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The Myths of Employee Engagement
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Engagement is in ‘crisis’ 
“The world has an employee engagement crisis, with 
serious and potentially lasting repercussions for the global 
economy. . . . According to Gallup Daily tracking, 32% of 
employees in the U.S. are engaged -- meaning they are 
involved in, enthusiastic about and committed to their work 
and workplace.”

“The Worldwide Employee Engagement Crisis”
Annamarie Mann and Jim Harter

Gallup.com, 7 January 2016

01
MYTH



N O V E M B E R  5 & 6  2 0 1 9

Engagement is in ‘crisis’ 
01
MYTH



N O V E M B E R  5 & 6  2 0 1 9

Engagement is not happiness
“’Engaged employees are happy employees,’” someone 
recently had the misfortune of saying in front of me at a 
meeting. Why does this seemingly harmless statement make 
my ears ring and my mouth twitch? Because it’s not true. . . . 
“There’s no proof that happy employees will do anything 
great for your company.”

“Employee Engagement Doesn’t
Equal Employee Happiness”

Maren Hogan
Forbes.com, 20 May 2014

02
MYTH



N O V E M B E R  5 & 6  2 0 1 9

Engagement is not happiness
02
MYTH



N O V E M B E R  5 & 6  2 0 1 9

Engagement is not happiness
02
MYTH



N O V E M B E R  5 & 6  2 0 1 9

Engagement is not happiness
02
MYTH



N O V E M B E R  5 & 6  2 0 1 9

Engagement is not happiness
02
MYTH

Individualization Meaning
Fearlessness Future
Compensation Recognition
Work-life balance Teamwork
Cool place to work Chances to lead
Transparency Achievement

Happiness vs.
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Engagement is not happiness
“Someone can be happy at work, but not ‘engaged. They might 
be happy because they are lazy and it’s a job with not much to 
do. They might be happy talking to all their work-friends and 
enjoying the free cafeteria food. They might be happy to have a 
free company car. They might just be a happy person. But just 
because they’re happy doesn’t mean they are working hard on 
behalf of the company. They can be happy and unproductive.”
“The Difference Between Happiness and Engagement at Work”

Kevin Kruse
Forbes.com, 21 December 2012
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Engagement is not happiness
“If you’re measuring the effectiveness of your culture by your 
workforce’s ‘satisfaction,’ you’re doing it all wrong. . . . Fortune 
1000 executives often come up to me and say, ‘Our company 
culture is robust—our employees have an 85 percent 
satisfaction rate.’ Good for you. You have ruined your 
workplace. Ask any employee, ‘What will satisfy you?’ and the 
answer is easy: free lunches, more vacation time, latte 
machines—and don’t forget a ping pong table.”

“Employee Satisfaction Doesn’t Matter”
Jim Clifton (The Chairman’s Blog)

Gallup.com, 5 June 2014
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“Disengaged employees' negative emotions rub off on the 
customer. Disengaged employees disengage customers by 
appearing uncaring and apathetic. . . . Because they don’t really 
care about the job they’re doing, disengaged employees are 
dismissive at best and downright rude at worst when 
responding to customer problems.”

“How Poor Employee Engagement
Creates Disengaged Customers”
PeopleMetrics blog, 5 May 2011
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Why this is a myth?
• Attitudes are usually less contagious that you might think.
• Customers are often a source of badly needed recognition.
• Most employees have a sense of professionalism.
• Most don’t want to get fired before they quit.
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“Employees don’t put their faith in the myth of ’great 
companies’ or ‘great leaders.’ For employees, there are only 
managers: great ones, poor ones, and many in between.”

First, Break All the Rules
Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman
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“Our most recent employee survey results show that we’re on 
the right track. Most of our employees give us high marks, and 
results have improved markedly since last year.”

Anonymous client report
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“Here’s the thing for HR managers everywhere, we all lie on 
those surveys.”

Kai Ryssdal, host of the public radio show Marketplace
“Exactly, we lie on most surveys, but especially [to the 
question], ‘How happy are you? And I’m the person who pays 
you and I need you to tell me how happy you are.’”

Freakonomics coauthor Stephen J. Dubner
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Typical employee engagement survey process
• “Freeze” the employee roster to prepare for the survey
• Field the survey
• Consultancy takes weeks or more than a month to analyze
• Executives are briefed
• Department reports are “rolled out.”
• Managers are told to hold a meeting and identify 

improvements
• Things go quiet for months
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“Brat,” “under-achiever,” “delinquent,” “drifter,” “saboteur,” 
“cynic,” or “martyr.”

- Virtuali
”Not engaged”: “Show up and kill time with little or no 
concern” for the company
“Actively disengaged”: “Are more or less out to damage their 
company.”

- Gallup
“Hamsters,” “honeymooners,” or “crash & burners.”

- BlessingWhite
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