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It is my pleasure to present to you a 
special supplement to our 2013 Workplace 
Trends Report, focusing on Unique and 
Challenging Environments. As examined 
in The Workplace Trends Report, employee 
engagement, productivity, brand image 
and loyalty continue to be relevant 
measures of success, no matter the 
workplace.

This report takes a deeper dive into seven 
unique environments and focuses on how 
to preserve and grow your most valuable 
resource - your people. These environments 
include call centers, caregiving, 
manufacturing, hospitals, military bases, 
remote sites and higher education.  Unique 
and Challenging Environments includes 
research and information from more than 
100 leading independent sources, including AOL, Deloitte and SHRM.  The data 
is compiled from leading consultancies, trade organizations and research bodies, 
along with Sodexo’s experience, to provide valuable insight to you.

We know that certain demographics of employees are drawn to and flourish in 
these unique environments. Typically, these employees seek to help others, enjoy 
delivering customer service, providing safety and security, as well as interacting 
with colleagues. Sodexo operates across all of these types of environments and 
has gleaned knowledge from our managers in each of these disciplines. As a result, 
we are able to share best practices to improve communication, recognition, the 
employee environment and other elements that produce higher productivity, 
retention and business metrics. The report also provides what organizations are 
doing to help engage employees in order to drive organizational success.

We hope you gain insight from this collection of research highlighting seven 
environments that are truly unique.

Workplace Trends Report:  
Unique & Challenging Environments

By George Chavel, President and Chief Executive Officer, Sodexo, Inc.
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FOREWORD

Perspectives from the Presidents
Michael Norris, COO Sodexo North America 

and Market President, Corporate Services

Call centers and manufacturing sites employ one 
of the largest segments of today’s U.S. workforce. 
These unique environments require unique strategies 
to drive employee engagement and productivity, and 
our clients are looking to us for solutions. Whether it 
is allowing employees to take a walk or stretch breaks 
more frequently, providing healthier dining options, 
or having different amenities onsite – both the 
organization and its people benefit when there is a 
consistent message of providing the support needed 
to facilitate an employee’s best work. 

Across all of the industries we serve, there are consistent principles we support and 
operationalize to help companies perform at their best. World-class organizations 
care for and engage their people by providing services that help people thrive in 
different dimensions of their lives. We are proud to partner with leading companies 
to design, manage and deliver solutions that go well beyond the typical metrics, to 
produce positive results in the ever -changing landscape of today’s marketplace.

Lorna Donatone, COO Sodexo North America 
and Market President Education

By focusing on Quality of Life services, we reinforce 
the overall campus experience, which improves the 
effectiveness and performance of our partners, their 
faculty and administration and their students. 

From health-conscious offers in the dining hall 
to energy-efficient classrooms and buildings, to 
innovative offers in sporting venues, it is a privilege 
to work with our partners to help them achieve their 
goals.
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Patrick Connolly, COO Sodexo North America 
and Market President, Health Care

While it requires special talent and abilities to succeed 
as a medical practitioner, some may be surprised to 
learn that it also takes a special person to excel as 
a service worker in the challenging and emotional 
environment of a hospital.

Sodexo Health Care has long realized that engaged 
and motivated frontline team members can make 
a significant contribution to the quality of life for 
patients and therefore in improving satisfaction 
scores for our clients. To this end, we seek to hire 
people who display the kind of behaviors and attitudes that reflect our values as 
a company, empower them to be their best selves, and recognize them for their 
actions. The result is an engaged workforce whose compassion, accountability, 
respect, enthusiasm and service ethics differentiates us in the marketplace.

James Taylor, President,  
Health Care Southeast Division

There is no higher calling than to serve our elders on 
whose shoulders we now stand. Those individuals 
who work as caregivers should be held in high esteem 
for the work they do, to preserve and enhance the 
quality of life of our elders, while ensuring they are 
living their very best lives. 

Their unique nature and willingness to serve must be 
recognized, celebrated and supported. Focusing on 
their needs as individuals empowers them to fully 
focus on their clients, resulting in better outcomes for all.
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John Bush, COO Sodexo North America 
and Market President, Multi-Service Market

Military bases and remote sites are two of the most 
challenging environments to live and work. Studies 
show that the quality of life for those living and working 
at these facilities has a direct impact on performance. 
Performance can be impacted by factors such as 
physical and emotional stress, occupational health 
and safety, and social and educational opportunities.

Sodexo is an expert addressing the unique challenges 
inherent in operating a military base or remote site. 
We have helped our clients at military bases enhance 
the quality of life for our military members and their families. We have provided 
innovate programs to our remote-site clients, creating a safe work environment and 
an engaged and loyal workforce.

Dick Desrochers, President,  
Comprehensive Service Solutions

A comprehensive approach to employee engagement 
means maximizing the positive effects of people, 
processes and infrastructure, to provide the best 
possible work environment; that’s what Sodexo does 
for our clients. Employee engagement is definitely 
a C-suite issue, yet particularly for those industries 
profiled in this report. 

More than anything, one piece of advice given to 
all employers would be to involve employees in 
decisions that affect their jobs and the direction of 
the company whenever possible. This report echoes 
that advice, urging leaders at all levels to be well-versed in the mission and vision 
of the organization and embody those values, so that they infuse to the rest of 
the company’s employees, no matter whether they are frontline workers or C-suite 
executives.

PERSPECTIVES FROM THE PRESIDENTS
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Research Methods & Summary of 
Findings 

Rachel S. Permuth, PhD, MSPH, Sr. Director, Workplace Research, Sodexo 
Kevin Rettle, FMP, Director of FM/CRE Market Research & Insights, Sodexo 

Rebecca Scott, MPH, Research Fellow, Sodexo

Unique and Challenging Environments is a broad scan of human and asset-based 
issues that face organizations in the most extreme work environments on earth. 
From the intense mental stress of call center environment, to the grueling physical 
environment of the oil fields in Canada’s Northwestern Territories, these industries 
are critical to the global economy. 

Our researchers formulated their approach to both identify common issues and 
trends in these environments, while also providing insight into each of these data 
points. This required a mixed method approach inclusive of a robust literature review, 
analysis of historical context, exploratory research, interviews and observation. 

The literature review for Unique and Challenging Environments includes over 70 
sources. It draws upon trade organizations, academic journals and government 
organizations. Cited are articles from Deloitte, The National Center for Education 
Statistics and the American Occupational Safety and Health Administration. 
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RESEARCH METHODS 

Each of the present-day states of the environments featured in the report are heavily 
influenced by their history, and applying plausible representations of the past not 
only contextualize the present, but also help to shape our insights into the future. 
Readers will find particular interest in the application of this technique in the Remote 
Sites chapter, where Tom Thomson’s documentation through painted media vividly 
documents the Canadian wilderness, where the oil and logging industry are set. 

This report is both a look back and forward. As a supplement to our Workplace 
Trends 2013 Report, the research is applied and demonstrated within these extreme 
environments, presently. We see common themes and resolution in practice, such as 
the need to increase image value, drive engagement and provide for human needs in 
a more holistic way than ever. Each of these factors contribute to the performance 
of these companies. Moreover, we also can see what the near future holds for many 
of these industries, relative to human capital and service architectures. 

Sodexo’s experts in human capital solutions are committed to monitoring trends 
that affect the quality of daily life of their consumers in the workplace, wherever 
work is. Our research demonstrates employees’ desire to be aligned with their 
employer. The impact: Organizations must tangibly demonstrate a holistic level of 
empathy and commitment to their employees at both a personal and professional 
level to remain competitive, highly productive, as well as increase and maintain 
their image value. 
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7 Unique Environments;  
7 Unique Workforces

Certain demographics of employees are drawn to these unique environments. They 
wanted to help others, deliver customer service, provide safety, or interact with 
colleagues. There are other unique characteristics to these employees as well that 
merit a different approach to their management and recognition. You will read about 
how time is spent during the selection process to ensure that organizations are 
recruiting and selecting people with the right profile, and about efforts to keep this 
unique and emotional connection with their employees. The report will also provide 
what organizations are doing to help individuals bring their best by connecting 
to the customers, strategy and success of the organization. We are most proud 
that this report highlights the best of what Sodexo’s employers do in the realm of 
employee engagement in the unique environments we serve.

Employees are looking to organizations for tools and resources that help them 
simplify their lives, stay healthy and balanced, and bring their “whole self” to work. 
These factors continue to be top drivers of engagement. As shown in Sodexo’s 
2013 Workplace Trends Report, employee engagement, productivity, brand image 
and loyalty continue to be relevant measures of success, no matter the workplace. 
We hope you find value and insight from this collection of research from seven 
environments.
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UNIQUE ENVIRONMENT ABSTRACTS

Unique Environment Abstracts
Call Centers
Approximately 3% of the U.S. workforce is employed in call centers, totaling more 
than 2,000,000 employees in over 60,000 call centers. These employees constitute 
an indispensable link between the corporation and the customer, and are widely 
regarded as the frontline of customer service. While call centers clearly play a critical 
role in day-to-day company operations and long-term customer retention, many 
are plagued by a host of worker-related issues. In fact, call center employees can 
experience a variety of negative psychological and physical outcomes associated 
with the stressful, monotonous and repetitive nature of their work. In many 
instances, these outcomes lead to a loss of enthusiasm and engagement, as well 
as increased absenteeism and attrition. According to benchmarking firm Dimension 
Data, the average annual absence rate in contact centers across the globe is 11%. 
Call centers also face unusually high employee turnover rates, averaging between 
30% and 50% a year in the U.S. 

In an industry where the attainment of targets and quotas dictates a company’s 
day-to-day financial success, it can be overwhelming to devote time and energy to 
employee engagement. A focus on both great quality and employee engagement 
will, however, improve performance against volume-based measures like abandoned 
calls, productivity and service levels. Focusing just on the volume measures is no 
longer a viable strategy. Call centers will need novel techniques for optimizing the 
well-being of their staff and ultimately, the entire organization. Thinking beyond 
the normal metrics of success will be the wave of the future in this industry—
particularly related to the built environment and human capital characteristics 
inherent to this population.

Caregiving 
With the baby boomer generation entering or nearing retirement, and with the 
population living longer, there is a pressing demand for individuals to join the formal 
caregiving field. In 2003, the Bureau of Labor and Statistics counted approximately 
2.4 million workers in the direct-care field. This number is expected to skyrocket 
69% between 2010 and 2012.1 While the job of a caregiver can be incredibly 
rewarding, there are many burdens that they may face as well. Working as an aide 
can be both physically and emotionally demanding, leading to high absenteeism, 
turnover rates, disengagement and increased stress.

For those organizations that employ caregivers as their main employee base, the 
consequences of potential employee burnout and strain are important concerns 
that need to be addressed. Employers with the highest engagement among 
employees (as evidenced by less turnover, higher satisfaction, etc.) have already 
noted the impact of this type of work on employee well-being. As a result, those 
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companies have created innovative strategies to minimize the strain of caretaking 
on employees using such techniques as job sharing, allowing more control of job 
scheduling and the active encouragement of social networking groups for caretakers.

Manufacturing
The manufacturing sector employs one of the largest workforces in the U.S. and 
includes a diverse group of industries. The U.S. is currently the world’s largest 
manufacturing economy, but today’s business landscape presents a number 
of challenges that jeopardize this leadership position. One of the most pressing 
problems facing manufacturers is a significant talent gap, the result of an ever-
increasing shortage of high-skilled workers, coupled with the rapid aging of the 
industry’s current workforce. In fact, a 2011 survey of U.S.-based manufacturers 
found that 67% face a moderate to severe shortage of available, qualified workers, 
translating into as many as 600,000 jobs that are going unfilled.

Part of the answer to this problem may lie with the recruitment of workers from 
Generation Y – no easy task, since manufacturing jobs have a reputation for being 
low-paid, monotonous, dangerous, dirty and offer few opportunities for independent 
thinking. To succeed in attracting Gen Y workers, the manufacturing industry 

needs to address the unique expectations of 
this cohort, while still attending to the needs of 
the larger workforce. Fostering engagement and 
high-involvement work practices should be a top 
priority, but it is also important for employers to 
address basic health and safety issues for those 
workers directly engaged in production. 

Hospitals
A hospital environment has inherent challenges in 
its environment that can damper the satisfaction 
and engagement levels of staff. Hospitals have to 
make an effort to balance their hard core protocols 
such as hospital rules, policies, systems and 
procedures, standard operating protocols, etc., 
and the soft core aspects such as interpersonal 
communication, interpersonal relationships, 
human behavior and attitude, and motivation 
and leadership development. 

This delicate balance not only affects the quality 
of the work environment, but also impacts quality 
of work-life for all employees who work in the 

Companies with 
engaged employees 
are 56% more likely 
to have better than 
average customer 
loyalty, 38% more 

likely to have 
higher than average 

productivity, 27% 
more likely to have 
higher profitability 

and 50% more 
likely to have lower 

turnover.

Study done by Gallup
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UNIQUE ENVIRONMENT ABSTRACTS

hospitals. One of the key tenets in the hospital setting 
is that a satisfied and safe workforce leads to better 
outcomes for the patients. The key question remains 
– what types of interventions and solutions can be 
implemented in the hospital environment to maximize 
the health of the individuals who work within it and 
in turn, can optimize the effectiveness of the hospital 
as a whole? As innovation from emerging markets in 
health care continues to grow, new ways of working 
with and fostering our human capital will be central 
determinants of which hospital systems thrive in this 
rapidly changing environment.

Military Bases
The notion of optimizing human performance to achieve organizational objectives 
is not a new concept. However, it can be argued that military personnel receive more 
attention than most employees on this issue – as the enhanced performance and 
capabilities of our military staff have an immediate and direct effect on the safety 
of our nation. Living and working on a military base, however, can be uniquely 
physically and psychologically demanding for military personnel and their families, 
even during relatively peaceful periods. 

Some military facilities and housing are dilapidated, too small, or lacking in modern 
amenities; in fact, 43% (or 58,000 housing units) are substandard in some way. 
Furthermore, the type and quality of ancillary services offered on any given base 
varies widely, with significant effects on residents’ quality of life, health, and 
ultimately their performance and mission readiness. The provision of Morale, Welfare 
and Recreation (MWR) Programs, modernized housing and first-rate dining services 
can improve service members’ physical health and minimize some of the stressors 
associated with military base life. This not only ensures optimal performance of 
our military – it also helps the Department of Defense attract and retain the best 
personnel for its armed forces.

Remote Sites 
The remote site is one of the most unique and challenging environments from an 
employee engagement standpoint. Employees come from diverse backgrounds, 
have unique demographic and psychographic backgrounds and are highly inclined 
to turnover after their contract at the site ends (or even prior). 

Additional concerns on the site are occupational health and safety, which are 
actually heightened in importance due to the lack of resources nearby to help with 
health emergencies – but because of the nature of much of the remote site work, 
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danger can be fairly constant. Moreover, work in remote sites, such as oil rigs and 
coal mines, can be physically demanding and dirty. 

The types of psychological and physical stressors seem to multiply with remote 
site work. Not only are the individuals separated from their families for long stints 
of time, they may not find colleagues with whom they can easily relate. The skill set 
to manage remote site employees is unique in itself. It requires the manager to have 
a great deal of emotional intelligence to be able to detect and alleviate symptoms of 
job strain and to be able to find meaningful rewards and recognition for employees 
for this population.

Higher Education
Higher education institutions cater to a variety of populations to ensure their 
future success, but there are three groups for whom the collegial environment is 
especially important: faculty members, prospective students and current students. 
Faculty members constitute an institution’s intellectual capital and play an 
unquestionably significant role in higher education, yet they are typically juggling 
many responsibilities and suffer from high levels of stress associated with these 
competing demands. As the constitution of the faculty population and the nature of 
their work continues to evolve – from changing demographics to new expectations 
for work-life balance – it will become increasingly important for higher education 
institutions to adapt to their needs in order to ensure that faculty members continue 
to be satisfied and motivated by their work and work environment. 

Faculty engagement is inextricably intertwined with the happiness and well-being 
of the student population. Both prospective and current students face a number 
of stressors, as they prepare for and embark upon what is typically their first 
experience away from home, and the provision of well-maintained facilities and 
above-average dining options are often a deciding factor in students’ college choice 
and their eventual satisfaction, motivation and well-being once on campus. In one 
survey conducted by the Association of Higher Education Facilities Officers, 76% of 
college-bound students indicated that the good condition of a campus’ facilities was 
important in their choice. Another survey at the University of Arizona found that 
with regards to dining services, 93% of students indicated that taste is important 
and 84% of students indicated that healthy choices are important. Clearly, higher 
education institutions must strive to create an optimal campus environment that 
supports the needs of both students and faculty if they wish to attract the “best and 
the brightest,” enable their clientele to excel, and ensure their competitive advantage 
well into the future.
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Call Centers
By Doug Klees, VP of Call Center Billing & Operations, AOL 

and Larry Sadler, Chief Facilities Manager, AOL

With the rapidly increasing globalization of the world economy, it is imperative 
that companies be equipped to provide both local and international exchange 
of information and services. Call centers are a key means to this end, and are 
ubiquitous in the United States and abroad. In fact, approximately 3% of the U.S. 
workforce is employed in call centers, totaling more than 2,000,000 employees in 
over 60,000 call centers.1

These employees constitute an indispensable link between the corporation and the 
customer, and are widely regarded as the frontline of customer service. The average 
call center employee talks to 75 customers on the phone every day, giving him or 
her tremendous power to harm or boost your company’s reputation, revenue and 
customer retention.2 Just one mishandled call can make or break customer loyalty, 
and an unhappy customer – 91% of the time – will never do business with your 
company again.3 Moreover, an upset customer will tell an average of 15 people 
about their negative experience – a number that may be exponentially higher with 
the extensive reach of social media.4 Larry Sadler, Chief Facilities Manager and Call 
Center Operations Manager at AOL, knows all too well the impact that poor service 
can have on customer retention, noting, “85% of AOL customers would recommend 
our company, but that means that 15% of customers aren’t completely satisfied – 
which in actuality is still a problem.”

Call centers clearly play a critical role in day-to-day company operations and long-
term customer retention, yet most are plagued by a host of worker-related issues, 
many of which stem from low levels of employee 
engagement. The research has clearly shown 
that employee engagement – encompassing an 
employee’s motivation, morale and enthusiasm 
for the job – is critical for employee satisfaction, 
productivity and company success. In fact, a 
study done by Gallup found that companies with 
engaged employees are 56% more likely to have 
better than average customer loyalty, 38% more 
likely to have higher than average productivity, 
27% more likely to have higher profitability 
and 50% more likely to have lower turnover.5 
Disengagement in call centers unfortunately 
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often manifests itself as an air of indifference among employees, which can have 
a serious impact on customer retention; in fact, 68% of customers say they’ve 
stopped doing business with a company because of an interaction with just one 
employee they perceived as indifferent.6 

With such strong associations between engagement and company success, 
fostering better employee engagement should already be a top priority for call 
center supervisors. Yet, many call center workers report feeling acutely disengaged, 
lamenting that they see themselves as merely a “cog in a machine” within their 
organization. Workers feel unappreciated by the management and perceive that 
their supervisors are only interested in the quantity of their work, not the quality. 
They feel stifled by the low levels of discretion permitted to them in all facets of 
their work life, and deprived of opportunities to exercise independent judgment.7 
They feel unchallenged by their work and stagnated by the lack of opportunities 
for training, growth and advancement. And for these reasons – coupled with the 
myriad physiological and psychological stressors of call center work – employees 
can feel unmoved to provide optimal customer service, unmotivated to show up to 
work every day, and driven to seek out new job opportunities as quickly as possible.

It can be overwhelming to devote time and energy to employee 
engagement in an industry where the attainment of targets 

and quotas dictates a company’s day-to-day financial success.

What can be done to alleviate these issues? In the article Sick and Tired? Working in 
the Modern Office, Baldry and colleagues argue that occupational ill-health can be 
best understood and addressed by examining the three interrelated components of 
the work system: the social environment (work organization, job design, managerial 
control), the proximate environment (work technologies, workstation design), and 
the ambient environment (work building, lighting, temperature, acoustics).8 Some 
of these work system characteristics are under the call center’s control, while others 
must be chalked up to the inherent nature of call center work and organizational 
design. Realistically, the typically flat organizational structure of call centers cannot 
be completely overhauled, nor can the nature of the work itself be extensively 
altered. Employers do, however, have the ability to modify certain aspects of work 
life germane to the cultivation of better employee engagement, and they can 
alleviate some of the discomfort and stress associated with call center work. 

From a managerial perspective, it can be overwhelming to devote time and energy 
to employee engagement in an industry where the attainment of targets and 
quotas dictates a company’s day-to-day financial success. With what we know 
about engagement, however, even a modest level of commitment from employers 
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can have a profound effect on outcomes. Discussed on the following pages are 
techniques and recommendations to promote better engagement and a healthier 
working environment.

The Call Center Work Experience: Call centers typically require long hours of 
monotonous, repetitive work requiring a great deal of accuracy and speed. The 
nature of the work mandates that employees be glued to their desks for much of 
their shift, that they constantly be focused on the task at-hand, and that they be 
tirelessly polite and patient – often while dealing with irate customers. The boredom 
of sitting in front of a computer and being on the phone for eight hours straight is 
further intensified when workers are required to read entirely from scripts, leaving 
little leeway for individual discretion or autonomy. Furthermore, call center shifts 
frequently occur at off-peak hours or on weekends and night shifts may also be 
required for globally-operating organizations 
– like AOL – needing the ability to assist 
customers in different hemispheres. 

Physiological Outcomes: Not surprisingly, 
working in a call center can lead to a host of 
negative health outcomes for employees. In 
any occupation, sitting for extended periods 
of time can cause back, neck and shoulder 
pain, weight gain, heart problems and 
general poor health; call center workers are 
no exception to this rule. However, compared 
to normal office workers – who typically have 
the flexibility to step away from their desks 
for quick breaks – call center employees 
are often required to remain seated and 
productive for the duration of their shift to avoid backed-up phone lines. 

In addition to the health outcomes associated with sitting for hours on-end, many 
call center employees complain of ailments specific to their work, particularly vision 
problems, vocal issues and hearing impairment. One center in India reported that 
30–40% of its employees suffered from symptoms of computer vision syndrome, 
which can include eye soreness and dryness, blurred vision, light sensitivity and 
headache.9 Call center workers also frequently face intermittent (and sometimes 
permanent) voice loss, throat pain and swelling and chronic coughs or voice 
cracking. Hearing loss and damage are also common, as are dizziness, nausea, 
migraines and insomnia for nightshift workers. “The cost burden of these health 
issues is enormous,” Sadler states, “and workers’ compensation claims are also not 
uncommon.”
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The negative physiological outcomes experienced by call 
center workers are often further exacerbated by a poor 
ambient environment, i.e., a building not conducive to 
long periods of sedentary work or mental concentration. 
A variety of factors come into play in creating the optimal 
work environment – lighting, temperature, air quality and 
noise levels. In fact, research conducted in office buildings 
provides compelling evidence on productivity gains 
(or losses) of up to 15% due to indoor environmental 
conditions.10 

Psychological Outcomes: In addition to the 
physiological effects of call center work, the heavy focus 
on volume-based metrics – and the tight monitoring 
of these performance measures – puts enormous 
psychological stress on employees. In inbound call 
centers, which account for 80% of the market, employees 
may be measured on number of calls handled, first-call-
resolution (FCR) rates, abandoned call rates, average 
speed to answer (ASA), and average handle time (AHT). 
Outbound call center employees are also subject to these 
metrics, but are under additional pressure to meet quotas 
for outgoing calls. Besides being under constant scrutiny 
during their working hours, employees typically must 
adhere to precisely scheduled breaks to avoid excessively 
long call queues – and these breaks are also closely 
monitored by supervisors. 

With such stringent targets and high levels of monitoring 
permeating every aspect of their work, it is no surprise 
that call center workers report suffering from unusually 
high stress levels. In one call center based in the UK, 
more than a quarter of employees said they experienced 
stress either daily or several times a week, and more than 
half at least several times a month.11 Stress can induce 
physical illness, mental burnout or even a complete 
nervous breakdown; in fact, according to industry studies, 
stress contributes at least five days a year to call center 
employee absenteeism. Add to this stress the physical 
discomfort and low levels of engagement experienced by 
call center workers, and it is no surprise that turnover and 
absenteeism rates are so high in this particular industry.
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An absenteeism rate of 3% is a 
manageable figure, but anything over 

5% loses money for a call center.
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Organizational Outcomes: Across the globe, the average annual absence rate 
for call center workers is 11%.12 That number may not seem overwhelming, but 
in actuality, it can be quite costly financially – an absenteeism rate of 3% is a 
manageable figure but anything over 5% loses money for a call center.13 Call 
centers also face unusually high employee turnover rates, averaging between 30% 
and 50% a year in the U.S. Some call centers report turnover of well over 100% 
a year, meaning that the management of that center has to train the equivalent 
of a new workforce every few months.14 The direct, measurable costs associated 
with turnover – including the costs of recruiting, hiring and training – total at least 
$4,000 per employee, or roughly two months’ pay.15 This estimate is conceivably 
much higher when you consider the lost productivity during training – typically 
lasting three weeks – and the fact that it takes nearly three months for new 
employees to become proficient at their work. 

Even at AOL – where average turnover rates are remarkably low, at 5–10% per 
year—the effects of turnover cannot be discounted when you consider that this 
equates to the replacement of 100–200 employees per year in a 2,000-person 
center. 

2 Million people are employed in call centers in the U.S.

= 50,000 replaced employees. Onboarding each replacement costs $4K.

Cost =  $4 BILLION onboarding replacement employees Cost =  $800 MILLION onboarding replacement employees
SAVINGS = $3.2 BILLION annually

Average US Company
Replaces up to 50% of Call Center Sta� Yearly

World-Class US Company 
with Engaged Employees

Replaces less than 10% of Call Center Sta� Yearly
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The Built Environment: The role 
of the proximate and ambient 
environment in augmenting call 
center productivity and employee 
retention cannot be underestimated, 
and should be a focal point for 
any organization endeavoring to 
improve these outcomes. The more 
effectively the indoor environment 
and workstation layout support the 
work process, the greater the job 
satisfaction and worker efficiency; 
even small modifications, when 
aggregated together, can result in 
substantial ROIs. Doug Klees, VP of 
Call Center Billing & Operations at 
AOL, affirms that acknowledging the 
stressful nature of call center work 
– and creating a work environment 
that provides opportunities to reduce 
that stress – shows your employees 
that you truly care about their health 
and well-being. 

In designing a large call center in Jacksonville, Florida, Sadler and his team from 
AOL successfully advocated for resources to be allotted toward the procurement 
of features aimed at reducing some of the physical discomforts of call center 
work: spacious, ergonomic workstations for every employee, adjustable desks 
and keyboard trays offering workers the option to stand during their shift, and 
sound-masking technology to alleviate some of the noise issues so pervasive in 
most centers. A window view for every employee – providing natural light and a 
spectacular view of the neighboring woodland reserve – further enhanced the 
workers’ sense of well-being. Sadler also notes that amenities like on-site fitness 
centers, cafeterias with healthy food options, and pleasant indoor and outdoor 
break areas are now the norm in best practice call center design. Many companies 
even provide additional offerings like stress-relief programs, health workshops, or 
on-site massage therapists. 

Klees also believes that in an industry whose workforce predominantly consists 
of young women, on-site amenities like daycare and meal services are becoming 

Call Center Recommendations

Amenities like on-site fitness 
centers, cafeterias with 

healthy food options, and 
pleasant indoor and outdoor 

break areas are now the 
norm in best practice call 

center design.

CALL CENTERS
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Opportunities 
for even 

small-scale 
advancements 
can contribute 
to the retention 

of a more 
talented and 

engaged 
workforce.

Empowerment & Teamwork: While it is 
generally necessary for call center workers 
to adhere to certain scripts and comply with 
company policies, most supervisors will 
concede that they have the discretion to provide 
their employees with more decision-making 
opportunities. Opportunities for empowerment 
can be trivial – like authorizing employees to 
give customers a refund – or can include more 
extensive concessions like allowing them to 
work in self-directed teams. Klees affirms that 
granting employees the authority to exercise 
some level of independent judgment shows that 
you trust them, and always results in better 
customer service. 

increasingly sought-after. In fact, with such structured breaks and minimal “down 
time” during their shifts, call center employees benefit from any services designed 
to simplify their lives: concierge services, elder care services and on-site convenience 
and gift stores, just to name a few. Not only do these modifications to the proximate 
and ambient indoor environment result in increased productivity, they also make 
the center a more appealing, engaging place to work, thereby attracting and 
retaining a higher-caliber workforce.

Employer-Employee Relations: Whenever possible, call center supervisors 
should find time to interact with employees, listen to their needs and demonstrate 
genuine concern for their well-being – strategies Sadler says are commonplace 
among AOL’s call center managers. “AOL really listens to its employees,” he says, 
“and that absolutely contributes to improved morale and lower turnover.” Klees also 
observes that the development of this relationship – via mentoring, coaching, or 
simply spending time with employees – can positively affect worker productivity. 

Reward & Recognition: When you recognize and reward employees for exemplary 
behavior, that behavior is likely to be repeated. Furthermore, acknowledging 
employee efforts makes them feel valued and can increase morale, job satisfaction 
and engagement. Sadler notes an abundance of reward programs at AOL, many of 
which use a wide array of performance indicators; this ensures the inclusion of a 
greater number of employees and recognizes them for their distinct competencies. 
Implementing an incentive program doesn’t have to be expensive, either – a “reward” 
can be as simple as displaying an employee’s photo on the wall. 
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Opportunities for 
Advancement: In many 
call centers, the capacity 
for upward mobility is 
limited, so employers 
must be creative in 
developing advancement 
opportunities for their 
more ambitious and 
driven workers. At AOL, 
employees who excel 
in their work are often 
entrusted with special projects, appointed as team leaders, or asked to assist with 
training classes. “Even if we can’t offer employees substantial promotions,” Klees 
says, “we can always find ways to show them that we value the knowledge and 
skills they’ve obtained.” Opportunities for even small-scale advancements can 
contribute to the retention of a more talented and engaged workforce.

Enrichment & Growth: Especially when career options are limited, call center 
employees should be provided with ongoing opportunities for training and 
mentoring. This allows for performance-based goal setting and growth, and shows 
that you value the employees’ development and success. In addition, better-trained 
employees are more likely to provide optimal customer service. Klees also observes 
that ambitious, talented employees tend to want more training opportunities – and 
these are exactly the type of employees the call center wants in its workforce and 
should strive to retain.

Conclusion
There is no contesting the significant importance that the call center employee has 
to the organization they serve. These team members are the direct link between 
consumers and the business. They are troubleshooters, member relationship 
experts and a sales force. These employees are critical to revenue growth, 
reputation and customer retention. Yet, in many cases, these employees are the 
most underserved; thus impacting their level of service to their customers. The 
high cost of turnover might be avoided by deploying programs and services that 
holistically make the employee more efficient, effective and engaged. Focusing on 
the built environment, rewards and recognition, as well as progressive supervisory 
and teaming arrangements, are all components of an effective call center human 
capital strategy that are proven intrinsic value drivers. 

Contributor: Rebecca Scott, Researcher, Innovations 2 Solutions, Sodexo
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Between 44% and 65% of caregivers  
leave their jobs annually.2 
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CAREGIVERS

Caregivers and the Benefits of 
Employee Engagement Programs 

By Sarosh Mistry, CEO, Comfort Keepers 

With the baby boomer generation entering or nearing retirement, and with the 
population living longer, there is a pressing demand for individuals to join the formal 
caregiving field. In 2003, the Bureau of Labor and Statistics counted approximately 
2.4 million workers in the direct-care field. This number is expected to skyrocket 
69% between 2010 and 2012.1 While the job of a caregiver can be incredibly 
rewarding, there are many burdens that they may face as well. Working as an aide 
can be both physically and emotionally demanding, leading to high absenteeism, 
turnover rates, disengagement and increased stress.

At a time when caregivers are needed more than ever, organizations themselves 
must be willing to alter their policies and procedures in order to better accommodate 
the caregivers and create a more appealing work environment. According to Carol 
McGowan, a managing Nurse Practitioner of the greater Philadelphia Comfort 
Keepers® franchise, “Caregiving is probably one of the most difficult and stressful 
careers. Traditionally, these positions are low paying, hence the challenge of 
retention and attendance. This group of individuals is, in most cases female, single 
parents/head of household.”3 Comfort Keepers® helps seniors have greater quality of 
life by providing care for Activities of Daily Living for clients in their homes. 

A recent New York State workforce retention survey found that “focusing on 
strategies that would provide the greatest support to the aides and enabling 
them to overcome barriers to their continuing employment would be beneficial 
in improving retention.”4 Through a distributed survey and held focus groups, this 
study found that in order for organizations to improve their workforce retention 
among caregivers, they must be willing to improve salary and benefits, improve 
contact with other staff members, and increase overall support and a greater sense 
of value and respect. 

There are several employee engagement techniques that have been appreciated 
by the caregivers at Comfort Keepers®. For instance, Ms. McGowan stated that the 
monthly newsletter, quarterly staff meetings and periodic visits to see the caregivers 
in the client setting all keep the caregiver connected. Letters of gratitude from 
families are celebrated and having “surprise” gift cards for spot rewards reinforce 
positive behaviors. In addition, consistent focus on trainings, communication, 
career development and employee recognition are all essential aspects to improving 
aide recruitment and retention. 
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One Central New 
York organization 

that has focused on 
these aspects while 
participating in an 

“Improving Retention 
in Home Care 

Workforce” program, 
has seen a 27% drop 
in aide turnover just 

since 2010. 

In recent years, employee 
engagement programs, such as 

the one previously mentioned, have been established to help minimize burdens in 
hopes to create a better work environment for all, which in turn leads to improved 
retention and facilitated recruitment. Most engagement interventions focus on 
such things as social and support services, workplace initiatives, paid time off 
and schedule flexibility. With long hours and non-traditional work settings, these 
programs provide caregivers the opportunity to step away from the stress of day-
to-day obligations. 

Organizations have been able to provide their clients with reliable and dedicated 
caregivers due to these types of programs. Comfort Keepers®, for example, provides 
their employees with access to over 160 online training classes to help caregivers 
prepare for various issues that they may experience while caring for a client. 
Additionally, Sodexo has introduced a “behavioral assessment” tool in the interview 
process. According to David Simic of Comfort Keepers®, “This tool helps franchises 
identify caregiver candidates that truly have the desire to help seniors. Franchises 
that use this tool have found their turnover rates have dropped substantially.”6 

It is also essential for organizations to empower the caregivers to focus on the 
needs of the clients. If the needs of the clients are met, the emotional and social 
relationship between the client and caregiver will be enhanced. A Nebraska-based 
organization validates this premise by providing each client with a questionnaire 



27

CAREGIVERS

regarding emotional needs so that the caregiver can get to know each patient on 
a more personal level.7 Paying attention to the nuances of patient personality 
needs and traits is crucial in helping caregivers do their job to the best of their 
ability, while still meeting the needs and expectations of the client. If a client is 
satisfied with their level of care, the caregiver is more likely to be engaged in their 
job. This, in turn, will benefit the organization. 

A Press Ganey report titled Satisfaction Monitor, lists four key tactics to educating 
and engaging caregivers: mentorship, improvement, peer recruitment and team 
building. According to the report, “A facilitated mentoring process can have a 
dramatic impact on staff turnover by building quality relations, enhancing 
personal loyalty and creating a significant network of peer-to-peer communication 
organization-wide.” Additionally, improvement is necessary to do “1,000 things 
1% better ” as opposed to 1 thing, 1,000% better. Peer Recruitment involves the 
staff at all levels. It allows the best frontline 
individuals to recruit, train and inspire their 
peers. 

Lastly, team building allows caregivers to 
bond on a more personal level outside of 
the normal work environment.8 According 
to Ms. McGowan, adequate work is also an 
important aspect to a satisfied caregiver. 
There is always a challenge to provide the 
amount of work a caregiver would like to 
have and match that with the schedules 
and hours of service needed by clients. 
Caregivers need to work and in most cases 
have two or three jobs to make ends meet. 
We try to touch base with our caregivers 
who are not working and make sure they 
know we are looking for work for them.”
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Caregivers play 
an important role 
in the life of the 
elderly, disabled 

and chronically ill, 
or anyone needing 

assistance with 
their daily needs.

Conclusion
It is essential that organizations continue to implement consistent engagement 
programs in order to satisfy the needs of both the caregivers themselves and the 
clients. Focusing on these needs will lead to satisfied caregivers and happier clients, 
which will help reduce employee turnover and disengagement and improve aide 
recruitment. Not only will patient outcomes improve because of having a more 
engaged caregiver, but also the health and well-being attributes of the caregivers 
themselves will flourish. 

Contributors: Rachel Permuth, PhD, Director of  
Research, Innovations 2 Solutions, Sodexo and  

Alejandra Brackett, Researcher, Innovations 2 Solutions, Sodexo
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MANUFACTURING

Fostering Engagement in the 
Manufacturing Industry

By Greg Taylor, VPO, Facilities Transformation, Sodexo 

The manufacturing sector employs one of the largest workforces in the U.S. and 
includes a diverse group of industries such as Beverage and Tobacco, Food, Wood 
Products, Primary Metals, Fabricated Metal Products, Transportation Equipment, 
Furniture, and Chemical Manufacturers. In fact, manufacturing supports an 
estimated 18.6 million jobs in the U.S.—about one in six private sector jobs—and 
nearly 12 million Americans (or 9% of the workforce) are employed directly in 
manufacturing 

The U.S. is currently the world’s largest manufacturing economy, producing 
21% of global manufactured products.2 However, today’s business landscape 
presents a number of challenges that jeopardize this leadership position, many of 
which are a result of the rapid globalization of the manufacturing industry and 
the widespread growth of digital technologies and 
automated manufacturing processes.3 One of the most 
pressing problems facing manufacturers is a significant 
talent gap, the result of an ever-increasing shortage of 
high-skilled workers coupled with the rapid aging of the 
industry’s current workforce.

In fact, a 2011 survey of nearly 1,100 U.S.-based 
manufacturers found that 67% face a moderate to severe 
shortage of available, qualified workers, translating 
into as many as 600,000 jobs that are going unfilled.4 
Survey respondents indicated that access to a highly 
skilled, flexible workforce will be the most important 
factor in their future effectiveness and success, ranked 
above factors such as new product innovation and 
increased market share. The extent of this shift toward 
a more high-level, skills-based industry is evident when 
you consider that only 41% of today’s manufacturing workforce is directly engaged 
in production—the remaining 59% includes technicians, physicists, chemists, IT 
staff and business professionals, to name a few.5 

Part of the answer to this problem may lie with the recruitment and effective 
engagement of workers from Generation Y, who will soon constitute a significant 
proportion of the workforce. In fact, by 2025 an estimated 40% to 60% of U.S. workers 

A 2011 survey 
of nearly 1,100 

U.S.-based 
manufacturers 
found that 67% 
face a moderate 

to severe shortage 
of available, 

qualified workers
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will come from Generation Y and younger generations.6 Attracting Gen Y workers 
to the manufacturing industry is no easy task, however, because manufacturing 
jobs have the unfortunate reputation for being low-paid, monotonous, dangerous, 
dirty, and offering few opportunities for independent thinking. In reality, in recent 
years many hands-on production jobs have become automated, leading to layoffs 
of some of the industry’s less-skilled workers. Even as more high-skilled jobs have 
become available, ironically the ongoing mass layoffs have tarnished the sector’s 
image and its ability to provide long-term job security. 

To succeed in attracting Gen Y workers, the manufacturing industry needs to 
implement a system of talent and work management that addresses the unique 
expectations of this generation, while still attending to the needs of the larger 
workforce. In particular, it is absolutely crucial that manufacturing organizations 
strive to promote work environments and systems that encourage employee 
engagement. 

The Gallup Organization defines engaged employees as those who “work with a 
passion and feel a profound connection to their company” and “drive innovation 
and move the organization forward.”7 The relationship between engagement and 
performance at the organizational level is substantial and able to be standardized 
across all industries; in fact, in 2009 Gallup studied employee engagement in 
152 organizations across 44 industries and found that employee engagement 
was positively associated with better customer loyalty, increased profitability 
and productivity, improved quality (i.e., fewer product defects), reduced employee 
turnover and absenteeism and fewer safety incidents.8

Fostering engagement should clearly be a top priority for manufacturing 
organizations; however, before any comprehensive strategies are implemented, it 
is important for employers to address some of the more basic job stresses and 
engagement issues associated with working in this sector – particularly for those 
workers engaged directly in production. 

Only when the workforce’s basic need 
for health and safety is addressed can 
an organization begin to contemplate 
the implementation of strategies and 

systems that support high levels of 
employee engagement. 
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According to one study of the industry, the major 
stressors for these employees include high job demands, 
low job control, low social support, the physical, 
chemical and ergonomics of the work environment, 
and work patterns/schedule.9 Some of these concerns 
are realistically outside of the organization’s locus of 
control; however, employers can play a very significant 
role in addressing a few of these key areas. Health and 
safety issues, in particular, are some of the foremost 
concerns for employees working directly in production 
and can be relatively easy problems for managers to 
address.

Occupational Health and Safety in 
Manufacturing
Occupational safety is a major concern in the 
manufacturing industry. Production line workers are 
often required to perform challenging and repetitive 
physical tasks, and they may frequently be exposed to chemical hazards, dangerous 
machines and excessive noise levels. In 2010, the sector reported 333 deaths and 
501,800 non-fatal occupational injuries and illnesses, with more than half requiring 
days away from work, job transfer, or restriction.10 In fact, according to the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, in 2010 “the manufacturing industry sector accounted for over 
30% of all private industry occupational illness cases, resulting in the highest 
illness incidence rate among all industry sectors.”11 The leading causes of death and 
injury in manufacturing were contact with objects and equipment, transportation 
incidents and falls. Overexertion and repetitive motion are also significant sources 
of injury in this sector, often leading to musculoskeletal disorders. 

While many employers have made significant strides in improving workplace safety, 
the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) and other agencies strive 
to assist employers in their continued efforts to make the workplace safer. This is 
especially important in the context of today’s challenging and competitive business 
environment, since experience has shown that reducing injuries and illnesses can 
improve productivity and reduce workers’ compensation and health care costs.12 

There are a few basic strategies that all manufacturing companies should incorporate 
into their work environments in order to keep employees safe and working at their 
most productive levels.13 Ergonomic workstations that can be individually tailored 
to each worker and do not require an unnatural posture are absolutely essential, 
and workers should be taught and encouraged to utilize proper lifting techniques. 

MANUFACTURING
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Engaged Gen X & Gen Y’ers: 
Key to Battling Talent Cli� for 

U.S. Manufacturers
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The future of manufacturing sites in the United States rests firmly 
in the ability to attract and retain Gen X and Gen Y staffing.



33

Furthermore, work areas should be free of clutter and debris, and hazards should 
always be clearly indicated. Finally, machines must have proper safeguards in place, 
and workers should be provided with any necessary personal protective equipment 
like goggles, gloves and hearing protection. 

Strategies for Engagement
Recent research suggests that a specific type of work and talent management 
system – one that supports high-involvement work practices – can develop employee 
engagement and ultimately bring about enhanced organizational performance.14 

Manufacturing companies should also take note of the specific needs of Generation 
Y if they wish to recruit (and retain) employees from this particular cohort. For 
instance, Gen Y workers typically place high value on long-term career development, 
finding a sense of purpose and meaning in work, having access to mentors, work-life 
flexibility, a tech-savvy work environment and open social networks.15 Following is 
a discussion of the strategies that several leading organizations – including Deloitte 
and the Ivey Business Journal – have identified as being critical for workforce 
engagement in the manufacturing sector, with special emphasis on their application 
to Generation Y employees. 

Training, Education & Career Development: Developing employees’ skills 
via training and education is needed to drive innovation and productivity, and to 
give workers the ability to access employment and advancement opportunities. 
Education should go beyond the traditional classroom; however, real-life experiences 
and mentoring opportunities 
also provide the learning that 
employees need to master a 
job. In addition, it is especially 
important for Gen Y employees 
that they have opportunities for 
career mobility.

Job Control: When employees 
have the power to make decisions 
that are important to their 
performance and to the quality 
of their work life, they feel more 
accountable and connected 
to the organization. Power 
can involve giving employees 
relatively small opportunities 
for decision-making, or allowing 
them to have final authority and 

MANUFACTURING
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accountability for decisions and their outcomes. The Generation Y workforce should 
be encouraged to not only provide input regarding what is meaningful for them at 
work, but also to get involved firsthand in designing the ideal workplace.

Connectedness: It is important for all employees – but especially for Gen Y – that they 
feel connected to their co-workers, to the organization as a whole, and to a larger 
sense of purpose. In addition, when it comes to performance, it is essential that 
manufacturing companies make it easy for people to connect with the resources, 
tools and guidance they need to do great work. In particular, Generation Y workers 
embrace the opportunity to engage in knowledge sharing through social networking, 
discussion boards and blogs, and should be encouraged to do so. 

The more transparent managers can make the  
organization’s operations, the more effectively  
employees can contribute to the firm’s success.

Transparency and Rewards: The more transparent managers can make the 
organization’s operations, the more effectively employees can contribute to the 
firm’s success and understand the impact of their work. Managers should strive to 
provide information pertaining to output, revenues and profitability – specifically 
as they relate to an employee’s particular area of work – so workers can influence 
these outcomes by adjusting levels of discretionary effort. The idea of corporate 
transparency goes hand-in-hand with offering rewards for those employees who 
do choose to expend extra effort. For Gen Y employees, it is also important that 
rewards systems encourage efficiency, creativity and innovation.

Conclusion
In conclusion, improving employee engagement is absolutely essential for any 
manufacturing company endeavoring to overcome the talent shortage and remain 
competitive in today’s business environment. There are several strategies that 
can be implemented in order to achieve engagement-related outcomes; however, 
organizations need strong work systems and exceptional leaders to support 
these practices. Once organizations recognize the link between strategic business 
objectives and engagement and embrace these strategies, long-term success for 
companies in the manufacturing industry will truly become attainable. 

Contributors: Rebecca Scott, Researcher, Innovations 2 Solutions, Sodexo 
Sheena Siddiqui, Researcher, Innovations 2 Solutions, Sodexo
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HOSPITALS

Hospitals – A Case Study on the Impact 
of Employee Engagement in Hospitals

Rick Budney, Market Vice President, Human Resources, Sodexo Health Care 

The U.S. health care system is facing a number of challenges, many of which are 
a result of the coverage expansion, financing and delivery system reform impacts 
of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (2010). These impacts, combined 
with a health care system facing shortages of medical professionals (such as 
primary care physicians and registered nurses), demanding workloads and caregiver 
involvement with emotionally distressed patients and their families, result in a 
uniquely demanding and stressful work environment. Hospitals – and consequently 
staff – must deal with the stress associated with these issues, as well as the high 
demands of maintaining quality patient care 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 
365 days a year, including: 

 ■ The ever-increasing complexity of cases 

 ■ The need to keep abreast of a myriad of available treatment options

 ■ Higher workloads due to staff reductions

 ■ Dealing with life and death situations on a regular (and unpredictable) basis

 ■ Major structural and financial challenges

 ■ Better-informed patients with higher expectations.
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Years of learning, together with multiple research initiatives, has led Sodexo, Inc. to 
determine that highly engaged employees are a critical component to a hospital’s 
holistic sense of “well-being.” Engaged employees have proven to be an effective 
component of:

 ■ Increasing patient satisfaction as measured by Hospital Consumer 
Assessment of Healthcare Providers and Systems (HCAHPS) and other 
third-party surveys

 ■ Improving nursing satisfaction and retention

 ■ Increasing retention of non-clinical staff

 ■ Creating a less stressful workplace for the multiple constituencies that 
experience a busy hospital environment.

Sodexo’s approach utilizes the tools and programs benchmarked with Baldridge 
National Quality Award winner Baptist Hospital Pensacola, The Beryl Institute 
and other consumer experience experts. This resulted in the creation of a four-
step (or tiered) approach that has been shown to improve employee engagement. 
The approach was based on the five behavioral principles identified as critical to 
delivering top-quality service in a hospital setting: Compassion, Accountability, 
Respect, Enthusiasm and Service (the CARES approach).

To keep the programs rooted in and uniquely focused on the hospital environment, 
the training was designed to be delivered and administered by in-hospital unit 
managers – not external trainers. Key features of the approach include these four 
important steps:

1. Hire the Right People
Mindset is critical for engaged employees, especially in a profession that relies 
on a passion for caring for others, to combat the physical and emotional fatigue 

that comes from long hours 
and high demands for both 
quality and speed. The first step 
is to establish an employee 
recruitment program that 
identifies candidates with this 
passion for caring for others. 
Next, an interview manual is used 
to help guide the process and 
thoroughly assess a candidate’s 
previous demonstration of 
critical CARES behaviors. This 
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guide includes specific behavioral messaging, as well as an expectations video that 
clearly states the types of patient- and customer-centric interactions expected of 
all colleagues. In this way, the best candidates (from a cultural point of view) can be 
identified and those who might not be successful in this patient-centered approach 
are able to self-select out of the process.

2. On-Boarding that Focuses on Why What They Do Makes a 
Difference 
New employee orientations include initial technical training, as well as training 
designed around behavioral expectations. To further ensure that every new 
colleague clearly understands the company’s expectations, mission and public 
face, the focus on enhancing patient experiences is emphasized throughout the on-
boarding process. This ensures that each professional understands his or her role in 
the context of providing exemplary patient care, and reinforces the understanding 
that their role, while non-clinical, has a direct impact on patients’ comfort, safety, 
state-of-mind and ultimately their healing.

3. Continuous Reinforcement of Both Skills and Culture 
Ongoing training reinforces the need to create great patient experiences and 
demonstrates how everyone’s job is essential to that mission – from a pot washer 
in a café, Housekeeper in Environmental Services, or General Manager of the support 
service operation. 

All employees participate in three core training initiatives: 

1. Training Our People (TOPS), a technical training tailored to each 
position to ensure quality service; 

2. Focus on Service Spirit (FOSS), a foundational customer service 
training series; and 

3. CARES behavioral training, designed to educate employees on expected 
behaviors in support of Sodexo’s commitment to the patient experience.

Management-training initiatives were also developed to ensure that leadership and 
frontline associates are always working toward the same end goals.

4. Celebrate the Good and the Great
Organizational psychologists and business development experts recognize that 
reward and recognition are core pillars of employee engagement efforts, and when 
applied universally and equitably (that is, without bias or prejudice), the motivation 
factor increases. 

HOSPITALS
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Immediate Recognition – Daily CARES 
Walks, or Manager Rounding, provide “on the 
spot” recognition and interaction, further 
reinforcing behaviors that lead to outstanding 
patient experiences. 

Regular Reinforcement – Short, informal 
weekly meetings called “Huddles” provide a 
forum for managers and co-workers to publicly 
recognize colleagues who have demonstrated 
patient-centered efforts. This leverages not 
only the power of supervisor recognition, but 
also peer-to-peer acknowledgment. This helps 
to build a unified team attitude. 

Spotlight on Excellence – CARES Recognition 
Stories spotlight employees who demonstrate 
above-and-beyond CARES actions. Employees 
nominated for a CARES Award receive a 
certificate from the Division President, and 
their CARES story is told in a monthly national 
communication to all company health care 
employees. In addition, each year Sodexo 
executives choose the honorees that best 
exemplify CARES behaviors. Those individuals 
are then honored at the company’s National 
Management Conference where they and their 
stories are promoted to their local as well 
as national industry media, as exemplars of 
patient-centered care.

Methodology: Identifying Best Practices in Hospital Employee Engagement

The process of engaging employees is fundamentally cultural. No singular program, 
strategy or tool magically creates engagement. It evolves from a continuous journey 
of executing thought-out steps, starting with defined recruitment procedures – and 
evolving into continuous training, recognition and performance evaluation.

“Almost all of the 
services we provide 
can essentially be 

commoditized to some 
extent. This is one 

reason that we focus on 
people as the essence 
of how we deliver our 

services. Since the 
beginning, we’ve been 
focused on improving 

people’s lives, and 
it’s the people in our 

organization that make 
that happen.” 

Patrick Connolly,  
COO Sodexo North America, 

Market President,  
Sodexo Health Care
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Results: The Outcomes – What Worked & Why
A. Employee Engagement:

To benchmark the effectiveness of engagement training and linkage to mission, 
Sodexo contracted with NRC Picker, a third-party research firm. The organization 
determined whether individuals who completed CARES training were more 
engaged than colleagues who did not participate in training. 

The results reaffirmed the initiative’s value. Results of an employee engagement 
survey indicated:

 ■ 24.1% increase in employees who felt the team always works well 
together 

 ■ 23.3% increase who said they were always able to provide top service 

 ■ 22.5% more employees who said good things about department 

 ■ 13.3% increase in the number of employees who reported that they were 
personally more satisfied with their job 

CARES works! Using this service team training program, 
employee satisfaction rose by 13.3% 

HOSPITALS
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A major outgrowth and best practice of this research was the identification of 
eight elements of the work environment that most strongly correlates with job 
satisfaction for frontline hospital service employees. They are:

1. Is it a positive/fun place to work?

2. Does the department value individual differences?

3. Are there opportunities to learn and grow?

4. Does the department explain its mission and goals?

5. Is there good communication with the direct supervisor?

6. Is it a safe environment in which to work?

7. How well has Sodexo’s promise “Patients are the heart of everything we 
do” been explained?

8. Does the manager provide top-quality service? 

The percentage of employees in a hospital department that respond positively to 
each of these questions now provides a strong image of employee satisfaction 
within that department.

B. Nursing Satisfaction & 
Retention:

Two studies were conducted for 
Sodexo by NRC Picker. One points 
to the linkage between nursing 
satisfaction with support services 
and the other the satisfaction 
of support service personnel 
themselves.

The studies concluded the degree 
of employee engagement within 
a department turned out to be 
the most important factor related 
to nurses’ perceptions of that 
department’s service. 

Simply put, departments with 
the highest levels of engagement 
are viewed by nurses as the 
departments that are best able to 
provide quality service.



41

HOSPITALS

“Sodexo’s employee 
engagement score of 
76% is notably above 
external benchmarks*. 

These high levels of 
engagement reflect 
frontline employees’ 
connection to their 

work and their 
organization, and 
are a great credit 

to the strong focus 
that Sodexo Health 
Care places on the 

employee experience.” 

ORC International

*Benchmarks for health care,  
U.S. organizations and large 

organizations globally
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Employee engagement also has an impact on nursing turnover. For example, at 
Parrish Medical Center in Titusville, FL, nursing turnover was 26.6% three years ago 
before Sodexo’s patient-centered model for support services was adopted. It was 
lowered to 4% just two years later.

C. Increased Patient Satisfaction: 

There is little question that patients value highly engaged hospital employees, 
whether they are nurses, other medical staff or support staff. Sodexo is committed 
to becoming a best practice engagement organization. Research proves many 
examples that show a strong connection between engagement and satisfaction 
scores:

At Saint Barnabas Medical Center in Rutherford, NJ, the 2007 Food Press Ganey, a 
highly regarded hospital evaluation, scores were in the 28th percentile. However, in 
2009, scores had jumped to the 91st percentile. During that same period, employee 
job satisfaction increased by 9.5%.

And, at Crittenton Hospital and Medical Center in Rochester, MI, the 2007 Food 
Press Ganey scores were teetering in the 37th percentile. In 2009, they had jumped 
to the 82nd percentile – and employee job satisfaction increased by 4.8% during 
the same time period. 

There is also increasing evidence that overall Hospital Consumer Assessment of 
Healthcare Providers and Systems (HCAHPS) scores have correlation to employee 
engagement, although more research is being done to validate that theory.

Conclusion
In a marketplace dominated by health care 
reform, reimbursement issues, legal concerns – 
among others – establishing a culture of engaged 
employees has never been more essential to a 
hospital’s fiscal, clinical, and brand/marketplace 
health. Even the most unique and challenging of 
hospital environments, with breakneck pace and 
life or death stakes, presents opportunity. 

Contributors: Michael Solomon, Senior Director, 
Market, Sodexo Health Care  

and Lynne Adame, Senior Director, 
Communications, Sodexo Health Care

This case study 
shows that by using 

current human 
capital philosophies 

to create an 
approach that is 

highly customized 
for the environment, 
it can yield incredible 

results for the 
organization.
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MILITARY PERSONNEL

Improving Morale and Quality of Life 
for Military Personnel Living on Base

Jeffrey Moore, Senior Vice President of Strategy, Sodexo and 
Guy C. Enderle, Senior Director of Business Development, Sodexo

Military personnel and their families make 
considerable sacrifices in order to serve our 
nation. The Department of Defense (DoD) 
recognizes this, and is committed to providing 
quality of life services along with a high 
standard of living for service members and 
their families. In recent years, however, the 
DoD has focused on privatization efforts and 
outsourcing some of its services to civilians 
or contractors. This reduces costs, improves 
organizational efficiencies and performance, 
and allows personnel in service positions to be 
reassigned to more critical operational areas.1 
In the context of this shift, it is essential that 
contractors and civilian providers have an 
understanding of military base life in order to 
best serve this population. 

Military Base Life
Working and living on a military base can be both physically and psychologically 
demanding for military personnel and their families, even during relatively peaceful 
periods. Long and unpredictable duty hours, relatively low pay, frequent separations 
from family members and routine relocations are some of the major stressors 
associated with military base life.2 

An additional source of stress is the inherently dangerous, mentally draining and 
physically challenging nature of military training and operations. These stressors 
often go hand-in-hand with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a condition that 
is frequently diagnosed among service members who have experienced some kind 
of traumatic event.3 

Recent studies have confirmed high levels of job stress among individuals serving in 
the armed forces. In fact, a recent Military Medicine study of 809 military personnel 
living on McGuire Air Force Base in New Jersey found that more than one-quarter 
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(27.4%) of this population reported suffering from significant job stress.4 Both the 
report of work stress and depression were significantly related to impaired work 
performance, more days of missed work, poorer physical health and negative 
perceptions about the abilities of supervisors and commanders. 

It is clear, therefore, that targeting and eliminating sources of job stress should 
be a top priority for the Department of Defense. Fortunately, living on a military 
installation usually provides residents with several unique opportunities inherent 
to base life. Military families can expect to be welcomed into a supportive military 
community, for instance, and they also enjoy centralized access to many of 
the conveniences that would be found in a civilian environment – comfortable 
residences, schools and recreational activities, to name a few.5 

It is important to note, however, that some military facilities and housing are 
dilapidated, too small, or lacking in modern amenities. In fact, according to the 
Office of the Deputy Under Secretary of Defense Installation Environment, 43% (or 
58,000 housing units) are substandard in some way.6

Furthermore, the type and quality of ancillary services offered on any given base 
varies widely, with potentially significant effects on residents’ quality of life, work-
related engagement and productivity levels. 

While it may not be feasible for a military base to completely update its facilities 
or offer every available amenity to its residents, even modest improvements can 
significantly affect the quality of base life. Here we will examine a few strategies and 
programs that have been proven to be effective and are increasingly being utilized in 
military installations across the globe.

Quality Housing & Facilities: Congress established the Military Housing 
Privatization Initiative (MHPI) in 1996 to help the military revitalize its housing 
and facilities.7 The MHPI was designed to attract private sector financing, expertise 
and innovation so that housing could be provided more quickly and efficiently 
than traditional military construction processes. The provision of better housing 
improves the quality of life for service members, thereby helping the DoD retain the 
best personnel for its military force. In fact, the proportion of personnel remaining 
in service at bases with high-quality housing is about 15% higher than for those 
stationed at places with low-quality housing. 

Dining, Commissary, & Exchange Programs: Many U.S. military installations 
have called upon companies like Sodexo to provide their expertise in dining 
management services.8 Healthful foods are prepared on the premises through 
this management program, to ensure military personnel and their families have 

MILITARY PERSONNEL
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convenient access to a nutritious, balanced diet. This reduces service members’ 
stress levels and also contributes to their health and performance. 

The military’s commissary and exchange programs are also important for building 
morale. A world-wide system of commissary stores sells discounted name-brand 
grocery and household necessities to military personnel and their families, and 
three exchange systems operate retail complexes, catalogs, and Web sites that sell 
discounted merchandise and services.9 

Collectively, the dining, commissary and exchange programs contribute to the 
quality of life of service members and their families, ultimately improving retention 
and mission readiness.

Morale, Welfare & Recreation (MWR) Programs
Many of the ancillary services offered on military bases fall under the umbrella of 
the DoD’s morale, welfare and recreation (MWR) programs that encompass a wide 
array of community support operations designed to meet the day-to-day needs 
of service members and their families.10 These systems support over 12 million 
patrons at nearly 300 military installations in over 30 countries.
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Recreational Activities:  
The main focus of the MWR 
programs is on recreation, 
fitness, sports, cultural arts 
and other leisure activities. 
These activities encourage 
an active lifestyle for 
military personnel and their 
families, reducing stress and 
depression and leading to 
their improved health and 
well-being. Active living also 
builds positive self-esteem 
and esprit de corps among 
service members, which are 
essential qualities in the 
military environment.

To support the provision 
of leisure activities, many bases now have on-site fitness centers, libraries, 
recreation centers, crafts and hobby shops, and even small bowling centers. Military 
installations also may offer intramural sports, outdoor recreation opportunities, 
professional entertainment, and information and discounts on leisure travel 
activities via the Information, Ticket and Tours (ITT)/Travel offices. 

Child Care & Youth Programs: The availability of quality and affordable child care 
and youth programs – a key component of MWR community support functions – 
can have a direct impact on mission readiness and mobilization preparedness. 

The military child care system includes child development centers, in-home family 
child care and school-age care. For older children, the DoD provides more than 
350 military youth programs that offer a wide variety of educational, recreational, 
cultural and social activities during out-of-school hours. These programs 
prevent reduced duty time for service members due to conflict between parental 
responsibility and mission requirements.

Career Planning & Education: Opportunities for career planning and education 
build morale and can help improve the financial situation of military families. 
The Armed Forces Tuition Assistance Program pays 100% of tuition expenses for 
military personnel, and Spouse Education and Career Opportunities (SECO) offers 
military spouses comprehensive education and career opportunities.11 In support 
of these initiatives, MWR Internet cafés are being installed in education centers so 

MILITARY PERSONNEL
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that service members can complete online classes and conduct research. Along the 
same lines, military personnel and their families can take advantage of resources 
like Tutor.com, an online tutoring service financed by the MWR Library Program.12 

Direct Stress Reduction Efforts: Even when adequate housing and a wide array 
of ancillary services are offered, most military personnel are still likely to suffer 
from some form of occupational stress. Efforts focused directly on stress reduction, 

like the HeartMath for Communities 
Project, offer skill-building programs 
that help military families reduce 
stress and build resilience in their 
lives.13 HeartMath also offers emotion-
regulation technology for lessening 
service members’ mental, emotional 
and physical suffering. Along the 
same lines, workshops on meditation – 
increasingly being touted as a potential 
solution for some of the stresses of 
military work – are now offered on 
many military bases.14 

Conclusion
In closing, there is a variety of programs 
that can be implemented in order 
to minimize some of the stressors 
and quality of life issues associated 
with working and living on a military 
base. Our national security relies on 
the men and women who serve, and 
it is therefore crucial to maintain 
their morale, mission readiness and 
operational performance abilities. 

More importantly, with all of the 
sacrifices they make, service members 
and their families deserve the same 
opportunities for a fulfilling, rewarding 
life that many civilians take for granted. 

Contributor: Rebecca Scott, Researcher,  
Innovations 2 Solutions, Sodexo

MWR programs support...

12 Million 
Patrons at

300 Installations  
in

30 Countries

The Military Housing 
Privitization Initiative has 
increased quality of life on  

base by 

15%

The U.S. Military offers 

over 350 
youth programs that focus  
on education, recreation, 

cultural and social 
activities.

By the Numbers
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REMOTE SITES

Remote Site Challenges & Opportunities
Jason Bates, Sr. Director, Market Development, Off-Shore Solutions, Sodexo

Canada has a long history of exploration in the wilderness; since the early settlers 
first came as loggers and trappers, there have been remote operations in some of 
the world’s harshest environments. Working at a remote location, such as an oil rig, 
a logging camp, a gold mine, or projects associated with resource management in 
Northern Canada, can present unique and challenging conditions and environments. 
Remote-site locations often have multiple stakeholders who form collaborative 
management teams that last only the duration of the project. The following 
discussion is based on insights from veteran remote-site employees and academic 
research papers, to highlight the unique challenges of engaging employees in this 
domain. 

In addition, this paper also establishes a working definition of a remote site and 
uncovers some of the challenges that this definition creates. For instance, while 
occupational health and safety is a mandated concern for all employers, it is a 
discipline given additional attention at the remote site. Furthermore, given the 
particular challenges of remote site work and its management, recruitment for this 
type of worker is a never-ending exercise; however, the personality of the prospective 
employee plays a much greater role in this workplace, and strict protocols must be 
followed. Cultural diversity brings additional challenges, as people from around the 
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world are assembled at remote-site operations. Proactive and systemic workplace 
practices are essential to employee engagement and healthy work environments. 
It is important that the employee knows that they are part of a community, even 
in isolation. 

The successful remote-site employee is a holistic and resilient employee; someone 
who incorporates the world around them into their intrapersonal being. They create 
nurturing relationships that help to sustain a community in the remotest parts of 
the world. Finally technology, and the role that it plays in the modern remote site, 
is reviewed. Today’s communication technology is helping to shrink the physical 
divide that exists between the remote-site employee and home. 

What is a Remote Site?
Influential Canadian artist, Tom Thomson’s landscape paintings in oil created an 
enduring image of Ontario’s majestic Algonquin Park and documented the new 
world. These paintings display the remoteness of Canada’s rugged wilderness and 
reinforced developing Canadian nationalism. 

Today, remote-site operations continue, and there are the same challenges of 
isolation. Kestle et al describe today’s isolated site as “being remote in relation 
to the distance of the site from continuously available logistical support.” Just 
as Thomson experienced in the wilderness, there is a clear separation from the 
continuous supply of goods and the remote site. Therefore, remote sites will require 
the caching of supplies and support materials. In the city, groceries are usually 
purchased on a weekly basis, with little to no thought about the next week’s 
demands. At the remote site, it is not possible to simply return to the store for 
something that was forgotten. The consequences of inadequate supplies can have 
a damaging affect on the morale, safety, health and productivity of the remote-site 
worker. Thomson would probably agree with Kestle’s description of a remote site by 
listing the following conditions: “the hostility of the environment in terms of the 
climate, the difficulty of having physical access to the sites, being located in areas 
of hostile physical conditions and environmental sensitivity, and a lack of available 
local materials and labour resources.” 

Health & Safety Concerns
Thomson’s time in the early 1900’s was simpler, but his continued survival depended 
on his preparedness and his ability to stay healthy. Today, health and safety issues 
are universal in their requirements to address specific worksite conditions. When 
there are multi-party contractors onsite, there may be a web of policy that can 
potentially confuse the employee. 
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REMOTE SITES
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Resolving the Challenges of
the Most Extreme Places on Earth

The following list offers categories that are universal and have been incorporated into 
health and safety; “Machinery operation, Housekeeping, Restricted areas, Smoking, 
Safety gear, Fire safety, Danger signs, Electrical power, Maintenance schedule, 
Chemical storage, Training records, Safety requirements and Documentation.” 
(Phelps, 1994) 
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A good safety audit uses the specific locale to ensure the safety audit matches the 
site’s concerns. The primary method is observation, watching employees perform 
their tasks. Another valuable resource is talking to employees, both management 
and subordinates. Thomson may have gone to sleep after tending his campfire, 
but in a modern worksite, continuous management by wandering has become a 
near standard practice for health- and safety-conscious employers. In order to 
be successful, health and safety is not something that can be left behind at the 
worksite; it must become part of the employee. The most successful approach 
incorporates coaching and mentoring programs that help to create a quantitative 
approach to safety.

Even technology that reduces a sense of isolation on the site can be a source of 
distraction to the workers. Any modern discussion of health and safety must include 
protocols for the safe use of these new technologies. Most of today’s successful 
remote-site operations have Strategic Partnerships that build upon the bedrock of 
a Zero Accident policy. 

For today’s complex and challenging work environments, Sodexo has developed a 
comprehensive remote-site safety program, with detailed written statements and 

documents outlining policies, 
procedures and expectations, 
accountabilities of management, 
supervisors and employees. This 
practice prepares and equips the 
modern remote-site worker for 
a successful and safe working 
experience. So like Thomson, 
they can return home and share 
their experiences and triumphs. 
Protecting the employee, the 
customer, the client and the 
environment is embedded in 
the remote site workplace. It is 
a responsibility that all workers 
at every level and area of an 
organization must take very 
seriously. Most of today’s successful remote-

site operations have Strategic 
Partnerships that build upon the 

bedrock of a Zero Accident policy.
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Occupational & Psychological Stressors
Thomson expressed the harshness and beauty of his environment on canvas, 
and he found relaxation in the fishing and hunting that filled his days. A work life 
where the worker is often removed from family for extended periods of time offers 
another type of challenge. The remote-site employee doesn’t have the opportunity 
to commute home; they must spend all of their time with co-workers. People who 
may otherwise not choose the company of their co-workers must now develop 
communication and conflict management skills that enable non-stop engagement.

The remote-site employee may suffer from “always being on,” and begin to feel a 
sense of stress. In an effort to give the worker “a break,” a good policy is to ensure 
that management and staff are berthed in separate domiciles. Staff management 
is instrumental in managing any conflicts before they arise. Strict hiring practices 
need to ensure that a homogenous mix of personalities is brought together at the 
remote site.

The remote-site worker most often comes from outside the geographical region of 
the workplace. Perhaps the employee is a native of St. John’s, Newfoundland, and is 
working for the first time in Fort McMurray, Alberta. This worker has to acclimate to 
a new environment, literally. The sea air is no longer there to moisten skin and the 
dry air of Alberta may cause lips and hands to crack and bleed. It is these types of 
issues for which the site managers must be aware. 

The remote-site manager must understand and meet the challenges of a diverse 
staff arriving onsite from literally around the world—each potentially with their own 
unique set of needs. Understanding the impacts of the physical environment on the 
staff will challenge even the most seasoned of remote-site managers. 

Proactive & Systemic Management 
Staff and management must understand each other, they must respect each 
other, and most importantly they must engage each other. Interpersonal employee 
engagement is one of the cornerstones of successful remote-site operations. 
However, casual conversations over dinner or a cup of coffee will not satisfy the 
intense demand that isolation may bring to the workplace. 

Proactive and systemic management practices ensure that the employees are 
engaged. Sodexo provides twice daily toolbox safety meetings as one way to ensure 
workers are engaged. At these proactive meetings, the employee is sincerely told 
that they are remembered; that they are an integral member of the remote-site 
team; and that their input is highly valued and constantly welcomed. 

REMOTE SITES
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The experience and quality of the remote-site manager has come a long way. The 
manager cannot reinvent everything each time a new site is opened, so they must 
know the processes and procedures. This experience and managerial capacity is 
critical to establishing operations and delivering quality services as quickly as 
possible. Beyond procedural and policy awareness, a strong emotional intelligence 
is required by site management. They must be able to gauge and manage the needs 
of the frontline workers and the requests of the client. 

Anbari and colleagues 
(2012 ) note that 
“Global project 

management can 
succeed through 

effective leadership, 
cross-cultural 

communication, 
and mutual respect. 
Without them, it is 

destined to fail.”

The Holistic Employee
People are complex, multi-dimensional beings with responsibilities for themselves, 
their families and their co-workers. The Sodexo remote-site employee is encouraged 
to have a global vision of the workplace. A vision that encourages a community, 
“at the same time, with individualization many individual activity schedules have 
become more complex and diversified which can complicate the synchronization of 
the activity schedules.” (Hubers, 2011). The challenge is to encourage employees 
to honor, sponsor and carry their responsibility for the team. However, Hubers also 
states that “the more people or materials are involved in a certain combination of 
work-life strategies, the more complex these arrangements become.” There is a kind 
of duality of team that is created; the employee must be connected to the on-site 
team, and at the same time they must maintain a healthy connection to distant 
family and friends.

The cultural diversity at the remote site provides further challenges and opportunities. 
It is important to focus on the opportunities for successful outcomes. Anbari and 

colleagues (2012) note that “Global project 
management can succeed through effective 
leadership, cross-cultural communication, and 
mutual respect. Without them, it is destined to 
fail.” Remote-site operations using cross-cultural 
teams have the opportunity to provide insightful 
experience and innovative thinking. It is incumbent 
on the companies sponsoring these worksites to 
use this experience and knowledge to enhance their 
competitiveness and communication protocols. 
Anbari also concludes that “Multi-cultural projects 
are becoming the norm. More and more projects 
are being executed successfully using multi-
cultural teams. To achieve project goals and 
avoid potential risks, project managers should be 
culturally sensitive and promote creativity and 
motivation through flexible leadership.” 
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The workplace 
of the 21st 

century faces 
many changing 
challenges, and 

remote-site 
operations are 

on the forefront 
of these 

challenges.

Technology
The 21st century has seen the advent of a technology explosion in all areas of the 
workplace, and this new technology is helping to overcome the physical isolation 
that remote-site employees may otherwise feel. E-mailing, texting, Skyping, 
Twittering, Facebook use and instant messaging are all recent innovations that are 
helping to make the world smaller and they are helping to bridge the separation gap. 
Formerly, the remote-site employee would only be able to talk over a telephone line 
to establish a connection with the outside world. 

Today, this same employee can finish a shift and sit in front of a computer and Skype. 
Skyping allows real-time, face-to-face interaction with anyone around the world. 
So, as the employee has become physically isolated from the world, technology has 
brought the world to them. Now the remote-site worker doesn’t have to wait until 
the home visit to see their daughter’s report card, or their spouse’s new haircut. 

Along with this technology comes additional responsibility. The temptation to pull 
out a Smartphone at the wrong time, or at the wrong place can have catastrophic 
consequences. It falls to management and staff to responsibly engage these new 
technologies.

REMOTE SITES
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Conclusion
The workplace of the 21st century faces 
many changing challenges, and remote-
site operations are on the forefront of these 
challenges. Sodexo has developed many 
practices and protocols that turn these 
challenges into opportunities. A thorough 
definition of a remote site is requisite if an 
informed discussion is to take place. From 
this definition, health and safety issues can 
be uncovered and counter-measures can be 
developed and deployed. 

There are occupational and psychological 
stressors that remote-site employees must 
face, and it is the responsibility of the site 
management to address these before they 
have a detrimental effect. If continuous 
employee engagement is to be achieved, 
the recruitment process must be diligent 
and present a fair and honest evaluation of 
working conditions. Proactive and systemic 
management ensures that once the employee 
is onsite, they will remain engaged and 
positively focused. The holistic employee 
understands their responsibility to the 
worksite and their place within it. Culture 
comes to the foreground at the remote site 
and through proper management and training, 
many useful insights can be translated to the 
larger company. 

Finally, technology is helping to overcome 
the challenge of physical isolation by 
artificially shrinking the distance that divides 
the employee from their family and friends. 
Remote-site operations will continue to present 
challenges, and it remains the responsibility 
of the site operators to meet these challenges 
and turn them into opportunities for growth. 

Technology, and the 
infrastructure to support 
it, is helping to overcome 
the challenge of physical 

isolation by artificially 
shrinking the distance 

that divides the employee 
from their family and 

friends.
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Rebecca Scott, MPH, Researcher,  
Innovations 2 Solutions, Sodexo

The core responsibility of academia is the education 
of individuals and to further the general knowledge 
base of the human race. All institutions compete for 
the “best and the brightest,” and their competitive 
advantage lies in the perceived quality of the 
education they provide, the knowledge they generate, and the facilities that enable 
their clientele – including both students and faculty members – to excel.

In today’s tough economic times, however, many colleges and universities are 
increasingly faced with a number of challenges that hinder their ability to achieve 
their core goals and mission. As traditional sources of revenue have declined, 
budgetary constraints continue to be top of mind for most institutions; yet many 
are simultaneously being asked to expand their scope and create environmental and 
technological improvements to their campuses in order to attract the highest caliber 
students.1 As educational institutions strive to overcome financial obstacles and 
maintain a high level of perceived quality, the importance of one asset in particular 
– faculty members – remains unchanged and is increasingly critical for ensuring 
long-term institutional success. 

Faculty Members: Seeking Work-Life Balance

In 2011, over 1,500,000 instructional faculty members were employed at 4,706 
degree-granting institutions in the U.S., including professors, associate or assistant 
professors, instructors, lecturers, and adjunct professors.2,3 As an institution’s 
intellectual capital, faculty members play an unquestionably significant role in the 
success of academia; specifically, by helping to recruit the highest caliber students 
and by providing them with an education that will prepare them for successful 
careers after they graduate. Moreover, faculty members are typically involved in 
a number of endeavors outside of their teaching role, including research, creative 
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endeavors, community involvement, professional service, and academic decision-
making.4

Individuals who choose to work at an educational institution often cite the 
intellectually stimulating atmosphere and the satisfaction of helping others reach 
their potential and discover their calling as two of the primary benefits of working 
in this field.5 However, faculty members are typically juggling many responsibilities 
and suffer from high levels of stress associated with dealing with so many 
competing demands. Adding to this stress is the fact that teaching itself can be 
quite exhausting, often leading to burnout and fatigue. Below are just a few of the 
stressors faced by instructional faculty at higher education institutions:6 

 ■ Continual overload of work coupled with a lack of financial and personnel 
support: spending many hours in class, preparing for classes, advising 
students, grading assignments, dealing with administrative tasks

 ■ Dealing with unengaged, difficult, or needy students, or students with social 
and learning issues

 ■ Pressure and deadlines from the university, relatively low pay

 ■ Campus politics and meeting the economic necessities of the institution

 ■ Non-equitable treatment of faculty based on department or tenure

 ■ A lack of career prospects for part-time faculty not on the tenure track

Overall, a lack of work-life balance is the common thread seen in all of the stressors 
listed above, and is unquestionably one of the most challenging issues with which 
faculty members must cope. In fact, a 2012 national survey of four-year college 
and university faculty members found that more than 80% of faculty members – 
at public and private institutions alike – feel stress over a “lack of personal time.”7 

Despite this fact, the same survey found that when asked if they still want to be 
college professors, 64.6% of respondents said “definitely yes” and another 24.1% 
said “probably yes.” However, a more alarming statistic from the survey notes that 
asked if they could restart their careers, would they work at the same institution, 
only 36.7% said that they definitely would, and another 33.5% said that they 
probably would. 

In reality, many faculty – especially part-time faculty – report feeling disillusioned 
by a number of factors pertaining to their occupation and their particular institution. 
Considering the critical role that faculty play in institutional success and quality, it 
is clear that ensuring that these individuals are satisfied, engaged and motivated 
by their work and workplace should be of the utmost importance. What, then, can 
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be done to alleviate some of their concerns in order to attract and retain faculty 
members that will contribute to the quality of an institution and help it achieve its 
goals in the long-run? 

In their 2010 article “Rethinking Academic Traditions for Twenty-First Century 
Faculty,” Judith Gappa and Ann Austin identify six essential elements that must be 
present in a faculty member’s working environment in order to ensure that he or 
she can contribute the best work possible.8 

These elements are summarized below: 

 ■ Respect: for each faculty member as a human being

 ■ Equitable Treatment: for every faculty member, no matter what their 
appointment type

 ■ Flexibility: in the probationary period of non-tenured faculty members, 
to allow for a leave of absence due to personal or family health reasons, 
unusual professional opportunities, or other unexpected events requiring a 
leave of absence.

 ■ Academic Freedom & Autonomy: pertaining to intellectual expression 
and inquiry

 ■ Professional Growth: opportunities to expand knowledge and skills

 ■ Collegiality: and a sense of community and caring among the faculty

In addition to promoting and creating policies surrounding these essential 
elements, colleges and universities should also consider ways in which the physical 
characteristics of the campus can 
be improved in order to alleviate 
faculty stress and create an 
environment more conducive 
to their health and well-being. 
Before we discuss some of these 
additional potential solutions – 
specifically from an environmental 
standpoint – let’s examine another 
on-campus population whose 
well-being and engagement is 
inextricably intertwined with their 
professors’ stress levels: current 
students. 

HIGHER EDUCATION
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Current Students: Competing Demands & Multiple Stressors
As previously mentioned, one of the issues faculty members face is the need to 
deal with students who are either not engaged in the classroom or have learning 
difficulties. As we turn our attention to the student population, this is particularly 
interesting given that high levels of student stress have been found to have an 
effect on learning. In fact, the Yerkes-Dodson law postulates that individuals under 
low and high stress learn the least and that those under moderate stress learn 
the most.9 Studies and laboratory tests support the theory that excessive stress is 
harmful to students’ performance.

And unfortunately, many students experience very high levels of stress as they 
cope with the competing demands of school, work, family and their busy social 
lives. According to the National Health Ministries, some common stressors for 
college students include the following:10 

 ■ Academic demands

 ■ Being on one’s own, with new responsibilities and decisions

 ■ Changes in family relations and one’s social life 

 ■ Exposure to new people, ideas and temptations

 ■ Preparing for life after graduation 

While not all students suffer from the same types and amounts of stress, according 
to a recent study by The Associated Press and mtvU, four in ten students say they 
often feel stressed, and nearly one in five claims to feel stressed all the time.11 

Unfortunately, any level of chronic stress is likely to result in negative health 
outcomes as well as decreased performance and engagement in the classroom, 
ultimately affecting both student and faculty well-being. 

Effects of Student and Faculty Stress and Potential Solutions

While occasional stress can actually be a positive and motivating factor (“eustress”), 
living in a continuous or chronic state of stress can be damaging to one’s physical 
and psychological health in a number of ways. In fact, research has shown that 
being under constant stress can lead to an elevated heart rate, increased blood 
pressure, insomnia, headaches, indigestion, muscular pain, general irritability, 
feelings of anxiety and even weight gain. 

Most college campuses offer a variety of services designed to help students and 
faculty manage their stress levels, and there are also strategies and techniques 
that individuals can incorporate into their lives to improve their psychological and 



61

physical well-being. Exercising and eating 
a healthy diet are excellent ways to reduce 
stress and improve health; furthermore, 
reports presented at the American College 
of Sports Medicine have shown that college 
students who regularly exercised achieved 
higher GPAs than students who did not.12 

Regarding healthy eating, colleges are 
increasingly finding that their clientele 
want access to food options that support 
their efforts to maintain optimal levels 
of health. In fact, many colleges conduct 
regular surveys of their student body to 
assess their wants and needs with regard 
to dining services. In just one example at 
the University of Arizona, 93% of students 
indicated that taste is important and 84% 
of students indicated that healthy choices 
are important.13 Colleges should support 
students’ and faculty members’ healthy 
eating practices by offering a variety 
of affordable, appetizing and nutritious 
options at on-campus dining facilities. 

Healthy eating goes hand-in-hand with 
regular exercise; with this information 
in mind, it is important for colleges to 
provide the right facilities on campus for 
both students and faculty members to 
be physically active and simultaneously 
relieve some of the pressures of school. 

By adding athletic and recreational 
centers, institutions are able to offer 
more opportunities for their on-campus 
populations to engage in healthy, stress-
relieving activities and spend time with their 
peers outside the classroom. These types 
of additions and offerings also generate a 
sense of campus community among both 
students and faculty alike. 

HIGHER EDUCATION
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It is important to note, however, that it is not just the types of facilities that matter; 
as we examine one more population for whom the campus is a factor – prospective 
students – we see the impact that the quality of facilities and the attractiveness of 
the campus environment can have on an institution’s ability to attract the clientele 
it needs to be successful.

Prospective Students: The Importance of the Campus Environment

Choosing which college or university to attend is an important decision, and 
one that can cause quite a bit of anxiety for a teenager, as she or he prepares to 
graduate from high school and begin the next phase of education (and life). For 
most students, however, “getting into the most selective college” and “finding the 
perfect college fit” do not always go hand-in-hand.14

So, which institutional characteristics matter most to students? As you can 
imagine, there are quite a few, and environmental factors rank quite high on most 
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students’ lists. In fact, when asked in a survey conducted by the Association of 
Higher Education Facilities Officers to indicate which institutional characteristics 
are essential or very important, 66.9% of students chose the overall quality of 
campus facilities, 64.8% chose the location of the institution, and 50.6% chose an 
attractive campus.15 

In the same survey, the impact of the quality of maintenance was further explored 
by asking if the good condition of a campus’ facilities was important in their choice; 
76% of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed with this statement. Students 
were also asked about their first impression of the campus with the following 
statement: “When I first saw the campus, I knew this was the right college for 
me.” Fifty percent of the respondents either strongly agreed or agreed with this 
statement.

Moreover, nearly three out of 10 prospective students chose not to attend a 
college because it lacked a facility they felt was important, for instance buildings 

HIGHER EDUCATION

 All three of these distinct 
populations deal with a 

number of stressors in the 
unique and challenging 
collegial environment, 
and it ultimately falls 
on the university to 

create an environment 
that removes some of 

these obstacles so that 
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to attract, retain and 
motivate the “best and 
the brightest” well into 

the future.
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for the student’s major or adequate open space. Students also noted the impact 
of inadequate or poorly maintained facilities, particularly dormitories, on their 
college decision. Twenty-six percent of respondents rejected an institution because 
an important facility was inadequate, and 16.6% rejected a college because an 
important facility was poorly maintained.16 

Conclusion 
Taking all of this information into consideration, we can see how important it is 
for educational organizations to create an on-campus environment that meets the 
expectations of the students it is trying to attract. 

In fact, higher education institutions have a variety of populations that they must 
consider in order to ensure their competitiveness well into the future, but faculty 
members, current students and prospective students are unquestionably necessary 
for their long-term success.
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CONCLUSION

Unique & Challenging 
Environments: Conclusion

Lisa Larsen Hill 
Senior Vice President, Innovations 2 Solutions, Sodexo

As you read about each unique work environment, one 
objective rings true: engaged employees. Progressive 
organizations are beginning to understand and 
solve for human needs when designing workplace 
services and solutions, including viewing individuals 
and organizations both holistically and dynamically. 
Sodexo’s Innovations 2 Solutions team, a community 
of consultative designers specializing in advancing and innovating around the topic 
of quality of life, understands through its research and reporting that to truly be 
engaged and productive, people need to come to work with their hearts and believe 
that what they do makes a difference.

High performance and sustainable business results require attention to the 
relationships among employee, organization, customer and community. As we 
move forward in the new world of work, forward-thinking organizations are striving 
to produce the best possible outcomes for all of the stakeholders involved. 

Employee engagement is in many ways context dependent, with the work experiences 
that promote an energized and focused workforce varying across individuals and 
organizations. As a result, the success of any specific workplace practice depends, 
in part, on how well it is tailored to meet the unique needs of an organization and 
its workforce. From selecting job candidates whose goals and values are aligned 
with those of the organization, and implementing training processes that ensure 
a match between available skills and the demands of the job, to designing healthy 
workspaces that are well-suited to the nature of the work, the importance of fit is 
even more critical in unique and challenging work environments.

The core components of fostering employee engagement remain constant, whether 
addressing the isolation of a virtual workforce by training supervisors in the skills 
necessary to manage remote workers, or training supervisors to manage the 
hazards of a high-risk industrial setting. 

Employee-focused innovation that advances quality of life can make a lasting 
and measurable impact on not only individuals, but also the performance of 
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organizations; we hope this report, as well as the 2013 Workplace Trends Report, 
provides a thought-provoking look at where the workplace is headed in the 
future. Sodexo’s Innovations 2 Solutions (I2S) team will continue to research and 
report around this topic; these valuable conversations provide insight, as well as 
understanding, to assess our clients’ business needs, synthesize and design holistic 
experiences and innovate with purpose, leading to transformation. 

It’s an exciting time to examine the future of work! Keep up-to-date on market-
relevant research, data and insight into workplace industry trends; our Innovation & 
Insights mobile app is a single source for emerging thought leadership for Corporate 
Real Estate, Facility Management, Human Resources and Supply Management 
professionals. Download it for your iPad at http://bit.ly/Sodexoinsight.

Successful executives make informed decisions requiring data and 
insight at their fingertips. The Innovation & Insights mobile app 
by Sodexo, is the single source of emerging thought leadership for 
Corporate Real Estate, Facility Management, Human Resources, and 
Supply Management professionals. 

This free download is the first of its kind, with content focusing on 
the future of work, including drivers of the human-centric aspects of 
facilities management.

www.sodexoUSA.com
http://bit.ly/sodexosolutions | solutions@sodexo.com | 888 SODEXO7 

© Sodexo

Search Sodexo Workplace 
(http://bit.ly/Sodexoinsight)

Knowledge is Power
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