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The Towers Watson 2012 Global Workforce Study (GWS) reveals that one-third (35%) of workers across 28 countries 
are highly engaged in their work while others are struggling to cope with work situations that do not provide sufficient 
support or emotional connection. At a time when employers need to count on employees more than ever to meet their 
growth objectives, this finding poses a disturbing risk. Workers may be reaching a tipping point in maintaining the 
connection to their companies that yields consistent productivity.

While there are variations in employee attitudes across the regions, influenced by local economic conditions, the GWS 
shows that many employees are working more hours, feeling more stress and are worried about their financial future. 
In some countries, they are also risk-averse. The result for employers is heightened performance risk – from lower 
productivity and higher rates of absenteeism and turnover to increased costs for chronic illnesses.

Global Workforce Study overview

Life’s not good
South Korean workers contemplating their 
work life are not likely to agree with the “Life’s 
Good” tagline of a well-known South Korean 
conglomerate. Only one in six workers (17%) in 
South Korea are highly engaged at work. Others 
are worried about their job security, their future 
financial state and their retirement years.  At work, 
they lack the support and the energy level needed 
to sustain high performance and they don’t have a 
positive connection to their companies.

Recent statistics released by OECD show that 
South Korean employees work 2,193 hours per 
year, longer than in any other country. The GWS 
study found that more than 70% of South Korean 
workers did not miss a single day’s work due to 
illness or injury over the past 12 months. The long 
hours, however, do not translate to effective work 
performance or higher productivity. 

South Korean workers lack engagement at work for 
a variety of reasons: work-related stress, health 
issues, dissatisfaction with their supervisors and 
managers and a mismatch between what they 
want from their employers and what they actually 
get. 

South Korean employers are exposed to 
business performance risks as a result of falling 
productivity, growing presenteeism and low levels 
of sustainable engagement in the organisation.  

Key issue analysis
South Korea’s high level of worker disengagement 
is disturbing and a serious cause for concern, 
given the strong correlation between levels of 
sustainable engagement and corporate financial 
results.

Issue 1 – Low sustainable engagement

Employees have high engagement at work 
when they have positive connections to their 
organisations that spur them to yield consistent 
productivity. 

The GWS shows that 18% of South Korean workers 
are unsupported at work. This means that while 
workers are willing to expend more effort on the 
job, they lack the tools, resources and support to 
be effective. Another 22% are detached workers, 
who though supported at work, are not willing 
to put in extra effort for their organisations. A 



significant 42% of the workers are disengaged. 
This is much higher than the average for Asia at 
27%.

South Korean employers should be concerned that 
8 in 10 workers are not highly engaged at work. 
Employee engagement has an impact on how 
well a company does. In a Towers Watson study 
of 50 global companies that examined the link 
between financial performance and sustainable 
engagement, companies with highly engaged 
employees showed average operating margins 
that were three times higher than those with low 
employee engagement.

Our study identified the top drivers of sustainable 
engagement in South Korea as: corporate 
senior leadership, the company’s goals and 
objectives, as well as employee stress, work-life 
balance and workload. South Korean workers are 
dissatisfied with these factors, prompting their low 
engagement.

Issue 2 – Misaligned priorities 
between employers and employees 

In the study, South Korean workers identified job 
security, competitive pay, and a convenient work 
location as three most important factors for joining 
their current organisations. In uncertain economic 
times, their priorities are tangible. 

Employers, on the other hand, emphasised career 
advancement opportunities, the organisation’s 

mission, vision and values and the offer of 
challenging work as important reasons for being part 
of their organisations. This misalignment between 
job seekers and hiring employers poses a challenge 
in attracting and retaining talent.

Although the need for security is common across the 
world during these uncertain times, South Korean 
workers appear more sensitive to hygiene factors like 
job security, base salary, healthcare and wellness 
benefits than workers elsewhere. They are similarly 
less concerned about motivating factors such as 
challenging work, opportunities to learn new skills, 
and career advancement opportunities. 

Job security is top-of-mind in South Korea. 
Concerned about their years in retirement, South 
Korean workers place a high priority on long-term 
job and financial security. It drives many to prefer 
staying with their current employer until they retire. 
For employers, this suggests that a good retention 
strategy would entail a competitive retirement plan.

Issue 3 – Stress, Work-life Balance 
and Workload

South Korean workers are stressed out at work. 
More than half of the respondents (51%) in our study 
admitted they were bothered by excessive pressure 
at work. This is 13% higher than the global average. 
In fact, 37% cited stress as a reason for leaving their 
current jobs.
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Figure 01. Top five most important reasons why you joined your current 
organisation
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The study also found that 65% of South Korean 
workers are worried about their future financial state, 
with only 28% saying they have sufficient finances to 
live comfortably over the next 15 years. At the same 
time, younger workers worry that their advancement 
options are limited because employees in positions 
above them are choosing not to retire. 

Lack of organisational support, which includes 
insufficient staffing and lack of flexible work 
arrangements, add to workers’ stress. Only 41% 
agree their organisations make it possible for 
employees to have a healthy balance between work 
and personal life.

Significantly, our study found that 21% of South 
Korean workers – three times more than the global 
average – believe they are not in good health. This 
finding has important implications. As South Korean 
workers are not in the habit of taking sick leave, 
this results in presenteeism where workers may be 
physically in the office but are not able to focus at 
work and be fully productive.  

Issue 4  – Perception of Employee 
Value Proposition

Employee Value Proposition (EVP) is defined as the 
experience that employers provide to employees 
in exchange for their effort and performance. In 
general, South Korean employees grade their 
organisations poorly in EVP, with less than one third 
agreeing that their organisations have a reputation 
for providing a good EVP.

This is significant as the more aligned employees are 
with their organisation’s EVP, the more they will raise 
their level of discretionary effort and ability to deliver 
superior performance. Used wisely, the EVP can 
deliver tangible business benefits. 

In South Korea, the availability of flexible work 
arrangements can affect employee perception of 
EVP positively. For instance, in organisations where 
workers enjoy flexible work location and are not 
tied to their desks, almost 50% have a positive 
perception of their EVP. Similarly, 42% of workers in 
organisations that offer flexible work schedules view 
their EVP positively. However, where workers have 
no flexibility in either work location or schedule, only 
25% view their organisations’ EVP positively. 

In a number of measures, there is a marked 
difference in the perception of employees in 
organisations with high EVP and those with low 
EVP. For instance, 63% in a high EVP company 
compared with 15% in a low EVP company agree 
their organisation does a good job of providing 
opportunities for personal development. Likewise, 
81% in a high EVP company compared with 34% in 
a low EVP company agree that their performance 
reviews have helped them improve their 
performance. 

Issue 5  – Low trust and confidence in 
leaders and supervisors

Leadership is identified as the top driver of 
sustainable engagement in South Korea. However, 
only 37% of South Korean employees trust their 
corporate leaders and are confident they are able 
to do the job. This low level of trust and confidence 
is similar to that of employees in countries in 
Europe that are undergoing recessions.

By various measures, corporate leadership 
in South Korea appears to have failed their 
employees. Only 37% of employees agree that 
their companies’ leadership is doing a good job 
of growing the business and developing future 
leaders. Even fewer (33%) agree that their 
corporate leaders have a sincere interest in 
employees’ well-being. 

Among high potential employees, only 38% agree 
that senior leadership in their organisations 
develops future leaders. Highly engaged South 
Korean employees however were 3.4 times more 
likely to view leadership behaviour positively than 
disengaged employees. 

In addition to being critical of senior leadership, 
South Korean employees are also not satisfied 
with their direct supervisors. Only 41% of South 
Korean workers, compared to global average 
of 60%, rate their immediate managers as 
effective in their jobs. Workers are critical of their 
supervisors’ ability to assign tasks that suit their 
skills and abilities. They are also doubtful that 
supervisors rate their performance fairly. In South 
Korea only 49% of employees, compared with 71% 
globally, agree that their immediate supervisors 
treat them with respect. 

In summary

The findings of the GWS paint a grim picture of South Korean workers. 
Workers are disengaged, work long hours and suffer from stress 
at work. They do not regard their leaders highly and think that their 
supervisors are ineffective in their jobs.

However, as nearly three quarters of them are not confident of being 
financially comfortable when they retire most choose to remain in their 
current jobs for the sake of security and stability. This suggests that 
South Korean workers are not able to sustain the level of positive 
connection to their employers that is needed for them to yield 
consistent productivity.

In the light of tough economic conditions worldwide, the GWS 
underscores the urgency for employers to take action to revitalise 
their employees and be better aligned with their EVP. Highly engaged 
employees tend to be more productive at work.
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Start measuring and managing 
employee engagement

Earlier studies have established that the level 
of employee engagement predicts financial 
performance. The present low level of sustainable 
engagement poses great risks for many South 
Korean employers. Improving employee engagement 
is a long-term journey which starts with measuring 
current levels of engagement and identifying areas 
for improvement. Support from the most senior 
members of the organisation is required if this 
journey is to result in high sustainable engagement in 
the workplace.

Improve the Employee Value 
Proposition

As EVP is strongly correlated to engagement, 
organisations can achieve improvements in both by 
better aligning their management practices with their 
existing EVP. In short, they need to walk the talk.

Organisations need to address the misalignment 
between their priorities and those of their 
employees. Employers should note that job seekers 
are most attracted by job security, competitive pay 
and a convenient work location. But as employees, 
they would leave their jobs because of stress, lack 
of career advancement and lack of flexible work 
arrangements. 

It is important for organisations to articulate 
the EVP clearly so that it is well understood by 
all their employees. Less than 50% of South 
Korean workers have a clear understanding of 
their organisation’s business goals, how their jobs 
contribute to them and what their organisation is 
doing to attain these goals. This points to a gap in 
internal communications and a need for employers 
to communicate more openly and effectively to their 
workforce.

 

Train leaders and managers

Top leaders have an important role to play in setting 
the right tone for the rest of the organisation. South 
Korean workers are critical of their senior leadership. 
They expect their leaders to be better in many areas. 
Employees expect their leaders to have a sincere 
interest in their well-being, do a better job of growing 
the business and developing future leaders. In 
particular, they are looking to their leaders to behave 
more consistently with their organisation’s core 
values. 

Organisations should set clear competency 
standards and expectations for corporate leaders. 
In this way, leaders’ performance can be objectively 
assessed and benchmarked, with the results used 
for making decisions on promotions and managing 
performance. 

Employees are also critical of middle managers. 
It is important that supervisors and middle 
managers have the right skills and training in people 
management, performance coaching and leadership 
so that they can do their jobs well and motivate their 
subordinates. Employees should be trained early in 
their careers so that they are well prepared to take 
on managerial roles as they advance in their careers. 
South Korean managers need to have a better 
appreciation of their roles as performance partners 
rather than high handed, overbearing bosses. 

Optimise total rewards for employees

The study highlights the need for South Korean 
employers to be sensitive to their workers’ needs. 
For instance, workers in the 30+ age group clearly 
want more flexible work arrangements. At the same 
time, workers across all age groups are worried 
about their future financial state, including their 
retirement years.

Simply increasing the overall compensation is  
neither sufficient nor cost-effective. The focus should 
be on the “right pay”. Employers need to optimise 
their total rewards programme that is based on a 
better understanding of employee needs, including 
greater flexibility in the workplace.

Recommendations for Employers  
in South Korea
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Invest in employee well-being

Employees have more than professional needs. They 
also have personal needs for physical and mental 
well-being. An employee with a healthy work-life 
balance has a higher energy level, sharper focus at 
work and is less likely to leave his job.

While a total elimination of work-related stress is 
not possible, employers ought to provide the means  
to reduce excessive stress and for employees to 
manage work-related stress. One quick and effective 
step is to adopt flexible work arrangements.

Leading organisations in South Korea and elsewhere 
have long been successful in increasing employee 
satisfaction and productivity by enabling employees 
to work at the time and location that suits them best.

In addition, as the majority of the workforce is 
worried about the future, employers can help to 
reduce this anxiety through programmes designed to 
help employees plan for their life stages, particularly 
after retirement. 

Key tips for employers 
1. Listen to employees to establish a baseline level of engagement 
Through employee surveys or dialogue, seek out opinions and suggestions from employees on matters that affect 
them. Well-designed employee opinion surveys can offer rich insights and opportunities for leaders to act on the 
insights. An employee survey with proper follow-through actions also communicates that the employer cares.

2. Conduct an EVP gap study to understand where the gaps are 
South Korean workers do not grade their organisations well on EVP. An EVP gap study will help to identify where the 
gaps are, the impact of not communicating EVP properly and how best to meet the different needs and expectations 
of the workforce. The misalignment in the priorities of employers and employees suggests that organisations should 
review or re-define their EVP.

3. Provide training in people management skills 
People management skills are one of the most critical skills for a leader in a 21st Century organisation. Employees 
want their leaders to focus more on the people aspects of the job, to motivate them, coach them and guide them 
to improve on their performance. Leaders and managers need soft skills to perform effectively as role models, 
supervisors, coaches and mentors. 

4. Implement employee well-being and flexible work arrangement programmes 
Wellness programmes and flexible work arrangements can be introduced easily and quickly to help employees cope 
better with stress and the demands of work and personal commitments. Corporate health and wellness programmes 
initiated by employers will set the direction for the entire organisation. In the same way flexible work arrangements will 
be more readily adopted when they are part of the corporate culture.

5. Conduct a Total Rewards Optimisation (TRO) study 
An effective TRO study will identify the relative importance employees place on rewards at key stages of the 
employment life cycle. It ensures the mix of rewards is appropriate, whether the company is focused on attracting, 
retaining or engaging employees. A TRO study takes the guesswork out of designing rewards. It also helps the 
organisation to communicate the rewards clearly so that the employees can fully understand the employment deal.

6. Upgrade and communicate retirement benefits programmes 
As financial insecurity has become widespread, workers are increasingly interested in a secure rewards package with 
retirement benefits they can count on. Many employees would trade off pay increases in exchange for guaranteed 
retirement benefits. Workers also look to their employers to help them prepare for retirement and provide retirement 
information and tools.
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Our research conducted over the last decade 
has demonstrated unequivocally the value of 
employee engagement as a driver of improved 
business performance. Our unique Sustainable 
Engagement Framework was developed 
and validated from extensive analysis of our 
organisational survey and Global Workforce 
Study data, coupled with current theories in 
organisational science. 

Sustainable engagement is the sum of three 
distinct elements. 

One is traditional engagement, defined as 
employees’ commitment to the organisation 
and willingness to give effort to their 
employer. 

The second is enablement, defined as having 
the tools, resources, and support to get work 
done efficiently. 

The third is energy, defined as a work 
environment that actively supports physical, 
emotional and interpersonal well-being. 

Enablement and energy are the really critical 
factors in this sustainable engagement 
equation. In the last few years, with 
employers struggling to manage costs and 
remain competitive globally, the importance 
of enablement and energy has become really 
clear. Full engagement depends on all three 
elements and will only hold over time with all 
three in place. Companies  
that do not take steps to improve on-the-job 
support for employees and create a sense 
of attachment to the organisation could see 
engagement decline, directly affecting their 
ability to grow their business.

The importance of  
sustainable engagement
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Figure 02. Sustainable engagement and business 
results
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Figure 03. From engagement to sustainable engagement
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Key terms

Employee Value Proposition (EVP)
An Employee Value Proposition is the experience 
offered by an employer in exchange for the 
performance and productivity of an employee. 
From the employer perspective, a strategically 
designed EVP attracts, retains, engages and 
motivates employees to drive business success. 
From the employee perspective, employee’s 
connection with the EVP determines their level 
of discretionary effort in bringing the company 
mission, vision and values to life.

About the survey

The Towers Watson 2012 Global Workforce Study 
provides a comprehensive snapshot of the attitudes 
and moods of employees globally in a period marked 
by dramatic and continuing economic swings, 
deep-rooted financial concerns, political turmoil and 
regulatory change.

The Global Workforce Study covers more than 
32,000 employees selected to represent the 
populations of full-time employees working in large 
and mid-sized organisations across a range of 
industries in 29 markets around the world.

The GWS in South Korea surveyed 1,000 
respondents representing a mix of job roles and 
industries (communications, education, energy, 
government/public sector, manufacturing, 
property and construction, telecommunications). 
Respondents are also spread across a variety of 
job levels (manual worker, clerical/administrative, 
first-line supervisors, middle managers and directors, 
senior managers/executives) and job tenure, from 
less than six months to more than 20 years. They 
work in organisations that range in size from at least 
500 employees to 10,000 or more.

The study is designed to help companies better 
understand their diverse employee segments and 
the factors that influence employee performance 
on the job by gauging changing attitudes that affect 
attraction, retention, engagement and productivity.

Contact

For further information, please contact your  
Towers Watson consultant, or email to  
marketing.seoul@towerswatson.com
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About Towers Watson
Towers Watson is a leading global professional services 
company that helps organisations improve performance  
through effective people, risk and financial management. 
With 14,000 associates around the world, we offer 
solutions in the areas of employee benefits, talent 
management, rewards, and risk and capital management.


