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Abstract 

It has now become a standard, recognised thinking within organisations that it is vital 

to have an engaged workforce to ensure more efficiency, less absenteeism and less turnover. 

To measure how engaged the workforce is, it is now a widespread practice to use employee 

engagement surveys to measure the employee engagement levels at an organisation. 

However, simply measuring the concept by asking the employees to fill in a survey regularly 

is not a sure-fire way to engage the employee and can lead to survey fatigue and mistrust in 

management. This study seeks to address the issues faced by employees and employers in an 

Icelandic organisation when using employee engagement surveys by reviewing current 

literature and theory on employee engagement and the use of the surveys and researching 

how this is applied in a mid-sized, Icelandic industrial organisation. The intention is to show 

that when strategy and action does not follow the survey, it can be more of a hindrance than 

help. The purpose is to equally review literature available on employee engagement, look at 

the factors that differentiate employee engagement from other motivational concepts and the 

barriers that face employee engagement as well determine the levels of employee engagement 

within an Icelandic organisation and review the methods used there to measure these. Data 

was collected by reviewing 6 months of employee engagement survey, how this was 

conducted and the actions of management as well as the reaction of the employees. 

Qualitative data was gathered with interviews that were conducted with a random sample of 

employees and the data analysed using a simple coding method. 

Keywords: Employee engagement, employee surveys 
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1. Introduction 

As organisations are moving away from the practice of simply trying to motivate their 

employees with pay or bonuses to achieve positive business performance it has become 

evident that employee engagement is a popular method of raising performance and 

effectiveness (Garrad & Hyland, 2020; Brown & Reilly, 2013). Highly engaged employees 

can contribute to their organisation that may be a predictor of organisational success (Saks, 

2006). With engaged employees’ organisations hope to be able to align the employees´ 

efforts to their own strategic objectives to maximise performance, production, and profits. 

Encouraging employee engagement has therefore become a large focus for Human resource 

(HR) professionals.  

Many organisations conduct a monthly, or at least an annual, in-depth employee 

engagement survey. The issue is that while employee engagement has been studied as a 

concept, concerns are continually raised in respect of the lack of a unifying or a universal 

theme for it (Gajdzik, 2013; Welbourne, 2011; Shcuck & Wollard, 2010). When reviewing 

literature, it becomes clear that definitions of employee engagement are at best unclear, and at 

worst easily confused with other operational concepts. Although the major components of 

employee engagement were conceptualised by Kahn (1990) there is still a relative lack of 

academic research on the concept. Many of the studies undertaken have been done by 

consulting companies that conduct their research on the behest of the organisations 

themselves (Vance, 2007). That does not erode the fact that employee engagement is very 

popular and has firmly found its place at the top of issues dealt with in human resource 

management. This leads to the following research questions: 

RQ1: Can employee engagement be defined as a concept?  

The second research question will then continue the theme and look to answer how 

and if an ill-defined concept can be measured: 

RQ2: If it cannot be defined how can it be measured?  

Finally, this leads to the question of how employee engagement is encouraged and 

how well it functions as an HR strategy in an Icelandic organisation.  

RQ3: How do employees of the organisation view the employment engagement survey 

and what they are getting in return for participating? 
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This in turn lead to the hypothesis that there is a marked difference between levels of 

employment in how they view the survey as well as the hypothesis that too frequent surveys, 

with no strategic goal or a clear action plan as a response, can lead to dissatisfaction among 

employees. 

Customer satisfaction, employee retention and productivity are all correlated to 

employee engagement and there are various methods used to measure and predict levels of 

employee engagement in the hope that performance can be raised. Most organisations now 

try to do more than just measure employee engagement levels and try to follow this up with 

activities aimed at raising the employee engagement levels, as it can hold true that in the 

same with that engaged employee are more productive so can disengaged employees be a 

severe liability (Ayers, 2006). 

The purpose of this single case study is to look at employee engagement and how it is 

measured within an Icelandic organisation. The starting point is to look at literature available 

on employee engagement and its relationship with other constructs in organisational 

behaviour as it would appear it is related to those, and yet distinct (Saks, 2006). It is a 

worthwhile endeavour to investigate how distinct employee engagement is in its 

characteristics from other closely related constructs such as organisational commitment and 

job satisfaction. Following the examination of employee engagement, secondary data from an 

employee survey will be used to look at the sub questions to see how employees see the 

action of completing an employee survey as being beneficial or do they view it as only being 

a philosophy within the organisation. Is the organisation using different approaches to use the 

data gathered from the survey to raise employee engagement levels?  

People and their knowledge are proving to be the most important aspect of the 

productivity of an organisation (Clements-Croome, 2000). As it is seen to be important for 

improved productivity, customer service, quality, and responsiveness to maintain high levels 

of employee engagement, it is also important to measure said levels of employee engagement 

(Kahn, 1990). There is a prevalent belief among management of many organisations that 

employee engagement is a dominant source of competitive advantage (Kular et al., 2008). 

The importance of having an engaged and motivated workforce is continually becoming the 

focus of HR professionals the world over. Research shows that there is a clear link between 

how people are managed, employee attitude and business performance (Purcell, 2006, Truss 

et al., 2006; Kular, 2008).  
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The study of employee engagement is also multifaceted as it depends on behaviours 

not only of the employee but of the employer as well. Cufaud (2004) argues that when 

managers employ a philosophy of “servant-leadership”, whereby a manager´s primary role is 

in supporting and serving those around them, the environment becomes highly engaged. As it 

is a two-way format, employee engagement relies on the line manager to foster employees’ 

sense of involvement and value (Robinson, 2004). Ideally an organisation is high on both 

employee engagement and performance excellence (Wiley, 2010). Using a survey built on 

high-performance engagement model serves to measure levels of employee engagement 

within organisations. However, it is interesting to understand what approaches are used to 

examine the results and apply that knowledge to drive an organisation´s competitive 

advantage? 

Studying the existing literature shows a mixed result of academic and professional 

articles. It has indicated that a compelling study of employee engagement as a concept and 

some attempt at defining it is worthy. Anyone interested in running an efficient organisation 

with employees that continually add value through their initiatives should be paying attention 

to the field of employee engagement. The puzzling aspect of employee engagement is the 

lack of one consistent definition, which leads to confusion about how best to embed it in the 

organisation. Although research method of measuring employee engagement is robust and 

established (Gallup, 2011; Perrin, 2008; Harter, 2002) it is not entirely clear how the results 

are to be read and effectively applied. Gathering the data and analysing it can be riddled with 

complexities which then can limit actions and application. (Garrad & Hyland, 2020) 

The research is a single case study in a private organisation in Iceland, specifically a 

mid-sized organisation that produces and sells building materials. Within the context of the 

labour market in Iceland it is an important employer, as it provides a range of jobs both for 

white-collar workers and blue-collar workers, and it also relies heavily on foreign workers, 

especially in production. This makes the organisation hierarchical in its structure, meaning 

there are many layers there within, both in terms of job structure and culture. Examining 

employee engagement overall and then the use of the employee survey, in this context, may 

provide insights into what Icelandic, multi-cultural, hierarchical organisations are doing to 

create employee engagement within the workforce.  

While all research points to employee engagement being a key factor in improving 

productivity and lowering employee turnover, there is also a lack of a clear definition of what 

employee engagement means and how best to actively create it. The research will to some 
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extent explore what employee engagement means within the organisation and if it has been 

defined specifically pertaining to its goals and values. Furthermore, while it is now 

commonplace to measure levels of employee engagement, there is little or no direction in 

understanding what is being measured in the particular context of each organisation, the 

surveys only provides a snapshot of a moment in the past, they can provide too much 

information for the HR professional to decipher or address effectively and when not properly 

handled with lack of acknowledging the employees responses, will create mistrust and 

feelings of being less valued (De Waal, 2014). 

The study is split into five sections. Section two explores the main concepts found in 

academic literature on employee engagement. In this section there is a review and 

examination of the academic research available up until now that has explored the topic of 

employee engagement. Its focus is to review the development and changes in the definition of 

the concept, review how it relates to other related concepts and how it has defined drivers of 

it. Section three explores the organisation that is being investigated, how its organisational set 

up is laid out, how employee engagement has been used there so far, the key actions taken to 

implement employee engagement and finally how the employee survey is utilised. In section 

four the methodology is discussed, including the data used and how the design of the research 

was conducted, as well as sampling methods. Section five concludes with a discussion on the 

findings of the research along with recommendation for future research. In section five the 

severe limitations of the study are also discussed.  

2. Theoritical Review 

2.1 Employee engagement 

Hiring the correct employees, ensuring that they are valuable to the organisation, 

training them, paying them the correct wages, providing them with benefits and incentives 

and keeping them highly engaged should be the business of any good organisation (Buhler, 

2006). In today’s fast paced, multi-faceted and ever-changing business environment the need 

for a talented and committed workforce has never been more important (Sun & 

Bunchapattanasakda, 2019; Daft, 2008). Based on this it would not be outlandish to assume 

that organisations strive to find ways to ensure their employees are highly engaged. But 

employee engagement is ever evolving and being defined to fit a new business environment.  
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2.1.1 Evolution of motivational theories 

As far as motivational theories and studies into organisational behaviour are 

concerned, there has been vast progress made since academics such as Frederic Taylor 

studied theories of work organisation to increase productivity (Steers & Mowday, 2004). 

These theories assumed that the workforce consists of rational beings that are motivated by 

the need for monetary rewards. However, as the theories assumed that people only sought to 

gain financial rewards in work the need for job satisfaction as well as the social needs of the 

workers was completely overlooked. Since Taylor´s pioneering work theories involving the 

human need for recognition, social interaction, and job satisfaction have been greatly 

improved and extended upon.  

Through Maslow´s hierarchy of needs (Steers & Mowday, 2004) to Herzberg´s 

Hygiene theory (Steers & Mowday, 2004) the evolution of motivational theories has been 

steady. All these theories have been a factor in the modern way of trying to effectively run an 

organisation. Moreover, there is far more that motivates the workforce than purely monetary 

rewards and an organisation that hopes to succeed needs to be aware of this and respond 

accurately with a rewarding work environment, achievements and challenges and 

opportunities for growth and learning. Thus, employee satisfaction has become a key research 

area for industrial and organisational behavioural psychologists and academics. Furthermore, 

there is a founded belief that job satisfaction, or employee engagement will affect the 

behaviour of the employee in such a way that it can greatly influence organisational 

effectiveness.  

2.1.2 What is employee engagement? 

Due to an unprecedented change in society and business environment it has never 

been more important for organisations to have the correct people, the correct talent in the 

correct strategic positions, being able to make an impact in revenue, development and 

research and effectiveness (Osborne & Hammoud, 2017; Daft, 2008). There are many 

research studies that support the proposition that organisations have a continually increasing 

benefits vested in their workforce (Buhler, 2006). Today´s worker needs to commit to an 

ever-increasing level, “going the extra mile” and above and beyond what is stated in any job 

description. For organisations to be able to achieve this level of commitment for their 

employees they must be prepared to engage them on a new basis.  
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It has already been covered that mere financial rewards are not sufficient to create this 

level of employee engagement from most workers. Innovations and ideas are developed 

quickly, there is an open global market, and the workforce can move about with relative ease 

or even fulfil all their job responsibilities remotely. Should an organisation not treat their 

talented people with a certain level of good treatment will most assuredly lose that talent 

from the workforce. And this is where the engaged employee becomes key to the equation. 

Therefore, organisations must understand the concept of employee engagement as the 

engaged employee is far more likely to be enthusiastic enough about their work to make that 

little bit of difference (Osborne & Hammoud, 2017). 

It quickly becomes clear when looking at human resource management in 

organisations that there is an understanding that the organisations that endeavour to create 

conditions that encourage employee engagement are more likely to be perceived as offering 

something more than their competitors (Ketter, 2008). Thus, by having engaged employees 

the organisation is more likely to be able to count on the employees to make decisions and 

take actions that correctly reflect the organisation’s objectives. Due to the likelihood of the 

engaged workforce being happier, more productive, and more likely to stay permanently it is 

natural to assume that organisations will look increasingly to prioritise the employee 

engagement within their development (Ketter, 2008.) As this should also result in customer 

satisfaction and loyalty it should come as no surprise that employee engagement has become 

a popular concept (Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019; Saks, 2006). 

There is also substantial amount of empirical data supporting the proposal that 

employee engagement is an antecedent of performance (Saks, 2006). Engaged workers are 

proven to be more productive, creative, and willing to apply their own discretionary effort 

than unengaged workers (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). Data from one meta-analysis (Harter, 

Schmidt & Hayes, 2002) based on almost 8,000 business units and 36 organisations, provided 

support for the relationship between employee engagement and performance indicators, such 

as customer satisfaction, productivity, profit, and accidents. The authors found the strongest 

effects for employee turnover, customer satisfaction-loyalty and safety. In addition to this 

Harter et al. (2002) showed that employee engagement can be linked to both productivity and 

profitability, and this even though productivity and profitability are often overwhelmingly 

influenced by other factors such as competition, consumer spending and trade legislation. 

These strong extraneous factors can make it challenging to find a relationship between 

profitability or productivity and a psychological construct, such as employee engagement.  
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When investigating employee engagement, a simple Google search churns out 

countless evidence from a number of studies supporting the relationship between employee 

engagement and organisational outcomes. Studies have shown that employee engagement has 

a positive influence on the following organisational performance indicators; customer 

satisfaction (Harter et al., 2002; Towers Perrin, 2003), productivity and profit (Harter et al., 

2002; Salanova et al., 2003; Schaufeli et al., 2002) and employee turnover and safety (Harter 

et al., 2002). 

One of the most important studies, which show the importance of employee 

engagement on business level was conducted by Harter, Schmidt and Hayes (2002). They 

connected employee engagement with outcomes, which are directly relevant to most 

businesses: customer satisfaction, productivity, profit, employee turnover and safety at work. 

“Employee engagement had a positive influence on all of the mentioned categories, but 

mostly on customer satisfaction -loyalty (p=.33) employee turnover (p=.30) and safety 

(p=.32), followed by productivity (p=.25) and profitability (p=.17)” (Harter et al., 2002).  

One of the explanations of the lower magnitude of correlation between employee 

engagement and the two last outcomes can be explained by the fact these outcomes are more 

remote variables, which are also influenced by other variables and indirectly by employee 

attitudes (Harter et al., 2002). Sakovska (2012) concluded that “increasing employee 

engagement and building an environment that helps to foster employee engagement can 

significantly increase the companies’ chances of success in their business” (p.13). It is, 

therefore, safe to conclude that highly engaged employees can contribute to their organisation 

that may be a predictor of organisational success (Saks, 2006). 

2.1.3 How is employee engagement defined? 

For the most part, the definition of employee engagement is broad and not entirely 

clear and neither does it completely separate itself from other concepts, especially 

commitment. It can be a concern for Human Resource professionals when developing an 

employee engagement strategy. Those broad definitions that often will resemble vision 

statements, do not give a clear direction as to how to decide whether to take action or build a 

workable employee engagement model (Vance, 2007). Therefore, the organisation should 

decide what definition best describes its purpose and what employee engagement means to 

the organisations and work with it from there. This can be defined in terms of deciding if 

employee engagement within the organisation flows top-down or bottom-up (Balain, 2009) 
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Defining the concept would therefore predict how the organisation will apply its efforts to 

create an engaged workforce.  

When looking at the development of employee engagement it could be stated that it 

has been borrowed from many of its predecessors. It encompasses a myriad of different 

aspects of concepts such as loyalty, job satisfaction and commitment. The important factor is 

that engagement can be seen as taking commitment that one step further in the sense that the 

engaged employee actively believes in and values the organisation´s culture (Sun & 

Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). The CIPD defines engagement as “a combination of 

commitment to the organisation and its values and a willingness to help out colleagues 

(Organisational citizenship). It goes beyond job satisfaction and is not simply motivation. 

Employee engagement is something the employee has to offer it cannot be required in as a 

part of an employment contract” (www.cipd.co.uk, p. n.d). It is inferred that the onus is 

therefore on the organisation to offer the employee conditions of work that create a situation 

where the employee is willing to go that extra mile.  

Kahn (1990) defined employee engagement as the “harnessing of organisation 

members selves to their work roles” (Kahn, 1990. p 123). Robinson et al. (2004) saw 

employee engagement as similar to organisational commitment and organisational citizenship 

behaviour. The engaged employee agrees with and is aware of the organisational objectives 

and collaborates with their colleagues to enhance performance and add to the organisation´s 

effectiveness. According to Lockwood (2007), it is possible to view employee engagement on 

three levels: cognitive, emotional, and behavioural. The cognitive aspect those the beliefs the 

employee holds about the organisation, management, and the organisation’s culture. The 

emotional side shows the employee´s feelings towards the organisation, management and 

colleagues and the behavioural aspect is then shown in the employee’s effort into their work. 

Employee engagement is a concept that organisations strive to achieve as it involves the 

employee giving involvement, passion, commitment, energy, and focus. It consists of both 

attitude and behaviour. As the engaged employee cares for the organisation’s wellbeing and 

strives to ensure its success it is obvious why organisations are willing to invest effort and 

time to create an environment that nurtures engagement. Welbourne (2003) defines employee 

engagement in terms of what people do at work. Welbourne uses role theory to elaborate on 

the definition and explains that people will engage in certain roles over others. In this aspect 

the employee will be most engaged when in non-job roles in which they go above and beyond 

their job description, come up with new ideas and processes, learn new skills, enhance their 

careers, and do things that promote and help the organisation.  



Employee engagement and the engagement survey 

 

 15 

Below is a table detailing various definitions of employee engagement different 

authors have come up with, in chronological order.  

Table 1: Definitions of employee engagement 

Definition of employee engagement Author and year published 

The harnessing of organizational 

members´selves to thier work roles; in 

engagement people employe and express 

themeselves physically, cognitively, and 

emotionally during role performances 

Kahn (1990) 

An energetic state of involvement with 

personally fulfilling activities that enhance 

one´s sense of professioanl efficacy (from 

burnout literature) 

Leiter & Maslach (1998) 

A persistent, positive affective-motivational 

state of fulfillment in employees that is 

characterized by high levels of activation 

and pleasure 

Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter (2001) 

The individual´s involvement and 

satisfaction with as well as enthusiasm for 

work 

Harter, Schmidt & Hayes (2002) 

Employee engagement is the amout of 

„discretionary effort“, in the form of extra 

time, brainpower or energy, that employees 

exhibit at work 

Towers Watson (2003) 

The extent to which employees commit to 

somehting or someone in their organization, 

how hard they work and how long they stay 

as a result of that comittment 

Corporate Leadership Council 

(2004) 

A positive attitude held by the employee 

towards the organizatrion and its values. An 

engaged employee is aware of the business 

context, works with colleagues to improve 

Robinson, Perryman & Hayday 

(2004) 
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performance within the job for the benefit 

of the organization 

A distinct and unique construct that consists 

of cognative, emotional, and behavioural 

components that is associated with 

individual role performance 

Saks (2005) 

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 

Gibbons (2006) 

Employees are mentally and emotionally 

invested in their work and in contributing to 

their employer´s success 

Czarnowsky (2008) 

The employee´s sense of purpose and 

focused energy that is evident to others 

throught the display of personal initiative, 

adaptability, effort, and peristence toward 

the organisation´s goals 

Macey, Schneider, Barbera & Young 

(2009) 

Employee engagement encompasses three 

dimensions; rational (how well employees 

understand their roles and responsibilities), 

emotional (howm much passion they bring 

to their work and their organisations) and 

motivational (how willing they are to invest 

discretionary effort to perform their roles 

well) 

Towers Watson (2009) 

 

The extent to which employees share their 

company´s values, feel pride in working for 

their company, are committed to working 

for their company and have favourable 

perceptions of their work environment 

Tower Watson (2010) 
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2.1.4 Overlap between employee engagement and other organisational behaviours 

When looking at the varying definitions of employee engagement, it becomes clear 

that it is left relatively open to interpretation for Human Resource professionals or 

organisations and that it overlaps with other defined concepts concerning motivation and job 

satisfaction. However, Robinson (2004) stated that despite the overlap of definition with 

other constructs, it is important to understand that employee engagement is a distinctly 

unique organisational behaviour. It should be handled with this in mind. It is natural to 

conclude that employee engagement is the same or similar construct as commitment for 

example as it relies on the same kind of commitment that is needed from the employee and 

given to the organisation. However, when the “two-way” rationale of employee engagement 

is considered, it becomes clear that employee engagement is a standalone construct, with 

distinct values and differences. In this two-way relations ship between employee and 

organisation the employee offers their level of employee engagement in response to the 

organisation´s efforts to create employee engagement (Robinson, 2004). 

Employee engagement has been related to the employees’ voluntary behavioural 

aspects (Bakker and Schaufeli, 2009: Saks, 2006). Saks has also concluded that 

organisational commitment only describes the employee’s loyalty, attitude towards, and 

attachment to the organisation. This will therefore show the benefits of employment. 

However, employee engagement is more involved than this as it shows not just an attitude, 

but the degree to which the employee is attentive, invested and absorbed in their job role 

(Saks, 2006). 

As a distinction employee engagement focuses on the tasks whereas commitment 

focused on the organisations (Maslach et al, 2001). There is also an argument for employee 

engagement behaving differently depending on location, gender, and job sector (Banihani, 

Lewis, & Syed, 2013). If these factors are considered, there might be different predictors or 

antecedents noted to the consequences of employee engagement.  

2.1.5 Drivers of employee engagement 

If it is an accepted basis for employee engagement that it is one step up from 

commitment, each organisation must understand the drivers behind employee engagement 

(Robinson, 2004). Robinson concluded that the most powerful driver for employee 

engagement is the feeling of being valued and involved. This reflects the employee’s 
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involvement in decision making, ability to speak and be heard, opportunities for developing 

on the job, and the organisations concerns over the employees’ health and wellbeing. The line 

manager plays an important role in involving the employee and ensuring their perception of 

value and involvement. These factors are different between organisations, indicating how 

important it is for each organisation to define what employee engagement means to them and 

what they hope to achieve with employee engagement. 

As previously discussed, Kahn (1990) found three psychological antecedents linked 

with employee engagement, or disengagement, which are meaningfulness, safety, and 

availability. While testing Kahn´s model, May et al. (2004) found that these were positively 

linked to employee engagement. There is also a link between employee engagement and 

burnout as described by Maslach et al. (2001). Burnout becomes the opposite of employee 

engagement, involving the erosion of the employee engagement to the employees´ work. 

Burnout and employee engagement are nonetheless not complete opposites although they 

correlate negatively to each other (Gonzales-Roma et al, 2006). In this relation Gonzales-

Roma has championed the creation of a new employee engagement tool as opposed to using 

burnout as a measurement of employee engagement (Maslach, 2003). In such a way it could 

be more effective to use employee engagement interventions than trying to prevent burnout.  

When studies such as those of Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes (2002) and Saks (2006) 

have linked employee engagement to a variety of organisational and employee benefits 

including job satisfaction, employee retention, and increased and greater productivity one can 

see why organisations feel that employee engagement is the construct to work on. According 

to Maslach´s study, six areas affect employee engagement and burnout: workload, control, 

rewards and recognition, community and social support, fairness and justice and meaningful 

and valued work. However, although both theories explain what necessary conditions are for 

employee engagement, they do not fully explain what makes an individual react to these 

conditions with varying levels of employee engagement. Social exchange theory explains this 

as rules of exchange that have developed between the parties over time that involve some 

reward or payment so that an action by one party instigates a reaction by the other. So it is 

that when an employee gets a reward or emotional stimuli from their workplace, they will 

somehow reciprocate in some way (Cropanzono, 2005). This theory then reinforces 

Robinson’s definition of employee engagement as being a two-way relationship between 

employee and employer (Robinson, 2004). 
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2.1.6 Barriers to employee engagement 

Various factors within the organisational environment can act as barriers to effective 

employee engagement. However, that starting factor often appears to be lack of awareness by 

management (CLC, 2004).  The problem might stem from the inability of the manager to 

align their expectations to those of the employees. This is demonstrated in the fact that the 

employees often view their manager as someone who should enable them to develop in their 

role and recognise their contribution and assist with growth opportunities. When the manger 

then turns out the be unable to meet these expectations the employees are left dissatisfied and 

disenchanted (CLC, 2004). 

Many organisations use surveys to measure and evaluate their employees’ levels of 

engagement. It has nonetheless been noted that the standard practice for many organisations 

is to measure the levels of employee engagement via extensive and costly surveys but then 

there is a complete failure to act upon the results (Garad & Hyland, 2020; Welbourne, 2011). 

This as a practice would not be sufficient to drive engagement within the organisation but act 

as a further barrier to getting a more effective and, therefore, more profitable organisation.  

A study done by Brigham Young University (Decisionwise, 2012) tried to explain and 

understand why some organisations are more successful than others in turning feedback given 

in surveys into clear results. The study engaged several organisations that had conducted 

employee engagement surveys over a period. The results of this were reviewed to understand 

and determine the success of the action plans created following the surveys. According to 

their research, there were indications that two barriers to turning employee feedback into 

change exist: creating buy-in and following up. Buy-in could be seen as an important factor 

in employee engagement as this is the factor that allows people to accept and commit to a 

specific concept or course of action.  

Based on the research, the areas of opportunity for creating buy-in fell into three 

organisational levels: senior management, managers, and employees. Senior management 

reported that being limited by finances is the primary concern for them. The study reported 

that executives note that even though the desire is to be thorough in the follow up on the 

survey results, being limited by finances forces them to abandon this intention. This is as 

there is a belief that following up on survey results would not be as profitable as other 

pursuits. Managers as a group are mainly concerned that there is poor understanding of the 

importance of implementing actions based on survey results. Thus, the primary challenge 

preventing employees from buying into the survey process was a lack of vision. Employees 
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reported that the organisation did not provide them with space (resources, time, impetus, etc.) 

where an action plan could be created effectively inhibiting them from catching the vision 

(DecisionWise, 2012).In addition to the constraints of buy-in according to several firms, a 

lack of voice, and a lack of training in the HR department are primary barriers to following 

up. Many of the firms reported lack of skills and knowledge to successfully follow up on 

results from the surveys to make them meaningful and valid.  

Due to barriers and the complexity of human nature, increasing employee engagement 

is a process that is not lightly undertaken. Saks (2006) states that managers need to appreciate 

that creating a value-added employee engagement is a lengthy and on-going process that 

needs to be continually reinforced with interactions to create the state of reciprocal 

relationship between employer and employee. Saks (2006) also stresses the point that 

employee engagement is a vast strategy that stretches across organisations and considers all 

levels of employees. In order to successfully implement employee engagement so that it has 

clear business benefits it is necessary to follow the survey up with communication, flow of 

information, trust, and effective problem solving. If employee engagement is a primary 

indication of a successful organisation, then deficiencies in these key functions form a 

potential barrier to employee engagement. As Harter et al. (2002) indicate, while the causal 

influence on an organisational performance can be inferred it cannot be determined 

conclusively from an empirical standpoint.  

Therefore, these key areas must be addressed correctly to embed a successful pro-

employee engagement culture. No organisation can expect to be able to insert a one size fits 

all employee engagement as the strategy and outcome will depend on the organisation's 

existing culture. They must immediately focus on creating and maintaining key functions for 

a culture that promotes employee engagement (Welbourne, 2011). 

2.1.7 Downsides to employee engagement 

There may be an argument coming out of research that shows that there can also be a 

downside to employee engagement. At the same time, it beneficial, and that both to employer 

and employee, there may be some issues with employee engagement as well. Bakker et al. 

(2011) believe that employee engagement should be a win-win situation for the employer and 

employee. However, both Halbesleben (2011) and George (2011) suggest that Bakker et al. 

(2011) have “adopted an overly romanticised notion of engagement which is skewed more 
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toward a managerial focus than an employee wellbeing focus” (Bakker, Albrecht & Leiter, 

2011, p. 80-81).  

Organisations should identify and research this side of employee engagement to fully 

understand where their impact lies. In general, the opposing sides to employee engagement 

are family commitments, stress levels during periods of high demands, and less time and 

energy to do things outside of work. Moreover, during times of financial crisis some section 

of employees show high levels of employee engagement but low wellbeing, suggesting 

“forced employee engagement” fuelled by worries about financial security and employment 

safety (IBEC, 2011). 

2.2 Employee engagement surveys 

There are reasons to look at the validity of the employee engagement survey and 

explore the connection between employee engagement and performance. However, despite 

organisations best efforts at measuring employee engagement levels it has proven difficult to 

draw links between bottom-line performance and engagement as there is a clear sign of 

“survey fatigue” and the question from employees whether the results are being scrutinised 

and used for improvement. (Garrad & Hyland, 2020) 

2.2.1 The employee engagement survey and its issues in praxis 

By investing time, funds, and efforts into employee engagement this should result in 

improvements in efficiency and effectiveness of employee performance. Improved efficiency 

overall will then translate into higher staff retention, improved health and sickness levels and 

higher efficiency. This will ultimately lead to greater customer loyalty, retention, and 

satisfaction, all of which a good organisation is striving towards (Wiley, 2010). From the first 

academic mention of employee engagement by Kahn (1990) the idea of employee 

engagement has been more widely introduced and in their 1997 book Buckingham and 

Coffman discuss the concept of employee engagement and how to measure it using a survey. 

At that stage organisations were slow on the uptake, despite human resource practitioners’ 

interest in the subject but in the last decade or so, organisations have turned to the concept of 

employee engagement as a measure to gain that little edge over their competitors (Sakovska, 

2012). 
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When economic conditions turned during the latter part of the last decade employee 

engagement seemed to be the answer to combatting the difficult global economic 

circumstances and gain organisations the competitive edge (Collins, 2013). 

In order to engage employees to take ownership, invest emotionally in the 

organisation´s values and beliefs, and to drive performance, organisations need to attend to 

the drivers of employee engagement. The obvious initial point is to measure existing levels of 

employee engagement to identify gaps and set plans in place to alleviate those. By homing in 

on the gaps in employee engagement it should be possible to rev up the employees drive to 

initiate problem solving, increase productivity and thereby add to profitability.  

However, simply measuring engagement is by no means sufficient to add to levels of 

employee engagement (De Waal, 2014). All that will tell the organisation is how engaged the 

employees are at that point in time. Without following this up with appropriate actions the 

effort of measuring is a blunt instrument. Only when follow up actions are taken to embed 

employee engagement can an organisation expect to have a fully engaged workforce. Simply 

measuring the levels of engagement can in fact be seen as “input bias”, where the 

organisations see the output of the measure as a sufficient action. Measuring the action does 

not directly translate into outcome. If the outcome is to be higher performance, then 

organisations must take necessary steps to ensure to properly engage their employees as 

measuring levels of employee engagement does not automatically ensure improved 

performance (De Waal, 2014). Although most organisations are measuring employee 

engagement levels using sophisticated and expensive tools, many of them do not act on these 

survey results afterward, or if they do, it is by launching disconnected initiatives that may lift 

employee engagement for a short while but there is no concentrated, continuous effort made 

to address employee engagement on a personal level. The scoring indices are indicators of 

how well position employees are to deliver the organisations´ value propositions to the 

marketplace but scoring high on the indicator does not mean this will definitely happen 

(Wiley, 2010). 

Employee surveys have become common practise in organisations with researchers 

finding that over 80% of global organisations conduct regular surveys (Ray, Hyland, Dye, 

Kaplan & Pressman, 2013). The research on employee surveys stretches back to the 1920´s 

when questionnaires were used to determine morale and relations among workers (Jacoby, 

1988). Since then, numerous studies have been conducted over the decades to enhance and 

develop the employee survey as a tool to measure various aspects of employee relations. 
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(Schneider, Ashworth, Higgs & Carr, 1996). Nowadays the information gathered in such 

surveys is feedback from employees on a range of topics such as employee engagement, 

leadership, and efficiencies. According to Garrad & Hyland (2020) while there are variations 

in the structure and content of the surveys, they typically focus on three main activities: 

• Careful measurement. The surveys are designed to measure what are personal 

perceptions in an objective manner. Church & Waclawski (2017) point out the 

importance of measurement and as this is the essential condition of employee surveys, 

there has been a great emphasis placed on the development of scales and indices and 

gathering of generalisable research samples.  

• Data Analysis. This is where researchers subject the data gathered to analysis in the 

hope that some insight is had from the responses to the surveys. Trends, positive and 

negative, are identified and descriptive statistics are computed. Coding techniques 

modify open ended comments into quantifiable items and links are found between 

attitudes displayed in the surveys and metrics like customer satisfaction or 

productivity (Garrad & Hyland, 2020) 

• Collective feedback and Action planning. Survey results should then be shared with 

all members of the organisation. As early as 1957, Mann noted that employees are 

likely to become frustrated and cynical when managers failed to share the results and 

involve them in the formulation of the action plans based on the results. Most 

interestingly Nadler (1996) noted that the act of collecting data creates an expectation 

among employees that it will have consequential actions attached to it.  

But there are problems that can be associated with the construct of employee 

engagement when it comes to its measurement and researchers have pointed out possible 

limitations and blind spots. Neuman (2000) contends that qualitative methods are preferable 

when interpreting and understanding human behaviour. Due to complexity theory, there is a 

certain shift in the direction of nonlinearity (Grobman, 2005) and as the global work 

environment becomes more open there is research into cross-cultural activities calling into 

question the Western leaning ideologies and if these suit non-western cultures and norms 

(Dickson, Den Hartog & Mitchelson, 2003).  

Along this there are critics of the employee survey that contend that often the results 

of the survey are simply not deal with in a timely or accurate manner and therefore creates a 

negative impact on the employees (De Waal, 2014). De Waal identified four common 
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problems associated with the employee survey leading it to show less benefits to the 

organisation and its employees than expected.  

1. The results are rarely acted upon by management. This is due to various reasons such 

as not enough knowledge to understand how to deal with issues found, the belief that 

it is enough to measure satisfaction in order to create satisfaction and downplaying the 

results. In addition to this it is rare that managers have enough time to work on the 

issues presented to them leading to further frustration (Sugheir et al., 2011). 

2. The surveys are not measuring the correct items. Surveys do not provide a complete 

view of how satisfied or dissatisfied the employees are. This is shown in questions 

that measure understanding of an item rather than satisfaction with it. In addition to 

this, questions can be posed in surveys where there is no solution available to 

management to offer a fix, but because the employee is being asked, the illusion is 

created that something will be done about it (Mastrangelo, 2009). 

3. The survey is either too short, not addressing any real issues, or too long so that it is 

impossible to act upon all the issues raised (Kennedy & Daim, 2010). 

4. The employee survey is not done in a holistic enough a manner. The surveys tend to 

focus on internal issues only, not taking into account external factors that could 

impact the results (Wiley, 2012). 

2.3 Employee engagement in the organisation 

In order to look at the research question on how employees of the organisation view 

the employment engagement survey and what they are getting in return for participating, it is 

necessary to closely examine the organisation itself, what activities are undertaken and how 

effective it is at using employee engagement scores to drive success.  

2.3.1 How employee engagement is approached in the organisation 

The organisation is a well-established entity in the building material and the 

production of building material sector in Iceland. For brevity the organisations will be 

referred to as BMV from here on. Having been in operation since the mid-1950s, albeit under 

various structures, it has managed to keep the name and is well known in its industry. 

Currently, there are several layers to the structure.  Slight majority ownership is with a 

company operating in Germany while an Icelandic holding company owns the rest. The 

organisation is split into four separate entities, one running the office, handling finances and 
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HR, one handling import of materials, one handling logistics and production and one 

handling sourcing of materials. Each entity then has departments, which creates a sense of 

fragmentation and that the separate entities are at odds with each other and not aiming for the 

same organisational vision. The most evident line is drawn between production, which can be 

classed as blue-collar workers and the office workers which are white-collar.  

Nonetheless, a clear indication that employee engagement is high on the management 

list of priorities, with visible notice boards, the flow of communication in the form of a bi-

weekly newsletter published in three languages, daily communication on an employee 

Facebook page and weekly departmental whiteboard meetings. The organisation is deeply 

committed to becoming environmentally friendly and has committed to being carbon neutral 

in its production of goods by the year 2030, and the message of how important it is to manage 

that the employees commit fully to this is displayed everywhere in the organisation and via a 

national advertising campaign.  

An employee engagement survey is conducted monthly using an outsourced online 

facility. The survey is sent to the employees to their personal e-mail accounts. It is split into 

eight sections under the headings: client relations, job satisfaction, empowerment, support 

from managers, high standards, long-term orientation, enthusiasm, commitment & respect, 

and training & development. Furthermore, there is a ninth category using an open-ended 

question for free comments.   

One of the issues with employee engagement definitions is the fact that both 

academics and professional consultants interpret employee engagement and its constructs, 

and no single definition has been found or agreed upon. The agreed precept is that 

organisations need more from their employees nowadays than simple motivation and job 

satisfaction, to increase performance and gain a foothold above their competitors. The 

demand now is that the employee goes over and beyond the demands of the job, leading to 

higher performance (Abraham, 2012). But the organisation should also make sure that they 

are doing their best to inspire their employees to give their all, to ensure that all the 

employee´s resources become usable for the organisation (Bakker & Leitner, 2010).  

According to the book “First, break all the rules”, which compiled the result from the 

Gallup organisation´s program of research on employee engagement, less than 1 out of 5 

employees is actively engaged in their work (Buckingham, 1999; Attridge, 2009). These, or 

similar results, which showed a low employee engagement rate, were continually 

demonstrated in various other surveys conducted in the past decade (Attridge, 2009). These 
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results indicate that management needs to actively address when the employee engagement 

level of their employees are not at levels that produce top performance and effectiveness. 

Employee engagement can only happen by staying updated about the present status of 

employee engagement and to take appropriate action in a timely manner and not to lose 

productivity.  

The literature on employee engagement reveals that there is no doubt that measured 

levels of employee engagement show how the engaged employee performs better than the 

one that is either not engaged or actively disengaged (Harter et al., 2002). BMV has, as many 

modern organisations, put a lot of effort into employee engagement. The question becomes if 

these efforts are actively engaging the employees or if management is falling into the trap of 

measuring the scores but not acting upon the results.   

BMV has and uses an “employee engagement model” and actively measures levels of 

employee engagement with the intent to both enhance performance, increase productivity, 

and increase employee retention. However, employee engagement has not been defined by 

the organisation itself and it has not defined what is being measured. Thus, the drivers of 

employee engagement cannot be recognised uniquely for the organisation. The factors that 

the organisation believes to be the drivers behind employee engagement and the factors that 

HR and management within the organisation are focused on in a specific way are not 

necessarily the same and actions taken are not addressing these factors. The drivers of 

employee engagement are trust in management, opportunities for involvement, personal 

growth, and development, building skills, enjoyment of work, work/life balance, health and 

safety. There are signs that these are indeed the drivers that the employee engagement survey 

measures within BMV.  This would ensure that there are opportunities for the employees to 

go the extra mile and ensures that it is understood by management what the organisation 

needs to give to the employees in return (Robinson, 2004). 

2.3.2 Key employee engagement strategy within BMV 

Management is clear that there are currently steps being taken to set a strategy for 

employee engagement. The strategy is to foster employee engagement within the workplace 

and to understand what is driving levels of employee engagement or, on the other hand, what 

is causing disengagement in the organisation. Once this is understood it is imperative to 

ensure key people remain committed and engaged by following a constructed employee 

engagement strategy.  
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There is a desire to have a key strategy to build a clear and direct link between 

business performance and employee engagement. The better the understanding there is, the 

more likely it is that both will be a success.  This indicates that BMV´s vision and strategy 

are built upon those pillars that the employee engagement strategy creates. Thus, to maximise 

shareholder value, support core customers and minimise losses, it is necessary to create 

employee engagement by aligning culture and people capability to the successful delivery of 

business strategies.  

The human resource department sees it as a clear business benefit to champion 

employee engagement and has held a series of up-skilling sessions for executive and middle 

line managers. This focused on positive communication to aid in the constant flow of 

communication. As the human resource manager sees it, the HR department is a major 

conduit to the development of business capability in understanding how to make the most of 

the survey results and develop action plans. However, the HR department currently lacks a 

clear view of its roles and responsibilities in supporting the employee engagement agenda. 

There is also a sense that the department´s knowledge and understanding of the drivers of 

employee engagement from a broader strategic people agenda need addressing.  

A large part of this comes from needing to align with the external perspective from 

the holding organisation in Germany as they have launched a new employee engagement 

initiative. These highlight four key enablers: 

• The organisation is stronger together and relies on teamwork and actively promotes 

this. 

• The organisation wants to enable their employees to excite the customer and give 

them the tools they need to solve customer issues even before they arise. 

• Innovation is to be key, with innovation knowing no hierarchy and the organisation 

actively encourages innovative ideas. 

• The organisation wants to be a part of the solution when it comes to carbon neutrality 

and intends to enable the employees to think and plan in the long term continually.  

This is based on having an engaged workforce that understands and is willing to buy 

into the vision and strategic goal of the organisation. BMV has committed to building an 

emotional and rational commitment from its employees. Motivational engagement refers to 

employees´ willingness to act in consistent ways with their beliefs and feelings. A willingness 

to put in the extra effort and go above and beyond their everyday job responsibilities help the 

organisation to succeed (Tower Perrin, 2011). 
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The organisation has built its group values to achieve organisational success. These 

are to create a meaningful approach to employee engagement and use the employee 

engagement survey to continually gauge the levels of employee engagement and act upon 

that. In order to have employee engagement a visible and accessible tool for all employees 

there are various actions taken within BMV. There is a fortnightly People Forum, where 

representatives from across the function join and share what is on peoples´ minds. A member 

of the leadership team is invited to take actions back to the management. The desire of where 

the organisation is going with its employee engagement is shown in its support team, fully 

intent on using best practise to have a clear progress and to be able to escalate issues through 

engagement champions.  

There is a full plan to focus on the section in the employee survey that scores the 

lowest with the intent to publish a “you said, we did” progress report, showing how main 

issues are resolved. The plan is to show the employees that the organisation actively listens to 

their concerns and that they are to be taken along on the journey to good communication, 

innovation, recognition of talent, and long-term vision for the future. There is a clear 

directive to managers that colleagues are made to understand, and managers have a 

responsibility to communicate in a timely fashion, both directly and frequently. The message 

is for them to be direct and honest. There is, nonetheless, very rarely time for the managers to 

act upon the information they have.  

For it to be meaningful and effective within BMV, there is a real opportunity to be 

looking at the source of employee engagement coming from the organisation´s value and 

mission which should inspire daily actions. The zero-carbon emission by 2030 campaign is a 

good example of this as there should be a much more concentrated effort to get the current 

employees to buy in on this and more specifically a concentrated effort in the recruitment 

process that this becomes a selling point and a test for potential new employees. Choosing a 

vision or strategy from the organisation may be the key to unlocking a more focused survey 

and action plan. By linking the strategy to becoming a carbon-neutral organisation by 2030 

and solely focusing on that performance measures in the survey would then support that role 

played by each department in reaching the organisation´s high-level strategy.  

The key to a good and effective employee engagement survey is a clear definition of 

the concept of employee engagement. Therefore, the organisation should define within itself 

what employee engagement means for the organisation (Garrad & Hyland, 2020). In a multi-
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level, hierarchical organisation finding that common vision and goal would be a beneficial 

focus point for all employees regardless of stature (Robinson, 2004) 

2.3.3 The employee engagement survey in BMV 

Analysis of what aligns business performance and employee engagement is necessary 

(De Waal, 2014). Thus, the survey can be a powerful tool that BMV uses to understand levels 

of employee engagement.  

All of the factors that have been listed as issues with the application of employee 

engagement surveys (results not acted upon due to time constraints or belief that the act of 

measuring suffices, not measuring correct items, the survey being too short or too frequent 

and not taken in a holistic enough a manner) can be applied to the survey done in BMV. As 

for factor 1, a dedicated HR team can interpret and understand the survey results, there is 

very little interaction with them from the individual managers, and there seems to be very 

limited desire to address the issues raised. However, from the responses to the survey it is 

clear that the employees are expecting results and changes based on their responses. In 

addition to this, employees noted that the survey is too frequent which gives management no 

time to act upon the issues raised in each one. With around half of the workforce of other 

ethnic origins than Icelandic, it could also be queried if cross-cultural aspect should be better 

considered.  

The survey approach was introduced in its current monthly format in October 2020, 

although a survey had been conducted on a yearly, albeit irregularly, for some time before. 

The questions are set to support the outcomes of the strategic goals of BMV. The survey is 

based on the employee engagement model (Wiley, 2010) built to understand better and 

predict the link between employee engagement and organisational performance. The survey 

uses a response scale, designed to emphasise the difference between strong and mild levels of 

employee engagement and help drive appropriate actions.  

The survey is run monthly and is sent to the employee’s personal email accounts. It 

produces eight separate indices to measure various aspects of employee engagement. The 

survey also measures how the employees identify with and support BMV´s values. The 

outputs provide the line managers with the information they need to develop targeted actions 

across the organisation. The survey is anonymous and great emphasis is placed on this to 

ensure that all employees feel they can participate and respond as honestly as possible. With 

the given starting point that an engaged workforce drives a stronger, more successful 
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organisation the fundamental question becomes how well the survey results are being used. 

To build and sustain a high level of employee engagement, it is important that the managers 

take time to actively review and understand the results and feedback in each survey and how 

it develops over time. The results allow managers to better understand how employees feel 

about working for the organisation and then engage in using the strategy already in place to 

act upon that information (Wiley, 2010). 

2.3.4 Analysis of the employee engagement survey- what does it tell us?  

The survey is sent out via personal emails to all employees. It is split hierarchically 

into departments and is anonymous. In total it is sent out to 208 employees, although this 

varies slightly from month to month due to e.g., changes in employees over the summer. The 

employees get a notification email and then two further prompts if they haven´t responded. It 

is split into eight sections with specific headings and there is a further ninth question which is 

open-ended. There is an option for employees to view it in Icelandic, English or Polish.  

The responses are measured on a scale of 1-5 with answers falling in the range of 

1.00-3.69 as average or below, 3.70-4.19 as good and 4.20-5.00 as excellent.   

In the first survey there was a response rate of 68% which is considered an average 

uptake. It was also very encouraging for management to see that the results were a 

resounding good to excellent.  

(Note the sample figures are in Icelandic as the reports are not available in 

English) 

 

Figure 1: Survey results October 2020 
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The results were announced in an in-house newsletter and are vague in any action 

plans, although very complimentary on the response rate. The following surveys came out in 

November 2020 and January 2021, with a break in December. These were very similar to the 

first one, with a response rate of 68% again, and 66% in January. Again, the overall scores 

are good ranging from 3.73 to 4.50. The results are again announced in the newsletter with a 

great emphasis on the importance of participating and that the results will be viewed over 

time to form a long-term plan of training and development and communications.  

 

Figure 2: Survey results April 2021 

 

By April 2021, the responses are down to 55%. The results also dropped from 

excellent down to good or, in some cases, below average category. Here there would be an 

indication that the employees are starting to wane in their enthusiasm to participate. 

Management can start questioning if they are simply suffering from survey fatigue or if the 

employees do not see actions on the back of their responses to the survey.  

In June 2021 there is a marked drop in both participation and average scores. One of 

the responses in the open-ended questions is a telling sign that respondents are not getting to 

see any concentrated effort to respond to their suggestions and or feelings, as seen in Figure 3 

below. 

 

Figure 3: Sample response from an employee 
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The trend measurement shows that while not fluctuating greatly there is a drop in 

average scores.  

 

Figure 4: Trend measurement of survey 

 

Having a rolling average indicates that there is a possibility to compare questions over 

the months to see a constant “feeling” from the employees. However, when looking at 

questions from the same sections it is quite hard to compare between months. 

As an example, in Figure 5, the question is directed inwards to the employees own 

actions. Whereas in Figure 6 the question is directed at the actions of their manager. Taking 

an average score from a category that lumps these wildly different questions together may not 

be giving an accurate overall employee engagement level for that section of questions. 

 

Figure 5: Sample question from survey 1 

 

Figure 6: Sample question from survey 2 

 

There are also clear indications that there is the possibility of interpreting results 

filtered between white-collar workers and blue-collar workers with much higher levels of 

engagement among management and white collars. However, there is no indication that this 
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is being explicitly addressed. Furthermore, there is any particular attention paid if there is a 

statistically significant difference in the participation rate or employee engagement level 

scores between the workers of Icelandic and foreign origins.  

3. Research Methodology 

The aim of this research is to review the available research literature on the concept of 

employee engagement, how it is defined and how it is measured and whether the use of 

employee engagement surveys is beneficial to the employee engagement score in an Icelandic 

organisation. Emphasis was placed on reviewing how well the organisation does at following 

up the results of their employee engagement survey by taking follow up action and to review 

the differing levels of employee engagement among different hierarchical levels of 

employment. Furthermore, there is some review if there are levels of dissatisfaction with the 

survey due to its frequency. To do this a review of the survey itself was conducted along with 

a single case study to gather data (Creswell, 2014). This was done to understand the 

dynamics within the organisation relating to the particular topic (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

3.1 Qualitative research 

Qualitative research enables the researcher to conduct an in-depth study on a specific 

topic. According to Yin (2011) five particular features of qualitative research of the case 

show why a qualitative approach was appropriate. It allows the researcher to investigate the 

lives of the participants in a live setting where they can respond to questions without the 

limitations of a controlled environment. A qualitative research moreover allows the 

researcher insight into the participants’ perspective and includes the contextual condition that 

can affect everyone. Additionally, qualitative research methods can provide glimpses of the 

social behaviour of the participants and allow for data to be collected in various ways (Yin, 

2011). Qualitative research is inductive in that the researcher can change the subject of the 

research while doing the research, or the researcher allows the phenomenon to appear during 

the research (Creswell, 2014). The researcher starts by gathering data, coding the data and 

narrowing those codes into themes (Creswell, 2014).  
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3.2 Case study 

A case study can either be a single case study or a multiple case study research. This 

is where the researcher gathers multiple sources of data and, as in the case of this research, 

conducts interviews. In this study the focus is on a single organisation, with the comparison 

provided between layers of employment, rather than comparison of organisations in a similar 

business environment. To gather this data interviews were used where the researcher was 

supported by an interview guide that had questions in similar vein as the topic of study 

(Creswell, 2014; Yin, 2011). The interview questions were developed beforehand, and the 

researcher tried to avoid using leading questions and using simple, colloquial language 

(Creswell, 2014). The interviews were conducted in Icelandic, as all the participants were 

either Icelandic or spoke Icelandic with more confidence than English. As the interviews 

were nonetheless semi-formal, there was leeway to improvise and probe further on specific 

issues brought up by the interviewees. This allowed for new questions and other issues to be 

addressed during the interviews (Creswell, 2014). A qualitative approach is appropriate to 

gain a detailed description that highlights the participant’s voices (Saeed, 2012), and it has 

been set up in a narrative style here.  

3.3 Case selection 

The organisation chosen is the researcher´s place of work and therefore provided both 

easy access to material and participants, and a source of different research topics. Human 

Resource Management strategies are in their infancy within the organisation and there were 

multiple issues that piqued the researcher´s interest. However, during several informal chats 

with multiple employees it was clear that the engagement survey was a topic that they all had 

various opinions on and provided rich research material.  

To understand the employees´ attitude towards the surveys semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with a sample of employees. Initially, an email was sent out to a random 

sample of employees to enlist participants. The criteria were that they were to be full-time 

employees, and they had knowledge of the employee engagement survey but did not need to 

have participated as this was also one of the areas of interest to the researcher. Purposive 

sampling technique was used as the participants needed to be chosen in an intentional manner 

to provide insight into the research topic (Yin, 2011). This was done at the end of June and 

beginning of July, at the height of the Icelandic summer holiday period, which limited access 

to employees and there was very little response to the email.  
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Out of the employees contacted, the sample consisted of 10 employees, five from 

white-collar jobs and five from blue-collar. The age of the interviewees ranged from 23 to 60 

and the length of service varied from 26 years to 8 months. Everyone the researcher asked 

agreed to answer questions. The interviews could not be conducted in a quiet area for the 

blue-collar workers, as none could stop working to answer the researcher´s questions while 

e.g., rinsing a cement truck. For the white-collar workers the researcher was able to secure 

the meeting room in the main office. The interviews took on average around 20 minutes and 

were recorded on a mobile phone app. They were then transcribed and translated into English 

from Icelandic. All participants were assured their responses would remain anonymous and 

untraceable. The gender ratio of the participants accurately reflects the gender ratio in the 

organisation. 

Table 2: List of participants in chronological interview order 

BMV Status Gender 

A White-collar Male 

B White-collar Female 

C White-collar Male 

D White-collar Male 

E White-collar Male 

F Blue-collar Male 

G Blue-collar Male 

H Blue-collar Male 

I Blue-collar Male 

J Blue-collar Male 

 

3.4 Methodology processes 

Two methodology processes were utilised to gather and interpret the data, both data 

collection and coding.  
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3.4.1 Data Collection 

The data was gathered by conducting a semi-structured, one-on-one interview, that 

also included open ended questions. Guidance was given to the researcher by using an 

interview guide that had been structured with qualitative questions as well as with sub-

questions that were designed to allow the participant to elaborate and add details and for the 

researcher to probe further if needed (Creswell, 2014). At the start of the interview the 

researcher introduced the topic to the participant, and the gist of the central questions they 

would be asked. Confidentiality was assured and the researcher elicited permission to record 

the interview (Yin, 2011). The interview began with general questions around the participants 

role within the organisation to allow them to relax into the process and create rapport with the 

researcher (Creswell, 2014).  

3.4.2 Data saturation 

The sample size was 10 participants, and the sample size was ruled by when 

theoretical saturation level was reached, where additional interviews with new participants 

would be unlikely to yield new information on the research topic. From the final interview 

there were no further codes emerging and it was determined that data saturation was reached 

(Creswell, 2014). 

3.4.3 Coding 

Sampling was based on criteria as previously described set up by Miles and 

Huberman in their work on qualitative data research (1994). This was set up as a checklist 

involving checking off factors such as relevance to the conceptual framework, the sample 

being likely to generate rich information, the sample should yield general statements, the 

sample should be true to life, the sample should be ethical and finally it should be feasible.  

The employee engagement surveys are conducted monthly and are cascaded among 

all employees. Reviewing the results over the period they have been conducted, investigating 

the actions taken to address any indication of disengagement and then, even if it is a random 

and a very small sample of employees, should give some insight into the matter. As per 

Popay et al (1998) “…randomness and representativeness are of less concerns than 

relevance…” (p. 346) 
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By using common features of analytic methods as per Miles and Huberman (1994) the 

research method used was to follow the set notes as: 

• Affixing codes to a set of fields notes drawn from data collection 

• Noting reflections to other remarks in margin 

• Sorting or shifting through the materials to identify similar phrasings, relationships 

between themes, distinct differences between subgroups and common sequences 

• Isolating patterns and processes, commonalities, and differences 

• Gradually elaborating a small set of generalisations that cover the consistencies 

discerned in the data base 

• Confronting those generalisations with a formalised body of knowledge in the form of 

constructs or theories 

By using a data filter, a coded framework was designed, identifying the 

interviewees as male or female, and by length of service and position within the 

organisation. Answers were then filtered as positive or negative and key words such as 

communication, satisfaction, incentives, were identified. Themes were then coded as well 

from connecting repeating words and block statements. 

The questions, albeit open in design, were designed to touch on the emotional and 

behavioural aspects of employee engagement in order to determine whether the efforts of 

the HR department and management have been successful and meaningful to the 

employees. These touched on themes of: 

1. Being satisfied with communication 

2. Commitment to making the organisation successful 

3. Pride in the organisation 

4. Feelings of being heard and seen within the organisation 

After reviewing the results of the surveys over a few months the agreement within the 

HR department was to focus on communication and training and development.  

4. Findings 

The participants in the study are one female and nine male employees that have 

various roles within the organisation. Five of the participants represent the production side of 

the organisation and five represent the either management or office level. The goal of the 
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study was to review literature to answer research questions RQ1 and RQ2 and to answer 

research question RQ3 with the data gathered in the interviews.  

4.1 Findings RQ1 

RQ1: Can employee engagement be defined as a concept?  

With careful review of available literature, no clear, unifying definition of employee 

engagement emerges that can be applied unilaterally in any organisation or work situation. 

There remain differing factors in concept and theory and what are considered influencing 

factors (Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). There are evidently two types of definitions 

found by various authors, which separate employee engagement into either a multi-faceted 

concept considering behaviours, emotions and cognition or it is set up as a unitary construct 

which shows positivity, willingness and is the opposite of burnout (Sun & 

Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). Therefore, it is safe to assume that employee engagement means 

many different things to many different people and no one definition can be applied to the 

concept. Employee engagement begins at a personal level and is impossible to force, 

involving each employee as an individual and not the organisation (Alfes et al., 2013).  

4.2 Findings RQ2   

RQ2: If it can´t be defined how is it measured?  

With interest in employee engagement coming from many different stakeholders, 

academics, and organisations alike, there is also the increased pressure to measure and 

benchmark the levels of employee engagement, notably to find ways to increase them 

(Fletcher & Robinson, 2014). According to Eccles (1991, p. 131, as quoted in Fletcher & 

Robinson, 2014) “what gets measured gets attention”. And consequently, performance 

dashboards, which measure various aspects of factors contributing to an organisation´s 

success, attempt to capture these different measurements. Because of the lack of a clear 

definition of the employee engagement concept, there are now available a range of indicators 

trying to measure this (MacLeod, Clarke, 2009; Truss, Mankin & Kelliher, 2012). Even with 

every item on the employee engagement indicator scale displaying reliability and having been 

tested in a myriad of sectors and different settings since the initial birth of the concept, there 

is still a reason to be critical of what is being measured (Fletcher & Robinson, 2014). Mixing 

these different concepts indicates a sound argument that employee engagement is simply an 
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attitude from each employee rather than a whole new concept (Gautam, T. 2017). In addition 

to this, there are no clear lines between the antecedents of employee engagement and 

outcomes. Thus, employee engagement must be more clearly defined for consistent and 

accessible measurement (Alfes et al., 2013). 

4.3 Findings RQ3 

RQ3: How do employees of the organisation view the employment engagement survey 

and what they are getting in return for participating? 

Throughout the interviews, it was clear to all employees that employee engagement is 

visible and tangible. Furthermore, it is a concept all employees were all familiar with and yet 

did not feel that they were getting any benefits from actions taken on the back of their 

responses to the surveys. This was especially clear when the respondents were asked about 

learning and development, which is defined as a key activity for HR. There was a consensus 

that learning, and development activities were misdirected, hidden and not well placed.  

Answers were grouped using a coding method, gathering answers based on keywords, 

patterns, and themes. The main themes involved gauging how valued the employees felt their 

responses were and how employee engagement looked to them. This was done with a 

straightforward coding system where positive and negative keywords were coded and then 

fed into a simple excel spreadsheet to give common denominators.  

The first question asked for a general outlook on coming to work on a daily basis. The 

resounding answer was “fine”. All of the respondents are happy in their roles and understand 

they need to make a living. The variance was between blue-collar and white-collar as there 

was a discernible theme of wanting to make a difference in the white-collar responses. 

 “I like my job because I feel I can influence development in others. I really enjoy that 

aspect of my work and I know I am making a difference.” (Female, White collar, 2021). 

There was not a common feeling that any one person or aspect of the work was 

inspirational as most felt that inspiration came from their own sense of worth.  

“Not all managers I have worked with are inspiring or feel like they are leading the 

way. I have to find my own inspiration in my own work.” (Male, blue-collar, 2021).  

This was in response to how employees felt about being a part of the carbon neutrality 

plan in the organisation.  
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Most of the respondents mentioned having worked with a manager whose 

management style was demotivating and that this was most often the reason for feeling 

disengaged. When asked what employee engagement meant to them the number one answer 

from the blue-collar employees was communication. All of them used that particular word 

and continued to elaborate on how they felt more involved when communication was open 

and flowing. This included mentions of one-on-one conversations and larger operational 

gatherings that share information. The white-collar workers used words such as “vital” and 

“necessary” when describing employee engagement. 

 “You can´t do anything unless you got people onboard. I don´t think the surveys are 

just lip service, they really are about what is important to us and to the business. I just don´t 

know how they are used” (Male white-collar, 2021). 

When asked how they felt employee engagement action plans were coming to 

fruition, they all said they felt in the last six months it was becoming a more visible concept 

and that it felt as if things “could happen”. They just hadn´t yet. One stated that 

communication was not good enough and that it had taken a step back. When probed he 

noted that now employees get very regular emails with operational updates in the newsletter. 

Until a few months ago, there was also a daily floor gathering regularly where the operations 

manager verbally give updates.  

“The updates should not have been stopped” he said, “There is not the same value in it 

for me to get electronic communication as it is face to face” (Male, blue collar, 2021).  

This coincides with what one of the white collars, a line manager, describes as not 

having the right tools for different personalities. So, to embed employee engagement and 

messages he said he needed to have a range of other techniques to approach employee 

engagement personally with the employees. 

There was, however, the overall arch theme of distrust of the surveys.  

“Sometimes it feels like it´s done! finished, we have ticked off the action for this 

month and that´s it. It´s left at that” (Male, blue collar, 2021). 

This correlates with the theme that also comes out that this is for certain types of 

personalities only. They all said sentences that indicated that while they all valued 

communication, opportunities, feeling valued and being rewarded for their work, they did not 

“buy into” the surveys and results and that they were a trendy item to have and would fade 

away.  
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“I am just not hard wired to participate as such. Am just not made that way” (Male 

blue collar, 2021). When asked further about what that meant to him, he explained that some 

people just always are going to be enthusiastic about being engaged, indicating a belief that 

employee engagement is somehow inherent in people’s genetic make-up or personalities, and 

that little can be done to foster it.  

The questions then moved on to learning and development and how this had been 

actioned according to the survey results. There was a clear division between blue-collar and 

white-collar workers here. The white-collar workers were very positive and felt that 

development opportunities were visible and a good opportunity for growth. For the blue-

collar workers, it was the opposite. There had been clear calls for months in the survey 

responses for courses on health and safety and for additions to driving licenses, but nothing 

had happened. There was an absolute agreement that the survey was useless as they were not 

being listened to.  

The overall outcome of the interviews shows that while employees feel that being 

asked is good, the survey is a pointless exercise if their answers are then not immediately 

responded to. This simply feels like “another thing we do for a while and then it goes away”.  

5. Discussion 

The literature on employee engagement comes from a wide spectrum of sources and 

not just from the academic world. The problems arise with employee engagement due to its 

complexity and the lack of definition applied to it. The literature on employee engagement 

also highlights the debate on how employee engagement is created. The two main 

perspectives are as set out by Balain and Sparrow (2009): 

• Bottom-up levels of employee engagement are primarily a function of employees´ 

experiences in their jobs. Therefore, employee engagement is largely a result of 

factors controlled by first-level supervisors. 

• Top-down employee engagement is created by the behaviour of an organisation and 

its top-level leaders. Employee engagement flows out of values and strategic 

leadership.  

This shows that there are different aspects that need to be considered before trying to 

tackle employee engagement within the organisation, that is, weather it will be filtered 

bottom up or top down. This might lie in the way each organisation decides to define the 

concept of employee engagement. One of the issues that stem from trying to define the 
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concept is that there are various different groups trying to provide this definition. There are 

definitions provided by the organisations themselves, those provided by consulting firms and 

then there are those provided by academics (Welbourne, 2011). 

It is also common practice in HR to use employee engagement as a sort of an umbrella 

term, adding under it different aspects into a single platform of a people strategy. While this 

is a valid approach it can allow for inconsistencies (CIPD, 2013). While this holds true for 

HR professionals it only furthers to conclude that in the 30 years it has been known as a 

concept, there is still no one definition of employee engagement that fits all organisations.  

Science is built upon the foundation that when observing a phenomenon, it should be 

measured in a systematic and accurate manner (Boyd & Bogen, 2021). This is however not 

the case with a complex construct like employee engagement. Measuring an undefined 

construct poses severe limitations to results. Tools that assess employee engagement would 

include set lists of questions with standardised answers, and with complex and multifaceted 

constructs such as employee engagement, there is a requirement to form a composite scale 

from the questions that are statistically significant as a whole (Hyland et al., 2017). Here 

there are significant questions to be asked regarding reliability and especially validity, as in if 

the measure is telling of something different from other related measures (cipd, 2013). This 

would be especially prevalent in measures of employee engagement that overlap with all the 

other constructs previously discussed, commitment, job satisfaction etc. rendering the 

measures redundant.  

The final criterion that leads to the conclusion that measuring employee engagement 

without defining it is difficult is one of the abilities to predict outcomes. These would be 

outcomes such as performance or wellbeing. Due to most research on employee engagement 

being gathered in a statistical association rather than longitudinal designed research, these do 

not give predictions. 

5.1 Conclusion 

The definitions provided range from theoretical frameworks within academia to 

statements about well-being and include organisational programmes. There are highly 

publicised studies from firms such as Gallup (2006) or Tower Perrin (2006) that show that 

organisations that score higher on employee engagement surveys are likely to perform better. 

This leads to the belief that regardless of definition high employee engagement scores equal 

high performance (Welbourne, 2011). This has, in turn, led to the common practice among 
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organisations to measure employee engagement via large or frequent surveys and focus on 

the survey itself as the engagement practice. However, as Welbourne (2011) points out is, it 

is not a given fact that by raising scores in the employee engagement survey, the performance 

will automatically be higher. 

According to de Waal (2014), and Garrad and Hyland (2020) there are no conclusive 

evidence of the link between high performance and high engagement scores, and there are 

questions that can be raised about causality, a considerable lack of control variables as well as 

the problem of definition of employee engagement to adequately measure the concept.  

The question for the employee could be “what´s in it for me?” If the definition of 

employee engagement goes above and beyond the job description then the employer benefits, 

not the employee. Employee engagement is not created by measuring it, doing a monthly 

employee engagement survey and then showing the scores to the staff. To truly create an 

engaged workforce, the management must be engaged do to something with all the 

information provided in the survey, and the data must be understood. Employee engagement 

is about creating a workforce that can do their jobs without any barriers to stop them and 

demotivate them. By removing barriers, the engaged employee has the freedom to go above 

and beyond their job description. Employee engagement is a continual process but making it 

purely the latest buzzword or management fad creates barriers and achieves little or nothing. 

Thus, by a continuous process of improvement, with a flow of communication, it is possible 

to attempt employee engagement.  

By looking at the main research question of how BMV is doing at embedding 

employee engagement based on the survey results it is a continuous process and despite the 

constructed efforts of conducting the surveys and publishing the results the employee sees 

little benefit of this.  

The outcome of the interviews was both predictable and unsurprising. Despite efforts 

put into creating employee engagement the employees remain sceptical of those efforts and 

feel let down by the process. It was also no surprise that the white-collar staff relate much 

more positively to the efforts than the blue-collar employees. This is in line with research 

from e.g., Welbourne (2010) that shows that employers that are placed lower on the 

hierarchical rung of the ladder have lower employee engagement scores.  

Employee engagement is a massive construct within HRM and research into the field 

is a well-deserved undertaking as the premise of it is that it will deliver so much benefit for 
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an organisation. This thesis may highlight aspects in employee engagement as subject within 

HRM and show what methods are most likely to assist management in influencing employee 

engagement. However creating a direct link between the actions taken to engage employees 

and direct performance improvements such as higher customer satisfaction score or an 

improved bottom line, may be difficult to absolutely prove. Therefore, it is necessary to rely 

on previous research and literature available to assess the actions taken within BMV.  

The findings of the research support the key themes identified within the literature. 

The key themes are that there is a lack of clear consensus within the field of HRM and 

academia that gives a finite definition of the concept of employee engagement, which in turn 

makes the measuring of employee engagement a difficult task. The findings also offer insight 

into the attitudes of employees of an Icelandic organisation towards employee engagement 

and how that is measured and shows the difficulties HR faces with successfully implementing 

employee engagement as a key strategy to align with business goals and vision.  

5.2 Recommendations and implication for theory, research, and practice 

The interest shown in employee engagement as a construct has steadily increased and 

it is now an established measure within most large organisations, and it is a valid construct 

that could unlock potential in all employees (Vance, 2007) Having said that; practitioners of 

HRM must be aware of misdirection and misunderstanding that stem from unclear definitions 

as well as a mix up with other organisational behaviours. There is a potential to investigate 

whether it is possible to find a model or framework that organisations can use to define their 

terms of employee engagement that focuses on their goals and visions. This would allow for 

the correct focus on their internal employee engagement surveys.  

Further field of studies would include a more in-depth analysis of how gender, 

ethnicity, and level of employment influences levels of employee engagement. These have 

not been studied extensively but there is a safe assumption to be made that these factors 

would influence how employee engagement is best enhanced among each distinct factor. The 

most interesting field that has not yet had much attention is remote working and the post-

pandemic world of the engaged employee and how organisations can respond effectively to a 

completely changed remote office environment.  
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5.3 Limitations 

There are blatant and obvious limitations to the study. While the sample of 

interviewees was random, it was purely based on who was available at the time. Time 

constraints played a considerable part therein. The inexperience of the researcher in 

interpreting answers and the extremely rudimentary coding mechanism are also important 

factors in limiting the results. There is also the limitation of researching a single case through 

qualitative study where the data is hard to compare and near impossible to replicate.  

The concept of employee engagement is ill-defined and that also presents some issues. 

Employee engagement as a subject, straddles both academic research and that of HRM 

professionals and management consultants. Research done by and paid for private 

organisations that have got a vested interest in a certain outcome could have their validity 

questioned. Management consultants that get paid to measure and implement actions to 

enhance an organisation´s employee engagement score, might want to show the concept as 

more important and more easily handled than what it is.  Whether employee engagement is a 

separate construct from other organisational behaviours has also not been cleared up which 

leads the researcher to having a clear bias against the concept.  

Main issue facing the research is how to measure the connection between employee 

engagement and performance so that the findings are reliable and meaningful. As here the 

choice was to use qualitative data research these are based on perceptions and feelings which 

may not represent complete accuracy.  

Furthermore, the researcher has a clear personal bias in that she set the surveys and 

presents the results in the organisation but has not been able to respond to the call to action 

she feels the employees are calling for. There is a considerable amount of money and time 

invested in the surveys. Thus, the researcher is feeling an ever more growing frustration that 

HR professionals are being sold fancy looking software that promises the world but, in the 

end, does no more than present useless data on a pretty dashboard.  
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Appendix A 

Consent form 

Project:Employee engagement 

Semi structured interviews conducted to understand levels of understanding of 

employee engagement with special focus on employee surveys. 

I agree to participate in the project, whose conditions are as follows: 

The project is aimed at understanding employee engagement. For this purpose semi-

structured interviews will be conducted with key informants from BMV. 

Interviews will last no longer than half an hour and questions will deal with 

engagement and employee surveys  

The interview I give and the information it contains will be used solely for the 

purposes defined by the project 

At any time I can refuse to answer some or all questions, discuss certain topics or 

even put an end to the interview without prejudice to myself.  

To facilitate the researcher´s job the interview will be transcribed 

All interview data will be handled so as to protect their confidentiality. Therefore, no 

names will be mentioned and the information will be coded 

All data will be destroyed at the end of the project 

For any, or further information, I can contact Svava Ran Karlsdottir 

Respondents signature 

Date and place 

 

Appendix B 

Semi-structured Interview 

Part A: Greeting and Introduction 
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1 How long have you been with the organisation and what is your role here? 

Part B: Understanding of employee engagement 

2 How do you feel about coming to work each day? 

3 What things have been done in the organisation that inspire you? 

4 How visible is employee engagement to you? 

5 What does employee engagement mean to you? 

Part C: The employee survey 

6 Do you participate in the monthly surveys? 

7 If not, why? 

8 Do you notice an action plan on the back of your responses?  

9 How strongly do you associate with the vision and values of the organisation? 

10 Is your organisation creating a culture where you can grow? 

Part D: Ending 

11 Is there anything you would like to add for more information? 

12 Do you have any questions for me? 

Many thanks for your participation in my research and please can I contact you again 

if there is anything that I feel I need to validate for my research as it progresses? 

 

 


