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“To win the marketplace you must first win the workplace”.
Douglas Conant, former President of Campbell’s Soup.

1. THE CHALLENGE

The people responsible for the management of employees are com-
ing to a clear conclusion: the only advantage that the last recession 
entailed was the fact that they did not need to worry about attract-
ing or retaining talent; now, we will start paying the consequences.

In many cases, this conclusion is based on their experience and their 
everyday business life. In others, they might have read one of the 
studies that confirm the aforementioned trend1, which states that 6 
out of 10 employees are actively looking for a new job and for 2 out of 
10 people this will be their top priority for 2015.

It is clear that several companies have put off the implementation of 
measures aimed at increasing the pride of belonging and the com-
mitment of employees to the business project, mainly because the 
staff turnover rate was at an historic low across most markets.

However, others were forced to carry out various actions to re-
tain and motivate their staff a long time ago, since the capacity to 
achieve this objective through wage increases has been non-exist-
ent or minimal in recent years.

In a context of economic recovery, even though the pace might differ 
in each market, it seems obvious that the talent has made the deci-
sion to, at least, be willing to change jobs during the following year.

In this competition to attract the best professionals for each organ-
ization, the companies with the best satisfaction index among their 
current employees will have the greatest recruitment advantage to 
guarantee the aforementioned objective. The challenge might be the 
fact that the way to measure the satisfaction and how a potential 
candidate can notice it has greatly changed in recent times. Nowadays, 
we rely more on the opinions of travelers when looking for accommo-
dation for our holidays and the same can be said of the opinion of the 
current employees of a company; they have a much more significant 
influence on the candidates than any conventional HR rankings.

In our daily relations with companies, two questions are repeatedly 
appearing in recent months: is there still time to retain the people 
who have decided to leave? And... Where should we start to see re-
sults as soon as possible?
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1  http://guiasalarial.hays.es/charts
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The answer is, to a certain 
extent, the same for both ques-
tions. We need to start as soon as 
possible –since the enhancement 
of the relations between people 
and organizations will always be 
positive in the long term– and 
we probably need to start by 
telling the employees that this 
issue occupies us and is cause 
for concern. We are well-aware 
that certain changes will be slow, 
but the experience shows that 
the effects of a change can be 
first seen when these changes 
are announced–although the 
company obviously needs to 
fulfill the promises–.

In any case, it is already a break-
through to see the company 
managers we usually work with 
express that, after the customer, 
the most important stakeholder 
in terms of influence as regards 
meeting the objectives of the 
company will clearly be the 
employee.

This paper analyzes certain key 
factors which can determine the 
success of retaining and attract-
ing professional talent. This is 
not an exhaustive study, but 
merely tries to establish dialogue 
proposals for managers who 
head organizations and need to 
deal with this matter in their 
daily business life.

2. EVIDENCE

56% of the employees want to 
change jobs for a reason related 

to their motivation and align-
ment with the company’s goals, 
while only 18% want a new job 
for a better salary2.

70% of the American employees 
say that they are not engaged 
at work, according to a survey 
carried out by Gallup about the 
state of the American workplace. 
On a different note, 89% of the 
companies think that their 
employees leave for more money, 
but only 12% of the workers 
actually do.

These are just some of the most 
surprising data on employee 
engagement that Office Vibe 
published on its website3. Even 
more relevant: 75% of the people 
that end up quitting do not leave 
their job, but their boss; or the 
fact that an engaged employee 
has 89% less chance of quitting 
the company.

A quick overview of these and 
other statistics shows several 
highly-representative conclu-
sions about the cornerstone of 
today’s talent management. It 
is not enough to have a sound 
communication with the em-
ployees; experience shows that 
companies seeking to become 
benchmarks in the sector, 
which really want to motivate 
and engage their employees 
will need to empathize and 
connect with, listen to and in-
spire people. As neuroscientist 
Donald Calne said: “The essen-
tial difference between emotion 

“After the customer, 
the most important 

stakeholder in terms 
of influence as regards 

meeting the objectives of 
the company will clearly 

be the employee”

2  http://guiasalarial.hays.es/charts
3.. https://www.officevibe.com/blog/stats-employee-engagement-infographic
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and reason is that emotion 
leads to action while reason 
leads to conclusions”.

3. EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

What is Employee Engagement 
exactly? Translating it could 
prove difficult, but understand-
ing it should not. Employee 
Engagement is the emotional 
commitment that employees 
have to the organization for 
which they work and to the 
objectives that the latter seeks. 
An engaged employee is the 
person who shares the vision of 
the company, finds meaningful 
the work he carries out in the 
company and is willing to make 
efforts beyond those established 
in his contract. The actions 
made in this field to increase the 
internal feeling will influence 
several external elements, such 
as consumer satisfaction, sales 
and, above everything, the ca-
pacity of the company to attract 
new differential talent.

Therefore, when we talk about 
engagement we are not merely 
focusing on the happiness of 
an employee –an employee can 
be very happy and at the same 
time not have the appropriate 
attitude to give his best–, we do 
not merely refer to the satisfied 
employee. Engagement refers to 
the fully committed employee; 

the person committed to the 
business objective willing to “go 
all out” for it.

4. KEY TO RETAINING

The composition of the staff of 
companies has been dramat-
ically changing in this period 
and, along with it, the require-
ments for a company to be con-
sidered as a good workplace –a 
crucial factor to retain talent–.

The known as millennials or 
“Generation Y” –the people 
born between 1980 and 2000–4 
will account for 75% of the 
working population in just 
ten years. Unlike the previous 
generation –the “Generation X”, 
born between 1960 and 1980–, 
millennials do not expect to 
find a job for “the rest of their 
life”. In fact, 91% state they 
expect to stay in the same com-
pany for less than three years5. 
Similarly, 46% of the people 
prioritize flexibility over salary 
in their working environment6. 
Another key data to under-
stand the mentality of this 
generation is the fact that 78% 
would choose to spend money 
on a desirable experience over 
buying something desirable7, 
which clearly shows the need 
that companies must address 
to offer unique experiences to 
their employees.

“Engagement refers to 
the fully committed 

employee”

4  http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Generaci%C3%B3n_Y 
5.. http://www.forbes.com/sites/jeannemeister/2012/08/14/job-hopping-is-the-new-normal-
for-millennials-three-ways-to-prevent-a-human-resource-nightmare/
6.. http://millennialbranding.com/2013/cost-millennial-retention-study/
7  http://eventbrite-s3.s3.amazonaws.com/marketing/Millennials_Research/Gen_PR_Fi-
nal.pdf
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Motivating and retaining this 
type of professional calls for a 
change in the traditional ap-
proach carried out by compa-
nies. Companies need to adapt 
themselves to the needs and 
concerns of this generation, 
which cares not only about 
business performance, but also 
about the business contribu-
tion to the community, the 
commitment to the environ-
ment or the necessary balance 
between professional and 
personal life, among others. 

This new type of employee, 
increasingly common in today’s 
organizations, needs to find 
the aforementioned emotional 
connection with the workplace 
allowing oneself to feel fulfilled. 
And it seems clear, more than 
ever before, that only the com-
panies that manage to create 
a unique and consistent story, 
which choose correctly the 
messages to be conveyed (sto-
rytelling) and have the right 
attitude and actions to carry it 
out (storydoing), will be in a bet-
ter position to retain the most 
valuable employees.

5. KEY TO ATTRACTING

Who would you rather be-
lieve? An ad on a job website 
announcing a great company 
in which to make a career or 
an employee telling you that, 
based on his experience of over 
five years in that company, no 

efforts are made to promote 
the best professionals?

The Edelman Trust Barome-
ter8 has been highlighting the 
gradual shift in the credibility 
of companies for years. In the 
last decade, we have witnessed 
how the traditional wardens 
of the credibility of a compa-
ny (CEOs, managers, etc.) have 
lost this feature in favor of the 
employee. People tend to trust 
their peers. This is similar to the 
phenomenon taking place in the 
advertising sphere: consumers 
tend to rely more on the rec-
ommendations of other people 
(earned advertising) than on 
pure advertising9.

It is precisely this crucial role 
played by employees as a cred-
ible source to describe what 
happens inside of the company 
which makes Employee Engage-
ment a basic tool to attract or 
retain talent. It could be said 
that an engaged staff will be the 
main builder and sustainer of 
the reputation of the company 
as an employer brand.

6. KEY TO EFFORT AND PER-
FORMANCE

Performance and efforts come 
from within. An employee has 
two types of motivations, extrin-
sic ones –money being the most 
obvious example– and intrinsic 
factors –the pleasure experi-
enced while working, the pride 

“Crucial role played 
by employees as a 

credible source”

8  http://www.edelman.com/2015-edelman-trust-barometer/
9  http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/news/2013/under-the-influence-consumer-
trust-in-advertising.html
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of belonging to a specific com-
pany whose vision he shares, 
etc.–. Extrinsic motivations make 
the worker “do the job for which 
he is being paid” and that is it. 
However, a truly committed em-
ployee will be willing to give his 
all, to work harder, to continue 
training, to be better and to stay 
in the company for many years.

7. ADDRESSING EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT FROM A 
COMMUNICATION POINT 
OF VIEW

As clearly stated above, engage-
ment calls for a collective ap-
proach, yet the result is individ-
ual. Engagement is the result of 
a series of experiences that the 
employee has at different levels 
within the company. Mainly, the 
engaged employee is the person 
who trusts his bosses –from 
whom he receives and to whom 
he provides a constant feed-
back–, who enjoys working with 
his colleagues, likes his work-
place and considers his work to 
be meaningful. However, despite 
the importance of these factors, 
they are not enough to generate 
the type of commitment we are 
referring to. It is also necessary 
to have an appropriate storytell-
ing which motivates employees 
and makes them feel part of a 
unique project.

This shows that employee en-
gagement can never be achieved 
through an exclusively commu-
nicational approach or an exclu-
sively human resources-related 
strategy. The projects that will 
succeed are those who manage 
to combine both point of views 

to “make it right and make sure 
people notice it”. And listening 
too. As described below, one of 
the main challenges that com-
panies need to tackle in order to 
attract and retain the best tal-
ent is listening to their employ-
ees to know what they really 
think, what concerns them and 
what needs improvements.

All levels of the company can 
make a contribution to building 
the perfect place for talent to 
work:

•	 Senior management plays 
a critical role in employee 
engagement. It must be real, 
convey the objectives of the 
company passionately, play 
an active role in the internal 
conversation and be close 
and communicative.

•	 Meanwhile, middle manage-
ment is the most important 
communication channel of a 
company. In a highly infor-
mation-saturated scenario, 
the immediate superior is 
one of the few resources 
capable of attracting the 
attention of employees. His 
role is essential to align and 
motivate employees, but 
also to recognize and reward 
outstanding work.

Communication with employees 
is an essential factor to generate 
a true employee engagement. 
The company must ensure a sol-
id storytelling which motivates 
the employees and makes them 
feel part of a mission, vision 
and values well worth the daily 
efforts. Each employee must 

“Employee 
engagement can 

never be achieved 
through an exclusively 

communicational 
approach or an 

exclusively human 
resources-related 

strategy”
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know where his organization 
comes from, where it is heading 
and, especially, the reason for it. 
Likewise, it is key for each per-
son to understand his mission 
and role within the company 
and to make sure that everyone 
is motivated and excited about 
the challenge.

Communication with employees 
is also crucial to establish a solid, 
credible and sound corporate 
culture of transparency. To this 
end, the commitment of middle 
managers is essential, since they 
are responsible for conveying the 
main mission of the company to 
employees. They have to guide 
them, treat them on an individ-
ual basis, listen to them, give 
them feedback and, ultimately, 
motivate them. It is imperative 
to implement corporate cultures 
which focus on the employee, 
which make them the corner-
stone of the soul of the compa-
ny. Moreover, it is necessary to 
combine the classical model of 
the annual performance apprais-
al with the healthy philosophy 
of celebrating small victories 
and milestones that take place 
throughout the year.

Companies seeking to generate a 
true engagement must place the 
employees at the center of the 
communication, making sure to 
give them a voice and listening 
to what they have to say. Ideally, 
communication with employ-
ees has to be an instrument 
for transparency to show the 
integrity of the company. In this 
sense, we would like to further 
analyze the concept of virtual 
workspace as a particularly use-

ful tool to implement effective 
engagement programs.

8. VIRTUAL WORKSPACE

One of the main tools to pro-
mote engagement in companies 
is the Virtual Workspace. It is a 
comprehensive resource that 
can generate a thorough change 
in the way in which the compa-
ny relates to its employees, the 
way in which employees relate to 
their company, the way in which 
employees mutually relate and 
the way they work.

A virtual workspace conceived as 
a social intranet which provides 
several alternatives for collabo-
rative work greatly facilitates the 
communication of the objec-
tives, mission, vision and values 
of the company and at the same 
time gives a unique voice to the 
employees. It promotes a mutual 
understanding –through the per-
sonal profiles of the employees 
and the interactions that take 
place in this type of platforms– 
and hugely streamlines the way 
in which the company works, 
thus increasing the satisfaction 
of the members of the organiza-
tion.

Document management servic-
es, the possibility of organizing 
various working groups, task and 
project management tools, work-
ing from anywhere or the capaci-
ty to generate ideas’ crowdsourc-
ing events are a few examples of 
how this type of resources can 
enhance and efficiently modern-
ize the way in which a company 
works, making it easier and more 
fun for employees.

“One of the main 
tools to promote 

engagement in 
companies is the 

Virtual Workspace”
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9. LISTENING

There are many different re-
sources that enable companies 
to listen to their employees and 
detect the state of key issues for 
employee engagement, such as 
the capacity of providing or re-
ceiving feedback, the alignment 
of the company, the relationship 
with the management and col-
leagues or welfare.

There are four main ways to 
know what employees really 
think of a company:

•	 Climate	surveys: Climate 
surveys are a quite com-
mon tool for companies as 
they are a reliable option to 
analyze the actual state of 
a company. However, they 
have some shortcomings 
and, therefore, are insuffi-
cient to assess the degree of 
engagement in a company.

The first weakness of this 
type of surveys is their 
frequency, held every two 
years on average. This period 
of time is too broad to assess 
the engagement, which is cre-
ated and destroyed on a daily 
basis, and allows the human 
resources and communica-
tion departments very little 
room for maneuver to correct 
the course when something 
is not working properly.

The second major weakness 
is that these surveys ask 
employees to evaluate many 
different aspects of their 
professional life. Therefore, 
sometimes they might not be 

useful to measure the degree 
of commitment.

Finally, the large number of 
questions that these surveys 
usually include reduce the re-
liability of the answers, since 
respondents often end up 
answering in an automatic 
and uninterested manner.

•	 Ad	hoc	surveys: Ad hoc 
surveys are useful to focus 
on specific aspects which are 
critical to the engagement. 
Their frequency can also be 
adjusted to the specific fea-
tures of each company. For 
some companies, making a 
single question once a week 
might be better (for example: 
score 0-10, how likely are you 
to recommend this company 
to a friend?) and for others it 
might be more useful to ask 
fifteen questions four times 
a year.

Ad hoc surveys are a quite 
important source of in-
formation and, if properly 
used, can provide immedi-
ate feedback to enhance the 
way in which the company 
works as well as the work-
ing environment.

•	 Workshops: Workshops are 
a very important source of 
information. The moderators 
of the meetings should not 
be part of the company’s 
staff so as to ensure that 
the meeting takes place in 
a relaxed atmosphere, that 
participants can express 
themselves freely and that 
there is no feeling that the 

“Ad hoc surveys are a 
quite important source 

of information”
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company wants to detect 
critical voices to censor them 
or retaliate.

•	 Personal	meetings: As pre-
viously stated, engagement 
is something that companies 
seek in a collective way but, 
in the end, has an individual 
result on each person. With 
this in mind, it seems clear 
that a company seeking 
to ensure the success of a 
program which pursues the 
goal of having more commit-
ted and emotionally linked 
professionals to a company 
should consider holding 
personal meetings.

This type of events, which 
foster mutual understand-
ing between all employees, 
departments and levels of 
the company, are a priceless 
resource to collect feedback 
informally. If these meet-
ings are also designed to be 
fun and relaxed (using, for 
example, gamification tech-
niques10) the quality of the 
collected information will 
even be higher, not to men-
tion the positive effect they 

will have on the cohesion 
among the members of the 
company and on the feeling 
of fellowship.

10. CONCLUSIONS

It is essential to highlight the 
crucial importance that employee 
engagement will play in the busi-
ness competitive environment 
that we are slowly heading into. 
Companies that manage to create 
an emotional bond with their em-
ployees will be able to attract and 
retain talent willing to go beyond 
the usual expectations, be more 
productive, generous, happy and 
willing to constantly improve.

In order to successfully tackle 
this challenge there will have 
to be a clear involvement of, at 
least, the senior management, 
middle management and the 
departments of human resources 
and communication. As we have 
previously seen, it is essential to 
give voice to all persons in the 
company, listen to them and use 
the feedback to carry out changes 
so that everyone slowly builds a 
wonderful workplace which shall 
last for many years to come...

“It is essential to give 
voice to all persons in 

the company, listen 
to them and use the 

feedback to carry out 
changes”

10  Gamification is the use of game thinking and game mechanics in non-game contexts.
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