
The UK weather is something we share,  
discuss, live with and feel. 

It nurtures and destroys. We use the 
accumulated wisdom of the ages and  
formidable computing power to predict  
it, and yet it still catches us by surprise. 

As with the economy.

2008 saw a wild storm which settled into  
a long, low front of weak warmth. That low  
became the new norm for business. 

For survivors, reduced productivity has  
been part of the lasting damage. 

Weathering the storm: 
An employee engagement forecast  
for the UK economy
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The 2008 economic storm halted 30 years of growing UK productivity. Between 2000 and 2007 
UK and US firms had led G7 countries in terms of productivity growth with an average of 1.7% per 
annum (p.a.); Japan grew by 1.5% p.a., France 1.2%, Germany 0.9% and Canada 0.8% 1. 

Since 2008 the trend has reversed. UK productivity has fallen behind G7 countries to just 0.1% p.a. 
In contrast America has grown by 0.9% p.a., Canada 0.8%, Germany 0.5%, Japan 0.6% and France by 
0.4% 2. 

Storm’s a’ comin’

Now another front, Brexit, looms. Will this be another protracted low front? Or will it be a spring 
shower creating a rainbow of opportunity? Nobody knows; wisdom and computing power can no 
more forecast this particular weather.

Fair weather or foul, UK firms need to be in a position of strength to thrive rather than survive and 
high productivity is crucial to competing in the coming new world.

All is not lost

Encouragingly, research by the Productivity Leadership Group (PLG)3 found exceptions - firms that 
had weathered 2008 and increased productivity. The common theme was employee engagement. 
Their research highlights that work practices that effect positive employee engagement have a 
significant impact on productivity.

Employee engagement directly affects the discretionary effort employees are willing to give the 
organisation. It’s not only discretionary effort that is affected; both PLG highlight a range of benefits 
including innovation, increased workplace safety and reduced absenteeism resulting from higher 
levels of engagement.

PLG identified 14 themes that affect levels of engagement5. Of those, nine relate to management 
practices such as building high levels of trust, role modelling and effective listening mechanisms.

How do I protect my organisation?

Senior managers need to role model high performance work practices and persevere with change 
initiatives in order to sustain and embed work practices that are different and shift the organisational 
culture.

However, the lynch pin in changing practices is the level of training, skills and confidence line 
managers, at all levels, have in using people management skills to improve the firm’s performance.

As one respondent in the Smith Institute Report 6 stated: 

‘Our management do not listen to staff. Very, very simple, inexpensive and quick fixes would make a 
huge difference to productivity, but they just don’t seem to care.’
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UK firms need to be in a position of strength to thrive rather than survive,  
and high productivity is crucial to competing in the coming new world.



Take two aspects identified as having a significant effect on engagement, listening and involvement. 
Just 14% of employees think management listened to their suggestions to improve productivity. One 
in two employees said their manager was good or very good at seeking their views - what potential is 
being lost from the other 50%? One in three said line managers were good or very good at allowing 
employees to influence decision making, meaning that over 60% of insight about a task or process 
and where things might be improved remains untapped.7

The calm after the storm

The positive news is that effective coaching and development helps line managers build their 
understanding, confidence and ability to lead and engage employees.

For example, two managers on a recent programme harnessed the benefit of productivity 
gains. One saved over £30,000 in the short term and in the longer term affected engagement 
and shifted the culture. 

An unexpected obstacle was delaying the project and affecting productivity; unless resolved 
quickly the firm’s reputation may have been damaged.

The solution came from the youngest member of the operation, a 19 year old. The cost was an 
hour of staff involvement and just £20.00 in equipment.  For that line manager, listening and 
involvement are no longer a ‘nice to do’ but are now a habit for success.

The other manager strengthened a key client’s long term loyalty and trust by developing an 
innovative solution that increased productivity for both themselves and their client. Again, 
the solution emerged from engaging and involving employees in decision-making. Costs were 
minimal whilst the solutions were creative. 

For the client, the bottom line was improved. For our manager productivity was maintained 
and a realisation gained of innovation residing in the workforce. 

For the workforce, there was a bonus from money saved but more importantly a change in the 
influence they have in how work is conducted.

Engagement is an abstract term and as always it is the translation of engagement into everyday work 
practices that makes a difference. Line managers and senior managers that are aligned and skilled in 
bringing those practices alive are in a position to reap the benefits engaged employees can bring.

For that line manager, listening and involvement are no longer  
a ‘nice to do’ but are now a habit for success.
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Engagement within your business

As you approach the end of this article, take a moment to pause and reflect on engagement  
within your business. 

• When you look at your organisation, where are the pockets of good engagement happening?

• If you increased engagement in your staff by 10% what benefit might you get?

• What strengths and techniques could you use to engage others more?

• What can you do to spread good practice?

Our solution

Acorn takes a two step holistic approach to employee engagement. 

Step one involves clarifying the strategic intent and the practices that will affect engagement  
and lead to culture change, and how the process will be supported by senior levels. 

Step two involves developing line managers, building their understanding, confidence  
and ability to lead and engage employees. 

Case studies in this text were taken from Acorn’s ‘Rising Stars’ programme for high potential  
future leaders. 

More details of this and our other bespoke programmes can be found on our website  
www.acorncoaching.com . For more information please take a look, or give us a call  
on 01539 741511.
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