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Intuition may seem a speck amid the sea of algorithms 
that engulfs businesses; but even as we sift through 

humongous bytes of data, a formidable spark plays 
out in the mental realm—an often impalpable human 

interference—lending sense to interpretation. Big data 
necessitates big intuition—this is the view that emerges 

out of the insights offered by five industry experts.
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In his book, Getting Engaged: The New Workplace Loyalty, author Tim Rutledge explains that 
truly engaged employees are attracted to, and inspired by, their work (“I want to do this”), 
committed (“I am dedicated to the success of what I am doing”), and fascinated (“I love what I am 
doing”). Engaged employees care about the future of the company and are willing to invest the 
discretionary effort—exceeding duty’s call—to see that the organization succeeds1.

Michael Lee Stallard too drives home the importance of employee engagement, and how 
combining intuition and analytics is the best way to achieve it.

closing the leadership gap

esearch over the last decade has shown that 
employee engagement levels are low in most 
organizations worldwide while at the same time, 
engagement levels differ dramatically from 

organization to organization. Although less research is 
available on strategic alignment, what is available indicates 
that a sizable gap exists between employee behavior 
and desired behavioral alignment with organizational 
objectives. Combining employee engagement and strategic 
alignment research, as the Corporate Executive Board  

R
(a think tank) has done, suggests that only one out of every 
ten employees is both engaged and aligned. 

Given low levels of employee engagement and strategic 
alignment, leaders are wise to devote time and resources to 
this issue. Our research at E Pluribus Partners shows that 
improving employee engagement has the following benefits: 
01 It increases strategic alignment. 
02 It improves employee wellness, well being  

and performance.
03 It increases employee discretionary effort.

MICHAEL LEE STALLARD
IS THE PRESIDENT OF E PLURIBUS PARTNERS, AND AUTHOR 

OF FIRED UP OR BURNED OUT: HOW TO REIGNITE 

YOUR TEAM’S PASSION, CREATIVITY, AND PRODUCTIVITY. 

mind and metrics
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04 It improves the quality of communications and 
decision-making. 

05 It increases the rate of innovation. 
In this article, I zero in on what leaders can do to 

increase employee engagement and strategic alignment. 
Those who are interested in research linking employee 
engagement to the sustainable superior performance of 
organizations can learn more in our forthcoming book 
Connection Culture: The Competitive Advantage of Shared 
Identity, Empathy, and Understanding at Work.

evolving from ‘intuition’ to ‘intuition+analytics’
At this point, I want to point out that I use the terms 
‘managers’ and ‘leaders’ in different ways. ‘Manager’ 
describes an individual who has been given authority to 
organize financial capital, people, tasks, and processes in 
order to complete the work of his or her organization. 
‘Leader’ describes a manager with the ability to achieve 
high levels of employee engagement and strategic 
alignment so that people want to follow by aligning their 
behavior with organizational objectives and giving their 
best efforts to accomplish those objectives. Stated another 
way, a manager who achieves high levels of employee 
engagement and strategic alignment is a leader. As 
formulas, these concepts can be represented as follows: 
individual level: leader = manager + competence and character to 

achieve employee engagement/strategic 
alignment 

organizational level: leadership = management + (collective 
competence and character to achieve 
employee engagement/strategic alignment)

Historically, leaders have relied on their internal 
networks and intuition to assess employee engagement 
and strategic alignment. Tom Peters and Robert Waterman 
called it ‘management by wandering around’ or ‘MBWA’ in 
their classic book In Search of Excellence. 

Just as intuition once tricked us into believing that 
the world was flat and the sun rotated around the earth, it 
is a flaw of human nature that most leaders are mistaken 
in their assessment of the engagement and alignment 
of people they lead. They do not recognize employee 
engagement and alignment problems until they feel the ill
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pain from underperformance or face reality in the form of 
poor results from an employee engagement survey. 

Over the years, I have worked with many excellent 
leaders who take a more intuitive approach to assessing 
employee engagement and strategic alignment. In every 
instance, however, I observed several managers in their 
organizations who were masters at kissing up and kicking 
down. As a result, despite the best intentions of the 
leaders, they had managers working for them who were 
managers rather than leaders because these individuals 
were not engaging employees. In effect, these organizations 
experienced a leadership gap. The organizations would 
perform even better if they knew and addressed the 
managers in their organizations who were not leading 
well. Because they did not address these leadership 
gaps, cynicism and disengagement developed among the 
people they were responsible for leading and it eventually 
sabotaged performance. 

Employee engagement surveys came into being because 
many managers in organizations are not developed to 
become leaders and the units they manage underperform. 
These managers are unable to bring about the high levels 
of employee engagement and strategic alignment needed 
in order to lead effectively. Employee engagement surveys 
identify whether employees experience positive and/
or negative emotions related to their work experience 
and whether these emotions translate into additional 
discretionary effort, indifference, or sabotaging behavior. 
Properly structured employee engagement surveys also 
identify the degree of strategic alignment. Research has 
shown that employees who are engaged are 20% more 

productive versus the average employee. This statistic 
should get leaders’ attention. 

It is the responsibility of leaders to put processes in place 
that build managers into leaders by helping them develop 
the competence and character necessary to lead well. An 
employee engagement survey and process are indispensable 
to doing this. It provides several advantages above and 
beyond relying entirely upon the more intuition-oriented 
approach of ‘management by wandering around.’ 

To begin, an employee engagement survey and process 
identifies the managers who need help to become leaders. 
In some cases, the managers will have blind spots that 
are holding them back. Common blind spots include a 
manager’s difficulty expressing appreciation to employees 
who do good work, insufficient time spent with employees, 
or insufficient clarity and frequency communicating to 
employees (to name a few). The vast majority of managers 
who do not take time to engage the people they are 
responsible for leading do so because they do not see a 
clear link between employee engagement and superior 
performance results. One way to demonstrate that link 
is to integrate employee engagement survey data with 
operational and financial metrics. This provides evidence to 
leaders that greater employee engagement leads to superior 
results and it encourages them to make the effort to 
improve employee engagement. With coaching, mentoring, 
training and/or changes in job responsibilities, these issues 
can be addressed. 

The employee engagement survey will also help 
identify more systemic problems that require systemic 
interventions. For example, poor communication and 

Research has shown that employees who are 
engaged are 20% more productive versus the 
average employee.  
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Employee engagement surveys hold leaders 
accountable so that employee engagement and 
strategic alignment are maintained.

conflict between managers or departments that must 
work together to achieve desired business outcome will 
contribute to poor employee engagement scores. In such 
cases, addressing the issues related to one manager will 
be insufficient. Having identified that a broader systemic 
problem exists, interventions can be designed and applied 
to address such issues and improve employee engagement 
and performance. 

Employee engagement surveys also identify outstanding 
leaders who can become models for others to emulate. 
Celebrating these leaders and their teams through 
organizational communications (such as the company 
intranet, social media, and print publications) sends a 
powerful message and spreads best practices. This is 
particularly important because research has shown that 
practices already in use within a culture have a higher 
probability of adoption. These leaders also make excellent 
mentors to managers who need to become leaders. 

Finally, employee engagement surveys hold leaders 
accountable so that employee engagement and strategic 
alignment are maintained. They provide an important early 
warning system to help identify when and where employee 
engagement is on the decline.

Several years ago, one of my clients hired a leader 
to manage its New Zealand business, which had 
approximately sixty employees and was lagging in 
the marketplace. The new leader boosted employee 
engagement by expanding the local leadership team and 
asking them to work together to create the culture they 
always wanted to work in. He was approachable and 
got to know his employees. When the global financial 
crisis affected the business shortly after he arrived, rather 

than laying people off and imposing compulsory salary 
reductions on frontline staff like competitors had done, 
he challenged the leadership team to make saving as many 
jobs as possible its top priority. He even asked the executive 
team leaders to join him in taking a 10% pay cut, which 
they did. He put an annual employee engagement survey 
in place and acted on the employees’ feedback. He shared 
financials with employees and asked them to help find 
ways to reduce costs in order to save jobs. The empowered 
employees found ways to cut costs and, as a result, they did 
not have to cut any jobs. 

Pulling through tough times brought the organization 
together. Today, the New Zealand business is consistently 
recognized as one of the best places to work and the best 
company in its marketplace. It has won global recognition 
for its innovative client solutions and has grown to almost 
four times its original size. The leader was recently 
appointed vice-chairman of the overall global organization, 
in recognition of his quick turnaround of the business, 
remarkable results, and superior leadership. This leader has 
effectively become a model to the rest of the organization 
and a trusted advisor to the CEO. 

leader of the future
In the past, leaders relied on intuition to assess employee 
engagement and strategic alignment. The world was 
simpler then and change was slower to come about. 
Today, leaders work in a fast-changing, hypercompetitive, 
interconnected global marketplace. They struggle to have 
any reasonable work-life balance and no longer have 
sufficient time to rely solely on management by wandering 
around. Now, both intuition, based on a reasonable amount 
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of management by wandering around, and analytics, from 
an annual employee engagement survey and process,  
are necessary. 

The CEO of one of my clients is an excellent example 
of the type of leader organizations need today. He interacts 
with many people in the organization and uses his intuition 
to develop hypotheses about managers, including which 
ones have developed the competence and character to lead 
well. In addition, he relies on the analytics from an annual 
employee engagement study and process we designed for 
him to confirm or deny his hypotheses. Finally, he takes 
appropriate action as necessary based on his intuition and 
survey results. 

Where ambiguity exists, the CEO relies on the input  
of his human resources team who are steeped in the 
analytics and open-ended feedback received from the 
employee engagement survey. The human resources team 
synthesizes analytics and anecdotal evidence to develop 
an evidence-based story about why a manager is or is 
not achieving employee engagement goals. The human 
resources team works with each manager to formulate 

01 iveybusinessjournal.com/topics/the-workplace/what-engages-employees-
the-most-or-the-ten-cs-of-employee-engagement#.VFyPezSUcqM

action plans that will improve employee engagement and 
strategic alignment. 

As part of the process, the CEO visits offices to observe 
managers as they present engagement survey results to 
their employees. The managers’ presentations include the 
actions they plan to take to boost employee engagement 
and strategic alignment. The CEO’s presence during 
this presentation sends a powerful message about how 
important employee engagement is, and that he wants both 
employees and the organization to thrive. Where managers 
have shown they are unable or unwilling to develop into 
leaders, he moves them out of leadership roles. This 
leadership skill set is necessary today and no organization 
will thrive for a sustained period of time without it. 

Now, both intuition, based on a reasonable 
amount of management by wandering around, 
and analytics, from an annual employee 
engagement survey and process, are necessary.


