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1
About

F

ree To Grow’s vision is to partner with organisations in shaping and sustaining a
culture of engagement and collaboration, to the benefit of organisations and their
people.

Since its inception in 1994 Free To Grow’s programmes
have been implemented in-house in more than 1 350
organisations in 34 countries reaching over 101 500 people.
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2
Introduction

S

ince the early 1990s, Employee
Engagement has been a buzzword in
business and has been championed
by academics, consultancy firms and
governments.

Discretionary effort model

2.1 The business case for Employee
Engagement
Some people think it means happy employees,
and while this is true, it’s more than that.

Engaged employees feel a
connection to their work and to
the success of the organisation.
Because of this connection
they go beyond the minimum
expectation of their job, delivering
what engagement experts
call ‘discretionary effort.’

Source: Aubrey Daniels International
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Culture, Employee Engagement
and Leadership continue to top
the agenda of organisations.
Organisations are undergoing significant change
in workplace and in the current economic climate
the case for improving Employee Engagement has
never been stronger. Not only do organisations
with high engagement out-perform those with
low engagement by an average of 47% across all
key business metrics, but their employees are
also more productive, committed and satisfied.
As organisations strive to be more agile, and client
focused they are shifting their structures from
traditional towards networks of highly connected
and empowered teams. To lead this shift, leaders
must focus on understanding and shaping a
shared culture, creating a work environment
that engages people and modelling the way.

Culture, engagement and leadership are highly
linked and as the drivers of engagement, leaders
have a tremendous responsibility in bringing
the values out of the boardroom and managing
their organisation’s culture on the “shop floor”.
Despite this key role that leaders play in driving a
high-performing engagement culture, Deloitte’s
revealed a huge capability gap in South Africa.
Organisations that see
Leadership as important
or very important

88%

Organisations that feel
very ready to take on the
Leadership challenge

14%

2.2 This study
Supervisors are a key link in the leadership chain,
and it is in this area that one of the biggest gaps
exists. Overall, organisations are not aware of
the key role that supervisors play in creating a
high engagement work environment and are
not equipping them adequately for this role.
As pioneers in the field of Employee Engagement
Free To Grow set out to explore the potential
role of supervisors in creating engagement
versus their readiness to effectively fulfil this
role. This paper draws on research gathered
through the self-assessment of over 3000
supervisors across 186 organisations from a
wide range of industries in 11 Sub-Saharan
African countries over a period of ten years.
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3
The role of supervisors in Employee Engagement

S

enior leaders set the goals, priorities
and direction of an organisation.
The level of service and the quality
of work produced depends on employees
and on the direction and inspiration they
receive from their supervisors. Whether an
organisation’s primary activity is wholesale,
retail, hospitality, service, manufacturing or
non-profit, the responsibility for day-to-day
operations falls to supervisors. This is where
the “rubber meets the road.”
This also applies to Employee Engagement.
While senior leaders shape the culture of the
organisation, no one has a greater impact
on shaping work climate than supervisors.
Interacting with employees on a daily basis,
it is supervisors who are most likely to
influence an employee’s workplace experience,
and thus their engagement levels.

To be engaged, employees need to feel connected
to the organisation and the work they do. Apart
from this they also need to experience that the
organisation cares about them and has their best
interest at heart. The direct leader is the window
through which employees view the organisation.
No commitment by senior management,
concerning the care of an organisation towards
its people, will carry weight if employees do
not experience this on a day-to-day basis in the
relationship they have with their supervisors.
Supervisors hold tremendous responsibility and
form a central link in the engagement chain. On the
one hand, organisations expect them to execute
strategy through the effective utilisation of human
capital. While on the other, employees expect
supervisors to know them, pay attention to their
individual needs, show appreciation, treat them
with respect, and support their development.

Supervisors – caught in the middle

“Titles are granted, but it is your
behaviour that wins you respect.”
The leadership challenge
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Employees also need to experience that the
person they report to keeps them informed,
consults them on decisions that affect them, and
provides clear work expectations. Apart from
this they need continual feedback and require
conversations around the goals to aim for on
the continuum of performance: not performing,
developing, achieving, and exceeding.
Supervisors also play a key role in communication,
the lifeblood of engagement. They connect
employees to senior management and vice versa
and are therefore the primary channel for the
flow of information across the organisation.
Top down, they are best positioned to explain
to employees the organisation’s goals, values
and strategies. They help employees see the
link between the work they do and what the
organisation wants to achieve, bringing purpose
and meaning to everyday tasks. Bottom up,
supervisors filter feedback to senior management,
ensuring employees are heard, their concerns
listened to and their suggestions considered.

Finally, they complete the feedback loop by
sharing the responses of senior management
with their teams, demonstrating management’s
interest in listening to employee voice.

Supervisors shape employees’
work experience and ultimately
their engagement

A good supervisor acts as a catalyst to flush out
workplace issues, ensuring that their teams
can openly discuss factors that impede their
full engagement. They listen, try to understand
and craft solutions with their people. When
obstacles are beyond their control, such as
overtime or benefit plans, they feed this
back to management so that it reaches the
senior executives with authority to act.
From the above it is clear that supervisors play a
key role in tapping into the potential of employees
so that they can add maximum value to the
organisation. It is also evident that supervisors
significantly shape how employees experience
their work and the organisation and therefore
directly impact how valued they feel, and how
much value they derive from their work.

“The thread follows the needle.”
African proverb
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4
What supervisors require to fulfill this role
The prominent Me/We/Work/World Model holds that in order for supervisors to step up and meet the requirements of Employee Engagement,
they must be competent in the four spheres illustrated below:

“You get the best effort
from others not by lighting
a fire beneath them, but by
lighting a fire within them.”
Bob Nelson
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Qualities of Psychological
Capital (PsyCap)

ME
Before supervisors can lead and engage others,
they must first be able to lead themselves.
To step into this role of leadership and
influence, supervisors require a strong selfesteem and a belief in their ability to handle
any challenges that may arise. They also
need hope and optimism, trusting that their
efforts will have a positive outcome.
Leading employees, many of whom were
previous peers, takes resilience and it is essential
that supervisors learn to take ownership
in their roles instead of placing blame with
others. This involves developing the courage
to speak out and address issues such as poor
performance, negative attitudes and manageremployee concerns. Without first developing
these intrapersonal qualities, supervisors are
unlikely to get the best out of their people
and will often not put their energy towards
what is important to an organisation.

WE
Engagement levels within a team are directly
influenced by the quality of the supervisorteam relationship. The ability to achieve results
through others is therefore largely dependent
on basic people skills such as respect, trust
and understanding. As the primary channel
through which communication is directed,
supervisors require skills to express themselves
effectively and present a clear message across
the organisation. While it is important for
these leaders to assert themselves, they need
to look beyond their ego to ensure a strong
sense of respect and team orientation.

“You cannot expect an empty bag
to stand up straight.”
African proverb
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WORK
A key component of the supervisor role is to
bring purpose to people’s work. They need
to inspire and engage their teams, thereby
strengthening the emotional connection
employees have to their work. To do this,
supervisors themselves must be engaged, living
the values of the organisation and leading the
way in terms of commitment and contribution.
The example supervisors set in this regard is
more powerful than even the best ‘team talk’.

WORLD
In the supervisor context ‘the world’ view can be
equated to that of the organisation. At this level,
the most basic requirement for supervisors to
engage their people is that they themselves see the
organisation in a optimistic light and speak about it
positively. In order for supervisors to move beyond
their silos of thinking, and understand how their
team’s and their department’s work aligns to the
organisation’s goals, they first need to understand
what is important to their organisation. This
requires a solid understanding of the 4 P’s required
for engagement, Purpose, Picture, Plan and Part.

It is only with this clarity that supervisors will
be able to effectively share information with
their teams, providing direction and shortening
the line of sight between the work that needs
to be done and employee contribution.

Supervisors play a key role in
shortening the line of sight
between the work employees do
and what the organisation needs.
©FREE TO GROW | SUPERVISOR READINESS TO ENGAGE
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5
The current reality and its impact
During the research supervisors were asked to assess themselves on the various qualities in each sphere. The findings clearly show that a huge gap
exists between the competencies supervisors require to engage their teams and the competencies they actually have.
5.1 Rating in the Me Sphere

S

elf-esteem underpins EQ and PsyCap and is
essential to building resiliency and self-efficacy.
In view of this, it is alarming to see how poorly
supervisors rate themselves in this area. The fact
that 54% of supervisors scored themselves as fair
or poor in the area of self-confidence is especially
concerning as this links directly to a poor self-esteem.

How supervisors assessed their self-confidence

Supervisors falling into this category are inclined to follow
either a Laissez-faire management style, commonly lacking
the confidence to speak up or address problems, or an
Autocratic style, where they try to ‘rule by threat or fear.’
Both these styles negatively affect the engagement levels
of the teams at the receiving end of this behaviour.
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5.2 Ratings in We sphere

A

lthough the ratings in the We sphere are
considerably better than those in the Me
sphere, it is still troublesome that just 36% of
the supervisors viewed their people skills as ‘good’
or ‘very good’. Attaining a ‘fair’ rating is definitely
not sufficient for leaders who are required to achieve
results with and through others.

How supervisors rated their skills
Relationship building skills

Communication skills

Supervisors with a ‘fair’ or ‘poor’ rating in the area of
relationship building are unlikely to show their teams the
level of care and support required to create the kind of
positive connection associated with high engagement.
Similarly, supervisors who score ‘fair’, in terms of their
communication skills, cannot be expected to provide
clear instructions and direction. Nor can they be trusted
to effectively facilitate the flow of communication
downwards and upwards, resulting in messages being
distorted or a breakdown in communication.

©FREE TO GROW | SUPERVISOR READINESS TO ENGAGE

11

5.3 Ratings in the Work sphere

A

s demonstrated below, only 54% of
the supervisors indicated a positive
attitude towards their work. Prompting
the question: How will these supervisors who
rated their attitude as fair, or poor, impact
their teams?

Attitude towards their work

Considering these findings, it is no wonder
that such a high percentage of employees
worldwide are disengaged. In some instances,
this negative attitude manifests in passenger
behaviour, where employees passively put in
the hours but display little discretionary effort
towards their work. In worse cases, employees
engage in pirate behaviour, actively undermining
what their colleagues are trying to achieve.

This is the reality for many supervisors, who are
caught up in the day-to-day of the business, not
seeing the positive impact of their efforts and
not knowing how to ‘do better’ at their job.
Giving rise to the question: How engaged are
supervisors really? And are they truly ‘switched on?

During the course of the study, it was revealed
that a significant portion of supervisors
experienced what some called, ‘the sandwich
syndrome’, wedged between the pressure from
above and below. This balancing act is often
accompanied by feelings of frustration, uncertainty
and helplessness, and was shown to detract
significantly from supervisor’s enjoyment of work.

You cannot charge another battery
if your own battery is flat.

Source: Gallup, 2017
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Although this study did not directly examine the
engagement levels of supervisors, the international
figures make for a less than optimistic case.
According to Gallup’s 2017 Global Workplace Report,
only 28% of leaders worldwide are engaged.
With only 1 out of 5 leaders actively engaged, the evidence
strongly suggests that not only are we in the midst of
an Employee Engagement crisis, but also a Leadership
Engagement crisis. If this applies to leaders at large,
one may wonder about the extent to which this applies
to supervisors. The findings of the Netsurvey Analysis,
drawing on the Net Promoter Score as an indication of
engagement, found that Employee Engagement drops with
each organisational level. This reasons that the engagement
level of supervisors will be significantly lower than 19%.
According to Gallup’s 2015 report, “employees whose
leaders are engaged are themselves 37% more engaged
and 45% more likely to stay with the organisation than
those who are not.” Since it is supervisors who interact
with the largest number of employees on a daily basis,
their engagement levels are of critical importance.

Employee Net Promoter Score, indicating engagement

Organisational layer
(0=Most senior executive team)

Notes: Results were calculated from the question, “On a scale of 0 to 10, how likely are you to recommend
your company as a place to work?” The Survey applied the standard Net Promoter Score methodology.
Source: Netsurvey analysis, September 2012 (n=130,000)
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5.4 Ratings in the World sphere

W

hile it is almost expected of
supervisors to have a strong
connection to the organisation,
and as a result be motivated to contribute
to its success, the reality is very different.
A survey of 785 participants indicated that
53% of supervisors felt connected to their
organisation and only a slightly higher
percentage considered themselves motivated.
Connection and motivation are two essential
drivers of engagement and without this
commitment to contribute; it is unlikely that
supervisors will inspire engagement in others.
This begs the question; how can supervisors who
feel disconnected to the organisation inspire their
teams to give their best to help the organisation
thrive? Even if they communicate to employees
what is expected from them, the message
will be relayed without true conviction, losing
credibility and therefore not carrying weight.

Emotional connection to the organisation
11%

36%

45%

8%

11%

36%

45%

8%

6%
6%

Motivation to fully contribute
33%

50%

11%
11%

33%
Poor

Fair

Good

50%
Very good

Poor

Fair

Good

Very good

“When you go to work you shouldn’t
have to leave your heart at home.”
Bettie Bender
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6
Factors affecting supervisor readiness to engage
6.1 Difficult transition from leading self to
leading others

W

hen first appointed to a
leadership position, often that
of supervisor, many think they
have it made. All their hard work as an
individual contributor has finally been
rewarded, and they see their promotion
as cause for celebration. Most people are,
however, ill prepared for the challenge
that a first line leadership position holds.

Drotter explains that first line leadership requires
a shift in perception of self, of one’s role, of
what one values, how one spends time, and of
how one engages with and influences others.
All too often, employees make the transition
to first line leader without also making the
behavioural or value-based transition required.

Supervisors, like all leaders, need to be
the change they want to see in
their people

Considering this, it is no wonder that many
supervisors underperform, fall short of
realising their leadership potential and
are ineffective in driving engagement.

In his book The Leadership Pipeline, Drotter
attributes this to the transition employees
are required to make, from managing self
to managing others. He reasons that, the
things that lead to success on one level
might not lead to success on the next.
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6.2 Pressure to focus on task to the detriment
of people and culture

T

he supervisor position has a strong
task focus and has been traditionally
approached in a ‘command control’
management style.
Emphasis is frequently placed on achieving
results and supervisors are expected to deliver
on a daily basis. It is seldom that people and
culture orientated metrics are used when
evaluating the impact of supervisors. As a
result, when promoted, a new supervisor will
continue to place their energy and focus on
what they know and are comfortable with.
This study showed that this was the case for 59%
of supervisors. While this approach puts emphasis
on getting the work done, employees frequently
feel that work is all that matters to supervisors,
and that they are not valued as people.

Generally, the best leadership style is one that
is balanced – where there is both a concern
for getting the job done and for taking care
of people. A balanced approach requires an
understanding of leadership’s impact, not only on
performance but also on people’s experience of
work, and therefore on the quality of their lives.
The reality is that while competent management
is needed, insufficient effort is devoted to
developing supervisors’ people-orientated
leadership skills, essential in sustaining employee
morale and performance. Moving along the
leadership pipeline, supervisors are required
to align not only with employees, but also with
the organisation to ensure they effectively fulfil
their leadership role. To ensure ‘bigger picture
success’, supervisors must be able to move
beyond the day-to-day operations of the business
and align their teams with the organisation’s
vision, values and strategic objectives.

Task focused
59%

People focused
28%

Balanced approach
13%
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6.3 Lack of development opportunities
focusing on the people side of leadership

A

s supervisors make the transition from
being an employee to being in charge,
their progress is often undermined by
two major contradictions.
The first is that while supervisors hold the
most critical position in creating workplace
engagement, they are the most undertrained
and ill-prepared of all the leadership levels.
A survey of 660 supervisors indicated that 41%
had never attended a leadership development
programme, while 38% had only ever attended
one or two. Of those in training, 66% had not
been through a workshop in the past two years.

When this happens, supervisors are frequently
left feeling demotivated, disengaged and
uncared for by the organisation. This
results in unmet expectations, frustration
and blaming of management, to the
detriment of the whole workforce.

“If there is no head the
tail will not follow.”
African proverb

Number of Leadership Development Programmes Attended

This is in contrast to 80% of supervisors who rated
their career aspirations as high. Unequipped with
the training, tools and direction to effectively
lead and engage their teams, supervisors
inevitably fall short of their true potential.
©FREE TO GROW | SUPERVISOR READINESS TO ENGAGE

17

When training does take place…
It commonly covers the technical and systemsside of managing rather than looking at how
to engage and inspire the people being led.
Between 2012 and 2019, 1849 supervisors
were surveyed to understand where they
perceive themselves in their leadership journey.
A mere 23% felt that they were on the right
track, and a staggering 46% indicated that they
felt only half competent, or ‘50/50’, in their
leadership role. This clearly demonstrates the
gap in the capability of supervisors to meet
the challenge of workplace engagement, a
critical success factor for any organisation.

More advanced skills such as role modelling,
coaching and championing, enable supervisors
to systematically enhance the confidence and
capacity of their teams. These are not born skills,

but ones that can be acquired through appropriate
training if given the opportunity. Granting this
opportunity to supervisors is not a luxury. From an
engaging leadership perspective, it is a necessity.

How equipped do supervisors feel to fulfil their role

An organisation’s failure to include engagement
as part of their leadership requirements
for supervisors, can lead to difficulties in
addressing weaknesses in specific relationship
management skills. Basic engagement skills such
as active listening, communication, feedback
and recognition are important in actualising
organisational values such as respect and integrity.
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6.4 Lack of support from managers

T

he second contradiction is that while
senior management is responsible for
shaping a culture of high engagement,
supervisors are often provided with limited
direction and support.
The reality is that organisations place a strong
focus on the training of managers and neglect the
development of their supervisors – those people
who need to make huge mental shifts in their
transition from managing self to managing others.
Ironically, if supervisors are not fully equipped or
engaged, they will find it difficult to inspire their
people to contribute fully. Despite the importance
of the manager/supervisor relationship in setting
the tone for engagement, Free To Grow found that
an overwhelming 31% of supervisors experience
little to no support from their managers.

Such findings suggest that an important starting
point in driving engagement is not merely in
developing supervisors, but also equipping their
managers with the skills needed to demonstrate
the 4 C’s proven critical to a leader’s ability to
inspire and create a high engagement culture,
namely: credibility, connection, communication
and contribution. These skills help managers
recognise the difficulties experienced by their
supervisors, enabling them to identify the gaps that
need attending and where to focus their support.
To help supervisors inform, involve, coach, care
and inspire on a daily basis, senior managers
need to play a more active role in reinforcing new
learning and behaviour. This involves up-skilling
supervisors through encouraging and coaching
them to use their knowledge and skills to energise
their teams. To drive a high culture of engagement
that is sustainable, supervisors require honest
assessments of where they stand and clear
direction of next steps, with a strong focus on
coaching and role modelling from their leaders.

How much support supervisors
receive from their managers

“A big chair does not make a king.”
Sudanese proverb
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7
Preparing supervisors to meet the engagement challenge

L

eadership, Culture and Employee
Engagement are among the four most
important challenges facing business
today, and increasingly supervisors are being
called upon to become active partners in
driving organisational culture and
performance.
Employee Engagement however, requires
Leadership Engagement. For this shift to
happen, first-line leaders need a deeper
understanding of engagement, its benefits
and the role they play, on a daily basis, in
creating the conditions for engagement.
To increase their engagement levels, supervisors
require development opportunities that focus on
strengthening their PsyCap and connection to their
work and the organisation. Providing supervisors
with the attitude, skillset and tools is a crucial
step to filling the gap between the importance
of engagement and supervisors’ readiness to
tackle the challenge. It is important however, to
first access individual supervisors to determine

whether they have the ability and competence to
fulfil this role before embarking on development.
Changing behaviour is a process not a ‘once off
event’, and requires on-going practice and support.
Although meaningful training is available, often a
continued and on-going focus on skills development
does not take place. This is corroborated by The
Corporate Leadership Council’s (CLC) research,
which cites a lack of post-programme support
as one of the five limitations in the delivery
of leadership development programmes.
To sustain the energy evoked by training and
development initiatives, and strengthen the skills
of supervisors in an engaging leadership context,
learning must be blended. This ensures that
learning does not only happen in the ‘classroom’
but is also reinforced through application in the
workplace. Blended learning closely reflects
the 70:20:10 principle, centred on the idea that
the majority (70%) of learning comes through
experience, approximately 20% from social
learning and 10% from formal methods. The use
of complementary learning channels, such as

Growth Projects and Coaching Circles can provide
supervisors with the post-programme support
that helps bridge the gap between knowledge and
application. A variety of learning channels also
offer opportunities for continued development
by enabling supervisors to practice the skills they
need to step up their performance as leaders
and become active drivers of engagement.

Video
eLearning

Skype

Coaching/Mentoring

Self study/Distance learning

Research

Observation
Face-to-face
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8
In Conclusion

O

rganisations are increasingly
realising that a shift from
traditional structures to a new,
more interconnected organisational design,
requires leaders at all levels to build a
work environment that engages people.
Engagement is no longer something to be
measured once a year by taking a look in the
rear view mirror. Managers and supervisors
are now expected to make engagement a
daily practice so that it can become ingrained
into the culture of the organisation.
Currently there are significant gaps in the
engagement levels of supervisors and, in turn,
their ability to engage their people. Through
proactively equipping them with the mindset,
skills and tools they require to fulfil their role,
organisations can significantly move the needle
of engagement in a positive direction.
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Habits are the bridge between
potential and performance.
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9
How we can contribute to the development of your supervisors
Free To Grow has the skills and experience to make a meaningful contribution to the development of your Supervisors:
9.1 Leadership Development

Soar! A transformational three month blended
learning journey that helps supervisors bridge
the gap between delivering as individual
contributors and delivering through others.

SCORE! A comprehensive 9–10 month blended
learning journey for first line leaders. Focusing on the
internal and value shifts required to achieve results
through others, SCORE! is a valuable tool in helping
organisations nurture and grow their leadership talent. Soar!:
•	Creates a new vision of their role and
develops greater passion for their work
This programme is split into seven high•	Increases ownership and commitment
impact modules, including:
towards the organisation
•	Leading Self: Creating a strong foundation
•	Provides practical skills and tools
•	Leading People 1: Growing solid relationships
to build and maintain constructive
•	Leading People 2: Unleashing the potential and
working relationships and motivate and
power of your team through engagement
encourage the people they lead.
•	Leading meetings that matter: TeamConnect®
•	Management Principles 1: Leading
Soar! nurtures leadership talent and
internal partnerships
prepares supervisors for the next leadership
•	Management Principles 2: Leading Execution
level. It can therefore be a valuable
•	Leading Performance through Coaching
tool in helping organisations nurture
and grow their leadership talent.

“Leadership is ultimately about creating a way for people to contribute
to making something extraordinary happen.” Alan Keith, Genentech

9.2 Employee Engagement
LeadQ® A supervisor development programme
specifically designed to help supervisors create a high
engagement work environment on a daily basis.
This 2 day programme helps supervisors develop the
5 I’s critical to their role: Inspire, Instruct, Inform,
Involve and Incent. It equips them with the skills
and tools to show their staff they care, make their
work meaningful, involve employees in problem
solving and planning, give performance feedback
constructively and recognise and value contributions.
The programme follows the same themes as Engaging
Leadership, aimed at managers of supervisors, so that
a common language regarding Employee Engagement
is created across leadership levels in the organisation.
SCORE!, Soar! and LeadQ® are complemented by
punchy monthly or bi-monthly, half day Coaching
Circles that continue to develop leadership
and engaging skills in digestible chunks.
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