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Executive Summary 

Introduction of Sponsor Organization 

The University of Victoria (UVic) was established in 1963 and was built on the 
foundation of Victoria College and the Victoria Provincial Normal School. With over 50 
years of history, UVic has emerged as one of Canada’s leading research universities and 
consistently ranks among the world’s top research institutions. UVic is home to 
approximately 20,000 students and over 4,500 faculty and staff. Employees play a vital 
role in enabling the university to fulfill its mission. It is critical that UVic continue to 
develop programs that will allow them recruit and retain a diverse group of outstanding 
staff. The university has always been committed to supporting the staff and faculty as is 
evidenced by its strategic plan that states, “Our strength continues to be grounded in 
the quality and accessibility of faculty and staff, the excellence of the university’s 
programs, particularly their interdisciplinary and international focus, a commitment to 
environmental sustainability and stewardship, and the opportunities we offer for civic 
engagement and experiential learning in every faculty” (UVic, 2012, p. 7). 

The Vice President of Finance and Operations (VPFO) is a portfolio within university that 
is home to several smaller departments. The VPFO employs approximately 500 staff in a 
multi-union environment. In 2015, the VPFO portfolio completed an internal employee 
engagement survey. The results of this survey indicated that that engagement scores 
dropped for employees who had more than 7 years of service, in all but one 
department. In response to the lower engagement scores for longer term employees, 
this action research project was born. Employee engagement is widely considered to be 
the key to improving business outcomes such as client service, increasing productivity 
and retaining employees within organizations. Bal, Cooman, and Mol (2013) argued, 
“Tenured employees base their effort not primarily on the inducements they receive 
from their organization, but on the organization’s commitment to continued 
employment of the employee” (p. 111). 

Purpose of Inquiry 

This research project focused on finding strategies to enhance the engagement of long-
term employees in the VPFO portfolio. Employees were asked the question: How might 
the University of Victoria’s Vice President of Finance and Operations portfolio enhance 
the personal engagement of long-term employees? The following subquestions were 
used to further answer the inquiry questions: 

1. What suggestions do long-term employees have for cultivating higher 
engagement in the VPFO portfolio? 

2. What engagement strategies have been successful in the VPFO portfolio 
in the past? 

3. What are the specific strategies that VPFO leaders could employ to move 
long-term employees to higher levels of engagement? 

4. What changes are required to support leaders in enhancing engagement 
of long-term employees? 
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Literature Review 

This literature review focused on two topics areas: factors affecting the engagement of 
long-term employees and leadership in the context of the supervisor–employee 
relationship. The first topic focused on how tenure affects employees’ perception of 
their engagement. A common theme in the literature was the notion of leadership and 
its impact on employee engagement. Specifically, long-term employees felt that senior 
leaders and supervisors need to earn trust with their employees. Kouzes and Posner 
(2012) connected the idea of trust to credibility by saying, “If you don’t believe in the 
messenger, you won’t believe the message” (p. 38). Leaders who master credibility are 
able to challenge the status quo by influencing their followers. One of UVic’s own School 
of Business professors provided me the opportunity to better understand the topic of 
trust and employee engagement: “Trust serves as a mechanism through which 
organizations can positively impact commitment, openness and motivation” (Dr. A. R. 
Elangovan, personal communication, June 9, 2016). This was confirmed by long-term 
employees who said they felt their leaders and supervisors needed specific 
competencies to positively influence their engagement. These competencies were 
identified as self-awareness, recognition, communication, and development of 
professional growth in others. 

Methodology 

For this research project, I used the action research (AR) methodology with an 
appreciative stance. AR is a participatory form of research that engages the very people 
who are affected by the issue, in the research process. Stringer (2014) stated, “Action 
research is a collaborative approach to inquiry or investigation that provides people 
with the means to take systematic action to resolve specific problems” (p. 8). The 
iterative nature of AR allowed me to explore social and organizational issues, listen to 
the needs of the participants and reflect upon their responses. My methodology 
incorporated two qualitative methods. First, I used personal interviews to gather data 
from long-term employees. The one-to-one interviews were semi structured, which 
allowed for emergent topics to arise. Next, I used a focus group in which participants 
were able to “express multiple perspectives on a similar experience” (Glesne, 2016, 
p. 123) and share their ideas on how to enhance engagement amongst long term VPFO 
employees. The focus group built momentum and was used to confirm the emergent 
topics and encourage ownership for implementing recommendations generated for this 
inquiry. 

Weisbord (2012) suggested “getting the whole system in the room” (p. 269). A 
representative cross section of VPFO employees volunteered to participate in this 
project. I found that the appreciative stance applied to the research questions allowed 
participants to reflect on the positive factors that influenced their engagement while 
allowing them to provide suggestions for improvement in a safe and respectful 
environment. Long-term employees were able to share their specific needs that centred 
around feeling “valued” and “respected” for the time and commitment they have given 
to the organization. 
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Participants 

Invitations went to 493 potential VPFO employees, who were asked volunteer for one or 
both of the two data collection options: one-on-one interviews or a focus group. Only 
employees who self-declared that they had with 7 more years of service were 
considered “long-term” and able to participate in this project. I interviewed 10 
employees in one-on-one interviews and ran the focus group with eight participants and 
three inquiry team members. Throughout the project all participants seemed candid 
and genuine and openly expressed their thoughts and beliefs on employee engagement. 

Ethical Issues 

I followed the ethical principles outlined by the Tri-Council Policy Statement 2 (TCPS2; 
Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences, and Engineering Research 
Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2010) 
for this AR project. All individuals who participated had the opportunity to make free 
and informed consent throughout the project. I ensured participants were informed 
that they could exercise their right to leave at any time by reiterating this in the 
invitation and consent forms as well as verbally, when participants arrived at sessions. I 
was careful to protect participants’ identities by coding all comments that could be 
attributed to any one individual and ensured the information they provided was 
protected by keeping it in a locked cabinet in my office and on password-protected 
computer files. 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis for this project was a two-step process that consisted of a first round 
of analysis after the one-on-one interviews and then a second round of theming after 
the focus group. I used a professional transcription service to convert audio recordings 
from the interviews into transcripts and used my inquiry team to record the outcomes 
from the focus group. I used a secondary coding process that involved creating a coding 
table based on guidance from Glesne (2016) who suggested putting data “into 
categories using codes or labels” (p. 184). Finally, I had my data analysis reviewed by my 
inquiry team, my academic supervisor, and my project sponsor to add rigour to the 
process by testing my assumptions and limiting researcher bias. 

Findings 

Analyzing the data and reflecting on the results allows the researcher to identify 
significant features and trends that seem to have influence on events (Stringer, 2014, 
p. 136). I summarized, themed, and coded data collected from the interviews and focus 
group and reviewed the results with my inquiry team. Five key findings emerged from 
the analysis of the data: 

1. Long-term employees requested additional and diverse leadership growth 
opportunities. 



5 
 

2. Participants expressed that the supervisor‒employee relationship was 
instrumental in building, growing, and maintaining employee engagement, 
especially among long-term employees. 

3. The level of challenge and the interesting nature of the participants’ work 
influenced the employee’s engagement level. 

4. Long-term employees asked for support to access formal educational 
programs at UVic. 

5. Participants said that frequent and open communication with their 
supervisors further enhanced their engagement by making them feel valued. 
 

These five findings led to four distinct conclusions, which were supported by my 
literature review. The four conclusions were focused on experiential growth 
opportunities, developing supervisor leadership competencies, recognition and 
professional development programs and communication.  
 
Recommendations 

I offered five recommendations that came out of a detailed analysis of the research data 
and were grounded in the findings and conclusions. Out of these recommendations 
came the following recommendations for the Service Excellence Committee for further 
analysis and implementation: 

1. Create a cross institutional “Leadership Community of Practice” that is 
committed to supporting experiential growth opportunities for long-term 
employees.  

2. Increase capacity in leadership training cohorts with priority given to 
long-term employees to further support the development of supervisor’s 
leadership competencies. 

3. Develop specialized recognition programs for employees starting at 10 
years of service. 

4. Foster an environment that cultivates open communication and face-to-
face communication to keep long-term employees highly engaged. 

5. Review the professional development website and revamp where 
necessary in order to clearly communicate available professional 
development funding for employee groups.   

These are supported by both participant feedback and the literature and reflect what I 
believe would be the strategies to enhance employee engagement for long-term 
employees in the VPFO portfolio. Additionally, as my research found, long term 
employees do not see themselves as inherently different from other employees and 
therefore all employees in the VPFO could benefit from these engagement strategies.  
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Next Steps 

Implementing strategies that nurture positive workplace experiences for long-term 
employees is a significant opportunity for the VPFO portfolio as happy employees are 
the key to greater retention, higher performance and ultimately, service excellence. The 
following are suggested next steps for implementing the recommendations and how the 
Service Excellence Committee could help support the engagement initiatives. 

1. Create Cross Institutional “Leadership Community of Practice” 

ODLS: Karissa and Cara (ODLS) to set up the foundation of the Leadership 
Community of Practice (LCP) by helping to clarify the scope of work for the 
community of practice and developing Terms of Reference.  

Participants: ODLS would work to engage past participants from the four 
leadership cohorts (L4E, Mentorship Program, Leadership Victoria, Supervisory 
Certificate Program). Participants would come from across the institution and 
participation would be voluntary. The LCP would allow past participants to apply 
their knowledge from their programs and gain practical experience by 
developing tools and resources for supervisors to further enhance engagement 
for long term employees.  

Funding: a small about of funding (up to $500.00) could be available from ODLS 
to help fund initiatives of the LCP. 

Service Excellence Committee: provide support and feedback to LCP by sharing 
successful initiatives (Coaching with Mark Colgate, Job Shadowing Pilot, Meet 
the Team etc.) they have implemented to engage employees and provide 
feedback on tools and resources developed by LCP.   

2. Leadership Training  

ODLS: has begun work on the renewal of the L4E training and the Supervisory 
Certificate Program which includes increasing capacity for training opportunities. 
The renewal also integrates the competency model refresh with the supervisory 
and leadership competencies. The competency model has been integrated into 
many of the HR processes and systems used by managers including selection 
tools, performance and development reviews, career and succession planning 
and employee development. The core competencies support building 
relationships and utilizing communication to strengthen relationships and build 
trust to create aligned, connected and integrated solutions to common issues 
and opportunities. Furthermore, a need was identified for long term VPFO 
employees as well as all past participants of leadership training courses to have 
opportunities to refresh their training in “mini courses”.  
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Service Excellence Committee: provide input and suggestions on how previous 
VPFO participants who have taken leadership courses in the past, can refresh 
their skills and provide feedback on how to balance training opportunities 
between supervisors and long term employees within the VPFO portfolio.  There 
is a further opportunity for the Service Excellence Committee to support the 
competency model refresh by helping to communicate and champion it in the 
VPFO portfolio. 

3. Enhance Recognition Program 

Opportunities have been identified to enhance both the informal and formal 
recognition opportunities within the VPFO portfolio and further engage long 
term employees.  

Service Excellence Committee: The Service Excellence Committee could review 
and make recommendations for an informal recognition program within the 
VPFO. This program could be piloted for VPFO long service employees starting at 
10 years of service to help bridge the gap to the university’s long service 
recognition program that begins at 25 years of service. The committee could 
look at additional supports needed for managers and supervisors to informally 
recognize their staff by receiving notification of long service of the their 
employees. It was identified that many managers do not know when their 
employees reach significant long service milestones (10yrs, 15yrs, 20yrs).  

 The committee could also provide a review of the barriers supervisors face in 
recognizing their employees and find ways to further enhance participation in 
formal recognition programs such as the President’s Extraordinary Service 
Awards and other award programs (CAUBO, Association Awards) available to 
staff.  

4. Cultivate Open Communication 

ODLS and Communications and Marketing: ODLS and University 
Communications (UComm) have been jointly working on a project to strengthen 
internal communications and engagement on campus. They ran the Campus 
Communications and Engagement forum in June 2016 with senior leaders and as 
a result of the forum, they are developing an online Resource Kit to provide tools 
and strategies for supervisors and managers to better facilitate internal 
communications and effective relationships. This online resource is due in 
summer 2017.  
 

 Service Excellence Committee: provide feedback on the online Resource Kit and 
develop ways to communicate and champion the resource with VPFO 
supervisors and employees. The committee could also look at further ideas for 
increasing face to face time between senior management and staff (ie: win time 
with AVP/VP, Walk Abouts, Meet the Teams, etc).  
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5. Professional Development Communication  

ODLS, Employment Services and Financial Services: these three departments 
will work together to further clarify and communicate the professional 
development (Pro D) programs to employees. This includes a review of the 
professional development funding options to ensure the policies and procedures 
are modernized and up-to-date and a refresh the professional development 
website to build a one-stop shop that communicates the professional 
development funding for all employee groups. The Pro D program will focus on 
the three categories for funding: job skills development, career development and 
personal development.   

ODLS: work is underway to link the performance management program with 
professional development funding to ensure supervisor and employee 
conversations are balanced between job skills development, career development 
and personal development.   

Service Excellence Committee: provide feedback on Pro D website and provide 
communication channels in the VPFO portfolio to ensure new Pro D information 
is disseminated to supervisors and employees in VPFO portfolio.  

Reporting Out  

This report was developed for the Service Excellence Committee as part of a 
broader initiative that was formed from the VPFO Employee Engagement Survey 
in 2015. The VPFO Service Excellence Committee explores and develops 
initiatives that contribute to Service Excellence across the VPFO portfolio. This 
report will be posted to the Service Excellence Committee website so that all 
VPFO employees can read about the research that was undertaken and the 
initiatives that are now underway as a result of the feedback received. Many 
thanks to all of the long service VPFO employees who participated in the 
research and to the Service Excellence Committee for supporting and 
championing this work which reflects the deep commitment and desire to build 
a cohesive culture that supports quality, engagement, understanding, and 
interconnection.  

http://www.uvic.ca/vpfo/excellence/committee/index.php
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