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The Conference Board Human Capital Exchange™ 

 
 

 

 

 Web portal for thought leaders 

& best of our profession to 

share research and insights 

 Blogs to discuss and exchange 

the latest ideas 

 Book discussions 

 An open exchange with 

members of the profession 

around the globe 
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In context: Why did we explore strategies to build a culture of engagement? 

But…Organizations are Still 

Struggling to Build a Culture 

of Engagement Results from a Recent Study Conducted by the Engagement InstituteTM  

50 33 17 

Our senior leaders and managers know how to build a culture of engagement. 

 Companies doing a “best-in-class” job managing 

talent outperform their industry’s mean return to 

shareholders by 22% (Axelrod et al., 2001) 

$720 million Invested   

Annually on Engagement 

Programs 

• 8 out of 10 organizations have a formal 

Employee Engagement program 

• 60% of organizations have had a formal 

Engagement program for over 5 years 

 

Organizations are committed 

to Employee Engagement 

  

Engagement is regarded as a 

Key Business Driver and 

Performance Indicator  

Employee Engagement: Market Review, Buyer’s 

Guide and Provider Profiles, Bersin by Deloitte 2012 

79 10 10 

Senior leaders in my organization consider engagement to be a key business                        
driver and performance indicator. 

Results from a Recent Study Conducted by The Engagement InstituteTM  
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Research Question: 

How can organizations build a culture of engagement to drive business 

impact?  Over the past decade, an increasing number of organizations have focused 

on creating work environments that build and sustain employee engagement to drive 

business impact and improve employee performance.  But despite the widespread 

interest in employee engagement, there is a growing concern that engagement 

programs, practices, and efforts are not improving bottom line results.  To help 

engagement practitioners and specialists maximize the impact of their engagement 

efforts, it is critical to identify the key factors needed, and best practices required, to 

create and sustain a culture of engagement. 

 

 Title: “DNA of Engagement: How Organizations Create And Sustain Highly 

Engaging Cultures”  

 Release date: October 15, 2014 
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“Highly Engaging” Organization Selection 

 

The Research Fellows  identified ~80 highly engaging organizations  

from a larger pool of organizations which had appeared  at least once 

during the current and previous two lists on these six seminal 

rankings for highly engaging organizations:  

1. Fortune: Great Place to Work: 100 Best Companies to Work For (2014, 

2013, 2012)  

2. Fortune: Great Place to Work: 50 Best Small & Medium Workplaces (2013, 

2012, 2011) 

3. Achievers: 50 Most Engaged Workplaces (2013, 2012, 2011) 

4. Gallup: Great Workplace Award (2013, 2012, 2011) 

5. Partnership For Public Service: Best Places to Work in the Federal 

Government (2013, 2012, 2011) 

6. The Chronicle of Higher Education: Great Colleges to Work For (2013, 

2012, 2011) 
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Research Methodology 

How Do Organizations Create And Sustain Highly Engaging 

Cultures?  
 

Actions consisted of: 

 Selecting research question 

 Scoping research project 

 Discussing  and accepting definitions of “employee engagement” and a “culture 

of engagement” 

 Finalizing survey questionnaire 

 Identifying “highly engaging” organizations 

 Requesting participation from ~80 organizations 

 Administering survey to 12 organizations 

 Conducting interviews and completing profiles of 10 

 Writing report 
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How Do Organizations Create And Sustain Highly Engaging Cultures?  

Hallmarks 

• What are the 
attributes of a 
culture of 
engagement? 

Architecture 

• What are the 
enabling 
mechanisms 
that produce 
these 
attributes? 

Mindset 

• What are the 
fundamental 
leadership 
assumptions 
that influence 
decisions 
within these 
organization? 

Process 

• How do 
organizations 
doing this 
well actually 
create the 
conditions 
conducive to 
a culture of 
engagement? 
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Defining Employee Engagement & A Culture of 

Engagement 

Employee Engagement: 

 “Employee engagement is a heightened emotional and intellectual 

connection that an employee has for his/her job, organization, 

manager, or co-workers that, in turn, influences him/her to apply 

additional discretionary effort to his/her work.”  

The Conference Board (2006)  

 

A Culture of Engagement: 

 “A set of accepted organizational values, behaviors, and practices 

that promotes increasing  levels of engagement as a cultural norm.” 

The Conference Board (2012)  
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Key Findings   
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Model for Engaging Cultures 

High levels of alignment of employees with all four  

of these dimensions 
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Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 
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Next Slide 



Copyright © 2014 The Engagement InstituteTM. All rights reserved.   21 

Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 

© 2014 The Conference Board, Inc.   | 21 



Copyright © 2014 The Engagement InstituteTM. All rights reserved.   22 

Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 

© 2014 The Conference Board, Inc.   | 22 



Copyright © 2014 The Engagement InstituteTM. All rights reserved.   23 

Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 

© 2014 The Conference Board, Inc.   | 23 



Copyright © 2014 The Engagement InstituteTM. All rights reserved.   24 

Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 

© 2014 The Conference Board, Inc.   | 24 



Copyright © 2014 The Engagement InstituteTM. All rights reserved.   25 

Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 

© 2014 The Conference Board, Inc.   | 25 



Copyright © 2014 The Engagement InstituteTM. All rights reserved.   26 

Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 

© 2014 The Conference Board, Inc.   | 26 



Copyright © 2014 The Engagement InstituteTM. All rights reserved.   27 

Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 

© 2014 The Conference Board, Inc.   | 27 



Copyright © 2014 The Engagement InstituteTM. All rights reserved.   28 

Sequencing the Eight Key Elements of a Highly Engaging Culture 
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Descriptors of the 

Elements of Engagement 

 For each of the 8 “Elements 

of Engagement,” we 

determined the levels of 

employee engagement as 

an organization moves from 

“below average” to 

“average” to “engaged” to 

“highly engaged”  
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Diagnostic Tool  

(beta version) 
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23 attributes of the DNA of “highly engaging” cultures 
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Examples From Profiled Organizations 
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Profiled Organizations Include: 

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://images.moneysavingexpert.com/images/Nasa-logo.gif&imgrefurl=http://www.moneysavingexpert.com/deals/bargains-deals-discounts&docid=DYdd3Z4mxy4IUM&tbnid=n_c-Ii4mdUn7uM:&w=1008&h=863&ei=hnkHVOuXOcXisASXkYGgCg&ved=0CAIQxiAwAA&iact=c
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1. Alignment of Business Strategy and Engagement Strategy 

Strategy 
Performance 
Management 

Rewards 
People and 
Leadership 

Organizational 
Performance 

Organization 
Design 

Engagement 
and Culture 

Engagement is integrated with all business functions and helps shape business strategy. 

Leading Organizations: 

• Invest a substantial amount of 

time, money, and resources to 

engagement activities  

• Develop a specific business 

case for employee 

engagement that is embraced 

by senior leaders, managers, 

and employees  
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SOUTHERN NEW HAMPSHIRE UNIVERSITY (SNHU) 

 Southern New Hampshire University invests in additional 

compensation for faculty members who best exemplify the practice of 

creating an engaging culture, not only for themselves and other 

employees but also for students. For the second year in a row, 14 

full-time faculty members were awarded $3,000 bonuses for 

implementing ways of engaging students in the education 

experience above and beyond the traditional course curriculum. 

1. Alignment of Business Strategy and Engagement Strategy 
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2. An Organizational Philosophy that Emphasizes a Core Purpose 

Mission, vision, and values take 

precedent 

Widespread basic 

assumption that organization 

exists to benefit employees, 

customers, stakeholders and 

communities 

Engagement is seen as the 

means to accomplish the 

mission 
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2. An Organizational Philosophy that Emphasizes a Core Purpose 

QUICKEN LOANS 

 Quicken Loans has a set of “ISMs,” the name the company uses 

for values that it espouses as a guiding framework for all 

employees. ISMs are the company’s way of defining and 

communicating a philosophy regarding the values and behaviors 

required to achieve core organizational purpose. Every new 

employee is introduced to the ISMs within his or her first 30 days 

via an eight-hour session led by founder and chairman Dan Gilbert 

and CEO Bill Emerson.  

 This highly visible aspect of company culture and values is 

present across the organization (e.g., in communications, 

artifacts, such as books and posters, and talent development 

practices) and is heavily emphasized in terms of the role it should 

play in everyday interactions on the job. Engagement is seen as 

the means to accomplish the mission. 
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TEACH FOR AMERICA  

 Teach For America aims to contribute additional leaders to the 

growing movement to end educational inequity, and executives 

regularly emphasize the importance of retaining engaged and 

committed employees, invested leaders, and active community 

partners. Managers in the organization are tasked with making a 

clear connection between employees’ daily activities and the greater 

mission of benefitting children and communities. 

 

2. An Organizational Philosophy that Emphasizes a Core Purpose 
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3. Formal Programs and Policies that Drive the Engagement Agenda 

 

The organization, leaders 

and employees 

consistently recognize 

and reward the 

demonstration of valued 

cultural behaviors as well 

as the accomplishment of 

individuals, teams and the 

organization 

Robust and integrated Human Capital Programs that promote engagement throughout the 

employee lifecycle  

Integrated Talent Management 
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3. Formal Programs and Policies that Drive the Engagement Agenda 

 

Development Dimensions International (DDI) 

 At DDI, the engagement strategy is integrated into employees’ 

experiences even before they officially join the organization. The 

company hires “engagement ready” employees. Cultural fit is a key 

determinant during candidate selection, with a balanced focus on 

behavioral competencies as well as technical proficiency, so that 

new hires are brought into an environment with which they are 

compatible.  

 DDI’s vision and values are emphasized throughout new hire 

orientation and are explained through scenario-based learnings. 

Following orientation, employees engage in conversations about how 

their roles directly contribute to organizational outcomes, and employee 

engagement objectives are integrated into individual development 

plans and the performance management goals of their managers. 
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4. Open, Proactive, Leader-Driven Communication about Engagement 

 

Communication is 

consistent and 

transparent Symbols, stories, artifacts help 

emphasize the organization's 

engagement culture  

Leaders and managers are 

engaged in regular two way 

dialogue with employees 

through town halls and skip 

level 

Communication 

strategies are deployed 

on a regular basis  

Engagement 
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4. Open, Proactive, Leader-Driven Communication about Engagement 

 

ALCOA 

 

 At Alcoa, the CEO hosts regular town-hall meetings in which 

engagement survey results are featured. These organization-wide 

forums present top drivers of engagement, and, during these 

meetings, the CEO chooses the next focus areas for building 

engagement.  

 

https://www.alcoa.com/global/en/home.asp
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5. A Workplace (Physical and Virtual) and Organizational Structure that 

Promotes Collaboration and Inclusion 

Organizational 

Structure allows 

for:   

 

• teamwork 

• coordination 

Virtual Networks 

and Infrastructure 

established to:   

 

• build community 

for virtual workers 

 

Physical Space 

designed to 

enhance:  

 

• employee 

engagement 

• performance 

Workplace and 

Organizational 

Structure 
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ZAPPOS 

 Zappos is pioneering a new approach to building greater teamwork 

and coordination through a Holacracy® structure. The company has 

chosen to depart from traditional team structures and embrace a new 

model that de-emphasizes titles, roles, and levels, and 

emphasizes agility. The goal is to make it much easier for teams to 

collaborate and make decisions in a more inclusive way. This does 

not mean that Zappos’s approach eliminates structure. When issues 

or decisions need to be elevated, there is a defined series of 

decision rights “circles” that can approve or override decisions 

made at the level below, and this structure flows up to the executive 

level.  

5. A Workplace (Physical and Virtual) and Organizational Structure that 

Promotes Collaboration and Inclusion 
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UNITED STATES PATENT AND TRADEMARK OFFICE (USPTO) 

 At USPTO, corporate programs are always offered with a virtual 

option to ensure the large telecommuting population has access. The 

organization endeavors to build engagement and inclusion of this 

population through formal infrastructure, such as virtual 

collaboration technology and manager training, and informally 

through efforts like encouraging teams to include virtual workers in 

fun activities—for example, by sponsoring remote workers to order 

their own refreshments locally during a team “pizza day.” 

 

5. A Workplace (Physical and Virtual) and Organizational Structure that 

Promotes Collaboration and Inclusion 
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6. A Regular Cadence for Assessment and Follow-Up 

Conduct Engagement Survey 

Analyze 

Prioritize 

Plan 

Execute 

Evaluate 

 Data is integrated and provides 

an understanding of employee 

experience across the employee 

lifecycle 

 A workforce analytics practice 

has been established to develop 

a deep understanding of the 

employee experience at work 

Organizations have robust and integrated process for measuring, analyzing, and taking action 

on employee engagement  data across the employee lifecycle.  
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“We encourage employees to fill out the employee viewpoint survey, 

and we promote it as each individual employee’s opportunity to tell the 

NASA administrator how things are going. Our administrator takes the 

survey very seriously, and we make sure that our employees know that 

their individual voice matters in that respect. This year we had 

employees suggest additional questions for the survey. Then we 

allowed the NASA workforce to vote on which questions they would 

like to see included. That was a good way to get feedback from the 

workforce about what they think is important and what agency 

leadership should focus on. We’re really trying to create more virtual 

collaboration and virtual interaction between agency leadership and the 

workforce.”  

Jeri Buchholz, Chief Human Capital Officer, NASA 

6. A Regular Cadence for Assessment and Follow-Up 

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://images.moneysavingexpert.com/images/Nasa-logo.gif&imgrefurl=http://www.moneysavingexpert.com/deals/bargains-deals-discounts&docid=DYdd3Z4mxy4IUM&tbnid=n_c-Ii4mdUn7uM:&w=1008&h=863&ei=hnkHVOuXOcXisASXkYGgCg&ved=0CAIQxiAwAA&iact=c
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7. Leaders Who are Expected and Empowered to Build Engagement 

Organization  

supporting leaders and 

manager to have  

impactful dialogues  

Employees  

expected to bring their 

full selves to work 

Leaders and 

Managers  

accountable for 

embracing and driving 

engagement efforts.  

Guidance, and 

Coaching provided for 

leaders and managers 

to create a culture of 

engagement  

.  
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Deloitte 

 Deloitte has invested in initiatives that help professionals stop 

“covering” in order to be able to better bring their “whole selves” 

to work every day. These initiatives encourage professionals to feel 

comfortable being themselves in the workplace and stress the 

organization’s inclusive culture. Numerous Business Resource 

Groups are established to provide an outlet for networking and 

mentorship among people of various affinities. Deloitte believes that 

this enables professionals to become more engaged as members of 

the organization and ultimately deliver a stronger client experience as 

a result. 

 

7. Leaders Who are Expected and Empowered to Build Engagement 
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8. Demonstration of the Business Impact of Engagement 

Organization has a track record of improving 

performance and driving business results based 

on Engagement data and employee feedback  

Relationship between Engagement and a wide range of critical 

business is managed on a regular basis 
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WHOLE FOODS MARKET 

 At Whole Foods Market, the employee experience at work is tracked 

through an annual morale survey. Through the survey results and 

robust analytics tools, the organization is able to identify the drivers 

of morale at the store level versus the team level, and the company 

has used the data to identify specific aspects of high morale that 

correlate to high performance. Internal survey results have 

demonstrated a strong connection to performance outcomes, 

including higher productivity and sales metrics. This data then can be 

used to develop engagement interventions specifically based on how 

the store or team culture actually contributes to business 

performance.  

 

8. Demonstration of the Business Impact of Engagement 
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Learn more: https://www.conference-board.org/subsites/index.cfm?id=15136 

 

Space still 

available 

for the 2015 

cohort!  

https://www.conference-board.org/subsites/index.cfm?id=15136
https://www.conference-board.org/subsites/index.cfm?id=15136
https://www.conference-board.org/subsites/index.cfm?id=15136
https://www.conference-board.org/subsites/index.cfm?id=15136
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