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1. Introduction

In this era, employee engagement has become a famous topic of discussion. It had been an important
and eye-catching subject to consultation firms and among many popular media business. This is because
of the rising number of studies that has been trying to extend the concept of employee engagement to
work, job and organisation engagement (Welch, 2011) as it is also reported to influence various positive
work outcomes (Vincent-Hoper et al., 2012; Karatepe, 2013 and Harter et al., 2002).

Kahn (1990) was the first individual who determined work engagement as the “harnessing of
organisational members’ selves to their work roles”. In addition he also states that engagement must
come from the people who are being employed and is able to express it physically, cognitively, and
emotionally to perform in any given or voluntary performances. In line with this, Shuck and Wollard
(2010) also recently defined the term employee engagement as “an individual employee’s cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral state directed toward desired organisational outcomes”.

Employee engagement is one of the key determinants fostering high levels of employee performance, as
it is constantly shown in a number of studies (Macey et al., 2009; Mone & London, 2010; Gorgievski et
al., 2010; Christian et al., 2011; Chughtai & Buckley, 2011). To become successful and competitive in
the business area, an organisation should put more weight on employee engagement issues as to having
a high level of engaged employees were reported to produce good business performance even in the
turbulence economic (Kular et al., 2008; Harter et al., 2002; Shuck & Wollard, 2010). Organisations
which are faced with production decrease that has been resulted from global economy turbulence would
still survive in the industry as engaged employees would continually perform their roles. They would be
engaged with their jobs which will subsequently help the organisation to maintain and continue their
operations. Thus, this shows that employees’ engagement is an important element that is needed by the
company, especially during any encounter with an economic turbulence.

Even though there has been increasing number of studies which investigates employee engagement,
researchers have realized that academic researches lack practitioner developments (Macey & Schneider,
2008; Robinson et al., 2004). Since the understanding of employee engagement is a fundamental
element to organisational performance, there is a need to study the antecedent variables that has a direct
impact to employee engagement.

2.0 Problem Statement

The real understanding of impact on the employee engagement is one of the fundamental elements
towards an employee’s performance. Hooper (2006) who is a well-known Australian researcher stated
that the average Australian economy loses about $31 billion yearly due to the issue of employees’
disengagement and resignation from jobs. In addition, North Shore Health System has been invested in
employee training and development for about $10 million a year to encourage and train employees. This
is substantial with hopes that this initiative can increase engagement levels among the employees within
their firm (States, 2008). As a result, this action has given a positive outcome by decreasing for about 96
per cent of annual retention rate, increased in its customer satisfaction, as well as increased in profit
(State, 2008).

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) found that organizations that are able to engage with their employees are

likely to have a stronger attachment to the organisation. Thus, engaged employees will have a lower
intention to quit compared to the disengaged employees. Employee engagement has not only impacted
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employees’ performance, but also gives an impact to turnover of employees.

Since the year 2000, a lot of papers have been published pertaining to employee engagement. Most of
the published papers focused on the different definition of employee engagement. However, there are
still little empirical researches that focus on factors to predict employee engagement. In addition, despite
the recognisable importance of engagement (Kamet al., 2012; Macey et al., 2009; Shuck and Wollard,
2010), it appears to be a lack of consensus over the antecedents and outcomes of the construct. (Sowath
Rana et al., 2014).

Thus, to fill the gap of knowledge about the antecedents of employee engagement, this study seem to be
relevant to conduct as well as help to overcome the problem of employee’s intention to quit and can cut
the cost of company to recruit new comers.

3.0  Literature Review
3.1  Employee Engagement

To date, there still seem to be an unfixed definition and a generally accepted word for the term employee
engagement (Markoz & Sridevi, 2010). However, previous researchers had come to the same basic as
stated by Kahn (1990) by defining employee engagement as “an individual employee’s cognitive,
emotional and behavioral state directed towards desired organisational outcomes” (Shuck & Wollard,
2010). Engaged employees will demonstrate emotional and psychological connection to their working
environment (Wagner and Harter, 2006; Kahn, 1990).

Engagement can also lead to an increase in internal motivation, mindfulness, individual creativity, and
ethical behavior as well as increase in efforts to do beyond given tasks. They will also become more
productive and happier as they are able to work within a comfortable condition (Robertson-Smith &
Markwick, 2009). Organisation can measure the outcomes of engagement practice by looking at the
increase in customer loyalty, reduce in employee turnover, and increase in employee productivity as
well as financial success (Robertson-Smith & Markwick, 2009). This statement was consistent with the
findings by Harter et al. (2002) in the Meta analysis on 7400 business units, as they found existence of
relationship between employee engagement with various outcomes, such as customer satisfaction,
productivity, profit and employee turnover that subsequently influenced business success.

3.2 Supportive Work Environment

Working environment was determined as one of the critical factors that established the level of
employee engagement within an organisation. Previous studies done by Miles (2001), Harter et al.
(2002), Holbeche and Springett (2003), May et al. (2004) and Rich et al. (2010) showed that several
aspects of the working environment may lead to employee engagement outcomes. Deci and Ryan (1987)
demonstrated that any management function that practices a supportive working environment will
normally present their care and concern for employees’ needs and their feelings by providing them with
positive responses and encouraging them to voice out their needs in order to boost their skills and
ability to be an employee with problem solving traits. Thus, a harmonious and adaptable working
environment that enables employees to focus on their work and interpersonal development is classified
to have a high relationship to employee engagement. (Anitha, 2013)
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A supportive working environment can act as a holistic measure that can increase the level of employee
engagement. From the Gallup’s data surveyed, it is suggested that there is no metric that measures more
on diversity in human behavior than its environment. Working environment can also be determined as
all the important thing that is reflect on how we think of our lives and experience it (Rath& Harter,
2010). Therefore, working environment becomes a critical point to measure the organisation’s influence
towards its employees.

Supportive environment that enables to stimulate and maintain the relevant elements are develop based
on concepts like friendships, cooperation, support and trust (Kahn, 1990). To describe the current
condition of a supportive working environment, employees will be asked about friendships, cooperation,
support and trust. In fact, employees who do not acquire these criteria in their working relationships will
feel alone, disconnected to others, isolated and stressful. Relationships never built in any unsafe
workplace or when employees feel threatened by any threat and they have to be hypocrite instead of
being their selves (Kahn, 1990). By feeling connected to work, it will significantly reflect the
employee’s experience upon their work, thus increasing employees’ engagement.

3.3  Team and Co-worker Relationship

Team and co-worker relationship is another aspect that can be considered as part of the factors which
determines employee engagement. According to Kahn (1990) he found that supportive and trusting
relationships among employees can offer high employee engagement level as they are built on the basis
of a harmonious and concrete relationship traits.

Supportive team members will help every member of the team to explore new things and give full
support in hard condition and any difficulty (Kahn, 1990). This statement also supported by May et al.
(2004) who found that relationships build in the working place gives significant impact on being
meaningful which is an important part of any engagement component. According to Locke and Taylor
(1990), employee who possess positive interpersonal relationship and interaction with members at the
work place, will experience a great level of meaning towards their work as well as becoming engaging
team members. In short, when employees are able to build good relationships with the members within
an organisation, their work engagement is considered to be at high level (Anitha, 2013).

3.4  Organization Well-being

Organisation well-being is an important measurement of determination for employee engagement
(Anitha, 2013). From Gallup’s data, it is suggested that there is no metric that captures more variance in
human behavior than well-being. Rath and Harter (2010) defined well-being as all things which are
crucial to influence about what people think and experience in their lives. In other words, well-being is
considered the most essential measure to capture the influences of an organisation towards their
employees. (Anitha, 2013)

Towers Perrin Talent Report (2003) also found that the importance of well-being is investigated by
many scholars as the most important determinant of engagement as they impacted to senior management
level of interest toward their employee well-being.

4.0 Underpinning Theory
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In side of the theoretical foundation and linkage with Kahn’s (1990) engagement concept, motivational
theories developed be Abraham Maslow (1970) is much closer to Kahn’s concept. It is known that
Maslow hierarchy of needs provides a clear and better understanding of a conceptual framework.
According to Maslow, it is important to fulfil the basic human needs as well as building a context to the
conceptualization of employee engagement. However, in this study, Social Exchange Theory (SET) and
Leader Member Exchange and Team Member Exchange (LMX-TMX) theories will be used in this study
since both of these theories does fully explain the relationship of each and every variable involved.

4.1  The Social Exchange Theory

The social exchange theory (which is also known as SET) is becoming the most matched and accepted
theory used in current researches and studies of employee engagement. According to Saks (2006) SET is
among the toughest and solid theoretical support to explain employee engagement.

The critical point on the SET is that people make social decisions due to the perceived costs and benefits
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). The human made evaluation of the social relationships by determine the
advantages and benefit that they will get through the relationship (Ethugala, 2011). Saks (2006) also
mentioned that the best way for employees to repay their firm’s kindness is by presenting high level of
engagement. In short, SET gives a clear view on a theoretical explanation as why employees option to
choose to put oneself either more or less engaged in their job and within the organisation. The conditions
of engagement in both of Kahn’s (1990) can be viewed as economic and socio emotional exchange
resources. This brings to the fact that, when employees are well equipped with these resources from their
firm, they will tend to repay the firm by showing high levels of engagement.

4.2 Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) Theory

Leader-member exchange (LMX) theory can be used at an individual level. This is closely related to
workplace relationship among employees. Moreover, workplace relationship has a positive relation with
team-member exchange (TMX), so that, they form a linkage between both of the LMX-TMX theory.
Seers (1989) defined LMX-TMX as the quality of relationship between a person and an employee with
other members of the team.

There are many researches which are being conducted in order to understand the applications of leader
member exchange (LMX) theory over the last 25 years (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Regarding LMX
theory, the theorists concentrated more on differentiating the exchange existence in relationships for a
leader to develop and maintain their relationship with their subordinates by working together as a team
(Dansereau et al., 1975).

Sparrowe and Liden (1997) also added that interpersonal relationships among leaders, subordinates, and
coworkers are interconnected with one another to form a large social system that operates as a team and
organisation. According to Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) they are very much looking into system
perspective, they have asked for more researchers to conduct researches in order to develop better
understanding of how the LMX dyadic relationships can affect employees’ work attitudes and behaviors
in larger teams within an organisation.

This is due to the fact that not only LMX gives influence to the dyadic relationship among leaders and
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team members, but it may also have an influence towards other exchange relationships inside a larger
organisation. In relation to that, LMX might have an affect towards team member exchange (TMX).
Furthermore, high-quality of LMX relationship can create a comfortable working environment and thus
result in effective communication as a shared identity or having common values. This will be a platform
for employees to reduce the gap between them and experience a strong emotional attachment with each
other in their workforce as well as to enhance friendship formation at the work place (Ellemers, et al.,
2004).

As a summary of this theory, the LMX-TMX theories are very much related to each other and posses a

strong impact to the key determinant of employee engagement. This theory can support the determinant
of work environment, team and co-worker relationship as well as an organisation’s well-being.

5.0 Framework

The conceptual framework for this study is designed as below:

Figure 1: A proposed conceptual framework

Independent Variable Dependent Variable

Work environment

Employee
Engagement

Team and co-worker
relationship

Organization wellbeing

6.0 List of Propositions

Even though there are a lot of factors that have been acknowledged as important determinants of
employee engagement, this study aims to reach the objective as to provide a critical antecedent of
employee engagement in terms of work environment, team and co-worker relationship, and
organisational well-being. Thus, the hypotheses are as follows:

H1 : Work environment is significantly related to employee engagement
H2 : Team and co-worker relationship is significantly related to employee
engagement
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H3 : Organisation well-being is significantly related to employee engagement

7.0 METHODOLOGY

This research is designed as a quantitative study approach. It is a hypothetical deductive research as it is
aimed to generate knowledge and determine the relationship between the independent and dependent
variables of employee engagement. The research used a cross-sectional design because it will be
conducted in a short period of time.

Simple random sampling is being used to select the employees from middle and lower managerial levels
from four banks in Kuala Lumpur. A total of 400 questionnaires will be distributed in three weeks. The
population for this research is Banking Industry employees in the areas around Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
Samples will be selected from two different levels of employees which are middle managerial level
consists of all units and department assistant managers and bank officers. For lower managerial level,
front line employees at clerical level will be the targeted sample for this research in four banks. The
banks involved in this study are Citibank, Maybank, CIMB and Bank Muamalat. All questionnaires will
go through the organisation’s human resource department. The targeted sample is 400 which consisting
100 questionnaire for each bank.

8.0 IMPLICATION AND RECOMMENDATION FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Key determinants of employee engagement in this paper can promote a healthy working environment
which can reflect on the social outlook created by employers. Employees can enjoy considerable
attention from the key determinants that is being addressed in this study. In regards with this, managers
can generate their confidence level to face with their subordinate and engaged them in organisational
development. Adequate time should be considered for setting the objective and to ensure each and every
employee gain a clear understanding of the firm’s expectations for their achievement. Engaged
employees will be more optimistic and productive, thus increasing the organisational performance as a
whole.

This research should extend the discussions on the importance of all three determinants towards
increasing employees’ engagement. Future researches recommended were also furthering this study into
investigating the impact on the mentioned variables to employee engagement as well as employee
performance in various organisation to gain in-depth knowledge about employee engagement.

8.0 CONCLUSION

There are a rising number of researches in employee engagement. However, most of the studies were
being conducted by practitioners compared to academic researchers. This is due to much of what has
been written about employee engagement that comes from the practitioner literature and consulting
firms. There is a surprising dearth of research on employee engagement in the academic literature
(Robinson et al., 2004). So there is a critical need for future research to study further about employee
engagement.

As mentioned above, many previous researches have provided the evidence that employee engagement
is a crucial element to determine the organisation’s success. The three independent variables (work
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environment, team and co-worker relationship, and organization well-being) act as antecedents to
employee engagement which are chosen in this study based on the emotional state of employee
engagement proposed by Kahn (1990). This is also supported by previous research conducted by Saks
(2006), stating that although there is little empirical research on the factors that predict employee
engagement, however, it is possible to identify a number of potential antecedents from Kahn’s (1990)
and Maslach et al.’s (2001) model. Shuck and Wollard (2010) also stated that employee engagement can
be defined in an emergent and working condition as a positive cognitive, emotional, and behavioral state
directed toward organisational outcomes.

In addition, engagement issue is always discussed in behavioral state instead of cognitive and emotional
states of engagement (Shuck & Wollard,2010).Thus, this research is designed to study in emotional
states of engagement in term of the relationship among three variables that have impact on employee
engagement. By addressing these critical antecedents of employee engagement, this study perhaps will
contribute additional knowledge and information to respective organisations in providing a better
working environment, build a harmonious and friendly team and construct coworker relationship and
last but not least, to put an organisational well-being as an essential element to enhance employee
engagement. To engage employees, these initiatives can be applied within the organisation instead of
just focusing on monetary initiative like reward and recognition, followed by bonus and salary
increment per say.
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