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The Emotional Economy at Work  

 
White Paper Series – Paper 100: The Business Case for 

Engaging Your People Emotionally at Work 
 
 

Synopsis: If we want our people to buy into any business changes, such as improved processes, 
quality goals or productivity improvements, and be really passionate and committed to these 

changes, we need to engage our people emotionally. Traditional rational engagement 
strategies such as “change management or “quality compliance” are no longer cutting it with 

either employees or customers who want to be engaged emotionally. 

Some of the needs our employees and customers are looking for from us are rational and 
essential, such as the need for accuracy and availability in services and products. But this is not 
enough. Our enterprise stakeholders are telling us they need more from their engagement with 

us- they need emotional connection with our enterprise. Emotional engagement is the bigger 
idea if we are serious about delivering excellence in our enterprises. 

This paper provides the compelling business case for emotional engagement of our 
stakeholders on the journey to business excellence. 

 
Future papers focus on modeling emotional engagement at work and will explore the key 

methodologies, technologies and tools now available to assist leaders and managers to engage 
their people “beyond compliance”, with a particular focus on meaningful work. 

 
The Emotional Economy White Papers take the form of a series of Thought Provokers which 

are short statements intended to make us think about, challenge and shake up the existing assumptions 
that sit behind our current world view around leading business change and performance improvements 

in today’s post modern marketplace 

 
 

Jeremy Scrivens  
2009 
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"There is no power greater than a community discovering what it cares about." 

Margaret J. Wheatley 
author of Turning to One Another, 

Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2009 

 
Thought Provoker 101 – Many business improvement projects fail because they do not engage 
people emotionally and the almost exclusive focus on rational reasons for change such as 
automation, process improvement or regulatory compliance, rather than the search for 
meaning and purpose, often leads to a worse business outcome than before the project started 

 
 
The fundamental proposition of this paper is that true business transformations succeed when the 
collective voice of the organisation is emotionally engaged in a shared creative process of discovering 
what it is to experience meaningful work. 
 
There is no better platform in an organisation to engage people in the pursuit of meaningful work than 
the business processes which flow across the organisation, connecting internal and external customers 
and suppliers. Unfortunately, too often, efforts to improve business processes fail to realise the desired 
benefits because they do not truly engage the “hearts” of employees who operate these processes and 
the customers who receive the services. Why is this? 
 
Meg Wheatley, President Emerita of The Berkana Institute says that we need to look at organisational 
change through a new lens. Until now, our predominant lens has been the “industrial” lens that sees 
organisations as machines and human beings as parts of machines or “operators” of static, fixed or 
automated processes. In the industrial or “compliance” world view, people are expected to comply 
rationally with a predetermined process or method dictated by a third party outside the process, such as 
a regulatory body, a manager or a business analyst in the IT department or external BPM consultant 
“modeling” work using rational frameworks and tools. This is often done without connection to or 
consideration for the emotional needs of the very people who are meant to operate the new or changed 
processes. 
 
The very people who operate the process do not contribute to the discovery and design of 
meaningfulness in the process and as a consequence do not fully engage passionately or creatively to 
the proposed changes, with the result that many process or business improvement initiatives fail to 
achieve the intended business outcomes.  
 
Thought Provoker 102 – 9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ 
between people and their experience of sharing continuous creativity and learning, rather than 
complying to ŀƴ άƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊΩǎέ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ model of how the work or process should get done in order to 
achieve compliance to “ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέΦ 
 
When we switch the lens to thinking about organisations as complex living relationships and business 
processes as not static things but rather the fabric by which people connect with each other in doing 
meaningful work which engages them rationally and emotionally, then we have a fresh perspective on 
how to approach improving or designing our business processes. 

http://turningtooneanother.net/
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Peter Senge’s book the Fifth Discipline gave to the business world the liberating vision of a learning 
organisation as any group of people who are continually enhancing their capabilities to create what they 
want to create and to do this together. 

For Peter Senge, says M.J. Smith, real learning gets to the heart of what it is to be human. We become 
able to re-create ourselves from who we are.  This applies to both individuals and organisations. Thus, 
for a learning organisation it is not enough to survive. Survival learning, or what is more often termed 
adaptive learning, is important; indeed it is necessary. But for a learning organisation, adaptive learning 
must be joined by generative learning, learning that enhances our capacity to create and innovate 
something new from an understanding of who we are and where we have come from.  
 
Thought Provoker 103- If you want to make substantial changes to any business process, engage all the 
affected parties in a shared conversation around meaningful work: this is much more than back end 
modeling by a business analyst or consultant- it about facilitating deep conversations and fostering more 
authentic and creative relationships between people  
 
 
It follows that in order for businesses to be truly transformed, the whole living organisational system of 
relationships needs to be engaged on the change journey. These living systems are the Relational 
Organisation organised in formulated, interconnected and interdependent personal relationships and 
work processes which are drawn together in order to get meaningful work done. 

2

The Relational Organisation is an  integrative ñopenò system of living symbiotic 

relationships with team members, customers and suppliers linked by 

meaningful work processes 

Team Leader Bob

Accounts Rep Mary

Accounts Rep John

Accounts Rep Sue

Accounts Rep Anne

Accounts Rep  Mario

Meaningful Work Process

Corporate Accounts Team

Suppliers  Customers 

Marketing Team

Product Design Team 

Major Account Customers

Finance Team  

Immediate External
Environment 
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Thought Provoker 104- We cannot transform the work we do until we know who we are, our Enduring 
DNA, and we take this DNA forward, not destroy or re- engineer. If we work on changing a business 
process, we should engage the DNA of the people who operate or benefit from these processes.  
AƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ōŀŎƪ ŜƴŘ άǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊǘȅ ƳƻŘŜƭƭƛƴƎέ ƛǎ not authentic or meaningful for people. In fact 
it is deceptive and false and people will see through it and not engage with the change.  

Business or process re- engineering often fails because it ignores the DNA of individuals, teams and 
organisations. Re- engineering does not listen to the voice of the living system asking to take forward 
the best of who they are and the best of who they have been in order to create a shared vision of 
excellent processes built on their very being; their Enduring DNA or Positive Core.  

A Relational Organisation draws life from a core identify, its DNA which never changes in its essence, 
only in its shape or form as it adapts to create new processes to meet emerging needs, challenges or 
opportunities. Adapting shape and form is the past, the present and the future work of the Relational 
Organisation and is firstly a way of being and only then a way of doing.  

The goal of business excellence is to release an experience for continuous creation around meaningful 
work from first knowing as individuals, teams or the whole organisation, who we are and where we have 
come from. This is very different from the prevailing industrial mindset which defines people as the part 
they play as some cog in a static business process or business analyst/ consultant driven re engineering 
or automation of work without reference to the core identify of the Relational Organisation. Process 
Improvement should be a meaningful conversation about me, about you, about us and what can we 
become. 

Proposed changes to any business process should first engage the Relational Organisation in the design 
and implementation of those changes and indeed in the recognition of the need for those changes in the 
first place. Meg Wheatley says we humans want to work together on things that really matter to us.  In 
fact, this is what gives satisfaction and meaning to life and work and as we engage together, we are able 
to access a greater wisdom and creativity that is found only in the collective experience. ά²Ƙƻ ŀƳ LΚ ς 
Who are you?  - Why do we exist as a group?  - What is our purpose?  - What are we trying to achieve? - 
Why do we bother working together?  - What is the point of this process? - What difference will we make 
ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ōȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘhis process or making these changes?  
 
Thought Provoker 105- Excellence in engaging people to take part in business process improvement has 
more to do with emotional connections to the business process ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƻ άǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭέ connections to 
these processes, such as the need for automation or efficiency.  Yet, as managers, we have been taught 
to engage people rationally around numbers, facts and technology.  But this ƛǎƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜ. In 
fact rational engagement, which is the prevailing form of engagement in business, is costing us a fortune 
in lost revenue, creativity and innovation. 
 
Is this paper about touchy feely things or are we hitting onto something fundamental to the “bottom 
line” Why bother with this supposedly soft stuff at a time when we are going through the global 
financial crisis, even recession? – why not simply focus on the good old rational conversations around 
efficiency, cost savings, automation, technology, business modeling, business process management 
(“BPM” ), customer satisfaction, regulatory compliance or service quality?  
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For the answer to this question we need to explore the connections between employee engagement, 
meaningful work, productivity, process improvement and business growth. 

What is employee engagement and why does it matter for healthy business processes? The Gallup 
Group suggests that there are three types of employees in any organisation.  

The first group is defined as Engaged. These are the employees who are contributing their full 
discretionary efforts at work. They work with passion and feel a profound connection to their 
organisation. They drive innovation and solution creativity and move the organisation / customer 
relationship forward. One term for this group is the Contributors and they are emotionally engaged with 
their organisation, their team, their manager and their job, including business processes.  

 

GALLUP ENGAGEMENTDEFINITIONS 

The Contributors 

The Compliant 

The Subversives

7

 

 
The second group of employees Gallup defines as Not Engaged.  These are employees who attend and 
participate at work but who are time serving and who put nil or little passion or energy into their work 
and no discretionary effort. One term for this group of people is Compliant and they are rationally but 
not emotionally engaged with their organisation, their manager, their team and their work; including 
processes. Their performance is generally sub excellent.  
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Gallup defines the third group of employees as Actively Disengaged:  These people are unhappy at work 
and some leave the organisation. Others stay and act out their unhappiness at work. These employees 
undermine the work processes of their engaged colleagues on a daily basis. One term for this group is 
the Subversives. These people actively seek to destroy or undermine any improvements to the business 
and create waste and dissatisfaction amongst customers. They are both rationally and emotionally 
disengaged.  

The Gallup statistics on engagement are startling as the following survey figures show. In the Australian 
workplace, on average only 18% of employees are typically engaged in the organisation in which they 
work, 61% are compliant and 21% are actively subverting the organisation and its business processes. 

Conversely, we know that employee engagement levels are more than 20 percent higher at double digit 
growth companies than at lower-growth companies.  Engaged employees identify with their work and 
actively engage in improving performance and are early adopters of change. They engage when their 
discretionary efforts are released.   

RESULTS OF GALLUP BIANNUAL POLL OF AUSTRALIAN WORKERS 
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The impact of employee disengagement on the US economy is staggering; an estimated $328 billion in 
2006. The impact of the 21% actively disengaged Australian workforce is AUD $33.5 billion based on 
2008 figures (source Gallup Australia). Gallup research has shown that engaged employees are more 
productive, profitable, safer and create stronger customer relationships than their less engaged 
employees. 
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In 2006 ISR (Towers Perrin) surveyed 50 companies employing 664,000 people globally and found that 
over a 12 month period companies which scored high on employee engagement had experienced a 
dramatic difference in bottom line results compared to companies who had low engagement scores. 

ISR measured operating income, net income and earnings per share (EPS) 

 Operating Income  Net income   Growth  Earnings per share (EPS)  

Companies with highly 
engaged employees  

19.2 % improvement  13.2 % improvement  27.8 % improvement  

Companies with low 
employee engagement  

32.7 % decline  3.8% decline  11.2 % decline  

 

Gallup research indicates that workplace engagement is also a powerful factor in catalysing "outside-
the-box" thinking to improve management and business processes as well as customer service. 
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Wrap Up and Introduction to White Paper 20000- Modeling Emotional Engagement at Work  
 
Only 18% of the Australian workforce is currently fully engaged. These people are voluntarily choosing 
to contribute everything they have in the way of their talents, their passions, their creativity and their 
loyalty to their organisation, their manager, their team and their job, including their work processes.   
 
The Contributors are fully engaged because they have strong emotional engagement to their workplace.   
They are the most precious asset a company has. Yet their numbers are in decline in the Australian work 
place. For the first time, there are more Actively Disengaged employees (the Subversives) in the 
Australian workplace than there are Contributors.  
 
In most organisations in Australia today, the largest group of employees are the Compliant employees, 
61% of the workforce. These people sit uncomfortably in the middle of the engagement continuum; 
neither passionate about the organisation, nor overtly hostile. They are in fact compliant, coming to 
work not with an expectation to engage in excellence but to give a minimum contribution in return for a 
wage or salary. If a Compliant employee contributes over and above the minimum requirement it can 
come at a significant cost to the enterprise because the extra effort is compelled or cajoled through 
close supervision, carrot and stick incentives or the  threat of punishment / loss of privileges through not 
meeting targets or regulatory compliance standards. The extra the extra is not given voluntarily or 
frequently. Note: As we will explore in the next paper, extra effort doesn’t necessarily mean working 
harder, it means working with more commitment, passion, creativity and ownership.  
 
Compliant employees give only so much but no more. They are rationally engaged with the enterprise 
but not emotionally engaged and it is costing Australian business a fortune.   
 
Many leaders and managers we speak to believe that people are compliant by nature. This view of 
people at work is a rational modernist mindset epitomised by the factories of the industrial revolution 
which saw people as “stations” in a process or cogs in a wheel and who needed to be supervised and 
controlled in order to get a minimum output from them. They could not be trusted to work for 
themselves or go the extra mile because people are inherently lazy and the only thing that really 
motivates them is a rational need for money or a fear of losing their jobs. The ultimate expression of 
this “industrial mindset” is the regulatory or third party compliance regimes that proliferate the 
marketplace- more interested in compliance to a minimum standard than drawing out excellence from 
people at work.  
 
The great news is that the prevailing mindset that treats people like cogs or machines and creates 
compliance in the work place is wrong in its assumptions about people and what motivates them at 
work.  
 
An increasing body of evidence and experience is now showing that the overwhelming majority of 
people at work are crying out to be fully engaged in their jobs and this engagement is emotional, not 
rational. This includes the compliant group of employees. In reality, it is this group which is crying out for 
leaders who will engage their emotions at work.  
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The good news is that we now have the understanding, the methodologies and the tools to teach our 
leaders and managers how to engage their people in the Emotional Economy and the results are not soft 
but very tangible to the bottom line.  
 
Thought Provoker 106- The marketplace is a conversation between people- what sort of conversation 
are you having with your employees, your customers and your regulators? Is it a conversation based on 
compliance or contribution? Are your relationships with your employees, customers or regulators 
adversarial in nature and low on trust or are they partnership based, creative and hopeful in their 
content and based on high trust? Are your conversations meaningful and full of possibilities for the 
future?  
 
 
 
 
 


