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“P
eople are our most valuable asset”
is one of the oldest clichés in busi-
ness today. Yet it is true, and evi-
dence exists that organizations

worldwide are struggling to meet production and
service demands knowing that these outcomes
are directly dependent on the ability,
commitment and skill of a work force that is
predominantly disengaged. According to Gallup
Organization research, only 29 percent of employ-
ees are motivated and energized.1 What, then, is
happening to the other 71 percent?

For as long as organizational dynamics have
been studied, at least in the past century,
researchers have been struggling to understand
how the many aspects of human relations in the
workplace affect bottom-line performance. Orga-
nizations must consider the nature of employee
engagement, because this one variable is likely to
predict an organization’s ability to achieve high
results with productivity, profitability, customer
service, staff retention and workplace safety.2

Job satisfaction is critical to maintaining an
engaged work force. A 2005 report of the Confer-
ence Board (based on a national survey) shows
that a growing number of employees are unhappy
with their jobs.3 Dissatisfaction crosses all ages
and income levels. According to the survey, just



more than half of all workers earn-
ing more than $50,000 are satisfied
with their jobs. However, only 14
percent are very satisfied. Of those
earning less than $15,000, about 45
percent are satisfied. 

The Conference Board report
shows that employees overall are
least satisfied with the fringe bene-
fits and promotional and bonus pay
policies. The greatest decline in sat-
isfaction occurs with workers ages
35 to 44 (60.9 percent to 49.2 per-
cent), the report indicates. The
study also found that four in 10
workers feel disconnected from
their employers and two-thirds of
the workers are not motivated or
do not identify with the agency mis-
sion. In addition, the study indi-
cates that one-fourth of all employ-
ees are not productive and are
simply there to get a paycheck. 

Satisfaction with pay is less pow-
erful as a predictor of job satisfac-
tion or employee engagement and is
less likely to predict whether an
employee stays or goes. Employees
may join a company because of its
generous pay scale or lucrative ben-
efits package, but how long they
stay and how productive they are is
determined by the relationship with
their immediate supervisor much
more than by their satisfaction with
pay. Gallup research provides 12
questions that give managers a
working management model to
increase the level of engagement of
their employees.4 The Gallup
research indicates employees are
“engaged” when:

• They know what is expected
of them;

• They have the right materials
and equipment to do their
work correctly;

• They have the opportunity to
do what they do best every
day;

• In the past seven days, they
have received recognition or
praise for doing good work;

• Their supervisor, or someone
at work, seems to care about
them as a person;

• There is someone at work
who encourages their devel-
opment;

• Their opinions seem to count;
• The mission of the company

makes them feel like their
work is important;

• Their co-workers are commit-
ted to doing quality work;

• They have a best friend at
work — someone to uncondi-
tionally rely upon;

• In the past six months, they
have talked with someone
about their progress; and

• They have opportunities to
learn and grow.

High scores on the 12 questions
indicate the presence of deep work-
er “engagement,” which is the con-
dition that engenders satisfaction
and other emotional outcomes like
loyalty and pride.

The Impact of Employees 
With Low Engagement

Managers should be concerned
about the devastating costs of low
employee engagement. Gallup esti-
mates that actively disengaged
employees — the least productive
— cost the American economy up
to $350 billion per year in lost pro-
ductivity, including absence, illness
and other problems that result
when employees are not engaged.5

A recent Gallup survey found that
actively disengaged workers are
absent from work 3.5 more days a
year than other workers — or 86.5
million days in all.6

Engagement also affects the
physical and psychological well-
being of employees. The recent
Employee Engagement Index survey
points out that 62 percent of
engaged employees believe their
work lives positively affect their
health, while 54 percent of actively
disengaged employees feel their
work life is negatively affecting their
health.7

With costs for health care sky-
rocketing, the ability to control
costs through investments in strate-
gies to improve employee engage-
ment could create a large payoff.
More important for those involved
in the stressful work of corrections,
78 percent of engaged employees

derive psychological well-being
from their work life, compared with
48 percent of employees catego-
rized as not engaged and only 15
percent of those actively disen-
gaged.

The way to encourage people to
become part of an organization is
through relationships. Employees
who feel disconnected emotionally
from their co-workers and supervi-
sor do not feel committed to their
work. As such, correctional staff
who tend to hang back and do the
minimum because they do not
believe anyone cares also become
vulnerable to inmate games and
setups. 

How to Keep Employees
Engaged

First, managers need to demon-
strate a sincere sense of caring
about employees and what is
important to them. Managers can
help employees refocus on the
demands of their roles and on the
skills, knowledge and talents they
bring to their jobs. The manager
who takes time to discuss employee
strengths and how these can make
a difference forges essential ties
and connections that lead to
employee commitment.

Engaged workers stay with the
organization longer and are more
committed to quality and growth
than are those who Gallup
describes as nonengaged and
actively disengaged workers. For
employees to engage and commit to
their employer, they need:

• A strong relationship with
their manager;

• Clear communication from
their manager;

• A clear path set for concen-
trating on what they do best;

• Strong co-worker relation-
ships;

• A strong commitment to their
co-workers so they will take
risks and stretch for excel-
lence; and

• Opportunities to learn and
grow.



Most of the time, having mean-
ingful conversations that strength-
en commitment can interrupt the
disengagement process. Great
managers clearly define and consis-
tently communicate goals and
objectives to their team members
and are always soliciting ideas and
feedback from them. And when a
team member has a problem, a
great manager will keep the commu-
nication open, honest and direct,
even when communicating a diffi-
cult message.

What Separates Great
Managers From the Rest

The Gallup Organization found
that great bosses maximize the
potential of workers by not trying to
change them. Gallup believes fixing
weaknesses is a waste of time.
Rather, great bosses match employ-
ees with jobs that fit their
strengths.

For those employees who are
engaged, The Gallup Organization
found employee retention up 44
percent, safety (accidents, etc.)
down by 50 percent and productivi-
ty up by 50 percent, all of which are
important in facility operations.8

Engaged employees:

• Use their talents every day;
• Consistently demonstrate

high performance;
• Are naturally innovative and

strive for efficiency;
• Intentionally build supportive

relationships;
• Are clear about desired out-

comes;
• Have emotional commitment

to what they do;

• Display high energy and
enthusiasm;

• Never run out of things to do
and create positive things to
act upon;

• Broaden what they do and
build on it; and

• Commit to their work group,
company and role in the orga-
nization.

Measuring Employee
Engagement

The Gallup Organization went
through many variations of ques-
tions during the course of its work
with approximately 3 million
employees. Through various rigor-
ous confirmatory analyses, Gallup
settled on the most powerful 12
questions to form its survey —
referred to as the “Q-12.”9 This sur-
vey measures employee engage-
ment on a five-point scale indicating
weak-to-strong agreement. The
analyses of survey results show
those organizations with high Q-12
scores experience lower turnover
and better teamwork, productivity
and other manifestations of superi-
or performance.10

Measuring  Staff
Emotional Engagement

Getting the team of correctional
staff prepared for and committed to
the formal survey process is impor-
tant. The process involves adminis-
tering the survey, statistical
analysis to provide results and sys-
tematic presentation of the results
to facility leaders (both security and
nonsecurity staff) in a one-day semi-
nar designed to be a motivating and
empowering experience. This has
been seen as an extraordinarily ben-

eficial process for the facility. The
survey’s purpose is to provide
insight into what is driving employee
engagement and, therefore, facility
performance. The seminar is power-
ful, usually resulting in much team
unity, shared aims in goals and clari-
ty of direction. Regardless of the out-
come, the process is a positive one
that acts as a starting point in taking
the organization to new levels of 
performance.

Survey results challenge the con-
ventional view on the determinants
of worker morale. Many are inclined
to think that objective work condi-
tions determine job contentment;
some might argue that the chal-
lenges of working in a correctional
environment leads to employees
feeling less engaged than profes-
sionals with a sunny corner office.
That view is flat-out wrong, accord-
ing to Gallup results. Workers expe-
riencing the same pay, intolerable
noise, physical hardship, speed of
the correctional environment and
so forth can manifest abysmal or
exceptionally high engagement
scores. Worker engagement depends
on managers striving to build a
strong foundation for strong
engagement. For this reason, effec-
tive management is the focus of the
one-day training. Correctional lead-
ers explore new alternatives to
build an engaged work force.

What goes into that foundation
depends on local conditions and
circumstances — the view from the
unit level. Efficiency, in this view,
largely depends on the distinctive
culture of small teams and shifts.

Management & Training Corp.
(MTC) is an international private
contractor that manages correc-
tional facilities and Job Corps cen-
ters. MTC frequently uses staff
surveys to create a more positive
work environment that enhances

Worker engagement depends on 
managers striving to build a strong foundation 

for strong engagement.



opportunities for personal growth
and development. MTC correctional
facilities are believed to be the first
to use a formal survey instrument
regarding employee emotional
engagement. 

hile measuring correctional staff
emotional engagement, in addition
to basic demographic questions,
MTC has added questions to gather
employee feedback on aspects of
organizational culture such as trust,
general job satisfaction, staffing,
communication, leadership and
management. These additional
questions provide insight into
potential correlations between
these areas and em-ployee engage-
ment. MTC staff at the 
Central North Correctional Centre
(in Ontario) and the Lake Erie Cor-
rectional Institution and North
Coast Correctional Treatment Facili-
ty (both in Ohio) completed the
surveys. 

The data gathered helped facility
managers create goals for future
improvements. The one-day retreat
subsequent to the survey is an inte-
gral step in the process of improv-
ing employee engagement. Facility
leaders develop clear answers on
how they can best meet the needs
of staff and increase overall produc-
tivity in their organization. During
the retreat, managers learn they are
not alone in the effort to improve
the operation. This raises morale.
Commitment to each other, the
facility and the organization is also
renewed.

The potential im-provement in
employee engagement is heavily
determined by the follow up that
occurs after the management
retreat. Volunteers from the team of
managers form a committee respon-
sible for implementing a plan using
the determined goals. 

Facility leaders, as with most
managers, are concerned about the
nature of negative feedback. Most
important, they want to learn how
they can improve working condi-
tions to create a more engaged
work force. Displaying survey feed-
back in graphic format has helped
make it easier to interpret and
understand.

The Importance Of
Surveying Staff 

It is important for managers to
seriously consider employee input
or suffer the costly consequences.
With a limited number of engaged
employees, many people are work-
ing in unhealthy settings with oth-
ers who have become disenchanted
and actively disengaged. These
employees are not just unhappy at
work. They act out their discontent
and sow seeds of negativity at every
opportunity. They undermine the
work of others. They are not just
indifferent to agency goals and mis-
sion, they express mistrust and out-
right animosity.

When they do show up for work,
they are counterproductive. Proba-
bly many have encountered this
negative workplace behavior. These
workers walk around the work area
with glazed looks or move from
place to place stirring up trouble
with whining, complaining and even
paranoia. Management’s failure to
act will contribute to the downward
spiral. Disengaged employees can
cause lost productivity, including
absence, illness and other problems
that result when workers are
unhappy at their workplace.

The good news is that managers
have excellent opportunities to
grow their number of engaged
employees. For great managers, the
path toward engaging employees
and keeping them engaged begins
with asking them what they want
and what is important for them to
be effective in their roles. These
managers develop employees
around their strengths. It is clear,
given the low productivity and loss-
es resulting from actively disen-
gaged staff, surveying staff and  
acting on the results to increase
employee engagement may be the
least expensive path to organiza-
tional success.
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