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The 3Es of Talent Management

Foreword
Talent management has taken centre stage for many organisations and has evolved from a
nice to have to being a core business function. It is also increasingly a topic of discussion within
boardrooms. Regionalisation in Asia and fast-paced technological innovation are challenging
the traditional approach to business and talent management is no different.
The expansion of the financial services industry has resulted in greater demand for qualified
finance professionals. Having qualified talent is critical for the industry to grow and compete
successfully in a rapidly changing financial services landscape. These forces are dictating a new
approach and focus on talent management.
As the talent challenge intensifies, organisations need to think beyond the traditional ethos
of “who pays more wins” and to ask instead “what is it that makes employees want to
demonstrate superior performance leading to long term sustained growth?” Simply focusing
all efforts and resources on employee satisfaction in isolation is no longer an effective talent
strategy as low levels of employee satisfaction are not necessarily a reflection of people having
unexciting or dull jobs. The chances are that work itself is not the main driver of dissatisfaction.
Organisations need to dig deeper to understand why employees are unhappy at work and how
this is affecting performance and productivity.
This report explores the 3Es of talent management – Engagement, Enrichment and
Empowerment – as a new approach to managing talent as part of a broader talent management
strategy. Organisations that successfully incorporate the ‘3Es’ in their business approach to
managing people will become talent magnets. We hope the findings of this report will inspire
business leaders to reflect on their own talent management practices and hopefully deliver even
greater impact and value as a result.
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Executive Summary
In the rapidly changing world of work, factors that motivate employees and drive job satisfaction
and organisational commitment are becoming more complex. Changing workforce dynamics,
evolving business models and technological developments are trends that are placing pressures
on organisations in formulating an effective talent management strategy. Given this new
workplace reality, how best can organisations enhance employee productivity and optimise
organisational performance?
This report presents results of a survey involving 3,209 Malaysian financial services professionals
and is aimed at analysing the state of the 3Es of talent management - Engagement,

Enrichment and Empowerment. The 3Es can provide a metric for understanding how effective
an organisation is in managing its employees and creating an environmental culture that keeps
employees motivated and productive.
Highly engaged employees are those who envisage a long-term future with their current
employer, are committed to helping the organisation succeed, and are strong advocates for
the organisation. However, the results of our research suggests that only 33% of employees
are “highly engaged” at work. The majority of employees (45%) are “moderately engaged”,
suggesting that the financial institutions need to do more to ensure employees are fully
engaged. Another 16% are “partially disengaged” – unmotivated, outwardly negative and
feeling unvalued by their organisation. Although only a very small minority (6%) are “highly
disengaged”, they are potentially major disruptors in organisations. They are not only negative
but, can be hostile to the organisation.
This report points to four key drivers which organisations striving to have an effective
engagement programme should focus on – clarity of purpose and direction, leadership, pride
and advocacy, and rewards. These drivers have a significant impact on the overall level of
commitment and satisfaction of employees.
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The most highly productive and motivated employees are fuelled by intangibles that appeal to
their personal values. Intrinsic aspects of work such as opportunities for advancement, a sense
of accomplishment and the opportunity to make full use of their skills and abilities are important
elements in any employee enrichment strategy.
Empowerment is the act of giving employees some degree of authority, autonomy and
responsibility over their work and decision-making. However, only 28% of those surveyed
expressed views that suggest an intrinsic psychological empowerment with work and day-to-day
decision-making. In most Asian cultures, employees feel that it is the managers’ prerogative
to make decisions and solve problems. This is attributed to the high power distance culture
prevalent in Asia.
The level of employee empowerment is best predicted by the extent to which empowerment is
operationalised. Result-oriented empowerment is the strongest predictor as 82% of employees
who felt empowered agreed with the statement “I am given the opportunity to suggest
improvements”. More than half of respondents surveyed rated both freedom to do work
effectively (79%) and authority to make decisions that affect work (62%), highly.
High performers gravitate to organisations that successfully incorporate best practices in the
3Es of talent management. These organisations will ultimately emerge and become talent
magnets – attracting the highest quality recruits and retaining highly motivated workers.
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Introduction
In today’s competitive business environment, employee productivity has become an increasingly
important factor in sustaining business growth. As it has a major impact on an organisation’s
overall success, it is a crucial metric in understanding how effectively organisations are
managing their employees. But how do we effectively measure productivity?
To achieve high levels of employee productivity, it is vital to create an environment and a culture
that keep employees motivated, in which they feel valued, and personal growth is encouraged
and rewarded. In other words, it’s about Engaging, Enriching and Empowering employees –
what we, at AIF, term as “the 3Es of talent management”.
Organisations that recognise and proactively manage the ‘3Es’ are more likely to gain a
competitive advantage through their people strategy. These are organisations that people
aspire to work for, where they feel a sense of pride and connection with the purpose of the
organisation, and where they feel motivated to do their best work.
Furthermore, organisations that incorporate best practices in employee engagement,
enrichment and empowerment are most likely to become a magnet for the best talent, foster a
high-performance culture and build a sustainable high performing organisation.
This report presents the findings of a survey on engagement, enrichment and empowerment
among 3,209 professionals covering all four sectors – banking, Islamic finance, insurance and
capital markets – of the financial services industry in Malaysia.
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Six Trends Impacting Business Productivity and
Performance

Money is a good motivator
but not the best motivator
Only 53% of engaged
employees said they are paid
competitively

Low engagement
among Gen Y
Only 21% of Gen Y are
highly engaged at work

1
High power
distance culture
53% of employees
feel moderately
empowered

2

4
5

Clarity of purpose &
direction
Having a clear
understanding of how
work contributes to
organisational strategy
is the highest-ranked
driver of engagement
among all generations

6

3

6

Enrichment leads
to loyalty
82% of employees
who reported to be
enriched said they
intend to stay with
their organisation

High levels of industry
engagement
An AIF Engagement Index
score of 68% indicates a high
level of engagement across
the financial services industry

Employee
Engagement

ENGAGEMENT
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Employee Engagement
“When people are financially invested, they want a return. When people are
emotionally invested, they want to contribute”

Simon Sinek1

Employee engagement has become a business priority for many organisations as they
recognise the positive influence highly engaged employees have on innovation, creativity,
productivity and business performance. Research suggests that engaged employees are also
more customer-focused, less likely to leave, less prone to absenteeism and more likely to feel
pressured to commit any misconduct.2
According to Forbes, “employee engagement is the emotional commitment of an employee to
the organisation and its goals”.3 Hence, it is all about unlocking an employee’s potential to drive
towards high performance. But given the evolution of employee dynamics and how they affect
the workplace, HR professionals are challenged more than ever to address engagement issues
in a thoughtful and strategic way. The first step to understanding employee engagement is to
know what it is not. Employee engagement is not simply a measure of how happy or satisfied
employees are with their job or workplace. Employees can be happy at work but that does not
necessarily mean they are engaged and productive.

1

Simon Sinek is author of “Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action”
”Ethics and Employee Engagement”, Ethics Resource Center (USA), 2009
3
Retrieved from: http://www.forbes.com/sites/kevinkruse/2012/06/22/employee-engagement-what-andwhy/#394a8bda4629
2
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Employee engagement is a measure of employees’ sentiments such as pride, passion and
commitment to their employers. It refers to the emotional and intellectual commitment
employees have with their organisation. When employees are engaged, they feel more
connected and will use discretionary efforts to achieve organisational goals. As a result, their
efforts and work become better aligned with organisational business objectives.
Best practice suggests that organisations with highly engaged employees consistently
outperform their competitors. With the many benefits of having engaged employees, it is
imperative for business leaders to ensure that they have strategies focused on keeping their
employees fully engaged.
Understanding both personal and professional motivation of engaged employees would
provide HR an upper hand in designing talent management strategies that are aligned with
performance management and learning and development, as well as compensation and
benefits that will reinforce the desired engagement behaviour.

9

The 3Es of Talent Management

State of Engagement in the Financial Services
Industry

Employee engagement is a measure of
employees’ sentiments such as pride,
passion and commitment to their

employers. It refers to the emotional

and intellectual commitment employees
have with their organisation

HR professionals are moving away from the traditional tasks of personnel functions such as
administration, record keeping, recruitment, staffing, as well as compensation and benefits. Their
role is now more diverse with a greater emphasis on managing and developing talent that drives
and supports the business.
HR professionals are now required to be more resourceful in planning a future workplace strategy,
as critical HR decisions will affect an organisation’s bottom line. Prior to developing a viable plan
to enhance employee engagement levels, it is useful to first understand the state of employee
engagement within the industry as a whole.
An employee engagement index in the financial services industry has been developed by AIF
through survey questions based around identified engagement drivers, including a clarity of
purpose and direction, leadership, pride and advocacy as well as rewards.
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Figure 1:
AIF Engagement Index

LOW

68%

HIG
H

VERY
LOW

H
HIG
RY
VE

75

25

50

0

100

Seven survey questions make up the engagement index as presented in Figure 1:
I understand how my work contributes to business outcomes
My organisation has clear priorities and direction
I receive useful and constructive feedback from my supervisor
My organisation inspires me to do my best work every day
I have a strong personal attachment to my organisation
I feel valued at my organisation
I feel I am paid competitively for the work I do
The index score ranging from 0 to 100 represents the relative level of engagement for all individuals
involved in the survey. An index score of 0 means all respondents strongly disagree with all of the
engagement questions, while a score of 100 means all respondents strongly agreed to all seven
engagement questions. The engagement index is high if the score is more than 50% and very high
if it is more than 75%.
Based on the calculated AIF Engagement Index of employees in the financial services industry, the
industry scores 68%, indicating a “high” level of engagement level across the industry (Figure 1).
Financial institutions may use this AIF Engagement Index to benchmark the level of employee
engagement within their respective organisations against the industry average.
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Current Levels of Employee Engagement

Our survey results show that only 33% of employees are highly engaged at work (Figure 2). This
suggests that just over three in ten employees are fully committed to and involved in their work.
They envisage a long-term future with their current employer and therefore are more likely to
make a positive contribution. They are also likely to create a healthier working environment and
influence their peers to be more productive in contributing to the business. Highly engaged
employees not only drive innovation but also contribute to organisational development
generally.
Figure 2:
Levels of Employee Engagement in the Financial Services Industry

33%

Highly
Engaged:

16%

Partially
Disengaged:

Fully committed
Drive innovation
Go the extra mile

Passive at work
Unmotivated
Feel undervalued
Unproductive
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45%

Moderately
Engaged:

Happy with work but
not switched on
Committed to work

6%

Highly
Disengaged:

Hostile and destructive
Totally detached from the
organisation
Unproductive
Indulge in contagious
negativity
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About 45% of finance professionals fall into the “moderately

engaged” category, which suggests that they rationally care for

the job but they don’t bring their whole emotional capacity to it

About 45% of finance professionals fall under the “moderately engaged” category, which
suggests that they rationally care for their job but they don’t bring their whole emotional
capacity to it. It also implies that although employees may be happy with their work, they
may not be switched on at work and are unlikely to take the initiative on a regular basis. This
suggests that while financial institutions may be doing well in engaging with their employees,
they are still not doing enough to ensure employees are fully or highly engaged.
Another 16% of finance employees are “partially disengaged” and can be a drag on
organisational productivity. This group of employees are passive at work. Often we find them
sleep walking in the workplace, i.e. putting in the time but not the energy nor passion to
achieve results.
“Partially disengaged” employees are disenchanted about their work and the workplace as
they feel that they are not valued by their organisation. They are also unmotivated to help
the organisation grow and are often in danger of becoming outwardly negative under certain
circumstances.
The study shows that 6% of those surveyed are “highly disengaged”. These employees are not
only hostile but often can be destructive given today’s highly connected society. They are likely
to be totally detached from their organisation and are disappointed with its leadership, culture
and their current job.
As with partially disengaged employees, highly disengaged employees also demonstrate low
motivation and low productivity in their work. Although only in the minority, they are often the
disruptors as these employees are busy acting out their unhappiness by undermining their
engaged colleagues and indulging in contagious negativity.
Utilise town hall meetings hosted by senior leaders to enhance overall engagement levels.
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Drivers of Employee Engagement

The challenge for organisations is to understand how to motivate and inspire employees so that
they become highly engaged and ultimately become active ambassadors. But, with a myriad
of personalities, motivations and values, designing a one-size-fits-all approach to employee
engagement is doomed to failure. This is especially true with different generational cohorts
working alongside each other.
Although there are many factors impacting employee engagement, our survey of finance
professionals points to four key drivers as shown in Figure 3. Organisations that strive to have an
effective engagement programme should focus on building these key drivers.
Figure 3:
Main Drivers for Building Employee Engagement

CLARITY OF PURPOSE
AND DIRECTION

LEADERSHIP

85% understood how
their work contributes
to business outcomes

74% said they received
useful and constructive
feedback

64% said their
organisations have clear
priorities and direction

69% of respondents
agreed that their
organisation inspires
them to do their best

PRIDE AND ADVOCACY
64% felt a strong
personal attachment
to their organisation
64% felt valued at
their organisation

14

REWARDS
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Clarity of Purpose and Direction
This study suggests that clarity of purpose and direction is a key engagement driver. About 85%
of engaged employees said they understood how their specific job contributed to the business as
a whole, suggesting that employee performance and company performance are closely aligned
to each other. The survey also revealed that 64% of engaged finance professionals said their
organisations have clear priorities and direction.
These findings demonstrate the critical need to ensure employees understand how their work
contributes to organisational success for them to be fully engaged. When employees can connect
their work to the overall business performance; they will be more inclined to proactively strive to go
above and beyond what is expected of them in their work.

Leadership
The findings demonstrate that leadership is another influential driver of employee engagement.
When employees experience leadership that is authentic, credible and genuine, there is an uptick
in the level of engagement. About 74% of engaged employees surveyed agreed that they received
useful and constructive feedback from their supervisors. This implies that participative leadership
is an essential element of engagement. Hence, great managers not only provide employees with
clarity of expectations but are also able to consistently show genuine concern for the employees’
well-being and development.
Leadership is also about inspiring employees to reach their potential and even to perform beyond
expectations. When leaders inspire their staff, they form an emotional connection, which ultimately
drives up the level of engagement. This is evident in the study where 69% of engaged employees
said their organisation inspired them to do their best. Hence, an engagement policy is not going
to be successful unless engagement starts at the top. Whatever values and behaviour leaders
demonstrate, this will have a ripple effect on the values and behaviour of the employees.
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Pride and Advocacy
Pride and advocacy is another key component in achieving high levels of engagement at work.
The survey suggested that having pride in their work and the organisation they are working for ties
directly with the level of employee engagement. Such emotional engagement creates a strong
sense of loyalty and commitment. About 64% of engaged employees said they feel a strong
personal attachment to their organisations and the same percentage said they feel valued.

Rewards
Competitive salary is a driver of employee engagement but not the most important. Only just
over half (53%) of engaged employees said they are paid competitively. This is consistent in most
studies that suggests money is a good motivator but not the best motivator. Hence, compensation
is a “hygiene factor”4 necessary for satisfaction, but not for deeper engagement. In other words,
compensation must be fair or people will leave, but increasing levels of compensation alone will
not necessarily lead to higher engagement levels.

4

A term extracted from Hertzberg’s two factor theory
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State of Employee Engagement by Generational
Cohorts

Looking at employee engagement in more detail across different generational cohorts, this
study found that employees in different demographic groups tend to have different levels of
engagement. The findings revealed that only 21% of Gen Y are highly engaged compared to
35% of Gen X and 43% of Baby Boomers (Figure 4).
Figure 4:
State of Engagement by Generational Cohorts

Gen Y 5

Gen X 6

Baby
Boomers7

Highly
Engaged:

21%

35%

43%

Moderately
Engaged:

48%

45%

42%

Partially
Disengaged:

23%

15%

12%

Highly
Disengaged:

8%

5%

3%

5

Gen Y - Aged 30 and below
Gen X - Aged between 31 and 49
7
Baby Boomers - Aged 50 and above
6
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Levels of engagement are also found to be dependent
on seniority. The percentage of highly engaged

employees increases as the survey reaches the higher
echelons of the organisation

As the least engaged segment of the workforce, Gen Y financial professionals are discontent
about work and their workplace – 23% were partially disengaged and 8% were highly
disengaged, which forms the largest disengaged segment of working professionals.
This result, nevertheless, should be interpreted with caution. Low engagement levels amongst
Gen Y finance professionals may not necessarily translate into disloyalty. Their job-hopping
habits may be construed as being disloyal but they can be fiercely faithful to their bosses. In
fact, a study conducted by AIF on Gen Y in the Workplace reported that Gen Y employees
have a different kind of loyalty – not the old-fashioned, long-term and climb-the-ladder kind of
loyalty.8 When motivating these young professionals, effective leadership is the key to retaining
them.
Gen Y may not put their heart into their organisations and they tend to be more focused on how
their current job can help them quickly climb the career ladder. They are also more interested
in exploring challenging career paths, which will give them greater job satisfaction. When an
organisation does not provide challenging and interesting work as perceived by them, they
tend to become disengaged from their work over time and many resort to job-hopping in their
quest to boost their career prospects.
Levels of engagement are also found to be dependent on seniority. As expected, the
percentage of highly engaged employees increases as the survey reaches the higher echelons
of organisations. Baby Boomers, the oldest segment in the workforce, are the most engaged
generation – 43% and 42% are highly and moderately engaged, respectively. This study
reveals a trend suggesting that employee engagement increases with age as older employees
find motivation and meaning in work, and subsequently, become more effective from an
organisational perspective.

8

”Gen Y in the Workplace”, Asian Institute of Finance, 2014
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Engaging a Multigenerational Workforce

It is important for organisations to ensure that they not only have the right talent with the right
capabilities, but that their employees are also engaged to deliver the business strategy. Understanding
what drives engagement levels of each generational cohort will allow HR professionals and business
leaders to tailor initiatives to suit the demographic makeup of their workforce and adopt a more
personalised engagement strategy for each segment.
The engagement drivers across generations are presented in Figure 5. As evidenced by the ranking of
engagement drivers amongst Gen Y, Gen X and Baby Boomers; the top 5 drivers differ although there
are common elements across the age groups.
Across all three generational cohorts, clarity of purpose and direction is the most important
engagement factor by far. Finance professionals ranked “having a clear understanding of how their
jobs contribute to organisational success” as their number one engagement driver.
This is even more important for Gen Y. What these young professionals want most from their career is
a sense of meaning in their work or a sense of contributing to the organisation. Gen Y does not work
solely for the sake of working but the work has to have some meaning that they can identify with.
For Gen Y and Gen X, leadership clearly plays an important role towards engagement in the
workplace. Leadership is a strong engagement driver as “receiving feedback” and “aspiration from
the organisation to do the best every day” were ranked number 2 and 3, respectively. As a generation
that thrives on prompt and constant feedback, it was not surprising to see that Gen Y ranked
leadership highly.
Although Gen Y finance professionals strive for feedback, one must bear in mind that they tend to
have a different understanding of feedback than Gen X or Baby Boomers. Having grown up in the
age of social media where contributions and comments are highly encouraged, Gen Y not only wants
instantaneous feedback but they also expect it to be a two-way exchange of ideas and suggestions.
The hierarchical top-down structure that both Gen X and Baby Boomers have become accustomed to
does not sit well with the youngest segment of the workforce.
Utilise more experienced staff to mentor younger recruits. Middle managers make great mentors
provided they are engaged and will pass on their wisdom and knowledge learning new skills from the
tech savvy generation.
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In contrast, pride and advocacy is a strong engagement driver for Baby Boomers. “Having a strong
personal attachment to the organisation” ranked number 2, while “aspiration from the organisation
to do the best every day” emerged as the third most important engagement element for the oldest
members of the workforce.
There is a general consensus that money is a good motivator but not necessarily the best motivator
for engagement as shown by this study. Competitive pay was ranked the least important engagement
driver in the survey by all three generations, demonstrating the importance of giving meaningful
rewards for goals achieved.
Figure 5:
Ranking of Engagement Drivers across Generations

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Gen Y

Gen X

Baby Boomers

Clear understanding of how
their jobs contribute to
organisational strategy

Clear understanding of how
their jobs contribute to
organisational strategy

Clear understanding of how
their jobs contribute to
organisational strategy

Receive useful and
constructive feedback from
their supervisor

Receive useful and
constructive feedback from
their supervisor

Strong personal
attachment

Aspiration from
organisation to do the best
every day

Aspiration from
organisation to do the best
every day

Aspiration from
organisation to do the best
every day

Good priorities and direction
from employer

Strong personal
attachment

Receive useful and
constructive feedback
from their supervisor

Feel valued

Feel valued

Feel valued

Strong personal
attachment

Good priorities and direction
from employer

Good priorities and direction
from employer

Competitively paid

Competitively paid

Competitively paid

RANK

RANK

RANK

RANK

RANK

RANK

RANK

20

Employee
Enrichment

ENRICHMENT

The 3Es of Talent Management

Enrichment in the
Workplace
“Without continual growth and progress, such words as improvement,
achievement, and success have no meaning”

Benjamin Franklin

In a people-led economy where employees are at the heart of business success, people will
not stay with their current employer if their needs are not met.9 Employees are attracted to
career development opportunities and a supportive working environment that enriches them to
perform their job effectively.
A large body of research has shown that when employees feel enriched with opportunities
provided to them to grow professionally and personally, they become more productive, are
more motivated, and are more likely to stay with the organisation. The work of Herzberg10
suggests that employee motivation depends largely on fulfilling their experience at work by way
of enrichment.
By enriching employees’ experience and development at work through a culture of positive
values, they will feel a greater sense of ownership in, and responsibility for, organisational
outcomes. Based on Herzberg’s theory, employees are motivated more by the intrinsic aspects
of work, such as opportunities for advancement and a sense of accomplishment in their work.

9
“Leadership and the Performance of People in Organizations: Enriching Employees and 			
Connecting People,” Won-Joo Yun and Frank Mulhern, Forum for People Performance 			
Management and Measurement, November 2009
10
Frederick Herzberg, an American psychologist, developed the motivation-hygiene theory, 		
which explained factors that motivated people by identifying and satisfying individual needs
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This study revealed that 54% of finance professionals felt enriched at work (Figure 6). About 39%
expressed mixed feelings, while a mere 7% felt uninspired at work.

Figure 6:
Employee Enrichment in the Financial Services Industry
54%

39%

7%

Uninspired

Mixed
Feelings

Enriched
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Employee enrichment has a direct and positive impact on job satisfaction and retention. The
majority of working professionals who said that their work was enriching reported high job
satisfaction (86%) and a high level of personal accomplishment (90%) as shown in
Figure 7.
Enrichment also leads to loyalty. This is shown by the fact that 82% of finance professionals who
reported to be enriched in the workplace said they intend to stay with their current organisation.
What’s more, it appears that they are also more likely to be company ambassadors as 83% said
they would recommend their organisations as a great place to work.

Figure 7:
Employee Enrichment vs Employee Satisfaction
1%
90%

9%

My work gives me a
feeling of personal
accomplishment

Agree
Neutral
Disagree

3%
86%

11%

I am satisfied with my
current job

17%

83%

I would recommend my
organisation as a great
place to work

2%
82%

I intend to stay working
for this organisation for
the next 12 months
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What does Good Enrichment look like?

The survey results revealed that the key to employee enrichment is providing employees
with a career that makes full use of their skills and which provides them with opportunities for
professional growth (Figure 8). The majority of employees (74%) agreed that their current job
makes good use of their skills and abilities. This implies that employees believe they have the
necessary skills needed to succeed in the work environment.
Job enrichment and job enlargement are developmental strategies that help ensure employees
are able to make the best use of their skills and technical know-how. These strategies should
be part of the overall organisational’s strategic plan to encourage career development and
progression.
Figure 8:
Drivers of Employee Enrichment
My job makes good use of my skills and abilities
74%

I am given the opportunities in my organisation to use my range of skills
72%

My organisation provides opportunities for professional growth
71%

Percentage of respondents who agreed to the statement

25

The 3Es of Talent Management

71% of all employees see good opportunities for professional growth in their current
organisation. This strongly suggests that professional growth opportunities are not merely a
“nice to have”, but a “must have” in any talent management and retention strategy.
About 72% of finance professionals surveyed said that they are given opportunities to use their
range of skills at work and in performing their daily job duties. This implies that motivation
originating from having a range of skills is relatively high in the financial services industry. Survey
results as presented in Figure 8 (Page 25) show that employee enrichment is a results-oriented
process and that employees are very much aligned to such strategies.
Utilise action learning projects to engage high potentials in the future of your organisation.
Business driven action learning with a senior sponsor can create new business opportunities.
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Employee Empowerment
“The best executive is the one who has sense enough to pick good men to do
what he wants done, and self-restraint enough to keep from meddling with
them while they do it”

Theodore Roosevelt

Empowerment should not be mistaken for, or confused with, ‘delegation’, which is what
managers entrust to their subordinates. Rather it is the act of giving employees some degree
of authority, autonomy and responsibility for their work and decision-making. Here, the role of
managers can best be described as facilitative, supportive and acting as a coach.
In essence, empowerment encourages employees to make independent decisions within the
context of their work and subsequently has the potential to create positive emotional responses
to carry out job-related tasks.
When used as a motivational approach as part of the wider talent management strategy,
empowerment helps employees develop a sense of pride and ownership in their work as well as
in their organisation. This, in turn, inspires employees to go above and beyond what is required
to achieve personal and organisational success. In general, employee empowerment improves
work performance and productivity.11
Trust is fundamental to employee empowerment. Therefore, the degree to which empowerment
creates higher levels of performance will depend largely on how much managers trust their
direct reports to make effective decisions and take responsible risks. Encourage continuing
professional development of staff and provide opportunities for professional membership of
recognised bodies.

11

“The Empowered Workforce: Crucial to Success in the New Economy”, Cornerstone OnDemand, 2010
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Figure 9 shows the different levels of employee empowerment in the financial services industry.
Only 28% of finance professionals surveyed suggested that they felt an intrinsic psychological
empowerment with work and day-to-day decisions relating to job assignments. The majority
of respondents (53%) perceived themselves to be moderately empowered, while 19% had low
levels of empowerment.
Figure 9:
Empowerment Levels in the Financial Services Industry

19%

53%

28%

Low level of
empowerment

Moderate level of
empowerment

High level of
empowerment

The high power distance that is prevalent in most Asian cultures best explains these findings.
In such instances, employee empowerment is generally low as employees feel that it is the
managers’ prerogative to make decisions and solve problems.12 In cultures with a high power
distance, such as Malaysia, empowerment goals will be more challenging to achieve.

12

“Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values”, Geert Hofstede, Sage
Publications, 1980
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What does it feel like to be Empowered?

Employee empowerment can be categorised into three types of empowerment - participative,
results-oriented and discretionary (Figure 10). Based on AIF’s Employee Empowerment Model,
participative empowerment refers to the ability of employees to participate in decisionmaking and be involved in the organisation’s future direction. An integral part of participative
empowerment is verbal empowerment, which is the ability to express views and opinions
without fear of reprisal.
Figure 10:
AIF’s Employee Empowerment Model
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The second type of empowerment is the results-oriented empowerment. This type of
empowerment refers to the ability to make improvements in one’s work and to contribute to
organisational effectiveness.
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Finally, discretionary empowerment is a situation where employees are given authority and
autonomy over how their work is done within a framework of guiding principles. This generally
implies that highly empowered employees are more willing to use their discretion in decisionmaking to achieve higher goals. However, this type of employee empowerment is the most
difficult to implement in a high power distance culture.
Findings from this study suggest that the level of employee empowerment is best predicted by
the extent to which each type of empowerment forms part of the employees’ work experience.
As shown in Figure 11, results-oriented empowerment is the strongest predictor as 82% of
employees who felt empowered agreed with the statement “I am given the opportunity to
suggest improvements”.
Figure 11:
Drivers of Employee Empowerment
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More than half of finance professionals surveyed rated freedom to do work effectively (79%) and
authority to make decisions that affect work (62%), as high under discretionary empowerment.
Through discretionary empowerment, employees are given the authority over how they can
perform their work and are given full discretion in making decisions that affect their work.
However, discretionary empowerment as a talent management strategy should be applied with
caution – only empower those who have the necessary competencies, knowledge and attitude.
Here accountability is the foundation upon which positive discretionary empowerment is built
and sustained in the long-term. Measure the business impact of learning and development
programmes to ensure alignment and fit of the training function.
Participative empowerment, although an important empowerment driver, was rated lower
than the other types of empowerment. 76% of respondents said their supervisors valued
their ideas and suggestions, while 59% said they were involved in decisions that affected
them and 46% said they were involved in determining organisational goals. Through
participative empowerment, people are more likely to be innovative as they have a greater
sense of ownership and genuine interest in their work. Findings from this report suggest that
overall finance professionals have greater confidence in results-oriented and discretionary
empowerment than participative empowerment.
Talent Management should be owned by business leaders and the board and facilitated by the
HR function across the business.
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Recommendations
All managers want high performers in their team. These are employees who are fully engaged,
enriched and empowered in their working lives. They are motivated, consistently demonstrate
high performance and are highly productive.
In order to develop high performers among employees, organisations must have effective
talent management strategies that are part of their broader people strategies and focus
on - Engagement, Enrichment and Empowerment. Below are some recommendations for
organisations seeking to develop an inclusive talent management strategy that maximises the
potential of employees.

EMPOWERMENT

ENRICHMENT

ENGAGEMENT
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1. Strike a balance between financial and non-financial rewards
As competition for talent intensifies, so does the need for organisations to shift the focus
beyond compensation and benefits to a total rewards mindset. Although organisations
provide an array of non-financial rewards including career growth opportunities, recognition
and feedback, quality of work and work-life balance; these rewards are often under-utilised
as motivators. An inclusive talent management strategy ensures an appropriate balance
between financial and non-financial rewards and provides incentives for all employees. A
growing body of research shows that even though money remains a primary motivating
factor for employees, once the desired remuneration levels have been attained, intangible
rewards become a much more powerful motivator.
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FUTURE

2. Connect people with the future
As a talent architect, HR needs to operate beyond the present and develop strategies that
connect employees with the future. An inclusive and effective talent management strategy
stems from building positive views about the present state of the organisational climate and
fostering organisational commitment and capacity for the future. Employees with positive
attitudes towards their organisations, both currently and in the future, will ultimately become
loyal employees whose interests are aligned with those of the organisation.

3. Create a work environment that is rewarding and
meaningful both intellectually and emotionally
A work environment that fosters commitment at an emotional and intellectual level serves
to strengthen employees’ sense of belonging to the organisation and helps employers
to attract and retain talent needed to sustain business growth. Town halls can be a
highly effective vehicle for communicating organisational values, business principles and
professionalism to the entire organisation. Learning and development should be available to
all and not just a few. Celebrate success and recognise that failure happens.
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4. Never be too proud to hire former talent
Effective talent management should start immediately after hiring. Adopting the 3Es creates
opportunities for conversations that can provide a fulfilling and meaningful role and future
for employees. Leaders should look for early signs of disengagement. When someone is
thinking of moving job it is already too late as they have ‘checked out’ emotionally. Identify
high potentials at all levels and provide focused learning and development, mentoring, job
rotations and cross-border assignments or even work experience at an NGO. Never be too
proud to re-hire people that have left your organisation. Past employees or alumni can be
valuable advocates of your brand.
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5. Create a road map for talent development
A road map helps individuals navigate their own future and represents your commitment
to them. On the job training is highly effective at developing competence and building the
capacity of employees. Stretch assignments and senior management sponsored projects are
more effective than classroom based learning. Use scenario planning and incubators with
senior teams to create new business opportunities. Encourage senior executives to lead
in-house training programmes. Create a cadre of future leaders and develop a succession
plan for C-suite roles and three levels below. Develop case studies of your organisation
to build a truly effective learning organisation. Allow Generation Y to develop their
own learning programmes using gaming methodology where appropriate. Prepare for
Generation Z!
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Respondents Profile
Financial Institutions

53%

Conventional
Banks

8%

17%

Islamic
Banks

Insurance/
Takaful

11%

11%

Capital
Markets

Other
Financial Institutions

Gender

Position
Executive
55%

Managerial
28%

Non-Executive
14%
43%
Male

Senior
Management
3%

57%
Female

Generational Cohort

Working Experience
10 years
or more
5 to 9
years

Gen X
65%

1 to 4
years
45%

Less than
1 year
Gen Y
23%

Baby
Boomers
12%

26%
7%
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