THE FUTURE OF
EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT
Informal Chats with Today’s Leading
CHROs and Executive HR Leaders

The New Digital Workforce and the
Future of Employee Engagement

When you gather a diverse group of
people leaders of top-performing
businesses together, the conversation
naturally turns to the most pressing
human capital management issues.
And it was no different during the
2019 Achievers Customer Experience
(ACE) conference.
The lunchtime panelists—all Achievers
customers—spilled the tea on what the
future of work holds; strategic ways to
drive engagement and meaning; how
HR professionals can lean on each
other; and what the future of HR looks
like (hint: you’ll need shades!).
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Introducing: The CHRO &
Executive Leadership Panelists

Michael Argir

Cecilia McKenney

Arielle Meloul-Wechsler

Vanessa Thurston

Chief Executive Officer &
President, Medxcel

Senior Vice President, Chief Human
Resources Officer, Quest Diagnostics

Senior Vice President, People, Culture
and Communications, Air Canada

Argir brings a deep understanding
of the healthcare integrated facilities
management industry and over 25 years
of leadership experience to Medxcel,
having served in a variety of facilitiesrelated operational and executive
roles within respected healthcare
organizations throughout his career.

McKenney is responsible for all human
resources activities across the company
and has implemented people initiatives
that are progressive, technologyenabled, and promote workplace
flexibility while being fiscally responsible
and contributing to Quest’s goal of
creating an inspiring workplace for
46,000 colleagues.

Meloul-Wechsler has been a member
of Air Canada’s executive team since
2013, with oversight for all human
resources and culture change initiatives
across the company, labor relations,
customer service training as well as
internal and external communications as
Air Canada continues pursuing its goal of
becoming a Global Champion.

Interim Vice President & Head
of Talent Management, Samsung
Electronics America
Thurston leads the HR & Talent
Management organizations, which are
responsible for executive leadership
and management development,
employer brand, talent acquisition,
diversity and inclusion, engagement,
and agile organizational development
for Samsung’s $30 billion+ consumer
and enterprise business.
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Where to Start:
Two Truths of the New Workplace

Over the last few years, futurists have tried to predict
what the workplace will look like in five, 10, 20 years.
How many jobs will technology replace? How many
jobs will technology add? How will the skills gap and
low unemployment affect organizations? What changes
will multiple generations of employees bring to the
workplace, and how can we retain employees and
keep them engaged?
These questions are no longer theoretical; the future
of work is happening right now, our panelists said,
and there are two foundational truths that CHROs
must recognize.

#1 Time for a Mindshift: Companies
Must Take a New View of Employees
The traditional employee/employer relationship
has changed. Where that relationship was once
hierarchical, it now needs to be more of a partnership,
panelists said. Employees want to be more involved
in processes and decisions. Teams need to be more
collaborative and communicative to drive innovation
and creativity. To encourage the best performance,
leaders must learn to coach, rather than direct.
•

 now what your ideal employee/employer
K
partnership looks like. They must define the skills
that create good, better, and best relationships.
Articulating this to employees provides direction
for development.

•

 otivate employees at every stage of their
M
experience. Millennials may be the most vocal
about workplace culture, but research confirms
that all generations want many of the same things:
meaningful work,1 work/life flexibility,2 and feeling
valued.3

•

 everage technology to better understand
L
employees. Just as companies try to solve for
what customers want in their buyer’s journey, HR
leaders must look at what employees want in their
professional journeys.

“

..it’s very important that we define
and invite employees to be part of this
evolving partnership– this employeremployee partnership. And... keep
asking [employees for] feedback.
– Cecilia McKenney,

Senior Vice President, Chief Human Resources Officer,
Quest Diagnostics
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#2 Companies Must Continue
Fostering Employee Engagement
Most employees are not invested in their work; a
mere 21%4 of North American employees consider
themselves “very engaged” at their jobs. As more
companies focus on improving engagement scores, the
importance of employee experience continues to grow.
Longstanding studies show that engaged employees
correlate with higher company profitability5, including
more revenue,6 increased safety,7 lower absenteeism,8
higher retention,9 and better customer service.10
ACE panelists shared how their organizations help
employees feel that connection to their work.
Medxcel
At Medxcel, some employees, such as HVAC (heating,
ventilation, and air conditioning) technicians and
grounds crews, are far removed from direct interactions
with the hospital patients. This makes it harder and even
more critical to create that sense of purpose among
employees, Argir says. “For us, it’s linking that work to
our mission with purpose, and doing it with our core
values at the forefront,” Argir states. For Medxcel, they
found this was one sure way to engage employees.

Samsung Electronics America
Samsung builds engagement by ensuring employees
are clear on the purpose of the company. “It’s very
business savvy, but it’s also ensuring you know what
impact you can have [on employees] and how that
helps grow a company exponentially,” Thurston says.
That’s why recognizing employee behaviors that link
back to corporate values and the company’s mission
is central to its engagement strategy. “If we continue to
make it very clear to individuals that we all play a role [in
the success of our company], then it helps to ultimately
elevate the strategy and the outcomes,” Thurston
added.

Quest Diagnostics
Although technology affords data that yields a plethora
of insights about engagement, don’t get lost in the
numbers and lose focus on the people, McKenney of
Quest Diagnostics advises. Instead, get out and talk with
employees through forums. Pay attention to employee
comments which can provide even more context to the
survey data. “The data is the spark of the conversation
that leads to insight. The insight isn’t the data; the insight
is from the employee,” McKenney says.

Air Canada
Creating a culture of engagement isn’t always easy,
especially when employees are in different locations,
Meloul-Weschler says. “We have to work extra hard to
get those employees to feel that connection to us, to Air
Canada,” shared. The more employees are engaged,
the better service they can provide to customers.
Bringing together all employees, through internal
communications tools and engagement technology,
is to play the long game. “We have to make sure
that our employees stay connected with us so it isn’t
just a passing phase, and we don’t have to deal with
continuously trying to backfill.”

Only 21% of North American
employees consider themselves
“very engaged” at their jobs.4
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3 Questions Driving the
Future of Engagement

Today’s business environment presents challenges
like never before.
To help lead organizations to the forefront of their
industries, CHROs must focus on three primary areas:
1. Leveraging Data
2. Building Interconnectedness
3. Driving Engagement

83% of HR leaders believe all
people decisions should be
based on data, only 37% use
data for that purpose.12

1. How Do You Leverage Data
to Drive Cultural Change?
Studies show that, only 16%11 of HR leaders are
prepared for a highly digital environment, compared
to 37% of all leaders. In fact, 83 percent of HR
leaders believe all people decisions should be based
on data and analytics, only 37% of HR leaders use
data for that purpose.
To drive home the importance of leveraging
technology to improve HCM (Human Capital
Management) strategies, panelists offered
real-world examples of how their companies
use data to drive people management efforts.
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Bridging Cultural Gaps Using Data
Samsung Electronics America
Unlike her fellow panelists, Thurston of Samsung works
for a company that is headquartered abroad–in Seoul,
South Korea. There, employees often work at one
company for over thirty years. “You aspire to reach a
final rotation, and it is a celebration; a recognition of all
you’ve accomplished,” Thurston says. And as a globallyrenowned company, working at Samsung is considered
an honor in South Korea – one that employees rarely
forego for another opportunity.

“

Data leads to a better
dialogue on employee
engagement and retention.
–V
 anessa Thurston

Interim Vice President & Head of Talent Management,
Samsung Electronics America

This makes it difficult for company leaders in Seoul
to understand why Samsung employees in the U.S.
(where the overall quit rate is 2.3%,13 a current all-time
high) do not have the same appreciation for long-term
employment at the same company.
The culture is very much driven by top-down
leadership from HQ, Thurston explained. To bridge the
cultural gap, she and her team use data to influence
change. “We’re educating our Korean leadership
through data and insights that we get,” she said, along
with feedback from employees on why they’re leaving
and what they need to feel more engaged more
effectively. Data leads to a better dialogue on employee
engagement and retention, Thurston explained.

Employ Data To Enrich Business Metrics
Medxcel
Medxcel uses employee satisfaction data effectively
to track engagement alongside core business metrics,
Argir explains. “We use our model community index
to really understand the engagement of our teams,”
he says. Argir’s team also uses a CARE tool, which
measures customer interaction at the end-user
level within the hospital. The CARE tool provides
daily surveys and samplings of work orders provide

information about the courtesy of the staff, their
professionalism, and the speed of completing tasks.
Medxcel does a deep dive into customer satisfaction
with a voice of customer survey annually.
Measuring these various areas has helped Medxcel
focus on areas needing improvement, and that effort
has been beneficial. Taking current and historical data
and aligning it with data from the Achievers’ recognition
platform, Medxcel created a clear picture of where
employee and customer engagement thrives and where
it needs improvement.
Medxcel also developed a national portfolio showing
which sites had the highest employee engagement and
directly correlated that information with net promoter
score and customer satisfaction. “This year, we were
able to exceed every single category of our guidelines,”
Argir said. “Our net promoter score leaped from a 36,
which is good in our industry, to a best-in-class score
of 46, with loyalty exceeding 80%.”
“That was a huge success for us this year,” Argir said.
“In the fiscal year 2020, we’re taking that one step
further to say, ‘How do we now win the hearts and the
minds [of employees] through communication
and engagement?’”
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2. How Do You Boost
Interconnectedness Among
Employees?
Encouraging employees to feel included is hard
enough when they work in the same building. When
they’re in different locations, building teams that
collaborate and communicate effectively is even
harder. While working off-site in a remote office can
be attractive to individuals, it can also be lonely,
isolating, and challenging to feel connected with the
organization overall. One study14 showed that 21% of
remote employees feel lonely, and when this emotion
becomes chronic, it can affect performance, retention,15
and even health.16

“

We wanted to figure out a way
to bring the phlebotomists
together to get the peer-to-peer
recognition going but also just to
celebrate, across the offices, and
feel connected.
– Cecilia McKenney,

Senior Vice President, Chief Human Resources Officer,
Quest Diagnostics

Use Online Communication Tools to Bring
Remote Employees Closer
Quest Diagnostics
Quest Diagnostics faced that very dilemma of helping
remote employees feel connected, says McKenney.
Among the company’s 46,000 employees, 12,000
are phlebotomists who work in one- and two-person
offices across the country. “You can’t get everybody
together at the company barbecue on a Friday night,”
she noted.
Yet, for companies like Quest Diagnostics that need to
provide services across the country, or for organizations
that have employees working from home, ensuring
employees still feel in touch with their colleagues,
managers, and the company is vital. “We wanted to
figure out a way to bring the phlebotomists together
to get the peer-to-peer recognition going but also just
to celebrate, across the offices, and feel connected,”
McKenney said.
Using the Achievers’ recognition platform, in
combination with Yammer’s social networking tool,
Quest Diagnostics helped employees to share events,
celebrate, and commiserate with each other. The
integration has not just allowed employees to share best
practices, but to support each other in good times and
in bad, McKenney adds.

Connect Employees Through Recognition
Air Canada
Many Air Canada employees have non-traditional
jobs, explains Meloul-Wechsler. “They wake up in the
morning, they put on their uniform, they show up at an
airport, sometimes a different airport from their home
and they get on an aircraft,” she said. They may be
working with a colleague or crew they’ve never met
before, so Air Canada has to work very hard to help
employees feel connected to the company. “Because if
they don’t, then they really will not deliver what we want
them to deliver, which is our award-winning customer
service,” she says.
For years, employee retention has been a top challenge
for organizations, and studies17 show that recognition
increases retention. To address this challenge, in light
of their unique work circumstances, Air Canada finds
other nimble ways to interact with staff. That includes
managers having a quick huddle at the aircraft before
the crew boards or managers flying with the crew to
spend time with them during layovers, Meloul-Wechsler
says. Taking a flight to spend time with a team member
may sound like a lot, but the payoff is worth it.

7

But even when managers fly with the crew and
recognize their accomplishments, public kudos
can still be more rewarding than just private ones.
“It means a lot to our flight crews to know, to see
on the [Achievers] feed that not only were they
recognized but [that] their colleagues and peers
see it as well,” says Meloul-Wechsler. “Because,
again, they’re not checking into an office, they’re
not seeing their colleagues. You can’t just do a ‘Well
done’ in the hallway or at a meeting that the rest of
the team might hear.”

Invest in Tools Employees Use
Quest Diagnostics
It may take several types of communication to
ensure the message resonates, says McKenney
of Quest Diagnostics. “You have to communicate
seven times, seven different ways,” she says. In
addition to digital methods like Achievers, Yammer,
and the Quest app, she suggests leveraging nondigital methods as well. Putting essential information
or calls-to-action for benefits enrollment on pay
stubs can be useful, or sending snail mail to a
home address can help bring information to the
employee’s family.

Air Canada
Getting employees at all levels of an organization to ask
questions and communicate is key to creating a culture
of inclusion. Air Canada uses digital tools to encourage
widespread interaction, Meloul-Wechsler says, but
in-person meetings are still vital. The senior leadership
team goes across the country several times each year
to visit employees, provide a corporate update, and
hold a Q & A, and the real value of the trip is openness,
she says. “The rules of engagement are you can ask
everything and anything, so long as it’s respectful, and
that gets a lot of bang for our buck.”

Samsung Electronics America
When looking at communications, use digital, nondigital,
and combined means to get messages to employees—
whatever works best for your organization, Thurston
suggests. But make sure employees know where to find
the most critical information. “Tell them exactly where
that one source or two sources of information are that
they should be looking at daily,” she advises.

Medxcel
Whether it is face-to-face or screen-to-screen, it
is essential to meet each employee where they are,
Argir says. For example, employees may have varying
degrees of digital literacy, so some may enjoy email,
but others may prefer collaborating via SharePoint
or Yammer. At Medxcel, the high adoption rate of
Achievers’ engagement platform makes it a preferred
source to push notifications, he says.
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3. How Do You Drive Genuine
Employee Engagement?
Businesses recognize that to survive, they must find
ways to engage their employees on a fundamental
level. But some employers aren’t sure how to make
that happen.

“

So you have to check in very
regularly, understand what are
the challenges, what are the
opportunities, and maintain
that dialogue, but also ensure
that your solutions are hitting
the mark.
–V
 anessa Thurston

Interim Vice President & Head of Talent Management,
Samsung Electronics America

Treat Your Employees as Customers
Samsung Electronics America
How do you treat employees as customers? Thurston
suggests that most companies already have a blueprint
they can follow. For years, companies have studied their
customers to answer questions like: What are the steps
in the customer journey? How can organizations reduce
friction in each of those steps to compel a customer to
stay? What does the customer think and feel about a
product? How can the company change an unfavorable
perception or improve a negative experience?
Businesses should take the same customer experience
approach when considering the employee experience,
says Thurston. Looking at the employee journey,
organizations should ask: What solutions are we
providing to individuals, not only for the work that
they’re doing at the company today, but that will help
them become more marketable throughout their
careers? Career development isn’t a one-way street,
however. Getting employee feedback and listening to
the kind of growth and support each employee needs is
essential to their development.
“So you have to check in very regularly, understand
what are the challenges, what are the opportunities,
and maintain that dialogue, but also ensure that your
solutions are hitting the mark,” Thurston adds.

Link Your Mission With
The Community You Serve
While perks like foosball tables and nap pods in the
office may be fun to have, when it comes down to it,
employees are searching for more value and a deeper
connection18 with their work. They want to feel their
work is meaningful.
Medxcel
Helping employees feel their work matters in the big
picture can be difficult when that work seems far
removed from the client. That connection starts with a
corporate vision, Argir says. “Our goal is to execute on
our brand promise and link the work that [our teams]
do every day,” he said. Many team members are not
clinicians, but each person plays a role in improving
the overall healing environment which ultimately
benefits patients, care providers, employees and
hospital communities.
Landscapers who clean the grounds; safety officers
who make sure the environment is secure; and HVAC
technicians who measure the temperature and humidity
in the air to decrease the possibility of hospitalacquired infections; all play a part in upholding that
brand promise, Argir says.
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Help Employees Feel Pride
in Their Company
Pride in the company may be the single biggest driver
of engagement, according to an internal survey19 among
Facebook employees. When employees feel optimistic
about the company, embrace the mission, and see
the connection between the company’s products
and services and social good, they feel a sense of
ownership and engagement.
Air Canada
“We talk a lot about doing good, not just doing
well,” Meloul-Wechsler says. “Our employees have
tremendous pride. They have this real desire to want
to volunteer and help.” Whether it involves delivering
hurricane supplies by Air Canada aircraft or partnering
with 4ocean to help clean debris in the Atlantic Ocean
near Florida, employees are passionate about living up
to company values.

Quest Diagnostics
Pride can come from actions that help internally,
McKenney explains. One of Quest Diagnostic’s affinity
groups, or Employee Business Networks, featured an
employee in the company magazine, sharing what it
was like to be transgender. The pride that employees
expressed in working for an organization that was
supportive enough to invite the employee to tell her
story was priceless.
This kind of first-person story resonated with employees
more effectively than any diversity training, according to
McKenney. “The retention payoff that we get in terms of
just embracing different parts of our world and different
parts of who we are is really quite remarkable.”

Employees initiate ideas too, Meloul-Wechsler says,
such as having an Arabic-speaking employee on every
Air Canada flight bringing Syrian refugees to Canada,
making the immigration process less overwhelming.
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Closing Remarks

HR professionals – regardless of industry –
should lean on each other, McKenney advised. “Let’s
be more committed to helping each other because
a lot of us have the same problems.” Using LinkedIn
to stay connected and create forums to share best
practices can help everyone tackle problems more
effectively.
Argir recommends: Keep learning. “Stay motivated with
knowledge; we are the disciples of our mission.” Linking
your core values to your culture every day is the way to
inspire people, he adds.
Don’t forget to recognize people for what they do,
Thurston says. By nature, HR leaders go from solving
one problem to another. As you move on to the next
project, it’s easy to overlook the effort that people have
invested in the previous one. “Thank each other for
what we’re doing, because we’re all in it together,”
she says.

Even with the challenges organizations face today—or
maybe because of those challenges – our panelists
agree: this is an incredible time to be in HR.
People leaders have uniquely large responsibilities,
but also hold significant power and influence. MeloulWeschler says, “If you really think about it, we are
actually the architects and puppeteers of each of our
companies.
“There’s no more talk of if HR is at the table,” MeloulWechsler continued. “HR is leading the charge.
Every business discussion that’s being held across
our respective organizations starts and ends with a
people question.”

These HCM issues are at the forefront of leading HR
professionals’ minds—and the role that workplace
engagement plays in business will only grow. With
competition fierce for the brightest talent, organizations
that are at the forefront of attracting and engaging
employees through active listening, employee
recognition, improved internal communications, and
development opportunities will be the ones to succeed
long-term.

“

HR is leading the charge. Every
business discussion that’s being
held across our respective
organizations starts and ends
with a people question.
–A
 rielle Meloul-Wechsler

Senior Vice President, People, Culture and
Communications, Air Canada
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For further insights into the future of work,
visit: achievers.com/workforce-institute
Learn more about the ACE HR conference:
achievers.com/ace

Achievers Employee Success Platform delivers
proven employee recognition, continuous listening
tools and timely coaching tips for organizations
to give their people ownership of the employee
experience and to drive organizational success.

Index
1

Pontefract, Dan, et al. “Every Generation Wants Meaningful Work - but Thinks Other Age Groups Are in It for the Money.” Harvard Business Review, 31 July 2017, https://hbr.org/2017/07/every-generation-wants-meaningful-work-but-thinks-other-age-groups-are-in-it-for-the-money.

2

Kohll, Alan. “The Evolving Definition Of Work-Life Balance.” Forbes, Forbes Magazine, 23 May 2018, https://www.forbes.com/sites/alankohll/2018/03/27/the-evolving-definition-of-work-life-balance/#658063dc9ed3.

3

Rampton, John. “Different Motivations for Different Generations of Workers: Boomers, Gen X, Millennials, and Gen Z.” Inc.com, Inc., 17 Oct. 2017, https://www.inc.com/john-rampton/different-motivations-for-different-generations-of-workers-boomers-gen-x-millennials-gen-z.html.

4

Achievers. “2019 Workforce Complacency Report.” Achievers Resources, 24 Sept. 2019, https://resources.achievers.com/resources/achievers-complacency-report/.

5

Sorenson, Susan. “How Employee Engagement Drives Growth.” Gallup.com, Gallup, 10 Oct. 2019, https://www.gallup.com/workplace/236927/employee-engagement-drives-growth.aspx.

6

Kotter, John. “Does Corporate Culture Drive Financial Performance?” Forbes, Forbes Magazine, 23 June 2012, https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnkotter/2011/02/10/does-corporate-culture-drive-financial-performance/#432dcbd47e9e.

7

Boeldt, Michelle. “How Engaged Workers Are Safe Employees.” EHS Today, 16 Aug. 2017, https://www.ehstoday.com/safety/how-engaged-workers-are-safe-employees.

8

Bolden-Barrett, Valerie. “Poor Employee Engagement Drives up Unplanned Absences.” HR Dive, 20 Dec. 2018, https://www.hrdive.com/news/poor-employee-engagement-drives-up-unplanned-absences/544732/.

9

Achievers. “The Retention Epidemic: Why 74% of the North American Workforce plans on Quitting.” Achievers Resources, 04 April, 2019, https://resources.achievers.com/resources/the-retention-epidemic/.

10

Murphey, Dakota. “How Employee Engagement and Customer Loyalty Go Hand in Hand.” HR Daily Advisor, 27 Feb. 2019, https://hrdailyadvisor.blr.com/2019/03/04/how-employee-engagement-and-customer-loyalty-go-hand-in-hand/.

11

Murphey, Dakota. “How Employee Engagement and Customer Loyalty Go Hand in Hand.” HR Daily Advisor, 27 Feb. 2019, https://hrdailyadvisor.blr.com/2019/03/04/how-employee-engagement-and-customer-loyalty-go-hand-in-hand/.

12

Becoming a People Company. Report, Sage People, 2019, https://www.sagepeople.com/know-your-people/research-report/#

13

“Job Openings and Labor Turnover Summary.” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 5 Nov. 2019, https://www.bls.gov/news.release/jolts.nr0.htm.

14

Griffis, Hailley. “State of Remote Work 2018 Report: What It’s Like to Be a Remote Worker in 2018.” Open, 27 Feb. 2018, https://open.buffer.com/state-remote-work-2018/.

15

Pyrillis, Rita. “EVENTS.” Workforce, 8 May 2018, https://www.workforce.com/2018/05/08/workplace-loneliness-is-sad-for-people-and-bad-for-business/.

16

Team, Family Health. “What Happens in Your Body When You’re Lonely?” Health Essentials from Cleveland Clinic, Health Essentials from Cleveland Clinic, 14 Feb. 2019, https://health.clevelandclinic.org/what-happens-in-your-body-when-youre-lonely/.

17

Schramm, Jen. “Boost Retention Through Employee Recognition.” SHRM, SHRM, 16 Aug. 2019, https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/0217/pages/boost-retention-through-employee-recognition.aspx.

18

Stackpole, Beth. “Bye-Bye, Foosball. Here Are the Perks That Truly Attract Top-Notch Talent.” MIT Sloan, 3 May 2019, https://mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-matter/bye-bye-foosball-here-are-perks-truly-attract-top-notch-talent.

19

Fast Company. “The Power Of Pride At Facebook.” Fast Company, Fast Company, 11 Apr. 2017, https://www.fastcompany.com/3069200/heres-what-facebook-discovered-from-its-internal-research-on-employee-happiness.

12

