
The Employee Engagement Hoax 

By Liz Ryan, contributor to Forbes magazine 

When I became an HR person in 1984, we talked about employee morale. As an HR 

person I was very concerned with the question “How is the team doing?” 

If people were upset about something — an overly restrictive policy, a change in 

work hours or a cut in benefits, for instance – I had to know about it, and to respond. 

If people aren’t happy at work, there will be repercussions. Turnover is the most 

obvious one, but there are worse effects of poor morale than turnover, which at least 

happens in the visible universe. You can tell when someone quits. When people 

decide to stop trying, when they’re frustrated and angry at work, you can feel the 

negative energy in the organization. Customers can feel it. It shows itself in the 

quarterly results and the annual report. It wouldn’t be an overstatement to say that 

the first priority for any HR person (and every leader) is to make sure that the people 

on the team feel valued, listened-to and equipped to do their jobs without artificial 

constraints or impediments. 

Somewhere around the late 1980s or early 1990s we stopped talking about employee morale and started 

talking about Employee Engagement instead. It wasn’t until the year 2000 that I fully got the absurdity of the 

Employee Engagement concept. It happened this way: 

I was having lunch with a former colleague of mine who was working for a telephone 

carrier in 2000, one of the spin-offs from the Ma Bell divestiture. The company was in 

turmoil at the time of our lunch — people were being laid off right and left, and the 

CEO was under investigation. (He later went to jail.) I asked my former workmate 

“How’s morale in the company?” 

She said “We don’t talk about morale anymore. We talk about engagement with the 

mission.”  My hand and fork stopped midway between plate and mouth as I lifted my 

eyes to catch hers. Was she putting me on? Nope — she was deadly serious. “Wait a 

second,” I said. “You’re laying people off. They’re dropping like flies. Every two weeks 

there’s another reduction in force. If you believe that people operate in their own 

self-interest, you’d have to wonder how anybody could give a hoot about the 



company’s mission when they might be out of work two weeks from now – wouldn’t 

you?” 

“We expect them to engage with the mission,” my ex-colleague icily replied. “That’s 

the best way for them to stay employed.” 

Somehow the time-honored concept of employee morale — the answer to the 

question “How’s the team doing?” got twisted into the notion of Employee 

Engagement, where the penalty for being insufficiently engaged with the mission is to 

be responsible for one’s own layoff. At that moment in the year 2000 a brick in the 

Human Workplace cathedral was laid. I realized that toxic-lemonade-drunk HR people 

(or any working person) can buy into the fiction that it’s every employee’s duty to put 

the interests of the company’s mission ahead of his or her own interests.  (What 

mission that might be was never made clear to the team or to anyone — I know that 

because, like everyone in my state, I was a customer of the telephone company.) 

What an utter crock, I thought to myself, but didn’t say out loud. I had already 

learned the lesson that it’s pointless to argue with people who are brainwashed. 

Employee engagement is a made-up concept that exists solely to make leaders and 

HR people feel as though they’ve really got an ear to the ground, even in cases 

where no such careful listening exists. The most common invocation of the term 

Employee Engagement is in the annual Employee Engagement survey, an insulting 

ritual. Once a year, we give the team a form to fill out, even though we spent the 

better part of everyday working alongside and among them. At any moment, any 

supervisor could ask “So Stan, how’s it going? How is the job working out for you? 

Anything I need to know? Anything I can do?” 

We don’t do that, but we send out a survey and let the prisoners know that once a 

year they can scribble on a form and slip it through a narrow slot in the cell. That’s 

the opposite of the Minister of Culture role every HR person and leader should 

exemplify. Our employees have individual stories, ideas and insights to share, but we 

tell them “Wait until it’s time to complete the survey” rather than tune in to the rich 

and contextual wisdom they’re offering us every single day, if we had the time to 

listen. 

Would we tell our customers when we’re standing beside them, “Please hold your 

feedback for the annual Customer Satisfaction survey!”? We would not, unless we 



want to lose our customers. We’re all ears when we’re trying to make a sale or keep 

a customer happy. Employees don’t get the same consideration. 

Employee Engagement falls into the vast category of Junk Science so beloved in the 

business world. There is no single construct called Employee Engagement, certainly 

not one that applies across functions and levels, but we pretend that there is, and 

then, like good weenie businesspeople the world over, we measure the heck out of it. 

Employee Engagement Surveys are constructed and peddled by vendors who prey on 

the fear of HR leaders who don’t want to be held responsible for bad marks on any 

yardstick. 

The chief benefit of the annual Employee Engagement Survey is that it lets a tone-

deaf HR leader say to her leadership team, “Look how high our engagement scores 

are this year! Surely I’m doing my job!” 

 

If we want to listen to our employees for real, we won’t send out once-a-year 

surveys. We’ll fling open doors all over the joint, and make it easy for employees to 

tell us when things are going well and when they’re not. Here are 12 of the hundreds 

of ways we can listen to our teammates if we care about more than getting a passing 

grade on a cynical, once-a-year ‘listening’ exercise: 

1. We can hold Town Hall meetings, live or virtual, where employees can ask 

questions in real time or submit them in advance and get answers from their 

local leaders and the organization’s executives. 

2. We can schedule executive visits to department staff meetings where leaders can 

have more personal, small-group conversations with specific teams about their 

most pressing issues. 

3. We can establish a confidential 1-800 hotline that employees can use to report 

urgent problems like theft, violence, sexual harassment or discrimination, or 

unsafe conditions. 

4. We can hire roving HR people who ask “What’s new? How’s your workload? How 

are you doing?” as routinely and organically as supervisors ask “When will that 

report be completed?” 

5. We can create a widely-publicized, universally-accessible email account and web 

contact form that employees can use to share concerns, ask questions and get 

help with anything that’s blocking their forward motion, from an unclear or 

unevenly-applied policy to a rogue manager’s behavior. 



6. We can organize quarterly one-on-one lunches (offsite) between each manager 

and one employee, where the two of them can dig into any topic that requires 

discussion and can’t be handled in the course of a normal workday. 

7. We can install an executive-level Chief Listening Officer whose job (exclusively or 

not, based on the size of the firm) is to make sure that good ideas get to the top 

of the organization and that problems get addressed quickly and resolved. 

8. We can designate a company-wide agenda item to appear at the top of every 

staff meeting, new employee orientation, leadership development and training 

meeting and every other time and place where employees gather. The agenda 

item is a five-to-ten-minute discussion on the topic “How are we doing?” When 

managers are told it’s okay to talk about the energy in a workplace and when 

their attention to the needs of the team is reinforced at every level, the practice 

will take hold. 

9. We can establish a voicemail account just for suggestions and high-priority issues 

or complaints, like a Suggestion Box by phone. With so many priorities to 

address in the course of a business day, the easier it is to report a problem or 

promote a suggestion at the instant one thinks of it, the better. 

10. We can provide training throughout the organization in listening, probing for 

information and interpersonal communication, so badly needed and so often 

lacking in large organizations. 

11. We can see that our CEO frequently, vocally and specifically reinforces the 

message “Our culture is everything, and our team creates our success.” If the 

emphasis on trust is real, the CEO will talk about it. If it’s lip service, everyone 

will know it. 

12. We can offer fast, human acknowledgement of problems when they occur, 

instead of hasty cover-ups and fog. Actions, as the wise person said, speak 

louder than words. 

Employee Engagement and the survey mentality glued to its hip are hoaxes of the 

first degree. Any employee with a smidgen of emotional awareness can spot the 

falsity of the check-a-box feedback exercise from a mile away. Employers who want 

to hear what their employees think have plenty of ways to get that priceless 

information. All they have to do is really, truly ask and be ready to listen. Managing 

through trust is simpler, faster and much less expensive than managing through fear, 

but tossing a pointless Employee Engagement survey out to the masses once a year 

is an easy way to pretend that you care, when it’s obvious that you don’t. 
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