collaboration and connection. Other
organizations may decide that they no longer
need a physical office at all. For them, the
focus will be on how best to reconstruct the
physical workplace culture in a digital setting.
One thing is certain: The physical workplace is
evolving fast.
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4.3
Employees feel their
company cares more
now about their
mental wellbeing

Workplaces that foster good mental health
among their employees see reduced
absenteeism, and higher productivity. In
2017, the World Health Organization (WHO)
estimated that depression and anxiety cost
the global economy $1 trillion each year in
lost productivity.2 And in May 2020, WHO
advocated substantial investment to avert
a global mental health crisis caused by the
pandemic.3
Peakon’s Organizational Fit driver measures
the degree to which employees feel like the
culture and values of an organization match
their own. This includes a specific question on
mental health, for which the results were very
interesting:
“[Company] really cares about my
mental wellbeing.”
Between January and July this year, employee
scores to this question increased by 5%.
This indicates that employees globally feel
as though their mental wellbeing was being
better looked after by their employers during
the pandemic.
The Financial Services industry, which has one
of the highest rates of employee absence due
to poor mental health, saw a 9% rise here —
the largest out of all the sectors.

4.3.1 Mental wellbeing
is good for business
The past few months have been a test
of resilience for organizations and their
employees, with increased risk of isolation,
burnout, stress, and frustration. The long-term
ripples of this period on employee mental
health are yet to be seen. But it’s positive that
between January and July, employees globally
felt more supported.
The key now is for businesses to build on this
momentum. Strong mental wellbeing at work
is a key tenet of engagement and therefore
sustained productivity. Organizations —
whether hybrid, remote or office-based —
must develop a framework that supports this
goal long-term.
Organizations will need to identify the gaps
in their current policies, and understand the
new mental health challenges ahead, such as
financial anxiety, concern around returning
to the office, or prolonged isolation. They will
need to model empathetic leadership and
positive mental health behaviors from the
top. What’s more, they must recognize that
each individual will have different needs, and
provide the right resources and environment
to help them feel safe accessing support.

2 World Health Organization, ‘World Mental Health Day 2017’, October 2017.
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3 World Health Organization, ‘Substantial Investment Needed’, May 2020.
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4.4
Growth is the one
driver that did not
improve during
COVID-19

Growth is one of the key cornerstones of
employee engagement. When employees feel
like they have enough opportunities to learn
and develop at work, they’re more likely to be
productive, motivated, and loyal.
One of the questions we ask to measure
growth is:
“I feel that I’m growing professionally.”
Between January and July 2020, the scores in
response to this question slipped slightly, with
a 0.5% decline. This was the only question
on the Peakon survey to which there was
no improvement on a global level between
January and July.
This small decline was spearheaded by
Gen Z4 employees, whose scores to this
question dropped by 3.5% during the period.
Millennials’ scores declined too, by nearly 2%.
This is in stark contrast to the scores of Baby
Boomers and Gen X, whose scores to the
growth question increased by 2.4% and 1.5%
respectively. This reflects the way in which the
pandemic has negatively impacted younger
workers’ sentiment around their career and
growth prospects.

4.4.1 Developing the
skills for recovery
As organizations hit pause on their plans,
changed strategy, and slashed budgets,
business operations have focused more
on resilience and recovery than employee
growth.
While the pandemic has required many
employees to pivot their roles and skills, this
short-term change won’t be enough to keep
employees motivated in the future. As we
know from our own data, stalled growth is one
of the main reasons employees quit.5
So as we enter the next phase of work,
employees will expect longer-term solutions,
and clearer pathways for professional growth.
Organizations must develop more agile
learning cultures that are responsive to a
rapidly changing working world. For this,
they will need to invest in new technologies
and platforms that facilitate knowledge
acquisition and knowledge sharing across
remote and hybrid workforces. This will
empower employees to learn, regardless
of their location, time zone, or personal
circumstances.

Asia was the only continent to experience
a rise in this driver – up 1%. North America
experienced the largest downturn – down 3%.
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4 Silent Generation: 1928–1945, Baby Boomers: 1946–1964, Generation X: 1965–1980, Millennials: 1981–1996, Generation Z: 1997–2012.
5 Peakon, The 9-Month Warning: Identifying Quitters before It’s Too Late, March 2019.
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5.0
Organizations must
ensure that work
continues to work
for people

This study set out to analyze how COVID-19
impacted employee engagement. Based on
10 million survey responses, our data reveals
that Peakon customers globally improved
their employee engagement by 2% between
January and July 2020. Employees felt most
positive about the ability to work remotely, the
change to their working environment, and the
support given for their mental health.
Of course, the increase seen in the scores
does not necessarily mean that employees
have been feeling better about work during
this time. The scores could have been driven
by a variety of factors. Perhaps there has
been a change in scoring behavior since
the start of the pandemic. It’s also possible
that the sample employees are feeling more
appreciative of having a job at all, given that
many people worldwide have seen their
work disappear.
However, knowledge and insight is power,
and will be all-important to organizations as
they draw up plans for the future. Not only
have the processes, format, and locations for
work changed, but their employees will have
changed too. These experiences, good or bad,
will have shaped their expectations. Some
will have used this period to re-evaluate what
matters to them, and recognize the blurred
lines between their work and private lives to
strike a better work-life balance. Others will be
feeling stressed, sidelined, or overworked, and
will be looking to their employer to step up.
The key for understanding what to do next
is listening to your employees’ experiences,
and using the insights to take action and drive
positive change. As we’ve seen in this report,
when employees feel heard and supported,
they are empowered and motivated to help
drive your business forward.
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To find out more about how Peakon
can help your organization thrive now
and in the future, visit
peakon.com/solutions
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