
A recent Gallup Survey suggested that less 
than a quarter of UK employees were engaged. 
Ratan Tata, chairman of Tata Industries Ltd, 
which owns Corus and Jaguar Land Rover, has 
also accused UK managers of being workshy and 
refusing to “go the extra mile”. Neither statistic 
shows the UK workforce in a good light. If we 
can’t offer companies a skilled and dedicated 
workforce, what is it that we can offer?  

Where did it all go wrong?
Our experience is that some UK management 
still operates the outdated rational/logical man-
agement thinking of the American F.W. Taylor, 
the father of scientific management. This is 
demonstrated by the many decisions still taken 
merely to achieve short-term results.

Recent studies by Gallup and The Training 
Foundation point to the fact that “the primary 
issue for employees is the relationship with their 
immediate manager, accounting for 80 per cent of 
decisions to engage or disengage”. Management 
in UK companies seems increasingly distant, 
impersonal and uninspiring; few managers 
receive any training in how to engage hearts and 
minds and wrongly assume that employees are 
somehow contractually bound to be engaged in 
building the business.  

A positive culture
Bourton Group’s experience, gleaned from more 
than 40 years of achieving business improvement 

for many large-scale organisations, is that employ-
ees respond better to leadership that is based on 
trust rather than enforcement. They also respond 
to emotion as well as logic, and an environment 
in which a positive business climate and culture 
exist. Human beings trust in and seek to achieve 
inspiring and ambitious goals if they see their 
leaders leading by example, supporting and 
driving an empowered, informed and energetic 
workforce.  

Managers could use methodologies such 
as Lean, which is often regarded as merely a 
technical tool, when the real magic is the way in 
which Lean appeals to the “emotional brain”, to 
satisfy the “human givens” that research shows 
are fundamental to engaging employees. This 
more human approach has been closely linked 
with organisational performance. 

The Lean strategy plays to the six drivers that 
are recognised as motivating employees. It gives 
them a sense of being valued – involving them 
at all levels, not just in doing their work but also 
in helping to improve it. Lean provides a sense 
of being treated honestly, of being trusted with, 
and sharing, performance information about 
the things that matter to the business and its 
customers. Lean produces a culture of open-
ness; often employees see the end to end process 
only when they are opened up to the effect on 
others of how they do their work. Lean instills 
self-direction and autonomy so that employees 
are given permission to challenge, find out and 

resolve issues that affect not only the workplace, 
but the overall work atmosphere and climate. 
Personal development and growth is encouraged 
so that employees learn the tools and techniques 
that enable analysis and improvement to happen. 
This teaches them to work with colleagues in new 
ways. Staff develop a sense of organisational 
worth and a greater understanding of what they 
are doing, which fuels a feeling of ethical pride.
Lean allows managers to build greater two-
way trust with employees. It creates emotional 
motivation and helps to focus on the team and 
workplace climate that research shows is so 

important in employee engagement.  
In general, UK workers are hardworking, skilled 
and willing but they will maintain their enthusi-
asm, innovation, thirst for knowledge and desire 
for continuous improvement only if managers 
build a climate of trust to encourage the right 
behaviour and reward “going the extra mile”. If 
not, we all risk being left on the sidelines.   
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Bosses, look to hearts and minds
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and fail to motivate their staff. Can it be true?
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Employees more likely to achieve goals if managers lead by example

Times have been tough. And for many, they 
will stay tough for a while. As a result, salary 
increases and bonuses are unlikely to return and 
the threat of redundancy is likely to continue.

This makes staff motivation more important 
than ever, so investing in training and devel-
opment will go a long way towards helping 
employees to feel engaged and part of a thriving, 
successful business. In a climate where most busi-
ness owners are looking for every opportunity to 
cut costs, it’s crucial to remember that talented 
staff are, in fact, your most important assets.

Help staff understand their long-
term role in the business
Many organisations make the mistake of relying 
heavily on staff to flag their own training needs. 
Companies shouldn’t rely on staff alone and just 
supplying a regular roster of ongoing courses 
isn’t the answer.

Once skills gaps have been identified, com-
municate to employees in person the importance 
of their development and where it fits with the 
organisation’s long-term objectives. Explain what 
is required from them before, during and after 
the course, and provide a step-by-step personal 

development plan that includes measurable and 
quantifiable objectives.

Only then will employees feel that they are 
making a direct contribution to the business, 
and that their career path has been carved for 
them as an individual.

Help staff to value their skills
All training should have a practical outcome. It 
should improve staff performance and produc-
tivity, and it should arm them with the skills 
required to meet the business’s current and 
future objectives.

From the outset, staff should understand 
how their newly-acquired skills will be used on 
the job. By engaging staff in a discussion at an 
early stage, they can understand the relevance, 
importance and practicalities of the course to 
their role.

With this approach, staff will become more 
aware of their contribution, which can go a long 
way towards boosting morale and engaging staff 
in the long-term success of the business.

Find the right mix for the individual
Today, businesses often feel they have one of 

two choices: classroom-based or virtual learn-
ing online.

Classroom-based courses certainly offer a 
practical, hands-on approach to training but 
virtual training also offers a whole host of ben-
efits. For the business it includes money saved 
on venue, tutor and travel costs. For staff, it 
means the ability to complete a training course 
in a timetable which fits around other demands 
on their time.

Rather than a one size fits all approach, try 
to provide staff with the right blend of training 
courses to suit the individual; one that is likely 
to keep them motivated. This could mean a mix 
of both where, for instance, an element of the 
training is conducted online and later reinforced 
in a classroom.

The advent of smartphones and tablets, as 
well as a wide range of technologies, also offers 
companies the chance to be more creative in their 
delivery of training programmes. 

Measure, measure and measure again
Measuring the value and outcome of learning 
programmes is critical. It enables companies to 
demonstrate the value and return on investment 

they’ve achieved, and it helps to ensure that 
staff remain engaged by applying what they’ve 
learned to their everyday role.

Unfortunately, for most companies the evalu-
ation ends when the course does. As a result, 
resources invested in training often go to waste. 
Instead, businesses should consider measurement, 
using defined success criteria, as an ongoing 
element in their training plans.

For instance, once a course has been completed, 
it is vital to measure employees’ initial reaction, 
satisfaction and planned action in the wake of 
the course. This could be through a simple post-
course survey. As a result, staff gain a greater 
appreciation of how their skills are tied directly 
to the success of the business.

Keeping staff engaged is a difficult task for 
any employer. But for those that get it right, the 
benefits are clear: an engaged workforce that 
feels valued, and a prosperous business that is 
underpinned by a highly talented and skilled 
workforce.
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What steps should organisations 
take to ensure that the training 
and development they offer keeps 
staff interested in their work and 
genuinely motivated?

Keep your talent on top form


