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# 1 - Define “Employee Engagement”
Before I take a trip, I like to know where I'm headed. ( It's a quirk, I know.) I like to know the 
address, what will it look like, sound like when I get there, why am I going there, who will I 
meet? 

 I'm the same way with starting any project. I like to have a picture, at least in my mind, of 
what the finished project will look like, what I'll feel like, why it matters. If others are involved I 
get them involved in defining the project, clarifying its meaning for them before we start.

 Things change, they always do. But this first step gives the goal more meaning, more 
meaning means more energy and engagement from everyone for when those tough moments 
arrive. Don't they always?

 Before you begin your journey raising your group's employee engagement, you should 
answer this question for yourselves:

How do WE define employee engagement?

 No, no. The question is not How do THEY define employee engagement.

 It's not:

• How does this ‘thought leader’ or ‘expert’ or ‘academic’ define it?
• How does The Gallup Organization, whose work and research and leadership in this 
arena brings it to our attention in languages we all can understand, defines it.

  You get no brownie points for reciting THEIR definitions.

 Engaging with THEIR definitions leaves you just as disengaged with YOURs: your 
definition and your employees.

 Again, the question is:

How do WE define employee engagement?

 This is not a multiple choice question, either.

 It’s an essay question. Only you and your employees can answer it. That's key. You AND 
your employees. 

How do WE define employee engagement?

 It's your engagement that is important. ( That's a singular noun for one group: yours.) 
Wouldn't it make sense then to ask every member in your group what it will look like, feel like, 
sound like, read like ... what you will celebrate or not as you raise your engagement, together? 
You can't have an engaged group unless ... the members are engaged, with each other.

Jumpstart Your Employee Engagement - 10 Ways © Zane Safrit - www.zanesafrit.com

http://www.zanesafrit.com
http://www.zanesafrit.com


 Hint: There’s no right or wrong answer, either. (Yeah, we're not in [standardized testing] 
anymore, Toto.]

 Don't stress. Your group, all of us, will refine it, tweak it, as we learn. 

 To jumpstart your thought process, here are a few definitions from over the years:

 In 1990, William Kahn, a professor of Organizational Behavior at Boston University, 
defined it as the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles;

 Reading that makes feel like a circus pony, carrying children riders around and around, 
limp tail and eyes so sad asking the parents: Why are you doing this to me?

 Wikipedia’s smart people define employee engagement as the emergent property of the 
relationship between an organization and its employees.  That makes me feel like one half of a 
meatless sandwich.

 Business Dictionary defines employee engagement as an Emotional connection we feel 
towards our employer. That’s better, though incomplete.  They omitted the emotional connection 
an employer feels towards its employees. That’s one thing you see overlooked. Employee 
engagement is like a mirror of trust, respect and openness and smart business.

 Kevin Kruse at Forbes and the author of several books on employee engagement defines 
it as how much employees care about their work and their company. And if they do they invest 
what’s known as discretionary effort.  He omitted how much an employer cares about their 
employees.

 The last two definitions can be seen as ... attempting to programme a one-way 
identification in its place, from employee to organization, may be seen as morally and perhaps 
politically loaded. Or in layman's terms, conveniently self-serving.

 Here’s mine. Being an art major it’s more visual than verbal.

 Employee engagement is a two-way street, where caring and respect and listening and 
accountability go back and forth between all employees, regardless of title. There is no us versus 
them or it’s being minimized. Engaged employees raise their hands in meetings, offer ideas and 
sometimes complaints but always towards finding a better solution. They’re sometimes outliers, 
rule breakers and misfits. They’re dreamers and goal-setters. They’re restless, impatient often. 
Recognized and empowered, they are the most productive, enthusiastic, excited people to work 
with every day. There are heated debates. Why? Because they’re passionate, committed, 
engaged. But it’s always towards finding a solution. Silos and politics are there; egos and 
opportunities to fulfill dreams are at risk.  But they’re easily overcome with line of sight to 
purpose and meaning available to each employee, regardless of title. They’re accountable. And 
they hold each other accountable. There’s lots of laughing. This shows trust, acceptance, success, 
a creative place to work.

How do YOU, the collective YOU, define employee engagement?
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# 2 - Choose Your KPI

Once you take the first step to jumpstart your employee engagement, defining employee 
engagement in your words, it's time to take the next step: Pick Your KPI or Key Performance 
Metric.

 The impact of employee engagement levels is always, always, reflected in your business 
results. For the skeptics, answer this: Which business result is independent of your employees' 
performance?

 Before your begin your employee engagement journey, know where you're going and 
know the markers that measure your progress. In business, that comes down to your KPI or your 
Key Performance Indicators.

 This continues in line with Dr. Stephen Covey’s first two habits in his book The 7 Habits 
of Highly Successful People, be proactive and begin with the end in mind. Two tips.

• Pick one that measures what's important.
• Pick one where your team’s performance has a direct impact.

 If you’re a sales manager, pick sales conversions or upsells or crosssells or testimonials 
or referrals.

 If you’re a customer service manager, pick customer churn or testimonials or referrals.

 As an operations manager pick error rates or accidents or damaged goods.
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 I recommend you share that metric and its importance with your team, collectively and 
individually. Show them how reaching it will impact their work, their career, their rewards.

 As CEO I used three or four, then tied them all together to show their relationships. It 
started with sales growth and cash flows. Cash is king and cash flows keep the crown on your 
head. Then I looked at sales conversions and referrals.

 As we redirected our marketing budget towards our employees and away from Google 
Ads and ad agencies we saw our referrals rise, our sales conversions grow from 50% to 80%, our 
topline revenues grow even as prices in the industry were dropping through the floor and we kept 
our cash flows positive.

 I celebrated those results in aggregate with everyone. Privately, I shared with each 
employee their contribution towards that goal. For instance, our initial sales conversion rates 
were quite good at 50%. As they moved towards 80%, I shared the news of that progress with the 
entire company. With the group, I connected their dots - their individual and daily wins - that 
helped draw this result. That recognized and reinforced the right behaviors and mindsets. Oh, 
every employee - myself included - received a bonus based on cash flows. So I showed how 
rising conversion rates led to improved cashflows.

 Then separately I shared with each sales agent their sales conversion rate. There was no 
need to drill on that sales agent whose conversion rates were below the group's average. It was 
obvious.

 As a first step in your journey of increasing employee engagement levels, pick the KPI 
whose current results concern you the most, where employee engagement among your direct 
reports has the most direct impact. You'll want to measure its change as you progress and you'll 
want to share that change with all of your stakeholders including your bosses as well as those 
whose accomplishments deliver that improvement.
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# 3 - Put It On Your Calendar

So, you've taken the first two steps.

 1. You and your group defined what employee engagement means for you.

 2. You've chosen the KPI that is meaningful to you and where your engagement has the 
most direct impact.

 Now, it's time to make engaging with your employees part of your daily routine.

 Honor it as you do your other appointments.

 Schedule it on your calendar. That's what you do with your important appointments.

 Set a reminder. You do that for those important appointments, too. (I like text reminders. 
Some prefer email or pop-ups.) This is the most important appointment in your day.

 What do you do during this time?

 Write #1. During that time, write a list of  people you want to recognize and why.

 Write #2. Be specific on why, why they matter to you and writing it so it matters to them.
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 Practice Saying It. Practice makes perfect. At first, we all need practice. 

 Deliver That Recognition. Recognition isn't recognition until you share it.

 Do that every day.

Make It Your First Appointment.

Here are the reasons I recommend you make this your first appointment.

 1. Fewer immediate distractions. Obvious, enough.

 2. We're clearer, fresher, unencumbered by the yet to arrive, rising-tide of daily 
distractions.

 3. Our willpower reserves are full at the start of the day. That makes first thing in the 
morning the best time to start a new habit.

 4. Sets the tone, provides the right lens or focus for the day. I start my day with fifteen 
minutes of gratitude. There's no real ceremony to it. I create a note in Evernote and title it 
Gratitude: [The Day's Date] I write: I am grateful for ... I list ten items for which I am grateful. 
One word describes some items. A sentence or two describes others.

 5. Regular practice strengthens the muscles of recognition. Making this a daily habit 
strengthens my muscles of appreciation and recognition. Like every new exercise, those muscles 
first complained and resisted. This is silly, I'd say to myself. But, then I noticed those muscles 
flexed their way through the morning, then the afternoon, now through the entire day.

 Don't get  me wrong. This is not a panacea, leaving me in a state of uninterrupted bliss, 
smiling through the day. However ... it's an efficient, effective tactic to sustain my appreciation 
habit throughout the day. And, that makes my life, well, good. You can do the same with those on 
your team with this simple step.

 For the wonks, here's a bit of data.

If your manager ignores you, there is a 40% chance that you will be actively disengaged or filled 
with hostility about your job. If your manager is at least paying attention - even if he is focusing 
on your weaknesses - the chances of your being actively disengaged go down to 22%. But if you 
manager is primarily focusing on your strengths, the chance of your being actively disengaged 
is just 1%, or 1 in 100.

 This tip comes from Page 26 of Wellbeing: The Five Essential Elements by Tom Rath.  I 
wrote more about it here, Managers: Just Pay Attention to Your Direct Reports.

 PS: It’s okay if you’re too busy. Pretty soon you won’t have any employees left or the 
ones that remain, you know, are the ones you don’t want to recognize. So you're habit of not 
recognizing them will prove self-fulfilling.
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# 4 - Stop By and Say ...

You see the different languages on that graphic? They symbolize you need to say hello in the 
language of your employee. Remember, language is as much context and body language as it is 
the spoken word.

 Employee engagement is a relationship. We form relationships with people whose 
qualities we appreciate. What do we do with people we appreciate? We reach out to them, 
personally, and say ‘hi’ and ask how they are doing. 

 I grew up in the South where everybody says Hey, how are you--u-u-u? How’s your 
family? Your momma getting along alright? 'as so good to hear. Tell ever'one hi. 

 Do the same thing. Maybe, skip the accent. Say hi and ask about them, using the 
language and manners of your employees. 

 Stephen Lynch, COO of ResultsDotCom, shared his story in my book. He’s a driven, 
competitive, results-oriented executive and his life of accomplishments testifies to the power of 
that approach. However,  as is the case with driven, results-oriented, leaders he forgot about the 
people delivering results for his organization and their clients. During exit interviews too many 

Jumpstart Your Employee Engagement - 10 Ways © Zane Safrit - www.zanesafrit.com

https://Twitter.com/StephenLynch
https://Twitter.com/StephenLynch
http://info.results.com/
http://info.results.com/
http://www.zanesafrit.com
http://www.zanesafrit.com


former employees said they felt he didn’t care about them. So, his leaders hired a coach and 
worked out a simple plan for him to communicate he cares, because he does. The plan had a 
name. 

The 2 and 2 Plan*.

Spend two more minutes and ask two more questions than you normally would with each 
person every day. 2 minutes, 2 questions.

 Do this every day and they see you care.

 Do this every day and you start having a conversation about what’s important to them, 
what’s happening in their lives, in their company or not.

 Oh, and listen.

* It worked for Stephen. That's one of the reasons why his company was rated Best Startup 
Company: internet category by  #TieCon Silicon Valley. Here's the award sitting on his desk.
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# 5 - Listen

Two great big ears, one mouth.

 Listen more than you speak.

 Close your devices and give that person - at your desk, at your coffee table, in your 
office, standing in front of you, at the kitchen table, even - your full attention. It shows you care 
about them more than the pings, beeps, and bongs on your laptop, desktop, notepad, smartphone, 
watch.

 After they see that happen four or five times in a row they’ll believe that you care. That’s 
when the magic happens.

 Remember: we’re all learning. I’m still mastering this one, too. 
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#6 - Connect THEIR Dots

The dots are each person, each task, every one of their small daily wins.

 Your job as manager and leader is to show them how they connect with each other to 
create a brand, one that connects with each other and with their customers.

 Connect the dots all the way to the company’s purpose, mission and goals.

 That is how you create a clear line of sight not only to the company’s purpose, mission 
and goals but with each other and how each person helps their peers in reaching them.

 I would recognize each person’s contribution and thank them in one-on-one meetings and 
often at company meetings. But, people being people, if I praised one it made the others wonder 
if I failed to appreciate them and their contributions. 

 Finally, I recognized everyone’s need for recognition and meaning not just with me but 
with their peers. I would still start by recognizing their win. Then I would quickly tie it to 
another person's win and show the relationship of one to the other. If it was a meeting I would 
continue around the room showing how the win in one area of the company made wins possible 
in the other area which in turn made wins possible in the other area.
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 At our company I explained how our IT-Guy Extraordinaire kept our servers up running 
and our computers updated so they ran fast. That helped our sales people answer the sales line 
quicker, deliver proposals faster, which wow'd those prospects into  signing and being our 
customer - faster. Fast and thorough responses were how we wow'd our customers, generating 
more testimonials and referrals and loyal customers. Those first two, referrals and testimonials, 
helped bring more customers without advertising. Together, they drove faster revenue growth 
and kept our cash-flows positive so we could buy the equipment the IT Guy needed to keep our 
technology updated. The cycle renewed itself, with anyone and everyone being a catalyst to 
speed it up, to drive more results, to make all of us - employees, prospects, customers, partners 
and vendors - happy.

 Then, when others began to make those connections and speak them out at meetings, then 
I knew we were on to something big. We were.

 Revenues Grew

 Cash Flows Stayed Positive

 Testimonials and Referrals Grew in Number and Quality. Testimonials, with their 
permission, were posted on our company's website with their full name and picture and company 
name. Referrals always mentioned who referred them. As a way of saying thanks, we sent a 
bouqet of flowers to the referral's source. That incited another round of word-of-mouth 
advertising at their offices, generating more referrals.

 Conversion rates jumped from 50% to over 80%.

 Go ahead. Connect THEIR Dots. 
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# 7 - Recognize Them to Your Peers, Bosses

Do it in front of them, while they’re standing there. At lease use the CC function on your email.

 This seems so obvious. If anyone needs me to explain this, email me.

 For those more adventurous types, you can recognize your team members on social 
media. Patrick O’Keefe runs a number of online forums, written a very nice book titled: 
Managing Online Forums. He used Facebook to recognize and praise an employee. Excellent.
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# 8 - EMBRACE FAILURE

Mistakes and failures are great opportunities to teach and connect. If you’re not making mistakes 
you’re either disengaged and merely going through the motions or you’re not doing anything 
very interesting. Either one is a soul-crusher, a company-crusher, an engagement crusher.

 In my book, Recognize THEM: 52 Ways to Recognize Your Employees in Ways They 
Value, I discuss how I failed ... once, maybe twice, in learning every one of these ways. From 
those failures, I learned humility and patience and forgiveness. Sharing those stories helped us 
laugh, learn and trust each other to make more mistakes and learn more and learn it faster.

 As their leader you lead by example. Set a direct report at ease by sharing one of your 
failures and what you learned from it.

 Yes, it’s tough. Practice makes perfect. An earlier step called for you to add it to your 
calendar. Getting comfortable with sharing mistakes and learning from them is so important you 
should consider adding it to your calendar.

  • What mistakes have I made?
  • What happened?
  • What did I learn?

Embrace your failures. Share them with the others. Help them do the same.  
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# 9 - Volunteer At the Front

This one seems obvious, too.  Here is how you earn the title servant leader.

 Jump on the customer service line and take calls.

 Jump on your sales line and handle hot leads.

 Help out in the IT area with backups and updates.

 Help out in the shipping area; load a truck or pack a pallet.

 No, don't get coffee or buy pizza. I mean, sure you can. Once. But after you hand the 
cups and slices out, if you're not sure what you can do then ask: How can I help?

 They might say, in so many words, leave us alone. You should if they do. But they might, 
if they trust you, say the printer's jammed or those cars need parking or Can you call this vendor 
and find out why they're late.
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 As a CEO I regularly sat in Customer Service, handling emails and phone calls when that 
staff was in their meeting. For a short time we had no trained IT staff. That position defaulted to 
my desk and phone when error messages arose or updates were needed. Luck, intuition, and a 
'Please-let-this-be-right' prayer carried the day. Both the sales line and the customer service line 
rang to my desk in the event everyone was busy.

 That helped show everyone the priorities in a meaningful way. It helped me stay in touch 
with our technical resources and the details of our services from the perspective of our customers 
and prospects. Both were surprised and delighted to hear the CEO was handling their request.

 It helped me empathize with their challenges, better understanding their experience. It 
helped maintain my credibility in the office when I made suggestions for changes or helped them 
understand It's not the end of the world while at other times embracing feedback.

 This also made them my teacher which facilitated better communication between us and 
with our customers and prospects.

 Plus, helping your colleagues shows you care about them in a way that's meaningful to 
them and that's a boost for your self-esteem, too. Both of you.

 Volunteer at the front. It's good for business, good for the soul.
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# 10 - SHOW THEM THE DOOR

There's a limit to the open-door policy. Once that limit is crossed, always with your permission, 
you enable their dependency on you, your solutions, your time. You enable them to remain 
disengaged with each other and their mission while you grow engaged with your frustration.

 Said another way, show them the door to being leaders. Show them the door to their 
strengths. Show them the door to their own problem-solving abilities, individually and 
collectively. 

 I kept my door open, encouraging conversations, because we were going through so 
much change with vendors and partners, services and prices and technology and resources. And 
some of our staff was not as comfortable with change or technology.

 This step was tougher for me than others. I rose through the ranks, being fortunate to 
work with friends and at the same time being naive and unskilled in managing the changing 
interpersonal dynamics that come when a friend moves to be boss. Compounding it was my bias 
towards helping people. 
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 Consider asking those you lead to assess the challenge and offer two possible solutions.

 What do you think we should do? is an easy question to engage their resources in finding 
a solution.

 What is the ideal outcome and what do we need to do to get to that? engages them in 
aligning their position, tasks and problem-solving skills for this challenging scenario along with 
the team and company's purpose.

 How can I help, what can I do? is another question to engage their role as a solutions-
provider. You show you are ready to help, to support in a way that's meaningful, but you need 
them to be clear on where and how.

 TIP # 1: Be Yourself. Better to be real and stumble through how you ask these questions 
than memorize someone else's question and sound fake.

 Use these suggestions to help you craft your own engaging questions to bring out the 
strengths and training of your employees in those inevitable learning challenges we all face at 
work.

 TIP: Be Honest. For us to grow, we'll all need to bring more ideas and solutions. Let's 
use this  opportunity to find some of them.

 You will be stronger, with more time to focus on your strengths and your role leading 
your team. They will be stronger, discovering and unleashing their inner-SME, Subject Matter 
Expert, for their self-esteem, their career and the good of their friends and co-workers. 
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MORE?  
Do you want more ways to engage with your employees? 

If you want to know more ways to recognize your employees, check out my book RECOGNIZE 
THEM: 52 Ways to Recognize Your Employees in Ways They Value. Beside those 52 ways to 
recognize your employees, I offer easy exercises to reinforce those habits and inspirational 
quotes to keep you going. Here are reviews by business experts.

Contact Information 

Zane Safrit 

email: zane.safrit@gmail.com 
website: www.zanesafrit.com 
Twitter: ZaneSafrit 
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