
“Companies that did not focus 
on or communicate appreciation 
to employees likely experienced 
lower employee trust, 
confidence and cooperation, 
as well as higher employee 
burnout, disengagement 
and voluntary turnover.”

•	Do you think employees’ satisfaction with their jobs rose during the 
recession? What do you think was the most important factor regarding 
job satisfaction during the past few years?

Employee satisfaction and engagement are very individual issues that are 
influenced by an employee’s personal life, professional situation, expecta-
tions and values. One factor that influences this is communication from—and 
a connection to—the employer. During the recession, companies managed 
their reductions in force in varying ways. This was a crucial time for companies 
to communicate to employees their importance in relation to the company’s 
success. 

Companies that communicated their visions and created a climate of employee 
appreciation and recognition during this time experienced higher employee 
satisfaction. Those employees felt “in the know” and trusted their management. 
Companies that did not focus on or communicate appreciation to employees 
likely experienced lower employee trust, confidence and cooperation, as well as 
higher employee burnout, disengagement and voluntary turnover. Employees 
in those organizations felt blindsided, unappreciated and, in some cases, 
betrayed.

•	Now that the economy has improved and more people are looking for 
new jobs, what types of perks or benefits are they seeking?
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“While many workers are 
grateful for their jobs, they 
expect recognition for their 
efforts and loyalty.”

Employees continue to seek competitive wages, an appreciative climate, afford-
able benefits and workplace flexibility.

•	HR departments were strained during the economic downturn, between 
budget cuts and having to handle the unenviable task of administering 
layoffs. What should be HR’s top priority to improve employee relations 
going forward during the economic recovery?

HR’s top priority should be talent management and retention of high perform-
ers. HR needs to listen carefully to what employees need in order to find out 
what isn’t working, and then determine how to meet their needs so that HR 
develops and leverages current talent. Some initiatives could include coaching 
the high performers, providing clearer direction to the average performers and 
providing greater opportunities to all employees, allowing them to contribute 
and make decisions with more impact.

•	Do you think we are still at the point where most workers are grateful 
just to have a job, or do you see the tide turning, with employees 
demanding more out of their employers?

While many workers are grateful for their jobs, they expect recognition for their 
efforts and loyalty. Although employees are aware of high benefits costs and 
may accept higher co-pays or deductibles, they still need and expect affordable 
options from their employers.

•	Health care reform in 2010 created many new responsibilities for HR 
professionals. Do you think those will interfere with other efforts to 
reform benefits, such as developing workplace flexibility policies?

Health care reform required HR professionals to spend their time and energy 
learning about altering plans and complying with unclear or changing regula-
tions. As the reform regulations are firmed up and the dust begins to settle, HR 
professionals will need to continue to find and provide additional perks—such 
as workplace flexibility—that do not increase expenses.



“Technology by far is where 
the most opportunities 
exist, then advanced roles in 
accounting and accomplished 
sales professionals.”

•	Have we reached a point where some workers are comfortable seeking 
new jobs, now that economic conditions have improved? If so, what are 
their reasons for looking elsewhere?  

Yes, in general, many specialized higher-level skilled employees in technology, 
accounting, sales and human resources are seeking jobs now that the economy 
has improved. In many cases, these same employees have been employed over 
the past few years during the recession and slow recovery, and chose to stay 
because of limited options. However, they may have preferred to move from 
their position or company simply because they wanted additional advancement, 
challenge or a better work environment.

•	What industries are seeing the most movement at this time, and where 
are openings still limited?  

Technology by far is where the most opportunities exist, then advanced 
roles in accounting and accomplished sales professionals. Some rebound in 
higher-level administrative roles is also occurring, along with human resource 
positions, especially experienced recruiters. Lower-level skilled workers and less 
experienced skilled workers in general are still challenged in finding meaningful 
employment, but those areas also are improving, albeit slowly.

•	Do you think employees’ satisfaction with their jobs rose during the 
recession, at least for those who were able to stay employed? What 
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“In fact, it [job satisfaction] 
probably declined, because 
many individuals who would 
have otherwise changed jobs 
stayed [at their jobs] and, in 
many cases, wore multiple 
hats, further frustrating 
them in their roles.”

do you think was the most important factor regarding job satisfaction 
during the past few years?  

I do not think job satisfaction rose during the recession. In fact, it probably 
declined, because many individuals who would have otherwise changed jobs 
stayed [at their jobs] and, in many cases, wore multiple hats, further frustrating 
them in their roles.

•	Do you think employers that eliminated benefits or cut perks during 
tough economic times will have a harder time keeping workers when the 
job market improves?  

I think that these same employers will respond to market conditions and restore 
or enhance current benefits and perks.

•	With the standard 40-hour workweek becoming dated in most sectors, 
do you see workplace flexibility becoming more prevalent in today’s 
labor force? How can the benefits of flexibility be measured for 
employers that are hesitant to use such policies? 

 I do see the use of worker flexibility as a key to employee retention. Telecom-
muting when possible is also on the rise and factors into an employee’s decision 
about moving on versus staying with their current employer.



“All the surveys ... consistently 
show that only a small minority 
of employees feel fully engaged 
at work. The reason is that 
employers are so busy trying to 
get more out of their workforce 
that they’ve all but lost sight of 
meeting the most fundamental 
needs of their employees.”

•	 Is it true that only a small percentage of workers are truly engaged 
with their jobs? Please explain why this is the case in today’s labor 
environment.

All the surveys, from Gallup to Towers Watson, consistently show that only a small minor-
ity of employees feel fully engaged at work. From our perspective at The Energy Project, 
the reason is that employers are so busy trying to get more out of their workforce that 
they’ve all but lost sight of meeting the most fundamental needs of their employees. 
We see those needs as physical (for energy), emotional (for appreciation), mental (for 
self-expression) and spiritual (for meaning). The more employees feel preoccupied by 
those unmet needs, the less energy they bring to work every day. 

•	Do you think employee satisfaction improved during the recent 
recession, based on the fact that those employed were simply happy to 
have jobs? If not, why?

There is little question that employee satisfaction deteriorated, in many cases dramati-
cally, during the recession. And for most people, that recession isn’t over. From a pure 
survival perspective, many employees were relieved to have jobs. That’s very different 
than satisfaction. It’s deeply unsettling, frightening and even traumatizing to watch those 
around you being laid off. Those layoffs, in turn, put more work on a smaller group of 
people—the survivors—who were often already feeling overworked. It also left them 
feeling uncertain and anxious about their own futures. None of this serves satisfaction or 
engagement. 
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“Human beings are not meant 
to operate like computers, at 
high speeds, continuously, for 
long periods of time. When we 
try to do so, we end up being 
run by our digital devices.”

•	Going forward, how can HR play a role in improving employee 
satisfaction? Is it a matter of simply changing a few policies in the 
workplace?

I deeply believe that we’re at an inflection point. We’re in a new kind of energy crisis, and 
this one’s personal. Demand is exceeding our capacity. So long as we have sufficient 
fuel in our tanks, we don’t think much about capacity. Now, perhaps for the first time, 
we’re beginning to run on empty—the sense that it’s not sustainable—and virtually no 
company we’ve come across is actively addressing this issue. 

The challenge to leaders, and to HR as their partners, is to help employees systematically 
build their capacity, and to provide support for doing so in the form of policies, prac-
tices, facilities and cultural messages. Just one example: Human beings are not meant to 
operate like computers, at high speeds, continuously, for long periods of time. When we 
try to do so, we end up being run by our digital devices. 

We need a new workplace paradigm built around the fact that human beings are 
designed to pulse between spending and renewing energy. Counterintuitive as it may 
seem, intermittent rest and recovery actually fuel sustainable high performance—espe-
cially when demand is high. 

•	Workplace flexibility is a hot topic at the moment, but benefits like 
telecommuting and flex schedules are not realistic in all workplaces. 
What are the alternatives as far as offering a less rigid 9-to-5 work 
schedule?

Flexibility isn’t an option—it’s a necessity if you want to get the best from any given 
individual. The reason is that every human being has different needs and different 
rhythms. The starting point with any valued employee ought to be, “What can we do to 
empower you to bring the best of yourself to work every day?” That means accommo-
dating a range of ways of working, even if doing so requires being creative and thinking 
out of the box. 

•	 If employers do not get more creative with workplace flexibility and 
related benefits, what will be the result, and how will that affect our 
labor force in the future?

If people are truly an employer’s greatest asset—as so many regularly say—then they 
ought to be actively investing in those assets. We know, from overwhelming evidence 
and also from common sense, that the better people feel at work, the better they 
perform. If they’re encouraged to take care of themselves, feel valued, have opportuni-
ties to express their unique talents and believe what they’re doing is meaningful, they’re 
going to be more loyal and engaged and higher performing. Employers that address 
this reality in authentic and systematic ways will build huge competitive advantage in the 
years ahead. 


