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Abstract:

Employee engagement has emerged as a further alternative to measuring employee
commitment to organisations as a way of creating a more highly effective workplace. Many
human resource consultancies use employee engagement models in an attempt to create more
effective and efficient employees, thereby creating greater organisational benefits and better
organisational performance. This paper will outline the territory of employee engagement
and explore the relationship between employee engagement and concepts of employee
commitment.
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EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

Many organisations have identified the need to invest in human capital, to achieve the
maximum effort from their employees and to be able to create success in highly competitive
global markets. Investment in human capital has been identified as one way of creating a
competitive edge. Employee engagement has emerged as one way for an organisation to
measure their investment in human capital; a further alternative to measuring employee
commitment to the organisation and as a way of creating a more effective workplace (Echols
2005). Many human resource consultancies use employee engagement models in an attempt

to create more effective and efficient employees; thereby creating greater organisational

benefits and better organisational performance (Echols 2005; Crabtree 2005; Gubman 2004).

People in all aspects of their lives occupy roles; it is up to the individual person how much of
themselves they allow to be present in each role, which includes the role of the employee.
According to Kahn (1990) people can when presenting themselves present varying degrees of
themselves, cognitively, emotionally and physically. Kahn (1990) expresses that each

performance is as good as the amount of self that is present. For example in the role of



employee the more self that is incorporated into the job and the workings of the organisation
the better the performance or the better the employee will be. To measure this degree of self
Kahn (1990) created and defined personal engagement and disengagement which refers to the
harnessing of employee selves to work roles and through expressing themselves cognitively,
emotionally and physically; engagement is the degree and amount of involvement in the
organisation, and disengagement is the degree of withdrawal. It is as though the individual is
putting on an act to which bystanders will only see what is presented. Engagement at work is
the degree of involvement that the employee participates in, the level of self that is
incorporated into the work and interactions and the personal connections with work and

fellow employees.

There are many varying definitions of employee engagement, which stem from the work of
Kahn (1990 see Harter, Schmidt & Hayes 2002, Luthans & Peterson 2002, May, Gilson &
Harder 2004). Employee engagement definitions have incorporated employees having a sense
of feeling involved and actually enjoying their work (Greenfield 2004), further to employees
having a strong and valuable connection to the organisation (Gubman 2004). The types of
employment that you are in and where you work are seen as deciding factors of employee

engagement (Gubman 2004).

Although in contrast to the Kahn (1990) based definition of engagement, McDade and
Mackenzie (2002) offer a very simplistic definition of employee engagement; it is only
focused on the overall job satisfaction of the employee. Harter et al. (2002), when defining
employee engagement, take into account job satisfaction, enthusiasm and motivation for work
as well as having a feeling of being involved with the work. Their study developed a measure
of engagement, which is referred to as the ‘Gallup Workplace Audit’, also referred to as the
Q12 (Echols 2005). This measure adopts a three-tier level of employee engagement; namely

being engaged, not engaged or disengaged with the organisation.



The most definitive and descriptive definition of employee engagement is described by
Robinson, Perryman and Hayday (2004) from the Institute of Employee Studies (IES) as
being;
...a positive attitude held by the employee towards the organization and its values. An
engaged employee is aware of business context, and works with colleagues to improve
performance within the job for the benefit of the organization. The organization must
work to nurture, maintain and grow the engagement, which requires a two-way
relationship between employer and employee. (p9)
Robinson et al. (2004) discuss employee engagement as being the reciprocal relationship
between an employee and their employing organisation. Therefore both the employee and the
organisation provide a service to the other beyond the mere transactional relationship; the
organisation provides something extra to the employee in return for increased engagement
levels. Figure 1 provides a map of employee engagement based on the IES definition, taking
into account the reciprocal relationship. An example of the two way relationship is evident in
the organisation providing a child care centre, for the employees where this facility is
relevant, it could increase their feelings of good towards the organisation and give them a
personal sense of feeling valued. The index, formulated from the IES (Robinson et al. 2004)

to reflect employee engagement levels, has twelve items that are derived from extensive

organisational commitment studies as well as organisational citizenship behaviour research.

A reciprocal relationship can be identified in the work of Luthans and Peterson (2002) where
it is shown that higher levels of both cognitive and emotional engagement as previously
identified by Kahn (1990) will increase managers self efficacy. Once increased, employee
engagement levels are also increased and a cylindrical relationship is created. This is useful

for successful and effective management practice and development.

The IES (Robinson et al. 2004) provides evidence that the most significant driver in employee
engagement levels is for the employee to have a sense of feeling involved and valued by the
organisation. Any number of organisational initiatives can provide a sense of the employee
feeling valued and involved; but this is dependant upon the individual and what organisational

initiatives they particularly want. As previously demonstrated, having a sense of feeling



valued and involved within the organisation is the consistently highlighted item that the
research presents as representing employee engagement. It is identified in the work of Kahn

(1990) where the psychological condition of meaningfulness, has a feeling of being valued

and involved.
FIGURE 1 The Reciprocation of Employee Engagement
Organisation Organisational Qutcomes
Engages the Employee Increased Productivity

Lower Absenteeism
Healthier & Happier Workforce

| 1

Organisational Initiatives Increased Engagement Behaviours;
The organisation provides the employee with Organisational Commitment
initiatives that gives them a sense of feeling Organisational Citizenship Behaviour

valued and involved.

b{ ENGAGEMENT ﬂ

The definition provided by Luthans and Peterson (2002) is consistent with that of Robinson et

al. (2004) in that emotional engagement refers to management’s interest in the employee;
there are strong emotional ties and the employee’s opinion counts. Also, cognitive
engagement refers to employees knowing what is expected of them, they understand their
purpose or mission within the organisation and they are given opportunities to excel and grow
within the organisation. This is especially important for organisations today where the focus
is on trying to maintain healthy relationships with employees so they are encouraged to stay

with one organisation and develop a career.

Organisational Benefits

Employee engagement is thus based on the relationship between the organisation and the
employee. Why is employee engagement so important? Employees want the best possible
relationship with the organisation; they want to be provided with the best possible initiatives

that will make them happier creating an increased feeling of being valued and involved in the



organisation. Research is beginning to emerge that gauges the organisational benefits of an
engaged workforce. For the organisation, a recent study by the Gallup Institute has noted that
well managed organisational work groups through engagement initiatives creates for the
organisation higher profit margins (44%), more productive employees (50%) and customer
loyalty is increased by 50% (Echols 2005). It is believed that disengaged employees cost the
US economy approximately 300 billion dollars a year due to low activity from the disengaged
worker (Echols 2005). Engaged employees are less likely to suffer from workplace induced
stress and health outcomes andhealth factors greatly affect employee engagement levels
(Crabtree 2005). The organisation needs to endeavour to provide an environment where
engagement with the employee will increase and be maintained for the benefits that
organisation will reap. Open communication, respect, positive relations with co-workers,
teamwork and trust was found by Crabtree (2005) as the single most important factor in

participants “...maintaining a sense of comfort and well being at work.” (P2)

ORGANISATIONAL COMMITMENT

Organisational commitment is most commonly defined as the employee’s involvement and
identification with their respective organisation (Porter, Steers, Mowday & Boulian 1974).
Porter et al. (1974) have identified three components of commitment; employee belief and
acceptance of the organisation’s values and goals; the want to exert an extra effort on behalf
of the organisation and a desire to remain with the organisation. A body of commitment
research use the definition derived from Porter et al. (1974) or use variations of this definition
(Deery & lverson 1998; Price & Mueller 1986; Bishop, Scott & Burroughs 2000; Benson
1998; & Mowday, Steers & Porter 1979). This definition extends beyond loyalty to the
organisation, which is a common variation. It has been argued that loyalty is a very
parsimonious and simplistic way of referring to commitment as a general term (Price &
Mueller 1981, 1986). Commitment encompasses “...an active relationship with the
organisation such that individuals are willing to give something of themselves in order to

contribute to the organisation’s well being” (Mowday et al. 1979, p. 226).



Angle and Perry (1983) define both member-based and organisational-based models of
commitment. The organisational based model is based on what the individual brings to the
relationship and what the organisation offers in reciprocation to the individual. It is defined
as “a prospective member bring[ing] need[s] and goals to an organisation and agreeing to
supply her or his skills and energies in exchange for organisational resources capable of
satisfying those needs and goals” (p.127).This can be explained through the ‘norm of
reciprocation’ (Gouldner 1960), which is the fundamental human norm, that people are likely
to reciprocate the good work of others. In pairing well with reciprocation is the theory of
‘social exchange’ (Blau 1964), where individuals engender feelings of obligation, trust and
gratitude to the organisation because of the service provided to them (Agarwala 2003). When
one person does a favour for another then the other person is obliged to reciprocate (Bishop,

Scott & Burroughs 2000).

Reciprocation is further highlighted through employee’s having a sense of duty and
responsibility to the organisation (Mueller, Wallace & Price 1992). Organisations will provide
a secure job and in return the employee will be committed to the organisation and their values
and goals and the psychological contract will be upheld by both ends. The psychological
contract is seen as the ‘unspoken promise’ of rewards for services, including both intrinsic
and extrinsic (Baruch & Winkelmann-Gleed 2002). The psychological contract rests on
reciprocal responsibility; if the employee demonstrates high levels of commitment they are
keeping their side of the bargain to the organisation (Agarwala 2003). The extrinsic rewards
offered by the organisation are the most influential factors in the organisational-based model
(Angle & Perry 1983). Extrinsic rewards have been found to have the most influence on

commitment to the organisation; intrinsic rewards also have some defining influence.

Organisational commitment is a multidimensional and multifaceted construct, with many
meanings and influences. Clearly the norm of reciprocation is evident in the relationship
between the organisation and the employee, through the extrinsic rewards offered to the

employee from the organisation. Angle and Perry (1983) found theoretical support “...from



the organisation’s satisfaction of the employee to the employee’s commitment to the

organisation” (p.143).

Commitment can be further described as two distinct types of commitment; affective and
continuance commitment (Meyer & Allen 1991). Affective commitment is “an affective or
emotional attachment to the organisation such that the strongly committed individual
identifies with, is involved in, and enjoys membership in, the organisation” (Allen & Meyer
1990, p. 2). Affective commitment is also seen as going beyond the call of duty, putting in the
extra effort on behalf of the organisation. Continuance commitment is staying with the
organisation based upon the cost of not staying (Allen & Meyer 1990). Also of relevance is
the discussion of loyalty-based commitment versus intention to remain with the organisation
(Mueller et al. 1990). These two type distinct conceptualisations of organisational
commitment from both Allen and Meyer (1990) and Mueller et al. (1990) are very similar and
in essence are referring to the same constructs. They are distinguishing between the typical
psychological/ management/ sociological definitions to a more economic based definition

focusing on the costs of staying with the organisation, the transactional relationship.

Innovative, efficient and human resource practices that the employee enjoys have been found
to increase levels of organisational commitment and this leads to increases in organisational
effectiveness (Agarwala 2003). When an employee feels attached to, is involved with and
identifies with the values of the organisation, the organisation will reciprocate, especially
when the employee exceeds the minimum requirements of their job by helping others and the

organisation (Chang & Chelladurai 2003).

PERCEIVED ORGANISATIONAL SUPPORT

To further the discussion on commitment and reciprocation it may be necessary for the
employee to view the degree that the organisation is committed to them; this has been
measured as perceived organisational support (POS) (Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson &

Sowa 1986). POS is distinguishable to the employee in regards to their view of “...the extent



to which the organisation values their contribution and cares about their well being”
(Eisenberger, Fasolo & Davis-LaMastro 1990, p. 51). POS has been shown to have a positive
relationship with organisational commitment, and thus employees experience affective
commitment and greater emotional attachment when it is perceived that the organisation
supports them (Eisenberger et al. 1986). POS is believed to raise an employee’s expectancy,
that they would receive greater rewards for greater efforts from the organisation, this is
determined as the effort- outcome expectancy. This is a consistency here with the norm of

reciprocation.

Increases in intrinsic and extrinsic rewards that the employee attributes to the organisation
would increase POS (Eisenberger et al. 1986) and thus the norm of reciprocation indicates
that there will be an increase in commitment of the employee to the organisation. Employees
reciprocate POS through altering their goals to align with the organisation; this is evident in

lower absenteeism from those employees who show a strong exchange ideology.

Discussion and conclusion

Organisational commitment is global to the whole organisation; it encompasses all
experiences of the organisation in unison; the work itself, the people within the organisation
and the organisation (Mowday et al. 1979). Employee engagement, being very similar to
commitment would also be a global phenomenon, which is unlike job satisfaction that

indicates instant satisfaction, with one’s work or job.

Kahn (1990) argues that constructs of job satisfaction and commitment are both broadly
defined. Employees are satisfied with their job because their basic needs are being met fairly
consistently at a particular point in time. Kahn (1990) suggests that engagement is a changing
phenomenon, it is not a constant like commitment. | ndividuals would have moments of
personal engagement rather than levels of engagement on a continuum. If referring to
employee engagement and all the definitions, employee engagement would be a constant

especially if there is evidence to the employee that the organisation is implementing



initiatives in order to create feelings of being valued and involved. There is no reason why
engagement cannot be a constant like commitment. Therefore how would you measure
employee engagement and how could it be a definitive number? When dealing with emotions
of any kind, it would be imagined that they reflect your current state and mood.
Organisational commitment is seen as stable over time, also according to Mowday et al.
(1979) it develops slowly but consistently over time. Satisfaction fluctuates according to
transitory events, the day to day happenings of the job, commitment as a stable construct and
it is not affected by these events. Commitment develops as a result of experience, and
employee experiences that are consistent with expectations and the employees basic needs are
satisfied, these employees would develop strong attachment to the organisation (Meyer &

Allen 1991). This would also be consistent with the definitions of employee engagement.

Referring back to the IES (Robinson et al. 2004) definition of employee engagement, it
discusses a two way relationship whereby the relationship is cylindrical in nature which
demonstrates the reciprocation of the behaviours. Employee engagement is creating for the
employee a sense of feeling valued and involved by the organisation. This exhibits the
commitment side of the definition and POS can be seen as representing the perceived support

given to the employee by the organisation.

In reference to commitment and the Porter et al. (1974) definition there are many similarities
between employee engagement and commitment. This is especially evident when you look at
the theory of the ‘norm of reciprocation’, ‘social exchange theory’ and the work of Angle and
Perry (1983). Introducing the concept of perceived organisational support (POS) allows the
full extent of employee engagement to be measured. Figure 1 highlights employee
engagement and the reciprocal relationship. Commitment can be substituted into the map
where engagement is and the figure will represent the reciprocal relationship of organisational
commitment, which will include POS substituted into organisational initiatives, because this
is an individual perception of what the individual believes that the organisation is providing

for them.

10



It could be proposed that with many similarities between employee engagement and
organisational commitment, the same construct is actually being measured, and by adding a
measure of perceived organisational support will demonstrate the ‘commitment’ and ‘support’
that the employee perceives that the organisation provides to them, usually through extrinsic

and intrinsic rewards.

Feelings of being valued and involved, a sense of loyalty, connection and identification with
the organisation and the extra effort on behalf of the organisation are all consistent similarities
between definitions of employee engagement and organisational commitment. A comparative
analysis of the two distinctive measures of both employee engagement and organisational
commitment is needed to determine if they are actually measuring the same thing. Thus far

indications are that the definitions, are relating to a distinctly similar phenomenon.
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