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Championing greatness or capturing mediocrity

By Jeffrey Jolton, Ph.D., Robert 
Tate, and Nik Shah   
According to PwC's 
18th Annual Global CEO 
Survey, CEOs see more 
opportunities and growth 
for their business today 
than three years ago, and 
one-half of the CEOs 
participating in the study 
say they're planning to 
increase headcount in the 
coming year. While many 
CEOs are confident about 
their business direction, 
most (73%) remain 
concerned about the 
availability of key skills 
to help fuel and sustain 
this growth. 

Countries around the world are 
seeing an increase in job growth, 
as well as the need for a broader 
diversity of skills and the need 
for unprecedented types of 
talent. As a result, now—perhaps 
more so than in the last five 
years—there is a renewed 
increase in the competition to 
source new talent and retain the 
top talent already in place. This 
dynamic emerges along with a 
growing effort to maximize the 
diversity of the talent people 
bring with them and a greater 
demand by leadership to see 
evidence of how the work 
and experience of their 
people drive organizational 
performance.
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We launched the 2015 Employee Engagement Landscape study of full-
time employees across industries and global regions to gain insight into these 
and related challenges and to illuminate the trends organizations are facing in 
their efforts to attract, retain, and activate engaged employees. 

This year’s results support that high performing organizations have more people 
making active contributions to their organization’s success, but other 
organizations may be saddled by less engaged employees who aren’t necessarily 
looking for a way out, but rather who are not leaving the organization nor 
actively contributing to achieving the organization’s goals.



From engagement 
to outcomes

Over the past decade, employee 
engagement has become ingrained 
as an approach to help organizations 
create a positive work experience for 
their people that, in turn, can influence 
business outcomes such as turnover, 
customer satisfaction, and financial 
growth. Yet, despite the efforts many 
organizations are making to improve 
employee engagement, our study 
indicates that many still fall short 
of their goals—and that even those 
engaging talent may be getting in 
their own way in their attempts to 
turn engagement into meaningful 
business performance. 

Still, results also affirm a promising 
outlook for companies that actively 
manage their people’s engagement. 
High performing organizations and 
those that conduct regular engagement 
surveys (and take action on them) 
reveal significantly higher performance 
on a number of measures than do other 
organizations. These findings suggest 
that when done right, employees feel 
excitement about their companies’ 
future, their part in creating that 
success, and a genuine connection to 
their leaders, managers, and the work 
itself. But not all engagement (or 
disengagement) is the same, or should 
be managed in the same way. The 
engagement landscape provided here 
will differentiate between the various 
levels of engagement, the potential 
impact engagement can have on the 
business, and how each group can be 
best managed.

We will also introduce the concept 
of "activated engagement" to show 
the connections between driving 
engagement and enhancing the 
performance of engaged employees. 
Understanding this connection enables 
organizations to devise engagement 
strategies that will not only increase 
engagement, but also better translate 
engagement into business performance. 

Employee engagement measures 
the extent to which employees are 
motivated to contribute to business 
success and are willing to apply 
discretionary effort to accomplish 
tasks important to the achievement 
of business goals. It represents an 
emotional commitment that people 
have in their work that motivates 
them to put in extra effort to help 
the organization achieve its goals 
and objectives. 

Measuring employees’ perceptions and 
attitudes about the work environment 
is important because research links 
engagement with quality of work 
performance and business outcomes. 

Numerous studies have demonstrated 
that an engaged workforce can have a 
significant effect on financial and 
operational results. Businesses with 
highly engaged employees see higher 
customer satisfaction, have lower 
turnover rates, and outperform 
businesses with lower levels of 
employee engagement.
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Employees who 
are more engaged 
produce higher 
quality work and 
are less likely to 
be absent or quit 
the organization. 



Employee engagement: 
Trending down, 
but people are not 
necessarily moving out

As competition for talent intensifies, 
keeping people engaged may well 
become a greater challenge. Our 2015 
results show engagement levels globally 
have decreased slightly since 2013. 
Specifically, across the six items that 
make up PwC’s Engagement Index, 
levels show a decrease from 2013 (66% 
favorable) to 2015 (62% favorable). 

As shown in the graph, on the following 
page, the decrease in engagement stems 
from a sense of where the organization 
is going and how people feel they can 
actively  contribute to their 
organization’s success. For example, 
the greatest shift among engagement 
items is in understanding how one’s 
role contributes to the success of the 
company; this dropped from 76% 
favorable in 2013 to 68% favorable 
in 2015. Related to this are decreases 
on engagement items related to people 
providing exceptional customer service 
(61% versus 58%) and having pride in 
working for their organization 
(66% versus 62%).
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Among the other items that comprise 
the Engagement Index, we see that 
intent to stay has remained fairly 
consistent (74% for 2013 and 73% for 
2015). While employees have become 
less engaged in recent years, they may 
not be as strongly motivated to look 
elsewhere, but these less engaged 
employees create a headwind against 
achieving business goals more so than 
those who look to leave. 

Engagement Index Historical Trends
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The Engagement landscape

02
Tenants are energized and motivated, but unlike 
Champions, they are less committed to staying. While 
a number of factors may influence a Tenant’s lack of 
commitment, this is often ascribed to early career stage 
or uncertainty about where one’s future may fit with the 
company. They will put forth effort to deliver, but are 
likely to leave when they're ready to take their next 
career step. Tenants aren’t necessarily bad for the 
organization; they bring energy and focus, but they 
may require additional direction to help stay on track. 

Champions are energized and motivated to perform 
for their company and demonstrate a high desire to 
remain at the company. Previous research by PwC has 
shown Champions to have a strong identification with 
the organization's objectives, a sense of loyalty to the 
organization, and a willingness to cooperate with and 
help motivate their colleagues. Typically, when people 
think of a highly engaged employee, they tend to be 
thinking of Champions. 
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Disconnected employees are not motivated to 
contribute, nor are they particularly committed to 
staying. Unless you have a large proportion of key roles 
and top talent that are disconnected, the best strategy 
is often to help find ways for these people to exit the 
organization, although it's likely that they're actively 
doing so on their own. Disconnecteds can also increase if 
the company is going through a lot of change that people 
are not necessarily on board with (or understand the 
reason for) or there is a known area with a problematic 
manager or leader. 

Captives show lower levels of engagement, with 
less energy and motivation in their current roles, 
but have a stronger desire to stay with the organization. 
These individuals often create the biggest risk within 
organizations because they're not planning to go 
anywhere, but they aren’t necessarily driven to make a 
real contribution. This creates a drag on the company’s 
ability to produce and perform. Yet, these individuals 
also may be most easily converted to Champions 
through a job change, shift in company messaging, 
or more effective management. 

The PwC Employee Engagement Landscape identifies the four types of engagement: 
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Less than half (41%) of the working 
population globally can be described 
as Champions—actively engaged 
and showing a strong commitment 
to staying with the organization, a 
slight drop from 2013 results. 

The next largest proportion of 
the working population falls among 
Captives—those not strongly 
engaged, but showing no immediate 
desire to leave their company. This 
makes up almost one-third (32%) of 
organizations and remains 
relatively unchanged since 2013. 

Tenants are the rarest type of 
employee, representing only 
3% of the working population. 

The lack of change among Captives 
illustrates the risk this brings to 
organizations. With the current 
profile, organizations are at a 
greater risk that an increase in 
Disconnecteds is more likely to come 
from Champions, as opposed to 
Captives. Without active efforts to 
build engagement, organizations risk 
retaining a more passive workforce: 
“I’m not going to give my all, but I’m 
not going anywhere either.”

Unlike Champions, who are giving 
their all to fight mediocrity, Captives 
invite it in. 

Companies that are actively managing 
engagement and performance do a 
better job of increasing the number 
of Champions and mitigating the 
number of Captives along the way. The 
figure to the right shows the Landscape 
for High Performing companies, for 
companies that conduct engagement 
surveys at least every other year, and 
for companies that do not routinely 
survey their employees. 

High performing companies are doing 
a particularly strong job of creating 
Champions: Almost three out of 
four employees in high performing 
companies can be considered 
Champions. Similarly, companies that 
survey employees on a regular basis 
have about one-half of employees fall 
into the Champion range, compared 
to only 29% among those who don't 
survey employees. Thus, creating a 
company of Champions is not just luck, 
but relies on meaningful effort and 
direction by leadership and managers. 

Disconnecteds have 
increased in the past two 
years from 22% to 24% of 
the working population. 

Tenants:

2015: 3%

2013: 4%

Disconnecteds:

2015: 24%

2013: 22%

Captives:

2015: 32%

2013: 32%

Champions:

2015: 41%

2013: 43%
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Champions are far more likely 
than other groups to perceive the 
organization as performing above 
average in the areas of Customer Focus, 
Innovation, and Financial Performance. 
As shown below, for example, 70% of 
Champions rate their company’s 
performance on customer satisfaction 
as being above average, compared 
to only to 20% for Disconnecteds.

Captives and Tenants do not appear 
to be dramatically different in terms 
of their impressions of Customer 
Satisfaction and Financial 
Performance, as both tend to rate 
them as being more average than 
above average, but Innovation is 
rated particularly low by Captives 
(only 29% rate as being above average). 

Captives may stay with a company 
for a sense of job security or the belief 
the company is doing well. Captives do 
see their organization’s performance 
as being better than do Disconnecteds
(who might be leaving, in part, because 
they don’t see a bright future for the 
company itself). Alternatively, Captives 
may be waiting to see if things will 
improve, harboring some optimism that 
may be lacking among Disconnecteds. 
We do see that Captives have a higher 
percentage of neutral response on the 
items that can indicate a “wait and 
see” perspective than do Tenants or 
Champions. (Captives had an average 
of 33% neutral response, versus 17% 
for Tenants and 9% for Champions.) 
Disconnecteds still have a higher 
neutral response in general, at 39%. 

However, when we look at specific 
items where Captives are particularly 
high in neutral responses, we see they 
are more likely to endorse a neutral 
response for items regarding future 
vision, promising future, and career 
development. Although Disconnecteds
are also highly neutral on these items, 
they are more likely to endorse an 
unfavorable response for them than 
are Captives. In other words, Captives 
seem to be more indeterminate about 
the future of the company and their 
role in that future, but lean in a 
more favorable direction (optimism), 
whereas Disconnecteds lean in a more 
unfavorable direction. Captives still 
have hope; Disconnecteds have given 
up hope. 

These differences suggest that Captives 
may be more readily 
“re-recruited” and transformed into 
Champions than would Disconnecteds. 
Captives, like Disconnecteds, may 
create a drag on your business 
performance, but unlike Disconnecteds, 
they may be more readily converted and 
re-engaged, especially with regard 
to confidence in the future and their 
role and development as part of that 
future vision.

Employee Landscape Type’s perception of their organization's performance on Innovation, Financial Performance, and Customer Satisfaction
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Activating engagement: 
Creating more champions 
and driving stronger 
performance

Creating Champions and high levels 
of engagement is dependent upon the 
experiences and interactions people 
have in their work. Those experiences 
and interactions that have the most 
influence on creating and sustaining 
engagement are known as “engagement 
drivers.” Although engagement 
drivers do vary among organizations, 
departments, and work groups, there 
are some that are some more universal 
elements that apply to most jobs in 
some way. 

Engagement drivers themselves are 
influenced and directed by leadership 
vision and manager effectiveness. 
Leaders set the tone and direction 
for the company, which in turn sets 
the culture and priorities for actions. 
Managers are more influential in terms 
of shaping day-to-day experiences 
such as how people are recognized and 
developed and how they collaborate. 

Once engagement is in place, the 
pathway between engagement and 
business outcomes needs to be free of 
obstacles that can draw away the 
positive energy that engagement is 
creating. When we remove obstacles, 
we enable engaged employees to make 
the fullest contribution they can to the 
organization and its goals. 

These components, drivers of 
engagement, engagement, obstacles, 
and outcomes make up the Activated 
Engagement framework. 
Understanding each key component 
can help determine opportunities to 
strengthen (or drive) better business 
outcomes (while creating a clearer path 
from engagement to performance). 

Engagement Obstacles Outcomes

Manager effectiveness

Leadership vision/trust

Engagement Enablement Outcomes

Manager effectiveness

Leadership vision/trust
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Engagement drivers: 
A closer look

Engagement is a reflection of the work 
experience. As a result, adjustments to 
these experiences can affect 
engagement itself. Those that have a 
significant impact on changing and 

sustaining engagement are referred to 
as “engagement drivers.” The more 
consistent people experience these 
drivers, the more likely they will show 
higher levels of engagement; when 

these experiences are less prevalent, 
they tend to be associated with lower 
levels of engagement. The illustration 
below shows the strength of the 
primary drivers of engagement. 

Primary drivers of engagement

Leadership vision Respect & 

fairness

Cooperation/

Collaboration
Growth

& development

Commitment 

to quality

I am confident leadership 

at my company is leading 

us in the right direction for 

future success. Senior 

leadership is trustworthy.

People are treated 

with respect here, 

regardless of their 

job.

My company supports/

encourages my 

growth and 

development.

At my company, 

we are committed 

to doing quality 

work.

It is easy for my 

group to get the 

help it needs from 

other parts of 

the organization.

The larger the circle, the stronger the relative impact on engagement. (Each circle is proportional to the strongest driver, so a circle about 

one-half the size of the largest circle would have about one-half the impact on engagement.) By far, Leadership Vision has the largest 

influence, about a third more influence than the next three strongest drivers. This is also exemplified in the graph on page 12, where we 

show the difference between Champions and Disconnecteds on the top driver dimensions. The gap is larger for Leadership Vision than for 

the other dimensions. For Disconnected (disengaged) individuals, Leadership Vision is notably lower than for the other dimensions, 

suggesting its absence has a greater negative effect on the work experience.
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Champions Disconnecteds

Engagement Driver Themes by Champions and Disconnecteds

Leadership vision is the strongest 
driver of engagement globally. This 
reflects the confidence people have in 
the future of the company, the 
trustworthiness of the leadership, and 
how motivated they are by the vision 
for the future. These elements are 
typically owned and influenced by the 
organization's top leadership, showing 
the engagement is influenced from the 
top down, as well as at the local work 
level. 

Leadership vision can also be viewed in 
terms of job security and stability. No 
one wants to work for an organization 

that's in decline. A strong future vision, 
confidence in that vision, and the 
belief that leaders can be trusted to 
lead the company in the right direction 
helps assure people that the company 
is a place with a future—and can give 
them a future, as well. 

The impact of leadership on 
engagement levels is represented again 
in the graph on page 13. Those who 
rate leadership vision highly (top 
quartile on each item shown) have 
engagement levels two-to-three times 
higher than those who are less likely to 
see these behaviors present. This 

underscores the important role that 
leaders and a compelling vision have 
on engaging people—this is not 
something that should just be left in 
the hands of managers. A highly 
engaging work environment, more so 
than any other driver, requires strong 
trust, communication, and vision from 
the leaders at the top. The better this 
outreach and connection between 
leaders and the employees in the 
organization, the more significant the 
impact will be on the engagement of 
those employees. 
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The other top engagement drivers relate to the 
day-to-day work experience:

Respect and fairness reflects how people treat one 
another. People are more likely to be engaged when 
they feel they will be evaluated fairly, as well as being 
treated well, regardless of what level they are or what 
position they hold. If people feel the work 
environment is one of favoritism, in which 
opportunities go to "who you know," rather than the 
quality of work you do, or that people feel that 
leaders treat them with disdain, then engagement 
levels are likely to suffer. An environment that fosters 
fairness and respect helps people feel more 
comfortable being themselves and enables them to 
establish trust within their teams. 

Growth and development reflects how well 
people are supported in their professional growth 
and can fulfill their career ambitions. If Leadership 
Vision is about how bright a future the company has 
as whole, Growth and Development reflects how 
bright one’s own future is in the organization. People 
may believe the company’s direction is positive, but if 
they can’t see their own future in that direction or 
feel like they will be developed to be part of that 
future, they will likely have lower engagement. This is 
why it's important when talking about vision that 
managers and leaders take the time to help people 
see their own future in that vision. 

Commitment to quality and Cooperation/
collaboration are not as prevalent as the other top 
driver themes, but have become more prominent 
since the 2008 economic crisis. Engaged people want 
to feel like they're producing good work and the 
company supports their effort to deliver excellence. 
This provides more meaning and value to the work 
they're doing. Key leadership impact on engagement
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The concept of 
Collaboration/Cooperation within 
organizations is expanding. 
Traditionally, the focus has been 
primarily on group cooperation: how 
well the team coordinates with one 
another. But in recent years, we see an 
increasing focus on cross-
department/cross-organizational 
cooperation and collaboration. This 
may be a reflection, in part, of 
breaking down silos and creating a 
more agile, innovative work culture. It 

may also reflect that many companies 
have streamlined the workforce, with 
people doing more in their roles and 
seeking broader support. In either 
case, the more people feel supported 
by others in the organization to help 
get their work done, the more 
engaging the work environment 
becomes. 

It should be noted that many 
organizations focus on diversity and 
inclusion as part of their engagement 

efforts. Although Diversity & 
Inclusion is not called out as a specific 
theme here, various indicators of 
diversity are reflected in a number of 
constructs, including leadership, 
respect and fairness, growth and 
development, and collaboration (and, 
to some extent, recognition and total 
rewards). 

“One-quarter of people actually feel that leadership 
does not care about their well-being.”
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Percent Favorable, Neutral, and Unfavorable scores for top 10 engagement drivers
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Senior leadership at my company communicates appropriate
information in a timely manner.

Leadership of my business unit/division regularly
communicates appropriate information.

Leadership of my business unit/division has communicated a
clear vision for my unit's/division's future success.

Senior leadership at my company demonstrates a sincere
interest in the well-being of employees.

Senior leadership is trustworthy.

Senior leadership of my company has communicated a vision
of the future that motivates me.

My company is making the changes necessary to
compete effectively

My company supports/encourages my growth and
development.

I am confident Leadership at my company is leading us in the
right direction for future success.

I identify with my company's values.

% Favorable % Neutral % Unfavorable

When looking at the top engagement 
drivers by percent favorable, neutral, 
and unfavorable, we can see that in 
general, organizations are not doing a 
great job on these critical elements. As 
seen in the figure below, for most of 
the items, only about one-half of the 
general working population endorses 
(or agrees) that these elements are a 
part of their work experience. 

Given this, it's no surprise that about 
one-quarter of people actually feel that 
leadership does not care about their 
well-being. However, it is the large 
neutral response that suggests 
companies can do better—they just 
have to be more visible and consistent 
in enacting these drivers across their 
organizations. In other words, it isn’t 
that organizations can’t do these 
things, they just aren’t doing them 

consistently enough to make a positive 
impact. Making the effort to be 
consistent in these behaviors can make 
the difference between having an 
organization of Captives and an 
organization of Champions. And this 
may also make the difference between 
being a moderately performing 
organization and being a high 
performing one.

15HR perspective



Looking at the top drivers by 
landscape groups, we clearly see that 
Champions strongly endorse the 
presence of these experiences. 
Tenants, who are engaged but not 
committed to staying, are also 
favorable on these elements, but to a 
lesser extent. This suggests that fit 
with the organization may be a factor 
for these individuals. In other words, 
Tenants’ connection with their 
companies may be more tenuous, not 
because the organizations fail to 

engage them, but because these 
individuals may not be a good 
personal fit for the organization: 
Either it's not the right job for them or 
they don’t align with the company’s 
culture and values. 

It's worth noting that, with the 
exception of fair treatment and 
quality, Captives are similar to 
Disconnecteds in their perceptions of 
these work experiences. Transitioning 
Captives to Champions requires an 

effort to make many of these driver 
elements more salient to these 
individuals, for example, by creating 
more visibility and trust with 
leadership, or having more 
discussions about career growth at the 
company; the same factors that would 
help minimize or prevent employees 
from becoming Disconnected can help 
transform Captives into more actively 
engaged employees.

Top engagement drivers by landscape groups
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company is leading us
in the right direction for
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(Leadership Vision)

People are treated
fairly at this
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regardless of
differences in race,
gender, age, religion,
sexual orientation, etc.
(Respect & Fairness)

My company
supports/encourages
my growth and
development. (Growth
& Development)

At my company, we
are committed to doing
quality work.
(Commitment to
Quality)

It is easy for my group
to get the help it needs
from other parts of the
organization.
(Cooperation /
Collaboration)

Disconnecteds Captives Tenants Champions
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Examining high performing and 
surveying companies on some of the 
top engagement drivers, we see that 
stronger performance in these areas 
ties to the high number of Champions 
and engagement levels reflected in 
these organizations. The effort these 
organizations make to develop these 
elements as a more consistent part of 
their work experience helps create 
stronger levels of engagement and 
performance.

We started this section underscoring 
the importance of leadership on 
engagement. For many years, there has 
been a focus on managers as the drivers 
of engagement, and it would be remiss 
to indicate it is one or the other. The 
reality is that both play an important 
role, as both have an influence on 
bringing the drivers to life. However, 
it's worth noting that managers' impact 
truly comes in the quality of their 
interactions with their employees. 
It isn’t just about “showing up” or 
“checking the box” on managerial tasks. 
Instead, it's about having meaningful 
interactions with their people on a 
frequent basis.

Top engagement drivers by landscape groups
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The figures to the top right help to 
illustrate the importance of meaningful 
interactions between managers and 
their employees. The chart on the top 
right shows the frequency of 
meaningful interactions employees 
have with their manager and the impact 
on engagement, leadership vision, and 
growth and development. The chart on 
the bottom right shows the frequency 
with which the manager and the 
employee are at the same location for 
the same dimensions.

For the meaningful interactions, 
the less frequent interactions have 
a definitive negative impact on 
engagement, leadership vision, 
and growth and development ratings. 
However, the pattern isn’t as definitive 
for frequency of physical presence. In 
fact, the impact of physical location is 
more random. 

Thus the impact managers have lies 
in the quality and frequency of the 
interaction they have with their people. 
Physical presence is less of a factor, 
suggesting that some separation 
may actually be beneficial. These 
meaningful interactions do not 
need to be long sit-down discussions. 
Quick check-ins and huddles to help 
people solve problems, recognize 
contributions, coach performance, and, 
in short, make a connection with their 
employees’ current experience can go 
far in helping reinforce those elements 
that most help drive engagement. 
Managers matter most when they make 
a point of connecting with their people 
on a regular basis. 

Frequency of meaningful interaction with manager

Frequency of being at same physical location as manager
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60%
54%

46%

36%

63%

56%
50%
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33%
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“Managers matter most when they make a 
point of connecting with their people on a 
regular basis.”



Obstacles and outcomes As described in the Activated 
Engagement model, the energy created 
by an engaged work environment can 
go to waste if the company fails to 
create the right support and focus to 
transform that energy into 
performance. The more obstacles 
to performance, the less effective 
engagement will be in influencing 
key business outcomes. 

The top obstacles reported by 
employees globally are shown in 
the table to the right. 

When asked to list up to five obstacles 
to day-to-day performance, the most 
common response (30%) was doing 
work for others that is not part of the 
job. This is echoed in terms of 
unproductive teammates and 
inadequate staffing. 

The challenge of having to do the job of 
many or to compensate for poor 
performers can drain the energy that 
your highly engaged people bring to the 
company. These obstacles may also 
reflect the reorganization and limits in 
staffing we've seen in recent years, as 
companies continue to try to get the 
most out of the talent they have. 

However, without the proper balance, 
the efficiencies organizations seek in 
limiting staffing, combining jobs, or not 
replacing less productive workers can 
draw away from the contributions that 
engaged employees can make. 

Doing work for others that is not part of my job 30% *

Being included in meetings unnecessarily 23%

Paperwork (e.g., reports) 21%

Unproductive teammates 21%

Inadequate staffing levels 20%

Poor, inefficient, or broken processes 20%

Lack of clarity about the decision making process 20%

Lack of clear priorities 19%

(*note values reflect % of people endorsing obstacle – not % favorable
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Obstacles counts and days of progress/obstacles by engagement landscape groups
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Elements related to bureaucracy, in 
terms of unnecessary meetings and 
paperwork, also appear as top obstacles 
that sap the time of engaged people and 
keep them from spending that same 
time doing more productive/
valued work. 

Champions are far less likely to feel 
they encounter obstacles and report 
having more productive days than 
those in other landscape groups. 
Among Champions, 14% report no 
obstacles affect their work, compared 
to 9% for Tenants, and 6% for both 
Captives and Disconnecteds. 

“Champions are far less likely to feel they 
encounter obstacles and report having more 
productive days than those in other 
landscape groups ”

Furthermore, Champions report fewer 
obstacles than other groups, and are 
more likely to feel they make 
meaningful progress (almost eight out 
of 10 days), compared to the other 
groups. These findings help underscore 
research that shows higher levels of 
individual performance and greater 
quality of performance by engaged 
employees.
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Some differences in obstacles across the 
four engagement landscape groups 
emerge. (See table on page 22.)

Although all groups find doing work for 
others and inadequate staffing as top 
obstacles, for Champions the greater 
prevalence is for obstacles that reflect 
time interference (paperwork, 
meetings), whereas Disconnecteds are 
more likely to bring in lack of clarity 
and support as obstacles to 
performance. 

Captives are more likely to focus on 
unproductive teammates and broken 
processes; they may be more likely to 
blame external forces for their lack of 
effort (e.g., "It's not me, it's the people 
and processes I'm working with"), or 
that being in an environment with low 
performers and/or broken processes 
creates a “Why bother?” attitude.

In testing the role of Obstacles in the 
Activated Engagement model, we find 
Champions who encounter more 
obstacles in their work may report 
fewer days of being able to make 
progress and rate their companies’ 
performance on customer satisfaction, 
innovation, and financial performance 
less favorably than Champions who 
encounter fewer or no obstacles.

We see highly engaged individuals who 
report having more obstacles in their 
work rate their companies’ 
performance lower than highly engaged 
individuals who have no obstacles in 
their work. This suggests that obstacles 
do interfere with the ability of engaged 
people to perform, translating (at least 
in their own perceptions) to 
business outcomes. 

High Performing Companies, Surveying 
Companies (those that conduct 
engagement surveys at least every other 
year), and Non-Surveying companies 
(those that do not regularly conduct 
employee surveys) do not differ 
dramatically in the average number of 
obstacles encountered. We do see, 
however, that High Performing 
Companies do have more days in 10 in 
which people feel they are making 
meaningful progress in their work (7.3 
days, in comparison to 6.6 for non-
surveying companies). As such, it isn’t 
that higher performing organizations 
are free of obstacles, but that they are 
more likely to address the obstacles and 
help get them out of the way.
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Obstacles endorsed by engagement landscape groups

Champions Tenant Captives Disconnectedss

Doing work for others that is not part of my job 27% 24% 31% 33%

Being included in meetings unnecessarily 23% 21% 20% 20%

Paperwork (e.g., reports) 21% 15% 19% 16%

Too many meetings 19% 19% 15% 15%

Inadequate staffing levels 18% 26% 27% 26%

Unproductive teammates 17% 17% 25% 22%

Poor, inefficient, or broken processes 16% 21% 25% 28%

Repetitive or irrelevant emails 15% 15% 13% 12%

Constantly changing deadlines 15% 12% 11% 13%

Lack of clear priorities 15% 13% 17% 21%

Out-of-date or malfunctioning technology 14% 13% 17% 15%

Internal projects outside of primary job function 14% 9% 10% 10%

Lack of information 13% 18% 18% 16%

Too many procedures and policies 13% 14% 16% 16%

Responding to crises 13% 16% 13% 10%

Lack of clarity about the decision making process 12% 16% 17% 21%

New products or processes instituted without adequate preparation 12% 13% 15% 11%

Unclear roles and responsibilities 11% 14% 15% 18%

Micromanagement 10% 13% 15% 17%

Lack of established procedures and policies 9% 10% 13% 13%

Lack of supervisor support 8% 13% 17% 21%

Uncomfortable or distracting work environment 6% 7% 10% 11%

Unclear instructions related to your work tasks 6% 7% 9% 9%

Inadequate professional development 6% 7% 9% 13%

There are no issues that distract me from achieving my work-related goals 14% 9% 6% 6%



Impact of obstacles on Champion’s perception of organization performance

Obstacles reported and days of meaningful progress by organization type

These findings suggest that it isn’t only driving engagement that's critical to helping to strengthen organizational outcomes, but also being sensitive to the obstacles that 
can get in the way of this relationship. It's not about a lack of obstacles, but rather actively managing engagement drivers and actively reducing performance barriers. 
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Bringing activated 
engagement to life in 
your organization

Looking across the results and the 
elements of the activated engagement 
model, it's clear that engagement and 
its impact on business outcomes 
doesn't just happen. Companies 
that reap the greatest benefit from 
engagement actively manage the 
process from the top down, as well as 
from within each team and individual. 

Leadership vision has a strong impact 
on creating an engaged workforce. This 
isn’t just about good communication. 
It's about setting the right tone and 
priorities for the organization, creating 
alignment to these priorities, and 
making sure that the stated priorities 
are in line with how people are 
recognized and developed—or you’ll 
be engaging the trap of rewarding 
"A," while hoping for "B." 

Consistency in message and practice 
will also be critical. Lack of trust in 
leadership often comes when leaders 
are perceived as frequently shifting 
priorities or when their calls to action 
seem misaligned to the stated vision or 
other strategic goals. Having a clear 
long-term vision that leaders link to 
their strategic actions can help people 
see the purpose of the actions and 
provide greater consistency in 
leadership messaging, and thus 
produce greater trust and confidence in 
leaders. To this point, stating a vision 
once and never mentioning it again will 
not be engaging. Having a compelling 
vision that is frequently evoked and 
aligns actions and decisions throughout 
the organization can be engaging. 

With strong alignment from the top, 
people’s work experience then becomes 
a reflection of these leadership 
priorities and vision. How managers 
guide, direct, and recognize 
performance is influenced by the 
priorities. Again, consistency becomes 
critical. Managers who are perceived 
as acting against the flow of leadership 
vision can create a less engaging 
environment. For example, blocking 
efforts to participate in training when 
leadership is saying that development 
is a priority for its growth can make 
employees feel as if the vision or goals 
are not real. 

One element that is often overlooked 
is that managers, although well 
intentioned, may not always have the 
right people management skills to help 
fully deliver engagement. Organizations 
with stronger levels of engagement and 
performance often invest in developing 
managers specifically to create a more 
engaged work experience. This not 
only helps them translate leadership 
messaging to the local experience, 
but can also improve their ability to 
conduct career discussions, involve 
others, recognize people fairly, and 
coach performance. This training 
can be enhanced further by 
helping managers learn to 
recognize and address obstacles that 
impede performance.

For the individual, these efforts begin 
to translate into a more consistently 
positive work experience; those who 
feel they fit in with the organizational 
goals will then be more likely to become 
Champions. People should feel freer to 
voice their concerns and seek out ways 
to improve the organization's work 
experience, process, and customer 
focus that are aligned to the leadership 
vision. With this level of empowerment 
and a path that is freer of obstacles, 
engagement can then be activated to 
a level that can create a meaningful 
impact on desired business outcomes. 

As noted, this doesn’t come without 
effort at all levels. Our study results 
strongly indicate that such efforts 
can have a significant benefit for an 
organization's employees, leadership, 
and overall performance. 

24



65.0%

52.0%

74.0% 72%

59.0% 56.0%

67.0% 66%

3.57 3.54
3.82 3.76

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

4.50

5.00

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Asia Pacific Europe Latin/South America North America

2013 % Favorable 2015 % Favorable 2015 Mean Source

Regional and industry 
engagement landscape

Engagement levels by geography

Intent to stay by geography

We see a notable decrease in engagement levels for Asia Pacific, Latin/South America, and North America since 2013. Only 
Europe shows a positive gain in engagement. We see decreases in Intent to Stay for Asia Pacific and North America, whereas 
it remains unchanged in Latin/South America and increasing for Europe.

North America tends to have more Champions than other regions and Captives are particularly prevalent in Asia Pacific.

74%

66%

76%
80%

69%
72%

76% 76%

Asia Pacific Europe Latin/South America North America

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

2013 % Favorable 2015 % Favorable

25HR perspective



Landscape by geography We see a fair amount of variability 
in engagement levels by industry. 

The strongest levels of engagement 
appear in the Pharmaceutical and 
Technology sectors, with lower levels of 
engagement in Utilities and the Public 
Sector. Most other industries fall within 
a similar range of engagement (between 
62% and 68% favorable).

While conducting engagement surveys 
on a regular basis does not align 
perfectly to overall engagement levels, 
it's worth noting that Technology 
employees (along with 
Banking/Finance employees) are more 
likely to see frequent engagement 
surveys, whereas as Public Sector 
employees are least likely to see 
engagement surveys on an annual/
bi-annual basis. 
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Although Public Sector employees are 
less engaged, they are also less inclined 
to leave. As shown in the table bottom, 
right, almost half of Public Sector 
individuals (46%) are “Captives,” 
meaning they are less engaged, but not 
going anywhere.

This may be, in part, a function of the 
retirement programs available to those 
in public sector roles. However, it also 
means it may be more difficult to 
motivate and energize people in this 
sector to try new things, adapt to 
changes, or help create a more 
customer-focused environment.

Landscape by selected industries

Industry % doing annual/bi-annual surveys

Technology (software, hardware, internet) 75%

Banking/Finance 75%

Insurance 67%

Retail 63%

Healthcare/Hospital 62%

Pharmaceuticals/Life Sciences 60%
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Communications/Media 58%

Utilities 56%

Manufacturing 56%

Hospitality (e.g., hotels, restaurants) 54%

Professional Services 53%

Public Sector 43%
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A random selection of full-time 
employees over the age of 18, working 
in organizations with 200 or more 
employees globally were asked to 
complete a survey of 65 items, 
reflecting PwC’s Activated Engagement 
framework, along with a number of key 
demographic details. 

There were a total of 7,396 
respondents; 5,023 were from the 
United States (by design). 
Representative samples for Asia Pacific, 
Europe, and Latin America working 
populations were attained; we also 
incorporated a Canada sample to 
represent not only the United States, 
but also North America. Global results 
were weighted so that all regions were 
equally represented in the scores.

• Respondents were equally 
distributed across a variety of 
company sizes and industries 
(table A1 and A2). 

Table A1. Company Size

Frequency Percent

200 to 499 employees globally 1209 16.3

500 to 999 employees globally 1093 14.8

1,000 to 1,999 employees globally 862 11.7

2,000 to 4,999 employees globally 1076 14.5

5,000 to 9,999 employees globally 876 11.8

10,000 to 49,999 employees globally 1055 14.3

50,000 or more employees globally 1225 16.6

Table A2. Industry

Frequency Percent

Banking/Finance 454 6.1

Communications/Media 100 1.4

Energy/Oil and Gas 128 1.7

Manufacturing 777 10.5

Healthcare/Hospital 873 11.8

Hospitality (e.g., hotels, restaurants) 167 2.3

Insurance 193 2.6

Pharmaceuticals/Life Sciences 123 1.7

Professional Services 425 5.7

Public Sector 879 11.9

Retail 526 7.1

Technology (software, hardware, internet) 615 8.3

Utilities 136 1.8

Other 2000 27.0
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Table A3. Tenure

Frequency Percent

< 6 months 182 2.5

6 months to less than 1 year 344 4.7

1 year to less than 3 years 1057 14.3

3 to less than 5 years 1089 14.7

5 to less than 10 years 1796 24.3

10 years or more 2928 39.6

Table A4. Job Level

Frequency Percent

Individual contributor (no direct management 

of others)

4234 57.2

Supervisors/Manager (manage others, but do 

not manage other supervisors or managers)

2124 28.7

Director/Sr. Manager/Department Head 

(manage other managers, but not on senior 

leadership team)

726 9.8

Vice President (manage other directors/

sr. managers)

139 1.9

Executive leadership/CEO/COO/President (top 

level leadership team within your organization)

173 2.3

Table A5. Generation Identification

Frequency Percent

Millennials/Gen Y (typically those born after 1981) 1882 25.4

Gen-X (typically those born between 1965 to 1981 ) 2698 40.1

Baby-Boomer (typically those born between 

1946 to 1964)

2154 29.1

Greatest Generation (typically those born 

before 1946)

66 .9

I don't know/Don't align myself to any of these 326 4.4

Table A6. Gender Identification

Frequency Percent

Female 3637 49.2

Male 3743 50.6

Transgender/Other 16 .2

• 39% have been employed at the same 
company for 10 or more years; 25% 
have been employed for five-to-10 
years, and about 21% had less than 
three years of tenure (table A3).

• One-half reported being individual 
contributors (not directly responsible 
for managing others).

• One-third indicated they were 
supervisors/managers (responsible 
for managing others, but not 
managing other managers). 

• About 16% reported being at the 
Director level or above (table A4).

• Those identifying themselves as 
being part of “Generation X” 
comprised about 44% of the sample, 
followed by 28% for “Generation 
Y/Millennials,” and 22% “Baby 
Boomers” (table A5).

• Males and females are equally 
represented in the sample (table A6). 

• About 13% of respondents were 
among companies that were 
identified as being “high performers” 
(companies demonstrating strong 
financial success/growth/people 
engagement within their 
respective industry).
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Do you have a people strategy for the digital age?

The world is changing—fast. Tremendous forces are radically reshaping the world 
of work. There are new organizational, talent, and HR challenges to 
be faced as business leaders wrestle with global growth, skills mismatches, 
disruptive innovation, and the constant tests of risk and regulation.

As they face the future, we know that every organization is different. Each has 
a unique history, culture, leadership style, and capability set in its employees. 
At PwC, we build tailored people and organization solutions to help our 
clients achieve their strategic ambitions—reflecting their uniqueness but also 
grounded in rigorous analysis and data-driven insight—to create lasting, 
differentiated value.

We help clients to implement organizational transformation, improve the 
performance of their workforce, develop and move talent around their business, 
and manage their human capital risks.

We bring together an unmatched combination of industry, business, strategy, 
talent, HR, analytics, and technology expertise with more than 10,000 people 
in 138 countries. That means you get the right team with the right skills and 
experience wherever you need us around the world to help you deliver the value 
you’re looking for—from people strategy through to organizational execution.

To have a deeper discussion, please contact:

About PwC’s people and organization practice

Robert Tate
(408) 817-5896
robert.tate@pwc.com

Jeffrey Jolton, Ph.D.
(703) 610-7562
jeffrey.a.jolton@pwc.com

Nik Shah
(703) 918-1208
nik.shah@pwc.com

Please visit our website at www.pwc.com/us/hrs
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