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Abstract o

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to provide a framework through which to understand,
predict and control factors affecting employee engagement in the public sector in the United Arab
Emirates (UAE).

Design/methodology/approach — The paper examines research conducted in the area of employee
engagement and proposes a conceptual framework that can be used by practitioners to engage
employees and motivate them toward organizational growth and sustainability.

Findings — In line with the literature-based analysis, a framework of employee engagement was
developed, illustrating the linkage between leader, team, perceived organizational support and
organizational culture that is being mediated by employee motivation.

Research limitations/implications — Employee engagement as exemplified in this study is well
suited for use in the public sector in the UAE. Further empirical study should be undertaken to
ascertain the effect of the proposed framework and hypotheses.

Practical implications — The study incorporates determinants of employee engagement in a
framework that practitioners can make use of to identify interventions with which to engage and retain
talented employees for organizations’ benefit.

Originality/value — This paper provides a comprehensive framework that contributes to the
conceptualization of employee engagement and will help practitioners as well as academics to
understand the underlying causes of disengagement in organizations.
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1. Introduction

Employee engagement is a positive force that motives and connects employee
with their organization, either emotionally, cognitively or physically (Kahn, 1990;
Wellins and Concelman, 2005). Ibrahim and Falasi (2014) found that managers should
address the importance of engagement in the public sector in the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) because it will enhance employee performance, increase job satisfaction and
consequently lead the organization to achieve goals. Therefore, employee engagement
1s a vital issue for organizational leaders (Seijts and Crim, 2006), because employees are
the core asset of any organization (Lockwood, 2007). MacLeod and Clarke (2011) say
that the employees provide competitive advantage, are a valued asset and key to
enhancing productivity in the organization. It is clearly in a company’s interest,
therefore, to concentrate on engaging employees, both intellectually and emotionally.
Over the years, researchers and human resource (HR) specialists have found that
enthusiastic workers are a productive asset to the organization (Kompaso and Sridevi,
2010). Furthermore, research results have indicated a positive relationship between International Journal of
engagement and work aspiration (Geldenhuys et al, 2014). HRs practitioners and others v and feformance
in the organization should consider the differences between leaders’ and employees’ Vol. 65 No. 6, 2016
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Employee engagement is critical for, and an important element in, the success of
organizations. Prior research has found that individuals seek more meaning in their
day-to-day work than they do in their personal lives (Mishra et al., 2014; Ugwu et al.,
2014). Therefore, managers should strive to make work meaningful, such as by
ascertaining and endeavoring to resolve any difficulties that employees face (Biswas
et al., 2013). In addition, clear guidance and direction should be provided to employees
in order to empower them, so that they feel that their contributions are valued and
relevant to the success of their organization (Robbins and Judge, 2012). Studies have
shown that effective leaders can have a positive impact on the perceptions of workers
about their jobs and thus boost retention (Macphee and Suryaprakash, 2012). On the
other hand, Jackson and Schuler, (1983) and Hawkins et al. (2012) showed that employee
burnout after four or five years. Which may result in employees being less likely to
have an emotional bond with their organization and have greater intention to leave
their jobs (Detached employees, 2005).

Gallup research has shown that only 13 percent of employees worldwide are
engaged with their organizations (MacLeod and Clarke, 2011). Further observation
indicates that, for example, in Japan, levels of engagement are as low as 11 percent,
while levels of disengagement are as high as 45 percent in India (Haid and Sims,
2009). Country-level variations such as these are likely due to differences in culture,
values, politics, management styles, individual differences and the national economy
(Haid and Sims, 2009). Hence, it is essential for those managing across borders to be
cognizant, too, of factors contributing to engagement in the nations where they
are operating. Models of engagement that work in the host nation, for example, may
have no effect, or an opposite effect, in other countries (Collins, 2013). A good example
of a multinational environment in which managers need to possess the capabilities in
and awareness of engagement concepts is the UAE (IndexMundi, 2014), which is the
present study’s setting.

Global competitiveness led the public sector in the UAE to go through a significant
transformation as the Emirati government has boosted the prominence of innovation
through such as excellence awards and leadership programs (Al Marashi and Bhinder,
2008). In a 2014 report on global competitiveness, the UAE ranked as the 12th most
competitive nation globally (UAE Interact, 2014). Through endorsing organizational
innovation, the position of the UAE improved, with Abu Dhabi, the capital of the UAE,
ranked 21st in year 2014 as compared to 28th ranked in year 2013 globally in
innovation, capacity and performance (Global Innovation Index, 2014). However,
the public sector is facing management challenges in the provision of extraordinary
services (Jabnoun and Chaker, 2003), and its leaders have recognized that there is an
allied need to improve employee engagement and promote organizational excellence
(Kompaso and Sridevi, 2010).

Currently, investigating the relationship between organizational leadership and
employee engagement is of the utmost importance, as such relationships affect
performance and productivity (Marquard, 2010). In the UAE, in particular, there is a
need for leaders in the public sector who are able to engage employees (Al Saleh, 2014),
a requirement reflected in the fact that 45 percent of job applicants are required to have
leadership skills (Chibber, 2014). Meanwhile, Gallup research has revealed that the
percentage of engaged employees working in the UAE is 26 percent, while 60 percent
are not engaged and 14 percent are actively disengaged (Crabtree, 2013; Khoury and
Tozer, 2013), while other studies have established that almost one in two workers are
not engaged or are actively disengaged at work (Maceda, 2014).



This paper aims at investigate factors that affect employee engagement in public
sector organizations in the UAE. The overall aim of this research is to propose a
conceptual model to be used by researchers to reduce the gaps between research
literature and contemporary managerial practices, especially in the UAE context, as
well as establishing a framework for further researches on employee engagement.
Furthermore, this study is an attempt to help managers and leaders in the UAE public
sector organizations to enhance employee engagement that in turn will have positive
influence on the organizational performance.

In the next section, the relevant literature on employee engagement is reviewed and
hypotheses proposed. Then in Section 3, a framework is presented that links
the various constructs to employee engagement. Toward the end, Section 4 discusses
the academic and the managerial implications of this study followed by Section 5
wherein the authors present the conclusions and the limitations of the study.

2. Literature review
2.1 Barriers to employee engagement
Certain barriers may lead to low engagement at work, which, in turn, brings about
complications for employees and challenges for leaders (Gatenby et al, 2009;
Lockwood, 2007). Moreover, a decline in employee engagement levels can have an effect
on productivity, customer service and performance (Mone et al, 2011). Pawar and
Chakravarthy’s (2014) study revealed that, generally, employees leave for financial
reasons or because of difficulties with getting on well with their managers, career
development, colleague cooperation, role ambiguity or a lack of information on job
description, among other reasons. Correspondingly, leaders may contribute to
disengagement by providing little appreciation, recognition or feedback, which leads to
a lack of trust or confidence in a company’s management (Branham, 2005).
Furthermore, the variety of jobs can make it difficult for organizational leaders to
define roles and tasks (Lockwood, 2007), but a culture in which employees’ jobs do not
match their expectations creates further engagement barriers (Mone ef al, 2011).
There are a number of often-conflicting conceptualizations of employee engagement
arising from the practitioner and academic communities (Shuck et al, 2011), with the
most common philosophy used for investigating it being social exchange theory.
This theory contends that social behavior is the outcome of an exchange, the purpose of
which is to maximize benefits and reduce expenses (Saks, 2006).

2.2 Correlates of employee engagement

Kahn’s (1990) study of personal engagement and disengagement at work
involved connecting individuals to work, with that connection characterized by the
emotional, cognitive and physical energy necessary for performance. Kahn also
attributed certain psychological conditions, such as safety, availability and
meaningfulness, to employee engagement levels. Elsewhere, studies published in
numerous academic and specialist journals have pointed to the variability in
characterizations of employee engagement (Saks, 2006). Schaufeli ef al (2002)
suggested an operational meaning that facilitated an emotional status.
Therefore, employees manifest specific characteristics that signify engagement:
vigor, absorption and dedication. With “vigor,” employees show persistence; with
“absorption,” they have problems separating from the job; while “dedication”
describes employees’ levels of involvement.
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Alfes et al. (2010) explained it as a state of being positive, manifesting through
enthusiastic contributions of intellectual energy, attitudes of optimism and evidence of
meaningful relations with others, while Robinson et al (2004) described it as an
optimistic attitude held by a worker for their association and its principles. On the other
hand, Wellins and Concelman (2005) contended that “engagement” is an undefined
force that inspires employees to advanced stages of performance and illustrates the
degree to which workers are satisfied with their occupations and feel appreciated in
their roles and experience teamwork and trust. Similarly, Harter ef al. (2002) described
engagement as an individual’s participation and satisfaction displayed through their
eagerness for work.

Engaged employees generally feel involved, loyal, enthusiastic, and empowered, and
exhibit those feelings in their work behavior (Truss et al., 2006). More specifically, such
employees have great energy, are passionate about their work and are often fully
absorbed in it such that their work time passes quickly (Macey and Schneider, 2008;
May et al., 2004). According to Macey et al. (2009), an individual’s feelings of reason and
centered vitality are obvious to others in their initiative, versatility, exertion
and consistency toward organizational objectives. Further, BlessingWhite (2006)
argued that engagement relates directly to top-level input. Kenexa’s (2011)
WorkTrends report found that the degree to which workers are motivated to add to
hierarchical achievement and are willing to apply discretionary effort to fulfilling
undertakings vital to the accomplishment of organizational objectives is directly
related to the strength of the top level of the organization. On the other hand, the
literature has proposed a link between employee engagement and the bottom line in
organizations (Holbeche and Springett, 2004). Similarly, Jagoda ef al (2013) found that a
bottom-up approach can used in planning, supervising and projecting productivity
enhancements. Additionally, engaged workers will stay with the business longer and
frequently find cleverer, newer and more effective means to increase the value of
the organization. This, in turn, results in a high-quality business in which people
are thriving and productivity is both greater than before and sustained over time
(Catteeuw et al, 2007). Most scholars agree that engaged employees have high levels of
energy and contribute strongly to their work through creativity, responsibility for their
own professional development, teamwork and commitment to high-quality
performance standards (Paulsen ef al,, 2013).

Lockwood (2007) identified the need to know what drives engagement, particularly
in culturally diverse workforces. Employee engagement is influenced by different
variables, such as job resources (Bakker et al, 2008; Mauno et al,, 2007; Mendes and
Stander, 2011) and culture (Bhuvanaiah and Raya, 2014; He ef al, 2014; Suharti and
Suliyanto, 2012), perceived organizational support (POS) (Pati and Kumar, 2010; Saks,
2006; Alvi et al., 2014), leadership (Kular et al., 2008; Seijts and Crim, 2006; Zhu et al,
2009), job demand (Hicks et al., 2014), rewards (Soemaryani and Rakhmadini, 2013) and
teamwork (Anitha, 2014). The first four of these variables are the most researched
predictors of employee engagement. On the other hand, other predictors of employee
engagement, such as job demand (Mauno et al., 2007), rewards (Biswas and Bhatnagar,
2013) and teamwork (Brunetto ef al, 2013), are also frequently studied, though.
Conversely, several potentially significant themes are not commonly explored in the
literature, such as self-efficacy, self-esteem, employee empowerment, communication,
self-expression, perceived supervisor support, procedural justice, perceived employer
branding and individual characteristics (Anitha, 2014; Bakker et al, 2008; Chaudhary
et al, 2012; Hicks et al, 2014; Holbeche and Springett, 2004). The results of a study



conducted by Mendes and Stander (2011) suggested that engagement is best predicted
by job resources and personal resources. On the other hand, other studies have revealed
employee development to be the principal contributing factor to employee engagement;
in addition, extended employee care, reward and recognition have been shown to
enhance employee skills, which will reflect positively on the overall performance
(AbuKhalifeh and Som, 2013). Another study showed there to be a limited influence of
employer branding on employee engagement through employee expectation (Piyachat
et al, 2014). However, front-line supervision has been demonstrated to be key to
employee engagement in organizations, emphasizing the need for effective
communication and support from managers (Mishra et al, 2014). The influence of
procedural justice, though, may depend on cultural context, and might play a less
significant role in encouraging employee engagement in Eastern cultures in which
leaders are more directive in making some decisions (He et al, 2014).

The present study focusses on the key predictors of culture, leadership, POS and
teamwork as these variables significantly affect employee engagement (Anitha, 2014;
Brunetto ef al, 2013; He et al, 2014; Kular et al, 2008; Saks, 2006; Suharti and Suliyanto,
2012). The relationships between these constructs are set out in the Section 3.
The underpinning hypotheses, suggested by the employee engagement literature, that lead
to the development of the proposed framework are discussed in the following sections.

2.2.1 Orgamizational culture and employee engagement. Soemaryani and
Rakhmadini (2013) stated that “organizational culture” is what the workers observe
and that this observation generates an outline of opinions, value and anticipations.
Hence, work environments, team and peer relations can be seen to be the main
influencers of employee engagement, which in turn has significant effects on worker
performance (Anitha, 2014). Likewise, Soemaryani and Rakhmadini (2013) found that,
when organizations encourage and reward their employees for high performance, it
affects social relations, organizational performance and employee engagement. Boone
(2012) established that the effective execution of change requires a sincere commitment
on the part of workers and management, as resistance to change can slow down or
disrupt the change initiative. However, employees who perceive change as positive will
be more willing to shift from a system of competitive interactions to a teamwork style,
categorized by cooperative working relations (Bateman and Snell, 2009).

On the other hand, Janasz et al. (2013) suggested that a move toward a more “family-
friendly” work environment might raise feelings of inequity in people without families,
possibly contributing to low job satisfaction and lower work performance. Bhuvanaiah
and Raya (2014) concluded that future research should focus on the indirect influence of
organizational culture, even though it might not impact engagement directly.
Nevertheless, it can be inferred from the literature overall that an uncooperative culture
could result in a steady decline in employee engagement levels. Based on the above
arguments, the following is proposed:

HI. Organizational culture significantly impacts employee engagement through
employee motivation.

2.2.2 Leadership and employee engagement. Another construct that impacts employee
engagement is leadership. Hawley (1993, p. 11) posited that today’s leaders should
concern themselves less with issues of task and structure and more with their
employees’ “spirit”: “We all yearn for spiritually rooted qualities at work — integrity,
character, inspiration, belief, and even reverence — qualities that are key factors in an
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enterprise’s success.” Similarly, Seijts and Crim (2006) found that leadership roles and
behaviors can have positive results as employees become more engaged in
the organization. According to Yukl et al (2009), participative leader behavior increases
the positive valence of work for subordinates who require more independence, while
directive leader behavior is thought to be especially effective with achievement-focussed
employees, because the leader will clarify objectives and guide their subordinates
accordingly (Malik, 2013). Lockwood (2007) also inferred that effective communication
between leader and employee could influence employee engagement: a leader who
positively conveys strategies to subordinates can inspire employee engagement among
those workers. Robbins and Judge (2012) considered the core objective of a leader to be to
assist subordinates in achieving their objectives successfully, providing the necessary
guidance and assistance to attain these aims in addition to those of the organization.

Leadership studies show that the mediating role of motivation positively links the
behavior of leadership and followers (Xu and Thomas, 2011). Tims ef a/. (2011) identified
a positive correlation between transformational leaders and employee engagement on a
daily basis. Leadership style components that inspire and promote employee
opportunities to exercise their abilities and consequently improve job-related resources
have positive effects on employee engagement (Breevaart et al, 2014). Zhu et al. (2009)
revealed that a transformational leadership style is linked with engagement and the
development of dynamic, visionary and creative employees. Leaders demonstrating high
levels of engagement encourage employees to be innovative and move the organization
onward, as engagement impacts the cognitive and emotional aspects of the employees
(Kular et al, 2008). Suharti and Suliyanto (2012) found that employee engagement
mediates the influence of organizational culture and leadership style on employee loyalty.
In view of the above findings, the following is proposed:

H?2. Leadership significantly impacts employee engagement through employee
motivation.

2.2.3 Teamwork and employee engagement. “Teamwork” is a key component of
organizations (Senior and Swailes, 2004), and refers to the formation of a group of
employees who cooperate with each other toward a mutual goal. It frequently involves
employees supporting and assisting one another, often through complementary tasks
(Rasmussen and Jeppesen, 2006). Sparrowe and Liden (2005) recognized that the quality
of the supervisor-subordinate relationship has some influence on engagement; similarly,
Brunetto et al. (2013) suggested that the supervisor-subordinate relationship has an effect
on the quality of teamwork, and that teamwork has a positive impact on engagement.
Rasmussen and Jeppesen (2006) provided evidence that linked teamwork with better
organizational commitment and fewer issues leading to employee turnover. Kindermann
(1993) found that continuity in the motivational structure of peer groups, in spite of
extensive variations in individual memberships, increased the engagement level of each
individual. In addition, work environment and member personality characteristics impact
the level of engagement during teamwork (Liao et al, 2013). On the other hand, Markova
and Ford (2011) study showed that the intrinsic motivation of the group mediates the
relationships between received non-monetary rewards and performance, employee
knowledge as well as innovation. In view of the above, the following is proposed:

H3. Teamwork significantly affects employee engagement through employee
motivation.



2.2.4 POS and employee engagement. POS is a classic construct in work relations, and is Competing
defined as the beliefs that employees possess that their organization values their through
contributions and considers their well-being (Pati and Kumar, 2010). POS is significant employee
since it influences the quality of the supervisor-employee relationship (Wayne et al, 1997)
and predicts employee engagement (Saks, 2006), organizational commitment, citizenship engagement
behavior and retention (Pati and Kumar, 2010). Biswas and Bhatnagar’s (2013) study

indicated a direct effect of person-organization fit and POS on employee engagement 837
leading to differences in organizational commitment and job satisfaction. Furthermore,
Gillet et al (2013) found that employees who feel that they are supported by their
organization, through recognition and authority, display higher levels of self-determined
motivation and work engagement. Hence, employees of organizations that ensure POS
are expected to have a competitive advantage over those that do not foster the emotional
attachment of their workers (Alvi ef al,, 2014). Thus:

H4. An employee’s POS affects employee engagement through employee motivation.

3. Proposed employee engagement framework

This study presents four hypotheses derived from literature in the domain of employee
engagement, further to which a framework is now proposed. In this framework, which
is shown in Figure 1, employee engagement is the dependent variable, motivation is the
mediator and the independent variables are organizational culture, leadership,
teamwork and POS.

Engagement reflects a two-way exchange between workers and managers (Saks,
2006). Firms with engaged employees have greater employee retention, efficiency,
productivity and development, as well as employee and customer satisfaction
(Lockwood, 2007; Malik, 2013; Silverthorne, 2001). Hence, there is a practical incentive
to investigate these constructs and to come up with a clear definition and scope that can
be used for assessing employee engagement, extenuating the importance of the

> Organizational Culture

‘ Leadership
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Organizational Support

Employee
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Figure 1.
A proposed
Teamwork framework
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engagement model. Some commentators in the literature believe that organizational
leaders worldwide can discuss and review means to retain talented employees and to
engage others (Catteeuw et al, 2007, Pueschel, 2005). It should be acknowledged,
though, that, as Macey and Schneider (2008) observed, measuring engagement is
challenging, as it involves evaluating complex employee attitudes and ambitions.

4. Implications

This study set out to improve the body of knowledge in the domain of employee
engagement by providing leaders with literature on behavior efficiency and its impact.
It also identified opportunities for new areas of further investigation in relation to
employee engagement. Thus, the findings of the study lead to the following
suggestions for future research and for application in the workplace.

4.1 Managerial implications
(1) Retain talented employees for the success of the organization.

(2) Provide employees with regular feedback and day-to-day informal recognition
of their performance. Also, seek opportunities to develop and enhance skills that
will reflect positively on engagement.

(3) Empower employees and let them know that their contributions are important to
the decision-making process and the success and sustainability of the organization.

(4) Create a collaborative culture that will motivate employees to be creative, loyal
and more engaged with the organization and to do their best to contribute to its
success and sustainability.

(5) Set a clear strategy and vision for motivation through talent management and
employee engagement to contribute to the organization’s productivity.

4.2 Academic implications
(1) Undertake further research on employee engagement, including its possible
antecedents and consequences, and determine a clear definition of the concept.

(2) Study and validate the relationships between the research variables, which
have been shown, in the present study, to be influential for organizations in
their decisions on employee engagement strategies.

5. Conclusions

This paper presents a conceptual framework of employee engagement, demonstrating
the relationships between organizational culture, leadership, teamwork and POS, as
mediated by the employee motivation. Employee engagement is vital for organizations’
success and sustainability. However, there is a scarcity of research-based literature on
employee engagement in the context of the UAE to be used by managers and leaders.
The model of employee engagement proposed in this study based on a rigorous
literature review and will help solve the pressing problem of engaged in the workplace
in the public sector organizations in the UAE. Furthermore, empirical studies on the
proposed framework of employee engagement need to be carried out to ascertain its
validity. The managerial implications as proposed in the study will help the managers
and the leaders to retain talented employees in the organization.
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