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Abstract
Employee engagement is gaining popularity in management literature; however it
remains an unclear and somewhat undifferentiated psychological construct. Selfdetermination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) outlines three basic psychological needs
that enhance human flourishing and offers a potentially comprehensive framework
for defining and predicting employee engagement. This paper reviews the literature
surrounding employee engagement, well-being and perceived autonomy support in
organisations. In doing so, this paper examines existing theories of employee
engagement. Finally, this paper reviews the literature regarding the relationship
between employee engagement and organisational outcomes.
Introduction
Work is a significant part of an individual’s life and as a result, employee
engagement and wellbeing at work are important concepts. Contemporary work
increasingly involves knowledge work which requires greater engagement of
employee’s mental and emotional capability. In parallel, employees desire greater
meaning and personal development from their work (Avolio and Sosik, 1999), a
situation that suggests that employee engagement is a key factor in retaining
employees and enhancing their productivity. Engaged employees are both
cognitively and emotionally connected to their work and their workplace (Harter and
Blacksmith, 2010). Measures of job and life satisfaction correlate by between .50 and
.60 (Judge and Watanabe, 1993), with at least 25% of the variation in life satisfaction
being accounted for by job satisfaction (Spector, 1997).
The relationship between employee characteristics and business outcomes is
assumed to exist, yet the empirical research is limited. For example, engaged
employees consistently produce at high levels (Meere, 2005) yet the unique
contribution of employee engagement is unknown (Christian et al., 2011). In this
paper, the construct of employee engagement is reviewed and evaluated. We also
explore the concept of psychological well-being and perceived autonomy support in
the workplace. Finally, we review the literature regarding a relationship between
these concepts and business outcomes.
What is employee engagement?
Employee engagement has recently received much attention in the popular human
resources and management literature, however, remains a construct requiring further
conceptualisation and clarification (Saks, 2006, Robinson et al., 2004, Macey and
Schneider, 2008b). In the following section, we examine existing conceptualisations
of engagement.
Work engagement
An early definition of employee engagement described it as “the individual’s
involvement and satisfaction with as well as enthusiasm for work” (p. 269, (Harter et
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al., 2002). An early conceptualisation of employee engagement defines personal
engagement as harnessing the “organisation members’ selves to their work roles”
(Kahn (1990, p. 694). That is, individuals who are engaged experience a
simultaneous and holistic connection with their work (physical, emotional and
cognitive). This model proposes that individual and organisational factors influence
the experience of work and that this experience drives work behaviour (presumably
leading to performance outcomes).
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
Another conceptualisation is that of ‘work engagement’, a motivational state
regarding the relationship of an employee to his ‘work’ rather than to the
‘organisation’ (a difference between work engagement and employee engagement
(Bakker and Leiter, 2010). Work engagement is defined as a “positive, fulfilling,
work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption”
(Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002b, pg. 74). Recent research
suggests that vigor and dedication constitute the core dimensions of engagement
(Gonzalez-Roma, Schaufeli, Bakker, & Lloret, 2006).
Vigor is characterized by high levels of energy and mental resilience while working,
and persistence in the face of difficulties. Dedication is defined as a sense of
significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, and challenge. Absorption is fully
concentrating and being happily engrossed in one’s work, such that time passes
quickly and one has difficulties with detaching oneself from work.
Job demands – resources model
The Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) Model (Bakker, Demerouti, De
Boer, & Schaufeli, 2003; Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001),
distinguishes between two broad categories of work characteristics. Job demands
refer to physical, psychological, social, or organisational aspects of the job that
require sustained physical and/or psychological (i.e., cognitive or emotional) effort
and therefore maybe associated with certain physiological and/or psychological
costs (Demerouti et al., 2001). Job resources refer to those physical, psychological,
social, or organisational aspects of the job that may: reduce job demands and the
associated costs; are functional in achieving work goals; and stimulate personal
growth, learning, and development. The degree to which job demands or job
resources are present in an employee’s environment will relate to either burnout and
emotional exhaustion or enhanced work engagement.
The relationship between engagement and job attitudes
While employee engagement at first appears to be similar to, or to overlap, concepts
such as job satisfaction, organisational commitment, and job involvement (Macey
and Schneider, 2008b), the relationship between these concepts remains in dispute
with some researchers finding it is not empirically demonstrated (Little and Little,
2006), and others finding evidence for some correlation between employee
engagement and the above concepts. Macey and Schneider (2008) propose that
engagement mediates the relationship between antecedents (such as job
characteristics, leadership and personality traits) and outcomes (such as job, task
and contextual performance).
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Bakker and Leiter (2010) define engagement as a psychological state, and in doing
so, position it as an individual and mediating factor between the antecedents and
outcomes of engagement. Bakker and Leiter (2010) attempt to operationalise
employee engagement as a specific concept, in contrast to Macey and Schneider
(2008) and others (e.g. Christian et al, 2011, Kahn, 1990), who, in an attempt to
solve the conceptual problem in the current research of employee engagement,
suggest that employee engagement be used as an umbrella term to include a
multitude of conceptualisations e.g. trait, state, behavioural, attitudinal.
Concepts analogous to employee engagement can also be defined as outcomes of
employee engagement e.g. organisational commitment (defined as attitudes toward,
or loyalty to, the employing organisation) (Price, 2007, Harter and Blacksmith, 2010)
and job satisfaction (the emotional state resulting from the evaluation of one’s job
experiences) (Locke and Henne, 1986). The relationships amongst antecedents and
consequences of engagement have not yet been well conceptualised, let alone
studied (Macey and Schneider, 2008a). Such confusion between antecedents and
outcomes adds to the lack of clarity surrounding the construct of employee
engagement.
State versus trait based conceptualisations of engagement
There remains uncertainty around the definition of employee engagement as a trait,
state or observable behaviour (Macey and Schneider, 2008b, Page and VellaBrodrick, 2009). Recent research has shown that engagement demonstrates both
between and within person differences (ie has both state and trait like
characteristics) (Dalal et al., 2008). In a recent meta-analysis, Christian et al, (2011)
conceptualised engagement as a unique overarching construct with discriminant
validity over other similar job attitudes and found that a single dimension of work
engagement (e.g. ‘flow’ was not supported).
Voice engagement survey
In a study examining 13 engagement related measures, Langford and colleagues
(Langford, 2010; Langford & Demirian, 2007; Langford, Parkes & Metcalf, 2006)
found strong evidence for an overall factor that split into two subcategories: items
assessing attitudes and items assessing self-reported behaviour.
The attitudinal measures comprise existing constructs of job satisfaction,
organisational commitment and intention to stay as indicators of employee
engagement (cf Robertson, et al., 2012). The job satisfaction items encompass
measures of vigor, dedication, and absorption, as well as positive affect and job
satisfaction. The organisation commitment items measure level of attachment and
loyalty towards the organisation, analogous to affective commitment (Rhoades et al.,
2001).
Intention to stay (or leave) is a significant aspect of the Voice engagement scale and
research has shown that measures of employee turnover, intention to quit or
retention are a reliable indicator of employee attitudes to their workplace (Little and
Little, 2006). For example, individuals are more likely to leave an organisation if their
expectations are not met (Cotton and Tuttle, 1986). Such expectations have been
found to include “interest in the type of job”, “quality of manager”, “opportunity to
learn and grow”, and indeed, an expectation of engagement (Harter and Blacksmith,
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2010). Recent meta-analysis indicates that differences in turnover rates exist
between highly engaged and highly disengaged employees (Harter et al., 2006).
A key finding from the Voice study was that the attitudinal measures outperformed
the included behaviour measures (effort - organisational citizenship behaviour,
discretionary effort, proficiency – encompassing in-role behaviours, adaptivity,
individual citizenship behaviours, and proactivity) in correlating with organisational
outcomes. For this reason, the Voice engagement survey tool focuses on measuring
only the attitudinal measures of organisation commitment, job satisfaction and
intention to stay, and excludes any behavioural measures (Langford, 2010). In this
study, factors of employee engagement did not include well-being as a related
construct to employee engagement. Further, this study measured organisational
productivity through a self-reported rating by managers of business units (i.e. not an
objective rating).
In the current study, employee engagement is conceptualised using the Voice
engagement survey tool, as an attitudinal construct. However, we also include
psychological well-being as a related construct and seek to further evaluate the
relationship between psychological well-being and employee engagement. We also
conceptualise employee engagement through the lens of self-determination theory
and seek to examine the role that perceived autonomy support plays in contributing
to employee engagement. Finally, the current study will evaluate the unique
contribution that employee engagement makes to business well-being and
outcomes.
Well-being
Well-being is a global & subjective judgement that one is experiencing mostly
positive, and relatively little negative emotions (Wright, 2005). The interpretation of
the organisational environment in relation to an employee’s well-being is the concept
of psychological climate (Brown and Leigh, 1996). Research has consistently
demonstrated significant associations between measures of employee well-being
and job-related performance (.30 - .50) (Wright et al., 2007).
More recent research suggests that well-being and job satisfaction interact to predict
whether an employee will leave or stay in their job i.e. the relationship between job
satisfaction and retention was stronger in employees with high levels of well-being
(Wright and Bonett, 2007). Well-being has a similar moderating effect between job
performance and job satisfaction, such that job performance was highest when
employees reported high scores on both well-being and job satisfaction (Wright et
al., 2007). Well-being has been found to be correlated to affective organisational
commitment (Meyer and Maltin, 2010).
There is evidence that people with higher levels of psychological well-being at work
are more productive at work (e.g. Wright and Cropanzano, 2000). However,
psychological well-being is not positioned as a key component of employee
engagement (e.g. Harter et al., 2002; Schaufeli et al., 2006). A broader
conceptualisation of employee engagement, that includes psychological well-being
provides a more comprehensive definition of engagement for individuals (Meyer and
Maltin, 2010) and organisations alike (Robertson and Cooper, 2010).
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Self-determination theory
Self-determination theory (SDT) involves a set of related theories that explain human
behaviour by defining different types of motivation that an individual may engage in
for a task or set of activities (Deci and Ryan, 1985).
In addition to defining different motivation states, SDT defines basic psychological
needs that, when satisfied, provide the environment for intrinsic motivation and
human fulfilment (Deci and Ryan, 1985). In SDT, satisfaction of the basic needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness is considered a crucial condition for
individuals’ thriving (Deci and Ryan, 2000). These needs are considered to be
primary, innate propensities and essential to individual’s functioning (Deci and Ryan,
2000) and satisfaction of the three basic needs is posited to benefit all individuals
and to be considered essential for optimal human functioning.
The need for autonomy is defined as an inherent desire to act with a sense of choice
and volition, from personal interest, and to feel psychologically free (Deci and Ryan,
2000, Ryan and Deci, 2011, Ryan and Deci, 2002). The need for competence refers
to mastering one’s environment, feeling effective in ongoing interactions with the
social environment and experiencing opportunities to use and express one’s unique
capacities (Ryan and Deci, 2002, Deci and Ryan, 2000). Finally, the need for
relatedness refers to feeling connected with others and having a sense of belonging
at both the individual and the community level (Ryan and Deci, 2002). Need for
relatedness is satisfied if people maintain close and intimate relationships, feel part
of a team and feel free to express their personal concerns and joys (Van den Broeck
et al., 2008).
Employee engagement and self-determination theory
Employee engagement is closely linked to an employee’s motivation. Selfdetermination theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan, 1985) predicts that employees’
perceptions of their managers’ autonomy support will predict satisfaction of their
intrinsic needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, and in turn will predict
work performance and adjustment (Baard et al., 2004). Meyer and Gagne (2008)
propose that SDT provides a unifying theory to underpin the concept of employee
engagement and to explain some seemingly analogous findings in relations to
employee engagement. The various motivational states described by SDT can be
used to explain both the presence and absence of employee engagement (Meyer
and Gagné, 2008).
Van den Broek et al., (2010) developed a workplace specific measure (W-BNS) of
the three needs and validated it on a Dutch sample. This study found that
satisfaction of each of the three needs was positively associated with job satisfaction
and vigour, and negatively associated with exhaustion. In addition, satisfaction of the
three needs was positively related to life satisfaction, with competence satisfaction
and relatedness satisfaction being more strongly related to life satisfaction than to
job satisfaction and vigour (respectively). In the same study, need satisfaction was
found to relate positively to organisational commitment and self-reported
performance (Van den Broeck et al., 2010). This provides further support that
fulfilment of the basic needs in SDT is associated with elements that may contribute
to employee engagement (i.e. vigour and job satisfaction).
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Previous research has found that work-related need satisfaction is related positively
to job resources and characteristics. Specifically, task autonomy has been found to
be strongly correlated to autonomy satisfaction, whereas social support is strongly
related to relatedness satisfaction (Van den Broeck et al., 2010, Van den Broeck et
al., 2008). (Deci et al., 1989) found that when managers were more autonomysupportive, their work-group members reported more overall job satisfaction. Blais
and Brihe (1992) found similarly that when managers were perceived by their
subordinates as more autonomy-supportive, the subordinates displayed greater job
satisfaction, less absenteeism, and better psychological well-being.
A composite score of individual satisfaction across the three needs (Vansteenkiste et
al., 2007) and the separate needs of competence and relatedness (Richer et al.,
2002) were found to relate negatively to turnover intentions. However, only
autonomy satisfaction seemed to prevent turnover (Van den Broeck et al., 2010,
Vallerand et al., 1997). This finding is consistent with research in other life domains
(e.g. autonomy satisfaction leading to fewer school drop-outs) (Vansteenkiste et al.,
2005). Research demonstrates that lack of satisfaction of the three needs leads to
poorer performance and reduced psychological well-being (Ryan and Deci, 2000).
Moreover, need satisfaction is an important mediator in the relationship between
environmental influences (e.g. leadership) and autonomous regulation (Gagne and
Deci, 2005).
The current study will examine the relationship between measures of employee
engagement and perceived autonomy support to further clarify the relationship. SDT
predicts that higher perceived autonomy support (i.e. fulfilment of basic needs of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness) will be related to higher employee
engagement.
Self-determination theory and well-being
Various theories of psychological well-being have included elements of selfdetermination theory (e.g. autonomy, environmental mastery, positive relations with
others, personal growth, purpose in life, self-acceptance) (Ryff, 1995). Research
demonstrates that satisfaction of all three psychological needs are associated with
higher well-being across age, cultural dimensions (Hahn and Oishi, 2006), and
across the lifespan (Kasser and Ryan, 1999). Several studies, across different life
domains, have provided evidence for this claim (e.g., (Deci and Ryan, 2008). Deci et
al. (2001) assessed satisfaction of the three needs at work (in Bosnia and the USA)
and found direct positive relations in both countries between the degree of need
satisfaction, and both work engagement and well-being on the job. Kasser and Ryan
(1999) found that satisfaction of autonomy and relatedness needs in residents of a
nursing home were positively related to their well-being and perceived health.
Early evidence has been found for correlations between need satisfaction of the
three needs and employees’ general (Deci and Ryan, 2000, Baard et al., 2004), and
work-related well-being (i.e., job satisfaction, work engagement, and lower burnout),
favourable attitudes (i.e., decreased turnover intentions, increased readiness to
change), higher performance (Van den Broeck et al., 2010), and optimal functioning
(Lynch, Plant, & Ryan, in press, cited Gagne & Deci, 2005). Satisfaction of basic
needs has been found to predict psychological health, even after controlling for
employees’ salary and organisational status (Ilardi et al., 1993). Employees’ reports
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of satisfaction of their basic needs in the workplace relate positively to self-esteem,
general health, and vitality, and inversely to anxiety (Baard et al., 2004).
More specifically, autonomy-supportive leadership style has a positive impact on
employees’ well-being and performance (Baard et al., 2004, Van den Broeck et al.,
2008, Deci et al., 1989, Breaugh, 1985). Studies have found that managers’
autonomy support led to greater satisfaction of the needs for competence,
relatedness, and autonomy and, in turn, to more job satisfaction, higher performance
evaluations, greater persistence, greater acceptance of and motivation for
organizational change, and better psychological adjustment (Baard et al., 2004, Deci
et al., 2001, Gagne et al., 2000, Ilardi et al., 1993, Kasser et al., 1992)
In addition to relating to employees’ optimal functioning, basic need satisfaction is
also useful in understanding the impact of supervisors’ leadership styles (Deci et al.,
2001) and job characteristics (Van den Broeck et al., 2008), and their impact on
employees’ well-being and performance.
Organisational outcomes
An engaged employee, who dedicates physical, cognitive and emotional resources
to their work, should translate into higher levels of both task and contextual
performance (Christian et al, 2011). However, we know little about engagement’s
uniqueness as a predictor of job performance (Christian et al., 2011). For example,
no significant predictive relationship has been found between employee engagement
and discretionary effort, a key related outcome for organisations (Shuck et al., 2011),
despite a long-standing assumption that employee engagement would predict
discretionary effort.
Employee engagement is usually measured and discussed at the organisational
level, whereas most research examining organisational outcomes and performance
occurs at the divisional unit level. Meta-analytic studies looking at correlations
between employee engagement (Harter et al., 2002) or employee well-being and a
range of limited business outcomes including turnover, customer satisfaction, profit
and productivity (Harter et al., 2003), have found evidence of correlation (measured
at the business unit level). This research will examine performance outcomes at both
the organisational and divisional unit level.
Summary
Employee engagement is a concept requiring further research and clarification. A
relationship between employee engagement and organisational outcomes has long
been assumed and theorised to exist however, the evidence for a causal relationship
is patchy at best. This paper has reviewed the literature regarding employee
engagement, well-being and perceived autonomy support to contribute further to
clarifying the concept of employee engagement and its relationship to organisational
outcomes.
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