
 
 

An Inside Job 

Employee Engagement Vital to Building Your Brand 
By Deborah L. Vence 

The secret to any company's success is to start from the inside out. That is, focus on your internal brand, a.k.a. 

employees, if you want to have half a chance at strengthening your external brand identity. 

And, yes, the time is now. 

Organizations no longer can afford to direct most or all of their attention to outside clients without enticing their 

own employees to stay engaged in their work and, thus, contribute to their company's bottom line. 

In fact, the vast research that has been done in recent years on employee engagement proves that it is more 

important than ever before. 

For example, a November 2009 study by Philadelphia-based Right Management, a talent and career management 

consulting firm, and a division of employment services firm, Manpower, revealed that 60 percent of employees plan 

to leave their jobs when the economy improves, and an additional one in four are networking and updating their 

resumes. The report was based on online surveys with 904 workers in North America. 

Moreover, a June 2010 employee engagement study that queried tens of thousands of employees and was 

conducted by Washington-based Corporate Executive Board revealed that one-quarter of high-potential employees 

plan to leave their jobs within the year, compared with only 10 percent in 2006. The study also indicated that those 

high-potential employees increasingly are disengaged and actively seeking new employment opportunities. 

"The reason [employee engagement] is more important than ever is that disengagement has grown through the 

recession, and so there is certainly a lot of anxiety and fear, and people are less connected to their organizations. 

There is a greater need for it," said Jennifer Rosenzweig, research director for the Forum for People Performance 

Management and Measurement, an organization that studies the interdisciplinary elements of people performance 

management and measures their impact on organizational success. "The more engaged employees [you have], the 

more productive [you are]. As we come out of the recession, they will need engagement to go through this next 

positive phase, and put more gasoline in the engine." 

A new study by the Forum, titled "Leadership and the Performance of People in Organizations: Enriching Employees 

and Connecting People," released in November 2009, further emphasizes the need for employee engagement. The 

study stated that: "the emergence of social media, an increasing need for transparency and labor market trends are 

transforming the global marketplace into a people-centered economy giving rise to a new concept called 'Employee 

Enrichment.' Employee enrichment is a strategic approach that genuinely emphasizes the quality of people's lives 

with a 'people-first' orientation." 

While it's discouraging enough to think that employees will jump ship at the first signs of an economic recovery, 

what's worse is finding out that your best workers are considering it. 

"The people who are most likely to leave [a company] are top performers," said Maryann Stump, senior director of 



strategy for New York-based Interbrand, a global branding consultancy. "Even during that period—while they are 

still working for you—if they are just disengaged and looking for the opportunity to leave, that's starting to impact 

your customers. Delivery of the brand is starting to lag. Unhappy employees lead to unhappy customers. That's why 

it's important to engage employees and engage employees not [only] through meetings, but help link what they do 

on a daily basis to the goals of the business." 

That firm connection between a company's goals and an employee's day-to-day responsibilities can be the 

difference between your employees staying put or taking on a new opportunity somewhere else. That being said, 

companies still have a chance to weather the storm of the economic downturn by better engaging their employees, 

if they haven't done so already, or at least improve on that goal before their most valuable employees are gone for 

good. 

Identify Your Values 
To get things started, companies need to make sure they first identify their values. 

"You look at where your organization is right now, and what characteristics it has. You look at it 15 or 20 years down 

the road, and find out what you need to do to grow and develop," said Audra Lehnert, marketing coordinator for 

Crystal D, a Saint Paul, Minn.-based company that supplies corporate recognition awards and plaques. 

Crystal D begins encouraging company values as early as the interview process. Each time an interview is conducted 

with a potential new employee, the company values and purpose are presented. Some questions that are asked of 

the candidates include: Do I see myself fitting in? Does this jive with personal values? 

"And, we ask people that during the interview process. And when they come into the organization, we talk about 

these values again and again. We have a monthly meeting. We have a day dedicated to celebrating 

accomplishments from the previous year—choosing peers that exemplify the values," Lehnert said. 

In this case, the point is to really recognize the people who are making the effort, who are naturally representing the 

company values. 

"They become role models for the next year, get involved with company events. So, they have an active role. And so, 

we started doing this about six or seven years ago. It does take time and consistency," she said. "It's not an 

overnight magic bullet. But, it certainly has had a payoff for us." 

Employee Input 
Yet another sure-fire way to get your employees more engaged is by simply asking for their input. 

Mountain View, Calif.-based Google Inc. and Henderson, Nev.-based Zappos, an online shoe and clothing shop, are 

two examples of companies that continually invite their employees to contribute to new company-wide ideas and 

projects. 

"[Google] does a lot around creating a diverse employee population and encouraging individual employees to 

contribute. For example, it's perfectly appropriate for employees to have a unique idea. And, they are encouraged 

[by Google] to go ahead and find ways to implement it," Rosenzweig said. 

"Who would have thought that Google, the search engine, would have been Google, the phone? They are getting 

involved in health care now, too—all that is a function of their openness with their employees. They actively explore 

[their ideas], not just talk about it," she said. 

For Zappos, the company over time has been eagerly involved in having its employees help develop new ideas. 



"Apparently, as [Zappos] grew, they became more aware of the appearance of their culture. They grew organically 

or spontaneously, and [developed] a clear articulation of what their culture was all about," Rosenzweig said. 

"They said, 'Let's, as an organization, define what that means. What do we value most? How do we define our 

culture? An all-company kind of thing, they encouraged people to come up with ideas and talk about them. They 

came up with 10 ideas. They couldn't seem to prune it down after a year," she said. 

"Every year they publish a book [in which] employees write in there what it means to be a part of that book. You can 

go to the Zappos Web site and buy it," she said, adding that Zappos employees are encouraged to contribute to the 

book every year. 

Yet, Google and Zappos merely scratch the surface of the vast amount of research that proves the long-term value 

of employee engagement. 

Market research firm Harris Interactive Inc., based in New York, found that employee engagement has a direct and 

profound relationship to the behavior of customers, as well as to corporate sales and profitability: 68 percent of 

customers leave because of employees' poor attitudes; 41 percent of customers are loyal because of employees' 

good attitudes; and 70 percent of customer brand perception is determined by experiences with people. 

"These study findings demonstrate that employees directly contribute to customer disappointment or customer 

delight. The best path to building your brand and growing loyal consumers is through creating motivated and 

engaged employees," said Michelle M. Smith, CPIM, CRP and vice president of business development for O.C. 

Tanner, a Salt Lake City-based company that provides employee recognition awards and programs for service, sales, 

performance and employee motivation. 

"The body of research on the financial benefits of engaged employees is so vast that it's impossible to deny the 

business imperative of actively incorporating engagement initiatives into corporate operating plans. There's no 

doubt about it—engaging employees is a very smart investment that returns significant ROI," she said. 

In fact, Smith noted some additional research by Washington-based research firm Gallup Organization on engaged 

workgroups that found that: 18 percent are more productive; 16 percent are more profitable; generate 18 percent 

higher earnings; 37 percent less prone to absenteeism; 12 percent are better at engaging customers; 51 percent are 

less likely to leave (in low-turnover companies); and 31 percent are less likely to leave (in high-turnover companies). 

C-Level Attention 
When you are actually meeting about how to better engage employees, make sure the right people are sitting at the 

table, including the CEO. 

"Having the CEO at a meeting always will increase your odds of getting action taken on an employee engagement 

initiative, given that it's well conceived," Smith said. 

Stump pointed out that only about a third of CEOs are highly involved in employee engagement. 

"You have to get C-class executives more involved and more committed beyond just measuring the results. The CEO 

needs to set the goals that can be done for everyone," Stump said. 

Meanwhile, Smith added that more and more leaders across the globe are beginning to understand what a powerful 

business tool motivation can be—for their employees, their customers, and the longevity and strength of their 

brands.  

"Research has been very influential in this transition since there is so much data linking employee and customer 



engagement to brand loyalty—and the financial benefits it creates—that leaders can't ignore it," Smith said.  

"Interestingly, CEOs might have been earlier adopters of this strategy than many of their marketing leaders. It's been 

challenging to get the message to CEOs, but once they heard it, they quickly understood the enormous power and 

potential of the strategy," she added. "The recession crystallized the importance of retaining brand loyalty, and 

CEOs appreciated the efficiency and effectiveness of building their brand while building engagement levels in their 

workforce—it's the best kind of win-win-win," she said. 

Stump added: "Be it AT&T or GM, their employees have different jobs and views about the business, and different 

venues to delivering the brand. Companies that are most successful are the ones where the C-class [executives] and 

CEO understands how to talk about the brand and operationalize the brand." 

All the same, Smith added that it's not always necessary to have the CEO at the table as long as there are leaders 

who can make decisions and will be champions for the cause. 

"We've found that engagement efforts have very little opportunity for success if they are not supported by leaders, 

and those leaders must lead by example themselves," she said. 

"In many organizations, human resources owns employee engagement and recognition programs, so they would be 

important to have at a meeting," Smith said. "Many times, if the program is specifically targeted for brand-building, 

marketing leaders should have a voice in the program design; and it's always useful to have someone from finance 

at the meeting so appropriate budgets can be created and approved without delay." 

Offer Employee Rewards 
Don't forget to reward employees for a job well done. 

"Rewards are a great way to reinforce those behaviors," Stump said. "One of our clients, a Fortune 500 company in 

the financial services industry, actually allows all of its employees to reward each other when they exhibit the brand 

behaviors and values." 

The company's employees write down on a piece of paper other employees' accomplishments and how they have 

demonstrated the company's brand values. 

"It's a slip of paper, [that states that] you lived up to, let's say, meaningful innovation, and they give this to the 

[employee]," Stump explained. "So, you are rewarded for recognizing the behavior and exhibiting it. In that way, 

that becomes something that everyone is responsible for reinforcing." 

Smith said that incentive and recognition programs to increase employee engagement are being used strategically 

and effectively to support and enhance corporate branding initiatives. 

"Global research has established a direct correlation between the level of employee satisfaction in a company to the 

level of customer satisfaction and loyalty in that same company," she said. "This revelation has generated great 

interest in how companies can utilize employee engagement programs to drive brand loyalty with consumers, and 

there's a lot of momentum in this area of incentives right now." 

Increasingly, companies of all sizes are becoming more focused on refining their corporate culture as they realize 

how much culture affects their business at the employee and consumer levels. 

"Culture reflects the brand and the brand should reflect the culture. However, many organizations are discovering 

that their culture and their brand are not in alignment, which confuses employees and customers and can lead to 

problems," Smith said, adding that one of the more popular ways organizations are strengthening and redefining 



their culture is to use incentive programs to more effectively engage employees. 

"These programs send a clear signal to staff about what the important values, behaviors and outcomes are that are 

needed for the company to succeed. This clarity is a powerful unifier in itself in helping employees come together 

under common goals," she said. "Another benefit is that the program elements of recognition and incentives also 

have strong unifying characteristics that help shape and reinforce cultural values. Motivation is an excellent unifier 

in building or changing corporate culture, which will then strengthen alignment with the brand." 

Even with the rewards and incentives, sometimes engagement in and of itself is rewarding, Rosenzweig said. 

"If you have a highly engaged employee, they are motivated. Not every employee has the highest level of 

engagement," she said. 

When all is said and done, Rosenzweig said, "The heart of every organization is its brand. They are contributing to 

the development of products or generating services. Your people are your brand." 

"If you treat employees like pieces of machinery, don't be surprised that the customers will feel like pieces of 

machinery," she added, "It's helping companies understand that balance, knowing that employees help drive the 

success of the organization." 

The Big Payoff  
And, what's the payoff from employee engagement? 

"There is a powerful relationship between employee commitment—to the company, to the brand value proposition, 

to the customer—and their employers' actual business performance metrics," Smith said. 

In Crystal D's case, the number of employees has nearly doubled since the company first started. The core purpose, 

values and recognition program began in 2005. Thirty percent of Crystal D's current employees were hired before 

2005 (before the program started). These same employees have tenure of five years or more. Since 2005 the 

number of employees has doubled. 

Crystal D has seven (15 percent) employees that have been with the company for more than 10 years, and another 

is celebrating 23 years with the company. 

"They are very committed. They feel that they personally align with what their job is. And, they are making a 

difference. Their work is more rewarding. They put more heart into it, too," Lehnert said. 

She added, "Building your brand through employee engagement is probably, in my opinion, one of the key factors in 

the decision that an employee has about staying or leaving because when an employee receives feedback, or any 

sort of feedback that's meant to prosper the employee as well as the organization, they create loyalty, and that 

relationship is the key to whether or not the employee chooses to stay or leave." 

"The relationship has to be healthy," Lehnert said, "the key to whether that employee will go looking for other 

work." 

Other companies also have embraced and benefited from leveraging this strategy, Smith, of O.C. Tanner, said, 

including the Royal Bank of Canada. Research by the financial services firm indicated that levels of employee 

commitment account for 60 to 80 percent of bank customer satisfaction, and 40 percent of the difference of how 

customers view the bank's services can be linked directly to customer relationships with bank staff.  

In another example, department store chain Sears Roebuck & Co. found that for every 5 percent improvement in 



employee satisfaction there was a 1.3 percent increase in customer loyalty, which produced a 0.5 percent increase 

in revenue growth. This amounted to $200 million for Sears, Smith noted. 

Meanwhile, Texas Roadhouse restaurant, which has a "well-known reputation for recognizing and motivating their 

employees—even through the darkest times of the recession—and sincerely believes that if the company takes care 

of its employees, those employees will take care of the restaurant's guests," confirmed that employee engagement 

works, Smith said. 

The restaurant chain's employee engagement results showed that 89 percent of guests plan to return to the 

restaurant; 71 percent dine at a restaurant at least twice a month; and employee turnover has dropped 15 percent 

over the past two years. 

"There is a wealth of data from around the world which illustrates the enormous positive impact motivated 

employees have on brand strength and bottom-line profits across a wide variety of business initiatives," Smith said. 

"It's quite clear that employees who are engaged in their work are more productive, generate more profits and 

reduce operating costs—regardless of industry or geography. Motivation is universal and its benefits can be enjoyed 

by any type of company, anywhere in the world." 

O.C. Tanner has been promoting brand growth through engaged employees for a number of years and sees interest 

building for this strategy. 

"We've been saying, 'grow your people - grow your brand - grow your bottom line' for some time, but the message 

really seems to be resonating with corporate leaders since the recession. The research about the wisdom of this 

brand strategy is very compelling, and the recession caused many leaders to look for innovative ways to protect and 

grow their brands," Smith said. 

In addition, research by Gallup Organization has proven that companies that invest in engaging employees or 

customers financially will outperform their competitors that don't invest, by as much as 70 percent. Engaged 

customers represent a 23 percent premium in terms of share of wallet, profitability, revenue and relationship 

growth. 

"These customers deliver significantly enhanced value by buying more products, spending more for those products, 

returning to shop more often, and having longer shopping experiences," Smith explained, adding that those 

companies that invest in engaging both employees and customers can achieve as much as a 240 percent advantage 

over competitors, demonstrating that results are increased exponentially when engagement strategies are 

integrated and address a broader audience. 

"Motivation is a leading indicator of financial performance, so programs implemented now will help companies 

recover more quickly from the economic downturn. Additionally, we know the return on investment that's expected 

from each different kind of incentive program, so companies can justify expenditures using quantitative data and 

allocate resources to practices that will generate the greatest value for them," she said. 

Smith added, "To overcome the corporate challenges we're all facing requires a workforce that's completely 

engaged in their jobs and fully aligned with the priorities of their organizations. Engaged employees will accelerate 

their companies' progression out of this downturn and provide a competitive market advantage that is being 

squandered by those firms who are waiting until the economy improves to invest in the very thing—their 

employees—that has the biggest potential to make that turnaround happen sooner rather than later." 
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