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Executive Summary 
Teams are a highly effective and economical way for organizations to become more fluid, 
agile, and efficient in response to constantly changing business needs. As a continuation 
of the research The Engagement Institute™ has conducted over the past five years, 
we now focus on engagement at the functional team level: the inherent characteristics 
of those that are highly engaged and best practices that help organizations foster 
high levels of team engagement. Of the many themes we heard through our surveys, 
interviews, focus groups, and discussions with engagement leaders, these four stand out 
as important to driving a team culture of engagement: 

1 Developing, communicating, and understanding team purpose is critical. 
Leaders must establish a strong team purpose and reinforce it daily. Why 
does the team exist? How do team goals drive the organization forward?  
All team members should be able to answer these questions and feel a 
personal connection to the team’s purpose. 

2 Teams can’t function without trust and integrity. Team leaders cannot be 
effective, engaging leaders if they don’t establish trust, act with integrity, and 
empower their teams. And team members show their engagement by, among 
other things, exhibiting trust and integrity.

3 Leaders can’t sustain an engaged culture alone; team members 
strongly influence it. Clear communication and an ownership spirit are 
among the qualities engaged team members bring to the table. Each team 
member has a role to play in the culture of the team and is critical to team 
engagement and performance. 

4 Highly engaged teams can help organizations innovate. Team leaders are 
looking for their teams to challenge the status quo. Organizations can put 
processes in place to encourage innovation, and team leaders should encourage 
new ideas and instill a growth mindset in their teams.

How do organizations promote highly engaged and 
high-performance teams? 
When asked about current and future valuable practices for fostering team engagement, 
leaders and managers selected provide peer coaching or mentoring opportunities to help 
develop desired team behaviors, develop an organizational structure that fosters team 
collaboration, and recognize highly engaged teams through reward/recognition among 
their top five most valuable practices for both now and in the future. Notably, a number 
of human capital leaders acknowledge that these three practices are not effectively 
carried out in their own organizations today, despite their value in engaging workers. 
Organizations should focus on improving the effectiveness of peer coaching, organiza-
tional design, and rewards and recognition to create or sustain team engagement, as 
these practices are important now and will remain so in the future. 
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But not all valuable team engagement strategies are static over time. One of the most 
interesting differences between what is valuable now and will be in the future is the need 
to communicate the role of the team in fostering a culture of engagement. This practice is 
the most valuable now but was ranked lower in importance for the future. The opposite is 
true for include ability to lead teams as a criterion for hiring leaders: respondents believe 
it will be more valuable in the future than it is now. Such differences are likely driven by 
anticipated improved effectiveness in communication and leadership, as well as shifting 
landscapes of work in the coming years.

Organizations may also need to place greater emphasis on accountability. Conversations 
with HR leaders uncovered this as an area for development and attention. With competing 
priorities and an ever-increasing pace of change, engagement will not take precedence unless 
leaders and team members are held accountable for fostering a team culture of engagement. 

Top Areas for Improving Team Engagement
Using the performance management process to ensure teams are accountable is both 
the least effective and least frequently employed practice. Though performance 
management remains an important aspect of the talent management system, few 
organizations use it to support team engagement. 

Connecting team engagement to business results is another area that organizations 
should focus on. Previous research demonstrates how organizations are measuring 
employee engagement to positively affect business performance.1 While just over 75 
percent of surveyed organizations measure engagement at the team level, many of 
the leaders we spoke with struggled to connect team engagement results to business 
outcomes. Team engagement is most connected to employee engagement survey results 
and turnover, but less so with customer satisfaction, business results, and employee 
performance. Aligning team engagement with business objectives is a priority for many 
organizations, but there is still work to be done to make these connections a reality. 



Focus on teamwork, core competency/
measure in performance management

Include ability to lead teams as
a criterion for hiring leaders

Develop an organizational structure
that fosters team collaboration 

Recognize highly engaged teams 
through reward/recognition

Provide peer coaching/mentoring opps 
to help develop desired team behaviors

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.

DNA of Engagement: Teams
What are the most important characteristics 
that drive a team culture of engagement? 

Top 5 valuable practices to support team engagement
NOW FUTURE

Purpose

Trust

Cooperation

Integrity

Ideas

a team that has a clear, 
credible, and inspiring 
purpose

a team whose 
leader and 
members trust 
each other

a team that values both 
individual roles and 
cooperative teamwork

a team whose leader 
and members 
consistently match 
words with actions

a team that listens to 
opinions and ideas 
from the group

Communicate the role of the team in
fostering a culture of engagement

Focus on teamwork, core competency/
measure in performance management

Recognize highly engaged teams
through reward/recognition

Develop an organizational structure
that fosters team collaboration

Provide peer coaching/mentoring opps 
to help develop desired team behaviors

1

2

3

4

5
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Introduction
Disruptive forces transform our daily lives and the workplace, altering the products and 
services that customers expect firms to deliver, organizational structures and business 
models, and the way employees work and collaborate with each other.2 Rapid technology 
advancements like digitization and artificial intelligence require companies to become 
more fluid, agile, and efficient in response to constantly changing business needs. During 
this global transformation, working in teams has turned out be a highly effective and 
economical way for organizations to get work done. A recent Deloitte study found that 
92 percent of companies believe organization redesign to be very important, and many 
intend to form dynamic networks of highly empowered teams to coordinate activities.3

Over the past few years, The Engagement InstituteTM, a community of members who 
work to shape and advance the global understanding of engagement and its impact on 
business performance, has studied different aspects of employee engagement at the 
organizational and individual level.4 Exploring employee engagement at the team level is 
also essential, given that most employees work on one or more teams. 

For this study, we use this definition of “teams” developed by Katzenbach and Smith:5 

“a small group of people with complementary skills who are 
committed to a common purpose, performance goals and 
approach for which they are mutually accountable.”

In today’s work environment, teams take many forms, ranging from traditional functional 
and cross-functional types to ones that are project based and self-managed. Our study 
reveals that teams based on function are still the most prevalent (approximately 80 percent 
of the surveyed human capital executives have functional teams in their organization). 
Other research shows that more than 90 percent of employees participate on more than 
one team at a time.6

The benefits of team collaboration at work are profound. Various studies have indicated that 
people who collaborate in teams innovate faster, achieve better results, and report higher 
job satisfaction, which can lead to higher employee engagement and increased company 
profitability. According to Nielsen’s 2014 Consumer Packaged Goods Innovation report, 
2 in 3 consumer product professionals rank collaboration among the top three most critical 
factors for innovation success.7 Though face-to-face interaction is no longer mandatory 
for team collaboration, relationship building remains critical for team engagement.
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Adapting the definition of “employee engagement” created by The Conference Board,8 
we define “team engagement” as follows:

“a heightened emotional and intellectual connection a team 
of employees has for the mission and goals of their team, 
coworkers, leaders, or department that, in turn, influences 
how they apply additional discretionary efforts to their work 
as a team.”

We designed the following research questions to uncover effective approaches to 
achieving high levels of team engagement: 

•	 What does a highly engaged team look like? What are the critical elements 
that must be in place for highly engaged teams to thrive?

•	 What can organizations do to create and sustain highly engaged and high-
performing teams? Specifically, what practices are most valuable in supporting 
team engagement now and in the future? What are effective and frequently 
used practices? And how does a highly engaged team measure engagement?

To ensure that we measured team engagement with objectivity and captured the 
diversity in how different teams foster engagement, we employed a multimethod 
approach that combined surveys, focus groups, and interviews to explore this topic.9



dna of engagement: how organizations create and sustain highly engaged teams www.conferenceboard.org8

How Do You Know When Your 
Team Is Highly Engaged?

Highly Engaged Team: Five Most Important Qualities

Purpose. Previous research from The Engagement Institute indicates that an emphasis 
on core purpose is one of the key elements that enables an engaging organizational 
culture.10 Leaders and individual contributors alike agree that establishing a strong team 
purpose and reinforcing it through daily team behaviors and activities is critical. As one 
focus group participant told us, “high engagement and high performance come from 
close alignment in…the [team] purpose and mission.” 

Trust. In the focus groups, many participants cited a need for team leaders to be 
radically transparent and open with team members in order to keep them engaged and 
committed, especially when the organization is undergoing transformational changes. 
Team members must also trust their leader and each other. However, candor doesn’t 
come out of nowhere. Research shows that trust in top management allowed people to 
be more comfortable speaking up, which in turn promoted work engagement.11 Without 
trust and transparency, ideas will not flow freely, and innovation will be thwarted. 

Rank Leadership Supervisor Employee Aggregate
(n=124) (n=90) (n=236) (N=450)

1 Purpose Purpose Purpose Purpose

2 Trust Cooperation Trust Trust

3 Cooperation Integrity Cooperation Cooperation

4 Integrity Trust Integrity Integrity

5 Ideas Treatment Ideas Ideas

Senior leaders, supervisors, and employees hold consistent views 
on the critical qualities that make a team highly engaged

Note: Leadership = vice president level and above; Supervisor = manager to vice president level; 
Employee = individual contributor. For complete ranking, see “Full ranking of 15 qualities” 
on page 9.

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.
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Cooperation. In our 2018 study, when prompted to describe a time that they felt a strong 
sense of support at work, many participants recalled situations in which coworkers collab-
orated to accomplish an important task.12 For the 2019 study, one focus group participant 
described the dangers of a lack of collaboration: “When people are isolated and only 
thinking about their own role, they don’t get the big picture.” To enhance cooperation, 
many organizations today are establishing a workplace structure that promotes highly 
effective levels of teamwork and coordination.13

Integrity. Team integrity refers to a team whose members’ actions are consistent with 
what they say. Holding oneself and others to high standards is a way to ensure integrity 
as a team. As organizational image is significant to an organization’s overall success, so 
is team brand to a team’s performance. Displaying honesty and integrity in teamwork is 
fundamental for teams to foster high levels of engagement. 

Ideas. Listening to opinions and ideas from others is also crucial for team success. Diversity 
is one important attribute that many teams strive to acquire for higher work productivity 
and innovation. Teams solve problems faster when they are cognitively diverse, and diversity 
of knowledge, processes, and perspective correlates with better team performance.14 

T = Tie.

Note: Leadership = vice president level and above; Supervisor = manager to vice 
president level; Employee = individual contributor.

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.

Rank
Leadership Supervisor Employee

(n=124) (n=90) (n=236)

1 Purpose Purpose Purpose

2 Trust Cooperation Trust

3 Cooperation Integrity Cooperation

4 Integrity Trust Integrity

5 Ideas Treatment Ideas

6 Team pride Ideas Treatment

7 Decisions (T7) Decisions Innovation

8 Treatment (T7) Innovation Team pride

9 Innovation Communication Communication

10 Partnership Team pride Decisions

11 Focus (T11) Focus Focus

12 Communication (T11) Partnership Partnership

13 Wellbeing Wellbeing Wellbeing

14 Availability Availability Socialization

15 Socialization Socialization Availability

Full ranking of 15 qualities
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Emotional intelligence, personality, and compatibility are also essential. Therefore, 
instilling a listening culture is the prerequisite and key to fostering a sense of belonging, 
meaningfulness at work, and ultimately, team innovation. One focus group participant 
stressed the importance of ensuring people are truly listening: “Are you checking the 
box, or are you really open to being committed to other peoples’ ideas?” 

When trust and ideas are in place, teams have set the foundation for creating psychological 
safety, a remarkably important characteristic that leads to team effectiveness. Boston 
University professor William Kahn found that people were more engaged in situations 
characterized by higher levels of psychological safety, a condition most directly influenced 
by factors such as management style and process.15 When managers demonstrated support, 
employees were more likely to experiment with new techniques or methods without fear 
of the consequences. Managerial reluctance to delegate control, in contrast, undermined 
trust and kept participants from stepping beyond the boundaries of normal duties. 

Highly Engaged Team Leader: Five Most Important Qualities 

Senior and C-suite leaders take a results-driven perspective, viewing effective empowerment 
& delegation as the most important quality for a team leader to have in order to lead 
the team to achieve optimal performance. Supervisors and individual contributors 
also recognized how crucial an empowering leader is to team engagement; as one 
focus group participant put it, “a team [with a leader] that discourages employees has 
imbalance in work and effort.” Others shared ways their leaders empower employees, 
including trusting members to carry out important tasks, rewarding employees for 
meeting goals, and celebrating team success. 

Rank Leadership Supervisor Employee Aggregate
(n=124) (n=90) (n=236) (N=450)

1
Effective empowerment 
& delegation

Transparent & clear 
communication

Transparent & clear 
communication

Trust & integrity

2
Trust & integrity Trust & integrity Trust & integrity (T2) Transparent & clear 

communication

3
A clear strategic direction Effective empowerment 

& delegation
Effective empowerment 
& delegation (T2)

Effective empowerment  
& delegation

4
Transparent & clear 
communication

Rewards & recognition Rewards & recognition Rewards & recognition

5 Rewards & recognition Strong relationships A clear strategic direction A clear strategic direction

The top 5 team leader characteristics are surprisingly similar among the three groups we asked, 
though supervisors place slightly higher importance on strong relationships

T=Tie.

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.
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To supervisors and employees, transparent & clear communication is the most essential 
quality of an engaging team leader. To effectively complete collective work, communication 
provides the foundation for clarifying roles and responsibilities, updating information, 
exchanging ideas, tracking progress, and sharing feedback. Previous research also suggests 
that open, proactive, leader-driven communication is an indispensable component of an 
engaging organizational culture.16 For senior leaders, this characteristic was outranked by 
demonstrating empowerment, building trust, and providing direction. Clear communication 
is an important aspect of many of these other characteristics. 

In this study, supervisors ranked forging strong relationships in their top five characteristics. 
One team leader spoke of their relationship-based team culture: “We are highly focused 
on relationships…we work with people and we need to get buy-in. We must know how 
to relate to our people to create that buy-in.” Focus group participants discussed various 
ways to build healthy and lasting relationships within teams, such as forging personal 
connections, going above and beyond to help peers overcome work challenges, and 
establishing mentor-mentee relationships. 

To build a highly engaged team, team leaders should start with assessing, creating, or 
improving these qualities when making efforts to enhance effectiveness in leading teams. 
Engagement and performance are strongly influenced by the behavior and style of the 
team leader, but in some cases, structural and contextual conditions may make an even 
larger difference.17 Team members play a critical role in enabling those conditions, such as 
a supportive team environment. Therefore, it’s also important to explore what character-
istics team members should have in order to create and sustain a highly engaged team. 

Highly Engaged Team Member: Five Most Important Qualities 

Team members are expected to demonstrate an ownership spirit of their work and 
career: senior leaders perceived it as the most essential behavior, whereas employees 
and supervisors ranked it the third and fourth respectively. 

Rank
Leadership Supervisor Employee Aggregate

(n=124) (n=90) (n=236) (N=450)

1 An ownership spirit Trust & integrity Trust & integrity Trust & integrity

2
Trust & integrity Transparent & clear 

communication
Transparent & clear 
communication

Transparent & clear 
communication

3
Strong emotional 
intelligence

A shared mindset An ownership spirit An ownership spirit

4
Transparent & clear 
communication

An ownership spirit Strong emotional 
intelligence

Strong emotional 
intelligence

5
Inspiration & engagement Inspiration & engagement Higher & consistent 

standards
Inspiration & engagement

Characteristics of highly engaged team members are consistent across groups, though supervisors 
value a shared mindset more than the other two groups do

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.
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During the focus groups, many team leaders discussed the importance of employee 
ownership of work. As one leader put it, “team members need to own their piece of 
the business and drive it. That builds trust with stakeholders. If they have ownership 
and accountability, that leads to flexibility. [If] they own this and get it done, then I don’t 
have to chase them.” 

Another quality that makes the top five for the overall sample is inspiration & engagement 
(ranked sixth by employees): everyone on the team has a responsibility to inspire and 
engage his or her coworkers, echoing our previous research finding that employees can 
enhance personal ownership of engagement through behaviors such as modeling a positive 
attitude and mentoring others. 

Teamwork requires collaboration, social awareness, and relationship management skills. 
In Google’s Project Aristotle, social sensitivity/empathy was one of the two most critical 
behaviors that lead to psychological safety. 

Our study also reveals that emotional intelligence (EI) is a prioritized competency for 
team members. The importance of EI was noted by senior leaders and employees (ranked 
third and fourth respectively), though supervisors believe that it is more important for 
team members to demonstrate a shared mindset, which prompts information sharing 
and team crowdsourcing to help solve problems in an efficient and innovative way. EI 
has a significant impact on how decisions are made, through what channels messages 
get communicated, the styles that members use to inspire each other, and how the team 
brainstorms together. 

Google’s Project Aristotle Explains What Makes a Team 
‘Psychologically Safe’
In 2012, Google launched Project Aristotle, a company-wide initiative to 
study what makes a team effective. Google measured team effectiveness 
qualitatively through evaluations from executives, immediate team 

leaders, and members of the team, as well as quantitatively measuring sales performance 
against quarterly quota. The research team investigated 180 representative teams and 
found two noticeable behaviors shared by all great teams: (1) members spoke in roughly the 
same proportions during meetings due to interpersonal trust and mutual respect; and (2) 
members listened to one another and demonstrated “average social sensitivity” to others’ 
feelings based on verbal and nonverbal cues, such as tone of voice and facial expressions. 

Both behaviors are aspects of psychological safety, a shared belief held by team members 
that their team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking. Though other elements, such as goal 
clarity and a culture of dependability, were also found to be crucial, Google’s data suggests 
that psychological safety is one of the most critical factors to ensuring team effectiveness.

Sources: Charles Duhigg, “What Google Learned from Its Quest to Build the Perfect Team,” New York Times Magazine, 
February 25, 2016; Julia Rozovsky, “The Five Keys to a Successful Google Team,” re:Work blog, November 17, 2015. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/28/magazine/what-google-learned-from-its-quest-to-build-the-perfect-team.html
https://rework.withgoogle.com/blog/five-keys-to-a-successful-google-team/
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Other Crucial Characteristics That Help to Foster 
Team Engagement 
Though not rising to the top in the survey, setting clear roles and responsibilities, holding 
others accountable, and challenging the status quo/sparking innovation and fostering 
creativity are behaviors that many team leaders and members emphasized during focus 
groups, interviews, and other discussions led by The Engagement Institute. 

Setting clear roles and responsibilities 
Clear roles and responsibilities help individuals understand how they can contribute to 
the team objectives. One team member’s comment stresses the importance of leaders 
providing role clarity in a recent business transformation: “We need to understand the 
change. I’d like to see more clarity of purpose in the future…how do I fit in? What’s my 
role? And how can I contribute to and serve in this new business model?” 

Holding others accountable
Research shows that a lack of accountability leads to team dysfunction.18 However, 
accountability did not receive a high level of attention in our survey: it was ranked eight 

out of 12 for team leaders overall and 14 out of 16 for team members. Despite these low 
rankings, research shows that highly accountable teams report high levels of team clarity.19 
Perhaps in supervisors’ and employees’ minds, once team leaders clearly and consistently 
define members’ roles, responsibilities, and work standards, accountability will follow. 
Teams must develop an understanding of accountability and identify specific, customized 
behaviors that contribute to this shared accountability.

Challenging the status quo, sparking innovation, and fostering creativity 
Innovation is key to survival in today’s business climate. Team leaders should be proactive 
in fostering a culture of innovation that provides members with the courage to challenge 
conventional thinking or practices. One senior leader encourages all team members to 
embrace “positive tension and healthy conflict” and think about “how [they can] elevate 
what [they] are doing to reach more people and make a greater impact.” And a team 
leader told us, “I’d like to see more questioning from my team. ‘Why do we need to do it 
this way?’ ‘Can we think outside the box?’ Just because we do it this way, we don’t have 
to always do it in the same way.” As change is the only constant in today’s business world, 
increasing employee and supervisor awareness of the importance of challenging the 
status quo should be a priority. 
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What Can Your Organization Do to 
Promote Team Engagement?

What practices are most valuable in supporting team 
engagement now and in the future?

Communicate the role of the team in fostering a culture of engagement is the most 
important practice now, but in the future, organizations place this practice near the 
bottom of the list (13th; see table on page 15); include ability to lead teams as a criterion 
for hiring leaders will be an important future strategy. 

These findings show that valuable team engagement strategies are not static over time. 
Such differences are likely driven by anticipated improved effectiveness in communication 
and leadership, as well as the shifting landscapes of work in the coming years. 

When comparing the full list of practices to support team engagement, there are a 
couple of other noteworthy differences: provide training module(s) on building high-
performing teams and tie total compensation (including merit and/or bonus) to team 
engagement are both low priorities now but perceived to be of higher value in the future. 
The recent changes in NASA’s formal leadership development training model echo our 
finding: the agency is currently transitioning from long-term leadership development 
programs for a few to several short-term, intensive training sessions that target multiple 
levels, allowing more leaders to develop their skills in building high-performing teams. In 
terms of tying compensation to team engagement, it’s possible that organizations think 
they will be better able to measure team engagement in the future, thereby making it 
possible to tie it to compensation.

Top 5 valuable practices to support team engagement now and in the future

Rank NOW FUTURE

1 Communicate the role of the team in fostering 
a culture of engagement

Provide peer coaching or mentoring opportunities 
to help develop desired team behaviors

2 Provide peer coaching or mentoring opportunities 
to help develop desired team behaviors

Recognize highly engaged teams through 
reward/recognition

3 Develop an organizational structure that fosters 
team collaboration

Develop an organizational structure that fosters 
team collaboration

4 Recognize highly engaged teams through 
reward/recognition

Include ability to lead teams as a criterion for 
hiring leaders

5 Focus on teamwork as a core competency/ 
measure in performance management

Focus on teamwork as a core competency/ 
measure in performance management

n=213 leaders and supervisors.

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.
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Most valuable organizational practices to support team engagement now and in the future

Rank 
NOW

Rank 
FUTURE

1 Communicate the role of the team in fostering a culture of engagement 13

2 Provide peer coaching or mentoring opportunities to help develop desired team behaviors 1

3 An organizational structure that fosters team collaboration 3

4 Recognize highly engaged teams through reward/recognition 2

5 Teamwork as a core competency/measure in performance management 5

6 Include ability to lead teams as a criterion for hiring leaders 4

7 Offer engagement initiatives within the team T11

8 Team learning and development programs 7

9 Organization-wide communication channels to promote team engagement 8

10 Provide training module(s) on building high-performing teams 6

11 Use the performance management process to ensure teams are accountable for their engagement T9

12 Team-building activities T14

13 Training on building/sustaining highly engaged teams T11

14 Tie total compensation (including merit and/or bonus) to team’s engagement T9

15 Action-planning teams on team engagement related topics T14

T=Tie.

n=213 leaders and supervisors.

Note: Highlighted rows are the most frequently cited for now and in the future.

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.

About Peer Coaching
Peer coaching is viewed as an important strategy to support team 
engagement both now and in the future. According to the Association 
for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD), the definition of 
peer coaching is “a confidential process through which two or more 

professional colleagues work together to reflect on current practices; expand, refine, and 
build new skills; share ideas; teach one another; conduct classroom research; or solve 
problems in the workplace.”a Stewart D. Friedman, Practice Professor of Management at the 
Wharton School, says that “there is a sense of camaraderie and good feeling that comes 
when you have positive impact as a coach on another person’s well-being, and peer coaches 
learn things about themselves both through the act of coaching others, and, of course, by 
receiving coaching themselves.”b To get started, team members should first pair up, discuss 
their goals, and determine how they will work together. 

a  Pam Robbins, How to Plan and Implement a Peer Coaching Program (Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development, 1991).

b  Steward D. Friedman, “How to Get Your Team to Coach Each Other,” Harvard Business Review, March 13, 2015.

http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/61191149/chapters/A-Definition-of-Peer-Coaching.aspx
https://hbr.org/2015/03/how-to-get-your-team-to-coach-each-other
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Which practices does your organization currently use and 
how effective are they?
When asked to rate the effectiveness of practices to support team engagement, respon-
dents ranked organization-wide communication, team engagement initiatives, and team 
learning & development as the most frequently used and the most effective practices.

Organization-wide communication 
Leaders should use organization-wide communication channels to promote team engage- 
 ment (e.g., town-hall meetings, department meetings, intranet). This practice is in line with 
the most frequently used practice to support team engagement, communicate the role of 
the team in fostering a culture of engagement, highlighting the importance of communication 
in engagement as the usage of teams is becoming more widespread.20 For example, 
NASA provides regular project and technology updates to engage team members who 
are not involved in supporting the Mission Control Center daily. 

Performance
management process

to ensure teams
are accountable 

Develop an
organizational

structure that fosters
team collaboration

Provide peer
coaching

opportunities 

Recognize engaged
teams through

reward/recognition 

Include teamwork
as a measure in

performance
management

Create action-
planning teams on
engagement topics

Provide training for
leaders to build
engaged teams

Include ability to
lead teams as a

criterion for
hiring leaders

Provide team
learning and
development

programs 

Offer engagement
initiatives within

the team 

Organization-wide
communication

 to promote
team engagement 

Effective Ineffective Neither Don’t use

78% 74 68

64 63 63 60

54 52 52 37

6
15

5

15
5

10

11
9

9

16
7

11

16
7

9

16

9

11

11

16

6

19

19

14

19

15

19

23

4

21

20

21

Top 3 effective team engagement practices: organization-wide communication,
team engagement initiatives, and team learning & development

N=81 human capital executives.

Note: percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding.

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.
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Members will hear directly from the technical experts how the work from support units 
is making a difference to the Center’s mission and success. Over time, the intentional 
communication and education has helped to build a strong sense of belonging and 
connection to the NASA mission for local teams and the entire Center.

Team engagement initiatives 
The second most effective practice to support team engagement is to offer engagement 
initiatives within the team, effectively used by 74 percent of surveyed organizations. 
Leaders should encourage teams to create their own values and norms, ensuring 
alignment with the team’s objective and the overall organizational values. Organizations 
can encourage teams to find no-cost options, such as cook-offs, themed office days, 
and time off to volunteer together. At CarMax, through its Volunteer Team-Builder 
(VTB) program, associates come together to connect with the causes most important to 
them and then work together to make a local impact. The CarMax Foundation’s dollars 
follow associate passions. After a VTB event, the Foundation grants at least $500 to the 
organization served.

Team learning & development 
The third most effective practice to support team engagement is to provide team 
learning and development opportunities, effectively used by 68 percent of organiza-
tions. Similar to offering engagement initiatives on a team level, team learning facilitates 
bonding while developing new skills. Quicken Loans has been successful at improving 
engagement through training programs for teams and individuals. Team members can 
elect to participate in individual trainings to focus on personal development or register 
for a training on behalf of their entire team. This approach empowers team members to 
take ownership of their individual development and encourages them to find areas of 
mutual interest within their team. The importance of learning can’t be overstated, as our 
earlier research found evidence that employees with a strong learning orientation—those 
who are constantly curious and prefer to work on tasks that force them to learn new 
things—were also more likely to actively seek ways to be engaged at work.21

How can your organization’s practices become 
more effective?
Four team engagement practices deserve additional attention and resources because 
though HR leaders acknowledge the importance of these practices, they are currently not 
executed effectively:

1 Prioritize peer coaching by providing training on how to be an effective coach 
and how peer coaching can be effective on a team level. The second most 
valuable practice now, and the most valuable practice for the future, provide peer 
coaching or mentoring opportunities to help develop desired team behaviors, is 
used effectively by leaders and supervisors at only 52 percent of surveyed organi-
zations. Organizations should prioritize this training. For example, Quicken Loans’ 
mentoring program the Red Door Project gives junior-level leaders the oppor-
tunity to shadow senior-level peers developing the junior leaders for succession 
planning by equipping them with the skills necessary to lead teams.
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2 Build an organizational structure that helps teams collaborate. Developing an 
organizational structure that fosters team collaboration is used by 96 percent of 
surveyed organizations but is only effective for 52 percent. Organizations should 
not assume that the same structure is effective for all teams but should ask each 
team what works for them.

3 Create holistic recognition and reward plans that consider both team perfor-
mance and each member’s contribution. Used infrequently, recognize highly 
engaged teams through reward/recognition is used effectively by only 54 percent 
of surveyed organizations. Earlier research found that in highly engaged cultures, 
the organization, leaders, managers, and employees consistently recognize and 
reward cultural behaviors, as well as the accomplishment of individuals, teams, 
and the organization itself, in both formal and informal ways.22 To help build and 
sustain engaged teams, NASA actively looks for meaningful milestones of projects 
for team celebration and recognition. For example, the agency held a grand 
celebration party to acknowledge the enormous efforts that a flight test team 
had made to reach a critical point of the project. As organizations focus more on 
teaming, they will need to find ways to recognize and reward high engagement.

4 Devote more energy to evaluating the effectiveness of performance 
management programs when it comes to team performance and then hold 
teams accountable. Use the performance management process to ensure teams are 
accountable for their engagement is both the least effective practice, only effective 
at 37 percent of surveyed organizations, and the least used practice, used by 79 
percent of surveyed organizations. These results may not be surprising, as perfor-
mance management has been a hot HR topic over the last decade. Today, many 
organizations have chosen to standardize frequent and regular feedback. However, 
new performance management approaches have left many employees confused and 
frustrated by not perceiving a clear connection to their personal rewards or knowing 
how their efforts support business objectives. As leaders and supervisors believe 
this practice will be slightly more valuable in the future (ranked 9th vs. 11th for now), 
organizations should take another look at their performance management.

What else do leaders and supervisors say they need to 
build engaged teams?
When we asked leaders and supervisors what they wanted to build more 
engaged teams, three of their priorities were face-to-face interaction, 
dedicated time for team engagement, and clarity on how organizational 

goals translate down to team and individual goals. First, face-to-face interaction allows 
team members to give and receive live feedback and make interpersonal bonds stronger. 
If geographic proximity is cost prohibitive, organizations should encourage teams to 
use video during team meetings. Second, dedicated time for team engagement in both 
formal and informal settings helps team members get to know each other. Third, knowing 
how organizational goals should be translated at the team and individual levels provides 
clear direction for team members and strengthens their joint and individual commitment 
to achieving specific goals.
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How do organizations measure team engagement?
We found that measuring engagement at the team level is widespread, with just 
over 75 percent of surveyed organizations measuring engagement at the team level. 
Highly engaging organizations measure employee engagement to make changes 
that not only improve engagement scores, but more importantly, positively affect 
business performance. 

However, most organizations are still struggling to connect team engagement results to 
business outcomes. Currently, team engagement is less connected with customer satis-
faction, business results, and employee performance than it is with engagement survey 
results and turnover. To turn high engagement into high performance, organizations will 
need to effectively forge a link between the two. For example, the Royal Bank of Scotland 
(RBS) measures 4,000 separate team employee engagement and leadership index scores 
twice a year and has found that business units with higher engagement and leadership 
scores have lower turnover, higher customer satisfaction, and higher sales.23

Similarly, using measures and dashboards, CarMax identifies specific teams, business 
units, and/or managers that have potential opportunities and provides that data to 
regional leaders and HR teams. The leaders and HR then proactively engage with teams 
who may have been struggling or not leveraging the engagement tools available to them. 
CarMax also analyzes its engagement data alongside team and business unit perfor-
mance, which helps the organization connect engagement to business results. 

Organizations still struggle to align team engagement with business objectives

Note: Respondents were asked to select all the responses that apply.

N=81 human capital executives.

Source: The Conference Board, 2019.
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Closing Thoughts

In our 2018 research, Moments that Matter throughout the Employee Life Cycle, we found 
that managers and coworkers play a large role in shaping the employee experience.24 
The moments that stand out, in positive and negative ways, often involve a team leader 
or team member. In this report, we have focused on the team dynamics: what makes a 
team highly engaged, the role of the team leader, and how team members contribute 
to the engagement of their coworkers. We have found some critical qualities of a highly 
engaged team, including purpose, trust, and cooperation. Team leaders must lead with 
trust and integrity, must be clear and transparent communicators, and must effectively 
empower and delegate tasks to the team. And team members must take personal 
ownership over the work they do within the team and support colleagues. Organizations 
can foster a culture of team engagement by holding team leaders and team members 
accountable for engagement, establishing and reinforcing a team purpose, and 
encouraging innovation and new ideas on the team level.
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About This Report
To answer the research questions of this study, the research team, along with the support 
of Research Fellows of The Engagement Institute (senior executives responsible for 
engagement at their organization), used a multimethod approach to collect data that 
included surveys, interviews, site visits, and focus groups. Two surveys were conducted 
during the winter and spring of 2018—the first was completed by 81 human capital 
executives, while the second included responses from 450 employees, supervisors, and 
other senior leaders. Research Fellows provided additional detail and commentary, as did 
individual interviews with four human capital executives. In addition, three focus groups 
of highly engaging team leaders and one with an intact team were used to gain deeper 
insight into team engagement. 

The human capital executive survey and focus group questions asked participants to 
describe engaged teams and the elements needed for them to thrive. Additional data 
from the human capital executive survey and interviews and the team member survey 
focused on what organizations can do to create and sustain highly engaged teams and 
examined how these teams contribute to organizational goals. 

In addition to this report, the research portfolio includes a diagnostic tool to help organi-
zations determine the engagement levels of their teams, as well as three company 
profiles that describe team engagement efforts at these highly engaged organizations: 
CarMax, NASA, and Quicken Loans. 
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