Why ARS Should Invest in Employee Engagement 

Introduction

Secretary Vilsack has launched an ambitious cultural transformation initiative aimed at turning USDA into an inclusive, high-performance organization.  This initiative strives to create a more positive culture throughout USDA “…where all employees and customers are treated with dignity and respect and are provided the opportunity to succeed.”[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  NB_360_11_7, Request for NRCS Cultural Transformation Action Planning Team Members, http://directives.sc.egov.usda.gov/viewerFS.aspx?hid=29142 accessed Apr 4, 2011.] 


Anyone who has been in government for any length of time has seen more than one new management initiative come and go; “this too shall pass,” you might think.  However, today ARS has a great opportunity to take advantage of the momentum generated by this initiative to improve both the productivity and impact of ARS research, solve some long-term human resource concerns, and make ARS an even better place to work.

The time is ripe for change.  Economists predict that the uncertainty that exists throughout the global economy today will continue even after the economic recession ends.  Global competition, energy issues, climate change and political instability will persist, creating a “…permanent crisis of serious and unfamiliar challenges.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Heifetz, Ronald; Grashow, Alexander; Linsky, Marty, “Leadership in a Permanent Crisis,” Harvard Business Review, July-August 2009, pg 2.] 


The Federal budget situation is creating even more uncertainty for ARS employees. This era of persistent uncertainty creates added stress and distractions for employees. When people are worried about basic needs like job security, they tend to “hunker down” and focus less on the long-term needs of the agency or its stakeholders.  

Change is inevitable in the coming years.  Congress is determined to reduce Federal spending and in years past, that has usually included reducing the size of the Federal workforce.  That could mean the use of incentives to encourage early retirements and resignations.  ARS will have roughly 1,750 employees eligible for retirement in 2012; about 2,500 in 2015; and nearly 4,000 in 2020.  Retaining valuable employees will become even more important in the uncertain times ahead. 

What is Employee Engagement?

Building a positive culture amidst the uncertainty will require ARS to more fully engage all employees.
An engaged employee is someone who is fully involved in and enthusiastic about his or her work and therefore will further the interests of the organization. More simply put, engaged employees are happier at work and more productive.  An organization with a culture of high employee engagement attracts and retains the best employees and achieves long-term success.  

Employee engagement involves using intrinsic motivation.  More than 40 years ago, behavioral scientists discovered that the “carrot and stick” method of motivation, rewarding good behavior and punishing bad, only works up to a point.  In experiments conducted by behavioral economists at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and repeated around the world, researchers found that if skills involved only simple, straight-forward tasks, monetary rewards worked.  However, once the tasks became more complex, requiring creativity and analytical thinking, monetary rewards were ineffective and sometimes led to poorer performance.  These results were confirmed by economists at the London School of Economics who, in 2009, analyzed 51 studies of corporate pay-for-performance plans and found that financial incentives can have a negative effect on overall performance.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Pink, Daniel, H., Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us, (New York, Penguin), 2011.] 


The idea of employee engagement goes beyond using extrinsic motivators like money and strives to tap into intrinsic motivators like the challenge and joy of discovery and creativity.  Intrinsic motivation stems from the knowledge that humans are creative and driven to do things that are interesting, challenging, and absorbing; it’s what drives us.  

In his book Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us, Daniel Pink lists three psychological needs that intrinsically motivate people: autonomy, mastery (or challenge), and purpose. Autonomy is the desire to be self-directed. Mastery is about giving employees tasks that challenge but don’t overwhelm, in addition to providing opportunities for growth.  Purpose is the need to contribute something to the world and to be part of something greater than ourselves.  Intrinsically motivated employees are engaged employees.  

Engaged employees are passionate about what they do.  They feel connected to the organization and look for ways to innovate and improve. Engaged employees are also loyal, more customer focused, have less absenteeism and safety incidents, and are less likely to leave their jobs. People who are notengaged will do the minimum work they’re expected, without any extra effort. Those employees who are unhappy and actively disengaged at work are unproductive, provide poor customer service, and often spread their unhappiness to other staff.  

Tapping into what intrinsically motivates people is especially critical in jobs that are creative, require problem-solving, are non-routine, and require conceptual thinking. Most jobs today require at least some of those capabilities. As a science agency, ARS has many jobs that require all of those capabilities. 
Behavioral research has shown that heuristic tasks, those requiring people to come up with something new, such as in conducting research, require intrinsic motivation.  

The key to motivating people doing higher level tasks is providing the autonomy that is conducive to creativity. Teresa Amabile, Professor of Business Administration and Director of Research at the Harvard Business School, has found that giving people autonomy around processes fosters creativity and heightens their intrinsic motivation and sense of ownership. Amabile also stresses that “…clearly specified strategic goals often enhance people’s creativity.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Amabile, Teresa, “How to Kill Creativity,” (1998) Harvard Business Review, September, 77-87.] 


Autonomy can have amazing results. In 2010, Andre Geim and Konstantin Novoselov were awarded the Nobel Prize for Physics “for groundbreaking experiments regarding the two-dimensional material graphene," a substance that is one atom thick but a hundred times stronger than steel.  This discovery happened because their lab set aside 10 percent of its time for scientists to explore projects that peaked their curiosity but were “unofficial.”  G-Mail and Google News were similarly created by engineers at Google working outside their normal projects.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Pink, 128-129.] 


Mastery, which involves matching people with the right assignments so that they are challenged but not overwhelmed, is another way to motivate people and stimulate creativity.  A study of thousands of scientists and engineers throughout the United States found intellectual challenge to be the best predictor of productivity.  Scientists intrinsically motivated by the challenge of their work filed significantly more patents than those motivated by money.

Purpose is another intrinsic motivator that drives the most committed, productive, and satisfied people. Employees need context and yearn to know that their job contributes to a larger whole. As a public research agency, ARS already has a built-in purpose spelled out in its mission statement:

 ARS conducts research to develop and transfer solutions to agricultural problems of high national priority and provide information access and dissemination to: 
· Ensure high-quality, safe food, and other agricultural products 
· Assess the nutritional needs of Americans 
· Sustain a competitive agricultural economy 
· Enhance the natural resource base and the environment, and 
· Provide economic opportunities for rural citizens, communities, and society as a whole.

ARS may fall short if employees don’t recognize where they personally fit into the agency’s overall purpose. Communicating organizational values and purpose through a clear and compelling vision is an important ingredient in achieving employee engagement.

Conclusion

The Department has initiated a cultural transformation throughout USDA that strives to engage employees to achieve the Department’s goals.  The current economic climate is causing uncertainty and stress throughout ARS. In the coming years, many highly skilled ARS employees will be eligible for retirement.  Now, more than ever, retaining and cultivating employees is critical to the agency’s long-term success.
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