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Introduction
Even before the unprecedented events of 2020, “employee
engagement” was identified as a top ten priority for State
Chief Administrative Officers (CAOs) at multiple events
hosted by the National Association of Chief Administrators
(NASCA) for several years. The onset of “The Great
Resignation” and what some also refer to as the “The
Great Retirement”, state governments (along with private
sector organizations) are experiencing significant turnover.
The threat of labor shortage, coupled with the increased
focus on diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging (DEIB),
is changing the face of recruitment, onboarding, career
succession and outgoing methodologies for employees
across multiple generations.
In 2021, the NASCA Research Committee selected
Benefitfocus’ research proposal to collectively analyze and
report on the dynamics of employee engagement across
state governments nationwide.
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Key Findings
Benefitfocus and the NASCA Research
Committee surveyed 20 state Chief
Administrative Officers (CAOs) on the
concepts and their individual state
experiences of employee engagement.
The survey examined the definition of
employee engagement and three phases
of an employee’s life cycle: recruitment,
ongoing employment and exiting
state service.
Defining Employee Engagement
When asked about their understanding of
employee engagement, the majority of CAOs
(60 percent) selected a definition that included
“emotional attachment/commitment”. This
indicates that employee engagement is less
about the development of process and policy
and more about employee perception of
process and policy.
A Closer Look at Employee Turnover
Only 20 percent of states agree they do well with
minimizing employee turnover. When looking at
those who reported minimizing turnover, each
reported consistent actions:
• Positive recruiting efforts
• Investment in employee programs
and services
• Positive onboarding efforts
• Developing an environment for
employee feedback

Full details of this analysis are highlighted in
the results and recommendations sections
further down in this report.
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Here’s a snapshot of key findings across
each category:

Recruitment
Overall, the majority of states report positive
engagement during the recruitment process – 60
percent of state CAOs surveyed believe their state
does well at recruiting talented state employees.
All states leverage multiple outlets for recruiting
efforts, such as state websites, LinkedIn, recruiters,
etc. All states reported taking at least 30 days to
recruit a candidate, and 65 percent of respondents
reported their time to recruit was at least 60 days
or longer. However, when it comes to possessing
the appropriate tools to recruit talented employees,
state CAOs were more divergent in their responses.

Ongoing Engagement
Although recruitment efforts are reportedly positive,
engagement drops dramatically once employees
are hired for many states. Less than half of
surveyed CAOs agreed their state did a good job
onboarding and preparing state employees for
new roles and responsibilities, and 35 percent say
employees are often not provided opportunities to
participate in duty and assignment development.
Additionally, 40 percent of respondents say
that state service in not always reinforced, and
employee accountability is not always consistent or
tied to something measurable and meaningful.

Engagement at Exit
While 85 percent of states conduct some type of
outgoing engagement (i.e. exit interviews, surveys,
etc.), only 20 percent actually apply learnings to
refine recruitment efforts or are even able to report
on the information collected.
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Results
Defining Employee Engagement

Which of the following
statements aligns the
best to your definition and
understanding of employee
engagement?

20%
30%

15%

5%
30%

Employee engagement is the level of an employee’s
commitment and connection to an organization (SHRM)
Employee engagement is a fundamental concept in the
effort to understand and describe, both qualitatively and
quantitatively, the nature of the relationship between and
organization and its employees. (Wikipedia)
Employee engagement is the emotional commitment the
employee has to the organization and its goals. (Forbes)
Employee engagement is the emotional attachment
employees feel towards their place of work, job role,
position. (HR ZONE)
Employee engagement is the convergence of employer
responsibility to provide opportunity and employee of the
opportunity to align on organizational and individual goals
and objectives through emotional commitment. (NASCA)
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Employee Engagement in Recruitment
Overall, the majority of states report positive engagement during the recruitment process. However, many
also recognize they do not always possess adequate and/or appropriate recruiting tools.
Participants were asked to rate the following statements on a scale from 1–5, with 1 being strongly
disagree and 5 being strongly agree.

Upfront Engagement

60%

On a scale of 1–5, my state
does a good job recruiting
talented state employees.

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

On a scale of 1–5, my state
has the tools (policy,
processes, technology, etc.)
necessary to recruit talented
state employees.

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

60%

50%

40%

Although CAOs do not always
possess enough/appropriate
recruiting tools, their states
still manage to do well at
recruiting talent. There’s an
opportunity here though
to supplement policies,
procedures and technology
to elevate recruitment efforts.
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30%

20%

10%

0%
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Showcasing Total Compensation and Employee Programs
Many states provide basic employee programs and services and showcase these services well to
applicants. However, many additional benefits exist today in competing employment environments that
present an opportunity for parity and increased overall recruitment success.

On a scale of 1–5, my
state does a good job
describing many tangible
and nontangible benefits
of state employment when
recruiting state employees.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

On a scale of 1–5, my state
leverages retirement, health
and welfare, and other
employee perks as a total
compensation package
discussion to recruit and
retain talent.

No
Response

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
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Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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On a scale of 1-5, my state
invests in programs and
services to improve the
lives of employees and their
families.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

However, when asked about
specific programs and
services, the results diverged
from the above:

10%

0%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

85%

45%

offer a dedicated
Behavioral Health Program

offer Total
Compensation Reporting

45%

45%

30%

30%

20%

of states offer an Employee
Assistance Program (EAP)

offer a Financial Health Program

offer a College Savings Plan

offer Tuition
Reimbursement Program

40%

offer Voluntary Benefits
(like ID Theft Protection, Pet
Insurance, Legal Assistance)

offer Other Benefits (not
represented above)

All states have a legal requirement to provide health benefits to their employees per statute.
These results tell us that although many states provide basic programs and services (health benefits and
EAPs) and showcase these well to applicants, there are opportunities to provide additional programs and
services to stand out in a competitive job market.
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On a scale of 1-5, my
state regularly looks
at market trends,
innovative technology and
modernization efforts to
engage employees.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Only 50 percent of respondents agreed their state looked at trends, technology and modernization.
As the industry continues to evolve, there may be missed opportunities if states don’t assess their current
situation against the entire market, innovate processes and implement technology to help engage
employees as part of recruiting and retention efforts.
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Ongoing Employee Engagement
During initial employee onboarding, less than half of the states agreed they did well with 30
percent disagreeing.
On a scale of 1 -5, my state
does a good job onboarding
and preparing state
employees for the new roles
and responsibilities they
have.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Furthermore, only 25 percent of states showcase the value of state employment. While half of the states
agree their states create opportunities for employees to feel valued and appreciated, less than half (35
percent) of states agreed their states make employees comfortable in providing input on organizational
alignment and roles and responsibilities.
On a scale of 1-5, my state
does a good job after
employees begin state
service showcasing and
reinforcing the value of
state employment to state
employees.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
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Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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On a scale of 1-5, my state
creates an opportunity for
employees to feel valued
and appreciates employees
for all efforts provided
regardless of title or
position.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

On a scale of 1-5, my state
makes employees feel
comfortable in providing
input regularly and allows
them to participate in the
creation and management
of their duties and
assignments.

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

These results clearly showcase that although recruitment efforts may be perceived as positive, once
employees are hired the engagement drops dramatically for many states, and employees are not provided
opportunities to partner with those states for input, value development, and appreciation.
This level of engagement is further illustrated with the survey question around employee accountability.
Only 35 percent of states report their evaluation processes actually hold employees accountable with
alignment between compensation and productivity.
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On a scale of 1-5, my
state holds employees
accountable for their
productivity and aligns
compensation to
performance for at least a
“meets standards” type of
evaluation.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

However, 65 percent of states report positively for diversity, equity and inclusion, and ongoing
leadership training.

On a scale of 1-5, my
state does a good job
promoting diversity, equity,
inclusion and access to all
employees.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
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Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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On a scale of 1-5, my
state provides impactful
leadership training to new
and long-term supervisors/
manager/executives
to promote employee
engagement.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

When it comes to work schedules, all of states have varying levels of defined essential workforces. Almost
all respondents (80 percent) have evaluated duties and schedules, and all states offered some form
of remote work.

My state offers alternative
work schedules utilizing:

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

100%
Remote Work

75-99%
Remote Work

50-74%
Remote Work

25-49%
Remote Work

Less than 25%
Remote Work

When it comes to data collection, only 30 percent of states report they collect ongoing data on employee
engagement, while 40 percent do not.
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On a scale of 1-5, my state
collects ongoing data and
fuels decision making
regarding employee
engagement.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Last but not least, only 20 percent of states report they minimize turnover well. This result will be further
highlighted in the cross-questions analysis section further down in the report.

On a scale of 1-5, my state
does well with minimizing
turnover.

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
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Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

14

Engagement at Exit
As employees transition out of state service, many states are engaging them in processes like exit
interviews and surveys.
My state performs outgoing/
departure engagement
using the following

5%
15%
Exit Interview
Surveys

10%

None
Other

70%

However, only 20 percent of states responded to utilizing outgoing engagement to revise/refine
recruitment efforts and only 20 percent of states collect reportable data.

On a scale of 1-5, my
state’s outgoing/departure
engagement is utilized
to refine and revise
recruitment efforts.

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%
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Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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On a scale of 1-5, my state
collects outgoing/departure
employee engagement data
that is reportable.

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
or Don’t Know

Agree

Strongly
Agree

These results tell us that although the majority of states are performing outgoing engagement processes,
many states are not collecting outgoing data and many states’ recruitment efforts are not being refined to
optimize the knowledge gained from outgoing employees.
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A Closer Look at Employee Turnover
Responses were cross-analyzed and placed into one of two categories related to employee turnover:
1. Turnover Positive: those responses that had a higher alignment from states that also reported
minimizing turnover
2. Turnover Negative: those responses that had a higher alignment from states that also reported
NOT minimizing turnover

Turnover Positive vs. Turnover Negative
120%

100%

80%
Turnover
Negative

60%

Turnover
Positive

40%

20%

0%

Agreed

Agreed

Agreed

Agreed

My state makes employees
feel comfortable providing
input regularly and allows
them to participate in the
creation and management
of their duties and
assignments.

My state does a good job
onboarding and preparing
state employees for the new
roles and responsibilities
they have.

My state invests in programs
and services to improve the
lives of employees and
their families.

My state does a good
job recruiting talented
state employees.

States who reported minimizing turnover had consistently more positive responses than states who did not
report minimizing turnover across four specific categories:
• Recruiting talented state employees
• Investment in programs and services to improve employees’ lives
• Employer onboarding and preparation for roles and responsibilities
• Positive environments for employee feedback and input in roles and responsibilities
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Recommendations
These recommendations should minimize
turnover, showcase value to your employees,
assist in recruitment and retention of talent, and
provide transparent reportable data to revise
and optimize employee engagement as new
information surfaces.

Explore and implement additional tools and
technology to support recruitment efforts,
while reducing the recruitment and onboarding
time frame as much as possible to shift state
employment from employer of last resort to
employer of choice.

Bottom line: People are a state’s most valuable
asset, and there needs to be focused efforts on
communicating that to the employees of the state.
Continue to look for innovative programs and
services to showcase ongoing appreciation for
your workforce and improve retention, such as
total compensation reporting, flexible working
hours, and expanded health, financial wellness
and lifestyle benefits.

Prioritize collecting and analyzing data
throughout the employee lifecycle to empower
decision-making and improve engagement at
every stage – from recruitment and onboarding,
through ongoing employment and termination.

Give your employees the opportunity to
provide constant feedback and include them in
the development of goals, objectives, evaluative
criteria and working condition decisions.

Develop transparent, consistent and defensible
performance management metrics tied to
compensation/merit increases to hold employees
accountable and incentivize behavior. Best
practices allow for co-development with employees.
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Survey Methodology
Benefitfocus received twenty (20) state CAO responses with a singular CAO willing to participate in an
interview on their state’s employee engagement efforts.
The results were then used to provide cross-question analysis. Benefitfocus utilized the question of
managing turnover effectively as a barometer to the success of employee engagement as we ultimately
felt the result of successful employee engagement was directly tied to retention of talent.
Therefore, to properly assess the cross-question trends in the response data, the dataset was divided into
those respondents who agreed that their state does well minimizing turnover, and those who disagreed
with that statement. The former encompassed four (4) survey respondents, while the latter included twelve
(12) respondents, which is itself a noteworthy result. More than half of the respondents indicated that their
state does not do well minimizing turnover.
We further analyzed the interview performed with a state CAO and asked more descriptive questions.

About NASCA
Founded in 1976, the National Association of State Chief Administrators (NASCA), is a nonprofit, 501(c)3
association representing chief administrative officers (CAOs)—public officials in charge of departments
that provide support services to other state agencies. NASCA provides a forum for CAOs to exchange
information and learn new ideas from each other and private partners. NASCA’s mission is to help state
CAOs and their teams strategically transform state government operations through the power of shared
knowledge and thought leadership.

About Benefitfocus
Benefitfocus (NASDAQ: BNFT) is a cloud-based benefits administration company committed to helping
its customers and the people they serve get the most out of their health care and benefits programs.
Through exceptional service and innovative technology, Benefitfocus aims to be a safe set of hands for its
customers – helping to manage the complexity of benefits administration while delivering an experience
that engages people and unlocks the potential for better health and improved outcomes. Our mission is
simple: to improve lives with benefits.
Learn more at www.benefitfocus.com.

Benefitfocus.com, Inc., has provided this as an educational resource. This is for informational purposes only and not intended
to provide advice or address the situation of any individual or entity. The topics addressed may have legal, financial, and
health implications, and we recommend you speak with a legal, financial, or health advisors before acting on any of the
information presented.
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