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Employee engagement is the emotional connection 
employees feel for their organization or their team. 
This positive emotional response allows them to 
willingly volunteer extra effort in order to help the 
organization meet its goals.
Employees can either support a leader or protest against a leader, and they have 
the ultimate power especially when they reach a tipping point and act as an 
aligned team. 

The more a leader attempts to control people, the more of that control is 
eroded. And worse than that, any trust the leader hopes to establish is dashed.

Leadership is fragile and needs to be tended to. 
And so is employee engagement. 
Disengaged employees can damage a business by just barely doing the 
minimum work expect-ed. Or by leaving the business entirely. 

Here are three ways leaders can engage employees and keep them 
motivated.

1. Have and communicate a clear purpose  – help your organization bring 
it to life

2. Build mutual trust – instill trust and respect across all the organization
3. Encourage autonomy – invite your team to engineer their own success
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1. Communicate your “big why”
Every organization needs a “big why”. A “big why” defines the reason your organization 
does what it does.

It’s not just a goal or a generic aspiration. A big why specifies what really matters. 
It’s emotional and drives the team forward when things get tough. It’s a strong belief, 
purpose or cause that gets employees motivated, into action, and performing at their 
absolute best. When you clearly communicate your organization’s big why, tasks 
become a sense of accomplishment and pride. And employees work together as one 
cohesive team.

For instance, Southwest Airlines discovered that the low fares they offered gave their 
customers a sense of freedom. The freedom to travel, to see loved ones, to see new sights, 
to experience new places. The company’s CEO realized Southwest Airlines’ purpose for 
being was to “increase freedom.” 

This is a prime example of what a clear purpose can do for a team’s performance. How much 
more motivating can it be for employees to know they are in the “freedom business” and not 
just in the travel business? How much more likely will employees put in extra effort if they 
know they are responsible for boosting freedom? How much more careful are they to do 
quality work because they know how important freedom is to their clients?

A clear purpose creates motivation to overcome problems, and empathy to understand their 
customers’ situations in order to meet or exceed their expectations. Having a clear purpose 
can motivate people to push themselves to new heights of performance, A clear purpose is a 
cornerstone in the foundation of employee engagement.

A clear purpose can motivate 
people to push themselves to 
new heights of performance
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Have you identified and communicated your organization’s “big why”?
If not, do it now. It will make an enormous difference in your organization’s results.

Once you have identified your organization’s big why, communicate it to your team on an 
ongoing basis. Frequency is the key. When you have team meetings or if you send team email 
updates, open and close your messages with the organization’s big why. Use your big why as 
a theme for all your internal communications. Also, encourage your team to generate new 
ways to bring your organization’s big why to life. 

Having a clearly articulated big why can be extremely beneficial when you are in the market 
for hiring top talent. When talent resonates with your big why, it gives your organization an 
added advantage over the competition.

DO THIS
On a blank piece of paper, write down the purpose of your organization. Then, write why 
that is important, and why it matters. Keep asking why until you reach a point where you 
have a clear purpose. When you keep drilling down, you will reach a point where the answer 
is powerful and truly makes a difference.

ASK YOURSELF
• What	does	your	organization	do	that	improves	other	people’s	lives?
• What	problem	does	your	organization	solve?
• What	is	your	organization’s	story,	what	inspired	the	founders?
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2. Build a culture of trust
We first trust each other with the little things before we can trust with the big things. 
In business, as in life, it is the little everyday behaviors that can either build trust or damage it.

Employees trust their leaders with their paychecks and their careers. These are big things. 
To feel confident in the big things, employees must also be confident in the little things their 
leaders do. Without a high level of trust or confidence, motivation and engagement will 
plateau or even fall away.

There are four factors that define trust:
• Integrity	or	openness	and	honesty
• Demonstration	of	concern
• Shared	common	objectives	or	goals
• Competence

Organizations with high levels of trust can expect to experience:
• measurable	economic	performance
• increased	cooperation
• increased	participation
• reduced	crisis       	   	   	
• improved	adaptability	to	change   	   	
• decreased	transaction	and	litigation	costs   	
• reduced	unnecessary	bureaucratic	control    	   	
• reduced	administrative	expenditures       	
• improved	relationships	with	supervisors

Everyday behaviors can either 
build trust or damage it.
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Leaders who think employee engagement can be achieved without high levels 
of trust are sorely mistaken. 
Fostering trust is one of a leader’s most crucial responsibilities. Trust inspires and motivates 
employees, makes them feel part of something meaningful, and gives them a sense of security. 

When leaders foster trust, it trickles into all aspects of the business, and helps employees 
breed trust within their own teams. It sparks creativity, encourages learning, and invites 
people to take initiative to strive for their best, and the best of their team and the organization. 

Being consistent, authentic, honest, and accountable in both words and actions are factors 
that breed trust. 

ASK YOURSELF
Clear a few minutes in your day to sit quietly and consider how you think you show up 
in your organization as a leader with regard to trust. 

	 •		How	do	you	feel	about	your	relationships	with	your	peer	groups	
     as well as your employees? 
	 •		Is	communication	open	and	honest? 
	 •		Are	ideas	or	information	freely	shared	both	ways?
	 •		Is	there	mutual	support?	
	 •		Why	or	why	do	you	not	believe	what	your	peers	and	employees	tell	you? 
	 •		How	much	do	you	think	people	believe	what	you	tell	them?	
	 •		How	consistently	do	your	actions	match	your	words? 

Once you identify what is working, and areas for improvement, you will be able to improve 
how you generate trust, and how you allow others to do the same.

And in the spirit of breeding trust in your organization, consider inviting your employees into 
a conversation about trust. That may be an important step to taking your organizational trust 
to an even higher level.

ASK YOUR EMPLOYEES
	 •		How	do	you	think	we	should	measure	our	organization’s	success?
	 •		What	goals	would	you	like	to	   	achieve	within	the	next	6-12	months,	
     and how can we help you?
	 •		If	you	were	in	charge	of	our	organization,	what	is	the	first	thing	you	would	change,	
    and why?
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3. Empower your employees with the freedom
to design their own success

If your organization’s “big why” is clear and there is trust, now it’s time to get into action and 
maximize the power of your employees. 

Give them autonomy – freedom, independence, and self-management – and allow them to 
determine how to better serve customers, as well as their team members and the entire 
organization. 

Ask your team to identify the SMART goals they believe can improve how they work and 
interact with customers. 

What are SMART goals?
SMART is an acronym for goals that are: Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and 
Time-based. Have your team create action steps that will equip them to achieve their goals, 
and ask them to set up regular meetings to give you an update on their progress. 

Tell your team that you want to help them identify and remove any barriers that might 
prevent them from accomplishing their goals. Make them owners of their performance. 
And allow them to be entrepreneurs and pilots of their own success. 

Partner with them. Schedule regular meetings with them, and listen attentively as they 
provide their updates.  Let them choose when and how frequently their SMART goals need 
to be completed. If a mistake is made, let them know the mistake is not with them, but 
rather can be addressed by improving processes. 

Make sure your team understands that you are there to champion, support, and guide them. 
These types of actions on your part can go far to demonstrate that you trust them.

Allow employees to be entrepreneurs 
and pilots of their own success.
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ASK YOUR EMPLOYEES

• What	one	or	two	SMART	goals	do	they	believe	will	improve	service	to	our	customers,
either internal or external? (Keep it simple by asking for only one or two, to better focus
on creating actionable solutions.)

• What	do	they	specifically	want	to	accomplish?	(Ask	them	to	clearly	describe
the desired outcome.)

• What	are	some	goals	that	can	bring	measurable	results	in	a	relatively	short	term?
(Start with short-term realistic goals, then once the process is perfected, the team
can move up to “stretch goals” and think really big. Walk before you run.)

When employees are engaged and motivated, everyone wins. 
Your employees take pride in their work. And you’ve created a high-performance workplace 
culture that encourages employees to be their best. Perhaps even more important, you will 
make a difference – to the lives of your employees, and to the health of your organization.
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Wally has over 22 years of experience in sales, marketing, sales training, 
consulting, leadership training, and quality improvement. His passion for 
creating employee engagement started by learning what not to do at a Fortune 
500 company, and then learning the right things to do by working with leading 
experts in Dr. W. Edwards Deming’s Theory of Profound Knowledge.

ABOUT COMMUNICO
For over 30 years, Communico has consulted with business leaders, trained 
leagues of customer service associates, and guided companies worldwide to 
create customer experiences that drive enduring loyalty and growth. We can do 
the same for you. Let’s talk.

www.communico.com
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