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e’ve all heard about organizations 
with great strategies that somehow 

fail to execute in the marketplace. We also 
know of organizations that have long-term, 
highly satisfied customers who, for some 
mysterious reason, stop buying.

On the surface, it is easy to say that 
there are many uncontrollable factors 
contributing to these problems, such 
as politics or a global economic crisis. 
However, some organizations continue to 
enjoy greater levels of success in spite of 
these external forces. These organizations 
succeed because of something called 
Engagement - a factor that may be playing 
a more significant role in business than 
previously believed.

Engagement represents the conditions 
under which people (employees and 
customers alike) make an emotionally-
based choice to be loyal to a company. 
For customers, this choice is typically 
demonstrated as reliable, repeat business 
and voluntary, positive brand support. 
Employees demonstrate engagement 
through a positive expenditure of 
their discretionary energy and a clear 
commitment to the organization’s vision, 
strategies, and goals.

The results of these choices are evident, 
with studies supporting the notion that 
“high engagement” organizations enjoy 
higher productivity and profits than “low 
engagement” organizations. Engaged 
customers provide greater revenue, sustain 
market share, and are less susceptible to 
being drawn away by competitors. Engaged 
employees provide greater productivity 
with higher levels of performance and 
are less likely to be drawn away by bigger 
salaries or better working conditions. 

While the benefits of engagement are well 
defined, these same studies also suggest 
an increased movement away from 
engagement for employees. These studies 
clearly indicate that only a very small 
percentage of employees are fully engaged 
in most organizations, and an increasing 
number of employees are disengaging 
- sometimes by seeking employment 
elsewhere or (potentially worse) remaining 
in a position without putting forth the 
necessary energy or commitment.

This is not news to many. Comments from 
leaders indicate that while they understand 
the importance of engagement, they find 
themselves fraught with more questions 
than ideas about actually creating 
employee engagement.
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TRADITIONAL APPROACHES FOCUS 
LEADERS IN THE WRONG PLACE 
A first step toward addressing this issue 
is to clarify the relationship between 
employee and customer engagement. 
Many experts today encourage leaders to 
“create customer engagement,” implying 
that this is under a leader’s direct control. 
The reality is that leaders can only create 
customer engagement through their 
employees. Successful leaders realize that 
to create customer engagement, they have 
to first create the conditions for employee 
engagement. Only then can leaders direct 
their employees’ energies toward creating 
the conditions for customer engagement. 
The bottom line is, to keep engaged 
customers, an organization must first have 
engaged employees!

Engaged customers appear when engaged 
employees become an unexpected 
addition to the customer experience. At 
the customer interface, this addition is 
obvious. For example, it’s easy to see an 
emotional connection in action when you 
as a customer feel that everybody knows 
your name at the corner coffee shop. What 
is less obvious, but just as critical, is the 
engagement of those employees behind 
the scenes - those who are responsible for 
the quality of the products, operations, and 
processes. Great relationships will not make 
up for bad coffee, uncompetitive prices, or 

failures to maintain cleanliness in the coffee 
shop. Thus, all leaders, not just sales and 
service leaders, must focus on employee 
engagement.
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Engagement

Customer
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Traditional Leadership E�orts

But what exactly do leaders with engaged 
employees do differently? These leaders 
understand the importance of managing 
products, policies, and operations. 
However, they also devote as much or 
more energy on creating the conditions 
for engagement. While it is ultimately an 
employee’s decision whether or not to be 
engaged, these leaders create the working 
and cultural conditions in which employees 
are recognized and valued, and feel 
challenged by their work. 

When times are difficult, many leaders 
tend to focus on the numbers and become 
controlling, which ultimately results in less 
engagement. Successful leaders recognize 
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that they need to create the conditions 
under which employees choose to be 
engaged, and that doing so results in 
customer engagement.

LEADING WITH BOTH FORM 
AND ESSENCE 
So, how do leaders create the conditions 
for engagement? 

Leaders need to demonstrate a clear 
genuineness in their actions toward 
employees. Just as a shouted, well trained, 
habitual, “Welcome to                 !” does little 
to evoke a genuine emotional connection 
as customers enter a retail establishment, 
less-than-authentic behavior from leaders 
fails to motivate employees to engage. 
Unfortunately, employees have seen far 

too many examples of less-than-genuine 
communication from leaders. Fortunately, 
there is something leaders can do about 
that perception. They can pay attention 
to two factors at play in the art of creating 
emotional connections  - Essence 
and Form: the being and the doing of 
leadership.

Essence is the quality of being a leader. 
It involves the values, emotional 
characteristics, and clarity of purpose 
required to foster engagement. Think 
about the person in your life who had the 
most impact on you as a leader - a person 
to whom you felt compelled to give your 
energy and commitment. Most likely, it 
was someone who had a strong sense of 
Essence as a leader.
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Form is what a leader says or does. It 
represents those decisions, actions, and 
behaviors that demonstrate the leader’s 
Essence. Key here is consistency; Form 
always reveals Essence. Self-serving 
or organizationally-biased leadership 
behaviors will rarely produce employee 
engagement. Instead, leaders need to 
understand their role in creating a culture 
of engagement, and act with consistency 
between what they want to be as leaders 
and what they actually do.
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FOUR LEVELS OF LEADERSHIP 
Understanding the two sides of leadership 
is important, but the bigger issue is how 
to put them into action. Leaders need to 
apply their leadership Essence and Form 
on four levels:

Leading Oneself 
Being clear on what one wants to be as a 
leader is the first step in leading oneself. 
You need to lead yourself before you can 
lead others.

Leading Others (one‑to‑one) 
One-to-one leadership skills are 
often considered foundational, like 
communication skills, goal setting, 
delegating, etc.

Leading Teams (one‑to‑group) 
In addition to one-to-one skills, leaders 
need to be able to lead and inspire 
individuals to work effectively together and 
achieve as a team.
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Leading a Work Culture 
We have found that the act of Leading 
a Work Culture is distinct from Leading 
Others or Leading Teams. Many leaders 
focus on improving their one-to-one and 
one-to-group skills. However, today’s 
leader needs to understand what it takes 
to create a culture that enables the full 
engagement of employees.

A real opportunity exists for organizations 
to increase the level of employee 
engagement.

Leaders who focus on creating a culture 
of engagement have more engaged 
employees

Companies with engaged employees see 
culture as a cause rather than an effect, and 
leaders are expected to take responsibility 
for creating a culture that makes it easy for 
employees to engage. But how exactly do 
leaders create such a culture? They start by 
focusing on the following key elements:

• Opportunity enables employees to 
emotionally connect with something 
important

• Personal Accountability provides clear 
expectations and motivates employees 
to give their best

• Validation tells employees that they 
matter and have a valued place in the 
organization

• Inclusion provides employees with 
information and offers them a chance to 
express thoughts and feelings

• Community creates a sense of safety and 
support, where employees experience 
mutual interest and shared responsibility

While the above elements provide some 
very practical approaches to creating an 
engagement culture, the question remains: 
How does all of this translate into action 
for your leaders? At Wilson Learning, we 
believe that the most successful leaders are 
those who combine Form and Essence with 
a strong focus on the engagement culture; 
these are the leaders who consistently: 

• Demonstrate a clear commitment to 
their own leadership values

• Establish and lead with a common vision 
that guides strategy implementation

Employee Engagement: The Leader’s Role by Tom RothRealizingLeadership.com

© Wilson Learning Worldwide Inc. All rights reserved.Issue 25 35

http://realizingleadership.com/jk/


Tom Roth is Chief Operating 
Officer for Wilson Learning 
Worldwide. As such he is 
responsible for the strategic 
direction and business 
performance of Wilson 
Learning Worldwide 

operations. In addition, he leads the global 
marketing services and R&D solutions group. He 
also served as president of Wilson Learning 
Americas. He assists global executive leadership 
teams with issues related to employee 
engagement, leadership development, strategy 
alignment, and business transformation. 

 

Mr. Roth has spent over 35 years developing 
and implementing human performance 
improvement solutions. He is the coauthor 
of the book Creating the High-Performance 
Team, and is a frequent speaker at national 
and international conferences and client 
events. He speaks on a variety of issues, 
including leadership, employee and 
customer engagement, change, and strategy 
implementation. He is published in numerous 
business publications.

To find out more about how Wilson Learning 
can help your leaders fully engage your 
employees and customers, please contact us 
at 1-800-328-7937.

• Provide clear direction and goals that 
are reinforced by effective feedback, 
recognition, and support

• Refocus people’s energy to move 
positively through change

• Create win-win business agreements 
that lead to mutually satisfying 
outcomes

• Use a versatile interpersonal approach 
to build productive relationships and 
handle conflict RL
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