
 
 
 
 

Transforming Productivity - Management Practices and Employee Engagement 
 
It is a truism that engaged and motivated managers and employees are more innovative and productive. 
Research from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) across multiple business sectors demonstrates that 
moving the quality of a firm’s management practice from the bottom decile to ‘average’ can deliver a 19% 
increase in productivity. This supports results from Bloom, Van Reenen and Sadun showing that better 
management practices are associated with higher profits, faster annual growth and higher productivity. 
Another example is the positive impact on productivity associated with investment in workplace mental 
health and well-being, with returns to business of up to £9 per £1 invested. 
 
A dearth of knowledge 
Some firms perform better on productivity overall, some on management practices, employee 
engagement, health and mental health outcomes. The research challenge is to improve and integrate 
understanding of productive, healthy and sustainable working practices for both managers and employees, 
and for the development, adoption and diffusion of innovations in management practices. The 
relationships may have been identified, but there is a dearth of knowledge about why they exist and how 
individual managers, employees, firms, regions and national policy can support, diffuse and capitalise on 
the factors that drive effective management and employee engagement practices. Understanding the 
dynamics of engagement, trust and motivation, as well as variations in individual and firm-level absorptive 
capacity, will highlight where change can be implemented that positively impacts individual and firm-level 
productivity, as well as provides important insights into other drivers. 
 
A project to enhance productive workplace relationships 
A call was made by the Economic & Science Research Council (ESRC) in the summer of 2018 - see below for 
research questions and key definitions. The Forum partnered successfully on a three-year project worth 
£600k to enhance workplace relationships through training tools for line managers that lead to productivity 
improvements. The project team from the Universities of Sheffield, Plymouth and Westminster, partnering 
with ACAS and the Forum, will be undertaking a detailed evaluation of the impact on engagement and 
productivity of 'conflict competence' and other core management skills. This will include a number of 
workplace trials of training interventions designed to develop the skills of line managers in a number of 
organisations in the private and public sectors. Interventions will be tracked over a period of 12 months, 
supported by interviews and focus groups, to examine the processes through which productivity 
improvements are secured and also the potential barriers facing organisations. The project will provide a 
valuable evidence base regarding the impact of training and development in managerial skills. It not only 
aims to have a substantive impact on managerial competences within the case-study organisations, but will 
also underpin the development of training tools that can be replicated in a range of organisational contexts. 
 
Other funded projects 
• Productivity from below: To strengthen management practices in micro-businesses (one to nine 

employees) through designing and implementing scalable policies that boost productivity (Aston) 
• Trends in management practices: To explore the causes and consequences of variation in management 

practices across UK businesses, and identify practical policy lessons for improving productivity. (ESCoE 
and NIESR) 

• Health and wellbeing: To identify combinations of workplace health and wellbeing practices that 
reliably improve worker health, wellbeing, engagement and performance – and deliver the best ROI. 
(East Anglia) 

• Workplace innovation: To explore how workplace and job design practices shape employee 
engagement, capacity to innovate and wellbeing. (Strathclyde) 

 



Detailed research questions 
• Maintaining, strengthening and re-engaging managers, as employees and as managers of others, and 

the role of management practices in this 
• Shedding light on the nature of the relationship between manager engagement and motivation to 

highlight where change can be implemented to positively affect individual and firm-level productivity. 
• How management practices can affect and influence employee involvement and engagement 
• Understanding the dynamics of engagement, (mis)matches between employees’, managers’ and 

leaders’ perceptions and motivations to enable development of healthy and productive practices. 
• How management practices and employee engagement interventions can be introduced, scaled and 

sustained successfully in contemporary UK organisations, with particular reference to the role and 
importance of individual and organisational absorptive capacities 

• Understanding and tackling reasons why staff and managers do and do not adopt and spread 
innovations in processes, practices and technology that would increase efficiency and engagement. 

• The consequences for employee mental health, physical health and wellbeing from contemporary 
management practices. This could involve actively seeking the views and opinions of people with in-
work lived experience of mental health problems and/or physical conditions from the outset 

• Investigating how working practices, working cultures and working patterns impact or enhance 
employees’ physical and mental health, working towards outcomes that deliver co-benefits of 
increased productivity, health and wellbeing across diverse groups. 

 
Definition of management practices 
• Management is the pursuit of objectives through the organisation and co-ordination of people. 
• Management practices refer broadly to the working methods, approaches, techniques, tools, structures 

and innovations used by firms and individual managers to organise, coordinate, control, support and/or 
improve the behaviour and performance of their staff and/or work systems related to people. 

• Management practices include (but are not limited to) performance monitoring, performance 
incentives, workforce development and talent management, training, employee empowerment, 
leadership, support for flexible working practices, etc. 

 
Definition of employee engagement 
• Employee engagement broadly refers to a psychological state, a performance/ behavioural construct or 

a dispositional construct, or a combination of all three that relates to how much a worker is satisfied 
with their job, workplace and/or employer, and/or are empowered to take part in their employer’s 
decision- making processes, and/or are committed to their job and employer. 

• Employee engagement includes broader issues around employee motivations, trust, networks, values 
and capacity to adopt innovations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


